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 Prologue: The Church 
 
      
 
    The service was packed.  It was standing room only at the enormous Baptist church in the middle of downtown Oviedo.  The congregation was a mix of people who’d been coming here since they were children and others who’d only recently found their way to the church.  Light was provided by a motley assortment of battery powered lanterns and glowing cell phone screens.  About a dozen of the children had also been given the little battery powered candles the church normally reserved for Christmas service.   
 
      
 
    It was hot in the church with the power off.  The air conditioning had gone out the day before when the generator had finally run out of fuel.  It was summer in Florida which meant it was hot.  The band was playing acoustically up on the stage while the congregation sang hymns with fanatical devotion.  They’d tried maintaining silence for the first couple of days.  It hadn’t worked.  The Zombies had followed the stream of people who’d heard the church was designated an emergency shelter.  The devils had found them.  Now the congregation sang fanatically.  They were trying to will a miracle into being.  Most of them faced the altar but they kept casting terrified glances over their shoulders.  All of the doors leading in were vibrating as the demons outside struggled to get in. 
 
      
 
    There was talk of making a run for it.  There was even discussion of fighting off the walking dead that’d surrounded the church like a scene out of a low budget Zombie movie.  One of the ones you could pick up on DVD in a cheap sleeve out of a bin at a truck stop for three dollars and some change.  Some in the congregation were laughing hysterically as they sang.  They were going to die in a cheesy horror flick.  It was surreal.  They just wanted to wake up out of this nightmare.  Most had tears streaming down their faces.  Some held pistols in their hands.  A few were thinking they’d try and fight their way out regardless.  A few just had their weapons out to spare themselves and their children the horror of being eaten alive.   
 
      
 
    There were policeman and soldiers who’d talked big at first.  They all talked big until they went up to the second floor and looked out the windows.  Once they saw the glowing red eyes of the insanity that surrounded them, they stopped talking.  The walls shook as the demons continued to beat their way in.  The word Zombie kept being thrown around.  People resisted that word.  It seemed like using the word would give it power, so they all spoke in euphemisms.  The pastor talked of the end of days and resurrection.  He spoke of the glory of heaven and the eternal afterlife awaiting all of those who’d been saved.  The church surpassed their annual quota for people getting ‘saved’ in about an hour after the first service started.  The most devout atheists in the congregation throwing away their non-belief in desperate hope for miracle. 
 
      
 
    Most had embraced the inevitable by now.  The Zombies would get in.  They’d get in just like they’d gotten in through the outer doors a few days before.  They’d get in because they were relentless.  The Zombies would get in and everyone in the church would die.  They knew from radio and tv broadcasts that not all of them who perished would remain inanimate for long.  To die was to suffer the possible indignity of rising again a few minutes later.  Rising again to join the army of the soulless infected in their unrelenting march against humankind.   
 
      
 
    The congregation sang louder to drown out the awful noise of the pounding of flesh on the last doors protecting them from being eaten alive.  They sang louder to try and get a last-minute reprieve from the horrors they knew would soon be visited on them.  They were still singing when the first of the doors gave way.  The handful of police in the audience who’d kept a grip on their sanity moved towards the cracking doors.  They all knew they didn’t have enough ammunition to actually do any good.  These were hard men though.  These were men who didn’t have it in them to just stand there and be overrun.  These were the type of men and women who’d have stood bravely at Thermopylae.   
 
      
 
    The crazy brave opened fire on the Zombies who started pushing their way in.  The rest of the congregation went into complete pandemonium.  There was nowhere for anyone to run to.  Within seconds of the first few shots being fired several seniors and at least one toddler had been trampled to the death by the stomping feet of the rampaging mob.  The Zombies kept coming.  Another door gave on the other side of the worship center and the mob undulated wildly.  Looking like waves splashing in a bathtub as the two sides tried to run past one another.  The screaming reached a fevered pitch as the Zombies started sinking their teeth into flesh.   
 
      
 
    The bullets of the brave ran out.  The cops making a stand were overrun and devoured even as they tossed down their guns and waded into the enemy with fists and broken chair legs.  The Zombies kept coming.  They were hollow eyed and gaunt.  Their clothes hung around them as they moved.  Their faces and the fronts of their bodies were covered in the gore of their recent meals.  They screamed in anger at the humanity facing them.  They’d bite into one victim and drag them to the ground then immediately jump up and move to the next.  Some of the Zombies moved in exaggerated jerking motions while some were operating at the level of a world class Olympian.  Their ranks continued to swell as more and more of them forced their way through the doors and fell on the rapidly thinning mass of humanity inside the church.   
 
      
 
    A river of blood ran down the aisles.  The church stunk of gore and waste.  Off to the side stood a short frail looking woman with a head covered in grey hair standing protectively by a small group of children.  The kids ranged in age from three to fifteen.  The fifteen-year-old was holding the three-year-old and trying to keep from losing her mind.  She wanted to be brave for her little sisters.  She gasped for air and struggled to keep her grip on the three-year-old who wanted to get out of her arms and make a run for it.  Only there was nowhere to run.   
 
      
 
    The woman was telling the kids to stay with her as she eyed the pastor.  As soon as the doors had broken the pastor had made a run for the side of the stage.  When he disappeared into the curtains the woman grabbed the kids and with an agility not often seen in one her age jumped up on it.  Dodging the other people who were trying to figure out a last-minute escape the woman led the children behind the curtains the same direction the pastor had run.  She saw the pastor disappear around a corner.  She dragged the children behind her as she struggled to keep up with the fleeing man.  The pastor was seeking to distance himself as much as possible from his flock.   
 
      
 
    Rounding the corner, she saw the pastor struggling with a set of keys.  He was trying to open a large wooden door.  She’d never really noticed the door before.  She wasn’t even sure she’d been down this hallway before.  She ran to where the pastor was nervously trying to figure out how to operate the lock and grabbed the keys out of his hand.  The keys were wet with sweat. Screams and the sounds of people fleeing the Zombies were getting closer.  She finally got the door open to reveal a large, dark enclosed hallway.  The pastor almost ran her and the kids over in his haste to get inside the door.  With no real time to think about it she shoved the kids in and started to follow. 
 
      
 
    Taking a quick look over her shoulder she saw a tall man running their way.  He was holding a horrified looking young girl out in front of him as he ran.  He made eye contact with her and set the toddler on the ground.  He screamed at the little girl to run to her.  Then the man smashed himself backwards against the closest wall.  He managed to knock off the Zombie that’d been clinging to him and biting the back of his neck.  The man kneeled down and shoved a screwdriver into the Zombies eye.  The Zombie stopped reaching for him and lie still.  Just like the Zombies on late night horror movies taking out the brain seemed to do the trick.  The man then turned and began attacking the Zombies who continued coming down the hall.  He waded into them with his big fists swinging as he fought to give them time to get away. 
 
      
 
    The little girl ran few steps then turned around to try and see what was happening to her daddy.  Hesitating, the woman who’d just saved her own grandchildren from being eaten alive gave the pastor a hard look. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch this door or I’ll kill you.”  The sweat covered pastor shook his head in the affirmative and the grey-haired woman sprinted back down the hall to grab the toddler.  She witnessed the final stand of the girl’s father as the Zombies streaming down the hall finally overwhelmed him.  She threw the little girl over her shoulder and ran for all she was worth back towards the large wooden door.   
 
      
 
    As she got close, she saw the pastor was holding the door like he may close it at any second.  She couldn’t believe her eyes as she saw him start trying to slam it shut when he saw the Zombies chasing her.  The only reason it didn’t shut was her three-year-old grandbabies arm had been sticking out of the door as she tried to get out to come to her grandma.  The tiny little arm kept the lock from engaging.  The toddler’s arm was crushed by the weight of the door.  The enraged grandmother ripped the door open.  She put the little girl she’d just rescued inside.  Then she pushed the pastor hard enough to make him fall on his back inside the tiny cramped space.  She slammed the door shut and engaged the lock right as the first Zombie ran into the door going full speed.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1:  The River 
 
      
 
    Kyler dipped his paddle deep into the chilly water of the Saco river.  He took a look around at the peaceful forest surrounding the gently flowing river as he pulled the paddle back against the force of the water.  This kept him and the Tenderfoot in the bow of the canoe from colliding with the large rock sticking out of the river directly in front of them.  He’d been trying to impress on the young scout that it was the responsibility of the person in the bow to look for obstacles in the river and to help steer around them, but the boy was pretty much useless.  He was the kind of kid who really just wanted to be sitting on his couch at home playing a video game with his on-line ‘friends’.  Kyler didn’t really get those types.  He knew he was a bit abnormal in that he was almost seventeen and still into scouting.  He just loved the outdoors and would rather be sitting here in this canoe than pretty much anywhere else. 
 
      
 
    His dad had loved scouting.  He’d had been the scoutmaster for this troop until he’d lost his fight with cancer about three years ago.  Kyler wasn’t sure if he stayed in scouting because he liked it or because it helped him feel closer to his dad.  His dad had been career military as had the majority of the leadership of the scout troop.  This had led the troop to be a little different than your run of the mill troop.  Instead of jamborees, they did things like canoeing through swamps and sleeping in jungle hammocks.  They’d camped on islands overrun by wild horses in the outer banks and rappelled into caverns to crawl through tunnels covered in luminescent bugs.  When they did show up at jamborees, they normally won a bunch of the events.  This was because they’d had to start fires in swamps and had actually treated hypothermia on a couple of notable occasions.  They actually had quite a bit of practice at first aid since they tended to try things that might not have always been the smartest choice.  There were quite a few secrets they’d been sworn not to let their mothers in on. 
 
      
 
    Since his father’s death Kyler had really applied himself in everything he did.  He didn’t really know why he was striving so hard to make a dead man proud.  His mom worried about how hard he drove himself.  It was hard for her to say too much since he channeled all his drive at healthy pursuits.  He was a straight ‘A’ student who started on the varsity football and wrestling teams.  He loved to read.  He stuck with the scout troop even if the other kids didn’t think it was cool.  He worked hard to mentor kids in the troop the same as his dad had done.  When they went on hikes it was always Kyler you could always expect to find getting to the campsite last.  He’d be the one who had stuck with the slowest kids and helped carry their packs and encouraged them to finish.  It was the same thing his dad had always done.   
 
