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    Chapter 1:  Slaughter, Rinse, Repeat 
 
      
 
    The cameras they’d positioned around the train helped speed up the process of exiting every morning.  Being able to see everything outside before hopping out made it a lot less stressful. You no longer had to worry a surger might be standing there with a few friends just waiting for you to poke your nose out.  They put down ramps to exit the cars now.  At some point they wanted to make easily retractable steel walls they could slide down around the train. That would help block any crawlerz lurking underneath the train from trying to Hungry Hungry Hippo anybody.   
 
      
 
    They’d come up with numerous enhancements to the operation in the last month on the tracks.  Improvising, overcoming and adapting is built into the military ethos.  All three attributes were sorely needed in a fight against an enemy with supernatural speed who outnumbered you ten thousand to one.  It didn’t help that the infected kept getting stronger.  The men and women charged with destroying them just kept getting more exhausted and lower on supplies. 
 
      
 
    Yue stayed in her bunk.  She didn’t see any reason to subject herself to the first few minutes of the morning.  Despite telling herself not to, she ended up staring up at the monitors anyway.  It was an all hands on deck kind of situation every morning.  The only exception being Yue and her guards who were all staying behind.  She knew that’d make Lindsey and Harley happy.  They were constantly concerned that she might be the unlucky one to catch a crawler’s final lunge.   
 
      
 
    Yue wasn’t skipping because of Lindsey and Harley fretting over her.  If she did what people wanted her to do then she’d be sitting back at Weathertop buffing her nails.  Jeff had been absolutely adamant he didn’t want her going on this cross country murder extravaganza.  Yue wondered now if she’d insisted on going more out of obstinance than because she thought it was the right thing to do.  So far, her extra sensitive psychic self hadn’t really accomplished anything useful.  Her disappointment in herself was reflected in the eyes of Lindsey who was in command of this mission.  They’d both had pretty high expectations for the value Yue could bring by being in the field. 
 
      
 
    Yue watched the standard morning scenario play out on the monitor.  It concerned her some that she didn’t really get upset anymore watching the cold blooded slaughter of the infected.  The warehouse entrance and the courtyard adjacent to it were full of the bloody remains of the infected.  They’d managed to set the explosives correctly to kill most of the ones who showed up to the party the night before.  Body parts were scattered around like water bottles after an outdoor concert.  The gory remains of hundreds of crawlerz were laid out in all their HD glory on the monitors.  There’d been a debate between some of the techie types if it was 4K or HD.  Yue still didn’t understand why the hell it mattered.  Did they really need to see the corpses in greater detail? 
 
      
 
    Yue watched on the monitor as the suicide squad lined up to police the dead and dismembered.  It occurred to her that this step probably wasn’t even necessary in the grand scheme of things.  The idea behind validating all the crawlerz laid out in the concrete were really dead had been part of the original planning sessions.  They were trying to come up with a process that was repeatable that’d result in the maximum number of crawler casualties with the least risk.  They were currently slaughtering between two and four hundred crawlerz per night.  If they had another dozen crews going that’d get them up to over a million and half dead crawlerz a year.  At that rate it’d only take them about a hundred years to make the country safe again. 
 
      
 
    There was a reason no one was focusing too much on the math.  It was depressing.  Another part of that military can do attitude was that it didn’t matter how strong the enemy was there had to be a way to defeat them.  The fighting men and women of the suicide squad embodied that ethos.  They’d consistently been thrown into impossible situations.  They’d managed to complete those missions time after time.  Some of them were starting to believe in their own invincibility.  Facial tattoos and bravado didn’t count for much when a blood craving crawler caught up with you when you weren’t ready. 
 
      
 
    Yue was musing about facial tattoos and wondering why they were bothering with this policing action when one of her guards nudged her.  The man was one of the ones with a jailhouse joker grin tattooed on his face.  He was going to have serious issues getting a regular job if they happened to kill all the crawlerz and restore civilization ahead of schedule.   
 
      
 
    “Yes?”  Yue asked trying to remember the guy’s name.  She kept getting stuck on wanting to ask him why he’d done that to his face and then forgot his name.  She felt bad not being able to remember since all of her guards were sworn to die to protect her.  She decided she’d ask Harley later what the dude’s name was.  She definitely wasn’t asking “Mr. Permagrin” when he’d told her a dozen times already. 
 
      
 
    “Lindsey wants you to come out just to make sure you don’t see anything before they start the mercy killing.”  Mr. Permagrin replied. 
 
      
 
    “Tell her we’ll be out in a minute.”  Yue said grumpily.  Lindsey had specifically told her she’d prefer it if Yue avoided things like the mercy killing morning routine.  Not that anything should ever be considered routine when you were talking about what they did for a living.  Yue slipped on her boots and headed for the door.  Her hands were automatically checking to make sure all of her weapons were in place and ready to go.  Making sure you had a loaded gun had taken the place of brushing your teeth as a morning ritual.  Gingivitis no longer being the number one concern when you first woke up. 
 
      
 
    “Morning sunshine.”  Harley said greeting her at the door.  He was in charge of the detachment responsible for safeguarding her person.  Yue couldn’t think of too many other people she’d feel comfortable having in that role.   
 
      
 
    “Good morning.  Where’s her royal highness the Capitan of the crazed?”  Yue asked dramatically.  She accepted Harley’s hand and let him help her down to the ground.  There was no train platform or anything here.  They were only moving about a hundred yards down the track every day before setting up for the next night.  They’d move on when they thinned the crawlerz in the city out substantially.  So far that hadn’t happened. 
 
      
 
    Harley turned and started walking towards the warehouse by the side of the tracks.  As soon as Yue went around the side of the train, she was overwhelmed by the visions hitting her.  She hadn’t been expecting anything since she hadn’t felt their hum in her head when she first got out.  Harley and the other men guarding her stopped and stared at her with concern. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  Wow.  There’s a bunch of them over in that warehouse. I’m feeling them in the other buildings around here too.”  Yue said after taking a minute to get herself under control.   
 
      
 
    “Anything we need to be worried about right now?”  Harley asked when Yue looked like she’d gotten herself back together. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  We should probably be asking ourselves why there are so many of them in the surrounding buildings.  Why didn’t they come on down and get blown up last night?”  Yue asked in a curious tone.  She was afraid she knew the answer.  They continued walking at a fast clip towards where the captain was hanging out.  Lindsey and her crew were surveilling the tapestry of death laid out in front of them.  She nodded to Yue as she approached. 
 
      
 
    “Hey.  I know I asked you to stay inside, but something feels off.”  Lindsey said to Yue in lieu of a typical good morning greeting. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  I agree.  We need to pack it up and move on to the next city.”  Yue said.  She was thinking through some seriously disturbing scenarios in her head.  Scenarios that could have a significant impact on their mission. 
 
      
 
    “Care to go into a little more detail?”  Lindsey asked.  Everyone was now looking at Yue curiously to see why she was saying they needed to leave.  A few of them were looking around nervously as if Yue’s words were intended to warn of an imminent attack.  Yue didn’t consider what she did to be anything close to magical.  Everyone continued to regard her abilities as some sort of witchy spell casting thing no matter how hard Yue worked to dispel them of that notion. 
 
      
 
    “I can see what we did last night flashing in their minds.”  Yue said as if that should explain everything.   
 
      
 
    “In the minds of the ones watching?”  Lindsey asked.  Yue could see the captain was attempting to put together what Yue was trying to tell her. 
 
      
 
    “I think if we stay in one place too long, they’re going to stop falling for it.  The images flashing though their heads work kind of like our memories do.  Expect for them memory is how they communicate.  They just have what they’ve seen and what they’re seeing.  They’re starting to equate a stopped train with getting blown apart.  They’re figuring out they don’t have a chance at getting to us.”  Yue said.  Lindsey nodded as if that made total sense. 
 
      
 
    “So after we clear this area then we go ahead and hit the next town?”  Lindsey asked.  It sucked that they couldn’t just keep doing the hundred yard jaunts.  That had been a great way to save on diesel.  It also gave them plenty of time during the day to get everything set up.   
 
      
 
    “I also think we should stop with policing the areas the next morning.  On a good day it kind of feels like clubbing baby seals and on a bad day one of our guys gets bit by one of the ones that can still wiggle around.  I say we just leave them to live or die on their own.  If we can kill hundreds during the night, then the dozen or so who might survive the initial blasts are an acceptable margin of error as far as I’m concerned.”  Yue said. 
 
      
 
    “Alright then.  Let’s round up the crews and head back to the trains.  Works for me.  Thanks Yue we’ll see you over there.”  Lindsey said.  Yue wasn’t offended at all by the abrupt dismissal.  Yue turned and left with her small entourage.  She was encouraged by how quickly Lindsey had seen the right thing to do and changed her tactics to accommodate.  That kind of flexibility was going to be vital for winning this war. 
 
      
 
    She ignored the chit chat of her guards as they walked back.  She was busy evaluating what’d just happened.  This was the kind of thing she was along for.  No one else would’ve had that kind of insight because no one else was as attuned to the crawlerz groupthink.  Maybe it hadn’t been a waste bringing her along after all.  She couldn’t wait to tell Jeff about it.  He’d get it as soon as she explained.  That was one of the benefits of having a boyfriend who was also in charge of the whole revitalization of the country effort. 
 
      
 
    The only problem was getting a chance to talk to him.  It wasn’t like she could just grab her iPhone and FaceTime with him whenever she wanted.  The couple of quick conversations they’d had were in the presence of radio operators and other engineering staff.  Not to mention Lindsey and half her crew standing there staring at her.  It was only due to his executive privilege that they even got that limited communication.  It was basically enough of his voice to make her miss him even more. 
 
      
 
    Based on what was happening she had a question she needed him to track down an answer to for her.  It shouldn’t be too hard since all he’d have to do was reach out to Major Tom in Fayetteville.  When they’d been in Fayetteville LeBron had found out that after a particular building was bombed the crawlerz didn’t use that building as a place to escape the sun any longer.  Yue wanted to get Tom to go check that building again and see if the crawlerz were still avoiding it or not.  She was hoping that’d give them a clue as to how long the crawlerz groupthink memory persisted.  
 
      
 
    She found her car on the train and hopped in.  Her mind was still going a mile a minute trying to reconcile the visions she’d received today with what they already knew about the infected.  One thing she knew for sure was that no one wanted the two legged monstrosities to get any smarter.  They were already dangerous enough fueled by the infection and the adrenaline spurts it let them shoot off at will.  If the groupthink started to evolve into something like a hive mind that directed the actions of the individuals that’d be a whole other level of danger.   
 
      
 
    It already kind of did by letting them share what they could see.  Yue had hijacked that stream of consciousness a couple of times to lead the crawlerz on wild goose chases. That’d been how they escaped from a few of the impossible predicaments they’d managed to get into.  If the infected groupthink started doing things a little more strategically that’d cause big problems.  Yue suddenly realized that’s what was bothering her the most.  It hadn’t been the visions of being seen by all the infected hiding in the buildings around them.  It’d been the sense that those infected were being ‘told’ to stay in place and wait for a good time to attack.   
 
      
 
    Ambush tactics were something they commonly saw with the infected they’d labeled ‘stalkers’ or ‘lurkers’.  Yue could even remember a few times when they’d been silently hunted by more than one of the infected at a time.  If larger groups of the infected started acting like that then it’d make them that much more difficult to eradicate.  It’d make things a whole lot more difficult if they had to seek and destroy the enemy versus just sitting in their nice, armored trains with explosives they could set off via remote control.  Seeking and destroying wouldn’t be a whole lot of fun against coordinated groups of the vicious cannibals.   
 
      
 
    “You’re looking pretty serious.  Does it have anything to do with us being sent back to the trains early?”  Drew had come aboard with Lisa.  He’d made a beeline over to where his sister was sitting the second that he saw the expression on her face.  He wanted to see what she had to say about what’d happened that morning. 
 
      
 
    Yue smiled up at her brother and let him know what she’d seen.  His eyes lit up at all the right spots indicating he was following along.  He might act like a dumb jock, but he had a decent head on his shoulders.  As they considered what to do, they both wished LeBron was there.  He’d have already formulated a detailed global strategy based on the new insight.  Yue smiled thinking of the creases LeBron would get on his forehead when he heard this news.  She missed him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2:  The Clock is Ticking 
 
      
 
    “So what do you think?”  Shaun asked the group of trusted advisors sitting around the table with him.  LeBron was proud to count himself among them.  He kept quiet for now to hear what the others had to say.  He had his own opinions but wasn’t sure on the politics of the whole thing.  He was completely content to let someone else shove their foot in their mouth first. 
 
      
 
    “It’s scary.  If what Yue saw is something that becomes more widespread, then the groupthink phenomena is going to be something we need to factor into our operations.  It basically changes everything.”  Jeff said.  He was in a rare mood.  He was elated to have been able to talk to Yue and make sure she was ok.  He was scared out of his mind by what she’d told them. 
 
      
 
    “Let me get this straight.  If the crawlerz are starting to develop this groupthink then the theory is that they’ll stop being lemmings and start utilizing more ambush style tactics?  They’ll stop coming to the train stops and getting blown up? They’ll force us to track them down instead?”  Shaun asked.  He was wearing his chief executive hat now. 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.  There’s no way for us to know if that’s exactly what’ll happen, but it appears to be a real possibility.”  Jeff answered.  The small group of men in the mahogany covered conference room were at a loss for words.  All except for the man who’d been bumped up to be the new secretary of defense.  He was one of the admirals who’d evacuated the Ford along with Shaun’s uncle.  His predecessor had been eaten alive by a group of the infected about forty feet from the room they were currently sitting in. 
 
      
 
    “We do have the other option Mr. President.”  SECDEF said quietly.  Despite the informal dress code most people had adopted the secretary was in a suit and tie.  He was a stickler for decorum.  Being rescued by the suicide squad had given him some major heartburn.  Facial tattoos and personalized bludgeoning gear didn’t mesh with his idea of what a professional fighting unit should look like.  He couldn’t really say anything to the team that’d risked their lives to rescue everyone stuck in Weathertop though.  He’d been feeling more forgiving of them since most of them had left on the train the month before.  Out of sight and out of mind was sometimes a good thing.   
 
      
 
    “I thought the other option could backfire on us?”  Shaun asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not if we plan it out and do it right.  It doesn’t sound like we have a ton of time if the infected are getting smarter.  This whistle stop strategy was already going to take an ungodly amount of time to complete sir.”  SECDEF answered. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me.  What’s the other option?”  Jeff asked when the President and the secretary of defense had stared quietly at one another for a little too long. 
 
      
 
    “Is it a weaponized strain of anthrax?”  LeBron guessed out of the blue when no one seemed to want to answer the question. 
 
      
 
    “You told him sir?”  SECDEF asked incredulously.  He must’ve thought he was pretty special having his own little secrets with the President.  The secretary was always pretty defensive since he knew that Jeff hadn’t gotten along with the former administration.  Shaun kept the old admiral around because even if he was a sanctimonious prick, he was still extremely knowledgeable. 
 
      
 
    “I think you just did actually.”  Shaun said with a bemused grin.  LeBron echoed the smile then quickly wiped it away.  No reason to piss off the guy in charge of all the people with guns.  Well at least not any more of an enemy than he already was.  The secretary noticed all the smiling and instead of getting upset he let out a self-deprecating chuckle.  Maybe there was hope for the guy after all. 
 
      
 
    “I guess that explains why I joined the Navy instead of the CIA.”  The secretary joked.  Jeff could relate since he also had a horrible poker face.  He’d been told that many times by people whom he trusted.  As was his habit he opened his mouth and started talking to help get his thoughts in order. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Secretary an anthrax attack was one of the scenarios my department had written up contingency plans for.  If we were attacked with the aerosol bombs over major cities, we were looking at a pretty high rate of infection.  We had plenty of the treatment stored in the strategic national stockpile.  It would’ve been a matter of distributing that as quickly as possible while moving people out of the impacted areas.  We had plenty of drills around those scenarios.  It was up in our top five most likely man made mass casualty events.  Are you saying we should deploy it against the infected?”  Jeff said.   
 
      
 
    “The infected don’t have access to a treatment center.  We deploy the spores on the cities they’re in we’ll wipe out seventy to ninety percent of them in a few weeks.”  The secretary answered.  Shaun moved his chair forward and coughed to get everyone’s attention. 
 
      
 
    “If we wipe them out with bioweapons then once the spores clear out, we’ll still have access to all the infrastructure.  My understanding is it would take about five years for the cities to be safe again.  I was thinking we start with the least populated cities on the West Coast and go from there.  We hold out in a few strongholds on the East Coast for a few years then migrate to California and setup a tent on the East Coast to fumigate this side.”  Shaun explained how he saw this playing out.  The image of a large tent over the East Coast for crawler bombing was spot on.  The way he said it made it sound like it was a done deal.  
 
      
 
    “Are you sure that infecting the entire country is the best way to deal with an enemy that exists because of an infection?  Will it even work on them?  What happens if we sprinkle anthrax spores everywhere?  What if they all get blown from the West Coast over to us?  How do we get uninfected people to leave the cities?  You realize this will kill all the animals as well, right?”  LeBron had done that thing where he started asking questions without really considering who his audience was.  Realizing he was getting overly aggressive in his questioning he shut up and waited to see if he got any answers back.  Half expecting to be asked to stand in the hallway while the grownups finished talking, he was thrilled when SECDEF started seriously answering his questions.   
 
      
 
    “We’ve tested it on the infected.  We set it off in a building about a hundred of them were in.  Which worked out good for math purposes.”  SECDEF stopped to smile at that.  When no one else seemed amused he carried on.  “Of the hundred in the building we were able to verify a mortality of seventy percent.  We’re assuming others died as well and we just didn’t find the bodies.  They could’ve made it hundreds of miles in the weeks after we sprayed their building down.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been spraying buildings down with anthrax?”  LeBron asked with a horrified expression on his face.  This time several people around the table did shoot him annoyed looks.  LeBron ignored them.  It was easy to sit in an underground base with ventilated air and talk about hosing down the countryside with anthrax.  It wouldn’t be so easy if you were a small group of survivors who happened to wander into a site that’d been contaminated.   
 
      
 
    “We’ve been conducting multiple operations to try and determine the best way to rid the country of the threat.  A bioweapon seems the most feasible option.  I know your team has gone all in on riding around in trains blowing up a few hundred every night.  I don’t think that’s scalable.  Not to the kind of numbers we need to retake the country within our lifetimes.”  SECDEF answered tersely. 
 
      
 
    “I think LeBron brought up some really good points.  Do we really want to poison the country to take it back?  Killing the infected the conventional way may not be as efficient, but it seems a hell of a lot safer to me in the long run.”  Jeff argued.  SECDEF looked like he had a retort ready to fire off when a young air force officer walked into the room and handed the President a single piece of paper.  Shaun scanned the transcript of the communique with Major Tom in Fayetteville before addressing the room. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been confirmed that the crawlerz still don’t use that one building to hide in during the day.”  Shaun provided the news in a straightforward way.  The news giving further credence to what Yue had reported back to them.  The infected were capable of learning and adapting.  That was not welcome news to anyone in the room.  SECDEF being the single exception since it validated his point. 
 
      
 
    “That proves we don’t have any time to lose.  We strike now and kill as many as we can as fast as we can, or we’re doomed.  Mr. President the time for conventional warfare against this enemy is over.  We have to take this to the next level if this country has any hope of surviving.”  SECDEF was leaning forward with an excited look on his face.  He had a weapon to wipe out the infected.  He was ready to strike.   
 
      
 
    “Even if we go the bioweapon route it won’t be fast.  We have to evacuate the uninfected from the cities we’re going to be clearing.  That’s going to be a job all by itself.  We’ll have to convince people that the government wants them to leave so we can protect them.  Most of the people who still want to give the government a chance already came over.”  Jeff continued to caution the President.  SECDEF snorted loudly. 
 
      
 
    “This from the man who told the government to abandon the people in the first place?  The reason the survivors don’t trust us is because of your original plan is it not?”  SECDEF said derisively.   
 
      
 
    “That was necessary so that the government could survive.”  Jeff said loudly.  He was starting to lose his temper with SECDEF.  Having the man throw those initial decisions back in his face was painful.  What really sucked was that the man wasn’t wrong.  It had been Jeff’s plan that the government had followed in the beginning which included abandoning almost everyone.  To leave them to fend for themselves when they needed them more than ever. 
 
      
 
    “How’s that working out?”  SECDEF responded.  The tone of his voice reminded everyone at the table that the old man in front of them wasn’t a fragile creature.  Most of his adult life had been spent on the bridges of warships conducting operations in hot zones all over the globe.  He was no coward.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  We don’t have to decide tonight.  We’ll be living with this decision for a long time.  We need to make sure that the cure isn’t worse than the disease.  We’ll talk more tomorrow.  You’re all dismissed.”  Shaun walked briskly out of the room after the abrupt close to the meeting.  He was attempting to avoid either Jeff or SECDEF cornering him to try and sway him to their point of view.  Smart move since both men had been planning to do exactly that. 
 
      
 
    SECDEF left immediately after the President.  Everyone else filtered out within the next few minutes except for Jeff and LeBron.  LeBron wasn’t sure why they were still sitting there.  He was thinking that maybe Jeff was feeling emotional from what SECDEF had brought up.  Being known as the man who talked the government into abandoning its people wasn’t really something anyone could feel good about it.  No matter how rational the response had been at the time.   
 
      
 
    “I was hoping more people would stay behind to talk to us.  Looks like we’re on our own.”  Jeff said finally.  LeBron nodded.  That also made sense he supposed.   
 
      
 
    “What do we do?”  LeBron asked.  This wasn’t a logistical problem with a logical answer.  This was the messy subject of politics.  This was Yue stuff.  LeBron wasn’t as bad when it came to navigating these kinds of issues as his brother Drew.  He recognized he was nowhere near the level needed to navigate this mess though.  Not for the first time he wished he had Drew and Yue back here with him.  He’d even be ok with hopping in a truck and driving out to meet them wherever they were currently camped out at.  Whatever it took for him to tell them what was going on and get some advice on how to handle it.   
 
      
 
    “What we don’t do is spray poison all over a bunch of survivors just because our leadership is looking for an easy way out.”  Jeff said.  He was nodding his head as he spoke.  LeBron thought that sounded great.  He just didn’t see how they stopped it from happening. 
 
      
 
    “Not to keep hitting a sore spot but you’re a prime example of the government not caring about the people.  Not if it comes down to saving the government or saving themselves.  We both know they’ll rationalize the anthrax and never look back.  Someone will start throwing around the whole ‘big picture’ thing and that’ll be the end of it.”  LeBron said after thinking about it for a few seconds.   
 
      
 
    “If we can’t convince them not to do it then we’ll have to go another route.  I’m not going to be part of killing the people who managed to survive this long.  We justified it back then by saying we’d come back for the survivors and help them get through it.  I’m not letting the new and improved government launch poison bombs at them.”  Jeff said emotionally.   
 
      
 
    LeBron didn’t bother arguing with him.  LeBron had no intention of putting his finger anywhere near the poison bomb trigger either.  In their current positions they could sway the President away from doing it.  If they committed treason and ended up in cells or dead, then they wouldn’t be able to help anybody.  Jeff got up and left the room.  LeBron trailed behind him.  Thinking through the arguments he was going to use to keep Jeff from assassinating SECDEF and making the whole situation even worse he trailed Jeff down the hall towards their sleeping quarters.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3:  All Aboard! 
 
      
 
    “The infected still don’t go in that warehouse in Fayetteville you asked about.”  Lindsey announced plopping herself down on the couch next to Yue.  Knowing they were going to be spending a lot of time stuck in the train they’d scrounged around to provide themselves some creature comforts.  Expensive leather couches were one of those comforts.  If you were ordered to go toe to toe with all the demons of hell, why wouldn’t you snag a ten thousand dollar sofa to sit on in between bouts? 
 
      
 
    Yue nodded.  “I didn’t think they would.  I think they’re getting more intelligent.  At least when they’re in groups.”   
 
      
 
    “Individually they’re still morons though, right?”  Drew asked.  He was sitting on a nearby couch with Lisa.  They’d been watching the DVD version of some Matthew McConaughey rom-com involving pirates and planes.  The advent of the apocalypse had made DVDs popular again.  Trying to find something to watch in random truck stop discounted movie bins had made everyone really miss streaming services.  The pandemic had put a screeching halt to binge watching shows.  Now it was a serious gamble to get interested in a series because there was the very real possibility of never being able to find parts six through nine or whatever. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  I think that’s how it works anyway.  Their intelligence is contained in the web of images they build up in a network between themselves.  A crawler walking around by itself just has its base knowledge.  When it joins up with other infected, they all share a common set of memories that begins building on itself.  Does that make sense?”  Yue asked.  She was trying to describe a concept that sounded more like the plot to an alien movie than something that should be impacting them in real life.   
 
      
 
    “Sure.  One crawler walking around might try to beat a door down if it sees you go in.  Say there’s a thousand crawlerz though. If one of them has seen a doorknob open a door before then they can share that image and open the door?”  Harley asked.  He’d been listening in as well.  The conversation was gathering a lot of listeners.  Knowledge on how the crawlerz operated was critical to surviving in this new normal.  The warrior members of the suicide squad understood instinctively that Yue was onto something big.  This could be a game changer.   
 
      
 
    “Kind of.  Not really but I think you get it?”  Yue answered.  She didn’t really understand herself what she’d ‘seen’ when she’d been part of that crawler groupthink earlier.  She just knew it wasn’t good.  They were much better off not giving the infected killing machines any additional advantages.  Spending too long in the area doing the same thing over and over again was just asking for trouble.  It’d be like they were training the infected on how to beat them.  For all she knew Harley was right about the doorknob example.  Given enough time maybe the crawlerz would figure out how to open the door.  Once they did then maybe that did become part of the groupthink images that they passed between one another.   
 
      
 
    Captain Lindsey got up off the couch.  Before she went anywhere, she addressed the small group that’d crowded around while they’d been talking.  “I guess we can put a pin in that then.  Thanks for the explanation Yue.  I’m going to snag a nap.  I suggest everyone else does the same.  We’ll be in Charlottesville before you know it.  I’d expected us to be able to spend a month there blasting away at the demons.  Based on this new intel it doesn’t sound like that’s the smart move anymore.  Which means I want one really good night at least.  Rest up cause when we get there we’re wiring up as much of that city as we can.”   
 
      
 
    That pretty much ended the impromptu pow wow.  Everyone wandered off to try to grab some sleep.  Harley washed down a couple of pills with whatever was in the flask he pulled out.  Noticing Yue watching him self-medicate he shot her a wink before collapsing into his oversized bottom bunk and almost instantaneously falling asleep.  Yue opened her mouth to tell Drew and Lisa they should try and get some rest then decided not to bother.  Those two would happily watch lame movies all day then bitch about being sleepy all night.  Nothing she said would influence the two teen lovebirds to do the smart thing.   
 
      
 
    Yue told them to enjoy the movie and stood up to go climb into her own bunk.  She was looking forward to resting if she were able to.  She wasn’t picking up any hint of the crawler net in the air currently.  That normally indicated her best chance of a sleep unspoiled by the nightmares brought on by being exposed to the psychic intrusions of the infected.  It didn’t mean she wouldn’t be haunted by her regular nightmares.  She was used to that now though.  If she didn’t have to wake up in a few hours she’d have slammed some sleeping pills and a Valium.  She thought of that little pill packet as her sanity sack.  Drugs were bad but so was never sleeping.   
 
      
 
    Hoping the gods of sleep would be kind to her she did some deep breathing exercises to clear her mind.  When that didn’t help her drift off, she tried counting sheep.  When counting sheep got lame, she switched over to worrying about her family.  She was scared they were all going to die before they got the train turned around and headed back towards Weathertop.  At some point her worried mind let go and she drifted into a world of nightmares and darkness.  A world that was a stripped down reflection of the reality she faced on a daily basis. 
 
      
 
    A hand nudged her awake in the middle of a dream she was having about burying her mom.  She kept trying to push her mom’s plastic bag wrapped body down into a hole, but her mom kept climbing back out.  The bag got more and more ripped with each try.  The person waking her up spared her from having to see what her mom looked like underneath that cheap plastic shroud. 
 
      
 
    Yue sat up in the dim red light of the train car.  They’d dimmed it down so everyone could try to get some sleep.  A skinny man in camouflage was walking down the aisle waking people up.  There was probably a lot of people he’d helped by yanking them out of nightmares.  It was a lot more likely he’d get punched than thanked though.  A lot of people woke up scared and fighting these days.  Yue herself had been punched hard by Jeff when she woke him up in the middle of a nightmare one time.  Yue watched the skinny soldier as he completed his rounds.  She was amused to see the way the man reached in to shake people awake then quickly snatched his arm out and stood back.  He must’ve learned the hard way about waking people up as well. 
 
      
 
    Yue yawned and climbed out of her bunk.  Walking down the aisle she saw Lisa trying to wake Drew up.  Leaving her to that ridiculously difficult chore Yue went and got herself a glass of lemonade out of the fridge they’d setup by the couches.  They’d really turned this train into the lap of luxury she mused as she sipped at the crystal light infused water.  Water that’d been pumped out of a stream and boiled before being stored in a ten gallon jug with a couple of purification tablets thrown in.  There was a good chance it wouldn’t kill them all.  They’d be back to using tasters to make sure none of them were going to die from cholera before too long.  There was a job the infected could do for them. 
 
      
 
    “Get some sleep?”  Lindsey asked walking over to talk to her.   
 
      
 
    “A little bit.  I don’t know that I’ve had an entirely restful night anywhere outside of Weathertop.”  Yue said thinking longingly of the large fluffy mattresses in the air conditioned base.  Not that they were necessarily roughing it on the train, but it was definitely a crowded space.  Even with the squad scattered out over three cars it was crowded.  It wasn’t even the whole squad.  Some of their men were still back at Weathertop, others were in Fayetteville and a handful were scattered out on the road bringing them supplies as needed.   
 
      
 
    “It’s just going to get worse.  North Carolina and Virginia are kind of the civilized parts of the world now.  Think about that for a minute.”  Lindsey said pouring herself some of the lemonade. 
 
      
 
    There was actually a lot to unpack in that short declaration.  The seat of government for what was left of the USA was in Northern Virginia now.  Fayetteville was evolving into one of the most secure cities on the East Coast.  There were more outposts and bases along the coast.  Especially in places where the water served as a wall to keep the infected out like up in Cape May, NJ.  A lot of islands off the coast had been setup as refugee centers as well.  From everything she’d heard the Caribbean had gone back to its cutthroat pirate days with the massive influx of refugees from different nations trying to take over the place.   
 
      
 
    “You don’t think it’s better out on the West Coast or up in the mountains?”  Yue asked.   
 
      
 
    Lindsey shrugged.  “Could be.  If there’s a great place with plenty of resources and no infected, then they’re keeping their mouths shut.  The last thing you’d want to do would be to advertise a place like that.” 
 
      
 
    “I heard Australia was infection free.”  Yue said.   
 
      
 
    “Might be.  I guess you also heard the way they keep it that way is by sinking any ship that gets close to their coast.”  Lindsey said leaning back against the wall of the train.  The car had stopped moving now.  Lindsey signaled to one of her men to go ahead and pop the front door and make sure it looked safe outside.  Everyone had already been studying the camera feeds.  A map of the city of Charlottesville had been passed around so the troops could start getting a feel for the city.   
 
      
 
    They were stopped on the tracks right across from the University of Virginia Medical Center.  A sprawling medical complex that was most likely full of the infected.  Lindsey and a couple of her patrol leaders had started circling areas on the map.  Charlottesville was a nice sized little city with lots of juicy target areas.  Even though they only had a few hours until it’d get dark Lindsey was determined to make the most of it.  She quickly worked to identify areas that should have a high density of crawlerz come nightfall.  When she was done, she started talking to her bomb and tech guys.  She was making sure the areas she’d circled would be able to be seen on camera.  It was also kind of important that the bombs go off when they pressed the buttons.   
 
      
 
    Given only a few hours Lindsey would’ve been worried that they needed more time when they’d first started doing this.  The patrols she sent out now had this down to a science.  One big advantage to setting up booby traps for the infected was that they didn’t have to be in the least bit subtle.  It wasn’t like a Road Runner and Wily Coyote scenario.  They could string wire on spray paint blast zones and put the claymores in plain sight.  By this point they also knew the best places to rig the mines.  Despite all that something was bugging Lindsey.  She felt like they were forgetting something obvious in their haste.  Yue got it first.   
 
      
 
    “Where’s the bait for those traps?”  Yue asked looking down at the circles Lindsey and her crew had drawn on the map.  Lindsey didn’t waste time slapping herself in the face.  Of course they couldn’t just setup bombs everywhere and expect the infected to hang out in those locations to get blown up.  After thirty days of doing this, she’d forgotten the reason the infected showed up to be blown up in the first place.   
 
      
 
    Lindsey hopped on the radio with the engineer. A quick discussion later she was dispatching a small group of men to help the engineer decouple the last car on the trains.  She was spitting out commands and marking new places on the map.  All the new locations were along the tracks.  She wanted to leave the individual cars in the places she planned on setting the traps up along the tracks.  Each car would have its complement of men sitting in it to be the needed bait for the traps.  The techs were frantically slinging wire and repeaters to build out what would be needed for the night.   
 
      
 
    They had two cars decoupled and were planning on calling it a day when reports came in over the radio that one of the patrols had taken fire.  At least one man on their side had been hit.  It was a minor wound that wasn’t expected to do him any serious harm.  They’d all forgotten that men with guns might also be out there.  Like worrying about the godless infected wasn’t enough to keep them stressed out in the field.  Lindsey ordered the other patrols to stay frosty and hurry up with the deployment.  It was beginning to get a little too close to dusk for comfort.   
 
      
 
    A pickup truck was spotted driving away through the trash covered streets.  Lindsey told the squad men to hold their fire and let whoever it was leave.  Most likely the men driving away in the pickup had been the ones who shot at them earlier.  It’d probably been a case of mistaken identity.  A couple of looters who’d seen the soldier stumbling around in the garbage covered courtyard trying to rig up explosives. They might have panicked thinking he was a surger.  Her guys had immediately returned fire so there was a good chance someone in that pickup was wounded already anyway.  At the very least they’d need a change of underwear from the shock of having a ‘surger’ shoot back at them! 
 
      
 
    Gathered together on the train Yue, Drew, Harley and Lisa reclaimed their seats on the expensive Italian leather once more.  Yue had never actually left the train.  She was feeling the massive psychic hum of the infected lurking in the large buildings surrounding the tracks.  She had very little desire to walk out in the open where it’d be even worse.  Especially if any of the infected caught sight of her.  She’d been content to watch the monitors from the comfort of the couch.  Most of her time had been spent munching on the barely ripe apples they’d harvested off a tree in an orchard the train had stopped by earlier.   
 
      
 
    They were taking a much less traveled route than the train tracks to Fayetteville. That was another reason why they were moving so slowly.  It didn’t seem like they were able to keep going for more than fifteen minutes before they had to stop and send men to clear something off the tracks.  Not to mention the periodic stops to inspect bridges or other infrastructure and make sure it was safe to use.  Not that speed had really mattered. No matter where they’d set up for the night, they’d always managed to attract a decent sized crowd of crawlerz. 
 
      
 
    Tonight should be a solid win.  They’d never tried splitting the cars up like this before.  It seemed like a no brainer now that they’d done it though.  They were hopefully going to get three nights worth of crawlerz in a single evening.  They’d run cables to the other trains to provide network connectivity for the cameras and to make sure they could set off the explosives.  The cameras were powered by the network, so they were fine. The people in the actual train cars were going to spend the night with minimal creature comforts.  Not being connected to the diesel engine power plant had serious drawbacks from a comfort perspective.  Yue for one was happy she didn’t have to be subjected to those drawbacks.  She liked having her own little fan blowing cold air on her face all night long in the air conditioned cabin.   
 
      
 
    As dusk fell the patrols all wrapped up their tasks and returned to their assigned cars.  Thanks to the late start, getting shot at, and splitting up the train cars they were cutting it a lot closer than normal.  They spotted the first crawlerz nosing around less than ten minutes after the last patrol had boarded a train for the night.  Other than being spread apart and having to watch more cameras the night looked like it was going to be a repeat of every night they’d spent hunting the infected this month.  They’d watch until the target areas were full of the infected then set off the corresponding explosives for that zone.  An hour or so later the area was typically just as full, so they’d trip the second set and so on.     
 
      
 
    Experience had shown you normally only got off about three good rounds with the mines before the crawlerz stopped standing in those specific areas.  That wasn’t an absolute though.  They’d had some nights were they only set off one round before the crawlerz thinned out so much it wasn’t worth wasting claymores on them.  Other nights they’d set them off every thirty minutes and wished they’d set up more of them.  In anticipation of this being one of those maximum kill nights they’d set explosives six deep in each main kill zone.  They were hoping to post their biggest numbers yet. 
 
      
 
    At eleven Lindsey ordered the first round of explosives to be detonated.  They ended up rolling through all six sets of mines at each of the three train cars that night.  Lindsey giving the orders to set them off every twenty to thirty minutes.  If they’d had more mines deployed, they would’ve set those off as well.  The cars had been swarmed by the crawlerz.  Just based on what they saw on the screens Lindsey was estimating the body count was going to be in the thousands once they were able to get a good look at the murder scenes in the morning. 
 
      
 
    The ferocity of the psychic waves washing over the trains had everybody getting high on some sort of pill.  It was the only way to stay functional.  You could tell the people who’d tried to stick it out without taking anything.  They were the ones in the corners with their entire bodies shaking in fear.  They were few and far between in this group of people though.  Given the overindulgence in pharmaceuticals Lindsey opted to announce they were all going to be able to sleep in a little bit the next day.  That announcement cemented her as the best leader ever in the opinions of the majority of people on board. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4:  Fight Fire with Fire 
 
      
 
    “Smallpox!”  LeBron said excitedly. 
 
      
 
    “It’s like four in the morning.”  Jeff said in a tone of voice utterly devoid of excitement. 
 
      
 
    “Instead of anthrax why don’t we use smallpox or something like that?”  LeBron said again.  He was almost bouncing with excitement.   
 
      
 
    “Because smallpox doesn’t exist and if it did it’d kill all of us to.”  Jeff answered. 
 
      
 
    “We have the vaccine for it in Atlanta.  If we have the vaccine, then don’t we need to have the virus too?”  LeBron’s excitement had faded a tad bit.  Going on almost no sleep the smallpox idea had seemed like a stroke of genius.  Standing in Jeff’s doorway being hammered with cold hard facts it was losing its luster. 
 
      
 
    “We have a tiny bit of it in Atlanta.  It’d take a long time to ramp it up.  A long time and a lot of resources we don’t have.  All to release another virus on the world?”  Jeff was looking at LeBron in a disappointed way.  He honestly expected better from the kid.   
 
      
 
    “It’d be a virus that we’d be vaccinated against ahead of time.  One that wouldn’t linger around like the anthrax spores.  Is there something else out there we could use?  Maybe they have stockpiles of it in another country like Russia?”  LeBron was grasping at straws now.  He yawned as his eyelids got inexplicably heavy. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll put some thought into it but for now you should go back to bed.  We’re not shooting anthrax cannons in the sky anytime soon if I can help it.  I need you clearheaded and rested so we can figure out how we’re going to wipe out the infected without wiping out the living along with them.”  Jeff said goodnight to an embarrassed looking LeBron.  LeBron turned and tiredly trudged back down the corridor towards his own room.   
 
      
 
    Now that he’d been woken up Jeff found he couldn’t fall back asleep.  After tossing and turning for a couple of hours he gave up and headed for the galley to grab some coffee.  In his mind he was comparing the smallpox idea LeBron had conjured up against the anthrax idea that SECDEF wanted to pull the trigger on.  Both options had serious drawbacks.  The main one being how easily either one of the bioweapons could end up backfiring on them.  On top of backfiring on them no one seemed to be concerned about the survivors out there.  The people who’d managed to survive the crawlerz would be impacted if different regions started being sprinkled with some form of deadly pixie dust. 
 
      
 
    It was a game no one seemed able to win.  If they kept up the train rides and explosives, then everyone currently fighting would be dead of old age before they’d reached a tipping point in the war against the crawlerz.  Especially if the infected started avoiding the trains thanks to this groupthink theory Yue had cooked up.  LeBron’s point about the Russians or some other foreign government having stockpiles of a bioweapon had Jeff thinking as well.  If another country had the means to hose them down with some sort of virus, then what was stopping them from doing it?  Jeff had lost track of the rest of the world in his focus on rebuilding the United States.  Now he was thinking that might have been a critical error.  He finished his coffee and started making his way towards Shaun’s office. 
 
      
 
    Jeff was informed the President had not made it into the office yet.  He ended up waiting in a room right outside the space Shaun had taken to working out of.  It was another mahogany covered section of the base.  Taxpayer money poured into a sanctimonious offering to the gods of bureaucracy.  As much as Jeff disdained the trappings of power, he still appreciated some of the perks.  A major one being that the coffee in this section of the base was markedly better than the black muck he’d just swilled down in the galley. 
 
      
 
    Jeff was in a very caffeinated state by the time Shaun showed up.  Seeing the President stomping in with a water bottle in one hand and his head in his other Jeff was worried that an in depth conversation may be an issue.  He didn’t even try talking beyond random pleasantries as he watched an obviously very hung over Shaun forcing himself to eat toast and drink coffee.  They were in Shaun’s office with Jeff on a couch and Shaun still nursing a cup of coffee when SECDEF walked in.   
 
      
 
    Jeff looked like he’d just rolled out of bed and Shaun looked like he’d just stumbled in from a long night on M street.  Both men were unshaven with hair that would’ve looked a lot better covered by a hat.  To top it off Shaun had a serious case of the whiskey sweats.  His office was starting to smell like the floor in the back of a dive bar where they serve a lot of the cheap stuff.  Not that Shaun had been drinking the cheap stuff.  Whatever he’d had he’d definitely drank a lot of it based on the red eyes and general miserableness of his features.   
 
      
 
    SECDEF on the other hand looked like the guy on a recruiting poster asking people to sign up and make America safe.  He could’ve been the general officer in pretty much any military movie.  The guy with the sharply creased khakis and hard ass attitude.  He reminded Jeff of Jack Nicolaus in a ‘Few Good Men’.  It was way too early to be dealing with him.  He’d probably been up for three hours already shining his shoes and polishing his buttons. Whatever it was people like him did in the hours before normal people started banging on the snooze button.  Judging by the expression on his face the President wasn’t super thrilled to see his SECDEF this early either. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning Mr. President.”  SECDEF said coming to attention and sharply saluting.  Shaun waved his hand in the air near his head and continued trying not to puke.   
 
      
 
    “You want some more toast?”  Jeff asked getting up.  He’d be happy to go on a toast run.  He didn’t feel like he was ready for a verbal sparring session with SECDEF this early.  Hopefully Shaun wouldn’t agree to launch a bioweapons attack on the entire West Coast just to get SECDEF to leave him alone so he could rest his head. 
 
      
 
    “You should stay here.  This concerns you.”  SECDEF said.   
 
      
 
    “It’s way too early to listen to you two get in another argument around the morality of mass murder.”  Shaun said cradling his head in his hands and giving SECDEF an accusatory look. 
 
      
 
    “No sir.  We can table that discussion until later.  Although I do feel it needs to be addressed soon.  This is related to another matter.  We received a request for assistance from Captain Lindsey’s team about ten minutes ago.  They were attacked sir.  Attacked by men with guns.  The captain indicated the men who were attacking were military trained.”  SECDEF reported. 
 
      
 
    “Who’ve we sent to help them?”  Jeff asked. 
 
      
 
    “They had their supply guys on the way already.  They’re going to be trying to flank whoever it is who’s attacking them.  I have one of the chinooks being fueled up and a team standing by to go assist.  I expect them to be in the air in the next ten minutes.  It’s a pretty short flight at full speed.”  SECDEF had barely finished answering the question before Jeff rushed by him to sprint down the corridor in the direction of the exit.   
 
      
 
    “I guess he’s going to.”  SECDEF said admiringly.  “Do you want me to have him stopped sir?” 
 
      
 
    “No.  He’d just figure out some other way to try and get himself killed.  Just relay the order to whoever’s in charge of the QRF to make sure Jeff stays in the rear.  He’s too valuable to have him get his head shot off by a bunch of pissed off refugees.  Tell them to wait until he gets there before taking off.  Otherwise he’ll just think we told them to leave early.  Let me know as soon as we have word on what the status is for Captain Lindsey’s team.”  Shaun rattled off the orders in one long breath.   
 
      
 
    “Aye aye sir.”  SECDEF said before executing a sharp salute and marching out of the office.  The horribly hung over commander in chief put his head on his desk in misery.  He really needed to get the drinking under control.  Either that or have them start planning emergencies to only happen in the afternoons.  He wished for the hundredth time that his uncle hadn’t saddled him with all of this responsibility.  All he really wanted to do was escape to the cave like mountain resort compound he had access to and spend the rest of his life eating his way through the almost infinite piles of supplies squirreled away up there. 
 
      
 
    Jeff pounded down the hallway towards the exit.  He was leaving one of the most secure sections of the base, so he didn’t have to stop and swipe his card at every door.  He did come close to bowling over a few people trying to come in as he barreled through the doors.  As a sign of the times those people weren’t pissed at him.  They immediately started running in his wake.  It’s a good rule of thumb in a zombie apocalypse that if you see someone hauling ass you should consider it a challenge to a foot race.  Jeff ended his lung emptying sprint in the main warehouse by the helicopters with a handful of men who’d run right along with him.  He started walking briskly towards the area he knew the helicopters were in. 
 
      
 
    “Hey sir, what were we running from?”  One of the younger men who’d joined the Jeff parade called out.  Everyone else was busy wheezing and trying not to puke.  When you were running for your life, you didn’t hold anything back.   
 
      
 
    “Just a drill.  Return to base.”  Jeff tossed out in between his own efforts to regain his breathing.  He smiled thinking of what Yue would say if she saw the train of men who’d sprinted along behind him.  Thinking of her wiped the smile right back off his face.  He rushed past the  suspicious guard at the exit to make his way towards where the helicopter should be waiting if it hadn’t lifted off already. 
 
      
 
    Running up the cracked concrete road leading out of the base he could hear what sounded like a helicopter getting spun up.  The chinooks are huge, so hearing what sounded like garbage trucks mating was a good thing.  If he’d missed them for some reason, he’d have grabbed the closest pickup truck and taken off.  He was relieved when he got to the top of the massive entryway and was able to see the super-sized helicopter sitting there waiting to take off.  Now he was freaked out he might have gotten this close only to miss it.  He poured every last bit of his energy reserves into sprinting for the big bird. 
 
      
 
    He was close to blacking out when he finally made it into the helicopter.  A big guy in full on battle rattle reached down to help him up.  The man had his shirt sleeves rolled up enough that Jeff could see the sleeve tattoos on each arm.  At first glance it looked like decks of cards going around his wrists and up his forearms to disappear into his shirt sleeves.  Closer inspection showed that it was all jokers, each holding a different weapon or woman.  That clarified which unit the men on this plane had been detailed from.  He wondered if the guy had a jokers grin tattooed underneath the big bushy beard that he was sporting. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome aboard sir.  We were told once you got here to hurry up and get in the air.  If you can sit down here, I’ll help you get strapped in.  We’re going to be going in fast and hard sir.”  The burly soldier helped Jeff get settled in while the door was shut.  Before Jeff or the man helping him had gotten a single strap strapped the chinook took off like a bat out of hell.  Jeff was ok since he was already sitting down. The tattooed soldier who’d been trying to help him was tossed to the ground.   
 
      
 
    Jeff tried to lean forward to get him, but the helicopter pilot was in no mood to fool around.  Most everyone was pinned to their seats.  Jeff’s helpful host was being tossed around on the hard metal floor of the big flying beast.  The woman sitting beside him helped Jeff finish getting strapped in.  Feeling like a toddler getting put in a baby seat Jeff made sure to thank the fierce looking warrior.  Evidently, she liked to express her individuality via piercings rather than tattoos.  She admitted during the flight that she had zero patience for sitting still while somebody tried poking her with a needle to draw a picture.   
 
      
 
    She regretted the unfortunate choice of words the rest of the short flight to Charlottesville.  She’d been yelling so that Jeff could hear her over the engine noise.  Through some quirk of aerodynamics she yelled out the most awkward part of the conversation right as there was a lull in the general noisiness on board the aircraft.  The result being that pretty much everyone heard her saying she didn’t have the patience to sit around while somebody tried to poke her.  Jeff wisely refrained from joining in on the graphic responses that started getting tossed at his red faced companion.  She wasn’t yelling back but Jeff was confident that she was mentally tallying which idiots opened their mouths for payback later. 
 
      
 
    The red faced warrior woman looked relieved when the pilot came across the comms system to tell everyone to prepare to land in a hot LZ.  The helicopter swooped around a few times then dove towards the ground.  They landed with a thud. Everyone immediately hit the doors to get boots on the ground as fast as possible.  Jeff hadn’t realized until sitting on the helicopter that he only had the weapons he normally carried with him around the base.  He’d been heading to get some coffee and chat with the POTUS.  You didn’t necessarily throw on body armor and grab a rifle to do those things.   
 
      
 
    Because he was basically naked as far as weapons and body armor went, he was asked by the squad leader to stay on board until the area was secured.  The way it was asked didn’t leave a lot of wiggle room for him to hop off anyway.  The second everyone except for Jeff and the pilots were out the door the helicopter went back up.  Both rotors pulling it up so quickly it felt like they were on one of those slingshot rides.  He’d been expecting the rapid ascent though.  Helicopter pilots didn’t like sitting on the ground being big fat targets in hot zones for any longer than they absolutely had to.   
 
      
 
    Once the helicopter was in the air Jeff was invited up front to the cockpit.  He took the copilots seat and put on the headsets so he could talk to the pilot and hear the ground chatter.  Looking down he saw the train cars were spread out along the tracks for some reason.  The car in the rear and the engine were both smoking where they’d been hit with some sort of explosives.  There were corpses all over the place.  Ninety nine percent of those should be the corpses of the infected that Lindsey’s team would’ve taken out the night before. 
 
      
 
    Jeff listened as the team on the ground met with the survivors on the train cars.  The story started coming together and it didn’t sound good.  About an hour after sunrise they’d let out their men from the train cars to start clearing the tracks and checking for any danger like crawlerz lurking under the cars.  They were also working on determining how quickly they could put the cars back together again.  There’d been no warning before rockets started slamming into the engine and rear car.  Machine gun fire had raked the men out on the tracks and then stated beating away on the train cars. 
 
      
 
    Everyone was ducking and trying to take cover when smoke bombs started going off followed by cannisters of tear gas.  The lead car was spared a lot of the initial onslaught. The men in that section were able to get some people returning fire before they were mowed down as well.  The captain had also had the presence of mind to get off the call for help.  The firefight had lasted maybe twenty minutes before the attackers had withdrawn.  When they left, they’d sent another barrage of machine gun fire into the trailers and surroundings.  They hadn’t tried to take any supplies. Their objective appeared to have included taking a few prisoners from the lead car on top of hitting the trains hard.   
 
      
 
    Yue was one of the people missing as was the captain herself and a few others.  No one knew if they were alive or dead.  The network equipment had taken a hit so the webcams hadn’t been very useful when they tried to review those to see if they could figure out what happened.  There were wounded who were being triaged based on the severity of their injuries.  There were a lot more dead than wounded to deal with.  A few men were sitting around with blank stares.  Finally pushed over the edge by the sneak attack.  It felt like a betrayal to them that non-infected humans weren’t joining in on their side to fight. 
 
      
 
    The bulk of the survivors were pissed.  They wanted payback and they wanted it now.  Jeff was beside himself.  He had no way of knowing if Yue were dead or not.  They had no way of knowing where the hell they’d been taken.  In a flash of inspiration Jeff asked the pilot to patch him into the communications room back at Weathertop.  All they needed was a little bit of luck and they may have the information they needed after all.  Fingers crossed he waited after making his request to see what they’d come back with. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5:  Won’t Back Down 
 
      
 
    A loud explosion rocked Lisa out of bed.  She’d been sleeping with one arm draped over Drew.  They each had their own beds, but she liked to crawl in with him once the lights went out.  Otherwise it was a little weird lying there together surrounded by people going up and down the aisle.  Especially since it wasn’t like any of the other people in the car were snuggle buddies.  Things like loud explosions made Lisa happy she’d opted for not caring what others thought about where she chose to sleep. 
 
      
 
    “Wake up!”  She yelled at Drew.  She couldn’t believe that he was actually trying to fall back asleep after the explosion that’d just rocked the whole car.   
 
      
 
    “Who the what?”  Drew sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed.  He stood up and started walking while still about ninety percent asleep.   
 
      
 
    “Everybody out of the car!  We’re sitting ducks in here!  Grab your weapons and get out!  It’s light outside!  Go! Go!  Go!”  Captain Lindsey was standing beside the open door yelling the orders out at the top of her lungs.  Another gigantic explosion rocked the car. The heavy door Lindsey was holding open slammed shut slinging her screaming in pain to the ground.   
 
      
 
    “Other door!  Out the other door!”  Harley yelled jumping into the fray.  He’d thought at first that all the noise was a side effect of the new drug combination he’d been experimenting with the night before.  He made his way through the crowd leaving out the other door like an enormous trench coat wearing salmon swimming upstream.  Someone was already helping Lindsey up, so he turned his attention to Yue. 
 
      
 
    Yue was working with Lisa to get Drew headed towards the front door.  There was a crowd of soldiers outside running down the tracks.  They watched in shock when most of the men who’d gone out got mowed down in a long burst of machine gun fire.  Lindsey came up behind them yelling for everyone to get low in the car.  A second later another burst of machine gun fire pelted the car they were in.  Extra armor had been added to the vehicle to the vehicle, but it’d been intended to keep crawlerz out not .50 caliber rounds.   
 
      
 
    Pieces of metal ricocheted around the room as their attackers punched a long line of holes into the wall of the car.  The rounds started striking one particular section of the wall the gunman must be focusing on.  The steady stream of bullets sending sparks and metal shards zinging around the inside of the car like pissed off metallic hornets.  A big enough hole formed in the wall that the attackers were able to lob in cannisters of tear gas.   
 
      
 
    “They’re coming!  If they get past us, you should surrender and do whatever they say.  The calvary should be on the way.  Hopefully Richardson got the message out before the engine got blown to shit.”  Lindsey said while cradling her left arm.  The arm looked like someone had ripped it off and then stapled it back to her shoulder after bending it a few different ways.  That’s what happens when you try to hold a door open when an exploding rocket decides it wants that door closed.   
 
      
 
    “They’re not getting in captain!”  Harley yelled ferociously.  Tears and snot coated the lower half of his face.  The tear gas was working its way throughout the cab.  They hadn’t brought the weapons and armament they’d have normally brought into a battle. No one had suspected they might be fighting regular people.  Hence the complete lack of gas masks.  Lindsey was kicking herself for that.  She’d taken a box of gas masks off the supply car and handed it to one of her men to put back in the warehouse.  
 
      
 
    “If they don’t get in then they’ll shoot this car to hell.  Our main objective now is to keep Yue alive.”  Lindsey was talking through a bandana she’d pulled up and around her face.  Only her red rimmed tear oozing eyes were visible.  Someone tossed in another cannister of the gas through the open doorway.  Harley stood up to blast away at whoever had thrown in the gas and took a shot right to the chest.  He fell over backwards.  Lindsey tried to catch him with her broken arm and started cussing like crazy.   
 
      
 
    Drew started to stand up and Lisa and Yue both pulled him right back down to the ground.  There was a little less tear gas at this level, but they were all still in bad shape.  The other suicide squad members in the car desperately fought to keep the attackers from boarding the train.  Between their captain ordering them not to do anything and the tear gas incapacitating them they weren’t very effective.  They were quickly overpowered, disarmed, and flung out the open back door to the ground below.   
 
      
 
    A man reached down and grabbed Lisa by the hair to drag her off the car.  Everyone was screaming for them to keep their hands away from their weapons.  Drew lost it seeing Lisa treated that way and put a knife in the attacker’s stomach.  Ripping the blade back out he turned to stick the next enemy he could find.  Yue whacked Drew hard in the head with a baseball bat.  She almost got shot in the face herself for the effort.  Instead she was unceremoniously bull rushed out the back door and flung to the ground below.     
 
      
 
    Before Yue had even finished rolling on the ground two men had grabbed her and put her in the back of a covered truck.  In the truck another two men put her face down on the ground and zip tied her wrists and ankles.  She was thrown on top of a wriggling pile of imprisoned humanity.  Lindsey screamed out in pain the second she was unceremoniously added to the pile. The woman’s arm was never going to be the same again.  Better a ruined arm than lying cold and lifeless on the tracks behind them as they drove away though.   
 
      
 
    Machine gun fire erupted all around them.  Yue assumed that was to encourage any would be rescuers or pursuers to keep their heads buried in the sand for a few more minutes.  That should be long enough for the attackers to make their getaway.  As bad as the situation was if they all just kept their cool, they still might be able to get out of it.  She thought it was a pretty good sign that they’d been taken prisoner instead of just executed.  Yue had been especially happy to see that a few men had been taken prisoner as well.  She’d been worried Lisa, Lindsey and herself might have been considered loot. 
 
      
 
    The truck skidded to a stop and another group of men hopped in the back.  They came in with a ton of gear including machine guns and mortars.  With the additional equipment and men the back of the truck was getting pretty cramped.  None of the people who’d taken them prisoner cared about the injuries any of their prisoners may have.  They didn’t care if they accidentally stomped on their hands or anything.  One of them seemed amused by the way Lindsey would scream every time he used his foot to nudge the bone sticking out of her arm.  A man with a heavy southern accent told the bone nudger to cut it out.   
 
      
 
    “Oh wow you assholes can speak English.  I kind of assumed you were a bunch of Russians or something.”  Lisa called out from her sideways place towards the middle of the pile of humanity. 
 
      
 
    “Why would we be Russians?”  One of the men asked curiously.   
 
      
 
    “Why else would you attack the American military?  Why else would you attack the people trying to help everyone get back to a normal life?  The people risking their lives to help ungrateful idiots like you.”  Lisa responded.  So much for keeping their cool and not pissing off the hostage takers.   
 
      
 
    “Well you have a big part of that wrong.  You see we’re the American military.  We’re the ones who didn’t leave when the country fell apart.  We’re the ones who weren’t invited to the secret bases or asked to cruise around on the ships.  We weren’t sent orders that included our families getting a nice safe place to live for the next decade or whatever.  If by American military, you mean the ones that stayed behind to protect the citizens instead of abandoning them then that’s us.  Not you.”  The man said.   
 