      
 
    They continued paddling down the river.  There wasn’t a lot more to do.  They’d been out in the woods for their annual mad river trip.  Named that because those were the brands of canoes they normally used.  It helped the name stick that the river they always took was named the Saco which was easy enough for them to rebrand the Psycho.  There had been a few places on it that were tricky, but it was mostly a relaxing trip.  They’d camped and fished and done all of the things they were supposed to do.  It had all felt hollow to Kyler this time.  He felt like every year the memories he had of his father slipped further away.  He’d wandered off more than a few times on this last trip when sadness had overwhelmed him.  He knew this was probably his last trip down the river.  He wouldn’t be able to bear coming down it another year.  Not with another year’s worth of fog moving in on his memories of his dad. 
 
      
 
    As they meandered back to the middle of the stream, he silently said his goodbyes to his father.  He choked back his emotions enough to tell the Tenderfoot up front to keep a lookout for rocks.  With the Tenderfoot, a kid from the suburbs named Seth, doing a lame job of watching for rocks Kyler began rummaging around in his pack for some water and a granola bar.  By the time he’d found them and had a quick snack he could see the boat launch up ahead.  Several of the troop were already pulling their canoes and gear out of the water.  By the time they paddled up to the launch most of the troop had pulled their gear out of the river and up the ramp already.  It didn’t look like anyone had showed up to pick them up yet though. 
 
      
 
    Kyler paddled hard enough to ground the canoe in the soft mud at the bottom of the launch.  He asked Seth to hop out and pull the bow up on shore.  The kid promptly stood up and fell into the water.  It was summer, so he’d survive but Kyler found himself wishing he’d had his iPhone out to record the fall.  It had seemed to happen in slow motion.  Seth had been wind milling his arms so hard it’d looked like he might actually achieve flight and hover himself to shore instead of falling into the clear water beside the canoe.  Gravity and reality conspired against his attempt at featherless flight and he ended up toppling head first into the eight inches of water covered mud and rocks.   
 
      
 
    Still laughing, Kyler hopped out of the canoe into the water and helped the spluttering, soaked kid to his feet.  Seeing the panic in Seth’s eyes Kyler took a logical guess at what it may be about. 
 
      
 
    “Your phone make it?”  He asked. 
 
      
 
    Seth pulled his iPhone out of his pocket and carefully studied it.  It looked like it may have survived the submersion.  Seth was pressing all the buttons on it to see if it was working or not. 
 
      
 
    “It’s good.  I had it turned off anyway.  Weird though.  I’m not getting a signal.  I thought we’d be able to get a tower once we got here.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler shrugged.  He had no idea really.  It would be convenient if they could get a signal since that would help them find their ride.  They should’ve been here by now to pick them up.  He looked up at the top of the launch where the scoutmaster and one of the other adults who’d come on the trip were waving their phones around in the air trying to get a signal as well.   
 
      
 
    Kyler tugged their canoe further out of the water and grabbed his pack to carry up to the top of the launch.  He walked up it towards a slightly overweight older man wearing military fatigues who was standing off to the side smoking a cigarette.  As he walked towards him the man field stripped the cigarette and shoved the remains in one of his pockets.   
 
      
 
    “Hey Kyler.  Looks like our rides a bit late this trip.  Everyone’s flipping out not being able to get a signal.  People can’t live without these little magical boxes.  Do people even use them to talk on anymore?  Did you toss Seth out or did he fall on his own?” 
 
      
 
    Kyler smiled at the man who’d been his dads’ best friend for years.  Mike had served with Kyler’s dad in the military overseas.  He had plenty of stories to share and was free enough with most of them.  Kyler had bothered him ceaselessly for the first years after his father’s death to hear the stories.  He’d wanted to learn as much as he could.  He’d been amazed to hear stories that made his dad look like a regular guy instead of the hero-soldier the son had worshipped.   
 
      
 
    “Did you even bring a phone?”  Kyler asked Mike with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Nope.  If I did my job or my sister would’ve ruined this trip for me.  That woman spends more time worrying about other people than she does breathing.  Mines sitting in the center console of my truck if they ever bring our cars to us.” 
 
      
 
    “You ever worry about emergencies or anything?” 
 
      
 
    “I brought two of my best friends along to help out with any emergencies.  Smith and Wesson both wanted to come with me on this little trip.  Don’t tell anybody though.  It’s a kinder and gentler troop now a days.  Not like when your dad ran it.” 
 
      
 
    It was true.  They used to all carry rifles and pistols when they went camping.  They’d canoe through swamps shooting water moccasins out of the branches above them when the snakes got too close.  They were all trained to be safe with the weapons but not to fear them.  A gun was a tool.  The same as an iPhone or a hammer or a truck.  You could do bad things with any of them. 
 
      
 
    Kyler nodded at Mike to acknowledge that.  They’d discussed numerous times how the troop had been going downhill since the ‘civilians’ had taken over.  It was still fun, it was still a great experience, but the heart seemed to have gone out of it.  There’d been a pride associated with being in a troop that did things the extreme way.  All good things must come to an end though.  Kyler was the Senior Patrol Leader and had completed his eagle project almost a year earlier.  He felt like when him and Mike left the legacy his dad had left behind with the troop would disappear pretty quickly.  That was another one of the reasons he hadn’t quit yet. 
 
      
 
    Kyler and everyone got to work on moving all the canoes and equipment up the ramp and into the field beside the access road the launch was on.  Once they had everything moved up, they went ahead and pulled out a camp stove and started working on cooking everything they had left to eat. 
 
      
 
    “Yum.  Scrambled eggs and ten gallons of baked beans.”  Mike commented when he walked over and saw the food Kyler was helping put together.   
 
      
 
    Kyler smiled and kept on flipping the eggs around in the skillet to cook them.  The large pot of beans sitting next to the skillet was beginning to bubble.  Giving it a quick stir with his knife and scraping the bottom to keep the beans from sticking Kyler took another look down the access road.  There was still no sign of the people who were supposed to come meet them.  It was starting to get pretty late in the day at this point. 
 
      
 
    “You think they’re coming?”  Kyler asked the scoutmaster.  The scoutmaster was a skinny man who needed a haircut.  Kyler figured the guy kept it long to try and cover up the balding spot he was getting in the back.  He was one of the few in the troop who’d never been in the military.  Kyler felt like he’d gotten the job because none of the other guys had wanted to step into his dad’s role.  There was some resentment there.  Kyler knew it wasn’t fair, but he couldn’t figure out how to stop himself from feeling that way. 
 
      
 
    “They should’ve been here by now.  I’m thinking about hiking up towards the road until I get a signal, so I can make a call and try to get them here.  Maybe they got confused on days or they have a flat tire or whatever, but they really should’ve been here by now.  Why don’t you go ahead and get the camp set up?  I’ll start walking.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like a plan sir.”  Kyler moved over to start telling everyone to gather the camping supplies since it looked like they may be spending the night.  Looking at the sky he didn’t see any clouds so decided they’d probably be ok risking a night sleeping under the stars.  Plus, that way if their ride did show up a little bit later on, they wouldn’t have to tear down a bunch of tents before they could leave. 
 
      
 
    Everyone started getting their gear together for the night after a huge meal of beans, diced onions and scrambled eggs.  Plenty of jokes flying around about why it was a good thing they weren’t sleeping in tents together after that kind of a meal.  The scoutmaster left with one of the other adults to hike up to the highway.  The highway was probably a good eight or nine miles from where they were at right now.  Worse case, they’d have to walk all the way to the highway before getting a signal.  Once they’d been able to get in touch with someone, they’d still be able to walk back and go to sleep with everyone else by midnight.  That was assuming the dates had just gotten mixed up and their rides were planning on showing up tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    As the sun went down, they all sat around the bright red coals of the fire they’d built up and talked about the things boys and men talk about on trips like this.  Mike told them all old war stories and reminisced about some of the other trips the troop had been on.  Kyler helped everyone come up with a song about how Seth had fallen out of the canoe.  Everyone seemed to find that one particularly amusing except for Seth.  Once the hilarity around each person trying to act out his wind milling arms had died down Seth brought up something that’d been on his mind. 
 
      
 
    “Anyone else think it’s weird that no one showed up to get us and we can’t get cell phone reception?  I’m almost positive last year when we did this trip, I was able to text my mom before we even got all the way here.”  Seth looked around and saw that a few of the other kids were nodding.  A few shrugged to indicate that technology was flaky, and they’d just have to deal with it like the inconvenience it was.  “What if the two are related?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?”  Kyler asked even though he had a pretty good idea where Seth was headed with all of this.  He read a lot of fiction and this scenario was pretty common in the sci fi books around alien invasions.  He thought this may be a good way to kill some time.  More entertaining than making up more verses to the ‘Seth Falls Out of the Canoe’ song anyway.  Not a ton of stuff really rhymed with the word canoe. 
 
      
 
    “My mom, Kyler’s mom and Tim’s mom were in charge of making sure they met up with us here.  I’m pretty sure we talked about them meeting us here on Sunday.  Remember how they were going to pick up the trucks on Saturday and stay at the Bed and Breakfast they love so much and all that?  I could maybe believe they just messed up the day and all three of them somehow think today it’s Friday instead of Saturday but then there’s the lack of a cell phone signal.”  Seth let his thoughts trail off as the people around the fire considered what he’d said. 
 
      
 
    “Obviously a Zombie apocalypse.”  The kid named Tim said.  His mom was one of the ones who was supposed to pick them up.  Tim said it as a joke, but he absolutely knew that there was no way his mom had the days mixed up.  The woman balanced a crazy work schedule with her four kids’ school and after school schedules without even breaking a sweat.  She wasn’t the type to mix up something like this.  
 
      
 
    “Nuclear war?”  A different scout volunteered. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe it’s a Red Dawn scenario out there.”  Mike said with a smile.  He was laid back against the side of one of the canoes taking sips out of his canteen.  Most of the adults and Kyler all knew that Mike’s canteen water hovered around eighty proof.  He was a highly functional alcoholic who never tried to drive after drinking so everyone left him alone about it.   
 
      
 
    “EMP I’m thinking.”  Kyler said.  A couple of the older kids and Mike nodded along with him.  The younger kids just looked at him blank faced.  “An EMP is an electromagnetic pulse.  It’s this destructive wave of energy created when a nuke explodes.  It kills all the electronics in a certain radius.  An enemy sets off a bunch of those and kills our electronic systems and we’d be open to invasion.  They take out our computers and all of a sudden all of our fancy weapons don’t work and we’re going toe to toe with the soldiers who do have working advanced weaponry.” 
 
      
 
    “It works great in Call of Duty.”  Seth said to everyone’s groans and a couple of renewed choruses of the ‘Seth Falls out of the Canoe’ song. 
 
      
 
    As time drug on with no word everyone continued to get more concerned.  They’d really expected for the scoutmaster to have come back by now or the moms to have arrived to pick them up.  Mike passed out against the side of the canoe with his sleeping bag wrapped around himself.  Kyler called for lights out and they all settled in for the night.  There was the one thing no one had brought up as a possibility.  The three mothers had been driving together so the most likely reason for them not being here was they’d gotten into a wreck.  A wreck that was bad enough they weren’t able to come get their kids or tell someone else to go do it for them.  Kyler could barely keep himself in his sleeping bag since that was the only scenario that made any kind of sense to him. 
 
      
 
    He forced himself to try and sleep, so he could wake up at first light and hike out to the road to see what was going on.  He checked his phone for the hundredth time and then lay there staring up at the stars until he finally drifted off to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2:  The Island 
 
      
 
    Randy and Kelly walked out of the plane in Providence, RI.  Randy was rolling a small carry-on and carrying a computer bag.  Kelly had a larger carry-on and a giant blue and pink purse bag thing.  Both were tired and a little grumpy after the long flight.  They were both nursing minor hangovers from trying to drink early in the morning to make sure they could nap on the flight up from Florida.  They continued stomping their way to the baggage claim area after a pit stop at the first Dunkin Donuts they saw for a couple of coffees.   
 
      
 
    Randy felt that moment of relief when they spotted their final bag coming around on the turnstile.  He traveled enough for work that he’d had bags get lost before.  It was a bad experience when it was his bag and he had to deal with trying to find clothes to wear for meetings and that sort of thing.  They’d gone on a cruise the year before and the cruise line had lost one of Kelly’s bags.  It had been like the world came to an end.  His sweet, beautiful wife had turned into a howling wildebeest demanding someone find her bag.  After the wildebeest rant failed to cause her bag to materialize, she’d collapsed into a puddle of tears and started naming all the different items of irreplaceable clothing and makeup she’d had in the bag.  It was horribly uncomfortable and possibly the worse eight hours of their marriage until a random family driving back home to Minnesota had stopped for a rest break and noticed one of their bags looked funny.   
 
      
 
    Kelly had gotten her bag back two days later and been ecstatic.  Randy had gained multiple new patches of grey hair along his temples and a deep appreciation for customizing their luggage and only booking direct flights.  Once they had their luggage in their possession the hangovers and anxiety seemed to melt away.  They laughed and joked about the trip and how Kelly’s mom must be doing with the kids back home.  They followed the signs to the rental car counters and got the car they were going to be driving around for the next week on vacation. 
 
      
 
    They tried to do a vacation every year with just the two of them.  Between kids and work and all the other responsibilities that came along with being a productive member of society they both recognized they didn’t spend nearly enough time together.  Just to pile the stress on a little bit higher Kelly had also recently started home schooling their four children.  It was something she’d always wanted to do, and they’d finally gotten to a spot financially where she was able to do it.  It was rewarding, and she loved it but sometimes she really did daydream about flinging her lovely children off the top of the closest cliff.   
 
      
 
    Once in the car they used their phones to map out the route to the ferry to Block Island.  They were headed out to the island for the first couple of days of their vacation.  Randy had lived on the island when he was a boy and wanted to share some of those memories with Kelly.  He knew she was going to love the island.   
 
      
 
    Block Island is a small island about thirteen miles off the coast of Rhode Island.  It’s the easternmost point of the United States.  With a population of around a thousand permanent residents it’s got plenty of room for romantic walks and places to go where you don’t feel crowded.  In the winter it can be downright desolate.  In the summer there are the busy spots where the tourists flock to hit the beaches and stay in the pricey bed and breakfast style retreats that dot the roadside.  One of them even has a complete petting zoo filled with exotic animals.  It’s a surreal mix of New England charm and old world rich coming together to serve up a family friendly Jersey Shore style boardwalk.   
 
      
 
    At the ferry in Point Judith they were warned that it was going to be a rough trip over to the island.  A series of storms were coming in that were forecast to be bad enough to possibly shut the island down for a couple of days.  Randy hadn’t planned on showing Kelly the island when you could barely leave your room, but they’d already made the flight arrangements and taken the vacation days, so they’d gone through with it despite the forecasts they’d looked at the day before.  The ride over to the island was rocky.  There was a heavy swell but nothing too crazy.  Once they got closer to the dock they got in their rental car and waited for the ramp to be lowered so they could drive onto the island.    
 
      
 
    They were able to drive off pretty quickly since the ferry had been almost empty.  The threat of the coming storm had caused most of the tourists to change their plans.  The day trippers had an easy decision and they’d heard hotels were offering people vouchers for future stays if they didn’t want to risk coming over with the storms approaching.  They drove past a long line of cars and people looking to get off the island.  This would probably be the last ferry for a few days so if you didn’t make this one you weren’t leaving until the weather cleared up.  The only other way off the island was by air and that would be shut down by the next morning as well with the winds building up. 
 
      
 
    They checked in at the hotel that had the exotic petting zoo associated with it.  They watched while one of the employees tried to shoo an Ostrich and some sort of tiny camel looking animal into the large barn behind the hotel.  The animals must’ve sensed the storm coming as they were starting to freak out.   
 
      
 
    “What’s that camel looking thing?”  Randy asked the front desk receptionist as she worked on processing his credit card. 
 
      
 
    “You mean the one that looks like a cross between a camel and a kangaroo?  It’s called a Guanaco.  I have no idea why we couldn’t just get camels for the zoo and call it a day.  Anyway, breakfast is in the morning and there’s a cocktail hour tonight with happy hour pricing if you’d like to join us.  With the storm coming in we’re supposed to tell you to avoid driving at night and to stay away from the bluffs as long as the storm warning flags are up.  People have been blown off.  Otherwise, if you don’t have any questions have yourselves an excellent evening.  Your luggage should already be up in your suite.” 
 
      
 
    Randy took the key and the brochures the receptionist had placed on the counter for them and they started up the stairs towards their suite.  He’d booked them the same suite that rock stars, supermodels and billionaires spent their honey moons in.  He was aiming to impress on this trip and had put his credit card where his mouth was.  They’d be paying this one off for a few pay day cycles, but he felt like he needed to go all out since they probably wouldn’t get another chance to spend this much time together for another year. 
 
      
 
    When they got up to the room the bellboy who’d taken their luggage was waiting for them with the door to the room already open.  Their luggage had been placed neatly on top of wooden stands designed for that purpose.  The room reeked of wealth and privilege.  The large king bed in the center of the room looked like you’d need a ladder to climb into it.  Everywhere in the room was old school luxury from the deep rich padded carpet flooring to the crystal chandelier dangling from the ceiling.  The bell boy gave them a quick tour of the room including the oversized balcony they’d be able to watch the storm roll in from.  Once he’d showed them everything and answered their questions Randy slipped him a ten and he left. 
 
      
 
    “He looked a little hurt at the ten.”  Kelly said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “A ten’s pretty good money for carrying some bags up the stairs and showing me where the extra toilet paper is.”   
 
      
 
    “If this were the Holiday Inn, I’d totally agree with you honey.  You may have to beat down your cheapskate urges a little bit on this trip if you’re going to book us rooms like this one.” 
 
      
 
    “Just trying to save money for you to spend shopping when we walk the strip here.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case maybe a ten was a little much.”  Kelly laughed, and they kissed before she broke away and started working on trying to turn on the TV.  “Can you text my mom and let her know we got here ok and that we’ll call to talk to the kids after dinner?” 
 
      
 
    She got the TV turned on and tuned into the news while Randy started texting her mom for her.  Kelly took his phone from him and started holding a conversation with her mom before he’d even had the chance to send the first text.  The plan had been for her to get in the shower and get ready for dinner once they got in the room.  She typically took her time getting ready and Randy was worried the restaurants on the island were going to close early because of the storm.  All he needed to do to get ready was throw on the sports coat he’d brought.  He believed putting a sports coat on over pretty much anything qualified as dressing up. 
 
      
 
    Kelly disappeared into the bathroom after rummaging around in her bags and gathering together everything she needed to take a shower and get ready for dinner.  Randy settled back in the leather recliner in the corner of the room and began clicking through the news stations on the flat screen TV that was tastefully concealed in the ceiling when not in use.  The bellhop had spent a few minutes explaining how the AV equipment in the room worked.  There was evidently surround sound and all sorts of cool effects which could be created in addition to the TV coming down out of the ceiling.  Randy and Kelly had both nodded dutifully to the bellhop without either one of them really comprehending any of it.  The bellhop explaining how to engage the surround sound was kind of the same thing as the stewardess explaining how to open the emergency door on the plane.  You had to look like you were listening and then signify you’d understood but there wasn’t going to be a test afterwards or anything.   
 
      
 
    The different news outlets were focused on this late summer storm hitting New England.  One weird item that popped up was that international flights had been grounded temporarily by order of homeland security.  The anchor on the news station mused it could be due to the storms in the New England area as well as the heightened terror threat level.  She noted that several European and Asian countries had also locked down their international flights temporarily.  Domestic flights were still running as scheduled except for the areas expected to be impacted by the storms.   
 
      
 
    Kelly caught the tail end of the news report as she walked out of the bathroom with a fluffy looking complimentary robe on and her hair up in a towel.  She watched while the news switched to the weather report showing satellite images of the massive storms moving in on them.   
 
      
 
    “You really know how to schedule romantic getaways.”  She said after the news switched to a commercial about cheap razors you could order online.   
 