      
 
    “I never left the country.  Neither did she.  My brothers and I have been right in the middle of this crap the whole time.  We’ve never stopped fighting.  What you just did was wrong but there’s still time to make up for it.  Stop the trucks and turn around.  There’s no reason we can’t work together.”  Yue spoke up.  She’d intended on staying quiet until she knew who the players were and what to say to be the most impactful.  Once Lisa started talking though she knew she needed to jump in immediately.  Lisa and Drew were really made for each other.  Either one of them could take a bad situation and make it ten times worse with just a few blunt sentences.   
 
      
 
    “Great idea.  We should absolutely turn around and drive back to where we just ambushed the hell out of your little train convoy.  Or we could just keep going the way we want to and not get killed.”  Another of the men answered.  Someone further back in the truck told them to both shut their mouths.  After that it was impossible to get any of them to say another word for the rest of the drive.   
 
      
 
    The truck stopped and the back was opened.  The soldiers all jumped out while the prisoners were forcefully dragged out.  Lindsey had passed out from the pain in her arm.  Which was probably a good thing. The men who unloaded her from the truck didn’t care if they put her in additional pain when they dragged her out or not.  Lisa looked up from where she was being dragged to the edge of the truck bed to be taken out and started laughing. 
 
      
 
    “You supervillains are using a Super Walmart as your hideout?  You morons are so dead.”  She cackled.  The man who was supposed to help her down to the ground stepped out of the way. The man who’d dragged her to the edge of the truck bed pushed her out face first.  She yelped as she tumbled through the air to crash face first into the hard concrete.  Her wrists and ankles still firmly clasped behind her back by the large tie wraps they’d been bound with.  The tie wraps that were rapidly killing off the circulation to each of their appendages.   
 
      
 
    Yue was worried that she couldn’t feel her toes or fingers anymore.  She guessed Lisa was going to be a little more concerned with the broken nose she’d just gotten slamming face first into the concrete.  Lindsey was completely out of it now.  The men who’d been taken had all grumbled and cussed but that’d been the extent of their resistance thus far.  They all seemed to accept that they were now officially screwed.  Yue wondered how many of them had been smart enough to pop a bunch of Oxy before they’d been taken prisoner.  That would explain the weirdly resigned expressions on their faces. 
 
      
 
    The prisoners were laid out on the ground in the Walmart parking lot.  Yue watched from the highly uncomfortable concrete as someone drove the truck away.  They drove it over and into the garden center attached to the end of the building.  That would effectively hide the truck from any helicopters or satellites.  That wasn’t good for any rescuers who may come looking for them.   
 
      
 
    “Excuse me can you take the tie wraps off the woman with the broken arm who’s unconscious?”  One of the men lying on the ground asked.  He was looking over at Lindsey with concern.  Lindsey’s arm was not resting at anything resembling a natural angle.  It was pretty disturbing to look at.  For something to be disturbing to look at to this group it had to be pretty bad. 
 
      
 
    The squad member was kicked in the face for his gallantry.  The man who’d kicked him in the face began pulling his leg back for another shot.  The second kick was interrupted when someone standing by the store ordered them to hurry up and roll the prisoners inside.  Each of them was picked up and crammed uncomfortably into a shopping cart.  Lindsey was still out cold.  Yue hoped the captain stayed that way until they could get some serious painkillers into her.   
 
      
 
    Yue looked around with interest as they were wheeled into the store.  A skinny pale man wearing a black leather trench coat was standing with his hands on his hips watching them.  The store only had the glass doors in one section.  Those doors had been completely covered in solid sheets of reinforced steel.  Whoever had done it looked like they must have aced welding in high school shop.  It was way cleaner looking than most of the hack jobs Yue saw in the different places they’d stayed at.  The inside of the store was lit up with battery powered lanterns.  The cavernous space had been emptied out along the front wall where the nail salon and the bank and such were situated.  Yue assumed that was for a fallback in case the infected managed to get in through some unforeseen chink in the Walmart armor. 
 
      
 
    The guy dressed up in the black suit and long coat pointed to the nail salon area.  The guards dutifully rolled the bound prisoners in there.  They were yanked out of the carts one by one. The tie wraps were replaced with standard metal handcuffs.  Each of them was shackled to a different section of the chain link cage that covered the front of the store.  When there wasn’t enough room for all seven of them to be evenly spread out, they handcuffed Lisa right next to Lindsey.  Yue figured that was because Lindsey looked half dead anyway.     
 
      
 
    One of the guards sat down in the comfortable nail salon chair and the rest of them left.  The man sitting in the chair appeared to be a decent enough guy.  At least compared to some of the ones they’d met thus far.  Lisa asked him if they could get some some painkillers for Lindsey.   
 
      
 
    “I’m not supposed to talk to you.  If you talk too much, I’m supposed to hurt you.  I don’t want to do that.  Can we all just sit here quietly for a little while?”  The guard answered.  There really wasn’t any good way to argue with that.  He’d said it firmly and obviously meant it.  He sounded much more scared of whoever had given him his orders than he was of hurting them. 
 
      
 
    “What kind of man are you?  You’re going to let a couple of women sit here and die of thirst?  Women who just got beat up by your little woman beating pals?  You going to come over here and hurt me now little boy?  Why don’t you try it!”  Lisa spit the last bit at him.  Her eyes were flashing with rage.  Her face was covered in blood from her shattered nose.  She was handcuffed to a chain link security fence but in that moment she was terrifying.  The guard looked like he wanted to be anywhere else. 
 
      
 
    “Please just settle down.”  The guard tried again.  A small group of men emerged out of the shadows right as he said it. 
 
      
 
    “Please just settle down.”  The man in the black coat said in a whiney voice.  “Private Spencer what were your orders?”  The man asked switching to a strong authoritative voice. 
 
      
 
    “If they spoke up, I was to hurt them sir.”  Private Spencer answered. 
 
      
 
    “You do everything this wanna be Batman asks you to do?”  Lisa took the opportunity to spit a big glob of blood at the skinny man dressed in all black. 
 
      
 
    “Private Spencer, shut her up.”  The man in the long coat said with a flicker of annoyance in his voice.   
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.”  The private said miserably.  He walked over towards Lisa and then just kind of stood there.  He stared down at her then looked back at the man ordering him to shut her up.   
 
      
 
    “Hi.”  Lisa said brightly.  She had a big grin on her face.  Yue wished she was closer to Lisa.  At this point she’d have kicked Lisa herself to shut her up.  The male members of the suicide squad were staying quiet, but Yue could sense them tensing up.  These were men who’d spent the last year jumping into hell holes and fighting their way out.  They were in no way intimidated by these Walmart warriors.  She got more of a feeling of resignation from them.  Like they knew what was going to happen and didn’t think there was too much they could do about it.  It was almost like they were welcoming the end of it all.   
 
      
 
    The leader nodded at one of his other men. The tough looking guy took three long strides over and aimed a kick at Lisa’s already shattered nose.  It was exactly what Lisa had been hoping for.  They’d screwed up big time by just shackling one of her hands to the fence.  That left her with a whole lot of other limbs to use.  She let the guy kick her in the face. She was busy throwing her arm up to grab the man’s foot immediately after he kicked her.  She pulled him as hard as she could towards the fence.  The guard lost his footing and tumbled sideways. He ended up landing in the squad member’s lap who was shackled next to Lisa.   
 
      
 
    The squad member was ready.  Knowing Lisa he’d been anticipating something like this.  Without missing a beat he pulled the fallen guard’s pistol out of its holster and started shooting at the men standing in front of them.  He tagged two of them before the others even realized what was going on.  Lisa meanwhile had found the fallen man’s knife and was stabbing the camo wearing bully like a cranked up toddler trying to stick a straw in a Capri Sun.  The goofy looking guy in the leather cape had hit the deck as soon as shots were fired.  He pulled out a pistol and shot the shackled warrior next to Lisa multiple times.  Standing back up he screamed for Lisa to put down the knife. 
 
      
 
    She threw it at him as hard as she could.  It banged off his forehead. The hard blow made him drop his pistol as he reached up to his bleeding head in pain.  Unfortunately it’d hit him hilt first instead of blade first, but Lisa was still feeling pretty good about it.  Yue was watching everything go down in sheer amazement.  She’d been hoping to get a chance to try and talk them out of this mess.  After everything that just went down, she figured she should just start saying her prayers instead.  They’d moved way past the talking stage.  The man with the cape picked up his pistol and shot each of the surviving men shackled to the fence a few times.  He was shooting them in their extremities so that they wouldn’t die fast. 
 
      
 
    Private Spencer was staring at this total cluster with his mouth wide open.  The man in the cape ordered him to get it all cleaned up and left.  This time there was absolutely no talking to Spencer.  His whole body was shaking as he gingerly collected the pistol off the floor by the dead suicide squad warrior.  The shackled men who were still alive were moaning in pain as they slowly bled out. Spencer was careful to avoid getting anywhere close to them.  Lindsey was still unconscious.  There was blood everywhere.  Lisa was cackling hysterically with blood bubbling out of her mouth.  Yue was wondering if she had some Valium in one of her pockets.  She could use a little pick me up right about now.   
 
      
 
    When the man in the leather cape walked back over Spencer was on his hands and knees trying to mop up blood.  He was trying his best to do it without getting within the reach of the men chained to the fence.  He was ordered to get out of the way.   
 
      
 
    “What’s your name?”  Lisa asked the man. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Kernel Schmidt of the Virginia Volunteers.  I need you each to tell me who you are now please.”  Schmidt asked politely.  All trace of his former aggression was gone.  Yue thought the psychopath probably wanted to wrap up this interview so he could get back to drowning kittens.  The demented dude probably had lamp shades made of human skin.   
 
      
 
    “Screw you.  I just didn’t want to get killed by a guy I was calling anorexic Batman in my head.”  Lisa cackled.  More blood spat out of her mouth.  On looking over at her Yue had another random thought.  These guys better hope Drew didn’t show up and see how bad Lisa looked.  They’d die a lot cleaner if they let a few crawlerz in the building. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to ask you questions now.  If you don’t answer completely and honestly, I’ll put another bullet in one of your men.  I already know enough to tell if you’re lying or not.  It’s no accident we’re keeping the women alive.  I’m looking to interrogate the leader of your group.  I was informed you have a female captain.  I’m also looking to find out what’s so special about a young lady called ‘Yue’”.  The Kernel turned his attention to Yue.  It didn’t take a rocket scientist to guess out of the three of them which one was most likely named Yue. 
 
      
 
    The whoomphing sound of a chinook sized helicopter setting down amid a sudden onslaught of automatic weapons fire sounded from outside.  Lisa heard men scrambling around inside the store to get to their battle stations.  The Kernel calmly stood up and issued a few brief orders to the men who’d come running in to see what he wanted them to do.  When they’d left to carry out his commands, he sat back down facing them again.  He didn’t seem the least bit frazzled. 
 
      
 
    “You might want to ask us those questions pretty fast.  I’m thinking in about thirty minutes you’re going to be the one handcuffed to this fence.”  Lisa said with a ferocious grin.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6:  Dodging Bullets 
 
      
 
    Drew pushed himself up off the sopping wet dead dude he’d collapsed on after Yue whacked him in the back of the head with a baseball bat.  Looking down at his hands he saw that they were coated in sticky red blood.  It hadn’t had time to congeal which meant he hadn’t been out for too long.  He stood up leaning against the bunk beds beside him and looked around. 
 
      
 
    The car was a complete disaster.  The dead were scattered all over the place.  One woman was lying in a bed holding a pillow to her stomach.  The pillow was covered in blood.  Drew walked over to help her.  He touched her cold dead arm.  He jerked his hand back and the pillow fell to the floor.  Frantically scanning the other bodies in the car he was able to breathe again when he didn’t see any more women among the dead.  He knew he should feel bad about the KIA all around him.  It was hard to get around the massive surge of relief that neither Lisa nor Yue could be numbered among them though. 
 
      
 
    He gathered his weapons and shoved as much ammunition as he could fit into his pack.  Heaving the bulging bag up on his shoulders he walked over to the door leading outside.  Noting the bullet hole riddled corpses piled up on the tracks he listened for any sounds that may indicate the enemy was still around.  He could hear voices drifting on the breeze.  If the ambushers had hung out at the scene of the crime, then they were idiots.  Based on how efficiently they’d pulled off the ambush Drew was betting they weren’t idiots.  He gripped his rifle in both hands and hopped down to the ground. 
 
      
 
    He walked to the front of the train to check out the engine. It’d been blown to hell by some kind of explosive.  Crossing the engine off as a lost cause he turned around and headed for car number two.  It’d been set back a good hundred yards down the track from the car he’d been in.  They’d wanted plenty of distance between the cars so they could attract the largest number of crawlerz to each.  They’d have put it even further, but they only had so much cable to run between the cars to allow for control of the cameras and mines. 
 
      
 
    There was something going on at the second car.  By the time Drew got there he could make out a small group of men unloading a couple of the electric powered motorcycles.  The giant man supervising them was easily distinguishable. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Harley.  You know which way they went?”  Drew shouted once he got close enough. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you were dead.”  Harley walked over to meet Drew. He wrapped him up in a super painful bear hug.   
 
      
 
    “Nope.  Friendly fire from a baseball bat.  When Yue says something, she means it.  Didn’t you get shot?”  Drew asked rubbing the back of his head ruefully. 
 
      
 
    “Right in the Kevlar.  Hurts like hell though.  Going to be a cool looking bruise.”  Harley responded.  Done torturing Drew with hugging and emotions he turned to walk back over to the bikes. 
 
      
 
    “You know which way they went?”  Drew asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yep.  Only two bikes that survived the random machine gun fire.  I take it you’re on the other one?”  Harley asked needlessly.  Drew had already run the original suicide squad soldier off who’d been planning on going with Harley.   
 
      
 
    “Ready when you are.”  Drew said looking around.   
 
      
 
    “Cool.  Follow me.  I’m going to go slow once we get up ahead as we’ll be looking for tracks.  Also, it hurts to breathe.”  Harley said before he twisted the throttle and took off with a high pitched hum.  Harley rocketed up and over the tracks in the direction he’d last seen the big, covered truck headed in.  Drew followed right behind him.  The remainder of the ambush survivors continued to sift around in the wreckage looking for anything useful.  
 
      
 
    Harley rode up the street to where he’d seen the truck disappear from view.  Drew pulled up next to him. Together the two of them searched for some clue as to which way the truck had gone.  After staring around at the garbage in the road for about five minutes Drew counted out loud to three. They both pointed left at the same time.  Their best guess was based on the way some of the trash on that side seemed to have gotten knocked around recently. 
 
      
 
    Riding slowly they continued to look for clues to verify they’d gone in the right direction.  Seeing fresh tire prints in the mud motivated them to speed up the search.  Worry was eating away at Drew like maggots on a rotten apple.  The burning bile from the acidic stress swirling in his stomach threatening to slosh up into his throat every time he hit a bump on the road.  He couldn’t let go of the ice cold fear gripping him when he thought that he may lose Lisa or Yue. The lives of the two were coming down to Drew and a drugged out gypsy guessing which way they’d been taken based on the positions of garbage.  Apocalyptic tea leaves predicting whether the two women who meant everything to him were going to live or die. 
 
      
 
    They slogged their way through alleys and streets best guessing which way their prey may have gone.  They ended up on the on-ramp to the interstate with no freakin clue which way to go.   
 
      
 
    “Now what?”  Drew asked kicking the ground in frustration.   
 
      
 
    “You go east, and I go west?  Whoever finds the bad guys kills them and rescues the girls?”  Harley said in exasperation.  Neither of them could believe that any of this was happening.  They were supposed to be cleaning out the infected not getting involved in whatever this was.  Why would anybody want them to stop blowing up crawlerz?  That was something any survivor should be able to stand behind. 
 
      
 
    A familiar noise made Harley break out in an evil grin.  He pointed out over the buildings to where a humongous helicopter with dual rotors was spinning to follow the interstate east.  Drew’s echoing grin foretold the death of the men who’d taken his sister and his girl.  They pegged the motors on their high tech Harley Davidsons as they took off in the same direction the helicopter was disappearing into.   
 
      
 
    Drew passed Harley and kept pouring on the speed.  He was driving suicidally fast already.  He slalomed around random debris in the street. The trash coming at him so fast he barely had time to see it before he was shifting his weight to avoid it.  The much more experienced rider was Harley.  That experience made him a little more cautious than Drew when it came to opening up the throttle and just going for it.  The main reason Drew had been able to pass him so quickly was that Harley weighed twice as much as him though.   
 
      
 
    They were both prepared to continue riding until they caught the helicopter or ran out of juice for their electric steeds.  It caught them both off guard when the helicopter suddenly dipped down and disappeared from view.  Without missing a beat Drew leaned into the curve while decelerating to exit at the next off ramp.  At the bottom of the ramp he worked his way through the cross streets in the direction he thought the helicopter had gone in.  Harley cruised along behind him anxiously scanning the horizon to make sure they didn’t miss it if the helicopter took off in a different direction. 
 
      
 
    The sound of gunfire broke out from up ahead.  Some kind of machine gun was tearing stuff up.  Drew and Harley ripped back on their throttles to sling themselves down the dangerous streets even faster.  Up ahead was a plaza that was mostly taken up by a gigantic Walmart.  On the other side of the parking lot from them a chinook was sitting in the parking lot with its rotors still going.  Men had deployed from the helicopter into the parking lot.  Machine gun fire was coming from the front of the Walmart.  Squinting his eyes against the sun Drew could see that the front of the store had been covered with massive steel plates. 
 
      
 
    “Well hell.  All they have to do is sit in there until it gets dark.  They’ve got hostages so we can’t just blow them all to hell.”  Harley said to Drew.  Drew had slowed to a stop on the access road leading into the Walmart parking lot.  Harley had pulled up next to him and braked to a stop.  They sat there evaluating the screwed up position they were in.   
 
      
 
    “Back door?”  Drew asked after a minute of contemplation.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think they’re sneaking out past that massive flying beast in the parking lot anytime soon.  Let’s go.”  Harley answered. 
 
      
 
    They swung into the parking lot and immediately shifted their body weight to turn towards the access road to go around to the back of the plaza.  Drew had judged they probably wouldn’t be visible from the front of the Walmart so should be safe from the bad guys. He hoped someone had told the guys in the helicopter that him and Harley had taken off with the electric bikes.  If the helicopter crew decided to point those big ass guns at them then they’d be hamburger before they had a chance to yell out the secret pass phrase.  Not that anyone had thought to come up with a secret pass phrase.  Normally just screaming you weren’t infected was good enough. 
 
      
 
    They turned the corner and Drew saw something flashing.  It took him a second to realize they were being shot at.  He turned his bike as fast as he could.  They went back around the side of the store to get out of sight of whoever had started shooting at them.  Once they were around the corner, they pulled up next to each other again. 
 
      
 
    “You get hit?”  Harley asked. 
 
      
 
    “Nope.”  Drew said making a production of patting himself down to make sure.   
 
      
 
    They sat on their bikes wondering what to do next.  If they drove through the parking lot, the enemy gunner in the front of the store would get them.  They’d just experienced what happened when you tried going around the back.  They were startled out of their contemplation of the impossible situation by a loud voice yelling for them to stick their hands in the air.  Both Drew and Harley instantly hit the throttles on their bikes instead. 
 
      
 
    The four men who’d snuck up on them had them dead to rights.  Their instincts and training kicked in as soon as the two men on the bikes took off.  What they hadn’t counted on was how fast the ridiculously expensive electric bikes could accelerate.  All four of the highly trained men missed their targets from less than twenty yards away.  They immediately recognized their common screw up.  Shifting their weapons to hit the backs of the men rocketing across the parking lot they got ready to end the two men.  Before they could pull the trigger a second time both of the men on the bikes went tumbling through the air. 
 
      
 
    The two of them and their bikes crashed to a rest in plain sight of the people guarding the back of the Walmart.  They would have to be sharpshooters to hit them from this distance.  The loading dock area looked like it was well over a football field away from them.  That was how Drew tended to measure distance.  They may or may not be trained snipers, but bullets started raining down all around them.  Not bothering to try and pick up the bikes Harley and Drew put their heads down and ran back towards the cover of the side of the building.  A bullet fired by an amateur could kill you just as dead as one fired by a professional. 
 
      
 
    They ran right back in the direction of the small group of men standing there still aiming rifles at them.  Considering the men hadn’t shot them yet Drew didn’t go for any of his own weapons.  He slowed down the all-out sprint once he was out of the view of the shooters in the back of the plaza.  He walked forward with his hands partially in the air staring at the group on the side of the plaza.  What he saw instantly cheered him up.  One of the men had a joker grin tattooed on his face and another one of them had his hair dyed a weird metallic shade of blue.  Harley must’ve noticed as well since he put his hands in the air and a smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Harley what’s up?  Drew, right?”  The man with the joker grin asked.  He waved to the others who were already lowering their weapons as well.  They’d recognized Harley from partying and fighting back at Weathertop.  They didn’t know Drew quite as well since they’d only ever seen him when he was drenched in blood.  An all too common look for the young man. 
 
      
 
    Harley greeted the men by name and reminded them who Drew was.  Battlefield introductions complete the men radioed back to the chinook that they’d added Harley and Drew into their group.  They’d been assigned to sweep around this side of the building and keep the enemy from sneaking out.  Now that they’d identified Drew and Harley, they needed to get back into position in case the real enemy came flying around the corner trying to escape.  Harley slid right into the leadership position within the small group and directed everyone back behind a big blue dumpster that was sitting by the edge of the parking lot.  They were on the side of the store where they couldn’t be seen from the front are or the loading dock. 
 
      
 
    Drew didn’t like the position they were in.  Knowing that Lisa and Yue were inside the dilapidated shrine to global consumerism being tortured or whatever was driving him crazy.  He needed to hop back on the bike and ride through a hailstorm of bullets to attack the guys on the loading dock.  He needed something to distract him from the fear filled pit in his stomach.  Doing nothing wasn’t a valid option.  He needed to hit somebody repetitively as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    Harley sensed the way Drew was feeling.  He was feeling the same way himself.  He told Drew not to do anything stupid and asked the guy with the blue hair if he could bum his radio.  The blue haired warrior nonchalantly tossed Harley the radio like this was a normal everyday situation that they were in.  Drew wanted to slap the guy to wake him up to reality.  Then it dawned on him that this probably was a normal day on the job for the well-armed hair dye enthusiast.  Harley shoved the earpiece from the radio in his ear and walked a few steps away to chit chat with whoever was in charge. 
 
      
 
    Watching Harley stick the earpiece in his ear without wiping it off or anything Drew shuddered.  Drew had spent half the apocalypse covered in gunk from the inside of random killers, but he knew he’d never be able to force himself to stick an earpiece covered in someone else’s ear gunk into his own ear.  That was a whole different level of gross.  Turning his attention away from Harley and his complete disregard for headset hygiene Drew let his gaze bounce back and forth between the two corners of the building.  He was wondering which one he should be going around to try and get into the store.   
 
      
 
    A hard nudge in the center of his back and he turned around to see Harley shaking his head and staring at him.  Drew wondered if maybe Harley had picked up some of Yue’s psychic capabilities.  More likely it was just so obvious what he was thinking of with his head going back and forth that Harley had immediately guessed what Drew was thinking. Harley had immediately come over to remind him not to do anything stupid.  Determined not to get busted again by being so obvious Drew let his gaze wander upwards.  That move earned him another hard poke in the back.  Drew was about to turn around and ask what the hell when something suddenly occurred to him.  No one had shot at them from the roof yet. 
 
      
 
    Smiling broadly Drew spun around and signaled for Harley to stop playing with the radio and come over for a quick discussion.  With a distrusting look Harley got close enough to hold a whispered conversation.  Drew quickly summed up his brilliant idea.  Based on the look on Harley’s face the idea fell well within the ’not do anything stupid’ order.  Knowing Harley they’d go for it anyway.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7:  That Voodoo That You Do 
 
      
 
    The black cloaked Kernel Schmidt questioned them while the muted sound of small arms fire sounded from all around.  The shots were muffled by the walls of the huge store but still audible.  Schmidt wanted to know everything they could tell him about their unit.  He had men go get pain pills and first aid supplies to patch up Lindsey.  He thought she’d be able to supply him with a lot of the information that Yue and Lisa had no clue about.  Logistics and armament type questions weren’t their forte.  The questions he had for Yue and Lisa were more around what the government was looking to do to eradicate the crawler menace.  He actually called it the crawler menace. That almost ended in Lisa getting kicked in the face again since she couldn’t stop giggling hysterically every time the self-righteous geek started talking like that. 
 
      
 
    Yue was pretty sure that Lisa had been raiding her Valium stash.  It would explain how she was able to maintain the laughing right though the extreme pain she had to be in.  It took a strong person to sit there laughing with a shattered nose and at least one newly missing tooth.  So far between Lisa and Yue they’d been able to avoid telling Schmidt much of anything.  Yue had made it sound like she was studying the crawlerz versus being able to control them or jump into their shared consciousness.  Lisa had pretty much just refused to give a straight answer on anything. 
 
      
 
    The questioning was brought to an abrupt end when a rocket slammed into the front doors of the Walmart.  It wasn’t the only one sent either.  Spinning around on their butts to try and see what was going on at that end of the store Yue and Lisa watched the debris from the giant dust cloud slowly settling to the ground.  Any of the defenders who’d been in that area had either been killed by the initial blast or by the subsequent rounds of machine gun fire.  The helicopter gunners had kicked in after the rockets to rip apart the remaining pieces of the metal that protected the front doors of the Walmart. 
 
      
 
    Hearing Schmidt barking out orders behind them Yue spun back around to see what was going on.  She was just in time to see Schmidt calmly shoot the three remaining male squad members in their faces.  From the expression on his face he could’ve been taking out the garbage.  Other men unlocked the three women before once more securing their arms behind their backs.  Yue was thinking she really preferred handcuffs to zip ties.  It struck her as pretty surreal that she even had an opinion on the topic of zip tie versus handcuff comfort.  A reevaluation of her life choices was needed soon if she survived.   
 
      
 
    They were ushered quickly down the aisles to the metal covered doors leading out to the garden department.  A group of men immediately started drilling out screws when they saw Schmidt coming down the aisle.  They must‘ve been ordered to wait for them to appear.  Schmidt waited with the dozen or so men standing around as they unscrewed the metal coverings to let them exit out into the garden center.  Lisa was wobbling a little bit on her feet.  She’d taken a lot of blows to the head in the last few hours.  Yue knew exactly what that was like.  Lisa still looked a million times better than Lindsey. 
 
      
 
    The captain had been tossed into a grocery cart again.  They’d put a splint on her arm and forced the bone back into the skin.  They’d also made her swallow a fistful of pills.  It was a mixture of antibiotics and pain pills.  It was nice to see the antibiotics since it meant Schmidt must be planning on keeping them alive for a little while.  Otherwise, he could’ve just gone with the pain pills and called it a day.  Yue was pulled out of her speculation on how long Schmidt was planning on keeping them alive when the sunlight hit her in the face.   
 
      
 
    The men finished placing the large metal sheets to the side leaving a man sized hole where the glass doors had been.  Yue and Lisa were once more shoved forward as the men headed for their vehicles.  Yue wondered what exactly the geniuses were planning on doing once they got in the vehicles.  A massive attack helicopter with a squad of elite killers on it was still going to be sitting between them and the highway.  The people who’d just blown the front doors out of the Walmart wouldn’t have a whole lot of difficulty blowing up a pickup truck. 
 
      
 
    Schmidt took control of the handcuffs behind Yue’s back.  With his hand firmly planted on her wrists he marched her towards the front of the building.  The side that’d be facing the chinook that was sitting in the parking lot.  When they got to the door Schmidt stopped for a second to tell her what was about to happen.  Yue was only half listening to him since she’d felt a tingle in the back of her head as they walked through the garden center.  She was busy casting around trying to pick it back up. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to open the door.  When I do, I’ll be holding you in front of me like a shield.  If you try to duck or run or scream a warning out or basically anything I don’t like, I’ll shoot you in the back.  Understood?”  Schmidt asked her.  He was poking the barrel of his pistol into her lower back to punctuate his words. 
 
      
 
    Yue said she understood.  Schmidt opened the door then had her walk through it to open it all the way.  They were standing in a regular sized door frame.  They were going to have to take apart another section of the wall to drive the vehicles out.  The wall was built for that so it wouldn’t be a big deal to do.  The fact that people were pointing automatic weapons at them the whole time might make their Bob the Builder moment a little more intense than usual though.   
 
      
 
    Yue blinked in the direct sunlight.  Looking across the parking lot she saw the helicopter sitting on the ground with the massive dual rotors slowly revolving.  A small group of men were pointing weapons directly at her and yelling to get down.  They were a good fifty yards away.  More men ran over to back them up.   
 
      
 
    “Tell them who you are.”  Schmidt demanded.  He was pressed up tightly behind her.  He was so close that his lips were basically kissing her neck when he talked to her like that.  Trying not to flinch from the unwanted lovers embrace Yue shouted to the group of men across the parking lot. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Yue.  I was one of the ones captured from the train.  I’m with the suicide squad!”  Yue shouted across the lot.  The man holding her murdered people on a whim.  She was horrified of that metal barrel poking into her lower back.   
 
      
 
    “Yue!”  Yue snapped her neck around to look in the direction of that beloved voice.  Her tall gangly man was working his way around the parking lot to get close enough to communicate with her.  He walked over to within twenty feet.  His face not registering the tiniest bit of fear of the man holding her.  She could see the relief in his eyes at finding her alive.  Seeing him standing there she went from being pretty sure she was going to die to being almost positive she’d come through this alive.   
 
      
 
    “Who’s he?”  Schmidt asked Yue quietly. 
 
      
 
    “The guy who’s going to stomp your guts out if you don’t let me go right now.”  Yue answered back.  It was really more of a Lisa kind of answer, but seeing Jeff had Yue pretty fired up.  She was slightly less fired up a second later when he jammed the gun painfully into her kidney and told her they’d see about that. 
 
      
 
    “You ok babe?”  Jeff asked.  Fire flashed in his eyes when he saw that the man holding her had just hit her.   
 
      
 
    “She’s fine.  We intend to keep her alive and find out what kind of tricks she can do.  We are going to load up in a covered truck and drive out of here.  If you follow us or try to stop us, we’ll kill the hostages we took from you including her.”  Schmidt said.  His statement left no room for negotiation.   
 
      
 
    “He killed the other hostages already except for Lisa and Lindsey!”  Yue blurted out wanting Jeff to have all the information.  If Jeff let these guys drive her out of here, then she was dead.  She’d be tortured and left in a ditch somewhere with Lindsey and Lisa once every bit of useful information had been extracted from them.  Unless they kept her alive and made her into some kind of tortured crawler watchdog.  Lisa and Lindsey were dead no matter what.  It wasn’t like either of those headstrong women would betray their loyalty.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll be leaving in about ten minutes.  If you try to stop us, they die.”  Schmidt said.  He walked backwards into the garden center.  When Yue refused to move, he grabbed her by the hair and yanked her off her feet.  Jeff charged forward but stopped when he found himself staring down the barrel of Schmidt’s large pistol.  He stood there glowering while Schmidt dragged Yue inside and locked the door. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the door was shut Schmidt flung Yue to the ground and kicked her in the stomach.  He had one of his men pick her up and take her back to the truck.  Two men got to work on taking down the section of wall they needed removed to drive the vehicles through. The rest of them worked on getting everyone arranged in the truck.  Schmidt had wanted one of the hostages to drive.  The idea being that the men outside might shoot one of his men to stop the truck, but they wouldn’t shoot a hostage driving the truck.  Lindsey was conscious but definitely not capable of driving anything, Lisa was pretty much crazy, and Yue wasn’t exactly dependable. 
 
      
 
    Schmidt settled for having one of his own men drive while he held Yue in his lap.  He was going to keep his pistol firmly planted on her temple.  That should keep the men outside from opening fire on them.  Once they were all in place, he whistled for the men up by the wall to go ahead and finished opening it.  A second after he whistled a skinny wraith of a woman came in low across the dirt floor and launched herself teeth first into one of the men working on getting the door down. 
 
      
 
    The dirt covered crawler ravaged the man’s face with her teeth while he fell over backwards screaming.  He was punching out at her, but she completely disregarded the ineffective strikes.  She’d been hiding from the sun in a deserted corner of the garden center.  The filth covered crawler had crushed herself down between bags of mulch pulling them to cover her completely and shield her from the accursed sun.  She’d sensed the men in the garden center and felt the familiar urge to rend them to pieces.  Typically she’d have stayed in her resting spot until sundown regardless of that urge.   
 
      
 
    A voice had cajoled her out through.  Images had flashed in in her fevered mind of where the men stood.  It was like someone had been remote controlling her urges.  Like someone was adding more lustfulness to her desires until they were unbearable.  Regardless of the light the crawler had burst out of her resting spot to streak forward taking out one of the men at the front of the center.  She ripped away at the man’s face.  There was no stopping her until the bullets from the other guard finally ripped her heat apart.  Completely ignoring the pain from the bullets she died in a blissful state of bloody carnage. 
 
      
 
    In the truck Yue’s head rocked backwards as she lost the psychic connection to the crawler.  The stream of its visions no longer connecting it to Yue’s consciousness.  The sudden death had startled Yue enough to make her react physically despite not wanting to give her special talents away.  Schmidt just thought Yue was using the crawler incident as an excuse to reverse headbutt him and make a run for it.  He grabbed her hair and bounced her face off the dashboard as a warning not to do it again.  Yue barely noticed she was so blown away by what she’d just done.   
 
      
 
    She’d just made a crawler run through the sunlight riddled building to attack someone.  She’d turned a crawler into her own personal pit bull.  Best part of it was Schmidt didn’t seem to have a clue.  That meant she’d get the opportunity to do it again.  That could mean the difference between escape or death for the three of them.  She was going to have to carefully pick the right moment to strike.  If crawlerz just kept coming out of the woodwork for no real reason, Schmidt would catch on sooner or later.  The slimy scumbag wasn’t stupid. 
 
      
 
    The section of the wall they were going to drive through fell down while the one freaked out guard was busy shooting his now faceless partner.  He was more concerned with the man turning into a surger and biting him than he was in holding up the wall.  That meant the wall fell outwards giving Jeff and the men outside front row seats to the drama playing out on the stage in front of them.  The freaked out guard finished shooting his partner and spun around pointing his weapon at the men outside.  That didn’t go over well. 
 
      
 
    Yue flinched when the guard took a round to the head.  A sniper was obviously posted outside.  Not that it needed to officially be a sniper necessarily.  There were a ton of freakishly good shots among the members of the suicide squad.  Yue tensed up expecting to get hit by a bullet of her very own at any second.  At the very least she was thinking Schmidt would slam her head into some more stuff.  At this rate her and Lisa would be working on getting out to southern California to see if they could find a plastic surgeon who’d managed to survive.  This kidnapping thing was going to end with them both having serious wicked witch of the west noses. 
 
      
 
    “Drive.”  Schmidt ordered the nervous as hell looking driver.  The driver was not loving the idea.  He crossed himself before shifting into drive and easing the big military truck forward.   
 
      
 
    “You sure you shouldn’t just surrender?”  Yue asked.  She was surprised to hear her voice coming out sounding kind of funny.  Evidently having your nose smashed into a dashboard made you sound a little bit like you were huffing helium during the height of pollen season. 
 
      
 
    “Do you enjoy having your face smashed into the dashboard?”  Schmidt asked.  For the first time that façade of coolness sounded a little off.  Between the crawler and the sniper taking out his man a little fear was creeping in.  There was a very good possibility the second that they rolled out of the garden center they were all going to die.   
 
      
 
    “Do you enjoy watching your men die?  Just pull over and let us off.  We’ll let you go.  My boyfriend’s in charge of the group out there.  All he cares about is getting me back.  There’s nowhere you can run anyway.  You think the President can’t just order you tracked via satellite?  Just give up.  What are you trying to die for?”  Yue made one last attempt to get inside Schmidt’s head.  She gave herself a one percent chance of it working.  At least she could say she tried.  Schmidt may be a dirtbag but the men with him weren’t necessarily all bad.  Every single survivor was needed to stand up and fight the infected.  Killing each other was just stupid. 
 
      
 
    Schmidt stopped himself from bouncing her head off the dash a second time.  If he had his brains would’ve been splattered all over his headrest.  There were quite a few cross hairs resting on him and the driver as they drove out into the parking lot.  The driver drove like he knew he was about to be shot.  The big green machine rolled through the parking lot like a drunk golfer trying to zig zag his way away from a pissed off gator discovered by a water hazard.  People in the front and back of the truck were being thrown around haphazardly.   
 
      
 
    The evasive driving served its purpose though.  They made it out of the parking lot without any of the snipers having a clean and clear shot.  Not that they necessarily would’ve taken it anyway.  Jeff had ordered everyone to stand down unless an opportunity came up to guarantee a clean kill on both the men in the front seat of the truck.  He’d guessed that Schmidt would have at least one hostage up front to make it difficult for them.  He’d kind of hoped that Schmidt would’ve been dumb enough to let Yue or Lisa drive.  The man had turned out to be wily enough to know better than to let them behind the wheel though. 
 
      
 
    Yue heard the chinook lifting off the ground behind them as they left the parking lot.  She had no idea how Schmidt thought he was going to outrun a helicopter.  She hoped he didn’t have any more rockets up his sleeve.  If he had any kind of surface to air missile capability, they were screwed.  That thought triggered another thought though. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going?”  She asked.  Her voice once more sounding tinny and hoarse.   
 
      
 
    “Don’t you worry.  We’re headed somewhere safe.  I’m not too worried about your boyfriend and that oversized bird of his.  Overcompensating for something?”  Schmidt said snidely.   
 
      
 
    That confirmed it in Yue’s head.  Schmidt was part of a larger group.  He was most likely leading them back to a base where the people there had the capability to shoot down the helicopter.  Otherwise they wouldn’t be going there in the first place.  It explained why Schmidt was confident in being able to escape.  It also told her that Schmidt was carrying out someone else’s orders.  Someone it’d be really good for them to find out more about.  They couldn’t wage a war on the infected if these idiots kept ambushing them. 
 
      
 
    Looking up ahead Yue saw that it looked like they were going to go under an overpass.  At least they were unless the driver had some super-secret driving maneuver that he thought would fool a helicopter worked out.  Yue thought they were probably making a beeline for whatever outpost Schmidt had decided they’d be safe at.  All he really needed to do was time their arrival for nighttime and there wouldn’t be a whole lot that Jeff could do about it.  Not unless he wanted to hover in the helicopter all night.   
 
      
 
    Putting herself into a meditative state once more Yue was hoping that she’d be able to keep them from ever making it to that outpost.  A flicker of an image formed before dissolving in her head.  More came shortly afterwards.  She started introducing her own images into that stream of consciousness.  Her images quickly rose to the top and got the group of infected worked up.  The group of the infected who were spending the day under the overpass that the truck they were in was currently barreling towards at eighty miles per hour. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8:  The Trolls Under the Bridge 
 
      
 
    “Sure we should go under the bridge sir?”  The driver asked.  He’d been told to get on the main road and head west.  Schmidt was trying to look at a street map while keeping Yue from doing anything stupid.  He wasn’t having a lot of luck, so he slid her off his lap into the middle of the bench seat.  In her meditative state she didn’t even notice.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  Just go through fast.  We should be fine even if a couple of the infected are under there.  They’ll be hiding up near the top.  I don’t think they’re spending the day staring down the street waiting to jump us.”  Schmidt doubted his own words even as he spoke them.  After what they’d just witnessed back in the garden center, they were both more freaked out than ever about what the crawlerz might do despite the daylight.   
 
      
 
    If they hadn’t been so focused on the shadows under the bridge up ahead, they might have noticed the super weird look on Yue’s face.  The way her eyes were closed but you could see them moving back and forth under her eyelids.  Like someone having crazy dreams.  The way her lips were moving like she was casting a spell.  She wasn’t exactly doing that but that’s what it looked like.  Her nose may or may not have some fresh blood dripping out of it as well.  It would be hard to tell since her face was already smeared with blood from having her nose smashed into the dashboard earlier. 
 
      
 
    This time was easier than the one at the garden center.  Either she was getting better at controlling them or it was easier when there was more of them.  Yue really didn’t know since it seemed like every time that she tried this it turned into something different.  This time all she did was slip into the groupthink of the infected under the bridge up ahead and show them the truck coming at them.  She filled her own mind with images of leaping on the truck when it passed under the bridge.  Pretty soon her vision was clouded with the images from the infected reflecting the truck approaching.  She became part of their excitement.  Her shared lust for uninfected flesh bringing a flush to her own cheeks.   
 
      
 
    She wanted to drop out of the chain of images circulating through the group she was making herself part of.  She hated the obscene images of depraved cannibalistic lust she was ensnared in.  The way it triggered some long neglected part of her brain to feed on that connection and those extremely base desires.  She wanted to get out of that, but she couldn’t let herself.  Not yet anyway.  She had to make sure she stayed in control after the crawlerz attacked.  She’d have to fend them off herself, Lisa and Lindsey.  She could care less about the others. 
 
      
 
    The first crawler smashed into the windshield of the speeding truck before they even got under the bridge.  In her meditative state Yue had seen what the leaping crawler had seen.  She’d guided it to jump for the driver of the vehicle.  In some other part of her brain she was wondering what was going to happen to her if the truck flipped over or crashed into something.  She’d been unceremoniously dumped into the middle of the bench seat.  It wasn’t like Schmidt had taken the time to seatbelt her in or anything.  With her arms fastened behind her back she couldn’t even brace herself for what she knew was coming   
 
      
 
    The windshield on the driver’s side exploded into a million pieces of safety glass.  Yue already had her eyes squeezed shut so other than the possible addition of some more scars she was good to go there.  The crawler broke its neck and died coming through the window.  The driver freaked out thinking the dead crawler was going to bite him and slammed on the brakes.  The driver was only steering with one hand while desperately trying to push the crawlers head out of his lap.  If there’s one place you didn’t want the infected sinking their teeth into it was definitely your crotch.   
 
      
 
    The green machine slid sideways under the bridge striking one of the poles in the middle.  The section of truck that hit the pole took a big chunk of concrete off of it.  The truck pinballed away from the large round support beam and slid sideways towards the underside of the bridge.  Yue was knocked out of her mediative state by all the crashing around they were doing.  Schmidt hadn’t bothered putting on his seatbelt either.  He’d gotten his head slammed into the passenger side window when they hit the support beam.  Karma can be a real bitch. 
 
      
 
    More crawlerz slammed into the truck.  One of the monsters smashed the driver side windows out and pulled the rattled driver out by his hair and neck.  The driver screamed as a trio of the infected bit into whatever parts of exposed skin they could get to.  Schmidt opened the door on his side and grabbed Yue.  Yanking her out of the car he made a run for the light.  Yue saw the light through her blurred visions.  It looked like a golden waterfall pouring into the concrete.  It formed a shimmering curtain that they could pass through to reach relative safety.   
 
      
 
    Weapons were going off behind them.  A suddenly agitated Yue remembered that her two friends were still shackled in the back of the truck.  She tried to turn around to go back to them, but Schmidt cuffed her hard on the side of the head and pushed her towards the light.  Realizing she was in no condition to try and physically overpower Schmidt she let herself slip back into her trance state.  She repeated a phrase of non-sense words she’d made up to help her reach that state.  Schmidt glanced at her oddly then ignored her once again.  He was just happy to see she was no longer fighting him on getting the hell out from under the bridge. 
 
      
 
    He continued to drag her while she let herself slip back into the stream of consciousness that made up the groupthink the crawlerz were driven forward by.  She saw the men coming out of the back of the truck with weapons firing in the dark.  The crawlerz they hit didn’t register pain from the bullets driving them to the ground.  Rather it was a sense of utter frustration at not being able to get at the hot wet flesh of the uninfected.  This frustration was what made the other infected more cautious about their approach.  Pain meant nothing to them.   
 
      
 
    The crawlerz began sliding under the truck and bouncing up on the roof to strike the soldiers from different angles.  The infected became lost in bliss at the coppery taste of their preys life blood.  Yue did her best to ignore the near orgasmic feeling of tasting the blood of their victims.  She kept her head above the cloudy water as she thrashed around looking for any images of Lindsey or Lisa.  She knew she may only get a microsecond to inject an image to save them.  If she missed her moment, then one of her friends would die.  She repeated her phrase out loud letting it become a loud chant as she undulated her body.  She was doing everything she could to stay focused.   
 
      
 
    In the back of the truck Lisa came to faster than most of the people who’d been bashed around in the crash.  There was a couple of tiny red lights lighting up the back of the truck.  She saw a couple of men hop out to the street below.  A second later she heard their screams as something attacked them.  She was pretty sure she knew what that something was.  She really hoped Yue had something to do with it.  If not, her and Lindsey were screwed.  Searching the faces around her she saw one she recognized.  Reaching out with her foot she smacked him in the face until he looked up. 
 
      
 
    “Spencer.  I need you to unlock these handcuffs so I can get out of here.”  Lisa said.  She’d been shackled to the inside of the truck.  She really hoped Spencer hadn’t lost the keys.  Looking at the giant knot on the side of his head she hoped he was still able to speak English.  For her to be able to see it in this light it must be a pretty impressive injury. 
 
      
 
    Spencer fumbled around in his pockets until he finally pulled out a keychain.  He crawled over next to her and started working on trying to get the right key to unlock her.  A crawler smashed into one of the soldiers in the back of the truck with them.  The crawler was on the floor about six feet from where Spencer was trying to uncuff her.  The crawler rolled off the first man it’d attacked onto one of the soldiers who was lying unconscious on the floor bed.  Another soldier had his pistol out and was shooting the crawler in the back. 
 
      
 
    Spencer finally figured out how to unlock the cuffs and set Lisa free.  She immediately grabbed the keys from him and unlocked Lindsey.  As soon as the cuffs were off a bleary eyed Lindsey, she looked over at Spencer.  He’d pulled his own pistol out while he waited for her to unlock Lindsey.  Lisa poked him in the back and Spencer started moving forward.  The original man who’d been attacked by the crawler who’d jumped into the truck rolled over and attacked Spencer’s leg.  Spencer put his pistol to the infected soldiers body and started pumping rounds into him.  The newly turned surger shuddered and then stopped moving.   
 
      
 
    A thoroughly hysterical Spencer sat down with his back to the side of the truck and pulled his ripped pants leg up to take a look.  He was missing a small chunk of his calf in the shape of a human mouth.  Crying he pointed at the wound like that would somehow save him.  Lisa slid over next to him and asked if he had any bandages.  He said he did in his backpack and Lisa offered to hold his pistol for him while he got them.  She was telling him that if he had any kind of water or anything they could try and clean the wound out.  She was telling him she’d seen people survive if they acted fast enough. 
 
      
 
    He set his pistol down and started frantically digging through his backpack.  She picked the pistol up and shot him in the back of the head.  Across the truck she saw another soldier with a rifle in his hands had seen what she’d done.  She flipped her pistol around to aim at him.  He nodded respectfully at her before going back to doing his best to kill anything that got near therm.   
 
      
 
    The gunfire ratcheted up to an insane amount of lead being thrown outside.  A voice yelled for everyone to get out fast.  Lisa perked up at the sound of that voice.  She yelled that she needed help getting someone out.  She also yelled her loudest for no one in the car to shoot the people coming in the truck to help them.  Outside it sounded like someone had grabbed one of the big ass machine guns from the chinook to clear out the trolls under the bridge.   
 
      
 
    A couple of seconds later a wide eyed Drew stuck his hands then his head into view.  The expression on his face pretty clearly showing that he kind of expected to get shot but he was doing this anyway.  None of the remaining men in the back took a shot at him when Lisa scrambled over the bodies in the truck bed to give him a kiss.  A few squad members popped their heads in and immediately started yelling for everyone to keep their heads down.  They were pulling out another machine gun to make sure the crawlerz were completely cleared out from under the bridge. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Yue?”  One of the squad asked Lisa loudly.  He was trying to be heard over the thunderous assault going on outside.   
 
      
 
    “She was riding up front!”  Lisa yelled back wondering how they didn’t know that already.  The squad member nodded and yelled into the microphone hanging off his collar to relay that confirmation.  They’d evidently already known that and were just confirming.  That would explain why Jeff hadn’t popped his head in here yet.  Lisa couldn’t imagine that he would’ve stayed in the rear with the gear knowing that Yue might be under the bridge and in danger. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know where she is?”  Lisa asked.  It’d occurred to her they were probably asking if Yue was back here because they weren’t able to find her up front.  The squad member shook his head and went to check on Lindsey.  Two of the other squad guys were stripping the weapons off the ambushers still alive in the back of the truck.  They were so happy to be alive that they had no problem giving up their weapons.  There were only three of them alive and conscious enough to know what was going on anyway. 
 
      
 
    “All clear!  I’m calling up the medic to help with Lindsey.  There’s a situation we need to help with.  You mind guarding these scumbags?”  The squad soldier asked.  Lisa situated herself to cover the three men sitting quietly on the other side of the truck.  One of them grinned realizing how the situation had reversed itself.  The other soldiers were not as cheerful at the unexpected turn of events.  They were all still euphoric that someone had showed up to save them from dying in the darkness under the bridge. 
 
      
 
    Drew kissed Lisa on her swollen bloody lips and followed the squad soldier out the back of the truck.  A medic slid in the back of the truck right as Drew left.  Drew hopped down to the ground and followed the squad soldier past the front of the beat up military truck.  He took a second to shine a light inside the truck and verify Yue wasn’t in there.  A whistle from up ahead had him moving in that direction quickly.  There were several shadowy figures moving around on the other side of the bridge out on the road.   
 
      
 
    Sprinting out into the daylight he slowed down quickly to try and figure out what was going on.  A dweeby looking guy in a black leather cape was revolving in a circle holding a gun up to Yue’s head.  Jeff, Harley and a couple of squad soldiers had surrounded the revolving pair.  All of them had their weapons drawn.  Drew quickly joined the circle of men aiming weapons at the man they were all yelling at. 
 
      
 
    “Get me a car or I’m going to kill her!”  Schmidt shouted shoving the gun painfully into the side of Yue’s head.   
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you just drop the gun and we’ll let you walk away.  Nobody here gives a shit about you.  All we want is to get Yue back.  You can walk free man.”  Harley said.  The men on the perimeter all nodded and did their best to look like they meant it.  No one was fooled though.  Everyone knew as soon as the cape wearing creep stepped away away from Yue one of them was going to pop him.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll let you walk man.  None of us want to kill anybody else.  I guarantee you whoever was still alive in that truck our guys rushed in and saved them.  We’re not the bad guys here you know.”  Harley continued speaking civilly and calmly to the man.  Drew was honestly a little impressed despite himself.  This was a different side to the big guy.   
 
      
 
    “They mean it.  They’ll let you go.”  Yue croaked out.  She looked seriously messed up.  Blood was all over her bruised face.  Her eyes had a faraway look to them. 
 
      
 
    “I know you called those things.  You’re a witch.  That’s why they sent us to capture you.”  Schmidt yelled turning faster.  Spit flew out of his mouth as he yelled out the accusations.  His eyes were getting a little crazy as he lost the vestiges of his cool guy act.   
 
      
 
    Yue’s head dipped down.  Schmidt grabbed her hair to yank her head back up to keep himself covered.  Yue snapped her head back hard into his face and then threw herself forward.  Schmidt stumbled back a step and fumbled to grab for Yue.  He knew without his shield in front of him he was a dead man.  Before he could even reach for her, he was shot four times in the head and twice in the chest.  Schmidt was dead before his body even hit the ground. 
 
      
 
    Jeff rushed forward and scooped Yue up off the ground into his arms.  Drew and Harley were right there as well making sure she was ok.  Lisa came out from under the bridge to join the party.  She asked Yue if she’d been the one who called down the crawlerz under the bridge.  When Yue nodded Lisa playfully gave her a high five.   
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until they were all sitting back in the chinook getting ready to take off that Lisa felt the weight of all the people staring at her.  Realizing that must be because of what her face looked like she dipped her head down.  She felt awkward and ugly all of a sudden.  She wanted a mirror to see how bad her face looked.   
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter?”  Drew asked her.  He’d immediately noticed the change in her demeanor.  The normally brazen Lisa suddenly found herself feeling insecure and shy.  She didn’t like the feeling one bit.   
 
      
 
    “How bad is my face?”  She finally whispered.  She’d been running her tongue over her chipped tooth before she asked.  She was wondering if she’d ever feel like smiling again.  She didn’t want anybody snapping a picture of her looking like some kind of crackhead. 
 
      
 
    “You’re beautiful babe.  Every guy in here is jealous as hell of me.  All these bruises and scrapes just mean on top of being hot you’re also a total bad ass.”  Drew answered without any hesitation whatsoever.  At extreme risk to the bad ass status she’d just had conferred upon her by the best boyfriend ever Lisa put her head on his shoulder and started sobbing.  It’d been a really rough day.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9:  99 Problems but a Witch ain’t One 
 
      
 
    Captain Lindsey lay in her bed in the sick bay at Weathertop trying to come to terms with how many of her people had been lost in the last twenty-four hours.  Her squad had been sent out on plenty of missions where the odds weren’t great, but they’d always managed to pull it off.  Time and again they’d emerged out of buildings and subway tunnels dragging their objective along with them.   
 
      
 
    All those missions had been waged to free people or supplies from the infected.  Lindsey had never been sent on a mission since the advent of the apocalypse to strike out at other noninfected humans.  There may have been some collateral damage along the way she wasn’t aware of.  She could even see where some of their objectives might have resulted in taking supplies that other survivors could have used.  None of that gave other Americans the right to do what’d been done to her squad mates. 
 
      
 
    Whatever group Schmidt had been a part of had effectively declared war on what was left of the US government.  They’d declared war at a time when everyone should be working together to clean the crawlerz out.  Lindsey got it that the people who’d been left behind by their government were pissed.  They had every right to be pissed.  Pissed or not if they hit her people then she was going to hit back.  The animals who’d cold bloodedly killed so many of her people in that cowardly sneak attack would come to know her wrath. 
 
      
 
    Lindsey was stewing alone in the room when there was a knock at the door.  Frustrated that she couldn’t even get out of bed to answer it she barked out a welcome to whoever it was and told them to come on in.  Harley and Yue popped in through the door.  Harley was basically Yue’s shadow now.  He felt like a bumbling idiot for having lost her during the ambush and was seriously overcompensating.  Yue had actually had to tell him to get lost so she could have some private time with Jeff the prior evening.  Even after all that she’d had to run him off from standing directly outside the door of the room that Jeff had brought wine and an assortment of summer sausage and cheese to.  Someone had been looting themselves some Hickory Farms while Yue had been stuck out on the road. 
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling?”  Yue asked.  She felt like she should have brought a bundle of balloons and some baked goods or something.  Unfortunately the gift shop had been permanently closed. 
 
      
 
    “Like my arm got ripped off and used as a pogo stick by a bunch of fat kids who didn’t know how to put it back on correctly.  The drugs are nice though.  Anytime I press this little button it puts me into outer space for a few minutes.  I’m starting to understand that whole addicted to drugs thing a lot more.”  Lindsey answered.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah right.  How many times have you actually pressed that button?”  Yue asked suspiciously.  Knowing the gung ho captain Yue doubted she’d do much of anything that would keep her from getting back to her post as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    Lindsey smiled guiltily.  “I just pressed it the one time when they were showing me how to do it.  They’d also just set my arm.  It felt like someone tipped over a volcano full of lava inside my arm.  I pressed the hell out of it that time.  Since then not so much.  I can deal with a little pain.”   
 
      
 
    “You might as well press the button.  They’re not letting you out of here anytime soon.  Not unless they need you for a mission anyway.”  Harley said smiling.  He might as well not have even spoken.  Neither Lindsey nor Yue were shocked that he was advocating for pressing the drug relief button.   
 
      
 
    The whistle top train tour experiment had been temporarily put on hold while they figured out what to do about the rebellious refugees out there who’d decided to start attacking them.  They’d brought back the prisoners they’d taken under the bridge.  None of the squad were super interested in the whole Geneva convention or any other official stance on torture.  There’d been plenty of volunteers to conduct the interrogation sessions.  These were the same men who’d lost comrades when the trains were ambushed.  No one had any doubt they’d be able to successfully interrogate the prisoners. 
 
      
 
    The first round of results from the interrogation were due any time now.  As a courtesy to Lindsey they were going to be meeting in the sick bay to hear what the interrogators had found out so far.  LeBron and Jeff should be showing up any time now with the squad leader who’d be briefing them on what they’d found out.  Until then Yue made do ensuring Lindsey was up to speed with what was going on with the rest of her troops out in the field.  They were basically all being gathered together and redeployed to Fayetteville for now.  The ones at Weathertop would remain at Weathertop until given other orders.   
 
      
 
    Lindsey was happy there were still enough of her people left to consider them a fighting unit.  She’d been worried that after the ambush they’d be broken up and assigned as reinforcements to other units that were short on personnel.  She felt like that’d be a real waste since the suicide squad had been together for so long now that they operated together like a well-oiled machine.  They may have gotten their asses handed to them this time but that was in large part because they weren’t expecting to have to fight other humans.  It wouldn’t happen again now that they knew this was something else that they had to watch out for.   
 
      
 
    Jeff and LeBron walked in a little bit later with a tired looking squad soldier.  The man still had the grime from the field covering him.  He snapped to attention and saluted as soon as he saw Lindsey in the room.  He held the salute until she told him to drop it and stand at ease.  She’d thought at first that he was joking with her since it was pretty obvious that she wasn’t going to be saluting anybody anytime soon.  Her saluting arm and shoulder being in a giant cast and all.  The man grinned guiltily once he realized what was going on.  To be fair he hadn’t slept in a couple of days now, so everything was getting a little blurry. 
 
      
 
    While pretty much everyone else who’d come in on the helicopter the previous night had been sleeping, the amateur torturer had been awake with two other squad soldiers making the scumbag prisoners answer questions.  To make the question and answer session as productive as possible they’d started off by making the prisoners strip.  Then they’d gone and gotten a pair of the loppers like they typically used to cut off locks to open doors and trucks up.  When nude men are confronted by people holding giant scissors up to their junk all thoughts of resistance go right out the window.   
 
      
 
    Under the implied threat of forceful genitalia removal the prisoners had eagerly answered every question to the best of their ability.  Getting them to shut up had been the hard part.  Over the evening the story had gradually come together that ended with the ambush on the train.  They hadn’t even had to kill any of the poor slobs.  It’d almost been revenge enough just seeing their eyes go wide at the site of the loppers.   
 
      
 
    The men they’d taken prisoner were part of a refugee force that called itself the Real America.  There was a leader circulating among the Real Americans reminding them that the government coming back now was the same government that’d abandoned them all to die.  It always helps to have the truth behind you when starting a rebellion.  He didn’t even have to convince people.  The President himself at the beginning of all this had gotten on TV and told the country that the government was abandoning them.  The President had even had the nerve to tell the people left to die what buildings they should stay away from.  Being told to stay away from them so that when the government came back, they could more easily rebuild.    
 
      
 
    The rebellion speeches pretty much wrote themselves.  The man leading the Real Americans wouldn’t even have to stretch the truth to get everyone riled up.  All he had to do was state the truth.  He could hold up the leaflets that’d been printed out saying the government was back and instructing refugees where to go for aid.  He could tune a radio to one of the stations telling them where to report so that the government that’d gone into voluntary exile could jump back into their lives and boss them around.  Real Americans weren’t slaves or lackeys.  Real Americans wouldn’t sit idly by while the people who’d deserted them tried to come back and reclaim what the Real Americans had been fighting for all along.   
 
      
 
    “Got it.”  Jeff said after the man who’d been in charge of torturing the prisoners got to like page ten of why the Real Americans hated everybody.  “How many of these people are there out there?” 
 
      
 
    The squad member flipped through a few pages of his notes to where he’d asked the logistical questions.  He did some mental math before answering.  “A few hundred sir.  National Guard and reservists make up the backbone of the groups.  Mostly military units who were abandoned and their families.  Most of them live near the larger cities where the salvaging is good.  They’ve lost contact with some of their groups, so the count isn’t guaranteed to be accurate.” 
 
      
 
    “Why’d they attack us?”  Lindsey asked her squad leader. 
 
      
 
    “According to them we attacked first.  I guess they’re talking about whoever shot back at the scavengers by the medical center the other day.  They’ve been watching us for a long time but that was one of the first times they’d attacked us.  They got some of their intel from refugees who went over to Fayetteville and pretended to be interested in joining us.  Their names are in the report.  I think that’s how they knew about Yue.”  The squad leader answered.   
 
      
 
    “What other times have they attacked us?”  Jeff asked.  He’d picked up on the nuance of that last answer. 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.  We wrote down the other times our prisoners could remember.  It sounded like they took out trucks full of supplies out on the road.  They tried to do it so that we’d just write it off as another loss to the infected.”  The tired looking man answered. 
 
      
 
    “They give any indication of why they’ve only launched small attacks up until now?”  LeBron asked.  He was hoping to hear confirmation of what he was thinking.  The exhausted squad member who’d spent the night threatening three men’s man hoods paused a moment to put his thoughts together to answer that one.   
 
      
 
    “They’re all either active or retired military that make up the leadership component of the Real American forces.  That means they know the capabilities of the military coming back off the carriers and such.  They know that we can crush them if we want to.  A few hundred men with some tanks and RPGs aren’t going to fare well against a government with satellite oversight and stealth bombers.  The hate us but they fear us.  They’re also fighting that pesky infected problem same as we are.”  The explanation was completed with a large involuntary yawn for which the squad member looked suitably embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    “If nobody has any more questions for you sergeant, why don’t you go find a shower and a rack.  Get someone to relieve those other two on prisoner detail as well.”  Captain Lindsey ordered.  The sergeant snapped off a quick salute and was gone after agreeing to get his notes in order.  Lindsey had asked him to get those passed along to LeBron and Jeff as soon as he had taken some time to get some rest. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got the infected trying to make the human race extinct and now these Real Americans jumping in to make our job even harder.”  Jeff said sounding frustrated.  It was an awkward topic to discuss around Jeff since he’d been the one who’d orchestrated the government breaking away from the people in the first place.  He’d basically been the catalyst for groups like the Real Americans to have formed.   
 
      
 
    “We need to go talk to them.”  Yue said.   
 
      
 
    “Or just shoot them all.”  Harley said cheerfully.  He was all about turning the other cheek.  However, this particular group had sent men to kill him and the people under his protection.  They’d very nearly succeeded.  He was good with seeing the Real Americans in a real big hole.  Jeff was shaking his head though.   
 
      
 
    “No.  Yue’s right.  We need to go talk to them.  They’re obviously not going to come to us.  I’m not going to sanction killing them unless it’s a last resort.  Plus the Real Americans are just one group.  Who knows how many others there are.  If we can convince them then we can bring the others over too.  We need every able bodied person we can get if we want to retake the country.  I was a big part of creating groups like them.  I’ll go and try to fix it.”  Jeff said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going with you.”  Yue said.   
 
      
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that.  You’re so much better than me at this kind of stuff.”  Jeff said smiling.   
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell our interviewers to try and find out how to get in contact with them.  We can arrange a neutral place to meet.”  Lindsey added.  Yue mentally added that to her own list of things to do.  Lindsey looked like she was reconsidering the whole not pressing the pain button thing.   
 
      
 
    “Excellent.  Once we have their leadership in a nice neutral place to talk to us, we can knock them out with one bomb then tell the rest of them to join us or else.”  Harley said grinning.  Despite the big smile on his face they all knew he wasn’t joking.  He was trying to look like he was making light of it, but the grin pasted on his face looked more like something you’d see pasted on the face of a great white. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10:  Pass the Peace Pipe 
 
      
 
    “This guy has an inflated sense of self-importance.”  Yue commented as her and Jeff walked down the corridors leading to the exit from the base.  It’d taken a couple of days to get in touch with the leader of the forces Kernel Schmidt and crew had been part of.  The man leading them was a General Rattigan.  A quick search of the Weathertop database had spit out an unremarkable career by a man who was a fourth generation career civil servant.  Reading his dossier Yue could barely believe that this man could the rabble rouser his men were making him out to be.   
 
      
 
    “I hope he’s sending us a signal.  Appomattox is where the rebels surrendered in the Civil War.  I’m hoping that he wants to rejoin the union before more Americans die over nothing.”  Jeff answered Yue.   
 
      
 
    Yue looked thoughtful before responding.  “Yeah, thanks I’d figured out the whole Appomattox symbolism thing.  AP US History for the win.  This guy has quite the ego if he thinks a few hundred men make him Robert E Lee.  Hopefully he’s not making it seem like he wants to surrender just to get us to drop our guard.” 
 
      
 
    The power couple exited the base and marched briskly up the inclined concrete entryway.  They were headed up to where the chinook was waiting with a full complement of the suicide squad to accompany them to the historic courthouse.  LeBron greeted them as they approached the helicopter.  It was a diplomatic mission, but he was dressed in his standard field gear as was everyone else.  Long gone were the days of showing up in a suit and tie.  Shaun was the POTUS now and he still slept with a pistol strapped to his leg.  It was the apocalypse not a cocktail party. 
 
      
 
    “You get the symbolism, right?”  LeBron asked as soon as Yue was within hearing range.  When she nodded with a little half-smile, he seemed to deflate a little bit.  He’d obviously thought he had himself some final jeopardy level knowledge on their destination.  With nothing else to discuss they boarded the helicopter and took their seats. 
 
      
 
    A short time later they were hovering over the overgrown fields surrounding the famous courthouse.  Looking down there was no one in view on any of the fields.  Checking his watch Jeff noted they were early for the meeting.  Selecting one of the fields at random he ordered the pilot to set them down so they could get setup.  The general was either going to show up or he wasn’t.   
 
      
 
    Jeff wasn’t too worried about getting stood up.  The general had way more to gain by meeting with them than by standing them up.  Jeff was willing to bury the hatchet over the attack on the train.  Or at least he would be as long as the general gave a decent reason why he’d ordered it.  Jeff also expected the man to be genuinely apologetic about having ordered it.  If this Rattigan couldn’t express remorse over killing the brave men and women who’d been on the train, then Jeff might consider option two.  In option two the general and his escort didn’t get to leave the field alive. 
 
      
 
    “They’re coming.”  The information was transmitted into everyone’s ears by the man sent to provide overwatch from the top of the courthouse.  He’d had Yue check the large structure before he went up to the roof and miraculously enough it’d been crawler free. 
 
      
 
    Jeff, LeBron, Harley and Yue walked over to the main road. There was a gaggle of guards in a semicircle behind them.  That didn’t count all the others who were watching through the scopes of high powered sniper rifles.  It also didn’t count the men manning the machine guns and rocket launchers over in the chinook.  If this turned out to be a trap, then the people coming up the road in the two Humvees were screwed.  The men stood silently waiting as the Humvees rolled to a stop.   
 
      
 
    “I take it you’re Jeff.”  Said the tired looking white haired man who’d gotten out of the Humvee and walked across the field to stand in front of them.  He definitely didn’t look anything like the rebel fighter Yue had envisioned.  He didn’t even look as healthy or well put together as the decidedly average picture on his service jacket.  He looked like an alcoholic grandpa with one of those diseases that’s really hard to spell.   
 
      
 
    “That’s correct sir.  I assume you’re General Rattigan?”  Jeff asked politely.  He moved in closer with his hand extended to be shaken.  The old man left him hanging.    
 
      
 
    “You’re the same Jeff who wrote up the plans to abandon the American people when they needed their government the most?  The one who pulled out the military and hoarded all the supplies?”  General Rattigan asked aggressively.  Thinking option two might end up being the way to go Yue ran her fingers through her hair a few times.  That was the signal they’d worked out ahead of time for the snipers to go hot.  The casual gesture was leading to safeties being flicked off and rounds being chambered. 
 
      
 
    “I was put in charge of the redistribution of supplies to ensure the government could survive the first wave of the infection.  I helped draft plans that protected the government so that the government could then go back and help the people.  It wasn’t ideal but it was executed based on trying to save the greatest number of people.”  Jeff answered.   
 
      
 
    “Your plan didn’t save my daughter or grandkids!”  General Rattigan screamed. Spit flew out of his mouth as he pulled out his pistol to shoot Jeff dead on the spot.  The men with him instantly went into motion as well.  They’d all been waiting for this moment.  A chance to exact revenge for the crime of deserting them in their time of need.  Yue could almost empathize with them if they weren’t trying so hard to kill her. 
 
      
 
    Blood, brains and skull fragments sprayed out in an arc from the general and his men.  The second the general had pulled his gun the squad snipers had opened up.  It would’ve been pretty awkward if he’d just been very quickly reaching for a pen or something.  Yue found herself being thrown to the ground.  Harley stepped in front of her and shielded her with his own body.  Jeff and the others were walking forward blasting away at the handful of enemy soldiers still standing.  A man suddenly popped into the turret of the machine gun mounted on one of the Humvees.  Before he could get rolling, his head exploded like a watermelon stuffed with fireworks courtesy of the overwatch guys.   
 
      
 
    Not a single person on their side got wounded.  None of them were in a big hurry to stand that close to people whose heads were exploding again anytime soon though.  There was only so much you could do with hand sanitizer and napkins.  They pulled a couple of enemy soldiers out of the Humvees.  The terrified men had thrown out their weapons and surrendered before they could be killed.  A little bit of torture later they confirmed those two had known nothing about the fact that the general had been planning to assassinate Jeff when they met.  The two hapless soldiers had just happened to be available when the general had needed a couple of drivers that morning. 
 
      
 
    “So that didn’t go very well.”  Yue said once they’d had spent a few minutes cleaning nameless gunk off their faces and clothes.  Yue was doing her best to comb fragments of something out of her hair without looking to see what it was.  Why the hell she’d worn her hair down today of all days was beyond her. 
 
      
 
    “This next bit isn’t going to be very well received either.  We know where they came from.  We tried to negotiate with them.  The President wants us to hit them before they disappear on us.”  Jeff said.   
 
      
 
    “Has Shaun considered that the rest of them may be more willing to negotiate than these yahoos were?”  Yue asked.  She intentionally called the President by his given name.  It made more sense to her than acting like he had some sort of infallibility just because of the office he’d recently inherited. 
 
      
 
    “Have you considered that all of them may hate us and want us dead?”  Harley asked.  He was firmly on the ‘kill them all and let god sort them out’ bandwagon.  Seeing that look in Yue’s eyes he was worried he was already too late.  There might be no stopping her from talking Jeff into letting her try to talk to the nest of vipers before they exterminated them.   
 
      
 
    “If they’ve been being fed the trash their general was spewing out this whole time then we may have a bunch of them that hate us and want us dead.  The ones that captured Lisa, Lindsey and I weren’t super friendly.  I just can’t see hundreds of people hating like that though.  Those two guys we pulled out of the car don’t seem to have a huge problem with us.”  Yue responded.   
 
      
 
    “They might if we keep beating the hell out of them.”  LeBron noted.  He was all for torture with a purpose.  It kind of looked like the squad guys were just taking out some pent up frustration on the two prisoners now though.  The two enemy drivers had been on the side that’d just tried to kill them under a white flag.  LeBron didn’t really care that they were being beat up for no reason.  He was starting to think that they might be useful though.       
 
      
 
    Jeff walked over and handed the two prisoners water and some napkins.  Under the watchful eyes of the squad Jeff and LeBron then began questioning the two.  It soon became obvious that the force the two were a part of had absolutely made it a core principle that the absentee US government was not to be trusted.  Jeff himself was a pretty infamous figure as the man who wrote the plan to abandon them.  The two prisoners revealed that information after getting reassurances that no one would beat them for telling the truth.   
 
      
 
    “Does everybody feel as strongly as Kernel Schmidt and General Rattigan did?”  Jeff asked.  He wasn’t feeling great that this was coming back on him.  It was like a Karmic collision.  He should’ve known the universe would eventually punish him for pushing the President to make the hard decision.  To make the inhumane yet logical decision.  It’d been a complete betrayal of the citizens trust.  He’d only been doing what he thought was best for the country.  If he was able to do it over again knowing what he knew now he’d probably do it differently.  It wasn’t like there was a handbook or case studies for the end of the world.  They’d been making up a lot of it as they went along. 
 
      
 
    One of the prisoners piped up almost immediately.  “Not really.  Most of us are just trying to survive.  We do whatever it takes to keep our families alive.  Was Schmidt the guy who wore the cape?  I always thought he was kind of an idiot.  He totally bought into hating the exiled government and us being the real America and all that.  I’d say ninety percent of us just give that stuff lip service.”   
 
      
 
    “Thanks.  Shoot them both.”  Jeff said.  Both of the prisoners went from relieved looking to complete panic mode.  Jeff laughed.  “Just kidding.  As long as you keep feeding us intel the second that we ask for it you get to live.” 
 
      
 
    “Should we shoot one of them so the other one knows we’re serious sir?”  Harley asked.  It was impossible to tell by looking at his face if he was joking or not.  Jeff went with considering it serious.  He paused to look like he was contemplating it then shook his head in the negative.   
 
      
 
    “Not yet.  Get them some of those bracelets that lock together and secure them in the back of the chinook.  Give them ears so I can ask them questions.”  Jeff said.  Harley nodded and grabbed a couple of the other guys to help him get the prisoners properly trussed up and thrown onto the helicopter.   
 
      
 
    Jeff, LeBron, Yue and the patrol leader from the squad came together for an impromptu pow wow.  They were still being covered by the men in the overwatch positions.  They leaned against one of the Humvees that was currently being searched and stripped of anything of value.  Jeff didn’t think they had to worry too much about it but there was always the chance that the enemy had deployed a couple of snipers before driving over.  That meant they needed to come to a consensus on next steps quickly so they could get the hell off this field.   
 
      
 
    “If we know where they are why not just send a bomber to take them out?”  LeBron asked.  Strategically it was the right answer.  There was no value in sending in men to fight them hand to hand.  Not when they had access to a plane with big bombs on it.  LeBron wasn’t sure on the range but maybe they could even just launch a missile from one of the ships they had patrolling the East Coast. 
 
      
 
    Yue opted to answer that before Jeff could open his mouth.  “If there’re hundreds of them there then that probably means women and children.  It wouldn’t just be blowing up a bunch of General Rattigan and Schmidt clones.  It’d be blowing up a bunch of scared people who clung to the men who could keep them alive.  No offense but the government did abandon them.  I think we owe it to them to try and save them from themselves.  I remember how I felt when I saw the President saying he was abandoning us on TV.”  
 
      
 
    “Ouch.  Yeah, I get it.  You’re right.  OK.  So I’m going to call for backup.  If we go in with just the one helicopter, they might feel like they have a chance to fight.  We come in like a Vietnam war movie with four of these big ass warbirds then they’ll probably be willing to listen.”  Jeff said.  He seemed pretty proud of his plan.   
 
      
 
    “Or just have that same plane that would’ve bombed them do a flyby.”  LeBron said.   
 
      
 
    Jeff nodded.  He was good with whatever worked.  Yue was right about these people deserving a second chance.  He knew it wasn’t just for them though.  He was giving himself a second chance too.  Yue’s words had struck him pretty hard.  He hadn’t really thought before about what it must have been like to watch the President on TV telling everyone that they were on their own.  How hard that must have been for everyone left behind.  He knew how hard it’d been for the President himself to do it.   
 
      
 
    He looked down at General Rattigan’s bloody mess of a face.  If it’d been hard for civilians to accept that their government was abandoning them how much harder must it have been for the military being left behind.  Jeff blamed himself for not trying harder to come up with a better plan.  They could’ve sectioned off the country and put national guard units in charge of different sections.  Most of them wouldn’t have made it but they would’ve gone down thinking they were following the plan of a country that cared about them.  They could’ve at least kept an open line of communications with the military units left behind. 
 
      
 
    In the end that open line most likely wouldn’t have done the units any good.  General Rattigan probably wouldn’t have still been alive if he’d let himself take orders from some flunky sitting out on a carrier.  A flunky who knew it was all just being done for show and no one expected the people on land to actually survive anyway.  It’d all been one giant cluster, but they could’ve done a better job.  With no one else to blame Jeff blamed himself.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11:  No Good Deed Goes Unpunished 
 
      
 
    The President didn’t agree that the best course of action was for them to land in the parking lot of a warehouse and try to talk to a few hundred armed people who wanted them dead.  When Jeff brought up the fact that the people in that warehouse had every right to hate the government that didn’t help his argument at all.  Jeff had the President patched into a headset that he was pressing up to one of his ears while holding the mic with his other hand.  That should have kept the conversation secure enough.  Jeff had so incensed the President though that Yue had no problem making out the general gist of Shaun’s responses. 
 
      
 
    “Who cares if they have a good reason to want to kill you!  Will the reason really matter when you’re dead?  Did you wake up this morning and eat a big bowl of dumbass flakes?  What the hell man!”  Shaun was really on a roll.  Jeff needed to work on his delivery.  Yue reached over and gestured for Jeff to hand him the headsets.  Jeff shrugged and passed the contraption over. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Shaun, it’s me Yue.”  Yue said once she had the headsets positioned correctly.  She’d also had to wait a few more seconds for Shaun to finish colorfully calling Jeff an idiot.  It sounded like he may have been asking if Jeff’s parents had been related. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Yue.  Why are you with that moron?  Do you know what he wants to do?”  Shaun asked her.  Yue considered the best way to respond to that highly loaded question. 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.  He wants to go recruit a few hundred skilled refugees over to our side.  We can get them killing crawlerz in no time.  We just killed their general.  The prisoners we took are telling us the bulk of the men back at the base are just trying to survive sir.”  Yue answered in her most level tone of voice.  She’d thought about adding in the whole flyby thing but opted to save that for the rebuttal she thought she was about to need. 
 
      
 
    “Did he talk you into this or are you also an idiot?  Do you have some kind of suicide pact?  Please tell me what you think is going to happen when you pull up in a parking lot full of well-armed militia who think your boyfriend’s the antichrist?”  Shaun asked her.  He was of course referring to the fact that Jeff had been the one who created the plans to abandon the refugees in the first place.  Yue bit her tongue before responding.  Shaun had almost died because his uncle had allowed a bunch of senators to go on a picnic outside Weathertop.  If it hadn’t been for Yue and Jeff, then Shaun would be rationing cans of spam buried under a pile of crawlerz in a sealed off space in the base.  He wanted to call them stupid? 
 
      
 
    “Mr. President.”  Yue said in a chilly tone of voice.  “We’re requesting that you send out another couple of chinooks with reinforcements.  We also would like to request the flyby of a bomber.  We’re hoping a show of force will give us the opportunity to speak with them.  Shaun, we have to try.  We can’t just go around blowing up American citizens.  Especially not when it was the government who wronged them in the first place.” 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t wrong anybody.  Your boyfriend did.  My uncle did.  Me and you were both just as abandoned as those pricks who attacked your train.  I’ll send the reinforcements.  You’ll get your flyby.  Hand the headset back to Jeff and I’ll patch him over to the operations center to get it all setup.  If you get yourselves killed don’t come complaining to me.”  The President paused and Yue could picture him taking a deep breath to try and reign in his frustration.  “Good luck.” 
 
      
 
    Yue handed the headsets to Jeff who was just in time to be put on hold.  He looked over at Yue who gave him a thumbs up.  Jeff shook his head in bemusement.  Somehow Yue just knew the right words to say to people.  Yue watched while Jeff jotted down notes and coordinated with the Weathertop operations group.  Leaving him to wrap that all up she went back in the passenger section of the big helicopter to check on LeBron.  She found him sitting in the back with the prisoners listening intently as they answered more questions about the base they were flying into.  Yue had him slide over so she could sit down on the bench next to him. 
 
      
 
    “Anything new?”  She asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not really.  They’re nomadic.  They send out crews daily to go fix up buildings and gather supplies.  They move their people around pretty often to keep the crawlerz from stacking up on any one place.  Most of them are national guard or reservists and their families.  They try to stick to survivors with a military background as it makes it easier to keep everyone under control and doing what they’re supposed to.”  LeBron answered. 
 
      
 
    “Any more clarity around how much they all hate us?”  Yue asked.  She wasn’t bothering to hide her questions from the prisoners.  She wanted them to feel like they still might get tossed out the door once they got up high enough.  Right now the big bird of war was still sitting on the ground, but she expected that to change very shortly.  They had to hit the base today or the people there might all disperse.  LeBron had just told her the forces they wanted to meet with moved around frequently.  Moving around like that was really the only way to survive in this new normal if you didn’t happen to have a base like Weathertop in your back pocket.   
 
      
 
    “The leadership really hates us.  Feels totally betrayed by us.  Everyone else just like kind of hates us.  They don’t seem as committed to it though if that makes sense.”  LeBron answered.  That made sense to Yue.  General Rattigan had to have known it was suicide pulling a gun on Jeff like that.  He’d done it anyway.  His hatred had totally overridden his sense of self preservation.   
 
      
 
    Yue leaned back in the chair and watched while the squad guys continued asking the same questions in different ways to try and wring every last bit of useful intel out of the prisoners.  LeBron turned his attention back to the interrogation.  He was busy scribbling notes on a pad of paper.  Occasionally he’d throw a question out himself, but he mostly seemed content just to listen in.  Yue was starting to get nervous about how long they’d been sitting on the ground when the blades started whirring faster.  Settling back into the seat she strapped herself in and waited for the weird sensation of being pulled up into the air. 
 
      
 
    That weird helicopter way of lifting off always made Yue feel a little queasy.  It was disorienting how you just kind of left the earth behind.  It was like you knew about gravity but just didn’t care.  All around her the men and women from the suicide squad were busy prepping for the next battle.  The intensity of this fight was like nothing they’d ever experienced before.  The daily missions out against the crawlerz had been one thing but now they were mixing in missions against people who could shoot back.  The crawlerz may have all kinds of superpowers but they didn’t have snipers. 
 
      
 
    Thinking of the crawlerz Yue checked her watch.  It was weird now that text messaging and Facebook updates weren’t really a thing anymore watches had come back into vogue.  It was suddenly inconvenient to pull that phone out of your back pocket when you could just glance at your wrist to see what time it was.  Phones had mostly been relegated to being fancy cameras out in the field.  Back at Weathertop they were still cool because you could actually get on the WIFI there and send one another text messages.  You could even make phone calls to one another.  It was craziness.  The IT guy had been stupid busy making sure everyone had the ability to use the software to take advantage of the wireless network at the base.  As soon as you walked off the base though all those reminders of a smart phone life went out the window. 
 
      
 
    Yue could sense the nervousness in the air.  It was early afternoon, so they had some time before the crawlerz came out to play.  That time could slip away quickly though.  Yue rehearsed different things to say in her head.  How do you tell people to trust a government that hung you out to dry?  How do you drop into the parking lot and win their allegiance in the few hours before it starts getting dark outside?   
 
      
 
    This was all assuming they even got the chance to talk to these people.  Yue was second guessing the whole flyby thing now.  What if it just pissed off the people inside the warehouse?  What if they decided to go all Red Dawn and started screaming “Wolverines” and shooting at them when they tried to land?  She was worried the show of force might not be the best way to go while simultaneously thinking the show of force was the best way to go.  She almost wished they’d brought General Rattigan’s head with them to put on a spike in the parking lot of the warehouse.  They could use the helicopter speakers to play “ding dong the witch is dead” to show these people they weren’t there to play around.   
 
      
 
    Realizing her thoughts were entering strange territory Yue pressed the mental brakes forcing herself to focus.  She didn’t have a ton of time to come up with a plan for when they touched down.  She didn’t bother worrying about what to do if they tried to land and were being shot at.  In that case they’d turn around and fly away.  The flyby bomber would come back and do the job for real.  Yue hoped that wouldn’t happen but if it did it was out of her hands.   
 
      
 
    Yue started paying attention to the announcements coming through their headsets when the pilot informed everyone that they were approaching a hot landing zone.  Jeff came over the intercom to give everyone a quick sitrep.   
 
      
 
    “Be advised we’ve performed a flyby on the target warehouse.  Two other chinooks were dispatched from Weathertop as well and will meet us in the parking lot.  If we encounter any sort of heavy resistance, we’ll wave off the landing and the bomber will come back.  When we land secure the area by the numbers.  Get on the guns and be ready.  Once all is secure, we’ll look to make contact with the people in the warehouse. The objective is to invite their leadership to meet with us.  Five minutes until wheels down.  Everybody stays frosty.  We’re looking to make these people our allies.”  Jeff concluded and the line went dead.  No one had anything to add since Jeff had pretty much laid it all out there. 
 
      
 
    The squad soldiers were busy doing battle buddy checks.  Battles are stressful crazy things.  When the action gets fast and furious it pays to have done a quick spot check on the people that you’re jumping into the fight with to make sure their boots were laced up, they had plenty of ammunition and they had remembered to zip up their body armor.  It was especially important since most of the people on the helicopter hadn’t been in a gunfight with an armed human enemy in a while.  Preparing to fight the infected was a totally different prep than preparing to fight other people.   
 
      
 
    Yue felt the chinook’s forward momentum stop.  They hovered in space above the expansive blacktop below.  Evidently, they were waiting to see if the people down below had an RPG they wanted to try out.  Yue realized a minute later that they’d really been waiting on the other two helicopters to arrive before setting down.  Looking out the window she saw at least one other helicopter outside.  Jeff’s voice came over the headsets informing everyone that their backup had arrived. A minute later the helicopter shook as they descended rapidly towards the blacktop.   
 
      
 
    The pilot performed some sort of aerial wizardry resulting in a controlled fall from the heavens to the parking lot below.  The instant they touched down everyone was in motion.  Men jumped out the door holding rifles and rocket launchers.  One guy was busy getting the machine gun setup to cover the front of the warehouse.  Once they could make it to the front of the helicopter without getting in anyone’s way Yue and LeBron went up to join Jeff.  He was staring out the windows and talking over the headsets trying to orchestrate their approach.  So far there was no movement visible over by the warehouse at all.   
 
      
 
    “I think we should send one of the men we took prisoner over to explain to the people in the warehouse why we’re here and why they’re still alive.”  Yue said without any preamble.  Jeff nodded.  That sounded good to him.  Way better than the complete lack of a plan that he’d come up with. 
 
      
 
    “Ok bring one of them up here so we can tell him what to say.  I’ll tell everyone to hold their position for now.  The first sign of aggression we unload on them and return to the friendly skies.”  Jeff replied.     
 
      
 
    Yue had one of the squad perp walk a prisoner up to them.  Once the man was in front of them Jeff spent a few seconds checking him out.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t suppose you beat the other one any less than this one, did you?  He looks horrible.”  Jeff said looking at the squad member who’d escorted the prisoner up. 
 
      
 
    “The other one looks way worse believe it or not.”  The soldier answered.  When you order an elite warrior covered in tattoos to question people you get what you get.  Jeff sighed and returned his attention to the poster child for domestic abuse sitting in front of him.  He started to talk but Yue beat him to it.  She’d been worried Jeff would start off by identifying himself.  That might not go over well if the prisoner told his people that the guy who’d ordered the government to abandon them was sitting out in the parking lot.   
 
      
 
    “You don’t look that bad.  A little foundation and some blush…”  Yue joked with the man.  He didn’t seem super amused. 
 
      
 
    “Do you guys have some more information you need?  I’m happy to tell you whatever.”  The prisoner said.  He was freaked out by the change in Yue’s demeanor.   
 
      
 
    “No you’ve told us plenty.  Thank you so much for that and we’re so sorry about your face.  That really does look like it hurts.”  Yue said compassionately.  Jeff had gotten the hint and was keeping his mouth shut.  The squad soldier was standing back a few feet watching with interest to see where Yue was taking the conversation.  The prisoner himself just stared at her unsure how to respond.  Yue let the silence stand for a few moments before she continued on.   
 
      
 
    “Tell me what happened to General Rattigan this morning.”  She ordered the badly flustered man.  He looked to his left and right but didn’t see any help in the stoic faces of the people gathered around him. 
 
      
 
    “He pulled a gun on the tall man sitting here and you guys killed him in self-defense.”  The prisoner answered. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a solid answer.”  Yue said smiling.  “Do you know why we met up with him this morning?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really.”  The prisoner answered.  He still wasn’t sure where this was all going but he felt like he was in less danger of being killed than he’d been ten minutes prior.  Yue dropped the smile and told the prisoner what she wanted him to do.  She leaned forward to talk to him to make him feel like she was sharing confidences and inviting him to be part of the plan.  Without even realizing it he leaned in to listen to her. 
 
      
 
    “We were meeting with the general to try to arrange for a peaceful partnership between the US government and your militia.  We understand that given the beliefs of your leadership you might not want to immediately renew your allegiance to the flag.  However, we do think it’s best for all of us if we cooperate to wipe out the infected.  The general had other ideas which is why he’s dead and we’re talking now.  We need you to go find whoever’s in charge and convince them to come out and talk to us.  Do you think that’s doable?”  Yue stayed leaning forward while she waited for the man’s answer.  The prisoner appeared to think it over before speaking. 
 
      
 
    “I can tell them.  What happens if they don’t agree to talk?”  The prisoner asked looking Yue directly in the eyes for the first time.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll just fly away.”  Yue said innocently. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it?”  The man asked. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely.  We’d want to fly as far away as possible to avoid the bombs that’ll rain down if your guys don’t want to play ball.”  Yue responded sweetly.  That elicited a bark of pained laughter from the man. 
 
      
 
    “You should’ve just said that part first.”  He joked.  “I’ll go try to get them to send out a delegation.  It shouldn’t be too hard with that kind of motivation.”   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12:  Do or Do Not 
 
      
 
    “Sup party people!”  Drew called out from the open door of the helicopter.  Yue looked down the length of the chinook to watch Drew climb aboard.   She’d assumed he was going to join them.   
 
      
 
    “Lisa with you?”  Yue asked. 
 
      
 
    “Nah.  She’s still messed up from these ass-wipes beating on her when they had you two held hostage.  What’s going on here?  How come we’re just sitting in the parking lot while that beat up looking dude stumbles his way over the main building?  Why are we not launching missiles at the building full of dangerous murdering traitors?”  Drew fired the questions one after another.  His face was smiling but he had a death grip on his rifle.  He’d been hoping for some payback.   
 
      
 
    “You know all the people who hurt Lisa are already dead or locked up at Weathertop right?”  Yue said with a tight grin.  She didn’t really have time to deal with Drew’s righteous attitude right now.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but I’d really enjoy making some more of them pay.”  Drew answered.  He sighed and released his grip on the rifle so that it hung from his shoulder by the strap.  He stared out the window while opening and closing his fists like he was trying to restore his circulation.  LeBron and Harley had been on the other side of the chinook trying to find something to drink.  For LeBron that’d meant water while Harley was looking for something a bit more medicinal.  He’d forgotten to top off the old flask before jumping on the helicopter to fly out for a stressful day on the job.  He was in dire need of some liquid lubricant to get him to quitting time.   
 
      
 
    After a quick round of bro-hugs and fist bumps Drew asked again what the plan was.  Yue had been watching in amusement at the way the guys had greeted one another.  They’d seriously only been separated for the morning.  She was pretty impressed that Drew had managed to get out of bed in time to make the combat flight.  He must really be pissed about what these people had done to Lisa.  Probably more pissed that he hadn’t been able to protect her.  Smiling Yue remembered it was a thousand percent her fault that Drew hadn’t been there.  She’d hit him in the back of the head with a baseball bat to keep him from getting killed. 
 
      
 
    “The beat up guy is a prisoner we took this morning.  His buddy is still handcuffed in the back.  He’s going to go tell the nice people inside to send someone out to talk to us.  Then we’re all going to become friends and fight the monsters together.”  Yue explained it like she was explaining it to a toddler.  Drew flipped her off and walked up to the front of the chinook where the pilot was sitting to get a better look at what was going on.  The prisoner had already disappeared inside. 
 
      
 
    “Are we setting a timer or something?”  Drew joked turning away from the window.   
 
      
 
    The crisp crack sounds of gunfire sounded from outside.  Bullets began pining off the tough shell of the chinook.  Jeff took a look out the window and ordered the chinook to stay on the ground.  Answering gunfire came from their side including the sounds of their machine guns spinning up and dispensing a steady stream of death.  Jeff had ducked back down to avoid getting popped by a stray bullet.  He stuck his head back up for another peek then stood up all the way. 
 
      
 
    “I think we’re good now.”  Jeff said.  He thought the words came out ok, but he had to hide his hands.  Only Yue had noticed that they’d been badly shaking.   
 
      
 
    “What do you mean by good now exactly?  Your plan sucks so far by the way.”  Drew asked from his position on the floor.  He was stretched out over the random gear that hadn’t made it out of the helicopter.   
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell you if I’m right.”  Jeff answered with a wink. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t wink at me.  Also, if we wait until we know what happened you’ll just say you were right.”  Drew said dragging himself to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “They’re coming out.”  Yue said.  “Tell everybody to hold their fire.” 
 
      
 
    Jeff got on the radio and ordered everyone to hold their fire.  A small group of men had walked out of the large warehouse.  They were waving white towels in the air.  They hesitated at the bloody bodies of the men who’d charged out before them.  The towels dipped a bit as the men stared across the parking lot at the hard eyed soldiers of the suicide squad.  On top of the tattooed men pointing machine guns at them there was also the fear of being outside so late.  It wasn’t dusk yet, but it wasn’t dawn either.  The sky was a little overcast as well which always added to everyone’s anxiety.   
 
      
 
    The towel waving weekend warriors paused about a hundred feet from the nose of the chinook Jeff and crew were watching them from.  Jeff spoke into his radio requesting the men be escorted into the helicopter to meet with him.  They were being asked to leave all weapons outside the door and submit to a search to verify they were weaponless.    
 
      
 
    “You know who I don’t see.”  Drew said staring at the men forming a single file line to be searched and allowed on the helicopter. 
 
      
 
    “The guy we sent over there in the first place.”  Yue answered without even looking out the window.  She was busy formulating how she wanted to approach getting these people to agree to a lasting peace.  On top of a lasting peace she also needed them to agree to get in the fight.  It was a numbers game.  The more people playing ‘whack a crawler’ the better.  At least in North America.  They could worry about the rest of the world later.   
 
      
 
    Men started filing onto the helicopter.  Yue realized they may have made a mistake in having them climb aboard.  About twenty men had come out of the warehouse to meet with them.  It was going to be a little crowded onboard.  Also, there were weapons strewn out all over the place.  The weapons were secured but accessible.  She whispered her concerns to Harley who’d also been thinking this was a really stupid idea.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Change of plans!  Back out the door.  We’re going to meet up on the opposite side of the aircraft.  The side where my bosses can’t be hit by sniper fire from your warehouse.”  Harley barked out the order and watched as the few men who’d already boarded turned to head back out.  This was not off to a good start. 
 
      
 
    “What if we have snipers out in the woods?  Maybe you should dig a hole first for us to meet in.”  A rather large man had reached the limit of his temper evidently.  He stepped across a pile of junk on the floor to get in Harley’s face. 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to need a hole to bury all your buddies out there in after we leave.”  Harley said with an evil grin.   
 
      
 
    “Okay!  That’s enough.  Harley, go back to your corner.  Whoever you are get the hell off the helicopter.  We’ll talk outside.”  Yue was fully in charge of the situation.  The large man was about three times her weight and towered over her by at least a foot.  He gave her a quick, sarcastic salute and turned to walk off the helicopter.  Yue put her hand on Harley’s chest to stop him from moving towards the man.  She gave Jeff a stern look to get him to put his pistol back in the holster.  He’d casually moved it to his lap in case he needed to shoot the oversized traitor Joe. 
 
      
 
    They piled out of the helicopter to go talk to the men waiting below.  The group didn’t look particularly happy to see them.  Judging by the current height of the sun they needed to get this knocked out quickly.  Otherwise they’d either have to come back tomorrow or go inside the warehouse.  None of them really felt comfortable going into the warehouse with all the people who hated them.  Eventually those people would come to understand it didn’t really matter what’d happened at the beginning when no one really knew anything.   
 
      
 
    “You’re the guy who came up with the plan to abandon us all to die aren’t you?”  A man towards the rear of the group asked.  He stepped forward staring at Jeff.  Jeff had been lurking in the back of their group. He was surprised to be called out like that.  Rather than try to deny it he put his head up in the air and stepped forward.  He started talking before Yue could try and smooth over the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “I wrote it.  I also pitched it to the President.  Knowing what I know now I think I would’ve handled it differently.  Back then it seemed like the only way to ensure anyone at all survived.  The President and everyone else agreed to it but ultimately it was me who came up with the plan that was executed.  It was the wrong way to handle it.  I’m doing my best now to make up for it.  That’s why we’re standing here talking right now.”  Jeff finished up his answer and stood silently waiting to hear what the men had to say.  He was ready to dive into action if one of them pulled a concealed weapon out.  
 
      
 
    The men in the group muttered amongst themselves.  The man who’d originally spoken up stared Jeff up and down.  After a moment or two of the stare down he stepped forward. The man ignored all the guns suddenly pointed at him and stretched his hand out towards Jeff.  Jeff stepped forward and they shook hands. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Captain Marshall.  Thank you for saying that.  As long as you mean it, I’m willing to work with you.  Now go ahead and tell us what you’re thinking of unless you want to come spend the night in our warehouse.  It’s getting a little too dark out here for me.”  Captain Marshall said looking around nervously.  Jeff nodded in agreement and quickly jumped into explaining what they were trying to achieve to the captain. 
 
      
 
    “Good to meet you captain.  I’ll try to explain this as quickly as possible.  We’re in the process of coming up with the best way to eradicate the infected.  We have people working on bioweapons and all kinds of fancy initiatives.  One of those may work out and make our job easier but I’m not holding my breath.  Until they come up with such a thing, I’m going to stick to killing them the old fashioned way.  Blowing them up or shooting them seems to be pretty effective.  We’d like to coordinate our efforts with your team to clear out different sections.  Sound good?”  Jeff asked.  He felt like he’d made a pretty straightforward pitch.  He didn’t like standing out in the open at this time of day either.   
 
      
 
    Yue took a step backwards holding her head.  She’d just gotten a clear vision of them all standing in the parking lot.  It’d come from a lot of different eyes.  She was seeing them from multiple angles.  They needed to hurry this up. 
 
      
 
    “What do we get for working with you?”  The captain asked. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?”  Jeff said.  He was caught off guard.  In his head they just agreed to work with them and that was that. 
 
      
 
    “South Carolina.”  Captain Marshall said.   
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry captain.  You want South Carolina?”  Jeff asked.  
 
      
 
    “I think that’s fair.  We clear out the state and it’s ours.  Otherwise what are we fighting for?  The government that deserts us as soon as things get rough?  Are you trying to rebuild that government or are you trying to clear out the infected so we can all get back to Facebook and the Real Housewives?”  Captain Marshall asked.  He was smiling but his eyes were hard.  This man had not forgiven the government either.  He just wasn’t dumb enough to charge a chinook with his rifle.   
 
      
 
    “I’ll have to ask the President, but a land grant seems like fair compensation for joining up.”  Jeff answered.  He ignored Yue poking him in the back.  He wanted to spin around and ask her what she wanted but he felt like they were close to some kind of an accord in the negotiations.  He didn’t want the conversation with Marshall to stall out now.  They didn’t have much more time before they’d have to call a break for the day. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not talking about a land grant.  I’m talking about sovereignty.  Once we get a guarantee of that then we’ll clear out the space we’re granted and agree not to attack your forces.  You’ll be guaranteed safe passage and all of that.  I’m sure there’s some lawyers somewhere who can draft it up for us.  End of the world and we still need freakin lawyers.”  Captain Marshall turned and spat.   
 
      
 
    “I’ll have to see what the President has to say about it.”  Jeff answered.  He wanted some time to sit down and consider it himself.  Why should they give a few hundred men South Carolina?  They had more people than this sitting out on individual islands and ships.  Of course those people on the islands and ships had no clue how to fight the infected. Not like these guys did.  Jeff was pretty sure if they did grant them some land and supply them with extra ammunition that they’d do their part.   
 
      
 
    “Yep.  Let’s see what the prince thinks.  You know he’s not the legit President, right?”  The captain’s resentment was starting to seep out.  It was probably the right time to wrap this up.  He felt like they’d gotten somewhere at least in the limited time available to talk.   
 
      
 
    “We need to take cover now!”  Yue hissed loudly in Jeff’s ear.   
 
      
 
    Jeff instinctively looked up at the sky.  It’d gotten lot cloudier.  He felt the first drops of rain hit him in the face.  Massive storm clouds had appeared out of nowhere.  Yue wouldn’t be hissing at him in the middle of all of this unless she meant it. 
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Let’s talk again in the morning.  For now I think we all need to take cover.  You can pick your weapons back up over there.”  Jeff said pointing at where the squad had everyone’s confiscated weapons stacked neatly against a couple of boxes.  A massive black cloud rolled across the sun putting the whole parking lot in the shadows. 
 
      
 
    “They’re coming!”  Yue screamed pulling her rifle up to her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Harley and Jeff both moved protectively over by Yue.  Drew and LeBron and the rest of the suicide squad soldiers were all looking around uneasily with their weapons tucked into their shoulders as well.  They all tracked the time of day with raging OCD all day every day.  The quick moving storm and the meetings with these people who wanted to kill them were throwing them off their game.   
 
      
 
    When no one was immediately attacked everyone relaxed slightly.  The men from the warehouse hurried to pick up their weapons.  A couple of them looking appraisingly at Yue.  Apparently, word of the ’witch’ had spread.  One of the men from the warehouse bent over to pick up his weapons.  The man was reaching down one second then the next he was knocked on his stomach.  A dirt and scab covered crawler was hungrily crunching into the back of his neck.  Drew shot it in the head and looked around for other threats. More men began going down as the infected wave of runners crashed into them.   
 
      
 
    “Get in the helicopters!”  LeBron yelled.  His cry was echoed by the people around him.  They’d let themselves get in the worst possible position.  A large open space where they couldn’t pin down the infected to wipe them out with gunfire.   
 
      
 
    Harley and Jeff knocked some people out of the way to get Yue up and through the door into the helicopter.  She was already deep in a trance.  She knew she could do more with her mind than with her body in this fight.  She was struggling to put images of more potential victims over by the warehouse.  Her images were weak compared to the blood soaked visions being bounced around by the monsters lustfully ripping into fresh skin and bone.  Her attempts to capture a greater share of the groupthink weren’t working.  The crawlerz were locked into the single-mindedness of the fresh blood and flesh from the hunt. 
 
      
 
    In her head she saw two more men go down through the eyes of their assailants.  She screamed out warnings to them, but they had no way of hearing her.  Harley had put her in a seat towards the front of the plane.  She needed more emphasis on her visions to get them focused on by the attacking crawlerz.  She needed a strong vision of blood and pain and rending flesh.  It had to be visceral.  There were too many of them sharing vivid images for her to compete with her lackluster imaginings.  Her fake visions weren’t going to cut it this time.  With no one around for her to bite into she shoved her forearm into her mouth and bit deeply. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13:  The Law of Murphy 
 
      
 
    Captain Marshall could just make out the outline of the crawler streaking towards him though the rain.  Firing his rifle he watched as his attacker leapt into the sky to avoid the bullets that he was spewing at it.  Knowing the monster would be coming down directly on top of him the captain took a quick step back.  He thrust the barrel of his weapon in the air and proceeded to perform the old spray and pray.  A second later the crawler came streaking out of the darkness and they both slammed into the ground. 
 
      
 
    Blacking out for a second the captain came to trying to remember what’d happened.  Why was he laying on the ground in the rain with a dead body on top of him?  Pushing the body away he could just make out the bullet hole right in the middle of the crawlerz forehead.  Maybe there was something to prayer after all.  Not that there was ever any shortage of fervent believers on the battlefield.  There’s no such thing as an atheist in a foxhole once the artillery gets going. 
 
      
 
    Someone offered him a hand up.  Grasping the hand he was pulled to his feet by the young man he’d seen hanging around with the leadership by the helicopter.  There was no time for introductions as another crawler appeared out of nowhere running hellbent towards them.  Drew snapped his pistol up and fired off a couple of shots at the fast moving shadow.  It looked like one nicked the monster, but it just sprinted right past them to be lost in the torrential rain pouring down on them now.   
 
      
 
    “Get in the helicopters!”  The command was coming from the direction of the chinook’s door.  Drew made sure the captain was able to stand then they both jogged in the direction of the yelling.  They had their guns up as a few more of the infected streaked past them into the darkness.   
 
      
 
    Not all of the crawlerz were running away.  Drew and the captain stopped jogging to shoot a young, infected girl who had her head shoved deep into the entrails of one of the suicide squad.  The dying mans’ face had one of the joker tattoos painted onto it.  Drew’s first shot hit the girl in the back.  She spun around revealing a face twisted with hatred.  The rain had washed most of the dirt and grime off of her face.  She could almost be a teen girl throwing a tantrum.  The difference being in her eyes and the way she was baring her gums by pulling her lips back to gnash her teeth.  The next bullet hit her in the middle of her face.   
 
      
 
    Seeing the back of her head exploding outwards left very little doubt in their minds that the vicious thing might still be alive.  Only feet from the entry to the helicopter they continued moving forward.   
 
      
 
    “Watch out behind you!”  Drew heard LeBron screaming out of the entryway to the helicopter.   
 
      
 
    Drew spun around to face whatever threat his brother had seen in the midst of this monsoon.  A gigantic crawler was barreling out of the darkness.  Captain Marshall, Drew and LeBron all peppered it with quickly aimed shots.  Drew was whacked in the back by what felt like a sledgehammer.  He fell to his knees painfully. Even on his knees he kept firing away at the monster in front of them.  It had a comically confused look on its face like it couldn’t figure out why its body wasn’t doing what it was being told.  Captain Marshall stepped forward and wiped that look off its face with a well-placed burst from a shotgun he’d picked up during the fight. 
 
      
 
    Tears in his eyes Drew turned accusingly towards LeBron.  LeBron was busy trying to look like he hadn’t just accidentally shot his brother in the back.  Shelving that discussion for later Drew rushed past LeBron to board the depressingly uncrowded helicopter.  Not seeing anyone else boarding the helicopter Harley slammed and locked the door to keep the infected out.  Wishing for an icepack Drew settled for the pill that Harley handed him.  The Kevlar had stopped the bullet but his back still felt like someone had gone to town on him with a cat of nine tails.   
 
      
 
    Walking forward rubbing his back he heard the first crawler slamming itself into the side of the helicopter.  Continuing forward he saw where Jeff was holding someone steady with a blanket wrapped around them.  Getting closer Drew saw it was Yue.  He sat down opposite the two of them and asked if Yue was ok.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.  Can you help?”  Jeff asked.  He looked thoroughly freaked out.  Drew squatted down and pulled the blanket up so he could see what was going on.  He could only see the whites of her eyes.  Her mouth was covered in blood.  Both of her forearms and one finger were missing significant chunks of skin.  Blood was everywhere.   
 
      
 
    “She saved us.”  Drew muttered.  It dawned on him now why the crawlerz outside hadn’t pressed the attack.  Why some had run off in random directions.  They still may not survive the night, but it was only thanks to Yue that they’d lived this long.  Drew shouted for a medic.  Captain Marshall stepped forward.   
 
      
 
    “I was a general practitioner when I wasn’t busy playing soldier on the weekends.”  Drew took him over to where Yue was still passed out.  He gasped when he saw what her arms looked like. 
 
      
 
    “Can you help her?”  Jeff asked. 
 
      
 
    “She did this to herself?”  Marshall asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  She’s not infected.”  LeBron said jumping in to try and keep Yue’s secret safe.  The captain nodded in a preoccupied manner and started telling them what he needed.  Meanwhile the infected were really slamming into the helicopter now.  It was only a matter of time before the thick windows, or some latch gave out.  Once that happened, they were all dead. 
 
      
 
    Marshall took the first aid kit that Drew came jogging back with.  He took some supplies from his own pack as well and started working on cleaning and bandaging Yue.  Looking up he told them that this was going to take a while, but he had what he needed.  They all remained where they were staring at him. Grimacing up at them he asked if they could please get the helicopter in the air before they all got eaten by the infected hell beasts currently trying to beat their way in. 
 
      
 
    Jeff slowly stood up gently shifting Yue onto the bench.  He went and put on his headsets and for the first time heard the men in the other helicopters asking for orders.   Moving up to the front of the helicopter he saw a crawler trying to kick in the windshield.  The pilot was staring fearfully at the scarred pale leg dangling down kicking the glass.  The crawler was having issues getting the right angle to try and kick hard enough to do any real damage.  More of the infected were jumping up on the big green machine every minute that passed.   
 
      
 
    The pilot in the helicopter next to them decided to get the hell out of Dodge.  Jeff got on the headsets and tried to coax the man into staying on the ground, but he was beyond coaxing.  His cockpit glass was covered in crawlerz.  The only reason their own chopper wasn’t covered and smothered with the infected killers was because of Yue’s witchery.  With Yue out for the count their advantage wasn’t going to last for long.  Realizing that Jeff realized the other pilot had the right idea and ordered all three helicopters into the sky.   
 
      
 
    The pilot on their left had already started.  The other pilot on their right was busy telling them why it wasn’t going to work.  The helicopter on their left got about thirty feet off the ground before making a weird whoofing noise.  The big beast of a helicopter suddenly veered  sideways right into the front of the warehouse.  The rotors didn’t stop as they beat their way through the walls of the gigantic distribution center.  The helicopter didn’t explode but it made a huge mess of the front of the warehouse.   
 
      
 
    Attracted by the noise and the flashes of humanity in their minds eyes the infected surged towards the battered wall of the warehouse.  Jeff yelled at their pilot to get them in the air.  Over to their right the other pilot had his rotors moving but hadn’t tried lifting off yet.  Miraculously their helicopter lifted off the ground with no real challenges. Once off the ground they hovered about a hundred feet up to assess the situation.  They had multiple infected clinging to the outside of the helicopter including the one trying to kick in the windshield.   
 
      
 
    “What the hell happened to the wall?”  Captain Marshall had joined them in the cockpit.  His eyes betraying his shock at seeing the warehouse below smashed in by the wreckage of the first chinook to try and take off.  The rain was coming down so hard it was getting difficult to even see the warehouse.  The pilot flicked on the powerful searchlights to try and make out what was going on.     
 
      
 
    “Shake the hitchhikers and get us into position to protect the warehouse.”  Jeff ordered.  He couldn’t be much more specific in his commands.  The pilot would have a way better idea of how to carry out the complex maneuvers he was going to have to go through.   
 
      
 
    Shaking the hitchhikers involved some aerial acrobatics that made everyone without a seatbelt on wish they were wearing inflatable sumo suits.  The pilot had come across the intercom with the order to strap in and brace for evasive maneuvers.  Drew, LeBron and Harley had rushed over to make sure Yue was secure.  They had time to snap a few belts on her before they were thrown against the bulkheads by the evasive maneuvers they were supposed to have been braced for.  The pilot had launched into some kind of lightning fast circle while climbing then falling maneuver.  It was like they were in a city bus filled with all kinds of sharp hard pointy objects and Godzilla decided to pick up the bus and shake it.   
 
      
 
    Overall it was still much less painful than opening up the gun bays while there was still infected clinging to the chinook.  Hoping he’d gotten rid of the oversized parasites the pilot ordered the gun bays opened. It was time to get the machine guns ready for action.  The pilot spun them around in the air again.  Then he brought them down so that they were hovering above the hordes of infected running towards the warehouse.  The infected were forcing their way into the warehouse through the gaps around the helicopter that was still embedded in the wall.  That meant the people inside should be able to kill them pretty easily.  Assuming the people inside knew how to handle their weapons. 
 
      
 
    Once they were in position the pilot didn’t waste any time getting the guns hot.  A few minutes later the other helicopter was asking where they should focus their fire.  Jeff glanced over at Captain Marshall to see if he had any input.  The doctor turned weekend warrior turned leader in the middle of an apocalypse didn’t have anything to offer.  The doctor gazed in horror at the demonic horde below running through the rain below to try and get into the warehouse. 
 
      
 
    “What will they be doing inside?”  Jeff asked as the pilot began chewing through the bodies on the ground.  At least one of the guns was firing armor piercing rounds.  That would basically vaporize whatever it hit.   Jeff’s question served to snap Marshall out of his stupor.  He started checking all his pockets and yelling into the back of the helicopter for someone else from his group to come up.  His face lit up when he found a small black object in his pocket.  He whipped out the Motorola walkie talkie and clicked it on. 
 
      
 
    “Real American warehouse this is Real American actual.  Do you read me over?”  Marshall basically yelled into the mic.   
 
      
 
    The response that came back was garbled.  Marshall asked them to repeat, and the second transmission was much clearer.  When asked what their status was inside the warehouse, they said they were falling back into the secondary safe space.  A few more queries and it was established that there was one group who couldn’t fall back.  The men who were on their machine guns blasting away at the infected trying to worm their way in.  The second that line of men stood up to leave the crawlerz would get in and they’d be ripped apart.   
 
      
 
    “Tell them to tell us when they’re ready to run.  We’ll light up the whole area around the helicopter to give them a chance to make it.  The safe room isn’t anywhere near where the helicopter crashed right?”  Jeff asked.   
 
      
 
    Marshall shook his head and relayed the plan.  Five minutes later they were told to count to ten and light it up.  The pilot did an audible countdown then released a couple of rockets.  The rockets had barely hit when he ran through the rest of his machine gun ammunition.  Marshall tried but he couldn’t raise anyone else in the warehouse.   
 
      
 
    “What’s the plan for us then sir?”  The pilot asked. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?”  Jeff asked.  He’d assumed they’d fly back to Weathertop for the night and come back in the morning.  The pilot gave Jeff a little time to put it together.  Seeing that Jeff was struggling the pilot went ahead and filled Jeff in on the new problem they had. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have enough fuel to hover all night.  My recommendation is we set a course for Weathertop and set down somewhere that looks deserted.  If we see any crawlerz we take off and look for somewhere else.  Once dawn breaks, we can fly to Weathertop and resupply then come back here.”  The pilot finished explaining.  It was obviously a scenario he’d run into before.  Anytime they couldn’t return to base before night fell it became a complicated dance to stay alive.   
 
      
 
    “Make it so.”  An exhausted Jeff said before turning around and tiredly marching back into the passenger section of the large aircraft.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14:  Grenades are Such a Blast 
 
      
 
    Drew wiped the tired out of his eyes.  It’d been a long night.  They’d set back down near the field by the Appomattox courthouse thinking that’d be pretty safe.  They hadn’t counted on the crawlerz showing up as soon as darkness fell.  The monsters had been attracted by all of the noise from the earlier gun battle.  Less than a minute after they landed, they were climbing back into the dark night sky with crawlerz clinging to the aircraft once again.  The pilot from the other helicopter watched them do aerial pirouettes until their stowaways became castaways. 
 
      
 
    They’d sat down in another random field after that.  That time they’d made it almost an entire hour before having to fly away.  The chinooks were pretty freakin loud.  They’d been flying low looking for good places to land.  Even with the sound of the rotors somewhat muted by the thunderstorms they were passing through they were still loud.  The pilots admitted they were making this up as they went along.  Both pilots had been with the suicide squad for over a year now.  Pretty much every mission they’d flown had consisted of dropping off a team then hovering until the team came back.  Occasionally they’d have identified a place they could set down to wait as part of the mission prep.  They never had to worry about what time they returned to base since their base had been a ship.   
 
      
 
    They’d eventually settled on flying up high and being buffeted around by the storm until they came straight down into a field.  That approach had worked much better.  At least it had for the few hours they needed it to work to ensure they didn’t end up running out of fuel.  When they finally landed at Weathertop the next morning both pilots were wiped.  If they intended to fly directly back after the helicopters were refueled, they needed to find fresh pilots. 
 
      
 
    Lisa came out to greet them.  She looked like holy hell.  Drew and Yue were both happy to see that she was walking on her own power at least.  Even if she was limping a little bit.  The bandages covering her broken nose reminded Yue that her own nose was also in need of a trip to the fake face doctor.  Not that Yue was necessarily worried about something as silly as a funny shaped septum when she had bite sized chunks of flesh missing from both her forearms.  She’d also treated one of her fingers like a chicken wing in her efforts to save them all from the infected the night before. 
 
      
 
    Yue was rolled into Weathertop in a wheelchair.  Jeff had called ahead to request fresh pilots and a general change of the guard.  He’d done his best to lay out the medical requirements for the wounded via a mid-flight triage call. Captain Marshall had helped out substantially with that piece.  They were able to get the injured moving the second the helicopters touched down thanks to the prep work done on the flight over.  As the de facto leader of the Real Americans Captain Marshall found himself being escorted into a conference room to meet with the President.   
 
      
 
    Marshall was enjoying a large cup of coffee and toast with jelly when Shaun walked into the room.  The woman who’d brought in the toast and jelly asked if they needed anything else.  When they both politely refused, she left the room pulling the door shut behind her.   
 
      
 
    “I didn’t expect the President of the United States to walk in with a nine millimeter strapped to his side.”  Marshall said to break the silence.  He was well aware that being the first to talk showed weakness in negotiations, but he was too damned tired to care. 
 
      
 
    “You know people who walk around without weapons?”  Shaun asked smiling.   
 
      
 
    “You don’t seem like a politician.”  Marshall said staring at him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not.  I’m a guy who was abandoned by the same government that abandoned you.  I happened to be able to jump in my Mormon neighbor’s house for a nice long stretch of the apocalypse.  That was more luck than anything else though.  The President’s daughter was with me.  Well she was the Vice President’s daughter at the time but I’m sure your spies have filled you in on all that right?”  Shaun asked.  He was still smiling which took the bite out of his words. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  We’ve been tossing around words like ‘illegitimate’ and ‘monarchy’ a lot lately.”  Marshall answered.  Still smiling Shaun nodded along with him.   
 