      
 
    “I tried for a time when I knew you couldn’t actually leave the hotel without facing almost certain death.  Cuts way down on our expenses if you’re not able to get to the primary shopping areas without risking getting your hair caught in a hurricane.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought your cheap tipping was going to cover the shopping?”  Kelly shot back as she disappeared back into the bathroom to run through the bizarre ritual women follow to get ready to go out for the evening.   
 
      
 
    Randy had a sudden impulse to call the kids and see if they were alright but decided to wait for Kelly to get out of the bathroom.  That way they could both talk to the kids at the same time.  If he called them right now Kelly would just emerge from the bathroom and abscond with his phone anyway.  He turned his attention back to the TV.  The news anchors were discussing a massive new guerrilla conflict taking place in Central America.  The people there were evidently so fed up with the government that they were attacking armed groups of police and soldiers with nothing but their bare hands. 
 
      
 
    Randy kicked the chair back and watched as the light faded from outside the window. The rain started coming down in sheets, driven sideways by the suddenly howling gale force winds that had sprung up out of nowhere.  He idly wondered whether he should tell Kelly now or wait until she’d gotten dressed that they probably weren’t going anywhere.  Hopefully the hotel happy hour had food.  If she’d gotten dressed and they had nowhere to go this wasn’t going to be a pleasant evening for him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3:  A Long Walk 
 
      
 
    Kyler was up before the sun.  His sleeping bag covered in predawn dew.  He shrugged his way out of the bag and looked around the clearing in the faint light of dawn.  He’d fallen asleep at some point in the night despite the stress and worrying about his mom.  Shimmying completely out of the sleeping bag he pulled on his boots and got them laced up.  Mike was still in the same position they’d left him in last night.  Leaning back against the canoe with his sleeping bag wrapped around him and his mouth wide open with the occasional snore-snort erupting out of him.   
 
      
 
    Kyler started to just walk out of the camp and head up the road.  Giving it a moment of thought he decided he should let someone know what he was up to.  He squatted down beside the sleeping bag next to his and poked the small shape curled up inside the thick bag.   
 
      
 
    “What do you want?”  A muffled response came from inside the sleeping bag.  Kyler pulled the bag down so that he could see Seth’s face. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to go hike up the road a mile or two and see if I can figure out what’s going on.  No one ever came back last night.  I need you to let everyone know where I went so no one freaks out.  Got it?” 
 
      
 
    Seth nodded and grunted some words as he pulled his head back into the sleeping bag like a tortoise retreating into its shell.  Kyler stepped over Seth and walked towards the packs that were lined up against the canoes.  He thought about waking up Mike, but it would probably take a fairly substantial amount of effort to accomplish that task.  He was about fifty percent sure that Seth may remember to tell everyone where he’d headed off to.  Oh well.  Hopefully he could be back before everyone even really woke up for the day. 
 
      
 
    Kyler grabbed his walking staff and his canteen.  He took a minute to make sure his Gerber knife was still hanging off his belt where he could get to it easily.  He’d slept fully clothed except for his boots.  Enough of their ‘sleeping under the stars’ experiences had turned into ‘trying to setup tents in the middle of a thunderstorm at four in the morning experiences’ that all of them now slept fully dressed.  Taking one last look around at the bundled-up campers scattered around on the ground Kyler adjusted his belt and moved out. 
 
      
 
    The access road to the canoe launch area was paved and had enough room for one car to drive on it at a time.  If another car came along in the opposite direction one would have to pull off onto the side of the road and let the other pass.  That’s what Kyler assumed anyway.  He’d never actually seen another car on the road any of the times they’d come out here.  Walking down the road was slowly working the stiffness out of his muscles.  He walked without stopping until the sun was completely over the horizon.  He stopped and took a big swig out of his canteen once the sun was fully up and he had better visibility.   
 
      
 
    He figured he must’ve hiked at least two miles.  He’d been walking almost an hour and keeping up a steady pace.  Up ahead there was a ‘T’ intersection where the access road dumped out onto the main road that circled the park.  The road went from the gate to the big park by the river and passed through all the different tent campsites people could use.  The camp sites here were pretty spread out.  A lot of people preferred to go into the back country anyway, so it was hit or miss if you’d see a lot of people around on any given day.  
 
      
 
    Both sides of the access road were lined with tall pine trees.  The evergreens grew densely enough that you weren’t able to see more than twenty feet in any direction off the road.  The thick pine needles did a great job of absorbing sounds, so the forest always seemed eerily quiet.  Kyler began to feel a little uneasy as he approached the feeder road up ahead.  He wasn’t sure why, but he felt like he should be cautious about how he rounded the corner.  With that in mind he moved over so that he was hugging the side of the road as he walked. 
 
      
 
    The closer he got to the intersection the closer he moved over towards the tree lined ditch on the side of the road.  By the time he was within twenty yards of the intersection he’d started walking right along the perimeter of the trees.  Instead of just walking up and turning along the road Kyler decided to approach the road through the forest at an angle.  This would let him take a look at the road ahead before completely committing to walking along beside it.  Feeling a little childish for being scared of the road for no good reason Kyler cut through the woods and looked for a place he could peek out at the road ahead.  He was thinking Seth’s apocalyptic alien ramblings from the day before must’ve gotten to him. 
 
      
 
    After stomping through a forest floor covered in dead branches, pine cones and briars Kyler finally found himself a good vantage point to check out the main road.  All he saw was more road.  Mentally cussing himself out for the uncharacteristic cowardice that’d overcome him he broke out of the tree’s perimeter.  After another quick look at the road, he began walking again.  Just to prove to himself that he wasn’t letting his fear control him he started walking along the side of the road instead of hiding by the tree line.  This road was the standard black asphalt two-lane road.  Two cars could easily pass each other going in opposite directions now.  The road wound through the park forming a circle that would eventually lead you back to the main entrance no matter which direction you walked.   
 
      
 
    Because it was a curving road there was still the issue of not being able to see too far ahead as you were walking.  Kyler was wondering why he still hadn’t seen any vehicles.  At the very least there should’ve been a ranger truck driving by.  There was always some sort of maintenance to be done around the park.  He was also pretty sure they were supposed to patrol the park and make sure the campers were ok.  If nothing else, they should be driving around handing out tickets for things like littering and leaving your fire going without the proper rocks around it.   
 
      
 
    Kyler didn’t care if they were all busy trying to protect picnic baskets from larcenous bears.  He knew it was early and everyone was still asleep, but it would have made him feel a million times better to have a car blow past him.  Not to mention that he’d decided hitch hiking in this situation was absolutely the right move.  As long as someone didn’t roll up offering free ice cream and asking for him to get in their white van with aluminum foil covering the windows and search for their lost puppy Kyler was ready to score a ride from pretty much anybody.  He checked his phone as he walked.  There still wasn’t even the ghost of a signal.  Where it should have showed bars in the top corner of his phone there was just a big ‘X’ next to the words ‘no service’.  He was so busy checking his phone he didn’t even notice the vehicles on the side of the road that appeared around the next bend. 
 
      
 
    When he finally looked up from his phone, he saw a group of cars parked along the side of the road up ahead.  He sped up as he recognized the shape of his mom’s minivan in the middle of the three cars.  The other two vehicles were both trucks.  He recognized both of them as he got closer.  One was a shiny new F-150 that belonged to Mike while the other was an old suburban that belonged to the scoutmaster.  It didn’t look like anyone was in the vehicles. 
 
      
 
    The front of the F-150 had a spiderweb of cracks in the windshield and a dent in the fender that hadn’t been there before.  The red stains covering the yellow hood told the rest of the story.  Kyler’s first thought was that if he’d smashed up Mikes truck, he probably wouldn’t have dared to show up at the canoe launch either.  Mike loved that truck.  The guy rarely had more than five dollars in his pocket and his house was the kind that could be hooked up to a truck and driven away but he got to drive his dream truck.   
 
      
 
    As he kept getting closer Kyler’s mind started racing.  If the person driving Mike’s truck had hit a deer or something, then they’d have called the ranger and kept coming.  Hitting a deer wouldn’t have necessitated them leaving all the vehicles on the side of the road for over a day and not sending anyone to tell the scouts what was going on.  What if it hadn’t been an animal that’d gotten hit?  What if it’d been a person?   
 
      
 
    If they’d hit a person, then they would’ve stopped and tried their best to help whoever they’d hit.  It still made no sense that they wouldn’t have figured out some way to alert the scout troop as to what had happened.  Another alternative was they’d all left to go to the hospital with the person they’d hit.  Maybe the rangers had come along and gotten the police involved and they’d all been brought back to the station as witnesses.  Knowing Mike, it was even possible there might be an illegal weapon or two concealed in the cab of the F-150 that may have gotten them all in trouble.   
 
      
 
    Still, the cops would’ve sent someone to let the scouts know.  Kyler was jogging at this point.  His brain was circling around other avenues of thought as to what may have happened.  He was rejecting those ideas firmly.  He’d already lost his dad.  The universe wouldn’t be cruel enough to take his mother from him as well.  His jog turned into a sprint as he got close enough to see that the driver’s side doors were open on the suburban.  Gasping for air he skidded to a halt.  There was a human shaped lump on the ground by the hood of the F-150.  Breathing deeply and trying to get his fear under control he walked slowly up to the lump on the ground.   
 
      
 
    It was hard to tell with the face smashed in and the skull dented but the body looked like that of a teenage girl.  Kyler made that assumption based more on the gore covered clothes and long matted hair than anything else.  The body had been smashed by the massive grill of the pickup truck.  Legs and arms were all twisted the wrong way.  Kyler stared at the body for a few seconds before spinning around, falling to his knees and puking a stream of watery puke onto the ground.  He stayed on his knees watching his vomit pool for a minute before he stood up and slowly turned back around. 
 
      
 
    The broken body was still there.  He’d hoped he’d imagined it.  How could the body still be there?  Where was his mom and the others?  Close to panic Kyler began opening the doors on all of the vehicles and searching for any sort of clue.  He found nothing.  It looked like the minivan had been left turned on since it didn’t make any of the normal beeping noises when he opened the door.  He leaned forward and tried to honk the horn.  He was hoping someone would hear it who could come explain to him what’d happened.  When that horn refused to do anything, he got out of the van and ran back to the passenger side of the F-150.   
 