      
 
    “I’m right there with you.  Nothing about any of this seems super legit to me either.  Most of the time we’re just making it up as we go along.  What gets me though is that we have the supplies here to live out the rest of our lives in comfort.  The man you guys all consider the antichrist is in the infirmary right now with the love of his life because he went on a mission to try and unite us.  That man knows where all the hidden supply caches are.  He knows where all the bodies are buried.  He could take his girl and disappear anytime he wanted to.  Do you think he needs this bullshit?”  Shaun asked.  It was early and he wasn’t in the mood for some yahoo to try and tell him he wasn’t really an American. 
 
      
 
    “I see you’ve managed to piss the President off already.”  Jeff said walking into the room.  He’d only caught the tail end of the conversation but the tone in Shaun’s voice was unmistakable. 
 
      
 
    “Oh no.  I’m more frustrated than anything.  I apologize for speaking so frankly.  We’re working hard to try and develop a strategy to clear out the infected.  Rebel militias like yours ambushing our guys is ridiculous. There’s no reason for us to be killing one another.  Although honestly, I’d have just as soon bombed your asses yesterday as ordered the flyby. If it weren’t for Jeff and Yue talking me out of it, you’d be dead instead of enjoying some fresh blueberry jam.”  Shaun stopped to sip at his coffee and reel himself in.   
 
      
 
    “You ask him for South Carolina yet?”  Jeff asked conversationally.   
 
      
 
    “What?”  Shaun said spitting some of his coffee back into his cup. 
 
      
 
    “He let me know that they’d help clear out a territory as long as they could hold that territory as a new sovereign country.  The territory they wanted was the state of South Carolina.  They’d grant us safe passage through that territory in perpetuity.”  Jeff explained.  He rolled his eyes to look up at the ceiling as he tried to remember everything.  He thought it came out pretty good considering how tired he was.  At this point he was using most of his willpower just to remain vertical.  Sitting down in one of the plush leather chairs around the mahogany conference table was a serious consideration. The problem with that was that it’d just make him even more tired.  He didn’t have time to sleep. 
 
      
 
    Shaun looked thoughtful instead of furious.  That was a good sign.  There was no way Shaun could grant Marshall’s request.  Not if he wanted to be able to maintain his own position as President.  It didn’t take the political astuteness of Yue to know that giving away sections of the country to small militia groups wasn’t the best path forward to a country reunited.  Especially immediately following that militia group sneak attacking them and killing a large number of soldiers who’d been engaged in trying to clear crawlerz. 
 
      
 
    “I understand you’ve built a political movement around the fact that my uncle and the former President followed Jeff’s plan and abandoned the country.  The reason they did it was to try and preserve the government.  It was a hard decision that ripped at the moral fabric of the whole institution.  I don’t know that I can give away any parts of this country to renegade militia bands such as yours.”  Shaun said.  He’d risen to the occasion as far as a Presidential response went.     
 
      
 
    “Well then where do we go from here sir?  There’re a lot of people who aren’t going to want to swear allegiance to your flag anymore.  The President came on the TV and told us all we were on our own.”  Marshall asked.  The question was presented respectfully.  Neither Jeff nor Shaun had missed the fact that Marshall had finally called him ‘sir’.  There wasn’t a really good answer though.   
 
      
 
    “We don’t have to decide all that this morning.  First things first let’s get you back to make sure your people are ok.  I have two eighteen wheelers loaded down with supplies on the way there now.  I’m hoping you beat them back since otherwise your men may shoot them.  You strike me as a good man.  If we all just concentrate on doing the right thing, I’m hopeful everything else will work itself out.”  Shaun said.   
 
      
 
    The men exchanged a few more pleasantries and then Shaun left.  Jeff yawned loudly and asked Marshall to follow him so they could get to the helicopter taking them back.  Marshall cocked his head and looked at Jeff oddly. 
 
      
 
    “You’re coming with me?  I’d have thought you’d want to stay here and watch over Yue.  You sure you don’t want to just find a dark corner and get some sleep?”  Marshall asked. 
 
      
 
    “I need to make sure you guys are all taken care of.  I want to get an understanding of what your capabilities are as well.  I asked LeBron to come with us but everyone else could use the rest.  Yue will have Harvey sleeping in her room.  Drew will be circulating between her room and Lisa’s in the infirmary.  She’ll be well watched over while I’m gone.”  Jeff answered.   Neither of them thought it was strange that Drew had been shot in the back the previous day but was already up and about.  You didn’t get much more anti-coddling than the military units fighting in the apocalypse. 
 
      
 
    Jeff felt horrible about leaving Yue given the state she was in.  The fact that she’d basically ordered him to go didn’t help.  It was one of those confusing times when a woman says one thing but may mean another.  Jeff was pretty sure Yue was being straight with him, but he still had a nagging feeling this could come back to haunt him.  If he died on this little jaunt who was going to help her deal with the missing chunks of flesh from her body.  He took comfort in the knowledge that she believed in their mission just as much as he did.  Or maybe she just believed in him.  Either way he was lucky to have found her. Eager to get this trip out of the way and get back to her he walked with Captain Marshall out to the helicopter area. 
 
      
 
    They met LeBron at the helicopter.  They were taking one of the chinooks again.  They had a full combat load on board as well as medical supplies and corpsmen to help out.  They were ready in case the refugee militia group decided it still wanted to fight.  This was most likely a humanitarian mission though.  Once they were all strapped in the pilot lifted them off and headed towards the warehouse. 
 
      
 
    They’d all expected to see a buzz of activity outside when they arrived.  Instead the parking lot was deserted except for the bodies of those who’d fallen in the fighting the previous day.  Those bodies were slowly stiffening out on the sun warmed pavement.  After the chain sawing the infected had received from the chinooks big guns it was better not to look too closely at the carnage below.  LeBron did anyway.   
 
      
 
    “We’re lucky to have made it last night.  There’s a ton of dead crawlerz out there.”  LeBron said. 
 
      
 
    “Not everybody made it.”  Marshall admonished.  The helicopters they’d flown back in were missing a lot of the men who’d rode out in them initially.  Not to mention the helicopter wreckage still embedded in the roof of the warehouse.  LeBron kept quiet.  He hadn’t intended the comment like that.  He considered himself rebuked. 
 
      
 
    They hadn’t been able to get in touch with the people inside the warehouse yet.  They sat down in the parking lot and Marshall continued pressing the button on the walkie talkie. He kept trying to get an answer from someone inside.  They finally got out of the helicopter and walked towards the warehouse.  Halfway across the parking lot Marshall finally got in touch with the refugees inside.  They were trapped. 
 
      
 
    The bulk of the men and women in the building had made it into the safe room in time.  The safe room was located towards the front of the warehouse.  They’d reinforced some administrative offices with steel to make them safe.  They’d even had a route to get out in the event the warehouse filled up with crawlerz.  That route had been destroyed by a certain gigantic helicopter.  On having all of this information relayed to him LeBron’s first ask was to be given a layout of the warehouse with the safe rooms clearly marked on them.   
 
      
 
    “Our men are already working on a plan to get in and rescue them.”  Jeff said handing over copies of the rough drawings Marshall had worked on for them. 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully there‘s no need to do all that.”  LeBron said.  He pulled the drawing around and pointed out that the bulk of the warehouse was free of refugees.  The parts that did have refugees in them were reinforced with steel.   
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?”  Jeff asked.   
 
      
 
    “We shoot holes through the wall and ceiling to let the sun in.  We knock out the wall on this side over here and setup a shooting gallery.  We should be able to clear most of the crawlerz out that way.”  LeBron explained. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we taking all these people after we get them out?” Jeff asked. The refugees wouldn’t be able to stay in the warehouse any longer. Marshall was listening in on the conversation.  He was able to answer that question. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got multiple safe places within an hour’s drive.  If we can get them out within the next few hours, we should be good.  Just try not to damage all the vehicles we have around the back.  Unless you want to be making a lot of extra trips on the helicopter.”  Marshall said.   
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later they had their plan of attack all figured out.  The pilot had messed around with his radio until he was able to pick up the broadcasts from the refugees inside.  The refugees were all laying on the ground inside with whatever cover they could find.  They were freaking out as they could hear the crawlerz working to beat their way into the safe rooms.  Safe rooms that’d been seriously compromised by the impact of the chinook crashing into the building. 
 
      
 
    Jeff gave the pilot a thumbs up.  The pilot increased rotor speed to get off the ground then flipped the switch to make the guns hot.  Without any further warning he let off a stream of bullets that would traverse the warehouse wrecking anything they touched.  Carefully studying the diagram he’d been given the pilot clinically shot up the building before concluding with a rocket to the roof on the side opposite the refugees.  That was pretty much the extent of the damage he was comfortable doing with people inside the building.  It’d been confirmed the families of the militia were in the warehouse with them.     
 
      
 
    The pilot set the helicopter back down on the blacktop.  Everyone piled out with the exception of the pilot who stayed in to hit any spots that needed some extra TLC.  To avoid any friendly fire incidents they took their time and did it by the numbers.  Practicing extreme fire discipline they targeted the crawlers inside who were mesmerized by the light peeping in from the bullet holes in the walls and ceiling.  One corner of the building had pretty much collapsed after getting blasted with a rocket.  There was no telling how many of the infected were hiding in the rubble.   
 
      
 
    Following a complete circuit of the store they began working on clearing a path for the people trapped inside to safely get out.  Jeff couldn’t help but think how nice it would’ve been to have Yue here for this part.  She could’ve told them where to focus their fire and what the safest way out of the building would be.  Drew had missed out by hanging back as well.  They’d tossed at least a hundred grenades into the building during their circuit to clear out as many of the monsters as they could.   
 
      
 
    Men climbed into the shadowy interior.  They carefully made their way over to where the safe rooms were.  Shots were fired and a few more grenades were tossed.  Jeff was hopeful that those were just to take out crawlerz who were already dazed by the sunlight.  The handful of men standing around outside cheered when the first refugees emerged blinking into the light of day.  Other than some weird looks at the squad members with the more flamboyant facial ink the refugees showed no real sign of animosity towards their rescuers.   
 
      
 
    Jeff didn’t relax until the last refugee made it out of the building.  Unsure of how evil he was considered by them he hung back versus getting too involved.  The corpsmen from the helicopter had no such compunctions.  They charged right in to help with a variety of ailments and injuries.  There were even a few pregnant women who got extra attention from the corpsmen.  Captain Marshall jumped in to help with the most serious cases.  During a break he walked over to see how Jeff and the others were doing. 
 
      
 
    “You might not be such an evil traitor to humanity after all.”  Marshall said leaning against the side of the helicopter next to Jeff. 
 
      
 
    “We did help you rescue all these people. That’s got to score us some points.”  Jeff responded. 
 
      
 
    “You kind of got them into this situation in the first place. Remember the part when you attacked us and smashed a helicopter into the building that we were storing all our supplies in?  Oh yeah, then you shot the living hell out of it just in case anything had survived.”  Marshall replied immediately. 
 
      
 
    “You attacked us first.”  Jeff said.  They were both talking in a normal tone of voice.  They were more thoughtful than angry.   
 
      
 
    “All the people who wanted to attack you are dead.  The rest of us just want to live in peace.  We’re still hurting from getting hung out to dry when this all started but I think we’ll come around.”  Marshall said looking back over at the line of wounded the corpsmen were carefully prioritizing.  He was leaning forward getting ready to get back into it. 
 
      
 
    “You should come around quickly.  I don’t know that I can keep talking people out of dropping bombs on you.  That includes by accident.  We’re going to keep cleaning out the country and that might mean bombs or whatever else.  You’d be well served to be on our side for all of that.”  Jeff said. 
 
      
 
    “Is that a threat?”  Marshall asked turning to stare at Jeff. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely.  I’d a million times rather threaten you enough to make you come on board than fight you again.”  Jeff said seriously. 
 
      
 
    “Alright then.”  Marshall turned and walked back towards the line of wounded.  He hadn’t said anything out loud yet, but his mind was spinning.  After spending the day with Jeff he was having a hard time reconciling the evil image that’d been pitched about him with the tall sincere man willing to risk his life to save a group of strangers.  The President had been pretty prickly, but Marshall was ninety percent sure that’d been mostly bluster.  Either way the prospect of trying to keep this group alive on his own was daunting.  Having allies could very well be the difference between life and death in this struggle they found themselves in.  If that required bending the knee to a government that’d deserted them then so be it. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15:  Pass the Morphine 
 
      
 
    “What a sorry looking group.”  Shaun said walking into Yue’s infirmary room.  He wasn’t wrong.  If bruises and sprains were spam, then they’d be end of the world rich.  Yue was still lying in bed barely moving.  She was conscious but riding a physician endorsed morphine high that left her randomly saying weird things.  Otherwise the itching in her forearms and finger drove her nuts.  They’d taken skin grafts from other parts of her body to try and patch her up.  It wasn’t like they had the expertise in house to do that.  Although thanks to the proliferation of roadside bombings in the past couple of decades the doctors weren’t complete strangers to it either.  To try and make sure their efforts paid off they were keeping Yue knocked out while she recovered. 
 
      
 
    “Can someone let the orange raccoon out?”  Yue asked quietly from her resting position on the hospital bed. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely sis.  I’ll take care of that right now.”  LeBron answered.  He’d taken over the seat by the head of Yue’s bed.  He reached up and held her hand tenderly until she drifted back off into the land of housebroken multicolored raccoons.  Talking to a drugged up Yue was a surreal experience.  The raccoons who needed to be let out were a welcome change from the screaming about bugs in her arms that’d happened the night before. 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear from Marshall?”  Jeff asked.  He’d gotten off the helicopter when it landed at Weathertop and gone straight down to see Yue.  They’d left the radio equipment necessary to communicate between Marshall and Weathertop back with Marshall. 
 
      
 
    “I did.  I swung by to let you know that thanks to your efforts they’re ready to come fully on board.  They also dropped that whole sovereign land requirement.  I told him he could call himself the governor of South Carolina if he wanted to.  As long as we supply the bullets and bombs, they’re willing to kill as many crawlerz as they can.”  Shaun said.   
 
      
 
    “You made him a governor?”  LeBron asked.  Drew, Lisa and Harley were in the room as well.  The three of them were fast asleep after a long night dealing with Yue thinking her arms were infested with bugs.  Luckily the doctors had figured out the right medicine ratio to magically get rid of the bug paranoia. 
 
      
 
    “They made me President so why not?  When this is all over with, we can have lawyers and constitutional scholars tell us what we should’ve done.  Until then we’re just going to do whatever works.  I don’t think Thomas Jefferson and the rest of those wig wearing rebels were thinking about a zombie apocalypse when they whipped up the constitution.”  Shaun replied with a grin.  He’d evidently spent some time thinking it through.   
 
      
 
    “Fair enough.”  LeBron answered with his own tired grin. 
 
      
 
    “Doctors tell me she’s probably going to be kept under sedation for a couple of weeks at a minimum.  Even after that she’s going to still be healing.  Captain Lindsey is on the same sort of schedule.  Except there’s a good chance she’s going to lose her arm.”  Shaun informed the group. 
 
      
 
    “Does that mean we’re off for a couple of weeks?”  Jeff asked.  He already knew the answer, but it was fun to ask.  Plus this way he didn’t have to break the news to everybody.  Although he still might since half the people in the room were sleeping right through the whole conversation.   
 
      
 
    “Not so much.  We’ve got one governor working on one state.  I need him supplied and operational.  We can reinforce him with men from the ships.  That’ll also make sure he stays in line.  That leaves forty-nine more states we need to appoint governors for.”  Shaun had latched on to the recent success.  He was all in on this governor idea.   
 
      
 
    “I thought SECDEF was just going to poison all the infected?”  Jeff asked.  He was glad that plan didn’t sound like it was on the table anymore. 
 
      
 
    “We really don’t have the experts available to pull off something like that.  There’s a lot of steps involved where the people who could help are either dead or in some cases just refuse to help.  For a lot of the same reasons you brought up.  So for now we’re going to keep doing it the hard way.  SECDEF has the locations for the main refugee groups we’ve located.  He expects to see you in the briefing center first thing tomorrow morning.”  Shaun said smiling even broader.  He knew he was making it awkward, but he needed Jeff and SECDEF to start working together.   
 
      
 
    “Sounds great.  I’ll bring cookies.”  Jeff answered settling into an oversized easy chair that’d been brought into the large room.  It was one of those rooms that were normally used for two people.  They’d pulled back the curtain divider and taken over the entire thing. Once settled in they’d highly discouraged the staff from adding anyone else to the room.  Considering Jeff outranked almost everyone else on the base visiting hours weren’t really a thing for them.  Shaun shook his head, said goodbye and left after making sure to let everyone know if Yue needed anything it was to be provided immediately. 
 
      
 
    “He expects us to find forty nine more random refugee Rambos to command the forces in each state?  That’s seriously his plan?”  Drew asked.  He’d been awake and listening the whole time.  He’d started self-regulating himself when around people he thought he might offend.  Lisa had told him to stop acting like an idiot in front of important people.  Drew figured you couldn’t get much more important than the President.   
 
      
 
    “Aren’t there still some governors out on the ships or in the camps?”  LeBron asked. 
 
      
 
    “The ones here all got killed when Yogi Bear stole their picnic baskets.”  Drew said.  He saw the looks that he was getting from LeBron and Jeff.  Grinning he threw out the catch phrase that was way too often appropriate for covering up something stupid he’d just said.  “Too soon?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s actually right.”  Jeff said shaking his head slightly.  “Most of the governors from the East Coast were here.  There are still a few governors in the Cheyenne Mountain base.  Unless they were dumb enough to throw a picnic outside.  Politicians aren’t what we need though.  We need leaders.  We need warriors.  I don’t think Shaun really cares what we call the people we recruit.  If the governors want to lead, they can leave the base and go fight.”  Drew and LeBron both knew the likelihood of the lifelong politicians being willing to go out into the field and actually lead.  Even if they were willing, they were probably not able.  The instances of surviving senior level politicians with significant military experience was minimal.   
 
      
 
    “You really going to bring SECDEF cookies?”  Drew asked after a long period of silence.  They’d all lapsed into states of contemplation.  The President was constantly readjusting how he wanted to attack the crawler epidemic.  A few days ago he’d seemed like he was pretty excited about the whole bioweapons idea.  They were all happy he’d opted out of that approach at least.  LeBron had described the Anthrax plan as ‘putting out a fire by dousing it in gasoline’. 
 
      
 
    LeBron stood up and stretched asking Jeff if he wanted to take his spot next to Yue.  Jeff moved over and LeBron started for the door.  He stopped halfway to the door and asked Drew if he wanted to come with him. 
 
      
 
    “Depends on where you’re going.”  Drew answered. 
 
      
 
    “I should have the latest satellite data on the crawlerz.  Pretty much the same stuff SECDEF wants to show to Jeff tomorrow.  I want to look it all over first and see if we can spot any trends or anything.”  LeBron said.   
 
      
 
    “If you can find something that’ll make me look smart that’d be appreciated.”  A tired looking Jeff called out from his post beside Yue.  Everyone else in the room was still sleeping.  Jeff was planning on joining the slumber party as soon as they left.  LeBron nodded and left with Drew behind hm.  Drew had paused to look over and make sure Lisa looked like she was doing ok.  She wasn’t on cloud nine like Yue but the stuff the doctors had prescribed for her got her pretty close.   
 
      
 
    LeBron and Drew walked down to the suite of offices that Jeff had been given to run his operation from.  Drew gave Jeff constant crap for having been given such a nice space to work in.  He knew that LeBron earned it though.  Following the whole senior leadership picnic fiasco a whole lot of office space had become available.  For some reason no one had asked Drew if he needed a desk yet. 
 
      
 
    LeBron sat down and turned on his laptop.  It was seriously weird working in this plush office with lights and laptops.  There weren’t many places left in the world you could do what he was doing right now.  He logged onto the wireless server and went to his shared drive.  The shared drive had a word document in it with links to the video and other data that’d been captured.  He started clicking on the links.  Forgetting Drew was even in the room with him he watched video after video that supported one of his main theories about the crawlerz. 
 
      
 
    “What are all the circles and dots for?”  Drew asked.  LeBron was startled for a second. He’d forgotten that Drew was even in the room with him.  The circles and dots were painting a foreboding picture.   
 
      
 
    “A bunch of us are starting to think that the crawlerz are coming together to form large mobs.  It makes sense when you think about how that groupthink thing of theirs works.  The more of them there are in a single place the ‘smarter’ they are.”  LeBron said.  Drew nodded in agreement then added another tidbit he’d learned from talking to Yue.   
 
      
 
    “Makes sense.  It goes along with another theory that Yue has about the change from surger to crawler too.”  Drew paused to make sure he was saying the next part right.  “The infection opens up the psychic ability of the infected, but they don’t turn into crawlerz until they join the crawler network.” 
 
      
 
    “Right.  So more evidence that letting them get together in big groups is bad.  A couple of these groups are in the thousands at least.  That’s what the different sized circles indicate.”  LeBron said pointing out different areas with large concentrations of the overlapping red circles and dots.   
 
      
 
    “How come some of them are near cities and some are in the middle of nowhere?  Any thoughts on that little mystery?”  Drew asked.  He was really getting into it now too.  The map had the names of cities and towns on it.  While some of the circles revolved around the places that had always been major population centers there were plenty that were in the middle of nowhere. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got a couple of guesses.  Maybe there’s regular people in those locations.  The crawlerz would form big groups to try and get at some uninfected flesh.  I’ve been tracking the movements of the groups.  It looks like they come together to form larger groups on a regular basis.  I never really see splinter groups leaving once they’ve been absorbed into the larger groups.  I don’t know.  It could be some other infected behavior that we can’t even guess at because we’re too sane to see it.”  LeBron said.  He was exasperated by trying to put together the pieces with limited data.  He felt like he was slowly getting somewhere though.   
 
      
 
    “If Yue ever comes down off morphine mountain you should show her this stuff.  She’s only borderline sane at this point.  She may have some good insights to share.”  Drew said thoughtfully.  LeBron looked at his older brother with respect.  He knew there’d been a reason he’d invited him to come along.   
 
      
 
    No one had expressly ordered LeBron to look at satellite imagery of the movements of the groups of the infected.  He’d taken it on himself to do so.  His official job was to help with the logistics of eradicating the crawlerz. Attempting to understand the motivation behind their movements definitely fell within his purview.  There were scientists off in safe locations studying data and formulating theories on the behavior of the crawlerz.  These highly educated men and women had a lifetime of knowledge, but they lacked the practical experience of fighting the infected up close and personal.   
 
      
 
    It was one thing to watch videos of attacks and to study the movement patterns of the infected via their eyes in the skies.  It was another thing altogether to have stood face to face with the monsters and survived.  LeBron, Yue and Drew had gone toe to toe with the demons many times now and walked away breathing.  Yue could even get inside their heads.  A feat LeBron doubted very much was able to be replicated by some lab coat wearing old dudes floating around on a carrier surrounded by Benson burners or whatever.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16:  The Ones Who Tried to Kill Us? 
 
      
 
    “You should’ve brought cookies.”  Drew remarked.  Jeff had just finished telling them how the meeting with SECDEF went.  They were gathered in Yue’s room in the infirmary once more.  This time everyone was awake except for Yue.  Lisa was pretty stoned thanks to the happy pills she’d downed earlier but her eyes were open at least.  LeBron had mentioned getting Lindsey to join in on the planning session, but she’d been conked out when they went to go check on her.  Her arm was being held up in the air by a complicated looking multi-wired contraption.  She wasn’t leading any missions anytime soon. 
 
      
 
    The meeting with SECDEF had gone almost exactly the way Shaun had insinuated it’d go.  They’d sat down and reviewed the satellite imagery with an Air Force Colonel.  The colonel was one of the few people left who knew how to keep the satellites in orbit.  He was young to be a colonel.  That was typical in some military ratings where they had to be able to pay specialists enough to keep them out of the private sector.  Retention of top scientists and medical professionals was almost impossible otherwise. 
 
      
 
    The colonel was an expert at taking the raw data from the satellite feeds and converting it into consumable information for the non-technical minded.  He’d been doing it for a little over a decade.  It was amusing that with all of that experience he still came up with the same summary that LeBron had already reached.  Amusing but not unexpected once you got to know the precocious young LeBron.  It helped that Yue had given them insights into the crawlerz psyche that no one else had.  It was interesting and horrifying to see the circles representing individual herds of thousands of the infected wandering the country.   
 
      
 
    The herds of the infected had really just been a sidebar in their conversation.  The real reason for the meeting was to identify where large groups of the uninfected were hanging out.  Once they did that then the next step was to prioritize which ones they were going to try and bring on board and in what order.  They were planning on supplying and reinforcing the groups that would ally with them. Shaun wanted to start bringing their armed forces home. They had thousands of trained soldiers sitting around on islands and ships with their thumbs up their butts.  It only made sense to bring them home and get them in the fight.  No need to depend on refugees and home grown militia to do all of the work.   
 
      
 
    The colonel had provided a second set of images that LeBron hadn’t seen yet.  These images had been focused on large groups of people moving around during the day.  The crawler images had been taken at night and were mostly infrared images.  The pictures of the people moving around during the day were much more illustrative.  You could actually see the people, their vehicles, and where they were holing up at to stay safe at night.  There were a lot more survivors out there than Jeff had assumed.  That was especially telling since the satellite wasn’t even capturing everyone.  It was focused on certain regions of the country based on its orbit and programming. 
 
      
 
    “Why do they want us to start with a group that hates us?  Those guys already tried to kill us once.  They damned near did.”  Harley said passionately.  He didn’t normally get worked up over anything.  It was a sign of the amount of frustration growing in the room.   
 
      
 
    “It’s not our first time actually.  We just did this with Governor Marshall.”  LeBron smiled at the honorific.  An old military doctor leading a ragtag group of armed survivors was now the official governor of South Carolina.  Although ‘official’ might be a pretty strong word. 
 
      
 
    “Those dudes hated us a lot.  Especially Jeff.”  Drew said unnecessarily.  They were all well aware of how this group of survivors felt about the government.  The recently deceased leaders of the forces they’d just brought onboard had hated them so much that they let it kill them.  They were betting that the average person just wanted to survive.    
 
      
 
    “We’ve tried meeting with the leaders of a rebel group.  They tried to kill Jeff.  We could just put Jeff in front of people and kill whoever tries to kill him?  That’s basically what worked with Marshall’s group right?”  Drew offered up his idea.  Except for Jeff most likely dying it wasn’t a horrible plan.  It was actually one of the better approaches they’d come up with. 
 
      
 
    “How about we get on a train and leave flyers at all the train stations saying that the government is coming to save them.”  Harley said darkly.  The last time they’d done that they’d ended up spending way too much time in a super dark crawler packed tunnel.  An experience none of them ever wanted to relive.  This group that SECDEF wanted them to recruit now were the same ones who’d ambushed them then.  
 
      
 
    Jeff wasn’t a big fan of the plan either.  He was pretty sure SECDEF had picked that group because they’d already tried to kill him. That made more sense than the far-fetched strategic reasons he’d outlined in the meeting.  Jeff hadn’t even been able to argue with the logic surrounding the plan.  SECDEF was more than willing to just start sprinkling Anthrax everywhere they saw a major hub of crawlerz.  In that plan the refugee groups were just collateral damage.  That put Jeff in the awkward position of arguing for the safety of the group that’d already tried to kill him once.   
 
      
 
    “What’s the plan then?”  LeBron asked.   
 
      
 
    “They won’t answer their radios so we’re dropping leaflets on their HQ.”  Jeff said with an embarrassed grin. 
 
      
 
    “You’re joking right?”  Harley said.  Even Drew thought that was a horrible idea.  For that particular group of refugees Drew would’ve been happy to drop grenades on them.  That’d be a much better message than leaflets in his opinion.   
 
      
 
    A grimacing Jeff answered.  “They refuse to make radio contact.  The core group’s around five hundred people spread out around multiple cities.  They have scavenging down to a science.  They rotate their people around to different locations every week or so.  That seems to be the key for the groups that are still large and alive.  If you don’t have a base as solid as Weathertop at least.  We’re proposing a meeting at their current HQ.  We’re not leaving them much of a choice.  Leaflets have already been dropped.”  
 
      
 
    “When’s the meeting set for?”  LeBron asked.  He was wondering why Jeff was calling this a planning session.  It sounded like the plan was already in motion.   
 
      
 
    “This afternoon.”  Jeff answered without quite making eye contact with anyone.  “We need to decide who all’s going.  We’re taking two chinooks.  We’ve got a suicide squad escort prepping.  I want you to stay here Harley.  That’s Captain Lindsey’s orders regardless.  Drew and LeBron I figured you guys would come along with me.  You up for it Drew?”   
 
      
 
    “Sure.  It’s been a whole day since I was shot in the back.  At least this time I know who not to stand in front of.”  Drew grinned when LeBron flipped him off.  LeBron was tired of apologizing for the errant shot.  Drew was going to live.  There was no permanent damage, so LeBron no longer felt bad about it. 
 
      
 
    They agreed to meet at the helicopter pad in a half hour and dispersed to get their gear.  Jeff swung by to see a few other people on the way out. Drew and LeBron went straight to their rooms and started strapping on weapons and body armor.  It was the standard outer wear for leaving Weathertop.  Even the walk to the helicopters was hazardous.  Yue had told them there were plenty of crawlerz buried in the ground outside to hide from the sun.  Security camera footage showed how the outside of the base was swarming with the monsters every single night.  In their groupthink the memories of biting into the flesh of the people in the base was still rising to the top. 
 
      
 
    They waited until Jeff showed up with an entourage of squad members.  Drew loved the way the squad members epitomized the new dress code for an apocalyptic warrior.  Their fearlessness mixed with an ultra-professional attitude made them ideal apocalyptic companions.  That professionalism was apparent even with all of the piercings and tattoos.  Why not live a little when you were probably going to die soon?  If Drew didn’t have his brother and sister around, he would’ve been looking for an application to join up.  Harley had told him he’d sponsor him. He just had to promise to keep Yue from killing him if he did.   
 
      
 
    Drew secured his backpack and helped LeBron get his gear strapped on.  It wasn’t easy covered in all the junk they carried.  In a couple of hours they’d be descending into the courtyard of a Courtyard by Marriott.  It’d been retrofitted by the refugee militia to keep out the infected.  It must be doing its job since the refugees were still alive.  Or at least they had been on the last satellite sweep.  The reason for their urgency was partly due to the fact that they couldn’t be sure the people weren’t moving on to another location.  The pilot who’d dropped the leaflets had confirmed he’d been shot at. He didn’t have any more details.  He’d dropped the leaflets and gotten the hell out of there.   
 
      
 
    “This mission is going to suck.”  Drew said to the squad soldier next to him.  The man had a life size skull tattoo covering his face.  It was pretty creepy looking.  The man looked over at him with an even creepier expression. 
 
      
 
    “Haven’t you noticed when you go to war with a team called the suicide squad that the odds of coming back alive are normally somewhere between zero and probably not?”  The soldier asked.  His open mouthed grin making the tattoo even more grotesque looking. 
 
      
 
    “I assumed that’s why they let you get the tattoos and everything.  Your whole body covered?”  Drew asked curiously. 
 
      
 
    “You hitting on me?  Normally only the ladies ask me that.”  Skeleton face responded with an even bigger grin.  The grin erupted into actual laughter at the expression on Drew’s face. 
 
      
 
    LeBron turned his head away from the back and forth Drew was having with the living skeleton.  The man wasn’t wrong about this being a thinly veiled suicide mission.  One that LeBron doubted SECDEF expected them to return from.  If they did return SECDEF would definitely not expect them to be returning successfully.  If this was a return with your shield or on it kind of scenario then SECDEF was betting he’d never see any of their shields again.  If any of them harbored any illusions about the craptastic hand they’d been dealt, then all they had to do was review the wording of the leaflets that’d been dropped. 
 
      
 
    The kicker was how straightforward they were.  The leaflet stated that the area the refugee band was inhabiting was considered of strategic importance to the United States restorative efforts.  The refugees were invited to join forces and accept the command of the United Government.  If they did not wish to join, then they needed to vacate the area or missiles would be launched to take them out.  The leaflet identified the men who’d be landing in the courtyard that afternoon as special envoys of the United States government.  Attacking them would be considered an act of domestic terrorism.  The entire leaflet was designed to look innocent enough on the surface while simultaneously inciting the refugees to attack.  SECDEF wouldn’t think twice about having the missiles launched either. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone realizes this is really stupid right?”  LeBron repeated after the pilot announced that they were approaching the landing zone.  Jeff didn’t say anything, but his eyes revealed he was right there with LeBron.  LeBron wished Yue had been coherent today.  If so, she would’ve jumped in and gotten this all figured out.  Jeff had somehow let himself be maneuvered into a suicide mission.  What LeBron didn’t understand was why Jeff was still going through with it when he obviously realized what a cluster this was going to be. 
 
      
 
    “At some point we have to talk to these people.  Why not today?”  Jeff finally answered.  LeBron had about a million arguments for why they shouldn’t do it today.  Before he could start tossing them out the pilot came on the line again to announce they were five minutes out from the landing zone. 
 
      
 
    On hearing they had five minutes until game time everyone started doublechecking weapons and body armor.  Helmets were pulled on and gun magazines were nervously pushed tighter.  Battle buddies did quick once overs to make sure no one was forgetting anything.  It seemed silly but that second check ritual had saved plenty of lives over the years.  People get nervous before jumping out of a helicopter.  Especially in the face of enemy fire.  It’s easy to forget to lace up your boots or zip up your Kevlar.  People have even jumped out the door without their weapons.   
 
      
 
    The pilot announced that a small group of men were waiting outside the hotel.  They did not appear hostile at this time.  Jeff acknowledged the pilot and ordered her to land.  He requested the pilot of the other helicopter keep hovering for now in case they needed any air support.  Their pilot rotated the helicopter to train her weapons on the group of men below.  Watching the group carefully for any signs of aggression she slowly landed the big bird in the parking lot.  The group of men continued waiting peacefully enough on the edge of the parking lot.  One of the men waved and smiled at her as she landed the chinook.   
 
      
 
    On the ground the suicide squad members quickly deployed out the door.  They flanked Jeff, LeBron and Drew as they walked towards the group of men waiting for them.  Trying to look like they were here to make peace while dressed for war the group strode forward.  The dual rotors on the big bird behind them were slowly winding down.  Drew knew the pilot would keep her hand on the stick in case she needed to get her guns or rotors going again quickly. 
 
      
 
    “You the guy we have to talk to if we don’t want a missile shot at us?”  A large grey haired man dressed like a biker from a Mad Max movie asked.  He’d waited until they were close enough to greet one another to get in that first jab. 
 
      
 
    “I like to think of us more as the guys trying to rebuild the country and get rid of the crawlerz.  We want your help in doing that.  We can supply you and your men with whatever’s needed to help with the effort.”  Jeff answered smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Next time you’re going to print up some of your pretty little brochures maybe phrase it that way instead.  Reading this I almost feel like you’re threatening me and my family.  Probably because of the parts where you threaten to blow us up if we don’t do what you say.  So you want us to roll over and take it.  Make us into your peasant class militia.  Zombie fodder to charge in first with the weapons you give us.  Something like that?”  The grey bearded man was grinning evilly at them while he talked.   
 
      
 
    “We just want to sit down and talk with the people in charge here.  I think once we explain what we’re trying to do that you’ll see it’s best for everybody.  There’s plenty of open space for everybody once we have the infected under control.”  Jeff said.  He hated that he sounded like he was backpedaling right off the bat.  
 
      
 
    The men in front of them didn’t strike any of them as military types.  Their demeanor and the way they were dressed hinted at a more sinister background.  Most of them were sporting patches and other insignia on their clothes.  They looked more like a street gang than a military unit that’d been left behind.  Their leader in particular had something dead behind his eyes.  He was hiding something behind that big grin on his face.   
 
      
 
    “You’ll get a chance to talk very soon.  We’re about five seconds from blowing up that helicopter you have flying around.  You need to get on the radio and let the other pilot know if they just sit still, we won’t blow them up next.”  The man kept the grin on his face while Jeff stood there with his mouth half open.  He had no idea how to respond.   
 
      
 
    There was the whooshing sound of surface to air missiles being fired as men on the roofs of the surrounding buildings launched their loads at the hovering bird. The chinook pilot tried to take evasive actions but was struck by two of the rockets.  The helicopter exploded in the air.  The wreckage tumbling to the ground about fifty yards from where they were standing.  Jeff was on his radio telling their pilot to stand down.  He saw a small group of men emerge from out of a wrecked van on the other side of the parking lot.   
 
      
 
    The men boarded the helicopter and quickly subdued the pilot.  More men began emerging from the buildings all around them.  They were screaming for Jeff and his crew to lay down their weapons.  One of the squad said screw it and literally blew a chaps wearing tough guy’s head off.  Before the man’s decapitated body had even hit the ground the men ambushing them opened fire.  They shot the squad member who’d shot back and half a dozen of the other men standing around him.  The rest of the squad backed up around Jeff ready to take their cue from him.  True to their namesake they had no problem going down in a blaze of glory if the man leading them chose to do so. 
 
      
 
    Jeff did not choose to do so.  He called out for everyone to drop their weapons and surrender.  He didn’t see how getting killed was going to help their mission at all.  They were outnumbered and surrounded.  They’d lost their air support.  In less than five minutes on the ground they’d been completely beaten. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17:  Stupid is as Stupid does 
 
      
 
    Drew set his weapon down as ordered.  This was a nightmare.  It was going even worse than any of them had thought it would.  Drew had pictured them circling around in the air exchanging fire with some lone gunmen on the ground before calling it a day and heading back to Weathertop.  What’d happened instead was a colossal screw up.  They’d basically handed these chap wearing asshats a brand new helicopter along with the pilot to fly it for them.  These people had also scored one of the leaders of the US government.  Said leader was currently on the ground spitting out blood.   
 
      
 
    Drew was also on the ground.  He’d been kicked in the stomach versus catching a rifle butt to the face like Jeff had.  He’d gotten the breath knocked out of him while he suffered the indignity of being extremely thoroughly searched for weapons.  By the time they were through checking everybody for weapons two more squad members were dead.  They hadn’t been able to just sit there while these guys beat them and took their stuff.  The two squad members had taken three more of the Hell’s Angels rejects along with them. 
 
      
 
    Drew was feeling pretty good about not being handcuffed or zip tied.  He even joked about it to LeBron as they were being ordered to their feet.  Of course LeBron couldn’t tell what Drew was saying between the way Drew was wheezing and the way he was having orders yelled into his ears.  As part of the search their clothes had been ripped off.  Drew and LeBron were still rocking boxers at least.  Looking around Drew saw that several of the squad were now completely bare assed as they were marched across the parking lot. 
 
      
 
    Confused as to why they were being taken back to the chinook Drew looked over at the leader of the group they’d been trying to talk to.  He looked calm and in control.  From the slightly bored expression on his face you’d think that blowing up helicopters and taking high level political prisoners was just another day at work for the guy.  Not that the man necessarily knew he’d taken a high level political prisoner.  Unlike the militia units they’d run into before who’d known about Jeff’s plans and seen his face these guys didn’t seem to have a clue.  They just knew that the government had tried to take what was theirs.  They’d treated the government the same as they would’ve any rival gang.   
 
      
 
    “In the chopper.  Get in before your buddies start launching the fireworks.  I want to be up in the air and out of here in the next five minutes.  If we’re not, then I’m going to start killing people.”  The leader of the gang announced the chilling message like he was telling them what was for lunch.  Drew had no doubt the guy would shoot them in the backs if they didn’t hurry.  He ran up the stairs as fast as he could and worked his way towards the back of the helicopter.  It appeared to be where the prisoners were being put.   
 
      
 
    The rest of the men piled into the helicopter.  Looking out the windows Drew saw that the rest of the men down below were busy vacating the area on a different kind of chopper.  True to their biker heritage most of them were riding Harleys.  Those chromed up middle aged crisis machines were easily attainable at the dealerships now.  There was absolutely no credit check needed.  As long as you had a set of loppers and the patience to search for the keys you were good to go. 
 
      
 
    Drew and the other prisoners weren’t offered seats as the helicopter filled up with the rough and tumble men that they’d sought to make their allies.  Reading the patches more closely Drew saw several that said ‘Living Zombies’.  He nudged LeBron and asked him if he thought that was the gang name these morons had picked out.  LeBron laughed out loud at the comment.  The laugh was interpreted as a slight by one of the men seated nearby.  The greasy looking man stood up and punched LeBron in the face.  LeBron slammed into the bulkhead then tried to figure out who’d hit him.  It was hard to see the guy because Drew was already on top of the tall, greasy biker beating the hell out of him.   
 
      
 
    “Tell your boy to cut it out or I’m going to pop him right here.”  One of the men seated on the bench was lazily pointing a shotgun over in LeBron and Jeff’s direction.  He didn’t seem overly concerned about the guy Drew was beating the hell out of.  More like he was just in charge of keeping everything calm in this section of the aircraft. 
 
      
 
    Jeff reached down and with the help of a squad member pulled Drew off the bloody gangbanger.  None of the other men seemed to care that Drew had beat up the guy so he must not be super popular.  That theory was backed up when Drew took a cheap shot and kicked the dude hard in the crotch right after he got himself back to his feet.  The gangbanger fell backwards into his seat.  He appeared teary eyed which was cracking up the guy sitting next to him.  One of them kept trying to use an iPhone to get a picture of the guy crying.   
 
      
 
    Other than that excitement there wasn’t much else that happened for the next thirty minutes.  Drew was almost knocked off his feet when the helicopter suddenly swooped down to land on the roof of a parking garage.  They were forced out the doors of the helicopter onto the top of a large parking garage in the downtown of a medium sized looking city.  Drew was so busy trying to hide the pistol he’d taken off the guy he’d beaten up that he didn’t hear a whole lot of what they were being told.  It wasn’t easy hiding a large handgun when you’re wearing a pair of boxers that are already a size too small. 
 
      
 
    A cold breeze was blowing on the top of the parking garage.  The grey haired man told them that the whole parking garage was filled with the infected.  If they could make it out alive, they were free to go wherever.  They were told they should think carefully about where they wanted to run to.  The man chilled them all to the bone when he rattled off some very unwelcome information from the doorway of the chinook. 
 
      
 
    “You guys are pretty slick with the satellites and everything.  We have our ways of finding out stuff too though.  We know most of your leadership is holed up in Weathertop.  We know that’s probably where this goat rodeo came out of today.  If you happen to make it out of this garage alive you’ve got about five hours before we crack open your little secret base.  We may not have harpoons, but we’ve got other toys that’ll do the trick.  You shouldn’t have screwed with us.  Thanks for the helicopter though.  The pilot’s especially useful.”  The man mock saluted them before closing the helicopter door.   
 
      
 
    “This sucks.”  LeBron said loudly.  The small group around him consisted of the seven squad members still alive plus Jeff and Drew.    
 
      
 
    “At least you’ve still got your underwear man.  This is just messed up.”  The squad member with the full skull tattooed on his face was named Billy.  He didn’t look happy at all standing on the roof naked.  It wasn’t a really great situation for any of them to be in.  Once the sun went down there wouldn’t be anything holding the crawlerz on the below levels back from joining them on the roof.    
 
      
 
    “So you did just get your face tattooed.”  Drew noted with a grin.  Billy turned to face him with absolutely no attempt at modesty. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you had a girlfriend dude?”  Billy joked.  He was talking to Drew, but his eyes were roaming the top of the garage.  It didn’t look like they’d been the only group to fall prey to this little gladiator rooftop adventure.  Dead bodies were scattered all around the roof.  Most of them had been chewed on pretty well.   
 
      
 
    “Why are you holding your butt like that?”  LeBron asked looking over at Drew oddly.  Everyone else turned to look as well.  Even in their current situation that phrase was still odd enough to capture everyone’s attention.  With a triumphant smile Drew pulled the pistol out of the back of his boxers. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you have some Lysol wipes or something for that.”  Billy said.  He was grinning though.  Having a firearm in their possession was a great morale booster.  They didn’t have a lot more going for them standing around naked on top of a parking garage.  They didn’t have much else to do besides wait for the sun to go down so the crawlerz could come eat them. 
 
      
 
    It turned out Billy wasn’t really super concerned with germs.  He began circulating around the top of the parking garage searching the mummified corpses for any sort of weapons.  Drew thought the dude was looking for clothes at first.  That would’ve taken a stomach of steel to slide on a dead guy’s massively stained tighty whiteys.  A full circuit and all Billy had to show for it was a pair of combat boots he was now proudly wearing.  He looked like a complete idiot, but it was a good idea.  Everyone else began searching for shoes for themselves as well.   
 
      
 
    “Well now the infected are screwed.  We’ve all got shoes on.”  Drew commented once they’d finished up their shoe shopping excursion.  A couple of the guys were now wearing some truly disgusting outfits in an effort to cover their nakedness.  Revolting or not they were going to have to do what they had to do to get out of this one.  Pretty soon everyone was wearing horribly stained and ripped clothing.  A few of the men had puked during the process of removing it from the dead then pulling it on themselves.  Drew had decided he was good with a pair of too small sneakers he could barely lace up and his boxers.   
 
      
 
    He was also the one with the gun.  There’d been a brief but spirited debate about whether he was the best person to carry the pistol.  Drew had ended that argument very quickly by declaring that he was indeed the best person to be carrying their only weapon.  He made a show of looking around and asking if anyone else had bothered risking their lives to snag a weapon on the way off the helicopter.  It was beginning to get a little heated between Drew and one of the squad guys when Jeff ordered them both to stand down. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up both of you.  Drew, hang onto the pistol for now.  We need to get the hell off this parking garage.  Once we get down, we need to figure out a way to contact Weathertop and tell them SECDEF’s idiotic plan is backfiring like crazy.  I need ideas on how to go down through five levels of the infected without being ripped apart.  I need those ideas now.”  Jeff said.  Everyone stared at him blankly.  The possibility they were going to survive running the parking garage gauntlet was pretty much zero.  Jeff wanted them to also be worried about trying to warn Weathertop?   
 
      
 
    LeBron was the only one not completely thrown off his game.  He’d been considering the locked door on the corner of the roof.  It would lead to stairs that would take them down to the first floor if they could get it open.  He’d watched a couple of the squad guys do their best to open it and given up on that approach.  Even if they did get it open there was no guarantee the doors on the other levels weren’t already wide open.  The staircase could be the main place the infected were hanging out for all they knew.   
 
      
 
    The parking garage was completely bereft of cars on the top level where they were at.  If they could find a car on a lower level, they may be able to get it moving fast enough in neutral to coast the rest of the way down.  They could even possibly get beyond lucky and find a vehicle with the keys in it and a battery that miraculously still worked.  That seemed a bit far-fetched though.  The way LeBron saw it they needed someone to recon the lower levels and they needed weapons.  Drew’s pistol wasn’t going to get them very far if it’s all they had to depend on. 
 
      
 
    “We could take the bones from the dead and make weapons.  We also need to find out as much about the level below us as we can.  I don’t think we need to make it the full five levels either.  We should be able to jump from level two.  Most of us should be able to walk away from that kind of a fall.”  LeBron rattled off the thoughts bouncing around in his head.  Jeff had asked for ideas.  He hadn’t asked for good ideas.   
 
      
 
    “Femurs are the only ones that’ll be useful.  About the same as a short baseball bat.  Better than nothing, I guess.  If we had time to carve them, we could make some daggers, but  I don’t think we have that kind of time.”  Billy said hesitantly.  It figured the guy with the skull face tattoo would know the most about using bones as weapons.   
 
      
 
    Jeff took a second to absorb the femur conversation before addressing the group with a quick round of orders.  “Billy take three men and start ripping out leg bones.  Drew, you take three men and go down the ramp as far as you can get without dying.  Come back and let us know what you saw.  Be careful!  LeBron come with me.  I want to walk the perimeter and see if we can find anything useful.  If anyone thinks of any other ideas, speak up.  Throw them out there no matter how stupid you think they are.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone dispersed as ordered.  LeBron was ecstatic for his relatively easy job.  He had no desire to rip leg bones out of corpses or go tease the crawlerz hiding in the darkness with Drew.  The walk around the perimeter yielded nothing useful.  There were no close buildings to leap to.  There were no hidden fire escapes or anything.  They couldn’t even drop directly down the sides to the next level.  Unless they had enough leg bones to assemble a ladder down to the ground, they were going to be stuck doing this the hard way.   
 
      
 
    “We’re really going to try fighting our way down to the ground using a pile of bones as weapons?”  LeBron asked.  They’d stopped after doing two laps of the top of the parking garage.  Jeff was watching with disgust as Billy and his band of butchers ripped apart the corpses they’d collected.   
 
      
 
    “You have a better idea?”  Jeff asked.  He turned his head so that he could look LeBron in the eyes.  Jeff knew they were all here because of him.  He should’ve just told SECDEF to go screw himself.  Instead he’d tried to play the political game and gotten them all into an impossible situation.  On top of that now Yue was in danger of being stung by the hornets from the nest that he’d played a key part in poking.  If he had to run mostly naked through a parking garage swinging around a bloody legbone to fight lethally fast monsters to save her, then that’s what he was going to do. 
 
      
 
    LeBron didn’t bother answering.  Instead he gazed hopefully over at Drew and crew as they came back up the ramp.  The expression on Drew’s face conveyed the message that they were completely and totally screwed.   
 
      
 
    “We are completely and totally screwed.  You can see them moving around in the parking garage.  It’s like that Indiana Jones scene where it shows the snakes crawling all over each other.  Once you take like a dozen steps down the ramp they start ripping at your mind.  It’s bad.  I guess they’re used to people being dumped up here for them to munch on.”  The color was slowly returning to Drew’s face as he finished talking.  The color was rapidly fading from LeBron and Jeff’s as they listened.   
 
      
 
    This was not welcome news.  No one bothered to say it out loud since there wasn’t any sort of positive spin that they could put on it.  If they couldn’t go over the side or fight their way through the garage, then what other options were there?  Ever the optimist Billy asked sarcastically how many bullets Drew had in the magazine.  When Drew told him Billy counted the people standing on the roof and told him it may be enough.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah, we’re not going out like some kind of suicide cult.”  Jeff said. 
 
      
 
    “You asked for all of the options sir.  This might just be a save the last bullet for yourself kind of situation.  I personally don’t have any desire to be eaten alive.”  Billy said.  Looking around the group of men he was with Billy shrugged with a grin.  
 
      
 
    “People like us don’t get to take the easy way out.  There are people at Weathertop who need us.  Not to mention I’m not ready to die yet.  There’s got to be a way out of this.”  Jeff said.  He was slowly spinning in frustration as his eyes took in every inch of the parking garage roof looking for some way out.   
 
      
 
    “We could jump for it.”  LeBron piped up.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah, because laying on the concrete below with a broken back waiting for the night to come so those things can eat you alive is so much better than eating a bullet.”  Billy said dismissively. 
 
      
 
    “There’re bushes and a bunch of weeds on the backside.  We hit the bushes just right we might live?  If a few of us don’t break anything important they can carry the others.  We’d have to do it now though.”  LeBron said.   
 
      
 
    “It’s a sixty foot drop.  We’d all probably die right away.  If you don’t die, you’re going to at least break your legs.  I don’t see it as an option really.”  One of the men in Billy’s group with extensive skydiving experience said right away.  He was the expert.  No one doubted him.  They did look to him to come up with some way around it though.   
 
      
 
    “Climbing?”  Drew asked finally. 
 
      
 
    “We looked.  Smooth concrete all the way around.  No way to climb down.  Spiderman might be able to do it.  We’d all just turn climbing into the whole jumping scenario.”  LeBron answered his brother. 
 
      
 
    Everyone was quiet.  Every once in a while, one of them would start to talk then stop as they realized why their plan wouldn’t work.  The sun was slowly making its way across the bright blue sky.  It was cold outside.  The men were all used to hardship though.  Other than some manly jokes related to the cold and their forced nudity the weather was pretty much ignored.  These were men who didn’t give up.  None of them had any doubt they’d go down swinging bloody bones at the vicious crawlerz come sunset. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18:  Regroup in the Street or in Hell 
 
      
 
    Rather than risk paralysis by analysis Jeff told them the idea that’d been percolating in his head.  It wasn’t a great idea, but he didn’t feel that really mattered at this point.  If they decided to go with his idea, then their life expectancy once they implemented his plan would most likely be measured in the tens of seconds.  He didn’t think they had much of a choice though.  His idea was to take advantage of the ramp going down to each level in the middle of the garage.  
 
      
 
    He’d opted for this one as he felt it gave everyone an equal chance of making it.  The other option was to form human ladders and try to swing down a few levels like those monkeys in a barrel toys you could buy.  That was the idea currently winning with everyone else.  No matter how he worked it in his head though Jeff couldn’t see them getting them more than one level down.  The people forming the base of the ladders would be left behind.  There was no way to get them all down that way.  Jeff doubted an Olympic trained team of gymnasts could figure out a way to safely get everyone off this concreate beast of a building.   
 
      
 
    “So just one big crazy scramble?”  Drew asked again.  He was remembering the vibes the creatures below were putting off.  The thought of trying to jump past them was already freaking him out. 
 
      
 
    “At least you have a gun man.  The rest of us will be doing this shit Flintstone style.”  Billy said.  He didn’t look happy about the plan either.   
 
      
 
    There was no reason for anyone to look happy about the plan.  The ‘plan’ sucked.  Even calling it a plan was a major stretch.  What they were going to do was squeeze themselves through the fences on both sides of the ramp and then immediately jump down one level.  They’d wash, rinse and repeat until they were close enough to the ground to get the hell out.  It was going to be every man for himself.  There was no way they were going to all make it.  If they slowed down to help one another then they’d just be mobbed and they’d all die.  That being said Jeff wasn’t planning on making it out if both Drew and LeBron didn’t make it out.   
 
      
 
    “I think the bones would just slow us down.”  LeBron said.  He was picturing trying to rapidly descend multiple levels while dragging along the bones.   
 
      
 
    “Dude.”  Billy muttered uncontrollably.  He was looking at the pile of leg bones him and the other guys had spent an hour or two pulling out of disgustingly rotten corpses.  Every single one of them had puked at least once during the grisly chore.  He shrugged it off.  Just another day in the squad. 
 
      
 
    They lined up on both sides of the ramp.  They’d already screwed up earlier by sending Drew and crew on the walk down the ramp.  The crawlerz knew they were up here.  They’d be as close now as they could possibly get to the ramp.  The vicious demons were chomping at the bit to rush the ramp the second the sun set.  They’d argued whether they should all go at once or if they should send someone at one end or the other first to serve as a distraction.  They finally decided they had no idea what the insane cannibals below them were going to do when they made their downward sprint.   
 
      
 
    Lining up on the top of the ramp everyone limbered up to make the first leap.  For about the millionth time Drew, LeBron and Jeff wished Yue was with them.  She’d have been able to reach out with her connection to the crawler groupthink and figure out a way to distract them.  She’d only have to hold their attention long enough for them to leapfrog down to the bottom level.  LeBron had given himself a headache trying to force himself to be psychic.  He’d been focusing so hard that his face had gotten all wrinkled up.  He’d stopped when Drew had asked him if he had to poop.  The two of them had started giggling like idiots while the rest of the squad glanced over at them wondering if the two youngest people there had finally lost it.   
 
      
 
    Jeff had made sure to line up next to LeBron.  Drew was on the other side of LeBron.  Drew had the pistol but if he had to use it then it was probably already too late.  Once everyone was in position Jeff put one hand on the top cable of the fence.  He raised his other hand with his five fingers stuck up.  Taking a deep breath he suddenly realized how blue the sky was.  The crisp wind that’d been punishing him for the last few hours now seemed like it was trying to comfort him.  He said a quick prayer that they all make it back to Weathertop.  Everything was moving in slow motion.  The world around him revealed in stunning high definition to his eyes for the first time that morning as all his senses maxed out.   
 
      
 
    Drew watched Jeff’s lips moving and intuitively knew the man was praying.  That seemed about right since they were going to need a miracle to make it to the bottom floor.  This was a clear number one in the list of stupid ass things they’d done since all this craziness started.  If they did make it out of there alive Drew was going to track down the grey haired biker and beat the hell out of him.  That vision of sweet revenge got him pumped up.  He watched as Jeff dropped his first finger telling them all they had four seconds until it was time to start hopping for their lives. 
 
      
 
    LeBron felt like his heart was going to pound out of his chest.  He was worried he was going to trip trying to get over the metal guard wires.  They were going to have to jump this first fence down to the ramp below then immediately turn and commence jumping the next fence to the next level.  That meant they’d be jumping right into whatever crawlerz were hanging out below.  Those beasts may only be fifteen feet away from them right now but a big chunk of that was filled with concrete.  LeBron much preferred a minimum of three feet of concrete between him and the monsters.  He tried to flip his mind off and stop thinking of the monsters waiting below. They were about to hop right down into the middle of the murderous horde.  They were doing it on purpose.  They were doing it with no weapons to speak of.  They might be crazier than the crawlerz. 
 
      
 
    Jeff closed his hand into a fist.  It was time to go.  Gripping the top wire he vaulted over the tight fence and let himself fall to the ramp below.  He hit the concrete hard.  Even though he’d been anticipating the ramped surface he’d land on he still almost lost his footing.  Ignoring the pain caused by the harsh jolt to his legs he immediately rushed forward.  Wondering if it counted as suicide, he vaulted into the shadows on the other side of the fence on the side of the ramp he’d just come down on. 
 
      
 
    He landed on a crawler.  The beast had been rushing forward to get at Drew.  Drew being the most athletic in the bunch he’d been the first one to make it down a complete level on their side of the ramp.  He’d been rushing as he planned to buy LeBron some time by shooting anything he saw trying to grab his brother.  Jeff rode the crawler down to the ground.  More out of instinct than thought he grabbed it by the hair and smashed its face into the hard concrete when they hit the deck.  Standing up he curb stomped the crawler a couple of times before spinning and running to hop down to the next level.  He was grateful for the shoes that he’d stolen off the corpse on the roof.    
 
      
 
    Gunfire echoed in the garage behind him as he wormed his way over the next fence to drop down to the next ramp.  He was getting flashes of men falling on the ramps.  The crawlerz were converging on one of the squad who’d gotten caught in midair by a huge crawler.  The massive monster was holding the hapless soldier in a bear hug.  His beard dripping with blood and flesh as he ripped into the screaming man’s chest and face.  Other infected were feasting on the other exposed flesh.  The man’s death screams could easily be heard over the gunfire. 
 
      
 
    A member of the squad next to the screamer took two steps towards the man to try and save him.  It was instinct to try and save a brother.  That impulsive movement cost him his life.  He knew he’d screwed up even before the first crawler came out of the darkness to slam into him.  He was up on the balls of his feet trying to turn then he was on the ground being eaten alive in a pair of ill-fitting oxfords.  His screams harmonizing with those of the man he’d tried to save.   
 
      
 
    Three others met similar fates on that first hop.  The men who’d randomly lined up on one side of the ramp were all lost within a minute of Jeff balling up his fist and making the first leap.  The side Drew was on had received the luck of the draw.  A big part of that luck being Drew having a pistol he could draw.  Jeff smashing the one crawler by freak accident when he jumped down helped immensely as well.  Everyone who made it to that level turned and wormed their way through the fence to get to the ramp leading down to the next level.   
 
      
 
    Drew was the last to leave the first level they reached but the first to get to the ramp leading to the next level.  The fastest and most agile of the people on the team it was turning out letting him hold on to the pistol had been the right call.  Drew had shot the two crawlerz on the ramp as they slowed to reverse direction to come back at him.  In the darkness the two monsters were just shadows.  In Drew’s hyper alert battle state of mind they might as well have been wearing neon signs and cow bells.   
 
      
 
    With only a few rounds left Drew followed LeBron through the next set of wires down another level.  Jeff and Billy were right on their tails.  Everyone else was dead or beginning their journey to a lifelong love of munching human flesh in the dark.  The next floor was empty.  Not pausing to question their good fortune they hurriedly threw themselves down to the ramp to the next level.  They repeated the process with Drew only firing one more round.  He’d looked up and seen a crawler was worming itself straight down between the concrete pillars to come at them.  A shot to the face at a distance of a few feet had taken care of that threat.   
 
      
 
    The infected had all gone to the top level closest to the roof when they shared the images of Drew and crew initially walking down the ramp.  Most of the crawlerz had immediately rushed to attack the first group where the one man had been caught.  That group had been composed entirely of the men on the side opposite of Jeff.  Their speed had actually done them in. It’d also allowed for the guys on the other side to have a better shot at making it.  Limping badly Drew, Jeff, LeBron and Billy exited the garage into the bright afternoon daylight.   
 
      
 
    “How the hell are we alive?”  LeBron asked in between gasping for air and trying to keep his weight off an ankle he felt swelling up on him.   
 
      
 
    No one had a good answer to that.  They did a quick check of the ground on the opposite side of the parking garage to verify no one had been able to jump for it.  They’d been holding out hope that maybe one or two of their team would’ve been able to make it out that way.  LeBron noticed the large black and blue mark on Drew’s sweat and dirt covered back.  He’d accidently shot Drew in the back not too long ago during another impossible situation.  Now here they were once again pulling off another luck filled escape.   
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t our time to die yet.  We need to roll out and find some kind of transport.  The mission now is to get back to Weathertop as fast as we can to warn them.”  Jeff said. 
 
      
 
    “Are we closer to Weathertop or Cape May?”  LeBron asked.  If they could make it to Cape May, they could just call Weathertop on the radio.  They needed to let them know as soon as possible that some bad people were on the way to do bad things.   
 
      
 
    “Lancaster, I think.  It’s kind of in the middle of both of them.  Let’s get a car started and head for Weathertop.  I’ll feel a lot better driving towards the base instead of away from it.”  Jeff answered. 
 
      
 
    As late as it was, they probably weren’t going to make it anywhere today. Even if they did find a working vehicle in the next thirty minutes, they’d still be looking for a safe place to hide for the night.  They began hiking quickly along the road looking for some sort of vehicle they could use.  After making it about a block Jeff called a halt.  LeBron and Billy were both barely keeping up.  Both of them had ankles that were swelling so fast you could almost watch them get bigger.  That’s what happens when you go hopping over wire fences to fall ten feet on to debris covered concrete ramps.  Once you’ve done that a few times in the darkness with the spawn of hell chasing you an ankle injury is pretty much expected. 
 
      
 
    “You two keep walking this way.  Drew and I are going to run ahead.  We’ll come back for you once we have a car.  If your ankle hurts too much just sit down and rest.  Keep your eyes open though.”  Jeff finished talking and broke into a jog.  Drew quickly ran past him and disappeared up the street.   
 
      
 
    “I’m good with walking if you are.  I’m not big on sitting here like an idiot until something comes along and kills us.”  Billy said conversationally.  He looked like he’d be hopping more than walking based on the way he was leaning to one side.  They’d come down the parking garage ramps like human frogs and now their bodies were paying the price for it. 
 
      
 
    “I was hoping to die comfortable.  If you insist though let’s hobble along uselessly for a little while.”  LeBron said.  He stood up and immediately wished he hadn’t.  Despite his bravado he found himself sitting right back down again.  Grinning at him Billy hopped over on one foot and looked through the dirty window of the building they were leaning against.  He’d been hoping for clothes or something useful.  What it looked like they’d found was a coffee shop.   
 
      
 
    Billy was sliding down to the ground beside LeBron when they heard a loud rumbling noise coming towards them.  They ducked inside the little alcove of the long abandoned coffee shop.  They didn’t move quite as fast as they normally would thanks to their recent injuries.  Two men on tricked out motorcycles stopped in front of them on the street.  The men were dressed in apocalyptic psycho finery.  It looked like they’d robbed the jewelry section of a thrift store the day after Halloween.  The one with slightly more skull shaped rings shook his head at the two they’d just found in the alcove. 
 
      
 
    “You two happen to get dropped off on top of the parking garage earlier?”  The man asked.  He’d casually pulled a sawed off shotgun out of a holster strapped to the side of his bike.  The other man hadn’t made a move towards his weapons yet.  Evidently two mostly naked, obviously wounded people hiding in an alcove didn’t scare these two. 
 
      
 
    Not knowing what else to say LeBron just stared at the man.  More aptly he stared at the cavernous barrels of the shotgun pointed at him.  Billy stood to his full height. 
 
      
 
    “What if we were?  We win a prize or something?”  Billy asked with a sneer.  He was pretty sure they were both about to be shot to death.  He’d stood up just so he wouldn’t go out like a wus.  There was always the chance he’d get an opportunity to make a move.  No way he was making a move from the ground with his ankle the way it was.  The man pointing the shotgun at them turned his head slightly telling his buddy to radio it in.  Once he’d taken care of that task, he turned his full attention back to the two in the coffee store cubby. 
 
      
 
    “Ok skull face.  Why don’t you sit back down before I mess up that tat with a big old blast of birdshot.”  The biker ordered Billy.  Sensing a reprieve from immediate death Billy painfully slid back down to the ground next to LeBron.   
 
      
 
    “Your boss said if we made it off the garage that we were free to go.”  LeBron said.  He’d gotten over his fascination with the size of the barrels pointed at them.  The pain and the cold were starting to get to him.  They’d been through enough today.  They didn’t need to deal with these two morons on top of everything else.   
 
      
 
    “Tommy says lots of things.  Unless he says it to one of us it doesn’t mean a damned thing.  You’re just government scum.  Anybody else make it off there?  I still can’t believe you two did.”  The biker was looking around to see if he saw anyone else.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  A bunch of other guys made it off.  They’re at Walmart picking up some new guns.  They’ll be back as soon as they’re done at your mom’s house.”  Billy said.  It seemed like he was doing it just because he was a belligerent bastard who didn’t know when to shut up.  In reality he was hoping to keep the two leather clad wanna be warriors preoccupied until Drew came back and shot them.  That was the dream anyway.   
 
      
 
    “They’ll be there forever.  The lines probably wrapped around the block.”  LeBron added onto the joke.  He didn’t know if Billy was on the right track with this line of insults.  He got that they were trying to distract these guys though.  He was really hoping Jeff and Drew didn’t just come running back down the road yelling for LeBron and Billy to come join them.  If they drove up in some loud ass car that’d be equally bad.  The couple of bullets Drew still had left wouldn’t do much good in a fair fight against the two well-armed bikers.  Not that Drew would stoop to engaging in a fair fight if he could help it. 
 
      
 
    “Alright smartasses.  Can you walk?”  The biker with the gun asked.  LeBron stuck his leg out to show off his massively swollen ankle.  Not to be outdone Billy held his out as well.  Only he made a big show of running his hands up and down his legs and winking at the biker before finally flipping the guy off.  LeBron was starting to wonder if maybe Billy had gotten his hands on some pills.  He was turning the crazy nob way past awkward.  The biker with the gun said something to his buddy who nodded and took off down the street.   
 
      
 
    “Where’s he going?”  Billy asked their guard. 
 
      
 
    “To get a truck so we can haul you two around.  You’re going to be celebrities.  Nobody ever made it out of that garage before.  If you weren’t idiots, we’d have never even seen you.  How do you dodge a hundred crawlerz then get caught on the street in broad daylight?  I’m cruising on a bike that’s loud as hell too.  I guess you used up all your luck getting out of there.”  The man said shaking his head slowly in wonder at their stupidity.   
 
      
 
    The sound of gunfire came from a few blocks away.  Their guard sat up straight trying to tell what was going on by listening.  He looked down the street then back at the two beat to hell guys in the alcove.  With a resolute look on his face he hopped off his bike and holstered the shotgun.  He rummaged around in his saddle bag until he found a pack of large black cable ties.  LeBron put his head back sighing loudly.  He’d been tie wrapped enough to know how bad it sucked.   
 
      
 
    A minute later LeBron and Billy were back to back on the sidewalk with their wrists painfully connected via an intricate tangle of tie wraps.  The biker had kept flipping them upside down and screwing them up as he tried to do it too fast.  To make up for how sloppy he was tying them up he’d tightened them extra tight.  The ties were functioning more like a tourniquet than a simple restraint device.   
 
      
 
    “I hope he gets back before our hands fall off.”  Billy muttered when their guard got on his bike and took off.  He rode in the same direction as the other guy had gone in.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19:  Ridden Hard and Put Away Wet 
 
      
 
    LeBron started to lose his cool when they heard more gunfire from down the street.  They were busy trying to get loose from the tie wraps they’d been bonded together with.  The more they worked at it the more it felt like the skinny pieces of plastic were sinking deeper into their wrists.  Neither of them said anything about the gunfire.  It had to be Drew and Jeff taking on the bikers.  Considering Drew only had like two bullets left the odds weren’t in his favor if he’d decided to get in a shooting match. 
 
      
 
    Long odds or not it was Drew who came riding up the street about ten minutes later.  He was sitting confidently on the chromed out Harley their guard had ridden away on.  Drew had stopped a block away and scanned the street trying to see if there were any more guards around LeBron he needed to deal with before riding up.  He’d been happy to note there were none.  He fumbled around parking the big bike then ran over to help LeBron and Billy get out of the tourniquet bond they were in. 
 
      
 
    “Have you seen anybody else around here?”  Drew asked as he tried not to cut Billy or LeBron while sawing away at the tie wraps.  He finally gave up on being gentle and just drew a little blood. 
 
      
 
    “Are you trying to kill me!”  LeBron yelped when Drew cut him pretty deep getting the tie wrap off.  Rubbing the blood off his numb wrist LeBron quickly answered the question.  “Just the two who rode towards you.  They were calling someone on the radio though.  The first guy who rode off was supposed to be going somewhere to get a truck.” 
 
      
 
    “We wasted those two guys.  Shot the first one when we heard the bike coming then stole his weapons and clothes.  Then this second guy rode right into us.  Jeff’s seeing if his clothes fit while he waits for us.  I had a hunch you were alone back here.”  Drew said.  He snapped his new folding knife shut. Glancing down he involuntarily winced at the amount of blood he saw welling up from the cuts he’d made getting the tie wraps off his brother and Billy. 
 
      
 
    “Is the other bike still good?”  Billy asked Drew. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  I think so.  Jeff doesn’t ride very well.  These bikes are a lot harder to control than the ones he’s used to.  If you two are good, we need to get the hell out of here.”  Drew answered.   
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you give me a lift then I can get the other bike and come back for LeBron.”  Billy said.  LeBron was leaning back against a wall.  At the mention of him not having to walk somewhere he immediately sat back down.  Drew motioned for Billy to hop on.  Before they rode off down the street, Drew handed LeBron a pistol in case someone came by before they got back.   
 
      
 
    LeBron leaned back against the side of the building with the pistol on the ground beside him.  He was wearing ripped boxers and a pair of ill-fitting dirty white sneakers.  He hadn’t been able to make himself slip on any of the clothes from the corpses on the roof of the parking garage.  He was regretting that fit of prudishness now as he sat in the cold on the side of the street trying to rub some feeling back into his hands.  His foot was regularly pulsing with pain.  He was just so tired of everything.   
 
      
 
    Before he could get overly depressed about his current condition, he heard motorcycles coming down the street towards him.  He worked his way shakily to his feet to wait for Drew and Billy to come riding up and whisk him away.  He was bending down to pick up the pistol he’d forgotten on the ground when he realized the motorcycle engine sounds were coming from the wrong direction.  Cursing under his breath he once again ducked too slowly back into the little alcove.  
 
      
 
    “We just saw you jump in there.  Come out with your hands up or we’ll come get you.  You won’t like it if we come get you.”  A man’s deep bass voice rumbled over the sounds of the idling engines. 
 
      
 
    “How do I know you aren’t going to shoot me as soon as I come out?”  LeBron yelled out the question to try and gain some time.  What he needed was a distraction.  He doubted these guys who’d just rolled up on him would be as easy to get rid of as the last two.  These guys must have come in response to the radio call.  They’d be wondering what the hell was going on. 
 
      
 
    “Does it really matter if we shoot you when you walk out or if we just drive over there and shoot you?  We’re most likely not going to shoot you.  I don’t know what else to tell you pal.  Come on out of there or we’ll drag you out.”  The response was delivered in a calm but authoritative tone.  This guy was used to getting his way.   
 
      
 
    Moving slowly LeBron slid the pistol into the back of his ripped boxers.  His boxers immediately started falling off.  Reacting quickly he caught the gun before it could tumble out of the waistband.  The man yelled out one final time that if LeBron didn’t come out then they were coming in.  From a couple of blocks away the sound of a couple more motorcycle engines could suddenly be heard.  LeBron gambled on those being the ones Drew and Billy were driving now. He stuck his pistol around the edge of the alcove and started blindly pulling the trigger. 
 
      
 
    The bikers returned fire immediately with automatic rifles.  LeBron snatched his hand back behind the cover of the wall.  He shrank back against the deepest part of the recess he was in.  The second he heard more guns joining the battle he edged over closer to the side again.  Drew had stopped the bike he was on and was shooting at the men down the street.  LeBron popped his head out and started shooting at the guy he saw about fifteen feet away.  The biker was hiding behind his motorcycle exchanging fire with Drew.  From the angle LeBron was at it didn’t take many shots to end the impromptu firefight. 
 
      
 
    Jeff ran into view immediately after LeBron ended the biker who’d been shooting at Drew.  Jeff ran over and made sure LeBron was ok.  Once he’d verified LeBron was ok, he checked to make sure the men on the ground were really dead.  Drew and Billy rode their confiscated motorcycles over to help.  They moved quickly taking anything and everything they could off the two dead men.  It turned out LeBron had already killed one of them with his random shooting. When the others came riding back, they’d only had to exchange fire with the one guy.   
 
      
 
    Rummaging through the saddlebags they found more ammunition and other supplies.  They shoved those into their own bags. They tossed LeBron and Billy some clothes to pull on.  The impromptu looting session ended when they heard more engines off in the distance.  That was the signal to get gone.   
 
      
 
    They left two of the motorcycles on the ground next to their recently deceased and partially stripped owners.  LeBron got on the back of the bike with Drew.  Courtesy of the bikers he was now wearing a leather trench coat, a plain white t-shirt and the same old ripped boxers.  Drew had offered up the boots off one of the dead men.  LeBron had tried to trade up from the sneakers he was wearing but with his swollen ankle he hadn’t been able to pull the boots on.     
 
      
 
    LeBron looked like a homeless flasher in the trench coat and boxers.  Especially given his current state of extreme sweat covered filthiness.  He still couldn’t help chuckling at the image of Jeff riding behind Drew on the other motorcycle.  The tall gangly Jeff was having to hold his feet up to keep them from dangling on the ground.  This was leading to his knees poking Drew in the side.  Even without the awkwardness of daddy long legs snuggling up behind him on the bike the outfits that Drew and Jeff were wearing were worthy of some serious eyebrow raising.  Billy had gotten the much better end of the deal with trench coat flasher LeBron riding with him.   
 
      
 
    Jeff and LeBron both had pistols and extra magazines shoved into their pockets.  If they ran into trouble, they’d be responsible for shooting at said trouble.  Drew and Billy would be responsible for getting them away from the trouble at a high rate of speed.  None of them wanted their mug shots taken in their current ensembles.  Not that the men who’d be coming after them would be overly concerned with capturing them alive.   
 
      
 
    Once on the bikes they weren’t able to hear much of anything over the sound of the engines.  Unclear on exactly which way to go Jeff had said to head south until they hit a major highway that they could use to get their bearings.  Right now it was all just side streets and random businesses interspersed with inner city suburbia.  They rode at a reasonable speed down the streets.  Typically they’d be dodging around debris at this point, but someone had made an effort to keep these streets cleared off.   
 
      
 
    They made it two blocks before coming face to face with a pickup truck coming down the road straight at them.  The truck was a jacked up red neck daydream complete with chromed out dual diesel exhaust pipes leaving streams of ebony smoke stretched out in the air behind it.  A man was standing in the back of the truck with an M-16.  The driver of the truck honked the horn and shot his hand out the window indicating they should stop and talk.  Since the guy in the back wasn’t shooting at them yet Drew decided to stop and say hello.   
 
      
 
    Drew stopped his bike and Billy followed suit.  Billy making sure to stop it so that he was able to use his good foot to keep them from tumbling over.  Good foot being a relative term currently.  Both of his ankles were pretty shot from death hopping out of the parking garage earlier.  The truck came rumbling up to them.  The driver barely glanced down at them until he got closer.  The man in the back was busy looking around them for any danger.  The driver’s eyes widened when he actually focused on the men sitting on the bikes.   
 
      
 
    The second Jeff saw the man’s eyes widen he raised his pistol and started plugging away.  Drew snapped the AK-47 he’d taken off the other bikers up to his shoulder and started blasting away at the man in the back of the truck.  The truck jerked forward smashing into the front tire of Drew’s bike before it started idling again.  That was enough to throw Jeff and Drew down on the ground and bend the front tire of the bike though.  They quickly pulled themselves up and off the ruined bike.   
 
      
 
    Billy ignored the pain lancing up his leg with every step he took.  Focused on surviving the next few minutes he hopped up on the chromed out runner going around the side of the truck.  Hanging on to the door handle he stuck his rifle up so that it was angled into the cab.  On fully automatic he emptied a magazine wildly into the small space.  LeBron had meanwhile painfully limped his way around to the other side of the truck.  He was standing there with his pistol raised ready to kill anyone who jumped out trying to escape.  He was really hoping Billy didn’t shoot him by accident. 
 
      
 
    Drew and Jeff covered Billy as he yanked open the door to the truck and climbed in.  A few seconds late they were all working on stripping the weapons and clothes off the men who’d been in the truck.  Billy was put in the driver’s seat with LeBron riding shotgun.  Since Jeff had a workable ankle, he was relegated to riding in the back of the big beast.  Drew tossed his leg over the seat of the bike Billy had been riding.  He was thinking the more vehicles they were moving around in the more confused the enemy would be if they saw them again.   
 
      
 
    Billy turned the big truck around on the narrow street.  Driving quickly but cautiously they kept going in their original southerly direction.  They were all hoping they didn’t run into anyone else.  The trail of corpses they’d already left behind was going to be pretty easy for someone to follow.  Jeff had been briefed on the movements of the different refugee groups. The satellite images showed that the groups tended to be pretty well spread out.  It was one of the reasons they’d been able to survive the crawlerz for this long.  There was a chance that the men they’d taken out so far may be the only real fighting forces the Living Zombies had deployed in this area. 
 
      
 
    Drew goosed the throttle to get out in front of the truck.  Eyes roaming wide he wasn’t able to see any signs that’d lead them back to an interstate or anything.  The further south they went the more in the sticks they were getting.  At least out here in the middle of nowhere they should be pretty safe.  Moving along at a good clip they left Lancaster in the rear views and kept moving towards Weathertop.  They were able to jump on US-30 to pick up the pace.  In the truck LeBron was busy tracing his finger along the lines in an atlas that’d been in the glove box.  Once they hit I-83 they’d be back on track.   
 
      
 
    They hit Columbia headed towards a river with a ridiculously long Native American tribal name attached to it.  They were feeling pretty good about making their escape permanent when they heard the dual rotors of a large helicopter.  The chinook roared overhead then set down on the road ahead of them.  Both of the large machine gun barrels were aimed in their general direction.  Knowing the pilot was a friend of theirs didn’t make them feel any better about staring down that war machine.  There were no close exits for them to turn and make a run for.   
 
      
 
    They stopped their vehicles about thirty yards in front of the helicopter and waited.  Eventually a couple of armed men came out of the chinook and walked towards them.  They were yelling for everyone to get out and put their faces on the ground.  Billy looked like he was ready to try his luck with ramming the chinook.  LeBron actually considered telling him to go for it.  Then he got another look at the large barrels protruding from the nose of the hardened war machine.   
 
      
 
    The two men moving forward lost their patience and sprayed a few bursts into the engine block of the truck Billy was driving.  Steam and smoke hissed out from under the hood.  That effectively ruined any dreams of a revenge ramming by Billy.  Drew pulled the shotgun hanging off his bike halfway out of the holster before thinking better of it.  A third man with a long gun had climbed down out of the chinook.  It was a hunting rifle with a really big scope on it. The man was pointing it right at Drew.  He didn’t have to be Annie Oakley to hit a stationary target at a distance like that. 
 
      
 
    “Fight another day boys!”  Jeff called out from his post in the back of the truck.  What he really wanted to do was jump out of the truck with his guns blazing.  As the leader of the group he had to hold himself to a higher sense of responsibility though.  If there were a chance any of them could still come out of this alive, he had to take it.  Maybe they’d just drop them off on another parking garage somewhere.  One thing was clear.  They wouldn’t be able to survive a gunfight with the chinook.  They might as well be armed with slingshots going up against that thing in the open. 
 
      
 
    Drew let his shotgun stay in the holster.  He climbed down off the bike and lay down on the sun warmed concrete.  Jeff climbed down out of the back of the truck and did the same.  Billy looked like he might rebel for a moment or two.  He eventually fell in line and put his face on the ground right beside Jeff.  LeBron came hobbling around the side of the truck to get into position as well.  He was really hoping this crew had proper handcuffs.  He wasn’t looking forward to another tie wrap tourniquet.  He wished Jeff had asked before surrendering what type of restraints they’d be placed in.  He honestly might have just gone ahead and blaze of gloried it.  If he passed an adult novelty shop anytime in the near future, he was going to buy a few pairs of fuzzy handcuffs.  He could keep them in his back pocket so that anyone who needed to take him prisoner could just use those.  That was assuming that they survived yet another round with these motorcycle freaks. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20:  Blue Collar Gangsters  
 
      
 
    It was déjà vu all over again.  The bikers stripped their weapons off them and marched them into the helicopter.  The same man who’d had them tossed out on the top of the garage was there to greet them again as they were loaded in.  This time he introduced himself once they were all strapped in and ready to fly.  After he told them his name was Tommy, he launched into a quick spiel about how impressed he was by them.  It actually sounded pretty authentic.  Not that it was going to help them out of this mess.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll be taking off here in a minute.  I just wanted to tell you I’m super impressed.  If you’d just made it out of the parking garage alive, you’d be certifiable bad asses.  You survived that hell then killed half a dozen men.  When I dropped you dudes off you were all mostly naked.  Just damn.  I don’t even know what to say.”  Tommy said smiling.  He clapped and asked if they wanted to take a bow.   
 
      
 
    When none of them took him up on the bowing offer Tommy took a seat across from them.  He pushed back his grey mane of hair to slide on the headset that would let him talk to the pilot.  Jeff was pleased when he heard Tommy address the pilot as Lynn.  That meant that it was indeed their very own Lynn piloting them around in this gigantic eggbeater.  Jeff wasn’t sure how that helped them, but it was nice to know these guys didn’t kill everybody they met.   
 
      
 
    “We’re super stoked to have Lynn on the team.  Getting planes and helicopters is no big deal.  Lots of bases and airport with inventory just sitting there for the taking.  Finding pilots to fly them is the hard part.”  Tommy said.  He must have seen the relief on all their faces when he dropped the pilot’s name.  Thinking about it now the four prisoners wondered if Tommy had done that on purpose.  If he wanted to chat it was their mission to try and get this group to come over to their side. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not just the pilots.  Finding the mechanics and support people is another major pain in the ass.”  Jeff chimed in.  Tommy nodded appreciatively.   
 
      
 
    “Well we’ve got you there.  In case you hadn’t noticed we started out as a bunch of biker gangs.  Not like the guys you see on AMC running dope and weapons all the time.  Well some of us were the outlaw types but most of the clubs were just guys who liked to hang out and ride.  Most of those guys had regular jobs during the week.  Welding and working on cars seemed to be the two main things they did.  Electricians, carpenters, linemen pretty much all the skilled jobs were represented.”  Tommy paused to see if anyone had anything to say. 
 
      
 
    “I’m guessing more than a few of those guys were ex-military too, right?”  Jeff asked knowingly. 
 
      
 
    “Half our guys were cops or some other kind of military.  Just guys who liked to ride and hang out.  Special forces guys like to go fast.  It really hit the veterans and the other military guys pretty hard when the government abandoned everybody.  I was in the Marines.  I get why they felt betrayed.”  Tommy said.   
 
      
 
    An uncomfortable silence fell across the small group.  The main architect of that betrayal was sitting across from Tommy right now.  Not that Tommy had a clue how involved in all of that Jeff had been.  Tommy felt a general hatred for them all for being representatives of the government.  LeBron wondered if it’d help or hurt their efforts if they mentioned they were the ones on the train who’d dropped off the brochures.  The ones who’d gotten into a firefight previously with this same group of refugee militia.  He decided to keep his mouth shut.  With his luck they’d scored a lucky shot on Tommy’s brother or something.   
 
      
 
    There was no more talking possible for a little while anyway once the chinook took to the sky.  The big green bird had taken a few hits recently. That made her a little less aerodynamic and a lot louder.  The flight ended up only being about ten minutes from takeoff to landing.  Tommy smiled at the comical looks on their faces as they set down. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  When you’re trying to escape from someone maybe don’t drive right into their headquarters.  We’ve pretty much made Columbia into our hub.”  Tommy said as he was unstrapping himself from the harness.  For some reason most of the people who’d survived the apocalypse thus far were the people who were also OCD about making sure they fastened their seatbelts. LeBron thought there was probably a slogan or something to be made out of that.  Definitely something bumper sticker worthy.   
 
      
 
    “We pretty much used up all of our luck getting out of that garage.”  Jeff said.  His efforts to win Tommy over were pretty transparent to all of them including Tommy.   
 
      
 
    “Lucky or not I’m going to have you guys keep those hands secured behind your backs until we get somewhere I can lock you up nice and tight.  If you can fight your way through a bunch of crawlerz in your underwear, then at least one of you has got some skills.  We like people with skills over here.  You should think about signing up.”  Tommy said.   
 
      
 
    “We killed like seven of your buddies in the last thirty minutes and you’re asking us to sign up?”  The question flew out of Drew’s mouth before he could stop it.  He was in complete confusion as to why they hadn’t been shot in the back of the head while they were laid out on the road.   
 
      
 
    “All you did was create some job openings and show me that you possess a superior skill set to the men you could be replacing.”  Tommy said.  He ordered the men in the back to escort the four prisoners inside.   
 
      
 
    “What if we don’t sign up?”  Drew fired off the question as Tommy was walking away.  Tommy stopped and turned around to answer it. 
 
      
 
    “Those seven men you just killed.  Their friends and family are inside the building you’re going to be spending the night in.  If you told me that you wanted in right now your next few hours would still be pretty rough.  I’m assuming you’ll be willing to swear allegiance to pretty much anything a few minutes after these guys get ahold of you.”  Tommy turned back around and left. 
 
      
 
    The building they were being marched towards was a concrete block structure that had all the charisma of every government building built in the last twenty years.  Walking around the end of the chinook they were met by another guy who was escorting Lynn.  She was handcuffed to him.  She smiled briefly at them before being tugged along towards the building in front of them.  Ugly lettering on the front of the bland building spelled out corrections department.  There were randomly placed steel spikes sticking out of the ground all around the main building.   
 
      
 
    “What’s up with the spikes?”  LeBron asked the man walking along beside them.   
 
      
 
    “Slows down the crawlerz.  They can’t really get going to slam into the wall if they keep running into spikes.  How do you guys keep them from getting in?”  Their escort asked curiously.  Drew shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Mostly we shoot them and bolt sheet metal over the windows.  Stuff like that.”  Drew said.  He was taking mental notes as he looked around.  The random looking pieces of fencing sticking out of the ground would have the same sort of impact on the crawlerz.  Here and there was a decomposing corpse but for the most part the area was pretty clean.   
 
      
 
    “Sheet metal doesn’t keep them out long.  We use solid iron bars.  We have lots of guys who can weld.  We’re fortunate that way here.”  They were halfway to the front doors.  Since their escort was so willing to talk LeBron threw out a question. 
 
      
 
    “You guys move around a lot to keep the infected from coming at your building in mobs?”  LeBron was curious as to how sturdy the structures really were.  The only building he’d ever been in that had successfully withstood the infected for a long period of time was Weathertop.  Weathertop also happened to be the only top secret base designed to survive a nuclear war that he’d ever been in.   
 
      
 
    “We move around every few weeks.  The infected can mob our buildings if they want to.  Unless they start using blow torches they’re not going to get in though.  Sure doesn’t stop them from trying.”  Their escort stopped at the door and let them go through first.  LeBron glanced up at the sky as he went in.  After everything they’d been through, he’d have thought it would be later.  It looked like they still had a good hour or two of daylight left.  At least they had a place to spend the night.  It sounded like it might even be safe. 
 
      
 
    A screaming woman with long blond hair grabbed LeBron by the throat and slammed him into the wall.  She started slamming her knee into this crotch and stomach.  She raked her nails down the side of his face as he struggled to get away from her.  He couldn’t even tell what she was screaming at him about.  Ten steps into the building they’d been rushed by a trio of pissed off women.  They were all screaming and crying and very violent.  Their escort had tried to stop them then just backed up when he started getting hit. 
 
      
 
    The only one not subjected to the abuse was Lynn.  Her escort had disappeared with her before the others were even all the way in the building.  The assault was gradually slowing.  LeBron was on the ground doing his best to get in the fetal position with his hands cuffed behind his back.  Drew and Jeff had both managed to spin around, so they were just getting hit in the back.  Billy had decided to go on the offensive.  An approach that was probably not going to end well for him.   
 
      
 
    When one of the berserker women clawed her fingernails down the side of Billy’s face he stepped right into her personal space and headbutted the holy hell out of her.  The woman went backwards hard enough that her feet went over her head in an awkward somersault.  Her face was covered in blood from her shattered nose.  Even Billy was a bit shocked by the outcome of his wild head butt.  He’d thought he’d just knock her away from him.  She must have stepped forward right at the wrong time.  The other two women saw what’d happened and instantly charged. 
 
      
 
    In for a penny in for a pound Billy side kicked the first one right in the face.  Then he went tumbling to the ground when the other woman dropped under his leg and punched him hard in the crotch.  Face contorted in pain he looked up in time to see that same woman’s combat boot smashing into his face.  The woman beat him unconscious. The vicious beating would’ve continued indefinitely if a guard hadn’t finally pulled her off of him.  The guard was worried he might get in trouble if he let the women actually kill one of the prisoners.   
 
      
 
    The women were escorted out by friends who held them as they sobbed.  If Billy hadn’t already been unconscious, he wouldn’t have lasted long based on the looks he got when their primary escort pointed out which one of the prisoners had knocked out the one woman.  A couple of men carried her out on a stretcher someone pulled out of the back of the building.  The comatose woman’s nose was leaking blood all over the place.    
 
      
 
    “You guys can get up now.  Those were the wives of the enforcers you killed today.  You made them widows.  Not only did they lose their men they’ll lose their status too.  You’re all lucky to be alive honestly.  We checked them for weapons but it’s not like we had a metal detector or anything.”  The man kept talking while he waited for them to pick themselves up off the ground. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think he’s getting up anytime soon.”  Drew said looking down at the unconscious Billy. 
 
      
 
    “I guess he learned his lesson about hitting girls.”  Jeff said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, don’t hit ones that can hit harder than you can.”  Drew said smirking.   
 
      
 
    Their escort and another guy picked badly beaten Billy up off the floor to drag to the suite that’d been reserved for them.  The suite turned out to be a small conference room with one door that’d been setup so it could be locked from the outside.  The door was solid wood.  The roof inside the room was solid so there wouldn’t be any ceiling tile tomfoolery.  The whole space smelled vaguely of piss and body odor.  There also wasn’t a working light inside the small room.  When the door was shut and locked, they were left standing in total darkness.   
 
      
 
    “This sucks.”  Drew summed up their situation pretty well. 
 
      
 
    There was no escape from the little room.  They shoved Billy to the side once they verified that he was still alive.  A little later they used him as a pillow to try and get some rest.  Jeff was paranoid that the door would open to let the weeping widows run in and start beating the hell out of them again.   
 
      
 
    “Is it weird that this isn’t even the scariest place we’ve had to sleep?”  LeBron threw the challenge out there.   
 
      
 
    “Well the top of the roof in Fayetteville was pretty bad.”  Jeff said.  They’d been stuck in tiny metal sheds with crawlerz ripping away at them the entire night.  Snipers on towers surrounding the building had taken shots at the infected to try and clear them off.  A few of those shots had gone through the sheds they were trying to sleep in. 
 
      
 
    “Better not mention that one with the girls around.  I think they’re still pissed at you guys for setting yourselves up in the glamping shed.”  LeBron said referring to how Drew and Jeff had ended up in one shed while the rest of the team had all piled into another one.  The shed Drew and Jeff ended up in had been outfitted with pillows and blankets.  It hadn’t been the Ritz but compared to how everyone else had spent the night they’d been sleeping in the lap of luxury. 
 
      
 
    They lay in the darkness after that in companiable silence.  Each of them exploring the different parts of their bodies that’d been hurt during the day.  LeBron was pretty sure his ankle was going to fall off the end of his leg.  Drew and Jeff had taken plenty of hits in the hallway from the pissed off widows.  Drew especially was in a lot of pain.  A lot of those punches had landed on the spot his brother had used as target practice earlier that week.  Physical pain was a constant companion in their journey.   
 
      
 
    They were all used to being in pain. They typically self-medicated themselves to sleep when injured though.  They’d lost all of their belonging multiple times in the last few hours.  They were wearing random clothing taken off dead bodies.  They hadn’t had time to build up any pharmaceuticals in the pockets.  Despite the lack of pain killers they were each on the way to sleepy town when the door opened letting in the bright light from the hallway. 
 
      
 
    “Which one of you assholes headbutted the girl?”  Tommy asked conversationally.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21:  That Ship has Sailed 
 
      
 
    Jeff woke up wondering where he was.  He immediately reached for his weapons. A second or two later he’d figured out he was naked as far as weapons went.  Sitting straight up he fumbled around in the darkness in a panic.  It was dark and the room he was in smelled like a port-a-potty on a hot day.  A hand came up and brushed his stomach.  Someone asked him if he was ok.  Jeff started swinging.   
 
      
 
    “What the hell!”  Drew had caught one of the punches right in his forehead.  Jeff had woken him up when he started fumbling around.  Jeff finally emerged out of his sleep fugue.  He recognized Drew’s voice and stopped throwing his fists around.   
 
      
 
    “Sorry.  I thought you were one of the infected.  It’s dark in here.”  Jeff said softly.  He realized how lame his excuse was.  There was no need for anyone to point it out.  Drew was absolutely going to point it out regardless. 
 
      
 
    “Crawlerz don’t talk.  Where the hell have you been living?  How are you still alive?”  Drew was pretty worked up.  He’d been awake for like five seconds when Jeff had tagged him with a right hook.  Drew was never going to be a morning person and that’d just amplified his hatred of getting out of bed.  Even if the bed happened to be the floor of a urine soaked conference room. It didn’t help that his pillow was an unconscious widow beating warrior with a skull tattooed on his face.   
 
      
 
    “What happened?”  The weak voice came from their pillow.  Billy had survived his beat down after all.  He’d finally decided to make his return to the land of the living.   
 
      
 
    “You decided to pick a fight with a bunch of crying women.”  LeBron answered when no one else spoke up.  The words echoed in the enclosed darkness they were in. 
 
      
 
    “Did I win?”  Billy asked after a few seconds of silence. 
 
      
 
    “We used you as a pillow last night.  What do you think?”  Drew asked.   
 
      
 
    “I remember head-butting that one woman then it’s all just a big cloudy ball of pain.”  Billy said. 
 
      
 
    No one had a response to that.  It sounded about right.  Everyone except Billy was flashing back to the conversation with Tommy the night before.  Billy talking about winning the fight had brought that morbid conversation screeching back to them.  Today was the day Tommy had said they were going to have to prove themselves.  Today was the day at least one of them was going to die.  Billy was the smart bet for being the one to have to atone for the group’s numerous sins. 
 
      
 
    “On your feet!”  The door flew open letting a flood of fluorescent light spill into the cramped space.  Jeff and the others struggled to get to their feet.  LeBron ended up needing help to get up.  Billy was only able to manage getting himself into a cross-legged sitting position.  The three of them that were mostly mobile were ordered into the hallway.  A burly man wearing a combination of camouflage and leather went in the room to get Billy. 
 
      
 
    “Get up or I’m going to just shoot you right here.” Burly man said.  That was the right kind of motivation for Billy.  He was up and walking a minute later.  He was staggering around like an alcoholic aunt after a day of winery tours, but he was mobile.  Hands bound behind their backs they were marched down the hall to the lobby.   
 
      
 
    The lobby had uncomfortable looking plastic chairs all around the edge of it.  A couple dozen people were currently occupying those chairs.  None of them seemed over interested as their escort pushed the four of them into the center of the room.  Tommy was sitting in a large leather recliner that’d been put in a prominent position.  He was drinking a cup of coffee and chatting with the man sitting beside him.   
 
      
 
    The people sitting in the chairs looked like a Sons of Anarchy episode guest starring the cast of Duck Dynasty.  Camouflage and guns mixed with leather vests and tattoos.  Billy may be at the top of the list to die today but that didn’t stop the people in the room from admiring his facial art.  Jeff personally thought Billy looked like one of those kids from the Karate Kid movie when they jumped LaRusso with their skeleton costumes on.  The low murmur of conversation in the room died off when Tommy turned to face the prisoners directly.  He coughed loudly and stood up to make sure he had everyone’s attention. 
 
      
 
    “These four traitors are here to be tried for their crimes.  They already paid for their first insult to us by running the garage gauntlet.  First people to ever make it down off that thing.  In case that isn’t enough they attacked and killed seven of our enforcers.  They took them out while still limping around in their tight whiteys.  The warrior sprit lives in these four.”  Tommy stopped and looked around to see if anyone wanted to refute what he’d just said.  He took another gulp from his whisky laced coffee amidst the hushed conversations taking place around him in the room.   
 
      
 
    When no one said anything, Tommy continued speaking what was on his mind.  He didn’t really have an agenda with these four.  He kind of liked them now that he’d met them.  He definitely admired their spirit.  He still wouldn’t hesitate to kill them though.  Taking a deep breath he continued voicing his thoughts.  Everyone in the room was leaning forward waiting to hear what he was going to say.  Tommy wondered if they’d be surprised to find out he was just as curious as they were as to what he was going to come up with. 
 
      
 
    “These men came to our home and ordered us to be their slaves.  They represent the men who launch missiles at people who refuse to do their bidding.  They’re representatives of the government that abandoned us.  They thought we’d all be killed by the demons.  We didn’t die though.  They show up now wanting to use us to try and rebuild their brand of bullshit.  What do you think about that?”  Tommy yelled the last part of his diatribe.  The smooth way it rolled off his tongue indicated he’d made this kind of speech many times.  
 
      
 
    The room erupted.  Everyone was off their chairs screaming for the blood of the government scum.  They vented their fears and losses on the four wide eyed men slouching in the middle of them all.  The four men who represented the country that was supposed to have taken care of them.  The country that’d left them to die instead.  These four men had been part of a force looking to make slaves out of them.  When you looked at it that way Jeff didn’t really blame them for being pissed off.   
 
      
 
    Tommy held up his hand for silence to speak again.  “They came to make us slaves and threatened us with cruise missiles.  These men paid for that in the garage.  The ones who sent them here will pay for it soon enough as well.  I’ve already sent a team to show them what we think of being threatened.  I gave my word as a leader of the Living Zombies that if they made it out of the garage, they’d go free.  I didn’t think any of them would actually make it out but here we are.  Getting into it with our enforcers was just a continuation of that run for them.  They still need to pay for those deaths though.”     
 
      
 
    “They could do our grocery shopping.”  The man sitting next to Tommy said. He’d been the man Tommy had originally been chatting with.  Tommy snapped his fingers loudly. 
 
      
 
    “Perfect!  If I can get a pack of Twizzlers out of this then the whole mess might have been worth it.  Everybody good with that?”  Tommy stood up and looked around the group.   
 
      
 
    “Wipes!”  An older woman yelled out gleefully.  She didn’t look like she was entirely sane.  Her snaggle toothed smile showed she wasn’t afraid to pass a crack pipe around if the situation called for it.  Her request for wipes was echoed by pretty much every female in the room.  LeBron and Drew exchanged glances.  Drew looked a little lost, but LeBron had a sinking feeling that he knew what was coming next.   
 
      
 
    The four of them found themselves hustled out into the parking lot where the chinook was still sitting.  A team went around making sure no crawlerz were camped out underneath any of the vehicles.  Once the all-clear was given the four prisoners were perp walked across the broken concrete and unceremoniously pushed into the back of a white pickup truck.  LeBron and Billy were both still limping.  Billy was finally getting his bearings after spending the night knocked out.   
 
      
 
    The truck got rolling and they drove for a few miles.  Other vehicles started joining their parade as they headed down the main drag in Columbia, Pennsylvania.  By the time they rolled into the parking lot of a grungy shopping center there was close to twenty bikers who’d joined up with them.  The bikers and the people arriving in trucks began congregating around Tommy.  The prisoners were ordered to make their way over to where Tommy was holding court in the open air.  As they limped their way over the men and women in the crowd took notice of them.  By the time they were forced to their knees in front of Tommy they were pretty much dripping with spit. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never been so grossed out in my entire life.”  LeBron said.  He was careful to keep his lips pressed together when he talked. He didn’t want any of the gunk rolling down his face to get in his mouth.  It was like they’d taken a shower where the water source was a spittoon.  He had slimy stuff dripping down to invade every crevasse in his body.  He was happy when a man walked over and took the handcuffs off each one of them.  Then he got to experience the painful feeling of his hands slowly coming back to life.  At least that pain meant his hands weren’t going to turn black and fall off though.   
 
      
 
    Except for the men guarding them everyone else was strolling around at what’d become a social occasion.  The Living Zombies had survived by forming pods.  The pods were each given the resources they needed to do whatever needed to be done in their territories.  People were moved around as they were needed.  Welders were sent to secure the different buildings the pods would migrate around to.  Other trades came behind and hooked up electrical to solar panels, made toilets work, and anything else it took special skills to accomplish.  If you didn’t have a special skill, you became a scavenger and were told what to go get and where to store it.   
 
      
 
    Tommy had been telling them the truth when he said most of the bikers weren’t the outlaw type.  They were just guys who liked hanging out with a club.  What he hadn’t mentioned was that the core group were the outlaw types.  Tommy had been on every law enforcement agencies watch list before everything went down.  If the infection hadn’t come along, he’d probably have been running things from the inside of a prison cell by now.   
 
      
 
    Being at the head of a gang that had a supply chain stretching into South America Tommy had known early on that the spreading sickness was a real thing.  He already lived outside the law.  He wasn’t about to sit back and assume the government was going to protect him.  Even if the government was able to protect its citizens it wasn’t like they were going to waste a lot of time trying to protect the man they’d been trying to put in prison for a decade.  Tommy had started calling up the heads of all the other clubs in his local network.   
 
      
 
    The result was the Living Zombies.  As the infection washed over the Northeast, they took power and declared Pennsylvania to be their turf.  They collected people with useful skills and gradually spread out across the entire state.  The logistical brains behind moving loads of cocaine and heroin from Central America into New York City were now focused on a different kind of supply chain.  They scavenged everything they needed to survive.  They killed anyone who threatened them.  That combination of ruthlessness, skilled labor and logistical talent was why they’d survived and thrived when most people had either been killed or turned by the infected.   
 
      
 
    The men who’d rolled into the parking lot represented the different gangs that were united under the Living Zombie umbrella.  Tommy allowed the gangs to keep their own local customs as long as none of it interfered with their overall success.  Fights between gangs resulted in the leaders of both gangs being dragged in front of Tommy.  Criminals were either dealt with locally or sent to Columbia if their crimes were particularly heinous.  Punishing these people had become something of an art form in the newly named capital of the independent territory of Pennsylvania.   
 
      
 
    Dropping people on the parking garage roof had been a pretty popular punishment for people who did something really bad.  The only problem with that one being that prior to Lynn showing up they’d only had one pilot who could actually fly helicopters.  He was working on training others, but it wasn’t like they had a flight school running.  Tommy had always worried about losing their only pilot so had reserved the garage execution method for special occasions.  They’d tried doing a Mad Max sphere of death thing to watch people duke it out with crawlerz.  That’d turned out to be just as dangerous for the audience as it was for whoever was in the pit.  Not to mention the poor schmucks who’d been put in charge of collecting crawlerz to be thrown in the sphere to fight. 
 
      
 
    One of the women Tommy liked to spend time with had randomly brought up that she really missed watching Supermarket Sweep.  That’d percolated in the back of his mind for a few days then popped out when they had to punish a trio of rapists.  The Living Zombies were pretty lax when it came to laws.  Except for laws that kept them all safe like not leaving a safe house after dark and that sort of thing.  Rape and murder of members or their families was punishable anyway Tommy saw fit.   
 
      
 
    People were a valuable resource.  Every time they put one of their gang up against the wall and shot him in the head, they lost whatever talents that person brought to the table.  They lost the use of those hands to build and protect their turf.  To avoid all that brain drain Tommy had devised punishments that gave the accused a way out.  If the accused was talented enough to win one of these contests, then they got to live.  They still might whip the guy or cut off a finger or something, but he’d be allowed to walk away. 
 
      
 
    There was a grocery store in the downtown district that was haunted by crawlerz during the day.  The store had never been looted as far as anyone knew.  Remembering the Supermarket Sweep comment the woman had made to him he came up with an interesting challenge.  He had the back doors welded shut.  He gave the three rapists a shopping list and told them the first two to come out with every item on the list would live.  None of them actually made it out.  Since then Tommy had played with the rules to see if he could make it a better game.   
 
      
 
    Greetings complete Tommy walked over to the four men kneeling on the ground.  He’d thought of something that might make the game more interesting.  He nodded at one of his men who ran over to a truck and grabbed four baseball bats out of the back.  The man jogged back over and threw the bats down in front of the four prisoners.   
 
      
 
    “What the hell are we supposed to do with those?”  Drew asked.  He had no idea why they were kneeling in the parking lot of a grocery store.  He highly doubted it was for something good though. 
 
      
 
    Tommy launched into an explanation of what he wanted them to do.  His voice became animated as he described the challenge that he’d laid out for them.  Tommy knew it was kind of weird how much he got into this, but it wasn’t like they had HBO.  There were no live sports to watch anymore.  Watching sports had been one of his favorite past times before he got stuck living out the Walking Dead series for real. 
 
      
 
    “All four of you go in with your bats.  You fight off the demons until you find Twizzlers, raviolis and a box of wipes.  The first three people to bring one of those items out here gets to live.  The fourth person is screwed.  Bring an item someone else already brought and you get to go right back in.  Got it?”  Tommy asked.    
 
      
 
    The four prisoners nodded.  Each of their minds racing to figure out a way out of this nightmare.  Even if it were possible to fight off crawlerz with a baseball bat they were being told one of them was already a walking dead man.  That just wasn’t acceptable.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22:  When You Hear the Beep! 
 
      
 
    Standing in front of the shattered glass doors leading into the pitch black interior of the store Drew was still trying to piece together what the hell he was supposed to do.  One thing he knew for sure was that LeBron would be getting out of there even if no one else did.  He planned on grabbing his brother a pack of Twizzlers and hurling him out of the store as fast as he possibly could.  Spinning the baseball bat in the air he caught it by the handle. If the infected started throwing balls at him he was totally prepared.   
 
      
 
    Going into this store with an Uzi would be a nightmare.  Going in with a couple of baseball bats carrying your limping brother along was suicidal.   
 
      
 
    “Find a place to hide and leave when it gets dark?”  LeBron threw the idea out there.  They were huddled together in the last sunny spot before entering the store proper.  Behind them they were being jeered and laughed at by the assembled gang members.   
 
      
 
    “Either that or try to fight our way to freedom with these nifty new baseball bats.”  Drew answered.  He could feel the eyes on him from within the store.  It wouldn’t be long now until they were crawler bait.   
 
      
 
    LeBron let himself relax.  They only had a few seconds to make life or death decisions.  He could barely walk.  Billy was possibly worse off than LeBron was.  LeBron suddenly got a clear image of himself standing in the sunny doorway.  He saw himself getting closer and closer.  Without overthinking it LeBron dropped to the floor.    
 
      
 
    The crawler that’d been running at him had been excitedly broadcasting his thoughts for the world to see.  LeBron happened to have been in the right state of mind to pick up a snippet of that broadcast.  Those images that used to freak them out were now welcomed. They gave you a heads-up you might be about to die.  The infected old man streaking through the store let his bloodlust overcome his pathological fear of the sunlight in the broken entryway.  He sprang at LeBron just as LeBron dropped to the rubbish covered floor.   
 
      
 
    The old crawler rolled out into the parking lot.  It jumped up with its eyes closed tight against the bright sunlight and sprang in a random direction.  It happened to land on one of the bikers standing next to Tommy.  The crawler took a deep bite into the man’s neck.  Before he had time to even shudder with the ecstasy of the hot blood filling his mouth Tommy had shot him and the man that he bit multiple times.  When they hit the ground Tommy shot each of them two more times for good measure.   
 
      
 
    “Woah!  That was intense!  Why are you wusses still standing in the doorway?  Get the hell in there or I’ll shoot you right now.”  Tommy lazily pointed his pistol to put some random rounds into the entryway wall.  Everyone not already lying on the ground put their heads down.  Drew reached down and grabbed LeBron to help him up.  Billy made a production of flipping off the bikers before turning and walking into the darkness with his bat spinning in the air.   
 
      
 
    Drew and Jeff helped LeBron into the store.  Ten steps in they were wishing Tommy had tossed them flashlights instead of baseball bats.  It was impossible to see anything.  Which explained why the crawlerz continued to return to this hidey hole every day.  LeBron was about to whisper something about trying to find a flashlight to Drew when something suddenly dawned on him.   
 
      
 
    It was too dark in the store for anyone to see.  LeBron had been involved in approximately a million discussions around how the crawlerz identified their prey.  He was pretty sure that the crawlerz didn’t actually need to see them to know that they were there.  The more normal humans gathered together the easier it was for them to tell you were there.  The crawlerz knew you weren’t one of them because you weren’t part of their psychic party line.  Normally a crawler would see someone, sense they were different and go in for the kill.  Unless those psychic tendrils reached out to warn them off, they’d attack.   
 
      
 
    It was like the infected had a built in IFF system in their heads.  Fighter planes use a system called IFF to identify if someone is a friend or foe.  Basically friends broadcast an encrypted signal that lets their allies know not to shoot them.  The crawlerz operated on a similar principle.  LeBron had no doubt if a crawler sensed them and got close that it’d attack.  In the total darkness though the crawlerz would be relying on their psychic magnetism to draw them closer to the non-infected.  Hell half of them might still be asleep or in that weird catatonic state they got into during the day. 
 
      
 
    Knowing that he may be screwing them all by talking out loud LeBron went ahead and did so anyway.  It was the only way to quickly communicate the plan he’d come up with.  Hoping it wasn’t the worst mistake of his life he went to each of his companions. After finding each of them in the dark he whispered the plan using as few words as necessary to convey the message.  He panicked at the end since he almost couldn’t find Jeff in the darkness.   
 
      
 
    “Go by yourself and hide.”  That was the simple message he’d relayed to each of them in the lightest of whispers.  He could only hope they’d heard him and would act on it.  They’d called out a similar plan standing in the doorway so it should make sense to them.  Alone they’d be less of a magnet for the crawlerz.  They’d also make slightly less noise.   
 
      
 
    “Hurry up with my Twizzlers!”  Tommy roared from outside the door.  Being the boss of a gang of people well versed in making shanks out of toothbrushes meant you couldn’t show any fear.  Worried he’d possibly squealed like a little girl when that infected old man took out the gangbanger standing next to him Tommy was putting on a show.  He lowered the shotgun he’d brought with him and fired a few blasts of birdshot into the building.  If he hit somebody with that it was more likely to piss them off than to kill them.  Which was exactly the point of doing it.   
 
      
 
    Tommy reached down into the bag he’d brought over and pulled out a bunch of road flares.  He started lighting them and flinging them into the store.  Now that he was thinking about it, they needed to setup a wireless network and let the ’contestants’ wear cameras on their heads.  That’d be some good TV right there.  He chunked a few more of the flares into the store and walked back to his bike to grab another shot of tequila.  He’d been impressed to see that he couldn’t see the four who’d gone in when he tossed the flares.  He’d done this before and normally the people were either already dead or cowering a few feet into the shadows shaking like leaves. 
 
      
 
    LeBron was much less thrilled by the flares.  Inside the store wicked shadows danced around in the hellish glow given off by the hissing flames.  Hoping the others would do the same LeBron began working his way as deep into the store as he could.  He needed darkness to hide in.  A crawler ran right past him.  It’s focus on the front of the store where all the noise was coming from.  The large group of people in the front of the store was tugging at the consciousness of every crawler in the place.  The image of the old man who’d busted out into the parking lot and managed to sink his teeth into uninfected flesh was still top of mind in the groupthink they all shared.   
 
      
 
    Jeff and the others had been fortunate in the window of time they decided to go deeper into the store in.  They’d drifted right through the wave of the monsters rushing forward to be as close to the front of the store as possible.  LeBron continued to crawl on his hands and knees down the aisle he was on.  He was crawling for a couple of reasons.  For one thing he reasoned the lower his profile the better to avoid being seen.  The main reason though was because he simply couldn’t walk on his ankle anymore.  It wouldn’t support him when he’d tried.  He needed a month’s worth of bedrest, a cast and a bucket full of pain pills.   
 
      
 
    Continuing to awkwardly crawl down the aisle he used his hands to feel his way along.  There was a ton of crap lying on the floor.  It dawned on him if he managed to get in the right aisle, he might be able to find some kitchen knives.  He’d ditched the baseball bat about five seconds after he started crawling down the aisle.  He just couldn’t see himself trying to fight a crawler in total darkness by swinging away like Babe Ruth when he couldn’t even stand up without help.     
 
      
 
    He could totally see himself slicing the throat of a crawler who happened to be lying on the floor taking a nap though.  Based on the stuff he kept finding on the floor he was on the drink aisle.  Trying to beat a crawler to death a with a two liter of some nameless soda didn’t seem as great of a tactic.  He continued crawling for a few minutes before he stopped to think about it.  It wasn’t like there was going to be some magical place at the end of the store for him to hide.  He was deep enough in now that he should be good.   
 
      
 
    Crawling over to the shelving he began quietly working the bottles off the bottom shelf.  He set them down neatly in the aisle where he’d be able to get to them once he crawled into the cubby hole that he was carving out for himself.  Once he was done methodically clearing off the shelf, he crawled in to hide.  He was paralyzed with fear for a moment when he thought he saw a young boy lying there staring at him with those crazy crawler eyes.  The vision faded away as the moment of paranoia passed.  Once he’d recovered from the icy fear that’d gripped him, he got situated for the day behind a wall of soda.  It was going to be a long day. 
 
      
 
    A few aisles over Drew walked quickly down the aisle he’d randomly chosen holding his baseball bat out in front of him.  He was using it like blind people use a cane to ‘see’ what’s in front of them.  He was being careful to avoid all the crap covering the ground.  When the flare went off, he saw the outline of a face staring at him.  In the sudden reddish glow the infected and the uninfected stared into one another’s eyes for a split second.  The bat was already halfway to the crawlerz head before it‘d registered that the man in front of it was uninfected. 
 
      
 
    The bat connected with a solid thunk to the side of the beast’s head.  Drew immediately winding up and striking again.  In quick succession he beat the monster’s face into its skull.  Breathing hard Drew was thankful for the birdshot being sprayed into the building.  The noise covered up the sound of him going all Babe Ruth on this thing’s face.  Drew jumped over the body and ran further down the aisle.  Seeing that he was on the dog food aisle he quickly built himself a little fort on one of the low shelves and dived in.   
 
      
 
    Billy painfully sprinted down another random aisle with his bat held out in front of him.  He heard the flares and the shotgun blasts.  The whole store lit up like a haunted house from the eerie shadows cast by the flares.  Billy was petrified.  That fear drove him to run faster.  Even with his messed up ankles and his whole body still reeling from the beating he’d taken the night before he ran as fast as he could.  Adrenaline pumping though him he stepped on a family size can of Beefaroni.  The can rolled taking his foot with it.  The back of his head hit the floor hard enough to knock him back out again.   
 
      
 
    Jeff had worked in one of these stores when he was in high school.  When he’d heard LeBron say to hide, he’d immediately thought of the employee breakroom.  In the darkness he’d stumbled across the manager’s office instead.  The door was locked.  Knowing he wouldn’t be able to break down the thick wooden door he turned and ran his hands along the wall until he found the restroom.  He went in and carefully checked every inch of the room with his bat to make sure there weren’t any surprises.  Oddly enough the men’s room smelled much better than the rest of the store.  Probably because it hadn’t been housing a bunch of the unwashed infected, rotting produce and maggoty meat.   
 
      
 
    Outside in the parking lot the party was in full swing.  More people continued to arrive.  Pretty much everyone in the different pods had sent at least a few people over to represent.  Tommy ordered a few men to go around the back of the store just to make sure the ‘contestants’ weren’t able to figure out a way to escape.  He had three men setup a guard post at the front doors.  If any more crawlerz came busting out he wanted them to be put down right away.  What’d happened on other occasions was also an issue they had to be ready to deal with.  They’d sent plenty of people into the store who’d come sprinting back out ten minutes later as surgers.   
 
      
 
    Tommy was expecting at least one or two of the ‘contestants’ to emerge as surgers.  By the flickering light of the road flares he’d been able to tell the store was well stocked with the crazed crawlerz.  Between the flares and the noise he’d made shooting into the store the crawlerz inside should be buzzing around like the bees in a hive that’d just been dropkicked.  He didn’t get why he hadn’t seen a single one of them come out as a surger yet.  A nagging sensation that they were going to make a fool out of him crept into his head.   
 