      
 
    He let himself in and worked his way over to the driver’s seat.  The bright yellow Ford with the screwed-up windshield had been turned off.  Kyler picked the keys up out of the passenger seat as he worked his way over to the driver’s side.  He leaned on the horn and yelled as loud as he could for his mom.  When nothing happened, he got out of the truck and yelled her name some more.  Careful not to step on the dead body of the young girl he walked all around the trucks looking for clues.  He stopped occasionally to yell for his mom and the others.  He listened intently each time hoping to hear his moms voice drifting back to him.  Nothing came back. 
 
      
 
    He went and sat in the truck.  He was at a loss. There was the body of a girl laying on the ground right outside the truck he was sitting in.  His mom and her friends were missing.  Cell phones weren’t working.  Then he saw them coming.  A group of about twenty people were scrambling out of the woods and making their way towards the vehicles.  Chris saw his mom was one of the ones in the lead and he stuck his head out the window and yelled for her. 
 
      
 
    “Mom!”  He waved.  He blocked out the body of the dead girl that was lying in the dirt less than ten feet from where he was waving for his mommy like a lost toddler.  His mom and a few of the others with her locked their eyes on him and they started running. 
 
      
 
    The joy he’d felt on recognizing his mom began to fade.  The joy turned into terror when his mom let out an inhuman screech as she sprinted towards the truck.  Kyler was in a state of shock, but his self-preservation kicked in.  He leaned back into the truck and rolled the driver’s window up before firmly pressing the lock button to make all the doors in the cab snap shut.  Less than three seconds later his moms face smashed into the glass.  Her fists started hammering on the window.  The others started arriving.  One of them jumped into the bed of the truck and started hammering on the roof and the glass window in the back.  They were all over the truck now hammering away at the windows and letting loose terrifying high-pitched screams. 
 
      
 
    The window in the back cracked loudly.  That tore Kyler out of his stupor.  He’d been staring at the face of the monster that used to be his mom.  It was still her skin and bone structure, but her eyes had changed.  All the humor and love were gone.  The eyes are windows into the soul and Kyler didn’t see anything when he looked into his moms’ eyes now.  She was slobbering and slamming herself against the truck.  She was wearing a T-Shirt from a steamboat they’d ridden one year when they went to Nashville on vacation.  It was a red T-Shirt but now most of the front of it had been dyed an even darker red.  She was missing a few teeth and her face had big red welts all over it from where she’d run through the brush and briars face first in the woods.   
 
      
 
    Looking into the back-seat Kyler recognized the scoutmaster shoving his leg into the backseat through the broken sliding glass window in the back.  A jagged shard of the glass was ripping the man’s leg wide open but that didn’t seem to be slowing him down.  His mom started head butting the window right beside him even as another man Kyler had never seen before had gotten on the hood and was smashing away with his feet at the windshield.  Kyler knew he had to get out of there if he expected to survive.   
 
      
 
    He put the truck into drive and accelerated slowly.  He couldn’t see anything through the windshield except for the Zombie trying to get at him.  Looking in the rearview he saw the scoutmaster working his second leg into the window and trying to widen the hole.  Kyler floored it for a few seconds then slammed on the brakes.  The two men attacking him on the hood went flying off and onto the asphalt.  Kyler saw them both jump back up and start rushing back towards the truck.  Kyler slammed his foot down on the gas pedal again and ran them both down.  One went under the truck and the other one managed to go headfirst into the other side of the windshield and then somersault into the truck bed.  Kyler turned his head to see what was going on in the back right as the scoutmaster finished pulling himself fully into the back seat. 
 
      
 
     Kyler slammed the brakes on to come to a skidding stop.  He opened the door and jumped out of the truck.  The scoutmaster slid into the front seat and fumbled around until he fell face first on the concrete of the road.  Kyler was already running around to the passenger side of the truck.  He grabbed the passenger door to open it.  The damned door was locked.  The scoutmaster came around the side of the truck and let one of those eerie screams out.  It was answered by one of the Zombies in the pack running along after the truck.  That answering scream was way too close for comfort.  Kyler jumped into the truck bed as the scoutmaster tried to grab him.   
 
      
 
    He’d dodged the scoutmaster, but he’d landed on the corpse of the man he’d hit head on.  He scrambled up and over that body and jumped over the side of the truck to land on the ground on the driver’s side.  He jumped for the open door but was tackled from behind and thrown to the ground.  He rolled on the concrete a few times with his attacker and came out on top.  He fumbled for his knife as he looked down at the face of the demon who’d jumped him.  It was his mom.  Her eyes blazed with hatred.  She slobbered and spit and gnashed her teeth.  Kyler had his knife in his hand but instead of plunging it into her he jumped up and tried for the door again.   
 
      
 
    The scoutmaster intercepted him this time.  He’d ran around the car and been approaching Kyler from behind as he was attacked by his mom.  Kyler grabbed the scoutmaster’s shoulders and shoved him backwards.  A giant flap of skin on the man’s face was bouncing around revealing the bone underneath.  Kyler almost froze on seeing that.  It would’ve been the end of him if he had.  His mom had crawled along the ground and was reaching for his leg and the fastest of the group giving chase had almost arrived.   
 
      
 
    Kyler swung the knife as his dad had taught him.  He swung it the same way he’d practiced in the mirror in his room thousands of times.  It was something his dad had taught him how to do so he’d practiced it over and over again.  It was another of those little habits he kept up to feel close to his dad and keep those memories and that love wrapped around him like a security blanket.  He swung, and he connected.  He’d hit the scoutmaster full force in the temple with the hilt of the large combat knife.  It put the scoutmaster on his ass and he didn’t look like he was getting up any time soon. 
 
      
 
    Unknowingly missing the grip of his mother’s hand grasping for his ankle Kyler leapt into the truck and slammed the door shut.  Looking around wildly to figure out which way he needed to go he saw he was right at the access road he needed to turn on to get back to the troop.  He slammed the truck into drive and made the turn onto the access road.  He accelerated recklessly in an attempt to make the best time possible and put plenty of distance between himself and the people chasing him.  He needed to get back to the camp and convince everyone that he’d just experienced what appeared to be the beginning of a full-on Zombie apocalypse.  He couldn’t think of another way to describe it.   
 
      
 
    He figured he’d have about five to ten minutes to explain it to them before the Zombies started showing up to the party.  He considered turning around and going the other way instead of leading the Zombies straight to the troop.  If he didn’t warn the troop though then they’d be blissfully unaware of what was going on.  They’d probably stroll on up to the road to be eaten all on their own.  Thinking of the time he’d have to convince them and what would happen if he couldn’t convince them Kyler put his foot down a little harder on the accelerator.    
 
      
 
    Behind him the shell of his mom slowly rose back to her feet and started following the sounds of the truck accelerating.  All around her, the other Zombies were doing the same.  She hadn’t recognized her son.  All she’d seen was an uninfected human.  Uninfected humans filled her with rage.  They filled her with a blood lust to rend and tear their flesh.  She was driven by an insatiable hunger for uninfected flesh.  She wasn’t his mother anymore.  That woman was dead.  She was just a walking tower of flesh with a single purpose.  Infect the rest of humanity.  The virus had owned her since she’d first been bitten. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4:  Date Night 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean we’re not going anywhere?  Why didn’t you tell me before I got dressed up?”  Kelly was standing in the bathroom door with a towel wrapped around her body.  She’d done her makeup and hair though so as far as she was concerned, she was dressed for a night out.   
 
      
 
    Randy still had on the same clothes he’d been wearing all day.  He was feeling a little ripe at this point and had been looking forward to getting some shower time.  Kelly had finished in the shower about thirty minutes ago, but he’d known better than to try and slip in.  The slightest bit of mist making her sweat or hiding parts of the mirror from her could ruin an otherwise fun night.  Deciding it was the storms fault and not his he started kicking off his clothes.  Kelly looked around the corner of the bathroom to see what he was doing and arched an eyebrow.   
 
      
 
    “Let me take a shower and we’ll throw some clothes on and hit the happy hour downstairs.  This is a super nice hotel that’s used to catering to spoiled rich people, so they’re bound to be able to whip up some caviar sandwiches or something.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the dress code for an ultra-exclusive lounge where everyone’s eating caviar sandwiches while a hurricane tries to kill them?”  Kelly was torn between a comfortable pair of jeans or the sexy looking black dress she’d been planning to wear for their first night out on the island.  Ignoring Randy’s attempt to figure out what type of clothes should be worn she decided on the dress.  Her mom had always told her it’s better to be overdressed than underdressed.  She took the dress into the bedroom and told Randy to go take his shower. 
 
      
 
    He was in and out of the bathroom in ten minutes.  Fully dressed and ready to go.  He stopped as he was running gel through his short hair and whistled.  Where he looked like he was headed to the office for the day with some dress pants, a white shirt, and a sports coat Kelly looked like she was on her way to a televised awards show.  The black dress looked sensational on her.   
 
      
 
    “Does this look ok?”  Kelly asked him.  It was a new purchase but based on how he couldn’t take his eyes off of her she knew she’d successfully avoided being quizzed on the cost of the dress.  Which was a good thing because the price tag had made her pause, even after she fell in love with the dress.   
 
      
 
    Randy held out his arm and Kelly grabbed ahold of it.  He escorted her out of the room and down the hall.  They’d switched from the arm holding thing to just holding hands by the time they got to the staircase.  Walking down the stairs they heard laughter drifting up from the restaurant below.  There was also the aroma of delicious food wafting its way up the stairs.  Randy realized he was drooling a little bit.  They hadn’t stopped for lunch today as they’d been trying to make it to the ferry on time.  He’d grabbed a hotdog on the ferry, but Kelly had skipped eating because she’d wanted to have room for a nice fancy dinner. 
 
      
 
    Based on the smells drifting up to them he thought she may have had the right idea.  At the bottom of the stairs a waiter in formal clothing held a silver tray with some sort of little appetizers on them.   
 
      
 
    “Caviar sir?  Ma’am?”  The man asked them as they arrived at the bottom of the stairs.  Classical music drifted down from the overhead speakers.  Randy took the offered cracker with the caviar spread on it.  Mostly to gross out Kelly who was disgusted by seafood.  Another waiter walked up to them and handed them both a flute of chilled champagne.   
 