      
 
    He decided to give it fifteen more minutes then they’d clear the supermarket themselves.  Once they’d cleared the store they’d find and waste the four who were causing him all these headaches.  It’d been fun messing with them, but it’d just gone on for way too long.  He’d go ahead and torture and kill them the old fashioned way.  Assuming they survived the assault. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23:  Food Fight! 
 
      
 
    LeBron considered opening one of the sodas he was lying next to.  He was worried the hissing noise from opening it may attract crawlerz though.  He was thirsty but he wasn’t quite that thirsty yet.  His first thought when he heard the booming of automatic weapons fire was that now he could open a soda without having to worry about it.  Halfway through a big gulp of a very warm, very flat orange drink of some sort it occurred to him that this gunfire was different from what he’d heard earlier.  It also dawned on him that flat soda didn’t make a hissing noise when you opened it.   
 
      
 
    This didn’t sound like some crazy guy blasting away just to stir stuff up.  This sounded more like a concerted effort to clear the crawlerz out.  The only reason they’d be working on clearing the crawlerz out would be if they’d deduced what LeBron and the others planned on doing.  LeBron mentally slapped himself in the forehead.  Of course Tommy would’ve expected to see a couple of surgers come running out.  The crawlerz might have killed them when they were thrown in the store.  At least one or two of them should’ve turned though.  As newly turned surgers they’d have ran straight out the front doors to throw themselves teeth first at the men in the parking lot.   
 
      
 
    In the extremely limited time he’d had to come up with a plan LeBron hadn’t thought through all of the ramifications.  The store was brightening up as the bikers tossed in enough road flares to let them see what they were fighting.  The crawlerz had no fear of the road flares.  LeBron lay still thinking feverishly about what they needed to do next.  He’d have killed to have the ability to text the other three guys.  After all the trouble Tommy was going through to make sure they hadn’t escaped LeBron was pretty sure the next part of this event was going to be them hanging by the neck until dead.  Assuming they didn’t get shot by the men working to clear out the crawlerz.   
 
      
 
    At the front of the store Tommy was trying to coordinate the men moving in to clear out the infected.  The men weren’t all part of the same club.  Most of them were representatives from the other clubs.  They weren’t used to fighting alongside one another.  It was a lot more like herding cats than commanding a group of fighting men.  Tommy had dispatched his best men to go deliver the message to Weathertop.  He wasn’t expecting them back for a couple of days at least.  That group was the cream of the crop as far as warrior stock went within the Living Zombies.  The least special of the special operators on that team had been a member of an elite SWAT team before getting busted stuffing his pockets to give himself a little Christmas bonus.   
 
      
 
    Tommy realized it was a mistake trying to clear the store with this random batch of revelers within a minute of the first shot being fired.  They’d been partying in the parking lot.  This crew took their partying seriously.  Drugs and alcohol had been prevalent in very large quantities over the last hour.  Tommy was waiting for the gunfire to quiet down so he could pull them back out.  He needed to figure out who was sober and give them better instructions than just having them go in and kill everything they saw.   
 
      
 
    Tommy came to that realization about ten seconds too late.  One of the men who’d been chasing pills with tequila accidentally shot the guy standing next to him.  That caused some pandemonium to break out as everyone jumped out of the way of the man who was now waving his gun around drunkenly saying it was an accident.  The man he’d shot picked up his pistol and shot back killing the original drunkard.   
 
      
 
    Everyone was so enthralled with watching that little drama unfold that they momentarily forgot about the insane killing machines lurking in the shadows all around them.  The crawlerz sprang out of the shadows like lions pouncing on their prey.  Where there’d been a line of thirty men ripping the place apart with automatic weapons there was now just a rampaging mob being ripped apart by the insanely fast infected.  Tommy turned and ran out into the sunlight.  He started yelling at the men outside to form a firing line on him.   
 
      
 
    Only a few men joined him. Everyone else was staring in horror at the front of the building.  The sound of guns going off had ceased.  Now it was just a cascading wave of silence emanating from the dark gash on the front of the concrete wall.  The smashed storefront looked like a womb waiting to give birth to monstrosities.  With no warning the surgers came running out.   
 
      
 
    Tommy decided the better part of valor was living to fight another day.  Abandoning the two men still trying to hold the line Tommy ran for the white pickup truck the prisoners had been transported in.  Whipping open the door he was relieved to see the keys hanging out of the ignition.  Ignoring the gunfire and screams coming from all around him he started the truck and got the hell out of there.  Two of his men were able to leap in the back and ride out with him.  What a complete and total cluster. 
 
      
 
    The parking lot emptied rapidly after that.  The surgers took off running after the vehicles that’d peeled out.  A few surgers came to life and shambled around the parking lot.  In the store everyone remained where they were.  With the people outside leaving the crawlerz began to slowly spread back out in the store to wait for the sun to go down.  On the soup and pasta aisle Billy woke up.  After laying still for a few minutes working out what’d happened he painfully slid into hiding on the bottom of one of the shelves.  He had no idea how he was supposed to find the others or even how he’d know when it was safe to come out.   
 
      
 
    The only one with a view of the front of the store was Drew.  He didn’t have a direct line of sight, but he could tell that it was still sunny outside.  He lay there waiting for the dog food bags to be tossed out of the way and a crawler to sticks it’s face in his.  He lost track of the number of times he thought a hand touched one of his feet.  Eaten up with worry for his brother and Jeff he did his best to focus on keeping his breathing under control.  There was nothing they could do until the sun went down.   
 
      
 
    Jeff sat on the cold tiled floor of the bathroom listening as a battle raged in the front of the store.  He intuited that Tommy had figured out they were hiding and was moving in to make sure they were eliminated.  When the gunfire dwindled down to nothing Jeff thought that was the end for them.  If all the crawlerz had been killed, then the next twenty minutes would be a deadly game of hide and seek.  When he heard the muffled sounds of shooting coming from the parking lot his hope was reborn.  If there was shooting in the parking lot, then the push the bikers had made into the store must not have been successful.   
 
      
 
    Jeff wargamed scenarios in his head for how they’d be able to escape from the store come nightfall.  If the bikers really had been run off by the crawlerz then there should be a surplus of weapons at the front of the store.  If they managed to get extra lucky there’d also be some vehicles in the parking lot with keys in the ignition.  If all the stars aligned properly, they very well could be in a vehicle driving down the highway again once darkness fell.   
 
      
 
    Of course that meant they’d be driving around after dark.  In the best scenario Jeff could imagine they’d be put into a position where they’d be dead within an hour.  You couldn’t cruise around at night and expect to live.  It was an apocalyptic fact that the crawlerz would come for you.  They’d spent plenty of nights in the backs of trucks in the middle of nowhere and still woke up to the infected doing their best to get in.  It was like the crawlerz were mosquitoes and the noninfected were porch lights.  During the day it didn’t really matter if the light was turned on or not but once it got dark that light would be crawling with bugs. 
 
      
 
    Jeff decided not to look the gift horse of Tommy’s men getting run off in the mouth.  The probability of dying later was still better than the certainty of dying he’d been facing less than twenty minutes prior.  The universe had conspired to give them a chance at survival.  It was up to them to take it.  First things first Jeff really hoped someone had hidden somewhere that they could tell when the sun went down.  Sitting here in the bathroom he’d lost all track of time.  Cracking open the door to try and take a peek towards the front of the store would probably catch the attention of every crawler within a hundred yards.   
 
      
 
    Despite the rampant fear and huge amount of stress Drew was under he still managed to nod off.  When he let his eyes close, it was only going to be for a minute.  When his eyes opened again, it’d been more than a minute.  Forcing himself to be focused and controlled in his movements he slid over to look towards the front of the store.  He could no longer make out the yellowish halo of light he’d been able to just barely see before.  He assumed that meant night had fallen.  He just had no idea how long it had fallen for.  For all he knew it might just be a little cloudy outside.    
 
      
 
    Thinking about how ironic it’d be if he happened to have woken up in the middle of an eclipse Drew slowly worked his way off the shelf he’d been hiding on.  He had no idea what he was going to do after he got off the shelf.  He had to do something though, so he did what’d worked well for him in the past.  Instead of freezing up and just staying put he focused on accomplishing one thing at a time.  First, he had to get off the shelf without making too much noise.  Once that was done, he’d figure out his next step.   
 
      
 
    Standing in the aisle after painstakingly crawling off the shelf he realized he didn’t really have a next step.  Unless you counted walking around in the dark until he ran into a crawler and was killed.  With no real choice in the matter Drew decided to try the walk around in the dark until a crawler killed him plan.  It beat the stand in the middle of the aisle doing nothing until a crawler wandered by and killed him plan.  At least he’d get some steps in for the day this way.  Not that he’d managed to keep his fit bit on him. 
 
      
 
    One foot in front of the other Drew walked until he was at the end of his aisle.  Everyone except Jeff had taken off in the other direction. Turning that way when he got to the end of the aisle, he continued strolling around the store in the dark expecting to be ripped apart at any time.  Jeff had taken off for the front of the store.  He was thinking they’d find him in a bathroom or breakroom or something.  As to where he might find LeBron or Billy, he had no idea.  He was thinking he’d just walk around and hope they noticed him.  If that didn’t work, he’d head for the front of the store to find Jeff. 
 
      
 
    Breaking out in a cold sweat he worked his way up and down the aisles.  When LeBron hissed at him, he pissed his pants a little bit.  Not that he’d ever share that little bit of trivia with anyone.  LeBron worked his way out from behind the soda bottles when Drew repeated the low volume hissing noise.  LeBron knew someone had heard him and was standing in the aisle.  Hopefully it wasn’t a crawler repeating what it’d heard like an oversized demonic parakeet. 
 
      
 
    In the darkness they communicated with quick whispers in one another’s ears.  At the risk of attracting the infected they decided to stay together while they went down the rest of the aisles checking for Billy.  If they didn’t find him then they’d head to the front of the store to look for Jeff.  The front of the store was where they were also hoping to find weapons.  The store had sounded like someone was filming the final gun fight scene from the OK Corral before the crawlerz had chased everyone out.  There should be a decent number of abandoned weapons strewn around up front.  The bikers who’d been turned wouldn’t have walked around holding onto a pistol.    
 
      
 
    Drew hadn’t bothered going immediately to the front of the store to try and find a weapon.  If they had to start shooting in here, they were dead.  If the crawlerz sensed them in here, they were dead.  It was nighttime and they weren’t protected by thick walls.  They were in the middle of a city they were completely unfamiliar with.  A city covered in crawlerz.  One misstep and they would be ripped apart.  Drew felt like if he swallowed a piece of coal, it’d come shooting out his other end as a diamond he was under so much pressure.    
 
      
 
    With every step Drew was positive he was going to bump into one of the infected.  All it would take would be to nudge one and the rest would know via groupthink.  It’s not like they knew for sure the crawlerz were going to exit the store at night to go run through the streets of the city.  For all they knew there were five crawlerz quietly stalking them in the pitch black aisles.  The infected could be standing in the corners just waiting to hear a noise.  They were rolling the dice by walking around looking for Billy.   
 
      
 
    Drew was a hundred percent ready just to walk out if they couldn’t find the guy who thought it was a good idea to get his entire face tattooed.  When he’d done it, he’d probably thought he’d be dead in a month or two.  That was a real possibility considering the missions he was being sent on.  Drew wondered how often Billy looked in the mirror and asked himself why the hell he’d done it.  He was going to look like a complete moron if he lived to be eighty.  Sitting around with his saggy skull face.   
 
      
 
    Drew shook his head to clear it.  It wasn’t like any of them were going to live to be eighty.  If you managed to pull that off, you wouldn’t care if you had a dog’s ass tatted on your forehead.  No one would mess with you because it’d be guaranteed that you weren’t the type to be messed with.  Worried they were moving too slowly Drew picked up the pace.  He was using the baseball bat to feel the floor ahead of him again.  Occasionally he used it to nudge boxes or other garbage out of the way.  His whole body went rigid with ice cold fear when he felt the bat connect with something solid. 
 
      
 
    Trying to control his shaking he stuck the bat out beside him until he felt LeBron pulling on it.  A second later LeBron was next to him.  Drew whispered he’d found something.  Ready to swing the bat like a madman Drew poked the object that he’d discovered in the darkness a little bit harder.  He pushed on it with the end of the bat.  He almost fell over when whatever he was pushing on was suddenly snatched out of the way.  A couple of boxes fell over.  The noise the boxes made sounded like thunder in the dead silence of the store. 
 
      
 
    “Guys?”  A weak voice called out.  More boxes fell over as Billy worked to extricate himself from the shelf that he was only half lying on.  He’d been slipping in and out of consciousness when Drew had started jabbing at his leg.  If he’d managed to get his leg all the way on the shelf like he’d tried to do then Drew would’ve walked right by him.  He’d have been left to fend for himself with a concussion and no help on the way.  He heard a round of muted shushing coming from the aisle.  
 
      
 
    Knocking more stuff over Billy dragged himself out from the shelf.  LeBron couldn’t say too much about the noise.  With his screwed up ankle LeBron was using the shelves as his support system.  That meant he’d sent a few boxes on the short journey to the floor while him and Drew had been hobbling around looking for Billy.  Nothing about this situation was ideal.  The fact that they were still breathing made Drew want to go out and buy a lottery ticket.   
 
      
 
    Moving at the speed of a concussed guy with a bad ankle they made their way to the front of the store.  They’d made so much noise by then that Drew was assuming there must not be any crawlerz left in the store  The infected must’ve all taken off for their nightly haunts the second the sun went down.  The front of the store was dimly lit by moonlight filtering in through the shattered windows of the main entrance.  LeBron bent down to pick up a pistol he saw on the floor.  He worked himself back to his good foot then shoved the pistol in the pocket of the trench coat he was still wearing over his ripped boxers.   
 
      
 
    The shoes he had on may be highly uncomfortable but at least they were protecting him from the broken glass scattered around everywhere.  They picked their way slowly through the corpses scattered around the cashier stations near the entrance to the store.  Eyes glued to the ground they picked up weapons when they saw them.  The bulk of the bodies were the remains of the crawlerz who’d been shot by the bikers.  Only a couple of the bikers had died outright during the skirmish.  Most of them had been turned and were now wandering the world.  The annoying part about that was that they were doing it with their weapons and ammunition dangling uselessly off of them.   
 
      
 
    Drew signaled for LeBron and Billy to stay by the entrance and keep on stripping the dead of every weapon they could find.  LeBron was keeping his eyes out for some pants that weren’t soaked with any sort of bodily fluids.  It made sense for Drew to leave them there since they were moving agonizingly slow with their collection of injuries.  Drew himself was feeling fine.  It’d been at least a week since LeBron had shot him in the back.  That was ancient history in apocalypse time. 
 
      
 
    Drew returned way sooner than LeBron had anticipated.  He was ok with that for two reasons.  One it looked like Jeff had come through the ordeal intact.  The other reason was he’d figured out there was no way he’d be able to poke his swollen ankle through a pants leg.  He was fantasizing about pulling out a communicator and asking Scotty to beam him back to Weathertop.  With his luck he’d probably get there at the same time as the men Tommy had sent on the retaliation mission.  Threatening the crazy outlaw biker club probably hadn’t been the smartest way to approach bringing them back into the fold. 
 
      
 
    Feeling much less naked with a tactical shotgun in his hands LeBron limped painfully after his brother. The four men were beyond fear at this point.  Determined to make sure no harm fell to their comrades at Weathertop they walked out into the moonlit parking lot.  They had a long hard night ahead of them.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24:  Run and Gun  
 
      
 
    There was a single surger still wandering the parking lot.  He had a lost look in his eyes as he ran towards the four men walking out of the store.  The confusion could be a side effect of being turned.  More likely it was a side effect of whatever had dented his forehead in.  The freshly turned biker was coming on at such a slow speed that Drew pushed down the barrel of Billy’s rifle and stepped forward with his baseball bat in hand.  When the freshly infected man surged towards him Drew completed the damage that’d been started with that dent. 
 
      
 
    Quickly stripping the man of everything useful they parceled out the additional gear.  LeBron was excited to at least have a shirt to wear.  It didn’t smell like a Tide pod exactly, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.  Leaving the pale body of the deceased biker in the middle of the parking lot they walked towards the line of bikes and trucks parked closer to the road.   
 
      
 
    A quick check revealed they had their pick of about five trucks.  None of them had any desire to try riding a Harley past a bunch of crawlerz in the middle of the night.  When cruising the ‘poc by moonlight it was always better to be surrounded by a nice layer of steel and glass.  The thicker the better.  The two trucks they chose had been modified to be safer to drive at night.  Steel bars had been welded over the windows Mad Max fashion.  They were all seriously thankful for the welders with the idle time on their hands.  Those bars might very well end up being the reason they survived the night.   
 
      
 
    Drew and LeBron took one truck while Jeff and Billy took the other.  They searched all the trucks for anything useful before turning any of the keys.  The second they turned an engine over it was going to be time to drive it like they’d stole it.  Any crawlerz within a half mile of the vehicle would come running on hearing the engines start up.  The discovery of an atlas had them delaying their start to walk around looking at street signs.  A complete butt clencher of a hike that paid off in a better educated idea of which direction to head off in.   
 
      
 
    Jeff turned the key and quickly pulled out of the parking lot.  Drew did his best to stay close behind Jeff.  If they got separated, then they weren’t going to be finding one another again anytime soon.  The goal was to get off the street and onto the interstate as quickly as possible.  Once on the interstate they’d drive like mad towards the bridge.  In theory bridges should be fairly crawler free.  If the bridge was covered in the beasts for some reason, then they were just screwed.  It wasn’t a great plan, but it was the one they had.  
 
      
 
    Assuming they made it over the bridge they’d be spending the next two to three hours on the road before arriving at Weathertop.  It wasn’t very far at all as the crow flies.  That leant itself to other problems.  What were they supposed to do once they got there?  It wasn’t like the people at Weathertop were going to open the doors and let them in.  They couldn’t even hop in the cars sitting vacant at the railroad station to spend the night.  They’d be torn apart within seconds of stepping out of the trucks.   
 
      
 
    None of them really expected to survive the next ten minutes so worrying about something that was still two hours away seemed overly optimistic.  A wave of pessimism hit them in the form of crawlerz who appeared out of nowhere to fling themselves at the trucks.  Jeff opted to try and outrun the noise of their own engines to get away.  It didn’t end well.  Two blocks from where he originally mashed the accelerator to the ground like he was Ricky Bobby on the final lap at Daytona a crawler crashed into the windshield hard enough to knock the steel bars loose.   
 
      
 
    In a flurry of broken glass, chunky bloody bits of the very dead crawler and bent steel rods Jeff lost control.  The truck he was driving ended up buried in the front of an out of business floral shop.  Bloody faced with burn marks all over them from the air bags Billy and Jeff fumbled around weakly trying to exit the totaled truck.  Less than five seconds later Drew skidded into their back bumper. 
 
      
 
    Slamming the truck into park Drew jumped out yelling at LeBron to get in the driver’s seat.  Drew ran towards the front of the smashed truck to see if Jeff and Billy were still alive.  He leapt forward and ripped off the mold covered awning that’d fallen down to cover the side of the truck.  He could see Jeff moving around inside.  They couldn’t open the door though since the truck was stuck inside the wall right where the door was.  Drew grabbed the metal bars covering the drivers side window and tried pulling them off.  He’d hoped the collision may have loosened them.   
 
      
 
    The bars on the window were in no way loosened.  He heard gunshots behind him.  LeBron had stepped out to keep the crawlerz off him while he tried to pull Jeff out of this mess.  The bars on the windows were quickly becoming a liability.  Instead of offering protection now they just imprisoned the two men in the truck.  The only possible way out that Drew could see was the hole the crawler had made slamming into the bars covering the windshield.   
 
      
 
    “Go through the windshield!”  Drew yelled pointing.   
 
      
 
    A dazed Billy started prying the bars out of the way.  Jeff reached through the hole and pushed off a large section of cracked drywall.  Dust covered everything.  The two inside the cab were moving with agonizing slowness. 
 
      
 
    “We need to hurry up!”  LeBron yelled from behind Drew.  That was followed by the sound of an AK-47 spraying bullets down the street.  LeBron couldn’t even see what he was shooting at.  It was all just darting shadows as the crawlerz started converging on them.   
 
      
 
    Drew reached in his jacket pocket and pulled out the grenade he’d found in one of the trucks.  Pulling the pin he yelled for LeBron to get behind the truck.  He took a step forward and flung the projectile as far down the street as he could get it.  It was only after he’d thrown it that he realized he had nothing to shelter behind.  Hoping he’d tossed the grenade far enough away to avoid killing himself he hit the deck and covered his head with his hands.   
 
      
 
    Once the grenade went off, he bounced back up and into the back of Jeff’s wrecked truck.  The smell of battery acid and burnt rubber was overwhelming.  He made sure that there was room for Jeff and Billy to crawl out over the roof of the truck.  Once he’d done that, he turned his attention up the street.  He started popping off shots at anything that moved.  He had no idea if he was hitting anything or just attracting more of the infected by making so much noise.   
 
      
 
    A hand gripped his shoulder and pulled Drew towards the other side of the truck.  It took him a second to realize it was Jeff.  Billy was already running over to get in the back of the other truck.  He’d had the presence of mind to grab a rifle and some spare magazines.  He was shooting as he ran but Drew wouldn’t bet those shots were landing.  They were shooting in the direction of the enemy like the crawlerz were a normal opponent.  The infected had no fear of bullets.  They should have all been saving their bullets for when they had nice clear shots. 
 
      
 
    Even as all that ran through Drew’s mind he continued shooting at shadows.  If you hesitated in this sort of confrontation, you were dead.  They were fighting using the instincts they’d each honed by hundreds of hours of fighting for their lives.  If those instincts told him to blast away at a window on the other side of the street Drew wasn’t trying to argue.  He saw LeBron get back in the truck.  There was no time for anyone to get around to the passenger side, so they all piled in the truck bed.   
 
      
 
    Drew was the last to climb in.  LeBron was accelerating before Drew even made it over the side of the truck bed.  His lower body dangling off the side he held on to Jeff and Billy’s hands to keep from falling to the street.  A crawler face planted into the side of the truck right beside him.  That near miss jacked his adrenaline level way up.  Thanks to that sudden surge of energy he managed to bypass the laws of physics and join the others in the back of the truck. It was a miracle he’d gotten in with the crazy driving LeBron was doing to evade the crawlerz.  The pale beasts were doing their best to plant themselves in the windshield.     
 
      
 
    Not wanting to repeat the same mistake Jeff had made he kept the speedometer pegged at a reasonable speed for driving evasively through dark streets being pursued by a mob of vicious monsters.  In his steel bar covered safe space he rammed any crawlerz he saw that might have a chance to make it into the back.  He knew that his compadres in the back didn’t have the luxury of that shark week cage around them to keep the predators at bay.   
 
      
 
    The goal was to keep the infected from hopping over the cab and landing in the back.  He also had to drive fast enough to keep the infected from just jumping in the back.  If he drove too fast, he was scared he’d end up burying this truck in a building like Jeff had just done with their other vehicle.  He was trying to read street signs and remember how the hell to get to the on ramp.  Meanwhile he needed to get new wipers and a refill on wiper fluid.  The windshield was covered with all the gooey goodness the infected were leaving when they smashed into the bars. 
 
      
 
    In the twin beams of his headlights he saw the sign to turn onto the highway.  With complete disregard for the trio of battered human beings desperately trying not to get tossed out on the road LeBron swerved like a madman to hit the onramp.  They lost some weapons and random other gear, but Drew, Jeff and Billy were able to avoid being bucked off.  Loudly cursing LeBron’s driving skills Drew sat back up to see if there was anything he should be shooting at.  There was no way he was going to hit anything, but he felt like he should at least make the attempt. 
 
      
 
    Drew had decided he should probably lay back down again to avoid getting pitched overboard when a target fell right into his lap.  A pint sized crawler had leapt for the front of the truck, bounced off the hood, flew over the cab and landed right in Drew’s lap.  The thing’s teeth were snapping in the air as it tried to tear a chunk of flesh off of him.  Drew grabbed it by the hair and flung it off of him in disgust.  LeBron had chosen that moment to swerve out of the way of something or other.  The diminutive crawler hit the tailgate and bounced back in the truck versus going flying off into the darkness like Drew had intended. 
 
      
 
    A wild eyed Jeff went full auto on the little beast.  Bullets and sparks flew across the back end of the truck bed.  There wasn’t enough left of the crawler when Jeff was done to tell if it’d been a child or a midget.  Drew found himself relieved to be able to think that maybe they’d just wasted a little person instead of a child.  It somehow made the bloody mass of hamburger dripping all over the back of the truck bed a little easier to accept.   
 
      
 
    Jeff was shaking like a leaf.  Never a good thing to see in a guy who’s positioned slightly behind you waving around an AK-47.  Billy looked like he was trying take a nap.  It was like he’d decided to compete with Yue to see who could rack up the most head injuries.  Maybe if Billy got hit in the head a few more times he’d start finding Jeff attractive as well?  Drew saved up that little zinger for when they weren’t all about to die.  It’d be really annoying if Billy or Jeff died before he was able to tell it though. 
 
      
 
    The road was clear leading to the bridge.  LeBron took them across the river in record time.  He didn’t slow down when they got to the other side either.  Pedal to the metal he drove through a bunch of inky black nowhere before randomly slowing to a complete stop. The three very rough looking people in the back crawled out of the truck bed up into the oversized crew cab.  Blood and sweat staining their stolen clothes they crammed themselves one after another into the cab.  They felt a million times more secure with the protective bars and walls of the truck around them. 
 
      
 
    “Now what?”  LeBron asked. 
 
      
 
    “Beats me.  I didn’t think we’d make it this far.”  Drew answered instantly.  He was doing that thing where his mouth operated without the use of his brain.   
 
      
 
    “We can’t go sit outside Weathertop yet.”  Jeff said looking at the clock on the dash.  According to the clock they had about four hours before the sun was going to come up.  It was only about an hour further to Weathertop.  That meant they had three hours to kill.  It’d be nice to pull over and take a nap.  They were all super weary of the infected showing up while they were napping though. 
 
      
 
    There was a pause in the conversation when Billy had to fling open the passenger door and puke onto the median.  It was a reminder that they were not a healthy group.  The best case scenario for them would be to wind up at Weathertop in the morning and find out that a group of leather clad saboteurs had been caught trying to do something stupid.  LeBron had visions of them laughing about the foolish bikers trying to attack the massive base.  In his fantasy they were sitting around drinking coffee and eating bagels in the breakroom.  It was such a good fantasy that his foot didn’t even hurt in it. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the foursome in the truck were nowhere near as optimistic as LeBron.  They were picturing the base split open via some kind of explosive.  The only people moving around when they got there would be surgers.  They’d left Yue and Lisa with Harley to guard them.  They all had a lot of faith in Harley’s bravery and loyalty.  They had much less faith in his sobriety.  Considering Yue and Lisa had been barely functional when they’d last seen them, they felt justified in their concerns.   
 
      
 
    “Let’s get as close as we can and go off road.  We can take turns standing watch for the whopping three hours of sleep we’re going to get.”  Jeff decided.  That plan made as much sense as anything else.   
 
      
 
    LeBron put the truck back in drive.  High beams on they continued cruising down the desolate highway.  All of them very well aware that the longer they were on the road the more likely they wouldn’t make it.  The smart thing would be to pull over and hide immediately.  All it would take would be a pack of crawlerz to spot their headlights and they’d be dead.  LeBron eased his mind by thinking back to the circles Jeff had shown him from the marked up satellite photos.   
 
      
 
    Crawlerz in big groups was obviously a bad thing.  The silver lining around that was if the crawlerz were all getting together in big cannibal clumps then that meant they weren’t spread out as much.  While it would suck to run into a few hundred of the crawlerz marching down the middle of the road it helped that there weren’t as many random infected walking along in the woods by themselves.  Not that anyone had informed the infected that those were the new rules they needed to follow.   
 
      
 
    Hoping that theory would prove itself correct they drove as close as they were willing to risk to Weathertop before pulling off the road.  LeBron drove down into an overgrown field.  The truck was the off road model so had the four wheel drive capability included.  That should keep them from waking up in the morning stuck in the mud in the middle of the field.  LeBron drove through the brush until they were far enough off the road to avoid the casual notice of any passing enemies.  Checking the clock and doing the math they now had a little less than three hours to kill before they needed to get moving.  Not exactly enough time for a full night’s sleep.   
 
      
 
    Filled with worry for their friends and family back at Weathertop sleep was the last thing on their minds anyway.  Wishing for the millionth time the overpriced tonka truck they were in  had come with a CB radio they sat in the darkness waiting for the first hint of dawn. Knowing the danger the unsuspecting people at Weathertop were in they were all impatient to get moving.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25:  A Hard Day’s Night 
 
      
 
    Jeff had stayed up the entire time.  Everyone else had ended up nodding off.  It was hard keeping your eyes open sitting in the silent darkness when you’d been running for your life the last few days.  Jeff was afraid they wouldn’t wake up at the first hint of light if they all fell asleep.  He’d stayed awake despite insisting that everyone else try to rest their eyes for a couple of hours.  Most of them had slept during the day as they’d hidden on the shelves in the grocery store.  Billy had been clinically unconscious for most of the day.  That totally counted as taking a break when you were part of this group. 
 
      
 
    Jeff thought he was imagining the gradual lightening of the sky at first.  The day’s events had rattled him so much that he didn’t even trust his own eyes.  He was thrilled that the sun had decided to make an appearance before they’d thought it would.  It wasn’t like they could Google what time the sun was supposed to rise in the morning.  Especially since they’d all lost their phones and every other bit of personal property on this doomed mission. 
 
      
 
    “Suns out.  Guns out.”  Jeff said loudly.  No one else seemed to enjoy the wordplay.  Not that he cared about anything right now besides drag racing to Weathertop.  They should be able to make it there in under ten minutes if they didn’t bother slowing down for curves. 
 
      
 
    Everyone took a quick bio break before they got on their way.  It wasn’t like they were planning on stopping at any rest areas along the way.  LeBron needed help taking a piss.  His puffed up ankle was a nasty looking purple color.  He’d ditched the shoe he was wearing since the swelling made it so uncomfortable.  Jeff could barely believe LeBron had even been able to drive the truck the night before.  The poor kid must’ve been in a ton of pain the entire time.   
 
      
 
    For the final sprint Drew took the driver’s seat.  Jeff took shotgun while Billy and LeBron’s crippled selves were dumped in the back seat.  Thanks to the four wheel drive they were easily able to drive back up on the road.  That took a significant load off of Jeff’s mind.  He’d been paranoid they’d wake up with the truck stuck in the field.  One point of stress had now been removed from the approximately thousand things he was worried about.  He was going to need to bum a few Valium off someone once they finally got to Weathertop.  His anxiety was through the roof. 
 
      
 
    The familiar road was revealed as they drove out of the ditch.  They had to drive a few miles then basically just take their first left and they’d be there.  They’d driven this road plenty of times from the train yard.  They were almost at the turn that would lead them home when the explosions began.  Looking out the windows they saw massive clouds of earth being tossed into the air.   
 
      
 
    “Mortars.”  Billy said staring out the window in the back.  LeBron had smashed up next to him to look as well.   
 
      
 
    Drew had been driving pretty fast.  At the sight of their home being attacked he dropped the hammer.  He had to slam on the brakes and squeal to a stop when he got to the road leading to the main entrance.  He still overshot the turn by a good thirty yards.  Jerking the truck into reverse he looked over his shoulder as he backed up to make the turn.  They went backwards past the turn.  Drew hit the brakes again and put the truck in drive.  Turning to look up the road they’d been driving on he saw two guys on motorcycles coming straight at them.   
 
      
 
    Drew growled with rage at the men who’d just attacked his home.  Drew didn’t care that the bikers thought this attack was perfectly justified.  He didn’t care that a cruiser had launched a harpoon missile at the biker’s homes.  These scumbags had just attacked everything he loved.  They’d attacked his family.   
 
      
 
    Still growling Drew slammed his foot back down on the accelerator.  The truck rocketed down the road towards the oncoming bikers.  The bikers separated to go around the truck roaring towards them.  Drew waited until the last second to slam on the brakes and crank the wheel to the left causing the truck to skid sideways down the road.  The biker on the right side of the truck smashed into the back of the truck.  He hit them hard enough to stop them from skidding out of control.  The bike collided with the back of the truck so hard that it was enveloped in the side of the truck.     
 
      
 
    The rider himself had been ejected on down the road.  Billy spotted the lump of leather wrapped raw hamburger lying about fifteen yards on the other side of the road from them.  The guy looked pretty torn up.  The other motorcycle was rapidly disappearing from view.  The biker racing for the intersection where he could turn and get the hell out of Dodge.  The biker was doing his best to put some serious distance between himself and the large number of well-armed men he knew would be after him momentarily.   
 
      
 
    “Truck working?”  LeBron asked from the back. 
 
      
 
    Drew nodded and let go of the brakes.  He accelerated down the road making sure to run over the biker who was spread out on the asphalt.  The bike lodged in the back of the truck fell away in a shower of sparks.  Racing to catch up to a guy on the open road who obviously knew how to ride a bike they didn’t stand much of a chance.  By the time they got to the intersection the guy was gone.  It was just as well since the truck that they were in was driving funny anyway.  The earlier collision with the now dead biker had screwed up something back there.   
 
      
 
    “Alright.  Let’s get back to the base.  I don’t think that guy’s coming back anytime soon.”  Jeff said.  In the back of his head he was hoping none of the bikers buddies were still hanging around with mortars.  It’d be just their luck that a couple of the attackers were waiting off in the distance to drop one last screw you on the base.   
 
      
 
    Drew turned them around and drove the wobbling truck back towards the entryway to the base.  They were all worried about what they were going to find when they got there.  Expecting it to be bad they were still shocked when they rounded the final curve and could see the entrance to the base.  The gigantic doors had been blown completely off.  Flames could be seen inside the warehouse space that was right inside the entrance.  Drew drove them up the hill to where the helicopters had all been parked at.  There was an obvious gap where the two they’d just lost on their last mission had been sitting previously.   
 
      
 
    The remaining helicopters had been shot up pretty good.  The dashboards were riddled with bullet holes.  Looking out over the base the places the rockets had hit looked like sink holes.  The rockets had made the concrete below crack letting the earth pour into the base.  The place may have been designed as a nuclear fallout shelter at the height of the cold war, but no one had ever expected it to survive a direct hit.  The bunker busting rockets that’d been dropped on it had been more than a match for some dirt and concrete.  They’d been designed to take out insurgents hiding deep in caves in the Middle East after all.   
 
      
 
    “How’d they do all of this in such a short amount of time?”  LeBron asked.   
 
      
 
    “They were organized and knew what they were doing.  Tommy said they were ex-military.  They’ve been gathering toys from all the armories scattered around Pennsylvania.”  Jeff said.   
 
      
 
    “Honestly this is some pretty random destruction.  Once that fire dies down, it may not be that bad.”  Drew said.   
 
      
 
    “Dude there’s holes in the roof.  This base is no longer anywhere close to being secure enough.  I’m guessing SECDEF and the POTUS are already making plans to relocate.  Assuming they’re alive.  Pretty lame that a half ass bunch of Hells Angels wannabees can take out the working capital of the free world.”  Billy said. 
 
      
 
    They drove down to the entrance to wait out the fire.  The suppression system should have kicked in but who knew the last time that thing had been inspected.  The base had been packed with the infected at one point.  Those infected had been cleared out via the expenditure of large amounts of ammunition.  That ammunition had most likely destroyed some pipes and other system components necessary for the fire control system to work properly.  Most likely no one would ever figure out what’d happened.  They’d gather what survivors they could and leave.  The bombed out base serving as another reminder of the myriad of failed attempts to restore the American dream. 
 
      
 
    Bored with watching the flames licking the sides of the doors they ventured up onto the top of the warehouse on foot.  They walked around a few of the larger holes they found to see if there was any way they might be able to squeeze in through one of those.  At least one of the rockets appeared to have scored a direct hit on some important looking cables.  A gigantic rats nest of scorched cables was scattered all around it.  That might prove to be a really bad thing if they had no vehicles and needed to abandon this base by nightfall.  Especially if those cables turned out to be critical for communicating with the ships they’d need to call on for backup. 
 
      
 
    “Fire’s died down!”  LeBron called out as Drew and Jeff came walking back down from checking out the bomb blasted holes on top of the base.   
 
      
 
    Leaving LeBron in the truck with Billy to guard him Drew and Jeff went into the base.  LeBron’s foot was way too messed up for him to be limping around with them.  They would’ve just driven the truck into the warehouse, but they weren’t sure about driving the truck into such an overheated space.  Especially with the damage to the rear section of the truck that’d happened already.  For all they knew they were leaking oil or gas. 
 
      
 
    Drew and Jeff were about halfway across the warehouse floor when a group of men in black uniforms converged on them with weapons at the ready.  They were forced to their knees for a few minutes with guns pressed to their heads before that got cleared up.  The leader of the squad that’d captured them was finally able to reach someone who could confirm who they were.  Jeff was super relieved when the patrol leader told them they could stand up.  The black clad group of men looked like they really wanted to kill somebody.   
 
      
 
    Jeff understood the feeling.  These men were professional soldiers charged with securing the base.  They’d run a ton of drills as to what to do if there were a breach.  Those drills had assumed that if there were a breach it’d be a bunch of the infected pouring in.  Other uninfected humans setting up in a field a mile away to drop rockets on them hadn’t been something they’d wargamed.  Someone putting C4 all over the front doors to the complex then blasting a few rockets in after blowing the doors off had also not been considered.   
 
      
 
    “The men who did this are long gone.  We ran into one of them out on the road leading out of here though.”  Jeff said once the men had validated their identity and allowed them to stand back up. 
 
      
 
    “What happened to the one you ran into?”  The black clad warrior asked.   
 
      
 
    “He’s still lying there if the coyotes and vultures haven’t found him yet.”  Drew said with an evil grin.  He’d been pretty amused by the way Jeff had slid that pun in there about running into the biker.  He’d especially liked that it went right over everyone else’s head.  Or at least he thought it did.  It was hard to tell when the guys standing around them were all dressed like ninjas. 
 
      
 
    Having ascertained that Jeff was multiple links above them on the chain of command the patrol leader asked if Jeff had any new orders for them.  Thinking quickly Jeff asked them to send someone to bring in the truck and help LeBron and Billy to the infirmary.  He requested they begin inventorying the vehicles available for an immediate evacuation of the base.  If they were able to find working vehicles, he requested they do a few patrols. He wanted to make sure there wasn’t anybody sitting in a thicket somewhere waiting to launch a few more rounds of fireworks. 
 
      
 
    Orders given Jeff and Drew turned to head off to check in on Lisa, Yue and the rest of the crew.  One of the men from the patrol Jeff had just issued new orders to called out to them.  They waited impatiently while the man jogged over to speak to them.   
 
      
 
    “Sir.  The President wild like you to join him in his office.”  The man said once he got close enough to be easily heard.  Only the emergency lights were on in the warehouse space.  Electrical power had been another victim of the assault.   
 
      
 
    “Tell him I’m going to check on someone in sick bay first.”  Jeff responded.  The guard looked like he didn’t really understand how to process that information.  He’d said ‘President’ with the same reverence most people reserve for their personal deities.     
 
      
 
    “Let him know that I’m going to check on Yue.  He can meet me there if he wants to.”  Jeff said irritably.  Shaun could wait.  Jeff needed to make sure Yue was ok.  He also needed to make sure Billy and LeBron got checked out and patched up.  Who knew how long it was going to take to find a stretcher in this disaster zone.  Jeff and Drew continued heading towards the infirmary to check on Lisa and Yue.  They left the baffled guard in his ninja outfit wondering how exactly he was supposed to tell his patrol leader to tell the President he was being blown off. 
 
      
 
    “Look up there.”  Drew said poking Jeff in the back and pointing at the ceiling.   
 
      
 
    They were in a hallway leading to the stairs that went down to the sickbay area.  There was a pile of dirt and concrete chunks on the floor.  The whole scene was eerily lit up by the red emergency lighting that was the main source of illumination for the inside of the base now.  Jeff looked at where Drew was pointing and could just make out the missing section of roof above.  It could pose a roof collapse hazard later, but Jeff knew that wasn’t what Drew was trying to point out.  The cracked ceilings would be welcoming doorways for the infected who’d be all over the base come nighttime.   
 
      
 
    There was always the option of going deeper and sealing off sections of the base.  The problem with that being once the crawlerz got in they wouldn’t be leaving.  They’d be hanging out waiting for the non-infected to come out of hiding.  That would happen once the survivors in the sealed off sections of the base started running out of food.  This base was no longer a viable place for them to be. 
 
      
 
    Sliding past the caved in section of the hallway Drew and Jeff quickened their pace.  It was a little odd that they hadn’t run into more people yet.  Although the people who were inside may just be scared to open their doors.  They may think the crawlerz were already inside the base.  They wouldn’t have any way of knowing for sure the mortar rounds hadn’t started striking until dawn.  For that matter there may actually be a few of the infected roaming the halls already.   
 
      
 
    Arriving at the infirmary they saw a lot more activity.  People who’d been in the sections that caved in were being carried in for treatment.  The reason people weren’t wandering around in the hallways was because they were on the other side of the base trying to help dig out people who’d been trapped by the cave ins.  A dirt covered doctor standing by the nurse station recognized Jeff immediately.  He nodded at them as they rushed past him to go check on Lisa and Yue. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26:  We Gotta Get Out of This Place 
 
      
 
    “Where’s LeBron?”  Yue asked when she looked up at Drew and Jeff standing at the foot of her bed.  Harley had already given them each a big bro hug.  He’d been sitting in a chair between the beds Yue and Lisa were in.  Lisa was still fast asleep.  Drew smiled thinking of the crap he could give her for sleeping through a rocket attack.  She’d undoubtedly make up some lame excuse citing extreme pain and drugs and such. 
 
      
 
    “He’s coming.  He screwed his foot up jumping out of a parking garage to get away from a bunch of crawlerz.”  Jeff answered. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you dressed like that?”  Lisa asked.  She’d finally woken up.  Drew had wandered over and started tickling her feet.   
 
      
 
    “We had to grab whatever clothes we could get off the dead biker gang.”  Drew answered cryptically.  Lisa, Harley and Yue were looking at the two of them like they were crazy.  It took a lot to throw Harley off so Drew felt like maybe he should reassess how he was answering questions.  Looking down at the motorcycle jacket covered in patches and blood that he was wearing over his horribly stained t-shirt he realized Lisa was asking a perfectly valid question. 
 
      
 
    “Are you wearing chaps without pants?”  Harley asked. 
 
      
 
    “You guys smell horrible.”  Yue said pushing Jeff away.  Jeff had walked over to give her a hug and a kiss.  He’d been summarily rejected.  His outfit wasn’t going to be winning any fashion awards either.   
 
      
 
    “Were you guys trying to blend in with the infected?”  Harley asked.  It didn’t even sound like he was kidding.  If that really was a valid question, maybe they should consider a shower before moving forward with trying to get everyone out of the doomed facility. 
 
      
 
    “LeBron’s ok though, right?  What’s wrong with his foot?”  Yue asked.  She’d evidently accepted that they’d needed to jump off a parking garage to escape a bunch of crawlerz.  That was a good thing since Jeff wasn’t sure that they had time to go into all of that right now.  Looking back on it he couldn’t believe they’d only been a gone a little over a day.  He’d sat down with SECDEF less than forty eight hours ago to hatch this suicide mission.  Having had time to think about it he now realized SECDEF had manipulated him into it.   
 
      
 
    A knock on the door gave Jeff a reprieve from answering the question.  He assumed it would be LeBron and Billy with their escort outside when he yelled to come in.  The door opened and two Marines walked in looking around.  Immediately after them SECDEF and the President entered the room.  Jeff held himself back from shooting SECDEF in cold blood right then and there.  The old man’s fat face would look a lot better with a bullet hole in it.  He stopped fantasizing about causing the old bastard pain in order to acknowledge the President talking to him.  It actually sounded a lot more like Shaun was yelling at him. 
 
      
 
    “Was this attack your fault?”  Shaun asked loudly.  The President of the United States looked flustered.  He was covered in dirt and had a bandage on his head.  The bandage had a slowly spreading red spot on the front from blood seeping through.   
 
      
 
    “This would be the fault of the geezer standing next you.  We lost two helicopters worth of good men thanks to that idiot.  We barely made it back alive.  Treasonous bastard never thought he’d see us again.”  Jeff jumped right to the attack.   
 
      
 
    “Are you calling me a traitor you dipshit?”  SECDEF stepped forward swinging a haymaker at Jeff’s face.  Jeff sidestepped and kicked the old man in the leg.  A sickening snap was heard by everyone in the room.  SECDEF collapsed to the ground.  Jeff stepped forward to finish the fight with a thrust kick right to the old man’s wrinkly face when one of the Marines pushed him backwards.   
 
      
 
    Drew and Harley were in it as soon as the Marine laid hands on Jeff.  Drew took out the Marine who’d shoved Jeff backwards with a punch right to the back of the guy’s head.  Harley body checked the other Marine before he could get his pistol into play.  Back against the wall SECDEF yanked a Beretta out of his shoulder holster.  Before he could get it aimed Yue had pulled a pistol out from somewhere and was screaming for him to drop it.  Instead of dropping it SECDEF spun to shoot at her instead.   
 
      
 
    On the scale of bad ideas that was up there with adopting a lion cub.  Yue didn’t hesitate to blow the old man’s brains all over the pristine hospital wall.  The two loud shots echoed in the hospital room.  All of the other fighting came to an immediate halt.  More Marines rushed into the room to see what the hell was going on.  Yue was quickly disarmed.  Everyone who wasn’t either a Marine or the President was soon kneeling with their hands behind their backs.  A visibly livid President was yelling for no one else to shoot anybody else. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have time for this!”  Jeff yelled.  It didn’t bother him in the least that SECDEF was dead.  He just wished he’d done it instead of making Yue have to do it.  It did give him a warm feeling to know she had his back even when she was lying in a hospital bed trying to recover from all kinds of serious injuries.  He’d absolutely won the lottery when she’d decided to spill coffee on him that one fateful night back on the Ford.  She had qualities you just couldn’t search for on E-Harmony. 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?  Your girlfriend just wasted the most senior member of the US military still alive.”  Shaun said.  He was freaking out.  That had been a lot of action in a short amount of time in a very confined space.  He’d witnessed every bit of the action up close and personal.  SECDEF had drawn on Jeff first.  Jeff had just broken the guy’s leg though. 
 
      
 
    “We have to get everyone out of this base and somewhere secure before sunset.  Otherwise we’re all crawler food.”  Jeff answered.   
 
      
 
    A few minutes later Shaun decided to ignore the dead SECDEF in order to focus on getting everyone out of the base.  He started issuing orders to the Marines he was with to setup a perimeter in case the bikers came back.  Harley reminded them to watch out in case there were any surprises the biker gang had left behind for them.  Orders were issues for everyone to exit the base and assemble in the front entryway.   
 
      
 
    Shaun took Jeff with him to work out the logistical details to get everyone evacuated.  A big question was still where were they expecting to go?  Drew was working with Yue and Harley to answer the questions he had.  Like how he was supposed to get the three invalids to the entryway with just him and Harley to take care of it.  Harley then reminded him they needed to take care of Captain Lindsey to.   
 
      
 
    “Dude.  Stay here with them.  I’m going to go grab a couple of guys to help us.  See if you can commandeer some wheelchairs or anything.  If you can find a doctor, ask how the hell we’re supposed to move the captain with all that crap holding her arm together.  I’ll be back.”  Harley ended his directions in a fake Arnold Schwarzenegger accent that earned him a host of groans from all around the room.  Flipping them all off he walked out past the recently lobotomized corpse of SECDEF.   
 
      
 
    “Are you ok?”  Lisa asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine.  I just got a little banged up.”  Drew answered.  He loved that she was concerned enough to ask him.   
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t talking to you.  That’s good though.  You have no excuses not to get out there and get us handicappers hooked up with wheelchairs.  You better come back with the chromed out ones.”  Lisa said with a grin before reiterating her question and ensuring this time Yue knew it was directed at her. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’m ok.  If we could just rest up for a couple of weeks, I’d be fine.”  Yue said.  Yue was staring at the shattered face of the man she’d just killed.  It was different when you shot someone who wasn’t infected.  As battle hardened as they all had become it was still hard.   
 
      
 
    “Hey, look over here at me.  Remember he tried to get your man killed.  He almost got both your brothers killed and thanks to him our base got bombed.  Screw that guy.  If you hadn’t shot him, we’d be in a way worse situation right now.”  Lisa called out.   
 
      
 
    “You’re right.  It’s all just a lot.”  Yue said without rolling over.  Lisa couldn’t think of anything else to say.  That turned out to be ok since Drew and one of the squad showed up right then with wheelchairs and duffel bags galore.   
 
      
 
    Roughly thirty minutes of packing and careful maneuvering later Drew was rolling Lisa up the concrete ramp that went into the main entryway.  Directly behind him Yue was being pushed by Jeff.  Behind them came Captain Lindsey with a whole host of attendees trying to keep her arm rig from falling apart.   
 
      
 
    “Holy crap.  This is more people than I’ve seen in one place in forever.”  Drew said looking around.  There were a few hundred people milling around on the ramp.  The crowd was evenly divided between soldier types, technicians and leadership types.  In Drew’s personal opinion they should have saved more soldiers and sacrificed more of the leadership types.  He grimaced thinking back to Yue painting the wall of her hospital room with SECDEF’s brains.  That was one less ‘leader’ they had to feed. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it’s like Lollapalooza.  If everyone was desperate and there was no music and camouflage was cooler than tie dye.”  LeBron had finally caught up with them.  A doctor had worked on bandaging up his foot for him.  It turned out he’d broken a few bones.  As if Drew needed any more reason to admire his brother, LeBron had been banging around on a broken foot for the last day.  Not that Drew would ever actually say how brave that was because then LeBron would just endlessly tease him about it.  Yue would probably jump into it to.  Siblings are super weird that way. 
 
      
 
    “I thought they were going to have somebody wheel you out?”  Drew asked.  LeBron was hobbling around on crutches with a very fresh cast on his foot. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, there’s a lot of people that had roofs fall on them.  They get the cool wheelie chairs.  Besides I’ve always wanted to try out crutches.  Turns out they really hurt your armpits.”  LeBron answered.   
 
      
 
    They quieted down when a soldier came over and told them that anyone who couldn’t make the hike to the local train station should go over to the queue for a ride.  Anyone who could walk without help should go ahead and start walking.  The plan was for them to walk to the train station and spend the night in the cars there that’d been secured.  It might end up being a really tight squeeze and a thoroughly miserable night but at least they’d still be alive the next morning.   
 
      
 
    “You want to push me over to the queue?”  Yue asked Jeff sweetly.  Sensing a trap Jeff hesitated before replying. 
 
      
 
    “Nope.  Pushing someone as light as you a few miles down the road isn’t any kind of work for a strapping man such as myself.”  He responded with zero coaching.  It was pretty impressive.  Drew was happy Jeff had gone first.  He knew he would’ve screwed that one up badly.  Now that he’d been coached, he was ready. 
 
      
 
    “You going to push me or ditch me?”  Lisa asked sweetly. 
 
      
 
    “Now that Jeff’s pushing Yue do you think they’d let us both get on the bus?”  Drew asked seriously.  It’d just occurred to him that there may be a way he didn’t have to walk or push Lisa.  Based on the way Lisa reached back and twisted the skin on his leg he’d said the wrong thing.  He’d just been trying to get them an air conditioned ride to the trains.  Getting there first would also get them a prime sleeping spot.  He wasn’t excited about being stuck in the middle of fifty people standing around in a passenger car breathing on each other all night.  It’s not like in the middle of roofs caving in from a bombing attack everyone had taken the time to thoroughly brush their teeth this morning.   
 
      
 
    LeBron was the only one who ended up heading for the queue line.  He was a thousand percent over the burning sensation in his armpits.  The doctor who’d handed the medical torture devices to him had been less than useful when it came to using them.  The doctor had taken the time to explain that typically the crutches were provided along with lessons on how to use them.  LeBron’s insurance must suck because the lessons on how to use them didn’t materialize.  Neither did the professional measurements to make sure he had the right size crutches.  He’d basically been handed a couple of sticks and told to hobble his ass to the trains.  Considering he’d seen people being dragged in with blood pouring out the sides of their heads he supposed he was ok with the triage type treatment. 
 
      
 
    While LeBron waited in line to avoid further torturing his armpits Drew and Jeff set off down the road pushing the loves of their lives.  Harley was trooping along with them having entrusted Captain Lindsey to the care of a couple of members of the squad.  The small group of friends walked and rolled up the road with a chilly wind harassing them.  The walking kept the boys warm while the girls complained.  Sitting in a wheelchair wasn’t the best way to work up a sweat.  Both Jeff and Drew offered up their jackets.  The offers were refused after they’d been forced to admit where they’d gotten the jackets from. 
 
      
 
    A few working vehicles were still available for the purposes of transporting people to the train station.  Those vehicles kept zooming back and forth past them as they walked up the road.  A long line of hikers extending both in front of and behind them as everyone worked their way to the supposedly secure train station.  From there Drew was assuming they’d head for Fayetteville the next morning.  The goal right now was to still be alive the next day. 
 
      
 
    It took a few hours, but they finally found themselves approaching the small town that the train station was located in.  Drew was proud of himself for not saying anything, but pushing Lisa had started to feel like he was pushing a wheel barrel full of rocks.  His arms and back were killing him from stooping over to push her along the road this far.  Looking over at Jeff he could only imagine his overly tall friend was feeling the same sort of pain.  Jeff was seriously stooping over to push Yue along.  It didn’t help that both of them had been beaten up pretty extensively over the last two days. 
 
      
 
    The fields on either side of the road began giving way to buildings.  The buildings gradually growing into the small city where the Amtrak station was.  Drew was incredibly thankful he’d been able to find another pair of boots back at the base.  If he’d had to undertake this death march in the footwear that he’d stripped off the dead guy back on the roof of the parking garage he didn’t think he’d have made it.  Even with the thick socks he’d pulled on after giving himself a quick sponge bath his jungle boots were rubbing his feet raw.     
 
      
 
    Once they made it to the overcrowded station, they immediately set about attempting to find LeBron.  They ran into the President. Shaun seemed a bit bewildered that Jeff had walked instead of using his rank to get a ride.  Especially considering it was pretty obvious Yue and Lisa qualified for a ride.  The motor pool had been reduced to the truck they’d stolen from the Living Zombies and two Humvees.  The two Humvees were the only ones that hadn’t had their dashboards raked with automatic weapon fire.  All of the other vehicles had been parked in the warehouse. They’d all been destroyed by the fire. 
 
      
 
    Shaun told them it looked like there’d be room for everyone on the trains tonight.  He was planning on getting an engineer to get them hooked up and moving towards Fayetteville once everyone arrived.  Fayetteville was setup with the gear to communicate out to the ships at sea and to the other bases.  The men based in Fayetteville had been working on building additional places for refugees to stay when they showed up.  It should be a good place for them to reset and figure out their next steps.   
 
      
 
    They went towards where the people who needed assistance were being dropped off.  LeBron was sitting on a bench waiting for them to show up.  Drew, Yue, LeBron, Jeff, Lisa and Harley all gathered around to bask in the fact that they were all still alive.  They were alive and they were together again.  Weathertop may be a pile of smoking rubble that’d be full of the infected by tomorrow morning but that didn’t really matter.  Home was wherever they were gathered together.   
 
      
 
    “Which one should we try our luck in?”  Drew asked.  He was looking around the depot at the various train cars.  There were a few that’d been reinforced and should be safe from the inevitable assault from the crawlerz once night fell.  Each of the cars could hold up to fifty people assuming those people didn’t have a lot of hang-ups around personal boundaries.   
 
      
 
    “Captain Lindsey is in that one over there.  I watched her get loaded up.  I think they’re putting most of the injured in that one.  Since we have Jeff as part of our posse maybe we should head towards the command train.  That’s the one Shaun will be in.  It’s pretty much guaranteed to have the best food and the most legroom.”  LeBron had been mulling over their options while he sat on the bench waiting for them to show up. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good to me.”  Jeff said standing up.  There was still a ton of people milling around outside the trains.  Everyone was trying to work out what it was they were supposed to be doing.  The trains were obviously going to be a tight fit.  No one really wanted to start the sardine packing process any earlier than need be.  There was still plenty of daylight left after all.   
 
      
 
    The first explosion rocked the train yard knocking Drew and crew to the ground.  The small group immediately began crawling for cover.  There was a low concrete wall behind the bench LeBron had been plopped down on.  If they could hop that and lay in the weeds, they might get some protection.   
 
      
 
    Harley picked up Yue and hopped over the fence cradling her.  Jeff was right behind him.  Drew dragged Lisa over while LeBron awkwardly hopped to the fence and toppled over it at full hobbling speed.  They’d moved so fast they’d barely even noticed the body parts raining down on them from the first round of explosions.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27:  Sucker Punch 
 
      
 
    They kept their heads down as three more massive explosions rocked the train yard.  Body parts and debris continued to rain down on them.  Billy got nailed in the leg by a chunk of concrete that’d been blown a hundred feet up in the air.  It hit him right as he was shifting around to try and get under cover better.  The pain made him scream out into the sudden silence at the end of the last blast. 
 
      
 
    Billy wasn’t the only one screaming in pain.  There were plenty of people calling out for either a medic or their moms.  People were laying on the ground thankful to be alive before noticing they were missing body parts.  People who screamed until the blood loss took their pain away.  It was a twisted, disgusting bloody mess.  It was one last middle finger from the Living Zombies.  In case there was any doubt who’d done this they could clearly hear a group of motorcycles starting up a few blocks away.  The engine noise gradually fading as the triumphant raiders rode away. 
 
      
 
    “I thought there was going to be a perimeter?”  Drew asked. 
 
      
 
    “With what men?  We’ve got maybe two hundred fighting men total.  That’s not enough to secure a city.  Not when you have no vehicles anyway.  Most of them were trudging along the road with us.”  Jeff answered.  His voice was broken up by his harsh breathing.  Everyone there had been through plenty of crawler fighting action.  They’d even come under small arms fire before.  The rockets they’d just been hit with had ripped the world apart around them though.  Only Billy had been through action like that before and that’d been back in the old world in a battle in another country. 
 
      
 
    “Now what do we do?”  Yue asked.  She was in pain from being tossed around like a rag doll.  That pain meant nothing to her.  Not when she considered the heaps of the dead she was going to see once they raised their heads up and over the concrete barrier they were cowering behind. 
 
      
 
    “I’m pretty good with hiding here for a couple of weeks.”  Drew said.   
 
      
 
    “I like that plan.”  Lisa said sliding closer to her man. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take a look.  You all look like you just fell out of an ambulance.”  Harley said.   
 