      
 
    “This is more like it.”  Kelly said as she sipped at the champagne.  They kept walking towards the lounge looking area.  Once they’d reached the lounge, they realized it was actually a full-service restaurant.  The entrance had looked small, but it opened up into a decent sized space.  The Maître D’ greeted them at the entrance and walked them to a cozy table in the corner.  Once there he shook out a white napkin into Randy’s lap and a black napkin into Kelly’s before handing them both a large piece of paper with the dinner options on it.   
 
      
 
    “Fancy.  Seems like I did ok for our first night after all.”  Randy said while looking through the dishes listed on the paper.  There was a lot of seafood but fortunately there was also a couple of steak and chicken options, so Kelly would be happy.   
 
      
 
    “You did ok.  Order us a fancy bottle of expensive wine and don’t chow down on Nemo and you might get to sleep in the bed tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “If the hotel doesn’t get blown into the ocean.”  Randy joked as the howling wind outside became audible over the low-key music and casual conversation in the dining room.  There were only a few other couples who’d ventured out to eat this evening.  Randy assumed they were all guests at the hotel as well since driving in the mess outside would’ve been horrifying.  “Although if it does at least we won’t have to pay off the credit cards after this bottle of wine.  I wonder if they offer a financing plan for dinner?”   
 
      
 
    “Shut up and find something that doesn’t have a screw top on it.  Have you noticed how all the servers keep hanging out over by the bar staring at the TV?”  Kelly was looking curiously towards the servers and other staff who were all over by the bar checking out something on the TV.  At least they were all looking towards where the TV should be.  Randy couldn’t see anything from where he was seated.   
 
      
 
    Their waiter walked over to fill up their water glasses and drop off a basket of freshly baked croissants.  He asked if they’d picked out a wine yet and Randy asked for a bottle of the house red.  Mostly because it was the only one under a hundred dollars that he could find on the list.  The waiter started to walk away when Kelly asked him about what everyone was watching on the TV.   
 
      
 
    “Some kind of revolts going on all over the world.  They have footage of some cities in South America where the people are just charging the army bare handed and the police forces and attacking them.  Pretty crazy stuff.  I’ll grab your wine and be right back.”  The waiter walked away while Kelly proclaimed the croissants to be absolutely worthy of the carbs she’d absorb while eating them.    
 
      
 
    “I caught some footage earlier of the riots he’s talking about.  They were saying on the news up in our room while you were in the shower that the rebels were charging the police forces and just getting mowed down but they kept on coming.  No telling what’s really going on in those countries.” 
 
      
 
    “As long as the crazy stays outside the border of the US we’re good.  I’m going with the chicken.  How about you?”  Kelly pointed out the chicken she was ordering and made sure Randy ordered something she could eat if it turned out she didn’t like the chicken.   
 
      
 
    They wrapped up dinner and were getting ready to pay the bill and leave when the waiter asked if they wanted dessert.  Both of them were trying to avoid desserts so they could avoid the treadmill when they got back from vacation, so they declined.  Five minutes later the waiter walked back to their table with their bill, which would just be billed to their room, and a small tray of miniature tortes. 
 
      
 
    “Chef’s compliments!”  The waiter said.  Beaming as he stood there holding the tray full of calories.  Abandoning all pretense at avoiding the desserts Randy and Kelly dug in.  Once they’d finished off the tray of deliciousness they wandered over to the bar.   
 
      
 
    The scenes on the TV were barbaric.  The bartender saw them watching and asked if they’d like him to change it.  They told him no and ordered a couple of drinks to walk around the hotel with.  The hotel was a lot more spacious than they’d thought based on the rather confining lobby where they’d checked in at.  The storm kept them from exploring the grounds or doing anything else, so they decided to go back upstairs and get ready for bed. 
 
      
 
    They passed out early after having spent the day traveling.  Neither one of them was used to drinking that much.  They fell asleep with the TV still blaring on the news channel.  It kept repeating the same footage of the riots.  Occasionally the riots would go off the air while the talking heads discussed how the violence was all a result of the leadership of certain countries embracing socialism.  A few of them blamed it on the war on drugs.  None of them had a clue what it was really about. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5:  The Pantry 
 
      
 
    Brenda stood over the preacher.  He looked up at her with fear in his eyes.  She looked down at him with revulsion.  Casting aside her desire to beat the tarnished holy man senseless she went to check on Doreen.  Doreen was her grandbaby who’d had her arm smashed when the preacher tried slamming the door shut to keep the Zombies out.  It would’ve also kept Brenda and the little girl she’d just rescued from getting back in.   
 
      
 
    Brenda squatted down next to Doreen and held the crying girls’ arm.  Doreen pulled away from her.  Brenda patiently sidled back next to Doreen again and started rubbing her head while the little girl sniffled and held her arm.  The sobs were breaking Brenda’s heart.  She fought down the urge to get up and go beat the preachers head in.  His cowardice had broken her grandbabies arm.   
 
      
 
    “I found some first aid stuff.”  Caitlyn whispered the information to Brenda and waited to see what should be done.  Despite being almost old enough to drive Caitlyn was still the kind of girl who asked permission for everything.  She was super helpful and great with the children, but the lack of initiative could be annoying at times.  Everyone hoped she’d outgrow it because outside of that she was an angel. 
 
      
 
    “Anything we can use to set a broken arm?”  Brenda asked her. 
 
      
 
    “There’s plenty of tape and I’m sure we can find something straight then we can make a sling out of gauze.  Did Pastor Methot try to close the door on you?”  The pantry was dark.  Brenda hadn’t really seen too much of what was in here yet.  She’d been completely focused on making sure her grandkids were all safe.  Now that she knew they were safe for the moment it was time to start making plans.   
 
      
 
    “He did.  Don’t trust the coward.  I’m sorry I’ve been bringing you to hear his sermons all this time.  I thought he was godly, but I guess he’s just a good actor.  We’ll figure out what to do with him later.  For now, let’s get Dorie fixed up and comfortable then we’ll figure out what comes next.”   
 
      
 
    Brenda and Caitlyn worked on finding something straight to use to MacGyver a cast for Doreen.  Brenda was shocked at all the supplies they found in the closet.  Stacks of bottled water and canned food filled the shelves.  First aid supplies, vitamins and medicine were arranged in orderly rows.  The closet they were hiding in must be the repository for all the charitable drives the church conducted throughout the year.  Brenda became angrier as she worked on securing Doreen’s arm using the tape, gauze and a ruler they found.  There’d even been a handful of school drive type supplies.   
 
      
 
    “When were you going to let everyone know about this closet full of supplies?  Pastor?”  Brenda asked loudly through clenched teeth. 
 
      
 
    Pastor Methot sat up to answer her.  “I was saving this closet as a last resort to let everyone – “ 
 
      
 
    “You mean you were saving it to save yourself you coward.  You know you broke my little girls arm right?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t – “ 
 
      
 
    “Just shut up.  Just shut up.  I hear you talk again.  I think I may have to bash your face in.  Sit there and don’t talk.  You get near one of my girls or try to offer any advice I will hurt you.  When I ask you a question you answer it.  You don’t add anything to it.  Just answer my questions.  Do you understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Just let me explain – “ 
 
      
 
    “Do you understand?”  Brenda roared out.  Her raised voice was heard by the Zombies in the hallway.  They started beating on the heavy wooden door.  Doreen and Zoey both started crying.  Brenda immediately felt sorry for the outburst in front of the kids.   
 
      
 
    “I understand.”  The pastor said in a voice that failed to conceal his terror at having the Zombies beating on the door right outside this last sanctuary.    
 
      
 
    “What’s this closet we’re in?”  Brenda asked the disgraced pastor 
 
      
 
    “It’s the closet we use to store the supplies we collect for families that need help.  It’s mostly for after hurricanes and that sort of thing.  We pull out of this stock when we need to for the other charities we partner with too.  Like if the battered women shelter needs cases of water or food or something like that.” 
 
      
 
    “What about battered three-year-old girls?  When you’re break their arms trying to keep their grandma from rescuing another little girl who’s fixing to be killed.  Just shut up now.  I don’t want to hear your voice for a while.  I can’t believe I brought my grandchildren to listen to your fake services.”  Brenda was fuming.  She was so mad she’d almost forgotten about the Zombies beating on the door trying to get in.   
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry.  I hope one day you can forgive me.  The other end of this pantry has a door to the courtyard.  It’s how we distributed the supplies.  I was just thinking it may be a way for us to escape.” 
 
      
 
    Brenda made sure Doreen was ok and then got up and walked over to where the pastor was sitting at.  She turned on her phone, so she could have some light to see the slime ball by.  The pastor looked up and gave her the smile she’d seen him give the parishioners so often from the pulpit.  She swung the can of baked beans she’d picked up off one of the food shelves at the side of his head as hard as she could.  She felt the shock of connection all the way up to her shoulder.  The pastor fell over sideways with blood tickling out of his mouth.  He tried to sit back up and she hit him again with the dented can.  He slumped to the floor in a lifeless heap.  Brenda reached over and made sure he was still alive then walked away from the man before her anger took over and she finished the job. 
 
      
 
    Brenda went back to looking after her grandbabies and trying to figure out the best course of action for them.  She just hadn’t been able to abide the fact that the lying bastard who’d hurt her granddaughter had been sitting over there smiling.  That same smile he’d used to lie to them all these years from the pulpit.  A smile that had hid his cowardice from his flock.  Brenda had sensed it somehow.  She’d known to watch him when the end was close.  She’d known he’d have a hole to slither into to save his own skin.  Snakes always did.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6:  The Launch 
 
      
 
    Kyler glanced in the rear-view mirror.  He could vaguely make out the shapes of the Zombies starting to converge on the entrance to the access road.  He knew they’d be following him.  What he didn’t know was that some were much faster than others.  The virus impacted people in different ways.  It gave some of its victims almost superhuman strength.  In some cases the virus would open up the adrenal glands and keep that adrenaline pumping non-stop.  These Zombies could lift small cars, they could jump higher than most NBA dunking champions and they were very in tune with their surroundings.   
 