      
 
    Harley slid closer to the concrete barrier.  Putting both of his hands up on the thick wall he pulled himself up to take a look at the disaster in front of him.  It was bad.  Rubble was strewn across everything.  Concrete dust filled the air obscuring most of his view.  The areas he could see were covered in cracked concrete and broken bodies.  Telling everyone to wait where they were he took a deep breath and hopped the barrier. 
 
      
 
    Making his way over the piles of shifting rubble he headed towards the train platform.  Halfway there he was sidetracked by someone trying to pull themselves out of a pile of broken concrete and rebar.  Harley stopped and helped pull the half-buried soldier out of the debris.  The man was white from concrete dust.  The blood dripping off his forehead a sharp contrast to the rest of him.  It looked like someone had squirted ketchup into a tray full of flour.  The man said thank you and immediately began poking around in the rubble searching for other survivors.   
 
      
 
    Harley had taken a few more steps towards the trains when the soldier he’d just rescued called out to him asking for his help.  Harley went and helped the man pull yet another person from the rubble.  This time it was a woman.  The Harley Quinn patch on her left shoulder announced her a member of Harley’s own unit.  She was alive but unconscious.  Drew and Jeff showed up at about that time to help out. 
 
      
 
    “You guys were supposed to wait for me.”  Harley said appreciatively.   
 
      
 
    People began coming down out of the train cars to help out.  Of the seven cars that’d been sitting on the tracks two had suffered direct hits.  One had been the car the wounded had been loaded into.  Captain Lindsey had perished inside that train.  Most of the doctors and nurses trying to help them had also died.  The other car that’d been hit had been relatively empty.  At least as far as Drew could see once he got the nerve up to peek inside the twisted metal wreckage.   
 
      
 
    Most of their leaders had survived.  They’d been sitting in one of the undamaged cars putting together a plan for the following day when the rockets had hit.  Where many of them looked shell-shocked the President looked livid.  Shaun came raging out of the car.  His eyes were flashing fire.  Jeff understood that rage.  They were trying to put a world back together again.  The good old USA may be on life support but there was no reason not to be civilized.  Zombies were roaming the streets of a decimated countryside and this biker gang wanted to start a turf war? 
 
      
 
    To his credit Shaun went from rage to compassion when he saw the hellacious scene outside.  He immediately turned and yelled for everyone to get out of the car and help sift through the rubble to look for survivors.  Jeff was a little surprised the detail assigned to guard the President would actually let him wander around in the open after the attack that’d just happened.  Then Jeff got to thinking that maybe the President didn’t have too much of a protection team actually left alive.   
 
      
 
    With everyone searching a few more survivors were pulled out of the piles of wreckage.  That was it.  Of the hundreds of people who’d been milling around the train platform less than fifty had survived the attack.  There was no longer going to be an issue with overcrowding on the remaining train cars.  Everyone began somberly finding their places for the evening.  The sun was starting to ride low in the sky. 
 
      
 
    Jeff walked with them over to the leadership car.  It was going to end up being the most packed car after all.  A wounded Marine was sitting on the stairs leading up into the car.  He had a pistol gripped in his hand.  He was backed up by another soldier standing on top of the train.  The man on the top of the train was eyeing everyone like they might be the enemy.  By now the raiders who’d attacked them were most likely halfway home.  Otherwise they wouldn’t make it back before dark.   
 
      
 
    Seeing Jeff and the others boarding the train Shaun ordered some of the guards and lower level bureaucrats to go find another place to sleep.  Once they’d had time to drop off their gear Shaun asked them what the hell was going on.  He used some really imaginative combinations of words depicting anatomical parts of the human body that shouldn’t connect the way he emphasized theirs would if they didn’t start talking.  As far as impassioned rhetoric went it was up there with anything the drill sergeant from that Full Metal Jacket movie had ever said.   
 
      
 
    Momentarily stunned by the full frontal assault Jeff took a mental step back from the situation.  For all Shaun knew this was entirely Jeff’s fault.  To be honest it kind of was all his fault.  He’d known the plan to get the bikers to join them could very likely blow up in their faces.  He’d thought that would just impact him and his team though.  Never in a million years had he expected it to boil over like this.  He decided he was too tired for subterfuge.   
 
      
 
    “We screwed up sir.  SECDEF came up with a plan that I think was more about getting rid of me than anything else.  Out of arrogance I took it and ran with it.  I actually thought I might be able to pull it off.  My team and I went through hell to make it back here.  We were trying to get back in time to warn you.  It just didn’t happen.  This whole thing is retribution.  I say we put a stop to it sir.  We give them Pennsylvania.”  Jeff paused and waited to be ripped a new one. 
 
      
 
    “I shot SECDEF sir.  Not Jeff.”  Yue added from the bunk she was sitting up in.  Nobody, including Yue herself, trusted her to try and stand on her own.  Shaun’s entire demeanor changed when he addressed Yue.  It was obvious he didn’t lump her in with the imbeciles she chose to hang around with. 
 
      
 
    “You’re good Yue.  The main pointed a loaded gun at you and you shot him.  I have no problem with that.  I do have a problem with your boyfriend here taking it on himself to start this whole mess.  He even admits it was out of arrogance.  His arrogance buried our base.  His arrogance buried all these people!”  Shaun went from gently addressing Yue to growing steadily louder as he turned his attention once more on Jeff.  Spit was flying out of his mouth as he vented.   
 
      
 
    Shaun had changed from that night on the roof when Jeff and his team had saved his life.  He’d grown into the role of President.  He’d been steadily building out a plan to retake the country.  He’d built up a team of people around him who were smart and loyal.  Now a lot of those people were buried outside under tons of concrete.  One of his main advisors was responsible for it all.  Shaun just wasn’t sure if it was the dead SECDEF or the living Jeff who was the most culpable.  Since SECDEF was well beyond caring about a dressing down though Shaun focused his ire on Jeff. 
 
      
 
    “Fighting the Living Zombies would be a waste of resources.  I’m with Jeff.”  LeBron piped up.  That only served to make Shaun even angrier. 
 
      
 
    “You want us to surrender an entire state to a bunch of motorcycle riding morons calling themselves the Living Zombies?  What does that even mean?  We have satellite guided missiles at our disposal.  We will retaliate for what they just did.”  Shaun looked like his eyes might bug out of his head.  All it took was remembering the nightmare landscape outside the train car and no one could blame him. 
 
      
 
    “We should just focus on getting to Fayetteville.  One step at a time sir.”  Jeff said in a subdued voice.  He could care less about getting yelled out.  It just sucked that this attack really was mostly his fault.  He’d never thought Tommy would go to these lengths to strike back at them.   
 
      
 
    “We did shoot a missile at them first.”  Drew said without thinking.  Lisa stepped on his foot as Shaun’s head snapped around. The President’s gaze locked in on Drew next.  Looking around the room at the small group of people he suspected were to blame for the day’s disaster Shaun realized he needed some time.   
 
      
 
    “Get out!  All of you need to go find somewhere else to sleep tonight.  I need to think. Every time I see any of you, I just get pissed.  Lisa and Yue can stay here but the rest of you need to leave.  That includes you LeBron.  You should’ve been able to keep us out of this.  We all know you probably saw it coming.  If you don’t speak up, then people die.  Hobble your ass out of here unless you have something else that you’d like to share.”  Shaun started rubbing his temples with his pointer fingers.  Not expecting a response he was taken aback when LeBron stood his ground to reply. 
 
      
 
    “If the rockets damaged the tracks, we might not be going anywhere for a few days while we fix those.”  LeBron rattled off.  He was already thinking ahead to their next steps.  He had taken to heart what Shaun had said about being sure to open his mouth when he had something.   
 
      
 
    “Great.  Anything else?”  Shaun asked.  He needed a large bottle of tequila and a quiet corner to pass out in.   
 
      
 
    “They might send out scouts tomorrow to see if we’re still here.  If we’re still here I wouldn’t put it past them to get a few snipers working us.”  LeBron said.  The President’s head was tilted to the side waiting to hear if there was any other thoughts LeBron wanted to share.  When LeBron just nervously stared back Shaun ordered them all to get the hell off his train.   
 
      
 
    “Isn’t he too young to be President anyway?”  Drew asked. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a constitutional lawyer now?”  LeBron asked.  Drew absorbed that then fired off a question on the real topic that was bugging him. 
 
      
 
    “Why’d Yue and Lisa get to stay?”  Drew asked.   
 
      
 
    “Because the only doctor still alive is in the car with the President.  The best food and all the medical equipment are also in that car.  Good luck prying the girls out of there to come stay with us in whatever mold covered nastiness we end up in for the night.”  LeBron answered. 
 
      
 
    “The real question here is how come I got kicked out.  I didn’t have anything to do with pissing off those Pennsylvanians.”  Harley said sulkily.  The woman who’d ordered him to guard Yue with his life was dead. That only made Harley even more passionate about doing his job.  Being ordered to leave her in a train car by herself in the middle of a place that’d just gotten bombed to hell wasn’t sitting right with him at all.   
 
      
 
    They walked along to the first car they could find that was still structurally sound.  Walking around it they verified that getting these trains moving was going to require a whole lot of manual labor.  If the tracks underneath all the rubble were bent, then it might not even be possible.  LeBron wasn’t even sure if there was still someone alive who knew how to drive the train.  Drew gave LeBron a little bit of crap about that as they circled the train yard before deciding to venture into one of the cars to make their beds for the night.   
 
      
 
    Jeff didn’t join in on any of the back and forth.  He was quiet as they explored the train yard.  His eyes sliding over the powder covered corpses visible in the rubble.  They looked like marble statues that’d been caught up in a rockslide.  Jeff’s thoughts kept going to back to what the President had screamed at him.  This was all his fault.  He could’ve stopped all of this by just putting his foot down and doing the right thing.  Jeff vowed to stop playing politics.  He wasn’t good at it.  Whenever he tried people died.   
 
      
 
    Wrapping himself in a musty smelling wool blanket for the night Jeff vowed to never again be on the wrong side of a decision.  He’d only do what he thought was right.  He’d let other people play politics.  The ones who were good at it like Yue and Shaun.  He’d just focus on the logistics of what was needed to resuscitate the country.   
 
      
 
    It’d been an uphill battle so far.  They were getting knocked five steps backwards for every step forward.  Tomorrow was a new day though.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28:  Tomorrow’s Only a Day Away 
 
      
 
    Attracted by the rocket blasts earlier in the day the crawlerz started slamming into the side of the train cars within a few minutes of the sun setting.  The car Jeff had randomly picked for them wasn’t hooked up to the engine. That meant they didn’t have the ability to power the cameras and the monitors to see what it looked like outside.  They were taking a pretty ferocious pounding though.  It was loud enough to make talking almost impossible. Huddled together in the back of the train they tried anyway.  There was a whole lot for the tight knit group to unpack. 
 
      
 
    The general consensus was that by morning Shaun would’ve decided they’d ditch the trains and head for Fayetteville in the motley assortment of vehicles they did have.  Once they got to Fayetteville, they’d send enough vehicles back to pick everyone else up.  They might even be able to come up with a bus or something to transport all of them at once.  It wasn’t the first part of that plan they were having issues with.  It was the part they thought may come after. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t fight on two fronts right now.  We can’t exterminate the infected while we have paramilitary bikers sneak attacking us.  We have to make a truce with them.”  LeBron said.  He’d been mulling it over all day. As much as he’d love to drop a nuke on Pennsylvania and be done with it, he didn’t see that as a viable course of action.  They could bring in troops from the ships and islands to fight the bikers but why?  Those troops would be better served clearing out crawlerz instead.   
 
      
 
    There wasn’t really as much to talk about as they all felt like there should be.  No one was surprised that the course of action LeBron had been suggesting from the beginning was the one that made the most sense.  Once you got past the desire for vengeance anyway.  Hopefully Shaun would get over his need to strike back before he got in front of a communications station in Fayetteville.  It sucked that he’d kicked them out of his train car for tonight.   
 
      
 
    Yue and Lisa were both on-board with the truce plan.  They were both still on the train with Shaun.  Drew found it a little annoying that Yue had gotten to stay even though she’d shot SECEDEF.  If anyone could figure out a way to talk Shaun into the best course of action it was going to be her though.  Drew had asked early on who’d get the privilege of going back and telling the biker bastards they wanted a truce.  As soon as the words tumbled from his lips he’d known as well as the rest of them who the President would most likely see fit to send.   
 
      
 
    “I’m not really in a huge hurry to face off with Tommy again.”  LeBron said. 
 
      
 
    “I think Harley should go.  He’ll fit right in with the psychos.  No offense Harley.”  Drew said.  Drew was also in the club that didn’t want anything to do with Tommy ever again.  He was the president of that club.  He’d gladly coordinate bake sales to help pay for a trip that went anywhere that wasn’t Pennsylvania.   
 
      
 
    Lulled into a nightmare laced slumber by the thumping of bodies breaking themselves against the metal walls the small team fell into a fitful sleep.  The depraved thoughts of the infected slipping into their subconscious like a finger sliding into a rotten piece of fruit.  In their dreams they feasted on the carcasses in the gravel.  The cold dead flesh was nowhere near as satisfying.  The act of ripping it off the bone did provide a visceral thrill.  After a long night of people randomly sitting up to scream an annoyingly perky alarm trumpeted the arrival of morning.   
 
      
 
    “I think maybe we should start sleeping during the day and fighting at night.  Sleeping with those things around sucks.”  Drew said irritably.  His eyes were red.  He yawned hugely as he stood up to go find a place to take a leak. 
 
      
 
    No one could argue with that.  That’d been another huge advantage of Weathertop.  It’s massive concrete walls buried underneath tons of dirt had kept the crawlerz psychic attacks at bay.  Those attacks could be just as damaging as the physical ones.  Calls to the suicide hotline were going unanswered nowadays.  For many people the crushing depression coupled with the psychic onslaught ended with a handful of pills washed down with whatever liquor they could stand at room temperature. 
 
      
 
    Without Weathertop they’d be subjected once again to the crawlerz groupthink backwash each and every night.  That wouldn’t be a big deal for the people used to operating in the field.  They’d grown used to the misery.  Kind of like if you knew you had to go see the dentist every day as soon as the sun went down for a root canal with no Novocain. It was that level of dread.  You knew you’d live through it, but it was going to suck.   
 
      
 
    The ones who’d really get hit the hardest were the people who’d been hiding out in Weathertop ever since Shaun moved back in.  Many of them had come in straight off a ship.  They’d gone inside the ridiculously large base and never bothered coming back out.  In some cases they’d never even seen a crawler in real life.  Some of the analysts and technicians had been stationed on the ships since before the infection ever even spread to North America.  They’d been in for a seriously rude awakening when the Living Zombie gang decided to drop a bunch of bombs and break the roof.   
 
      
 
    The agoraphobic technicians and analysts had made out pretty well in the bombing.  They were scared out of their minds to be out in the open.  Therefore as soon as they’d arrived at the train yard, they’d made a beeline for the train cars and hadn’t come back out.  They’d survived for the most part. The night had sorely tested their will to live though.  If you weren’t used to constantly dreaming about ripping people apart then you just weren’t getting any kind of decent beauty sleep.   
 
      
 
    It didn’t bode well for the reinforcements they’d have coming off the ships.  The ones who weren’t already used to fighting the infected would need a period of adjustment.  Without that period of adjustment there was every chance they’d go stark raving mad on their first venture out into the field.  There was enough madness in the world already without their needlessly adding to it. 
 
      
 
    Once everyone had taken care of their morning routines they headed back over to the administrative car.  Drew walked with his head on a swivel.  He was thinking back to LeBron’s warning from the day before about the bad guys leaving a sniper behind to spread some more love today.  The main base for their newest enemy was only a couple of hours away as the Harley rode.  The gangbangers could easily make it back before brunch to mop up the survivors if they wanted to.  Stupid name or not they’d proven themselves extremely capable of meting out some serious damage. 
 
      
 
    The Marine guarding the door made them stand outside while he sent someone to check with Shaun on whether Jeff and his team were welcome or not.  Jeff thought about just knocking the Marine out of the way and going in anyway.  The biggest drawback to that being the very real possibility the Marine would end up killing him for trying it.  The Marine was doing his best to shrink into the entryway.  The man was concerned there might be a sniper surprise coming for them after their morning Wheaties. 
 
      
 
    They cooled their heels outside for almost twenty minutes under the watchful gaze of the sniper fearing Marine.  Finally another guard came out and beckoned them to come in.  This one recognized Billy and greeted him with a big grin.  Billy smiled back ruefully and limped along into the train car with everyone else.  The rock that’d slammed into the back of his leg during the attack the day before was causing him all kinds of pain.  He mostly just wanted to do drugs and watch cartoons until his leg felt better. 
 
      
 
    Shaun was deep in conversation with a few salt and pepper haired general officers.  They’d slid their chairs over to be close enough so that Yue could listen in and comment.  The conversation died down when they noticed Jeff strolling in.  It was hard to miss him since he was rolling in with a guy with a skull tattooed on his face and the gigantic Harley.  Drew slid over to the side to casually sit down on the bunk beside Lisa.  
 
      
 
    “Good morning Mr. President.”  Jeff said amicably.  He may be planning on being nice to try and professionally give his opinion on the topics.  More likely he was trying to worm his way past the group of men to get to the coffee maker on the far wall.  The glorious odor of freshly ground beans having been struck by percolating water permeated the air inside the train car. 
 
      
 
    Shaun shook his head disbelievingly at the way Jeff was staring past him straight at the coffeepot.  He invited them to grab a cup of coffee then come back over.  Five minutes later Jeff and the others were feeling much better about life in general.  A nice hot cup of coffee on a chilly morning can do that for you.  Shaun waited for them to come back over with their coffee then started talking.   
 
      
 
    “Yue spent half the night and most of this morning convincing me that you’ve done everything in your power to do the right thing.  She’s impressed upon me how the late SECDEF may have let a personal vendetta get in the way of making smart decisions.  I’m not going to disparage the dead, so we’ll just leave it at that.  Here’s the thing though.  After the attack yesterday we either need to wipe those bastards off the map or make a truce with them.  We have more than enough resources to wipe them off the map.  Yue has once again managed to convince us that’d be a colossal waste of lives though.  She thinks we should give up on stitching together the old USA and just give them Pennsylvania.”  Shaun stopped to give them a chance to comment or ask questions. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve discussed it and think a truce is the right answer.  Saving lives and rebuilding the government are the priorities now.  I don’t think we should be overly concerned with geographical boundaries at this point.”  LeBron spoke up.  It was exactly what they’d talked about.  The way he phrased it seemed to rub Shaun the wrong way though. 
 
      
 
    “Those ‘geographical borders’ you’re talking about are what make up the USA.  I suppose you’ve heard of a little conflict called the Civil War?  I don’t have any desire to start carving the country up into little territories for warlords to control.”  Shaun snapped back.  Over on her bunk Yue pursed her lips at the poor choice of words LeBron had used. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have to give up the territory for forever.  The North ended up taking the South back after fighting for a few years.  As President you have the historical precedent of writing out treaties then breaking them.  Just ask the Cherokees or the Apaches how good our treaties are.”  LeBron continued talking while Yue’s eyes continued getting bigger.  She couldn’t believe he’d chosen this particular approach.  They might as well let Drew make their pitch for them.  Except Drew was probably good with just sending in the Marines to wipe the Living Zombies off the face of the planet.   
 
      
 
    “Well why didn’t you just say that.  Let’s go ahead and sign a fake treaty then once the infected are wiped out we can buy the land back for some shiny beads.”  Shaun looked exasperated.  The decisions he had to make didn’t really have a clear upside.  None of the options that came across his desk were black and white.  He was tired of living in a world of grey. 
 
      
 
    “We’re willing to make the pitch to them.  We can even say it’s a temporary truce if you like that idea better.”  Jeff said. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like the idea at all.  Yue already told me you’d be the best choice to send.  Which makes no sense to me.  Didn’t those people just hand you your asses like two days ago?  What makes you think this time will be any different?  What makes you think they won’t just shoot you when you show up?”  Shaun asked. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not dead for one thing.  Those guys were pros.  They probably knew which car held our leadership.  They didn’t hit it on purpose.  Plus this time when we show up, we’re not bringing threats.  We’re just offering to leave them alone if they’ll leave us alone for a year or whatever.  I’m sure Tommy will understand that if they kill us then you’ll have no choice but to start targeting them.”  Jeff answered.  The men sitting around all nodded.  That made sense. 
 
      
 
    “You’re really volunteering to go back into that hornet’s nest?”  Shaun asked.  He was staring at Jeff oddly.  Like he was trying to figure out if the tall man talking to him was suicidal or just dumb. 
 
      
 
    “I am.  I’ll take a team and head that way first thing tomorrow. Assuming we can get you safely to Fayetteville and get some vehicles back here before dusk.”  Jeff said.  It was still pretty early so that may actually be possible.  Either way they were going to end up spending at least one more night being lulled to sleep by the undead mosh pit that formed nightly in the train yard. 
 
      
 
    “Ok then.  We’ll take off in the next thirty minutes.  I’ll take Harley with me and send him back with a Humvee.  I’ll take LeBron too since he can barely stand. I also like the idea that he can pretty easily replace you if you don’t come back.  You good?”  Shaun asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.”  Jeff said affirmatively. 
 
      
 
    The next twenty minutes were chaotic.  Everyone was working to quickly pack as many people as possible into the three working vehicles they had.  Harley reminded everyone that the Living Zombies also now controlled a chinook with twin machine guns on the front of it.  That reminder helped speed up the process even more.  Once the small convoy hit Fayetteville, they’d send back vehicles for the evacuees as well as something for Jeff and team to head up to Columbia in.  Possibly a bus on top of a couple of Humvees for Jeff and his small team of volunteers to cruise up to the enemy headquarters for a heart to heart.   
 
      
 
    What could go wrong?  It’d worked out so well the last time they went up there to talk the Living Zombies into cooperating.  Hopefully this time they didn’t end up naked on top of a parking garage filled with the infected. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29:  Enjoy the Little Things 
 
      
 
    The President and his staff left most of their stuff in the train car they’d spent the evening in.  It was a million miles from luxurious but still better than the other cars in yard.  A generator had been brought from the wreckage of Weathertop and hooked up so that the train car had power.  The coffee pot, fridge and two electric fans all worked.  It was paradise after spending the previous night with some battery powered lanterns as their main luxury.   
 
      
 
    “Should we invite the others in here?”  Drew asked. 
 
      
 
    “The people who are going to be heading off to a nice safe base tomorrow while we leave to face down the devil?”  Billy asked rhetorically.  The life or death mission they would be embarking on first thing the next day wasn’t stopping him from enjoying a bottle of vodka he’d found.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll invite them in a little bit.  Right now I want to spend some time thinking about exactly what we’re going to tell Tommy.”  Jeff said. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry we killed a bunch of your people and threatened to blow you up.  I guess we’re even now that you blew up hundreds of innocent people right in our faces.  Please sign this treaty we don’t plan on sticking to.”  Drew answered glibly.  He knew he wasn’t being helpful. He just had a hard time keeping his mouth shut when he was confronted with raw hypocrisy like this.  They should be the tip of a spear tomorrow.  Not the tip of a pen.   
 
      
 
    “I was hoping we could think of a way to pitch it to him so that he doesn’t try to feed us to the crawlerz for a third time.”  Jeff said.  It was almost pointless to be asking skull face and the grenade lover for a subtle approach.  They were all he had at the moment though.  He had to bounce ideas off somebody to combat the big nothing he was coming up with on his own.   
 
      
 
    “This is a tough one.”  Drew said thoughtfully.  “You should’ve asked LeBron and Yue before they left.  Those two are good at this kind of crap.  I’ve got no clue how we’re going to talk Tommy into this.  I mean unless we go crazy and just tell the truth.” 
 
      
 
    A light came on in Jeff’s eyes.  That was it.  He was sitting here with a guy with a massive face tattoo and Drew.  They were waiting on Harley to come back to join them.  There was nothing subtle about the team he’d be taking to visit Tommy.  Jeff was an amateur politician at best.  The other guys on the team were whatever the opposite of a politician was.  You didn’t get any blunter than these guys.   
 
      
 
    “Brilliant.  The truth it is.  What’s the worst that could happen?”  Jeff said with a smile.  The ridiculous fate tempting expression elicited groans from Drew and Billy.  Drew would’ve thrown something but of course Jeff had a fresh hot cup of coffee in his hand. 
 
      
 
    With the plan pretty much wrapped up Jeff invited the people waiting outside to come in and enjoy the limited amenities available in the car.  There was nothing much to do now.  They were basically sitting around hoping the Living Zombies didn’t show up and kill them while they waited for Harley to come back with their ride.  When darkness fell and there was no sign of Harley, they got worried.  Sitting in the car while the crawlerz bounced off the outside of it they worked on a plan for what to do if no one showed up to get them.  There was always the chance that Tommy had intercepted Shaun’s little convoy before they got to Fayetteville. 
 
      
 
    The next morning proved that Harley was someone they should never count out.  A whole convoy rolled up in the street opposite the train station.  There was a heavily modified eighteen wheeler along with a long line of the military style up armored Humvees.  A few troop carriers were interspersed with the Humvees as well.  The bulk of the men making up the convoy were wearing the Harley Quinn insignia on their ‘uniforms’.   
 
      
 
    It’d taken Harley a while to round up everything he’d thought they may need for their little day trip to visit with Tommy.  The men and women in the convoy were the last surviving members of the suicide squad.  If they died their legacy died with them.  Not that they cared about any of that.  What they all cared about was that the Living Zombies had killed their captain in cold blood.  They were here to escort Jeff up to peaceably converse with the leaders of the group that’d killed dozens of their comrades.  Every single one of them hoped the talks went sideways. They all wanted the chance to get bloody. 
 
      
 
    The other soldiers who’d come back with Jeff quickly got the evacuees from Weathertop loaded up in the troop carriers.  Watching them depart for Fayetteville Jeff wished he was going that way himself.  Instead he’d be setting off at the head of a convoy to drive right back into the lion’s den.  On top of his own instincts telling him this was a dumb idea he also had to deal with Harley having a change of heart.  Walking up to Jeff after helping get everyone organized Harley let Jeff know what Shaun and Yue had told him before he came back. 
 
      
 
    “Shaun had time to think while we drove over to Fayetteville.  Yue was right there working through the different options and scenarios.  The more they talked the more it seems like this is a bad idea.  They want you to give up and go meet them in Fayetteville.  This is a suicide mission.  They’re leaving it up to you though.  LeBron seems to think you’ll have a chance.  I think if we head that way today, we’re all dead by manana.”  Harley said. 
 
      
 
    “What about these guys?”  Drew asked indicating the squad members prepping for the run to Pennsylvania. 
 
      
 
    “They don’t give a shit.  I told them all it was pretty much a suicide mission.  All they cared about was that these guys we’re going up to talk to killed Lindsey.  Killed her and a bunch of others in a sneak attack.  If this goes like you want it to then they’ll actually be disappointed.  They’d rather drive in guns blazing and see who wins.”  Harley answered.  He sounded like he was good with that approach himself. 
 
      
 
    “They’ll stay cool if everything is going good though, right?”  Jeff asked.  He didn’t want to get into negotiations and have his honor guard decide to pick a fight. 
 
      
 
    “The President gave the rest of the squad to me.  They’re pretty good at following orders. We shouldn’t have any issues.”  Harley answered.  Jeff had no choice but to accept that.  Even if the way Harley was phrasing the response didn’t give him the warm and fuzzies.  What did give him a better sense of security was the large quantity of Humvees.  Harley had picked the ones out with the ‘going to war’ premium upgrade packages.  There was also a solid looking troop carrier packed with gear. The cherry on top of it all was the highly modified tractor trailer they were keeping to take with them.   
 
      
 
    The eighteen wheeler was how Harley had been able to accomplish everything he needed to and still make it back by morning.  Harley and his men had brought the convoy to a halt about twenty miles from the train depot when it became obvious that they weren’t making it before twilight.  They quickly secured their vehicles than piled into the heavily modified trailer to spend the night.  They’d climbed out again this morning to continue the journey to the train yard. 
 
      
 
    Wondering if he was doing the right thing Jeff decided to press forward with the plan.  If nothing else this group of guys in the Humvees should be enough to fight their way out if they needed to.  He told Harley to get everyone loaded up.  Billy smiled which stretched out his skull tattoo horrifically and headed for one of the cars.  Drew looked happy with the decision as well.  The fact that Billy and Drew thought it was a good idea had Jeff rethinking the whole thing. 
 
      
 
    “One more thing.”  Harley said quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?”  Jeff answered in a preoccupied way.  His mind already working on what he was going to say when he got in front of Tommy.  Winging it wasn’t an option. 
 
      
 
    “The price of us supporting world peace is getting our pilot back.  We’re not leaving her there.  They can keep the helicopter.  We can get plenty of those.  She’s one of ours though and she’s coming back with us.”  Harley paused then added.  “Assuming we come back at all.” 
 
      
 
    Jeff agreed completely.  He was a little offended Harley thought he may have forgotten about their friend and comrade in arms.  Working on how to insert getting her freed into his talk track he began walking towards the lead Humvee.  He was told to go to the second Humvee instead.  The man in the lead Humvee explaining that they were the one expected to set off IEDs.  The lead vehicle was the most heavily armored so would lead the way.  The men inside had doubled up on anything bullet proof they could find.  Maybe they were being overly cautious, but they were the last standing members of a paramilitary unit fighting the undead in the middle of an apocalypse so evidently their paranoia had worked out for them. 
 
      
 
    Jeff slid into the second Humvee.  Drew had initially called shotgun, but Jeff’s NBA length legs caused him to pull rank and tell Drew to hop in the back instead.  Grumbling about the rules of calling shotgun Drew got up and moved into the back seat instead.  He was unceremoniously  asked to slide over when Harley squeezed in.  The backseat would’ve comfortably fit three men under normal situations.  Harley’s large bulk took up one and a half spots though.  With body armor and weapons he was a man mountain of muscle and machinery.   
 
    
 
    Harley gave Drew and Jeff a set of comm units to wear.  Once they’d figured out how to get those turned on Harley checked one final time with Jeff to make sure the plan was still a go.  Once Jeff confirmed it was still on Harley told the men in the truck to notify Fayetteville that they were proceeding.  The men in the truck had access to communications gear that let them reach out securely to Fayetteville.  They were planning on using the gear in case Jeff needed to confer with Shaun before making any unauthorized commitments.  Although if things veered too far from the original idea, then Shaun would probably just tell him to agree to whatever and get the hell out of there.  The bombers would be in the sky before Jeff’s team made it back over the state line.   
 
      
 
    “We’re not using any cool code words?”  Drew joked when Harley got done telling the operators in charge of the radio what to communicate back to base. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not super worried about these guys breaking the encrypted signaling.  If they’re able to figure that part out, then I don’t think calling Shaun by some weird code name is going to confuse them for too long.”  Harley replied. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t let their looks fool you.  These guys were the brains and muscle behind the largest narcotics distribution network in North America.  They didn’t do that without a good understanding of logistics and technology.”  Jeff said. 
 
      
 
    “Got it.  I’ll be careful not to underestimate these drug dealing motorcycle enthusiasts.”  Harley responded.  Jeff’s comment had his grey matter moving.  These guys were ruthless and loyal.  They’d managed to take over an entire state and keep a community operational under impossible circumstances.  Harley saw why Jeff wanted them so badly as allies.  They’d bring a ton of sorely needed skills to the table.  These guys had off the chart survival skills and tactical know how.  They just needed to stop killing one another long enough to figure out how to work together.    
 
      
 
    “Watch out for his goon squad.  The rest of them were mostly just your everyday run of the mill chaps wearing drug dealer.  The core group were hard though.  A bunch of them were ex-military.  They’re the ones that blew up Weathertop then bombed the trainyard.  If it wasn’t for them, I don’t think Tommy would be so cocky.”  Drew added. 
 
      
 
    The convoy rolled out.  The lead Humvee outpacing everyone else by at least a tenth of a mile.  The rest of the group stayed tight.  They kept the truck towards the rear of the convoy to keep it protected.  That was their safe place.  If the enemy blew it up, then they’d be struggling to find a place to spend the night where the crawlerz wouldn’t show up.  Even if they won the battle, they could still lose the war if night fell and they had no place to go.   
 
      
 
    An hour into the drive the operators in the truck got the message that the President had ordered attack helicopters to fly in and land close by to back them up.  There were also bombers standing by.  It was time to show this pissant gang that they couldn’t hope to challenge the government.  The message was also relayed that proceeding forward was at their own initiative.  They could choose to fall back at any time. Shaun was fine with them deciding to go in as part of the assault instead of putting up a white flag to try and negotiate a peaceful resolution.  Leading an assault was probably safer than trying to cozy up to the nest of killers and thugs. 
 
      
 
    “Oh crap!”  Jeff blurted out. 
 
      
 
    “Leave the stove on?”  Drew asked immediately.   
 
      
 
    “Forget to feed the cat?”  Harley piled on.   
 
      
 
    “No.  We need some kind of white flag.  Anybody have sheets or towels or anything?”  Jeff asked.   
 
      
 
    “No sir.  I typically do my laundry prior to leaving on these missions.”  Harley answered straight faced. 
 
      
 
    “Ok shut up.  We need some kind of actual white flag.  Let’s pull over at the next house and grab something.  They’re bound to have something white we can use.”  Jeff said quickly.  He’d started talking quickly to cut Drew off before he could add to Harley’s laundry comment.     
 
      
 
    They’d very recently passed an exit.  Jeff stopped the convoy and sent a team back to that exit to procure some sort of white banner for them to use.  About twenty minutes later the team radioed in to let them know they’d entered a house but couldn’t find any white sheets.  They wanted to know if teal or pink would work since they were pretty light colors. 
 
      
 
    Jeff thought he may have to make Harley and Drew ride in another car.  The request to use a teal or pink banner had sent them both into spasms of uncontrollable laughter.  Between hearing one of the funniest things ever and the stress of being about an hour from being blown up it was the perfect storm.  Drew was wiping away tears he was laughing so hard.  Harley was struggling to loosen up his body armor because he was having problems breathing. 
 
      
 
    Jeff had to reach out to the team directly to order them to find a large white sheet to use as their banner.  Multiple white sheets would be even better.  When he asked them if they wanted to ride into battle with a big pink flag in front of them, Drew came dangerously close to pissing himself.  Harley opened his door to roll around on the ground when the geniuses they’d sent to find a sheet asked if one of the ones with wrinkly corners would work. 
 
      
 
    “You mean a fitted sheet?”  Jeff asked once he was able to work his mouth properly after hearing the question.  He’d made the man repeat the broadcast because he couldn’t hear over the sounds of Drew laughing and Harley trying to breathe.  When the two in the back had heard the man ask about the ‘wrinkly corners’ Jeff had gotten really worried he may have to call for a medic.   
 
      
 
    “We’re all going to die.”  The squad member driving their Humvee said when the Humvee containing the newly acquired white sheets finally rolled by.  No one could really argue with him. Death seemed like the most likely outcome given the current situation.  Once the clowns had figured out how to attach the sheet to the lead car the convoy rolled on. 
 
      
 
    An hour later the lead car called back to report a motorcycle had peeled out in front of them. The lone rider had taken off towards the bridge leading to the enemy city.  Now that he was actually driving towards the enemy Jeff decided a show of force might be the way to go.  He had the operators reach out to Fayetteville and request the attack helicopters and bombers conduct a flyby.  If they were shot at, they should respond by unleashing hell. 
 
      
 
    “Remind them that there are women and children down there.  It’s not all Tommy’s guys.  There are a lot of regular people who have nothing to do with this fight.”  Jeff relayed to the operator.  If it was just Tommy and his men running around Jeff would’ve been fine with dropping some bombs and moving on with their lives.  It was the noncombatants in Pennsylvania that the gang leader held sway over that was making Jeff hesitate.  Those people were alive largely through the efforts of Tommy and his men.  Jeff didn’t want to have to kill them because of Tommy and his men’s actions now.  Hopefully Tommy felt the same way. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30:  Striking a Deal with the Devil 
 
      
 
    The lead car drove slowly across the bridge.  The white sheet tied to the end of a long pool cleaning broom.  The man in the turret was trying to keep the flag from falling over while simultaneously scanning the bridge ahead for any threats.  It was very probable that the bridge they were driving over was wired to explode.  Even if it wasn’t wired to explode the men that they were going up against would have no problem dropping a couple of mortar rounds on it which would have the same effect.   
 
      
 
    The duo of attack helicopters flitting around like gigantic, green bumble bees should make the gang hesitate to pull the trigger.  Timed to coincide with the lead Humvee getting about halfway across the bridge a gigantic shadow swooped down to fly low over the city.  The massive rumble of the bombers engines impossible to ignore.  The message very clear.  We come in peace, but we have no problem killing you all. 
 
      
 
    When it came their turn to cross the bridge Drew almost passed out.  He didn’t realize he’d been holding his breath across the ridiculously long bridge until they were about two thirds of the way across it.  The radio chatter he was hearing on his headsets informed him that a large contingent of bikes and trucks were coming out of the city to meet them.  No one had fired any shots yet.  Drew found himself wishing they would.  It’d be so much less scary just charging into battle.  This driving into what could be a trap stuff sucked. 
 
      
 
    Coming off the bridge they drove another half a mile and stopped.  A line of trucks and bikes was parked on the road ahead blocking them from going any further.  The lead Humvee was sitting in the middle of the road with the bent pool pole holding the white sheet out in front of it.  The soldier up in the turret had decided he’d much rather have his hands on the large caliber machine gun mounted there.  He was ready to rock and roll if these bastards gave him half a chance.  He’d admired Captain Lindsey greatly.  He was having a hard time believing she’d died in some half assed ambush conducted by these felons. 
 
      
 
    Pulling up beside them Harley wormed his way up into the turret of the Humvee they were driving.  He barely fit.  Drew was wondering if maybe they were going to have to slather some Vaseline on him or something.  The rest of the convoy rolled up behind them and moved into position. Both sides continued to eye each other over the fifty yard gap between them.  The Humvees formed an impressive firing line.  Grenade launchers and machine guns would shred the meager defenses of the men on the road facing them.  In case that wasn’t enough of a deterrent one of the attack choppers flew up to hover behind them.  It landed after making a show of aiming its weapon systems at the biker gang. 
 
      
 
    Three men broke off from the rest of the bikers to walk towards the line of Humvees.  Even from this distance Tommy stood out.  He exuded an aura of confidence.  It extended out to the way he walked.  The two men with him were similarly cocky.  Jeff was about to take a run at busting that cockiness wide open.   
 
      
 
    “If I raise my right hand, I want one of those men walking with Tommy shot dead.”  Jeff said before opening his door to get out of the Humvee.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  I’m going to put one of my snipers on it.  I start plugging away with this bad boy up here I’m going to kill a lot more than one of them.”  Harley answered.  Drew worked his way out of the Humvee to follow Jeff.  Harley was working on communicating the right hand order to one of the remaining suicide squad snipers.   
 
      
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?”  Jeff asked Drew. 
 
      
 
    “Out with you to talk to the dirtball that keeps trying to kill us.  How about we just kill him now and talk to his second in command?”  Drew asked.  He was serious.  He’d love to see Tommy laying on the ground in a pool of blood. 
 
      
 
    “Ok.  If you get killed your sister is going to kill us both though.”  Jeff answered.   
 
      
 
    “We need a third.”  Drew said.  Before Jeff could tell him not to Drew had invited Billy to join them.  Jeff sighed and waited for Billy to work his way over.  At least Drew hadn’t asked one of the idiots who couldn’t figure out what kind of sheet they needed for a truce flag. 
 
      
 
    Billy arrived in time for them to only need to walk out about ten yards to meet with Tommy.  Tommy calmly waited for them to show up.  He didn’t seem the slightest bit alarmed by the line of weapons pointing in his general direction.   
 
      
 
    “Tell me why I don’t order my men to just kill you right now?”  Jeff said by way of greeting.  He asked the question loudly and firmly.  He didn’t bother trying to make it sound like he cared one way or the other.  Despite the heavy handed threat the smile on Tommy’s face never faltered. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got more lives than a bag full of kittens.  Good to see you again.  Takes some big brass balls to come back out here after we’ve already whipped you a few times.”  Tommy said admiringly.   
 
      
 
    Jeff raised his right hand.  The man behind Tommy fell to the ground to the accompaniment of a single rifle shot.  Neither Jeff nor Tommy blinked as they stared at one another.  Everyone around them had shouldered their weapons and were getting ready to rumble. They looked to their leaders to see what they should do.  The bikers knew they were screwed if this got real.  The members of the death squad Tommy had put together were carefully arranged in surrounding buildings waiting for the order from Tommy. 
 
      
 
    A gun going off by accident right now would start a shooting war that wouldn’t stop until the bikers were eradicated.  There was very little doubt they’d lose any kind of serious confrontation.  At the very least they’d be scattered to the winds and forced to give up all the work they’d put into making Pennsylvania habitable.   
 
      
 
    “What do you want?”  Tommy finally asked. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be named the legitimate governor of Pennsylvania.  You’ll remain in that post until we get through the current crisis.  You’ll release our pilot back to us.  You’ll follow the orders of the President and his authorized representatives.  You’ll remain within the borders of Pennsylvania and work to rid it of any traces of the infected.  If called on to provide men or expertise, you’ll provide it.”  Jeff rattled off the basics of the agreement. 
 
      
 
    “What if I say no?”  Tommy asked.  He actually sounded like he was curious.  They could’ve been sitting down having dinner at a nice restaurant instead of standing in the middle of a road with a hundred guns pointed at them. 
 
      
 
    “We’d all love for you to say no.  We really want to hurt you.  What we’d do is send in the bombers to hit every spot we’ve seen humans moving around during the day.  Then we’d send in a few thousand troops to secure the state.  If you want to say no right now these guys behind me are ready to avenge the captain that you killed in cold blood.”  Jeff stopped to let that sink in.  Tommy was looking a little less like his cocky self.  He didn’t look defeated yet though. 
 
      
 
    “You want me to shoot this prick in the leg or something?  He can still hold this state together from a wheelchair.”  Billy blurted out. 
 
      
 
    “Take a foot.”  Jeff said clearly.  This wasn’t part of the plan but what the hell.  He wanted to see that smirk wiped off Tommy’s face.  He wanted that more than he cared about Pennsylvania right now.  Who knew?  This could even work. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it!”  Tommy yelped when Billy aimed his rifle at his foot.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but now I have a round in the chamber.”  Billy said stepping forward. 
 
      
 
    “Tell your men to hold their fire.”  Jeff ordered Tommy.  Tommy turned around and yelled at the men behind him to hold their fire.  The one man they’d already shot was laying in the road staring sightlessly up into the clear blue sky.  Tommy’s other guard was looking left and right rapidly.  His eyes looked glazed over from whatever medicinal courage he’d consumed before walking out here with his supposedly fearless leader. 
 
      
 
    “Ok.  They won’t shoot.  Do you have something for me to sign or how do you think this will work?”  Tommy asked. 
 
      
 
    “No need to sign anything.  You’re in charge of Pennsylvania.  Accomplish your mission.  Screw around and we’ll send in a team to kill you.  People will come out regularly to check on you and give you your marching orders.  We own you now.  Do you understand?”  Jeff leaned forward into Tommy’s face. 
 
      
 
    “I get it man.  You’re the law.”  Tommy said. 
 
      
 
    “On your knees and say it.”  Jeff said.  Tommy hesitantly raised an eyebrow and stayed on his feet. 
 
      
 
    “I said I get it.”  Tommy said. 
 
      
 
    “Shoot the other guy in the face.”  Jeff ordered.   
 
      
 
    Billy shot the other guy in the face.  Tommy hit his knees.  He was a tough guy up to a point.  His survival instincts were sharp though.  He got the message that Jeff wasn’t playing around.  Tommy had engaged with tough guys his whole criminal career.  He’d been in charge of a huge crime syndicate that was in bed with the cartels.  People to whom human lives meant nothing.  He knew when someone wasn’t bluffing.  His little payback trip up to Weathertop had backfired spectacularly.  Also, now that he was thinking about it a legit title like governor of Pennsylvania sounded pretty good. 
 
      
 
    “I get it man.  I swear we’ll be loyal.  You’re the new boss man.  I’ll get my crews in line. You’ll have safe passage and I’ll get this state secure.  That all?”  Tommy was proud of his voice not cracking.   
 
      
 
    Jeff ordered Tommy to go gather the representatives of all the gangs and every other leader from the group of people behind them.  Tommy gathered himself together and walked back over to his people.  He spoke to them briefly and they walked over.  Every one of them fronting like they were the biggest and the baddest.  The dead bodies in the street didn’t mean a whole lot to them.  There were dead bodies rotting away in every corner of every town and city in this brave new world.  The fact that Tommy had gone to his knees like that had shaken more than a few of them though.  The ones who’d known the man for a while knew he wouldn’t have done that unless he saw an advantage in it.  They also knew it meant this tall gangly gumby looking dude meant business. 
 
      
 
    “You’re here to swear allegiance to the United States government.  Do not take this oath lightly.  Any of you want to walk away now?”  Jeff said loudly by way of greeting.  The people in the assembled crowd rightly assumed that if they walked away Jeff would have them shot.  When none of them took him up on the walking away Jeff told them all to drop to their knees.  The few who hesitated quickly changed their minds when Billy asked if he should shoot them. 
 
      
 
    “Next time don’t bother asking.”  Jeff answered loudly. The rest of the hard core lot dropped to their knees. 
 
      
 
    Jeff then made the entire group repeat the pledge of allegiance.  A few more of the suicide squad had come over to support them in controlling the crowd of kneeling bikers.  They walked around during the pledge making sure the men were saying it loudly and proudly.  A large man in a black trench coat was on his knees but his lips weren’t moving.  He was simply kneeling there watching everyone recite the pledge like they were in third grade or something. 
 
      
 
    One of the squad noticed and kicked him square in the face.  The steel toed combat boots the soldier was wearing broke the man’s jaw.  Laying on his back moaning in pain the man looked up in time to see the sole of the boot slamming into his face.  The soldier kept it up until the man was ringing death’s doorbell.  If he did manage to pull out of it, he was going to have a hard time getting hats to properly fit ever again. 
 
      
 
    That incident seemed to inspire the rest of the men.  They all began reciting the pledge with great gusto.  None of them wanted to be on the receiving end of a beat down like that.  The last words of the pledge echoed across the expansive highway.  Once that noise had died down Jeff spoke up again. 
 
      
 
    “We’re letting you live for now.  We don’t really want to after what you did but we need people to rebuild this country.  Do what you’re told, and you’ll be fine.  Cross us and we’ll make an example out of you.  Is that understood?”  Jeff asked.   
 
      
 
    “I will start shooting if you idiots don’t grow some brains and answer the questions.”  Billy announced.  On the other side of the crowd a squad member had taken it upon himself to start walking up and down whacking men in the face.  He was swinging a heavy asp when they didn’t respond quickly enough.  Jeff loved how this was all coming together.  He hadn’t coordinated any of it with any of them.  He was flying by the seat of his pants, but it was all working out a million times better than he’d thought it would.  Winging it for the win!     
 
      
 
    “Do you understand?”  Jeff asked again.  This time he asked it much louder.  There was a resounding chorus of ‘yes sir’.  Tommy was barking out the answers right along with the rest of his men.  Tommy was smart enough to know he’d managed to make himself the number one choice to be shot in the head by sending his men out to bomb Weathertop.  Those same men had taken it on their own initiative to waste the survivors when they showed up at the train yard.  That bit of initiative was going to end up costing Tommy plenty. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the pilot?”  Billy asked.  He’d squatted down to place himself face to face with Tommy.   
 
      
 
    “Have one of your guys bring her over here.  Once we’ve got her, we’ll be leaving.  We’ll send a man later with more instructions.  For now keep doing like you’ve been doing.  Focus on killing as many of crawlerz as you can every night.  We’ll send you intel and gear that’ll hopefully make that easier.”  Jeff turned and walked back towards his Humvee.  Leaving Billy and Drew to guard the men still kneeling on the ground.  When one of them started to stand up he caught a face full of asp.   
 
      
 
    Billy yelled out over the low murmuring of the crowd.  He ordered them all to stay on their knees until Lynn showed up.  The only person Billy let stand up was the man Tommy sent to go retrieve Lynn.  When the men started to whine about having to remain kneeling the asp flashed some more.  The suicide squad didn’t care if the men on the ground were uncomfortable.  Billy personally would love to take a step back and just start mowing them down with his machine gun.  They’d killed his captain after all.  Now it looked like they were going to get away with it. 
 
      
 
    A black Hyundai rolled up about ten minutes later with Lynn driving it.  She got out of it with her escort.  Billy and Drew walked over to collect her and tell her she was going home.  As they got closer, they noticed that she had a black eye.  She didn’t look scared though.  She looked pissed.    
 
      
 
    “Are you ok?”  Billy asked when she walked up to him.   
 
      
 
    “I’m good.”  Lynn responded. 
 
      
 
    “Who hit you?”  Drew asked. 
 
      
 
    “The greasy douche over in the car.  He tried to do a lot more than punch me.  I wouldn’t let him have the pleasure of anything beyond using me like a punching bag though.”  Lynn turned and spat at the leather clad biker who was leaning against the Hyundai.  He smiled and waved at her arrogantly.   
 
      
 
    Drew clicked transmit on his communications unit and whispered a quick command.  A few seconds later the Hyundai was hit by two explosive devices shot out of the turret of the launcher attached to one of the Humvees.  Red hot pieces of the car spun out from the explosion.  A jagged hunk of metal pierced one of the biker leaders in the thigh.  Several of the men still kneeling in the road fell over as they were struck by random bits of red hot Korean engineering.  Tommy jumped up angrily coming at Billy.   
 
      
 
    The newly sworn governor of Pennsylvania found himself on his back.  The squad members hadn’t liked the way he’d jumped up and gone for Billy.  None of them had been huge fans of Drew ordering the Hyundai to be blown up so close to them but that didn’t excuse Tommy’s reaction.  Drew walked over to where Tommy was angrily staring up at the sky.  He pulled his blade out and went down to one knee next to the leader of the pack. 
 
      
 
    “We won’t forget what you did.  You may be excused for now but there will be a reckoning.  Until then you best watch yourself and your men.  If anything happens to any of ours because you or yours screwed up, you will pay.”  Drew put his blade on top of Tommy’s pinky finger.  He looked up at Billy who nodded.  Drew leaned forward putting all of his weight on the blade.  It was only a matter of seconds before Tommy’s finger was no longer connected to his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Have a nice day.”  Billy said as he and Drew turned to walk back towards their ride.  They left Tommy trying to staunch the blood pouring out of his severed finger.  It wasn’t much but they felt like Lindsey would have approved of the gesture.  She may have even considered it romantic. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31:  Getting Down to Business 
 
      
 
    “You think they’ll do what they’re told?”  Drew wondered aloud.  They were sitting in the deluxe crawler resistant trailer that Harley had procured for them from Fayetteville.  It had all the latest technology on board to make for convenience in the age of the infected.  There were even solar cells intended to be placed on top of the trailer every morning.  The solar collectors could be easily snapped in then taken out before night fell.  If left on top overnight the attacking monsters typically smashed at least a few of them to pieces. 
 
      
 
    At night they were able to live off the energy collected and stored in the battery packs during the day.  They also had the option of leaving the truck running to provide for their electrical needs, but diesel was a finite resource.  At some point they were going to need to figure out how to refine it once it all went bad.  They were currently just using mixers to keep it from fizzling out on them.  When all the conveniences you needed were a couple of monitors and enough juice to power some webcams the solar option was decent.  In the summer air conditioning was going to be a requirement if they were expected to overnight in the trailers.   
 
      
 
    “They’ll do what they think best serves their interests.  Tommy is going to like being the legit governor and having us there to back up his legitimacy.  The bikers will respect us more after that show we just put on.  That’s the negotiating language they’re used to.”  Jeff answered.   
 
      
 
    “I think you guys took the right tact.  Those guys respect power.  If you came in weak then they’d have just blown you off.”  Lynn chipped in.  Everyone listened respectfully to her.  She hadn’t talked any more about her experience there since she’d given Drew the intel leading to blowing up the guy leaning against the Hyundai. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be glad when we find another base with really thick walls.  I hate the way they get in my head.”  Drew said.  Everyone there absolutely agreed with that sentiment.  The crawlerz currently beating themselves to pieces trying to force their way into the steel encased trailer were frustrated and hungry.  The visions that drove them forward were horrifying.  The people in the trailer were catching snapshots of those visions like some kind of Instagram feed from a psychotic cannibal party. 
 
      
 
    As bad as the visions were when awake the idea of falling asleep was even less appealing.  No matter how exhausted they were at the end of the day none of them would wake up refreshed.  A restless night tortured by the nightmares triggered by the groupthink of the demons attacking the trailer would see to that.  Drew kept thinking he’d eventually get used to it and be able to sleep right through it.  While he’d eventually mastered sleeping straight through most of the night his mind was racing so much it was rarely really restful sleep. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder how many of the soldiers we’ll lose when they come off the boats.  Even if the crawlerz can’t touch them this psychic crap will take a big toll.”  Jeff said.  It was an issue he’d been mulling over.  If they tried to just bring a bunch of men off the boats to fight the infected, it could end up being a complete disaster.  They’d all seen enough suicides to know exactly what Jeff was getting at. 
 
      
 
    “You need to hand them Pez dispensers packed with vitamin Valium.”  Harley responded.  No one was shocked when Harley immediately offered up drugs as the solution.  In this case it probably was the best solution.  The Valium would take the edge off the nightly attacks giving the men fresh off the boat time to acclimatize a bit.  They could gradually lower the dosage until they were spending every night as miserable as everyone else.  Miserable was better than dead.  That might as well be the survivor’s slogan.   
 
      
 
    The conversation turned to other practical matters.  Drew wondering how long they’d be in Fayetteville and Jeff knowingly answering it wouldn’t be long.  The little group all looked up at Jeff to see if he was going to elaborate.  When they saw he was not they each wandered off to their own bunks to try and sleep.  Plenty of them popping sleeping pills and Valium themselves to get through the night terrors.  It wasn’t just the newbies who had issues with that satanic slasher film run through their heads on a nightly basis.  It wasn’t like any of them were too worried about the long term effects of getting addicted to using the drugs to fall asleep.  
 
      
 
    The medical professionals were more concerned with people overdosing than people trying to get a good night’s sleep.  It wasn’t uncommon to wake up to a team dragging the body of a dead soldier out of the trailer because he’d overdosed.  The deaths were always discussed like they were accidental, but Drew wasn’t so sure.  Lying in the dark with a bottle of pills and a massive amount of depression wasn’t a good combination.  Your family was dead and there was no real bright future to look forward to.  Why not take a few extra? 
 
      
 
    Drew himself was a Nyquil guy when he could get it.  LeBron had taken a picture of Harley sitting next to Drew one night before bed.  Harley had a prescription bottle full of pills next to a bottle of tequila in front of him.  Drew was carefully measuring out a nighttime dose of NyQuil.  LeBron had amused himself for days making up memes based off that picture.  If the internet ever became a thing again then those memes would probably end up on the front page of it.   
 
      
 
    Aided by various pharmaceuticals the night went by in the blink of an eye.  Drew woke up in a medicine induced haze and briefly panicked before belatedly remembering where he was.  Briefly panicking was pretty much how he woke up every morning.  Especially mornings when he wasn’t sleeping in an air conditioned room someplace like Weathertop.  That first jolt of fear induced adrenaline was his new coffee.  Not that he didn’t still like to supplement with regular old fashioned coffee when he could get it.  He especially liked waking up to the smell without having to get up and make it himself.   
 
      
 
    Yawning he walked towards the percolating pot at the end of the aisle.  The trailer had been setup such that rows of bunk beds ran from the floor to the ceiling for most of the length of the trailer.  Storage cubbies were provided underneath and above the bunks.  The walls had been turned into additional storage.  That being done on the theory that the further you were sleeping from the crawlerz the weaker the psychic flashes would be when they hit you.  It was a really nice theory but in practice a few feet of solar panels and extra blankets didn’t help a whole lot.   
 
      
 
    Positioned to be very noticeable by the coffee pot was what Jeff had seriously referred to as the greatest weapon they had against the infected.  It was a spiral notebook under a hand lettered sign saying to record your ideas and suggestions for winning the war in the book.  Drew liked to leaf through it while having a cup of coffee and see what people had come up with.  Some of the ideas were a little out there. Other ideas were ones that Drew could see making a real difference if they were put into practice.   
 
      
 
    Jeff championed the suggestion books as a way to feed ideas from the field back to the smart people in the rear who were working on solutions and strategy.  If you’re a welder then there’s a really good chance you weren’t going to be leaving the base.  That skill was way too valuable to risk out in the field.  Which was why feedback from the guys in the field trying to shoot through a steel cage was important.  Same for the logistics guys.  They needed to know what kind of ammunition worked the best out in the field.  That way they could get more of it into the hands of the men who were responsible for killing as many of the infected as possible.  Jeff called it a direct feedback loop. The notebooks had helped a lot in reducing the time from good idea to reality.  Even more importantly it worked well to crush the stupid ideas that came out of the think tanks before they could get too many people killed.   
 
      
 
    “You have a suggestion?”  Jeff asked.  He’d caught Drew glancing at the book.  Drew shook his head and started looking for a mug.  He wasn’t at all surprised that he’d found the caffeine addicted Jeff standing right beside the pot. 
 
      
 
    “I suggest once we mop up the infected that we circle back around and kill anybody with a wallet attached to their pants by a chain in Pennsylvania.”  Drew said.  The only sweetener packets available were the blue ones.  He hated the blue ones, but he supposed he’d make do.  It was the middle of a zombie apocalypse after all. 
 
      
 
    “That’s pretty much the plan as far as I’m concerned.  Unfortunately men like Tommy are going to be necessary for the next few years.  Once we’ve wasted the infected, we can send men around to drop a little something special in his Lynchburg Lemonade.”  Jeff’s joke fell flat. Drew was struggling to understand why Jeff had chosen Lynchburg Lemonade out of all the drink options out there.  Harley walked up catching the last bit of the exchange.   
 
      
 
    “Do you think they drink the ones that Bartles and James makes or that they’re more like White Claw guys?”  Harley asked.  He had his normal morning hangover. Searching for some coffee to add to his heaping mug of room temperature bourbon he’d perked up at the Lynchburg Lemonade comment.  He called the concoction in his mug the breakfast of champions and steadfastly refused any offers of any sort of food before noon.  When challenged on that he stood his ground and said he was practicing intermittent fasting.  It was like they were all getting weirder the longer this fight dragged on.  Other than being leery of letting him drive it didn’t really impede his performance very much, so everyone let it slide.  Not that Harley would’ve changed to please any of them anyway. 
 
      
 
    Harley woke up every morning wondering why the hell he wasn’t dead yet.  Good men and women a thousand times stronger than him had fallen beside him left and right.  He’d lost a woman he’d fallen in love with and left her kids behind to fend for themselves.  He knew he wasn’t a good man.  The drink and the drugs were to smooth over the moments of despair that threated to wipe him out.  He kept going because he didn’t know how to quit.  He lived to protect his friends and avenge the ones he hadn’t been able to protect.  He didn’t know what he was going to do when they ran out of things for him to kill.   
 