      
 
    The slow Zombies would take a while to make it all the way down the road to the launch.  The slower ones would’ve been able to pass for dead to a layman.  Their heart beat was imperceptible.  Their breathing was extremely shallow.  Their brain activity was almost zilch except when they detected an uninfected.  That was the only thing that could get them excited.  It was the way the virus had developed.  It had to have a way to perpetuate itself, so it couldn’t just kill its host.  It needed to keep the host bodies alive to feed on them.  It also needed to have a way to spread.  It did that through saliva and blood when the infected attacked an uninfected.  The messier the attack the more likely the infection would be spread.  In rare cases the virus had managed to go airborne as well.  That’d helped it spread across all of Europe and Africa in mere days.   
 
      
 
    Kyler saw two shapes lurching towards him on the road up ahead.  Thinking they were Zombies he sped up until the shapes started waving at him.  Realizing he was in the process of running down two humans Kyler slowed the truck down.  He finally recognized the two through the broken glass of the windshield as he got closer to them.  He drove the truck up beside them and pressed the button to roll the window down. 
 
      
 
    “What the… “Mike started to say before Kyler interrupted him. 
 
      
 
    “Just get in!  No time to talk right now!  Get in the truck and I’ll explain while we go to get the others!”  To their credit Mike and Seth both jumped into the car and shut the door immediately without saying another word.  The silence didn’t last long. 
 
      
 
    “Is this blood everywhere?  Why’s the back window shattered?  Is that a dead body in the back of my truck?  Start talking.”  Mike was looking all over the place trying to figure out what was going on.  Seth was trying to make himself levitate over the seat, so he wouldn’t be sliding around in whatever fluid was coating the passenger seat.  Kyler was trying to remember when a Zombie had managed to get on the passenger seat but the whole fiasco with the scoutmaster was a blur to him at this point. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Zombies.  Just like in the movies, I think.  They got my mom and everyone.  I barely got away.” 
 
      
 
    “Zombies?  Your mom?” Mike asked.  He was staring at Kyler like he’d just said an army of flying monkeys had flown over to offer them all free slushies made of elephant piss.  He was too confused to even remember to cuss.   
 
      
 
    “Did you see my mom?”  Seth asked. 
 
      
 
    “I think so.  I know I saw my mom and the scoutmaster and there was a lot of other ones.  We need to get everybody in the canoes and back on the river now.  I don’t think we’ll all fit in the truck.”  Kyler was trying to think of the best way to escape.  He didn’t have a lot of faith in the truck making it through a whole pack of the Zombies attacking it.  Especially if a bunch of the scouts were unprotected in the back.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  As soon as we make it to camp, we all get out and start screaming for everyone to get the canoes in the river and start paddling.  Do you think the Zombies can swim?  Are you sure about what you saw?”  Mike was having a hard time processing all of this.  He’d agreed to walk out to the road with Seth primarily because he wanted to walk off the nasty hangover he’d woke up with.  Dealing with Zombies and a hangover with no breakfast to speak of was not the best way to start the day.   
 
      
 
    “I’m sure that people are killing people and ripping them apart.  Zombies kind of sums it up.  I know my mom tried to kill me – “It finally hit Kyler that his mom was gone.  He’d seen her eyes and known it wasn’t really his mom anymore.  With all the running for his life he’d been doing he hadn’t had time to dwell on it until now.  His mom was gone.  Now he didn’t have any parents.  He was alone.  His mom was dead because of him.  Because she’d had to come out here and get him.  Kyler sobbed a few times and blinked back the tears threatening to screw up his vision.   
 
      
 
    That did it for Mike.  He knew Kyler well. The boy wouldn’t be crying for no reason.  The tears were more proof to him that something horrific was going on than the dead body in the back and his smashed-up truck.  He awkwardly reached over and patted Kyler’s back as Kyler slammed on the brakes.  They skidded to a stop in a cloud of dust beside the grassy area the troop had spent the night in.   
 
      
 
    The scouts looked up in curiosity as the passenger and drivers’ doors of the bright yellow truck flew open.  Mike, Seth and Kyler all jumped out yelling for everyone to get the canoes in the river.  A few of the scouts slowly began to move towards the canoes.  Most of them just continued to stand and stare in bewilderment at the three people waving their arms around and screaming about Zombies.  Most of them thought it was some kind of prank and refused to move.  The older ones figured that Mike had hit a deer and they were using the messed-up fender and windshield to try and pull a fast one on the kids in troop.  
 
      
 
    The scouts who’d walked over to the canoes just stood there without actually touching the canoes.  It was a good bit of work to drag them down to the river.  Especially if they needed to load all the gear back into them.  They wanted to find out what this was all about before they did all that work.  Especially if they were doing all that work just for a practical joke.  It wouldn’t have been the first time Mike had pulled a joke that he thought was hilarious and everyone else just thought was super annoying.  Everyone else’s annoyance and frustration at him typically just making him laugh even harder.  There’s a word for people like Mike. 
 
      
 
    Kyler decided to lead by example.  He went and started dragging one of the canoes down to the river.  That got the other kids rolling.  Another one of them started pulling down a canoe with Seth.  A few of them started gathering their gear together.   
 
      
 
    “Mike!”  Kyler yelled.  “Get your gun!”   
 
      
 
    Mike nodded and ran over to his old beat up alice pack.  Pretty much everything Mike owned was old and beat up except his truck.  Well, at least his truck had been nice up until it’d been used to ram through a bunch of Zombies.  Mike finally found his pistol and yelled that he had it.  Then he bent back down against and started rummaging around for his extra magazines.  
 
      
 
    They’d dragged three of the seven canoes down to the river at this point.  A few of the scouts were still standing around looking lost but most of them were carrying packs and equipment down to where the canoes would be launched from.  Thinking of how long it’d taken him to walk to the access road that morning Kyler figured they still had a little bit of time left.  They should be able to get the canoes with their gear into the river in the next few minutes.  Then they’d be gone before the first Zombies even got close enough to see them.   
 
      
 
    Kyler took a look down the road towards the forest to make sure he didn’t see anything coming yet.  His mouth dropped open as he saw the line of Zombies emerging from the woods and sprinting towards them at full speed.  The Zombies were going to be on them in seconds instead to the minutes he’d thought they had.  Indecision gripped Kyler as he looked from the canoes to the truck.   
 
      
 
    “Mike!  The Zombies are coming!  Shoot them!”  Kyler yelled as he ran backwards dragging another canoe down to the water’s edge.   
 
      
 
    Mike turned towards the Zombies sprinting at them.  His eyes widened.  From this distance they just looked like a group of people who were running really fast.  He fired two warning shots up into the air.  That just made the Zombies run faster.  Mike didn’t know it, but he’d just alerted even more Zombies in the area to run this way.  The Zombies associated noise with the uninfected and would converge on any unnatural noise they heard to investigate.  Loud noises in this new normal could be likened to pouring chum into the water near a school of sharks. 
 
      
 
    Mike couldn’t bring himself to sight in and kill one of the people running at them.  What if they were just normal people running at them for some reason?  He wasn’t a murderer.  He’d shot at people when he was in the marines, but he was never sure if he actually hit anyone or not.  It’d been his whole platoon blasting away at insurgents.  In that case, they’d been fired upon. Getting shot at made it pretty easy to pull the trigger. 
 
      
 
    There was a woman in a jogging suit leading the pack coming at them.  She was grimacing as she ran.  She let out a piercing shriek that was devoid of humanity.  The shriek did it for Mike.  He went ahead and sent two bullets in her direction then sighted in on the next Zombie.  This one was a fit looking man who was just wearing boxers.  His legs were scraped up from running through the briars and the woods.  He didn’t have any shoes on, but he didn’t seem to care.  By the look on his face all he cared about was getting at the kids.  Mike put a round into the guy.  The Zombie somersaulted forward before coming to a rest on the ground.   
 
      
 
    Kyler was screaming for the kids to get into the canoes.  Mike watched as Kyler pushed one of the canoes out into the river.  The two scouts on the canoe were frantically trying to paddle.  One of the charging Zombies ran full speed into the water and tipped the canoe over.  Kyler waded towards the Zombie who’d already ripped into one of the scouts.  Mike tried to get a clear shot, but the man had gone into the water after the other scout who was frantically swimming out towards the middle of the river.   
 
      
 
    The Zombies were on them now.  The piercing shrieks of the Zombies mixed with the screams of terror as the scouts scattered in different directions trying to outrun the demons among them.  Mike emptied his magazine by spinning in a full circle and randomly shooting every Zombie he saw.  He was fumbling around for another magazine when he saw one of the scouts get taken down by what looked like a teenaged girl Zombie.  Mike shoved his pistol in its holster and gave up looking for the extra magazine.  He ran and jumped on the girl.  He ripped her off the scout and threw her on the ground where he proceeded to smash his boot into her face over and over again until the skull cracked.  The girl finally stopped trying to grab him and lay still.   
 
      
 
    Mike looked back at the scout laying on the ground.  The girl Zombie had bit the poor kids nose off.  The scout’s blood was gushing all over his face.  Mike picked up the scout and started walking towards his truck.  All around him he saw the scouts being dragged to the ground by the incoming Zombies.  One ran right past him to run into the forest chasing down the scouts who’d tried to escape that way.  Mike opened the truck bed and put the young scout in.  He ripped off his own shirt and tried to stop the bleeding.   
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Kyler had stabbed the Zombie to death who’d run into the water but now there were two more Zombies coming at him through the shallows.  On the other side of the Zombies he saw Seth making a run for the cover of the trees.  He wasn’t going to make it.  There was an older woman loping along behind him at full speed.  She probably would’ve already caught him, but it looked like she was limping for some reason.  She might have been one of the Zombies Mike had put a round into.   
 
      
 
    Summoning up his open field running back skills Kyler dodged through the Zombies trying to grab him and sprinted for Seth.  He scooped Seth up and threw him across his shoulder.  He ran as fast as he could for the bright yellow F-150 that was now their only chance.  He saw Mike standing behind the truck taking his shirt off for some reason.  Kyler started to yell for him to shoot the Zombies chasing him, but something tackled him from behind before he could yell anything.   
 
      
 
    He hit the ground hard.  He could taste dirt and blood in his mouth.  He was dizzy, and his jaw ached.  He shoved the pain to the side and tried to figure out where he’d dropped his knife.  He felt hands wrapping around the back of his neck.  He swung his head back as hard as he could to try and head butt the Zombie who must be spread out on top of him.  He connected and felt the Zombies nose break.  A second later he was deafened by the sounds of a gun firing right next to him.   
 