      
 
    “I’m wondering if they’re worried about running out of those little umbrellas.”  Drew added to Harley’s teasing.  They both respected Jeff’s leadership.  They’d seen him in action against human and infected alike.  The man was fearless and ferocious when the bullets were flying.  There was no doubt if you handed him a machete and threw him in a hole with a score of the infected that he’d make every attempt to hack his way out.  No one who knew him would bet against him making it out either.  At his core he was still a socially inept nerd though.  That nerdiness peeked out at times providing lots of fodder for Drew and Harley to tease him about.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll try harder to pick a more appropriate alcoholic beverage next time.”  Jeff joked back.  It was all in good fun.  Anything that anyone could do to blow off steam without guns or drugs involved was a good thing in Jeff’s book. 
 
      
 
    “That’s really all anyone can ask for.”  Billy said with a slightly confused grin on his face as he walked by.  Having only been privy to that last sentence he was having to construct the rest of the conversation in his own mind.   
 
      
 
    Unlike the rest of the coffee drinking loafers Billy was actually working.  He was holding the front of one of the long solar panels they needed to snap on the roof of the trailer before they got moving for the day.  Otherwise they wouldn’t have electricity in the trailer that night without running the engine.  Not that it should matter since they’d be rolling into Fayetteville in a couple of hours anyway.  Once there they were hoping to find nicer accommodations for the evening.  In the event that didn’t happen they wanted to be prepared.  The boy scout motto had never rung truer. 
 
      
 
    Once the solar panels had been snapped on everyone dispersed to the vehicles they’d be riding in for the day.  At a softly spoken order from Jeff the convoy launched into motion.  They’d already called ahead to let Fayetteville know they’d be coming.  After the sneak rocket attack that’d taken out hundreds of the people from Weathertop security had been increased exponentially.  No longer faced with just defending against the infected they were monitoring for any movement of forces towards any of the bases.  The infected weren’t the only things out there trying to kill them.  It was now a war that needed to be fought on multiple fronts.  
 
      
 
    Those fronts would probably increase as they moved across the country.  Not everyone seemed willing to recognize Shaun as the legitimate President.  Even Shaun recognized his promotion stunk of nepotism and feudalism.  No real American liked the idea of a royal family.  No matter that families like the Bushes and the Kennedys had long enjoyed powerful dynasties in the United States.  Those dynasties were carefully orchestrated and maintained by unscrupulous media moguls. Shaun didn’t have a PAC to pave the way for him.  What Shaun had was his uncle appointing him to a cabinet position that happened to fall in the line of succession.  Shaun had ended up President through a completely unexpected series of events sparked by an ill-fated picnic.   
 
      
 
    It was all too coincidental to be believed.  The men controlling the lands out west were willing to pay lip service to his leadership for now.  That may change as he began taking a more active role in telling them what to do.  No one was really clear on how many other territories were operating like Pennsylvania either.  What local warlords had risen to prominent positions by protecting people from the infected.  The headquarters for the group controlling Pennsylvania had been a two hour drive from Weathertop and they’d been clueless as to the extent of it until Tommy sent men to blow them up.   
 
      
 
    The convoy slipped into Fayetteville in the early morning hours.  Plenty of people were already roaming the streets.  Being forced inside once it began to get dark meant bedtimes had gone back to those of colonial times.  Early to bed and early to rise was the new normal.  The convoy chugged up the cleared streets to the train station that was still the center of administrative activities for the city.  Jeff left them in the Humvee and went inside to find out where Yue and everyone were.  He came back out a few minutes later with a chagrined look on his face. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up?”  Drew asked.  He was looking forward to seeing Lisa and didn’t like the look on Jeff’s face at all.   
 
      
 
    “The President and his team flew out this morning to Cheyenne.”  Jeff said.   
 
      
 
    “That’s the top secret space force base out in the middle of nowhere Colorado, right?”  Harley asked.  Harley was a big time conspiracy buff.  Jeff couldn’t wait to hear all the misinformation he’d be spewing out on their upcoming road trip.   
 
      
 
    “I take it there’s not a plane waiting for us?”  Drew asked. 
 
      
 
    “Nope.  We’ll be driving there.  Shaun left a list of places he’d like us to stop and enforce loyalty on the way there.”  Jeff answered.   
 
      
 
    “Worst road trip ever.”  Harley said mournfully.  It didn’t sound like they’d be chilling in the barracks downing Margaritas any time in the near future.  To make it even worse the President had taken Lisa, LeBron and Yue with him on the plane to Cheyenne.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32:  The Reward for Success is More Hard Work   
 
      
 
    “How far away is Colorado?”  Drew asked.  He knew vaguely what states lie between them and their destination.  The idea of driving that far had never really occurred to him.  He wanted to hurry up and get on the road so they could do whatever Shaun needed them to do and hook back up with Lisa, Yue and LeBron.  On the plus side at least the three that’d already been ferried out to the NORAD command center would be safe and getting plenty of rest.  Rest was not in store for Jeff, Drew and the team that’d be heading west come daybreak. 
 
      
 
    “It’s about a day of driving back in the old days if you went about twenty miles over the speed limit the whole time and didn’t stop for anything.”  Jeff answered. 
 
      
 
    “Like a leave in the morning be there in a day kind of thing or like twenty four hours’ worth of driving total?”  Drew asked.   
 
      
 
    “The total one.  It’s going to take us longer because we have a couple of detours.  Plus the whole apocalypse thing keeps screwing up our plans.”  Drew was disappointed to hear how long it was going to take.  He was anxious to get back to Lisa.  Jeff could understand.  He was missing Yue pretty badly at this point as well.  It must be even worse for Drew.  He was separated from his brother, his sister and his girlfriend.   
 
      
 
    “What sort of detours?  Please tell me we’re not swinging by to remind more crazy people that they’re still Americans.  I still can’t believe we survived making all those bikers recite the pledge of allegiance on their knees.”  Billy was really hoping that the detours were more like stopping to pick up survivors that needed to be transported to the not so secret mountain base.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t know if they’re crazy or not.”  Jeff answered.   The Presidential orders he’d received did indeed have them stopping in two locations to convince local warlord types that they should accept the position of governor for their region.  Shaun was good with the formula they’d been using.  He was hoping Jeff could continue to execute.  Not having actually been present when these missions were completed Shaun had no way of knowing how much luck had played a significant part in their success so far. 
 
      
 
    Drew leaned back in his chair.  There was a small table with a long padded bench wrapped around it by the coffee station in the trailer.  They were going to be leaving again so soon that they  hadn’t bothered trying to move into any of the barracks available in the city.  They knew the trailer worked to keep the crawlerz out.  That was another big plus in terms of deciding where they wanted to spend their evenings.  It wasn’t like the temporary quarters available in Fayetteville would be much better than the bunks they had on the trailer anyway.   
 
      
 
    Harley handed Drew a coffee mug with a generous pour of bourbon in it.  Drew choked it down doing his best not to cough and wince at the taste of the fiery liquor.  Once he had it down the pleasantly powerful buzz that he felt coming on told him he wasn’t going to need NyQuil later.  They’d get to sleep in the next morning anyway.  They’d loaded everything up that they needed during the day. Now they were just waiting on some reinforcements scheduled to land at the airport in the morning.   
 
      
 
    The reinforcements were a mix of seasoned guys and newbies fresh off the boat.  Drew was curious to see how those newbies were going to handle their first interactions with the crawlerz.  He wondered if Jeff had asked for the noobs just to get a feel for what training needed to be done to get people ready for this fight.   
 
      
 
    They weren’t going to have any air support on this mission.  Lynn had been whisked away to some secret hangar to continue flying whatever missions it was that they needed her to fly.  Drew assumed Jeff knew all that secret stuff and just wasn’t saying anything about it.  The cloak and dagger made a lot more sense now that the human enemies were starting to stack back up.  Crawlerz might not be trying to listen in on random radio broadcasts, but you could be sure people like Tommy had guys trying their best to commit espionage.   
 
      
 
    Drew didn’t really care about the success or failure of the objectives they were being given.  All he wanted to do was get them knocked out so he could get to the NORAD base and see Lisa.  At some point he needed to ask Jeff what NORAD stood for.  He had a vague recollection of NORAD being responsible for tracking Santa Claus as he made his way around the earth every Christmas Eve.  He assumed the important sounding acronym did a lot of other important things as well.  For now it looked like him, Jeff, Billy and Harley were on the same wavelength.  This new mission sucked.  They should therefore drink bourbon until they passed out.   
 
      
 
    The next morning sucked even more than the new mission.  Drew lay on the floor wondering if he should puke or not puke.  He didn’t bother wondering why he’d ended up sleeping on the floor underneath the table.  Based on the waves of nausea rolling over him he assumed he could safely blame his current position on the large pours of bourbon Harley had relentlessly passed around.  Picturing the large pours of warm bourbon rendered obsolete the question about whether to puke or not to puke.   
 
      
 
    “Gross.  You’re going to clean that up right?”  An entirely too jubilant Harley asked.  Drew wondered if Harley had woken up early just to give him crap about the hangover that’d been a certainty by the time he passed out.  Whatever the reason if he didn’t start talking at a lower volume Drew was going to knife him in the foot.  That should wipe that condescending grin right off Harley’s big stupid face. 
 
      
 
    Drew crawled out from under the table.  He was on a mission to find water and coffee and new clothes.  He’d been lying on his back when he projectile puked into the bottom of the table.  He was covered in chunky bourbon scented vomit.  It was leaking from his hair into his eyes.  The alcohol content of the room temperature mess still high enough to burn his eyes.  Drew made it almost to the door before Harley stopped him.  An extremely unwell Drew looked up at Harley to ask why the hell he couldn’t be left alone to crawl out into the fresh air and die in peace. 
 
      
 
    “It’s still dark outside amigo.  You sure you want to do that?”  Harley asked.   
 
      
 
    Drew glanced up at the monitors.  The sky was lighting up but there were still some movements in the shadows as the infected tide finished ebbing for the day. Harley had most likely saved Drew’s life by waking up early to babysit him.  A completely miserable Drew slowly turned to crawl back to his own bunk.  Harley tossed him a couple of wet towels and told him to strip.  Once Harley had mopped most of the puke off Drew’s body, he helped him toss on a pair of shorts then get into his own bed.  Feeling much more confident that his young friend wasn’t going to die of alcohol poisoning Harley used Drew’s soiled clothes to mop up the puke under the table.   
 
      
 
    “Out of bed party animals!”  Jeff called out flicking on the bright overhead lights in the trailer.  It hadn’t just been the four of them who’d taken advantage of the relatively safe place to sleep combined with the promise of a late reveille.  Pretty much everyone had taken Harley up on his challenge to party like it was the end of the world.  Waking up after a night spent drinking like they’d all just turned twenty one a large number of the men in the trailer were wishing the end of the world had arrived while they’d been sleeping.  None of them managed to puke all over themselves like Drew had but there was still going to be a serious strain on the Tylenol and fresh water supply.   
 
      
 
    “Drink some water, find some snacks and be ready to roll out in thirty minutes.”  Jeff announced to the red eyed miserable looking motley group of tattooed warriors slowly crawling out of their beds.   
 
      
 
    “Anyway we could save the world tomorrow instead?”  Billy asked.   
 
      
 
    Jeff ignored him and disappeared out the door.  A startled Drew glanced up to make sure it wasn’t still dark outside.  To his delight and simultaneous confusion it was now very bright outside.  Wondering where his clothes had gone Drew started looking around for a new set of pants.  Meanwhile Harley had walked to the center of the aisle to address his troops.   
 
      
 
    “Alright you bunch of lightweights.  Get out of bed and get your gear together.  We’ve got a bunch of fresh meat joining us on this mission.  They’ve been sitting on boats and islands this whole time so half of them haven’t ever even seen a crawler in real life.  We will pair them up with you.  You’re responsible for showing them the ropes.  If it hits the fan, you’re responsible for protecting them.  We’re getting a bunch of them so don’t worry too much if the first one we pair you with gets eaten.  There should be some spares. Try to keep your new pets alive and well though.  Understood?”  Harley looked around not really expecting any questions.   
 
      
 
    “Are these recruits going to be squad when we’re done?”  Billy asked. 
 
      
 
    “They’ll be squad if they earn it.  Looking at you sorry bunch of bastards right now I doubt any of these guys are going to want to be volunteering to join up anytime soon.  Get your game faces on and show these FNGs how to do this zombie fighting stuff the right way.”  Harley wrapped up his attempt at motivational speaking to get his own gear in order.   
 
      
 
    Drew was experiencing a whole lot of the infamous ‘hurry up and wait’ aspect of any large military force lately.  The men joining them were currently waiting on an airport tarmac for the bus to come get them.  The extra vehicles for them to take to Colorado hadn’t been assigned to them yet.  Jeff could be seen sporadically going from office to office muttering under his breath about having to do everything himself since the base had been staffed by a bunch of morons.   
 
      
 
    As the morning ground on the convoy gradually grew in size.  They were up to ten Humvees, two of the large, armored tractor trailer rigs, and a tanker truck full of diesel.  The tanker truck was a very welcome addition that Jeff had pulled major strings to have included.  It was a major bonus to have the man in charge of logistics for the entire country also be in charge of their convoy.  Even if it still wasn’t possible to cut through all of the red tape.  Men who’d grown up in the military bureaucracy just had a hard time letting go of their forms and ways of doing things.   
 
      
 
    Jeff was one of those who’d grown up within that bureaucracy.  He found it oddly comforting to be arguing with a supply officer about whether they needed the diesel tank more than the refugees being relocated from the Outer Banks to a fortified base further inland.  He’d finally won the argument by pointing out that the officer’s bosses, bosses, boss reported to Jeff.  After that he was able to ask for pretty much anything and get it.  Once everything was finally where it needed to be he set his mind to the task of actually leading this unit halfway across the country.   
 
      
 
    He was glad Harley was the one who was actually in charge of the convoy.  It was a suicide squad mission and Harley now spoke for the suicide squad.  Despite his gypsy upbringing and spotty past they welcomed and respected him.  He’d proven himself more times than the men could count.  His problems with authority didn’t really matter in a unit as full of misfits as the suicide squad.  The new men coming into the unit may be an issue, but that issue would be Harley’s to deal with. 
 
      
 
    Jeff wasn’t a natural leader.  Unlike Harley he felt like a fraud every time he ordered men into battle.  At heart he was an administrator.  He enjoyed brainstorming sessions and creating pie charts much more than sleeping in the field and getting shot at.  He didn’t consider himself brave.  In the heat of battle he just did what it took to accomplish the mission and keep his friends alive.  He wasn’t scared to fight but he wasn’t trying to go out of his way to pick one either.  The people who’d been by his side for a while had a different impressions of him than he did of himself. Having witnessed the gentle giant flip the switch to battle mode when needed they all considered him an easy ten on the bravery scale. 
 
      
 
    Jeff levered himself into the front seat of the Humvee with Harley driving.  Drew was sitting in the back with a nervous looking skinny guy dressed in desert camo.  Drew was happily grilling the frustrated looking guy on why he thought desert camo was appropriate for driving through Virginia.  Jeff eavesdropped while Drew quizzed the new guy on whether or not he thought camouflage really helped when you were fighting the crawlerz.  It was painfully obvious the man knew very little about dealing with the infected. 
 
      
 
    “Where to boss?”  Harley asked Jeff.  Jeff was reading through the papers in an official looking package he’d been given that morning.  It was their current set of orders.  They were able to communicate with Cheyenne via a secure connection so those orders could change along their route.   
 
      
 
    “Knoxville’s going to be our first stop.  I’ve got an address in the mountains there we need to check in on.  It’s where a handful of generals were ordered to establish a base.  They haven’t been heard from in a while. It’s sort of on our way so we’re swinging by.”  Jeff answered. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a great answer.  Jeff guessed he could have worked harder on his delivery.  The truth was he wasn’t super excited about this first stop.  It seemed like a waste of time to him.  The men in the base were either dead or alive.  If they were alive then they were ignoring the newly sworn in commander in chief.  If that was the case, then Jeff didn’t think driving a big convoy up a narrow mountain road controlled by a bunch of military experts was the greatest idea ever.  If all of the generals were dead, then who really cared?  Lots of people were dead.  Why send a highly specialized convoy of soldiers to go conduct a welfare check?   
 
      
 
    It was early afternoon by the time they finally put Fayetteville in their rear view mirrors.  They’d have to stop in a few hours to get everyone situated for the night.  At this rate it was going to take them forever to make it to Colorado.  Jeff was hoping that once they got on the road, they’d move along a lot faster.  The individual missions they were being asked to perform on their cross country trek were going to slow them down even more.  It wasn’t like you could just swing by and tell the local war lord to go back to following the constitution.  It typically required more discussion than that.  Getting those discussions going had required a decent amount of violence so far.   
 
      
 
    They were getting close to the North Carolina border when Harley called for a stop for the day.  It was still a little early, but they had a bunch of new people they needed to assign bunks too.  They also needed to get those new people drugged up enough where the first round of crawlerz hitting the walls of the trailers wasn’t going to give them heart attacks.  Jeff didn’t envy these guys their first exposure to the nightmare visions they were going to be subjected to.  He was interested in seeing how they coped with it though.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33:  The Knoxville Nightmare 
 
      
 
    The RV was parked next to a lake in the middle of the woods.  The old dirt road the beast of a camper had originally driven down appeared washed out and overrun in the bright moonlight.  It’d been the slightest tingle that guided the pack of crawlerz off the main road and into the woods.  Drew saw through their eyes as they loped through the snow covered forest.  It was the barest of sensations they’d felt.  In a world growing increasingly devoid of prey the infected were chasing down every hint of lingering humanity.   
 
      
 
    The RV had been there long enough for it to start sinking into the silty clay.  The tires were all slightly deflated.  If anyone was in the dilapidated camping castle it wasn’t immediately obvious by looking at it.  Nevertheless Drew felt a tingle of excitement run down his spine.  There was no way to know that there were people hiding in the old RV.  The people had been careful to stay completely silent.  They’d loaded up their family and headed out to the middle of nowhere after the first broadcasts had shown the infection sweeping the world.   
 
      
 
    The crawler pack increased their pace.  The long loping strides turning into a frenzied sprint.  The weird way they ran with their hands touching the ground giving way to a more conventional upright sprint as they barreled into the big vehicle.  There was no subtlety to the way most of the pack reacted to the sight of the large vehicle.  They ran into it.  They ripped at the windows and the walls.  They stepped back and hammered into it again and again.  Some of them leapt on the roof looking for a way in.   
 
      
 
    The family inside the RV were awake.  Their thoughts were a psychic beacon to the crawlerz.  One or two people inside the camper wouldn’t have been so easily detectable.  The stench of fear emanating from the interior of the vehicle was so strong that the demonic attackers knew there must be a group of the hated humans inside.  The crawlerz redoubled their efforts.  The windshield was shattered by an obese crawler who put all his weight into the attack.  That success was instantaneously broadcast to the other infected trying to break in.   
 
      
 
    Drew slithered through the shattered windshield with the others.  The ones who’d been ripping the door handles back and forth abandoned that effort to go through the windshield instead.  Two of the pack hung back.  They were the ones the soldiers in the suicide squad would have called lurkers if they’d seen them.  Crawlerz who’d developed a higher order of hunting capabilities.  They didn’t just charge in randomly like the rest of their brethren.  They exuded patience and a calculating evilness.  Like the way a mouse feels when it looks into the eyes of a cat that’s toying with it. 
 
      
 
    Pellets and slugs from a couple of shotguns ripped the first of the infected apart before they made it down the hallway.  Pain was nothing to the infected.  The ones who were shot kept right on moving forward until blood loss stopped them.  The ones behind would step on their dying brethren to get closer to the prey.  Death didn’t matter.  All that mattered was satiating the intense hunger.  The burning desire to bring everyone into the groupthink.  
 
      
 
    A man with a bushy white beard stepped out of the dark recesses of the RV with a shotgun held in his hands as if it were a baseball hat.  He swung the weapon by the barrel connecting with an infected woman’s head.  Her ear was smashed into her skull.  She took a step sideways before launching into the man teeth first.  Her mouth ending up on his stomach as he battered away at her with the empty weapon.  She bit deeply into the small poof of hairy beer belly above the defender’s belt.   
 
      
 
    The psychic pulse from that first bite into warm living flesh radiated out with all the strength of a nuclear blast. The others in the pack were driven into a hyper frenzy.  Even the lurkers lost their cool and stampeded out of the brush to scramble into the vehicle.  More shots rang out and the back door flew open.  A half dozen regular humans made a run for the lake.  They might have been attempting to reach the canoes sitting by the water.  If they were able to shove off and get deep enough fast enough, they might escape.   
 
      
 
    The lurkers veered from their course to head straight for the people making the last ditch effort to stay alive.  Those people had slammed the door to the RV behind them.  That door was blown off its hinges by the infected ramming it from the inside.  The fleeing family members were picked apart as they ran.  Dragged down one by one to be savaged by their attackers.  Only two of them got anywhere near the boats.  A middle aged woman and her teenage son pushed the canoe out into the water.  The son looked back in horror to see his mom being dragged to the beach by one of the infected.  The large naked beast was chewing on the side of his mom’s face as he dragged her away.   
 
      
 
    Rather than continue trying to escape the boy made the mistake of trying to rescue his mom.  He’d only taken a couple of steps back towards the beach before two of the infected were sinking their teeth into him.  Large chunks of flesh missing he floated in the lake water as the two crawlerz continued to feast on his back.  At the very least he was saved the indignity of being turned as his neck was ripped apart by one of the lurkers who showed up in time to bite deep into his jugular. 
 
      
 
    On the beach the boy’s mom turned.  She stood up and looked around wildly.  Her eyes gliding over the vision of her dead son floating in the bloody water.  Without a second thought she took off running into the forest looking for fresh prey.   
 
      
 
    Drew sat up shaking.  The nightmare had been so vivid that he knew it had to have been a shared vision of something that’d actually happened.  The crawlerz slamming into the trailer he was sleeping in were going to have a much harder time breaking in here.  This was no rusty old Winnebago.  The entire trailer had an extra layer of sheet metal added to it.  The metal was strengthened by the addition of a two by four brace every couple of feet.  There was also the fact that if the infected did manage to get in they’d be met by a well-armed and highly trained cadre of soldiers who’d be highly motivated to send them straight to hell.   
 
      
 
    The only way Drew saw them losing as badly as the people he’d just seen in his vision would be if there were hundreds of the infected outside.  A quick glance at the cameras showed there was more like twenty of the monsters currently trying to figure out how many bites to get to the gooey center.  Not even enough for them to waste the claymores they’d setup outside before turning in for the night.  They’d have to carefully collect the mines in the morning to set out again the next night.   
 
      
 
    Each of the trailers was stocked with crates of the aimable explosives.  The idea was that if you were surrounded by a large mob of the infected then you should use the mines to kill as many as possible.  This would help clear the infected faster as well as keeping the trailer you were in from possibly being ripped apart by an army of the undead.  There were sheet metal reinforced walls and all of that, but a few hundred determined assailants may still be able to beat their way in.   
 
      
 
    The sheet metal built into the trailers had a couple of other purposes as well.  In theory it was supposed to shield them from the psychic phenomena of the infected sharing their depraved thoughts with everyone trying to sleep inside the trailer.  Metal had originally done a decent job of that.  Either the infected were getting stronger or the uninfected were getting more susceptible.  The other reason for the sheet metal was to stop any random ball bearings from the claymores.  They spent a lot of time ensuring the devices were pointing in safe directions but with a mob of monsters crawling around outside you never knew when one might get moved around.   
 
      
 
    Drew sat up in his bunk with the recent nightmare slowly receding back into the rest of his horror show riddled memory banks.  Feeling the push and pull of more groupthink tugging at his subconscious he decided to get out of bed rather than risk experiencing another shared memory from the pack of depraved cannibals roaming around outside.  Walking to the front of the trailer he saw a few people sitting around the tables by the coffee pot.  The eerie red light bathing them in a pool of glowing blood.   
 
      
 
    Seeing the noob soldier he’d been paired up with sitting at one of the tables Drew went and sat beside him.  He had to search his mind for a second to come up with the guy’s name.   
 
      
 
    “Yo Steve how’s it going?”  Drew asked once he’d dredged up the guy’s name from his memory.  He was feeling pretty good about remembering the guy’s name.  He was normally horrible at that sort of thing. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Drew.  My name’s Scott.  You’ll get it eventually.  I thought the Valium was supposed to keep those things out of our heads?”  Scott got right to the point.  He’d been up for the last few hours thanks to the same sort of shared nightmare that’d just dragged Drew out of bed.   
 
      
 
    Drew sipped on the bitter cup of steaming hot coffee he’d poured himself.  He didn’t really want it.  He just wanted something to do with his hands.  An excuse to be out of bed.  Glancing up at the monitor he happened to notice one of the monsters sniffing around the trailer was an older man with a bushy white beard.  He’d bet anything if the man would face the camera at the right angle that you’d be able to tell he was missing a bite sized chunk of his beer gut.  On a whim Drew pointed at the monitor.  Scott looked up and gasped. 
 
      
 
    “Happen to have seen that guy recently?”  Drew asked.     
 
      
 
    “How do you deal with this crap?  I’ve been off the ship for a day and I’m ready to go back.  We might not have had any food left but I think I’d rather take my chances with fishing.  I’ve never even imagined being this freaked out by anything before.”  Scott had gotten super serious.  He was looking to Drew for advice.  Unfortunately Drew didn’t have any advice.  At least not any good advice.  Despite having no idea what words were going to tumble out of his lips Drew opened his mouth and answered anyway. 
 
      
 
    “You either deal with it or you die.  I guess I’ve been around it so long that I’m just used to the constant fear.  Lots of people do drugs.  That half a Valium you took probably wasn’t enough.  Try a whole one tomorrow night.  If that doesn’t work, try a whole one and a shot of tequila.”  Drew answered.  On hearing the advice he was giving he felt pretty pleased with himself.  That was some decent advice if he did say so himself.  He wondered if he should add that overdosing and rampant alcoholism often resulted from following the path he was laying out.  He decided to save that for the next lesson or for the intervention if Scott happened to live long enough to develop a serious addiction.   
 
      
 
    They sat in silence after that watching the monitors as the infected outside the trailer did their best to get in.  A couple of them had tried pulling on the latch on the back.  The modified trailer they were in was fully secured from the inside so there was minimal chance of the infected blundering in that way.  It was scary to think that if they ever forgot to lock the back doors, they could wake up to a very unwelcome nuzzling session.  Drew tucked the idea for a checklist away in the back of his head.  It’d be like a pre-flight check list for taking off in a plane.  He decided he’d call it a pre-night checklist.  Lost in adding tasks to his imaginary checklist it took Drew a second to realize Scott was asking him a question.   
 
      
 
    “Do you think there’s a chance my family might have survived?”  Scott repeated when he saw Drew’s deer in the headlights look.  It was the question Scott had been waiting to ask ever since he’d found out on the ship that the infection was real.  He didn’t have a wife and kids or anything.  He was worried about his sisters and parents.   
 
      
 
    “There’s always a chance.  We’re picking up refugees every day and moving them to safe places.  A lot more people survived than I thought would’ve made it.”  Drew answered.  Missing the question the first time had forced him to actually think before he responded when Scott repeated it.  Which was a good thing since his knee jerk response was to say they were most likely either dead or walking around naked eating people. 
 
      
 
    It looked like Scott had a follow-up question but before he could ask it there was a commotion in the middle of the trailer.  A screaming man climbed out of his bunk and ran straight into the bunk on the other side of the aisle.  A couple of guys came out of their bunks to subdue the screamer.  When he fought back, they beat him to the ground before tossing him back into this bunk.  Scott watched the whole interaction in complete shock.   
 
      
 
    “Dude should’ve taken a whole Valium.  He’s going to be hurting in the morning.”  Drew said taking another sip of his bitter hot brew. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34:  A Whole Lot of Weird 
 
      
 
    Exhausted from yet another restless night Drew yawned as he took his seat in the back of the Humvee.  Jeff and Scott climbed in a few seconds later looking just as miserable as Drew felt.  Harley took the driver’s seat and started the engine.  It took him a minute to notice everyone was staring at him.  His red eyes, staggering walk to the Humvee and issues with opening the door were not subtle signs of his current condition.  When he got the door open and climbed inside the whole vehicle instantly smelled like someone had tipped over a barrel of Kentucky’s finest.  That verified for all of them that Harley had kept the party going all night long in his bunk. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Drew.  You want to drive?”  Jeff asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sure.”  Drew answered a little sulkily.  What he’d wanted to do was nap the rest of the way to the mystery mansion in the mountains Jeff had them headed for.  Instead he switched places with an inebriated Harley.  At least Harley was self-aware enough not to try and say he was fine to drive.  Honestly it was pretty impressive he’d made it over to the correct Humvee without help. 
 
      
 
    No one bothered reprimanding him.  There was no rehab center they could send him to.  He’d either walk the twelve steps on his own or end up dead.  If he really wasn’t able to hack it anymore, they’d ship him off to one of the refugee camps where they cared for those who’d lost their minds.  It was an easy thing to lose now a days.  They’d all hoped the responsibilities of command would help him straighten up.  It looked like it might have done the opposite. 
 
      
 
    Jeff asked Drew to get on the radio and give the order to move out.  Harley had already passed out in the back seat.  A sketched out looking Scott was sitting back there hoping the foul smelling goliath in charge of his unit didn’t end up puking all over him.  Every time Harley shifted his body weight around Scott expected to be showered in bourbon scented chunkiness.  Sucked to be him Drew thought as he rolled down his window and got them moving behind the lead car.   
 
      
 
    The convoy drove up the winding road into the Appalachian foothills.  The highway they were on was beginning to show the effects of not being maintained.  Potholes and debris were the norm.  There were times when they had to stop the convoy so that trees, broken down vehicles, and fallen rocks could be moved off the road.  The deeper they got into the mountains the worse it became.  Jeff was thinking they needed to send a crew to ensure at least one of the passes through the mountains was kept well maintained.  They were going to need a way to move supplies and troops across the country efficiently. 
 
      
 
    The pass should’ve been maintained by the men they were on their way to check on. Jeff remembered them being the same group of men he‘d been worried were hunting them back when Shaun’s uncle had served his brief stint as President and wanted them dead.  In his role as the owner of the plan to ensure the continuity of the United States government Jeff had assumed the responsibility of allocating supplies and resources to each of the different bases they’d established.  He’d done it based on each installations need to support refugees, last without assistance for up to five years and the need to be able to bring the fight to the enemy or defend themselves.     
 
      
 
    The road up to the base started as a non-descript dirt road hidden behind an out of business general store that looked like it’d been there since the seventies at least.  The radio chatter turned to panic as the drivers of the trucks wanted to opt out of anything to do with driving up the side of a mountain on a ridiculously narrow dirt road.  The men driving the trucks had only been ‘truck drivers’ for a few months.  There’d been like a day’s worth of training then they’d been told to go forth and drive the incredibly complex machines all over the place while crazy people with superhuman strength tried to eat them.   
 
      
 
    What no one other than Jeff knew was that once they went past the first curve on the dirt road it opened up into a respectable two lane road.  The wide asphalt road lasted for the rest of the drive up the mountain.  The small dirt road was just to throw off the locals.  Of course the paved road was still scary as hell if you weren’t used to driving in the mountains.  There was always the possibility it was washed out somewhere along the route.  Rather than risk losing any of the trucks Jeff decided to have them split up. 
 
      
 
    The bulk of the convoy was left under Harley’s blurry eyed supervision at the run down service station.  Jeff took Drew and the men in the first five Humvees to go up the mountain.  Hoping nothing happened which required someone to actually be in charge at their new base station Jeff gave the order to proceed up the dirt road.  Before they got to the first turn they had to get out and open up a gate.  The gate had an official looking sign warning them that they were trespassing on government property and would be thrown in prison, pay fines, etcetera….  
 
      
 
    There were scattered bodies decaying on the road around the gate.  No one paid them much attention since decaying bodies were par for the course in the present day.  A set of bolt cutters later they were through the rusty gate and driving up the paved road towards the top of the mountain.  Looking at the steep drops on either side of the crazily winding road Jeff was glad they hadn’t made the drivers make the journey up.  The Humvees powerful engines growled as they powered up the ridiculously steep inclines. 
 
      
 
    After about thirty minutes of driving they hit a flat spot where the road was blocked by a gate.  There was a fifteen foot fence topped with barbed wire running in both directions out from the gate.  A  guard shack stood beside the gate.  The guardhouse was empty.  The gate was closed tight.   
 
      
 
    “There should be a guard.”  Jeff muttered under his breath.  The fact that they hadn’t been challenged yet was bothering him.  It didn’t bode well for the state of what they were going to find on the other side of the gate.   
 
      
 
    After figuring out how to manually open the gate they drove through it into the large courtyard.  The pave courtyard was surrounded by different buildings. Everything was laid out similarly to the way it was on the hundreds of US military bases across the globe.  Due to the specific mountainous geography some accommodations had been made.  Much more noteworthy than the mundane architecture of the base were the scattered piles of brass and bodies lying around the courtyard.   
 
      
 
    It was even more disturbing when a few of the bodies got up and began stumbling towards them.  There was a brief delay while men scrambled up into the turrets.  Jeff was on the verge of giving the order to fire when Drew asked why the surgers coming at them were moving so slow.  Now that Jeff was looking closely it was odd that they were dressed also.  Most of the infected shed their clothes at some point in the chaotic lives they led.  Jeff continued looking closely as he gave the order to stand by.   
 
      
 
    “It’s like we’re being bum rushed by a bunch of really stoned hobos who just robbed an army surplus store.”  Drew said.   
 
      
 
    “Stop where you are, or we’ll fire!”  Jeff had gotten out of the Humvee.  He was yelling at the dozen slow moving people coming for them.  The people kept right on coming towards them.  Jeff fired a few shots over their heads.  That also didn’t have any effect on the group shuffling towards them. 
 
      
 
    “Sir?”  Scott asked loudly from the turret.  Drew had his window rolled down with the barrel of his M-16 shoved through it.  The safety was off.  His finger was already squeezing the trigger when the first of the approaching creepers broke into a limping sprint for Jeff. 
 
      
 
    That did it for the rest of the team.  They weren’t going to sit there and watch Jeff get taken down by one of these things.  Not only did the first one who’d threatened Jeff get mowed down they went ahead and blasted away at anyone still standing for good measure.  In a few seconds the parade ground was covered once more with the dead.  None of them would be getting back up again any time soon. 
 
      
 
    The sound of that gunfire had awakened the sleeping base.  More of the slowly shuffling monsters came out from the alleyways between the buildings.  There were a few who were moving with the agility and speed they were more used to seeing at night when the crawlerz came.  The next few minutes were a riot of gunfire and blood.  Jeff ducked back in the Humvee to shoot out of his open window like Drew was doing.  In the turret the sound of the machine gun being fired suddenly stopped.  
 
      
 
    Scott’s screams replaced it as the infected who’d jumped on top of the Humvee dug it’s teeth into Scott’s face.  Drew jumped out his door to see if he could help.  Seeing it was too late he put some rounds into both the infected and the man he’d been responsible for.  Even before he pulled the trigger, he was getting blasted by the psychic euphoria the infected was radiating.  The taste of Scott’s uninfected flesh sent it into a crazy kind of bliss.  Instead of the normal images though these were watered down sunbursts of color mixed with hypnotic surges of music.  The kind of music you could reach out and touch. 
 
      
 
    Jeff had to pull a dazed Drew back into the driver’s seat. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with you?”  Jeff yelled.  “Shut your door!”   
 
      
 
    “You didn’t feel that?”  Drew asked. 
 
      
 
    “Feel what?”  Jeff asked.  He was looking around the courtyard turned above ground graveyard.  With the large caliber weapons on the roofs of the Humvees they’d made pretty short work of the slow moving infected attacking them.  Only the one fast one had gotten through and killed anyone.  The only casualty so far was Scott.  Not wanting to leave the turret unmanned Jeff ordered Billy to come back and take the turret in their Humvee.   
 
      
 
    “The weird mind thing the infected set off.  I don’t know it was more like a trippy dream than the normal blood lust stuff.  Like a hippy mass murderer tripping balls.”  Drew answered.  He was helping Billy pull Scott out of the turret.  They’d already pulled the infected out and thrown it to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “When Harley asks if you want a vitamin just say no next time.”  Billy joked looking at Drew with concern.  He’d actually felt something super similar during the brief battle.  Not that it’d really been a battle.  More like a shooting gallery.  It’d been Scott’s first and last confrontation though.  Poor guy had sat on a nice safe boat since this all started only to die the first time that he mixed it up with the infected.  They’d give him a warriors send off when they got down the mountain.  A few words, a match and a lot of gas. 
 
      
 
    They needed to understand better what had happened here.  On the surface it seemed like just another base that’d gotten overwhelmed by the infected.  The large number of infected stumbling around in broad daylight coupled with the weirdness Drew had experienced had Jeff’s curiosity aroused though.  He really couldn’t see reporting this incident and ending it by saying they’d turned around and driven back off the mountain. 
 
      
 
    With that in mind he ordered the team to stand by to clear the buildings.  He was torn between his curiosity and the fact that he might be risking his men’s lives for nothing.  To help clear his conscience he took the first team in himself.  Kicking in the door after blasting the lock with a breaching shotgun the team went in. They turned around and went back out three times faster than they’d gone in.   
 
      
 
    It was a charnel house inside.  Dead bodies and rats and bugs everywhere.  The smell had been unreal.  Despite everything these men had seen out in the field this still made several of them puke.  A couple of the new guys were running in circles cussing when they weren’t puking.  Taking a couple of deep breaths of the fresh mountain air far from the makeshift mortuary Jeff waved his finger in the air and the team stacked up on him for a second run. 
 
      
 
    The next few buildings were clear of any obstacles.  They were stacked to the rafters with supplies though.  Jeff was wishing they’d made the trucks come up after all.  He had the men quickly load up on critical supplies before they moved on to the last building.  He knew it’d be harder to breach since it was the main administrative building.  This one had a couple of sublevels that’d been blasted in the mountain rock.   
 
      
 
    It turned out to be easier to get in than expected.  The front door was unlocked.  There were bodies on the porch and in the lobby of the big building.  Most of them were wearing the standard issue uniforms of the army.  Not a lot of civilians had been sent to this base.  The bulk of the assigned personnel had been chosen specifically because they were unmarried with no children.  The senior officers and some of the older enlisted men had been authorized to have their immediate families brought to the base.  That explained the handful of pathetically small bodies lying in the dirt.  
 
      
 
    In a hallway off of the lobby they rifled through some of the administrative offices.  A few more of the slow shuffling infected had to be put down as well.  Compared to the lightning fast way the infected typically attacked them the slow movements of these creeping shufflers was a walk in the park.  At least it was until another one of the new guys thought a room was clear before it really was.  He was bitten in the back of the neck by a shuffler who’d been squatting in a corner the man had forgotten to check.   
 
      
 
    Scared of being put down the new guy ran though the building shooting at anyone who tried to get him to stop.  He was cut down by machine gun fire from a Humvee when he finally made it outside.  Jeff waited for confirmation that the man was dead before continuing the clearing of the building.   
 
      
 
    They ran into a few offices with CIA emblems on the nameplates on the desks.  That was triggering some vague memory of Jeff’s about who all had been stationed here.  More like some vague memory of not being told everything the base was going to be used for but asked to make sure it had some unusual items shipped to it.  There’d been so much of that sort of thing at the end that he’d gotten used to rubber stamping the requests when they came across his desk.  He’d been the man when it came to getting stuff shipped to the different depots, ships, bases and islands. That had made him privy to a lot of information that otherwise would never have been shared with him.     
 
      
 
    There was a locked steel door at the end of one of the corridors.  Jeff assumed this was the door that would open up to the elevator that’d take them down to the sublevels.  Whatever weirdness had been going on here had probably originated down on those levels.  The lights in the building were still working so there was a good chance the elevator was as well.  Jeff and Billy were poking at the number pad trying to figure out how they were going to open the door when it suddenly slid open by itself.  Looking up they found themselves staring down the barrels of a couple of handguns.   
 
      
 
    Unfortunately for the two men holding those handguns they’d brought pistols to a machine gun fight.  Jeff very politely asked them to lower their weapons.  Looking at Jeff like he was crazy Billy whipped his rifle into play and used words and a tone of voice that made a lot more sense to him.  It was a tossup whether Jeff’s out of place politeness or Billy’s more aggressive approach got the men to lower their weapons.  It may have also had something to do with the way the hallway behind Jeff and Billy was filled with hard looking men holding large caliber weapons as well.     
 
      
 
    The two men who’d opened the door were dressed in a manner which screamed ‘CIA’.  They moved like they had military experience.  They didn’t seem to be phased by having the tables turned on them immediately after opening the door. They kept their weapons lowered but refused to drop them.  They actually had the nerve to try ordering Jeff to have his men stand down. 
 
      
 
    “Screw you man!”  Billy said aggressively stepping towards the man who was shooting a disdainful look at Billy’s tattooed face.   
 
      
 
    “Call off these side show freaks and identify yourself.  Otherwise you’re never getting down that elevator.”  The older of the pair said.  He was doing his best to ignore the skull faced guy aiming a weapon at the side of his head.  On the CCTV system they’d seen the Humvees roll up and take out all the infected on the top level.  They hadn’t really noticed all the tattoos and Harley Quinn patches until they’d opened the elevator door.  Now they were a little unsure exactly what they’d walked into.  Jeff hesitated for a second.  He was trying to remember what his official title was now. 
 
      
 
    “I’m a cabinet member of President Thompson’s charged with coordinating the reunification of the United States.  We were given several locations to physically visit.  Our goal is to verify if they’re still in operation or not.  This is one of them.”  Jeff answered.  It was a fair summary. 
 
      
 
    “You seem pretty hands on for someone responsible for coordinating such a large project.”  The agent answered.  There was obviously a lot more to Jeff’s story but what he’d just said rang true.  The agent was a pretty solid judge of character.  You kind of had to be to survive for very long in his line of work.   
 
      
 
    “You guys talk a lot of smack for being stuck in a hole in the ground surrounded by the infected.”  Billy said.  He was still pretty worked up.   
 
      
 
    “Oh.  The ones topside are just for camouflage.  We figured having some of the specimens wandering around would keep random people from trying to loot the place.  We could’ve taken them out pretty much anytime.”  The agent answered off hand.  Seeming to have made up his mind he turned around and went to the large elevator.  It had to be big enough to accommodate bringing supplies and machinery down to the sub levels. It was a tight fit but Jeff and everyone in the clearing crew were able to squeeze in with the two agents for the ride down.  Jeff gave the men standing by outside a quick sitrep before they descended where the radios might not work anymore. 
 
      
 
    “I especially enjoyed the part about blowing up the base if you guys didn’t come back out in a few hours.”  The older agent said with a grin.  Now that no one was pointing guns at him he was in a much better mood.  This base had been designed to shrug off missile strikes.  Grenades shot from the back of a Humvee weren’t even going to get noticed.  When the elevator stopped the slightly junior agent keyed in the pin number to open the doors. 
 
      
 
    One side of the large warehouse space was lined with crates and boxes. The shelves went up a good twenty feet in the air on that side.  The other side had been cleaned out to make room for a long line of cages.  Each cage held a single crawler.  Weapons were immediately tucked back into shoulder blades as Jeff and crew went on full alert.  The agent made an effort to keep the condescension out of his voice when he saw how they reacted. 
 
      
 
    “Notice anything different about these guys?”  Agent Smelski asked.  He was the older of the two agents.  He’d introduced himself on the short elevator ride down. 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t killed them yet.”  Drew said. 
 
      
 
    “Why are some of them wearing clothes?  The ones outside were wearing clothes too.  We normally only see the surgers and the fresher crawlerz still wearing clothes.”  Jeff said carefully studying the caged monsters.  He needed to find whoever was in charge and let them know that this idea never ended well.  Didn’t these people ever watch any zombie movies growing up? 
 
      
 
    “Why aren’t they trying to eat us?”  Billy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Bingo!”  Smelski said pointing a finger at Billy.  “Two points to the guy who better hope he never has to go on a job interview.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry.  I meant to ask why they aren’t trying to eat us, asshole?”  Billy said staring straight back at the agent.  Smelski had the good grace to smile at the joke at least.  Although it was debatable if Billy had meant it as a joke or not. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been shooting them up with massive doses of psychedelics.  We figured since the root cause of the infection seems to be some sort of psychotropic reaction why not fight fire with fire.  I happen to work for an organization with a lot of experience in mass hallucinations.  We have literally hundreds of gallons of LSD that blows away anything that you’d find in a Grateful Dead concert parking lot.”  The agent explained excitedly.   
 
      
 
    “You’re giving acid to zombies and expect everything to work out well?”  Drew asked with a wide-eyed expression of disbelief.  There must be something he was missing here.  At least it explained the trippy vision he’d had out in the parking lot. 
 
      
 
    “It seems to be working ok based on the results we’re seeing so far.  They’ve become much more docile.  They lose their fear of the sun.  We’ve seen flashes of humanity in their eyes.  They lose that fierce desire to eat us.”  Smelski explained. 
 
      
 
    “One of them took a bite out of my gunner topside.”  Jeff said.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah, we’ve been experimenting with how long it lasts.  We’ve been trying to get the dose right and see which effects wear off first.  If they bite someone then that overrides pretty much everything.”  Smelski was backpedaling a little bit now from his earlier version of LSD as a wonder drug.  Jeff stared at Smelski for a minute before asking the random question that’d percolated to the top of his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “Is it your kid or your wife or somebody else you’re trying to bring back?”  Jeff asked.  Smelski answered without even thinking about it.  The trained CIA agent must be sampling some of his own wonder drug. 
 
      
 
    “My daughter.  My wife was gone by the time I made it home.  I was too late to save them.  I was able to secure my little girl and get her up here in time though.”  A little bit of the crazy was starting to shine through.  In a wheedling tone of voice Smelski kept talking as he produced a grenade out of his pocket. “We just need a few more volunteers to test out the cure.  We’ll infect you after we get your medical history.  You’ll be back to yourselves in no time.  We really are close to a cure.” 
 
      
 
    The infected who were still dressed suddenly made a lot more sense to everyone.  They were still dressed because they’d been recently turned.  Turned and dosed up with large amounts of LSD.  Smelski held up the grenade to pull the pin out. Once he had that live explosive in their faces, he’d force them to leave half their crew in the warehouse while the other half went back up the elevator.  Before the grief crazed father could pull the pin out Billy shot him in the face.   
 
      
 
    The other agent immediately put his hands in the air and started swearing he’d had nothing to do with any of it.  Billy shot him too.  They spent the next few minutes walking around the warehouse putting the caged up infected out of their misery.  One of the cages had been painted pink.  A little girl was sitting inside.  Her pupils were dilated so much you could barely see any white in her eyes.  She was surrounded by badly soiled dolls and teddy bears.  With a heavy heart Jeff shot the little girl so no one else would have to do it.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35:  Rested and Ready 
 
      
 
    Having the President swing by to visit throughout the day ensured they got decent treatment at least.  LeBron, Yue and Lisa had been given a single large suite in the infirmary to share.  It wasn’t like they had a lot of privacy concerns after living on the road with one another for so long.  Especially in a world were venturing outside to take a leak could lead to getting your face ripped off. 
 
      
 
    The visits weren’t purely social calls.  They turned into planning sessions minutes into the first visit.  With Jeff out on a road trip with all his tattooed buddies and SECDEF dead thanks to a justified shot by Yue Shaun needed people he could trust to talk to.  It helped that everyone now recognized Yue’s innate ability to manipulate people.  That was a skill Shaun was especially eager to tap.   
 
      
 
    As far as logistics and strategy went LeBron was Jeff’s key source for all that.  Jeff himself would be the first to admit that his much younger protégé was easily his equal when it came to mapping out those kinds of processes.  What neither LeBron nor Shaun had was the catalogue of people, places and things that Jeff had stored in his memory banks.  Shaun had questioned his own motivation for putting Jeff on the slow train to Cheyenne instead of having him flown there.  There was a part of him that was still upset with the role Jeff had played in bringing down the deadly attack on Weathertop.  
 
      
 
    Cheyenne itself wasn’t a welcoming place to the new President.  The Space Force general who ran the base wasn’t completely convinced Shaun was the constitutionally legal President.  There was a senator and a couple of representatives camped out inside the monstrous mountain facility who were also hesitant to accept his leadership.  Lisa had piped up to say that the Space Force was pretty much a fake military unit and who really cared what some career politicians hiding out in bunkers thought?  Which was why the President wisely was eliciting most of his advice from LeBron and Yue although he agreed completely with every word Lisa had said. 
 
      
 
    Despite being shuttled all over the country Yue and Lisa were both making rapid progress on their recoveries.  LeBron was walking around on crutches with the bottom of his leg in a cast.  It turned out the sprain he’d thought he’d gotten had really been multiple broken bones.  None of the medical people who asked him what he’d done to screw up his leg actually believed his story when he told them.  At least not until they noted that the President went to seek counsel from the young wounded warrior.  After that they all treated him with the respect due a war hero.   
 
      
 
    The plan they came up with was to basically continue doing what they were doing.  They needed to scale it better though.  Jeff driving around the country with Drew trying to convince every two bit dictator to fall in line wasn’t going to cut it.  For one thing they needed to establish some way to keep them in line after they’d agreed.  LeBron had an idea for an ambassador kind of role.  These would be men and women who would be assigned different groups to keep tabs on.  They’d go out and visit the different groups and ensure they were doing what they were supposed to.  Yue suggested calling them envoys or something other than ambassadors.  Ambassadors made it sound like they weren’t all still a single country.  Shaun’s power as President came from the idea that they were still all citizens of the United States. 
 
      
 
    Yue was forcing herself to spend a lot of time in introspection around a more direct role she could play in the recovery effort.  Shaun had asked around and discovered that there wasn’t anyone who could really do what Yue could do.  At least there wasn’t anyone the government knew about who could.  Almost everyone could sense the crawlerz groupthink.  That’s what led to all the nightmares and a good portion of the suicide attempts.  No one else had made the leap to actually influencing the actions of the infected with just their minds though. 
 
      
 
    Yue hated that she’d need to use those powers to help in the effort to rid the country of the infected.  She was hopeful she might find a couple of others who had a similar gift and help them develop it.  She’d absolutely love to shed the responsibility of being the only one who could have an impact in the psychic warfare game.  Her bandaged arms were covered in deep scars from having to literally take bites out of her own flesh to wage that kind of war.  Her brothers and her boyfriend were also marked.  The memory of her face going into a feral mode as she chomped down on them was completely mortifying.  She couldn’t imagine how they didn’t see her as a monster after all of that. 
 
      
 
    Lying in the recovery room listening to LeBron clicking away on a laptop the conversation often wandered to what they were going to do when the crawlerz were all cleared out.  Finding a place out in the country to live in and farm was the most common fantasy.  Lisa and Yue were careful to skirt around assuming that Jeff and Drew would end up married to them.  That was an awkward thing to discuss with Drew’s brother and sister also being two of Lisa’s closest friends and confidants.  No one bothered pointing out the age difference between Yue and Jeff anymore.  A decade seemed like a pretty trivial difference after everything they’d been through.   
 
      
 
    Yue and Lisa found themselves in the unfamiliar position of waiting around for the men to make it back home from the conflict.  They were both used to being the tip of the spear in these conflicts.  They’d each had just as much experience as Drew and Jeff in the murderous art of war.  Yue was the most powerful weapon they had for fighting the crawlerz.  No one else could turn the tide of battle like she could.  Neither her nor Lisa would shirk at picking up a machete and charging into the fray like a couple of earthbound Valkyries either. 
 
      
 
    LeBron picked up on all this frustration and seemed to delight in making it worse. The sheer joy he got from mentioning how it was going to be nice when the fighting was finished so the men folk could be around more.  When they pointed out he was also sitting in the room knitting booties with the women folk he liked to ask them if they’d ever leapfrogged out of a parking garage full of monsters.  The good natured joking went back and forth helping to pass the time.  Anything that took their minds off the extreme danger they knew Drew, Jeff and some of their other friends like Harley were facing was worthwhile. 
 
      
 
    The next time Shaun came to visit he told them what Jeff had found at the base in the mountains by Knoxville.  The three in the recovery room missed the beginning of what Shaun said because they were busy absorbing that it wasn’t bad news.  Every time someone walked through the door not wearing medical garb it caused a collective gasp from the three of them. All of them were realists and they all kept expecting to hear that something had happened to someone they loved.  That was a big part of their frustration in being laid up in the recovery room in the first place.  They wanted to be out there fighting the good fight shoulder to shoulder with the rest of the squad.   
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry did you just say they were feeding the infected acid to see what would happen?”  LeBron asked.  There was no way he’d just heard that correctly.  Maybe they’d been pouring vats of acid down on large crowds of the infected?  That was something LeBron himself had looked into previously when he was searching for a more efficient way to kill large numbers of the infected menace.   
 
      
 
    “Industrial strength CIA acid evidently.”  Shaun answered with a shrug.  He’d known nothing about the experiments either.  Most likely due to the bulk of the men on the base being ‘volunteers’ in one man’s mad experiment to bring his daughter back.  Radio contact must have ended at about the same time as that experiment started getting ramped up. 
 
      
 
    “Did it work?”  Lisa asked curiously.   
 
      
 
    “Sort of.  It made the infected more docile.  They attacked slower when they attacked at all.  Drew reported the mind games were a lot more ‘Pink Floyd Laser Light Show’ instead of the normal ‘Faces of Death’.  That’s a direct quote by the way.  They still attacked though.  We had two casualties taking out the mad man in charge.”  Shaun said.   
 
      
 
    “That sounds like it might have been accomplishing something at least.”  Lisa said doubtfully. 
 
      
 
    “Oh.  I almost forgot it made it so the crawlerz didn’t care if it was sunny outside.”  Shaun blurted out. 
 
      
 
    “Screw giving them drugs then.”  LeBron said immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Drugs are bad.”  Yue chipped in holding up the little button she could press anytime she wanted a little extra morphine. 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully Harley never gets bitten.  We’ll end up with some kind of super zombie.”  LeBron joked.  Harley’s drug consumption was legendary.  Anyone else would’ve been in an institution or a cemetery if they tried to match Harley’s lifestyle.  There may be some blood pumping through his drug and alcohol stream, but it wasn’t much.  How he remained able to function at the level he did was a mystery to them all.   
 
      
 
    “Where are they going next?”  Yue asked Shaun.  LeBron might already know but she had no clue.  All she really cared about was how long until they safely arrived at Cheyenne. 
 
      
 
    “They’ll be swinging by Nashville to check in with a National Guard regiment that’s set up shop there in Mt. Juliet.  They’ll see how many of the infected they can blast overnight on Broadway then keep heading this way.  There’s a territory they’re going to check out around Wichita.  Once they’ve put eyes on that and figured out what’s going on there they’ll be headed here.  Hopefully in time to reunite with their healthy…. What are you guys calling your relationships?  I didn’t get a chance to check Facebook on the way over here.”  Shaun realized he’d asked an extremely awkward question a few seconds later.  He saw no way to dig himself out of it though, so he just sat there with LeBron staring at Lisa and Yue. 
 
      
 
    “Is ‘none of your business’ an option on the status bar?”  Lisa asked sweetly. 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough.  Like everything else lately I guess it’s complicated.”  Shaun said smiling weakly at his own joke.   
 
      
 
    “You’re really lucky you didn’t have to campaign for your job.”  Lisa said sarcastically. 
 
      
 
    Shaun enjoyed his time spent in the medical suite with the three smart asses.  Not only did it help keep him grounded he also normally left with some idea of what to do next.  There was no such thing as a ‘yes man’ in this group.  They’d call him out on anything they thought sounded stupid.  On top of all that he really did depend on Yue to help him with thorny political issues and LeBron to help him with logistics and a strategy.  Lisa was good for making sure he didn’t get too full of himself.   
 
      
 
    As far as Lisa and Drew went Shaun had no doubt that they’d end up sticking together.  If two people were ever more meant for one another then Shakespeare was going to need to come out of retirement and right an ode.  Shaun still found Yue and Jeff to be an odd pairing, but it seemed to work for them.  Having his main advisor on strategy and his main advisor on politics in a relationship didn’t have any downside that he could see.  Of course he’d need Yue to tell him if there did happen to be a downside to it. That wasn’t going to happen as she wasn’t trying to torpedo what she had with Jeff.   
 
      
 
    It was all good as far as Shaun was concerned.  This little group of unlikely saviors was going to help him figure out how to restore the country.  They were going to take back the lives that’d been stolen from them.  Listening to them as they continued to make completely lame Facebook status jokes, he honestly didn’t see how they could fail.  All they had to do was kill a hundred million or so adrenaline fueled psychotic cannibals.  Well there was also the multiple militia groups springing up across the country they’d have to deal with as well.   
 
      
 
    Shaun was determined to bring the country back together though.  He was sure he had the team to make it happen.  They’d beat the crawlerz one headshot at a time.  They’d beat the militias the same way if they didn’t want to see reason.  It was going to be a rough few years, but they were going to make it.  Either that or they’d all die trying.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    I really hope you enjoyed this edition of the Crawlerz series.  I’m finishing up the draft version sitting in a cabin in Tennessee looking out the window at the trees on the side of a gorgeous mountain.  I’ve got five kids, a pregnant wife, six dogs, a mother-in-law and a sister-in-law sleeping downstairs.  I’m absolutely going to need a vacation from this vacation   
 
      
 
    In the world around me it looks like we’re slowly pulling out of the nosedive the pandemic put us into.  Money and a feeling of security are important, but no one is going to be able to replace the loved ones lost during this event.  I hope these books have been a source of escape from some of the turmoil all around us.  I know writing them helps me to escape.   
 
      
 
    As with everything I write I just kind of let my mind drift and try to see the events unfolding through the eyes of the characters.  It’s really more about the journey than the destination in most cases.  Especially with books like these that are based on the human spirits ability to overcome all obstacles.  Thanks again for joining me on that journey.  It’ll be picking up again as the team continues working on piecing back together what’s left of the American dream. 
 
      
 
    Until then stay safe!  Would also love to get your stars and feedback on Amazon if you have a minute to spare. 
 
      
 
    Thank You!!!! 
 
      
 
    R S Merritt 
 
    June 13th, 2021` 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Other Books by RS Merritt 
 
      
 
    Try an excellent 7 Book series built around a Zombie outbreak:   
 
      
 
    Zombies! 
 
      
 
    Need more Zombies?  Check out the 6-Book Zournal series: 
 
      
 
    Zournal 
 
      
 
    Looking for something a little different?  Try the Son of the Keeper series: 
 
      
 
    Son of the Keeper 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover1.jpeg
R.5S L NMERRRR LT T

¢