      
 
    He looked up and saw Mike standing there with Seth thrown over his shoulder.  He had his hand stretched down to help Kyler up off the ground.  Kyler reached up and grabbed the offered hand.  He pulled himself quickly to his feet.  
 
      
 
    “I’m good.  Let’s get in the truck!”  Kyler was holding up the keys to show he still had them.  They ran the last few feet to the truck.  As they got there one of the scouts stood up in the back of the truck bed and let loose one of those awful shrieks.  Kyler had time to notice the kid was missing his nose before Mike put a round through the kids face.  That funeral was going to need to be a closed casket affair. 
 
      
 
    Mike snagged the keys from Kyler.  Seth got in the middle and Kyler slid over to the passenger side.  Zombies were converging on them from all sides as Mike got the truck started and shifted into drive.  Instead of immediately heading up the road he looped around the field first trying to see if he could spot any scouts that’d made it and needed help.  They didn’t see any, so he wheeled the truck around and headed for the access road.  Zombies were all around them trying to grab the truck as it went by.  A few of them tried to jump on the hood or get in the back to get at them but Mike was able to dodge them or fling them off.   
 
      
 
    They almost got stuck driving around a mob of the slow-moving Zombies who’d been coming down the main access road.  The tires started spinning and Kyler started asking if he had it in four-wheel drive or not.   
 
      
 
    “You want to get out and unlock the tires?”  Mike yelled back at him with sweat beading up on his forehead.  He cussed a steady stream until one of the wheels caught and the truck surged forward.  They busted through the thin line of Zombies in front of them before the more substantial mass surrounded them.  Once past that large group of the slow-moving ones they quickly outpaced the few who were still running behind them.   
 
      
 
    They passed by the minivan and the suburban as they headed out of the park. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry about both of your moms.”  Mike said.  “All we’ve got now is each other and I’m going to do everything I can to make sure we all make it through whatever this is.” 
 
      
 
    He was answered by silence.  They all knew there was no longer a way to guarantee anyone’s safety.  The veneer of safety that the modern world had painted over everything had disappeared.  It was amazing how quickly civilization had managed to fall apart.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7:  The Ferry 
 
      
 
    Kelly woke up with a pounding headache.  Why had they drunk that much?  Why was the room still spinning?  Their first night away from the kids on these getaways seemed to always lead to the same thing.  The annual hangover.  The sudden freedom from children and their normal responsibilities always left them giddy and incapable of making sound decisions when it came to moderation.  If they followed their normal tradition, they’d swear off alcohol in the morning then decide to ‘just have a glass of wine’ with dinner tonight.  Kelly sighed and poked her elbow into Randy’s chest.  He snorted and moved away from her, so she poked him harder. 
 
      
 
    “What?”  He asked in a loud and grumpy voice without opening his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I need water and coffee and aspirin and maybe some pancakes or something?”   
 
      
 
    “Is there a genie levitating at the bottom of the bed that you’re talking to right now or do you expect me to open my eyes?  If I open my eyes, I’m going to have to acknowledge how horrible my head and stomach feel.  I don’t think I’m ready for that yet.” 
 
      
 
    “We split a bottle of wine and had a couple glasses of champagne you wuss.  Now man up and go get me the water and the coffee and the aspirin.”  Kelly said.  She poked him again to show she meant business. 
 
      
 
    “What about the pancakes?”  Randy asked as he climbed out of bed and started pulling on his pants.  He looked around the room for the remote to turn down the volume on the TV.  They’d left it turned on with the volume cranked up the night before.  Showed how hard the wine had hit him since he normally needed complete darkness and silence to fall asleep.  The news was showing yet another attack on a group of police.  With the volume turned all the way up it was like every word was a screwdriver being shoved into his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Wait!  Turn it back up!”  Kelly was sitting straight up in bed with her eyes glued to the TV now.  It looked like she’d completely forgotten she had a hangover.  Randy fumbled around with the remote and turned the volume back up.  That’s when he noticed the text on the screen was talking about Winter Springs, FL.  He started watching intently as well.  The video flipped to attacks in California next then showed a riot in progress in Philadelphia.  A talking head came on and said not to worry.  According to the nervous looking newsman the National Guard and local law enforcement said the situation was under control. 
 
      
 
    “The word we’ve received is that terrorists have managed to pollute the water supplies of several urban areas with the same drug that’s been impacting other parts of the world.  The drug is causing people to turn extremely violent and suffer from hallucinations.  The police and the national guard have been activated to keep the situation under control.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly began a frantic search for her cell phone.  She slammed her finger down on the contact labeled mom and sighed in frustration when she got her mom’s voicemail.  The woman never seemed to answer her phone.  That’s assuming she’d actually gotten around to charging it.  Shaking her head with the frustration of it all she went back to her contacts and scrolled down to Cait.  She pressed that contact and got voicemail as well.  Now she was worried.  Caitlyn was a fifteen-year-old girl who’d just gotten a smart phone a few months ago for her birthday.  She would never forget to charge it and she could always be depended on to answer when called.  
 
      
 
    “I’m getting either voicemail or ‘the network is busy please try your call again later’ for pretty much every person I’m trying.”  Randy said looking up from his phone with disbelief and fear flashing in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Me too.”  Kelly said desperately as she tried her mom for the fifteenth time.  She felt like she was trying to win a radio contest.  She started sending text messages instead, but they came back as not delivered.  She shook her phone like it was some kind of miniature etch a sketch and tried again.  She finally threw her phone down on the bed in disgust.  “Maybe it’s the storm?” 
 
      
 
    The wind was howling outside.  Normally Randy would’ve been pretty amused at Kelly shaking her phone to try and make a text go but he was on the edge of panic himself.  He picked up the landline beside the bed and pressed the ‘9’ key then tried making a call out to Kelly’s mom.  He got her voicemail again.  He started doing the same thing with every number he knew before digging though his phone contacts for other numbers to try.  All of them came back the same.   
 
      
 
    “If it was the storm, we should get the network is busy on our sides or our phones would show we don’t have service.  I don’t get this at all.”  Randy picked up the phone and called the front desk.  The hotel receptionist picked up on the first ring.  Kelly listened as Randy fired questions at the receptionist.  In a couple of minutes, he hung up the phone and sat there looking dejected. 
 
      
 
    “Well, what’d the hotel person say?  When’s the ferry going to start running again?”  Kelly asked him when he didn’t immediately start volunteering information. 
 
      
 
    “She said no one seems able to make any calls to the mainland.  She’s not sure why.  The ferry and the airport are both closed until the storm dies down.  That could be days, or it could be tomorrow.  According to the weather reports it should be another two days of strong winds and rain.  The planes will be able to fly before the ferry can come across.  Evidently, the waves stay big even after the storm goes away.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no other way off this island.  I’m not going to be able to deal with this.”  Kelly got up and put her jeans on.  Her hangover was long forgotten.  She paced around the room.  She was the mama bear and her cubs were in danger, but she couldn’t get to them.  They kept watching the news.  More cities were having riots now.  There were videos showing people biting other people.  Videos that showcased people acting like animals and shrieking those inhuman screams.  Cities were on fire around the world.  Videos of several major cities around the globe just showed people screaming and plumes of dark smoke rising. 
 
      
 
    As they sat there in the bed waiting for another mention of Winter Springs or anywhere else in Florida the TV went dark.  One minute there was live video of a military jet flying towards New York City and the next there was nothing.  A little message appeared on the screen.  The message scrolled across the screen repetitively letting them know that the cable provider was temporarily down, but they were working hard to address the issues and return service.  There was a toll-free number to call to get more information.  When Randy tried calling it, he just got a fast busy.  He called down to the front desk and was told that the satellite TV was out across the island.  It happened most of the time during bad storms. 
 
      
 
    After an hour of pacing the room and talking out loud about what could be going on Kelly announced she couldn’t stay in the room any longer.  She wanted to go for a walk even if it meant walking around in the pouring rain.  She had to get out of the room for a little bit.  Randy completely agreed with that sentiment.  It felt like the walls were closing in on them.  It was the worse feeling in the world having seen those videos of the horrors going on in the world and to not know if your kids were safe.  They finished getting dressed and put on jackets to head down the stairs.   
 
      
 
    The lobby was empty, so they went out through the front doors and started walking down the drive towards the road that led to the small town by the ferry dock.  It was a typical tourist trap kind of charming New England sea side town.  There were taffy shops and ice cream shops and plenty of places to buy random souvenirs of objects with nautical themes and the words ‘Block Island’ emblazoned on the top of them and made in China stickers on the bottom.  All of the stores were closed down now.  Either due to the horrors happening on the mainland or because of the storm.  There was no way for them to know.   
 
      
 
    They’d walked out of the hotel during a lull in the storm, so the weather actually wasn’t too horrible.  There was a strong breeze that occasionally gusted up high enough to blow their hair around but nothing too crazy.  The streets were all close to flooded with the torrential rain that had been coming down, but the water was running off quickly.  As they walked, they looked out into the sound.  Kelly was the one to see it first and she pointed it out to Randy. 
 
      
 
    “I thought they said the ferry wouldn’t run in this kind of weather?”  Kelly asked out loud. 
 
      
 
    “They did say that.  I wonder why they’re risking it?”  Randy was looking at the ferry as it smashed its way through the high seas.  Even in the relative calm of the sound the swells had gotten dangerously high.  The sea was covered in whitecaps.  It must’ve been insane trying to drive that monster of a ferry through the storm to make it all the way out here.  What would’ve made them risk something like that? 
 
      
 
    “What are they doing?”  Kelly asked.  She pointed a finger towards where a police cruiser had pulled up in the loading area the ferry would typically dock in.  While they were watching policemen getting out of the cruiser a big white van pulled up.  Several men and a woman in the blue coverall uniforms of the USCG jumped out holding assault rifles.  They took up positions where they could cover the dock.  Once they got into position, they waited for the ferry to arrive. 
 
      
 
    They’d still been walking towards the downtown area while they watched all of this unfold.  Considering what was going on down below Randy told Kelly he thought they should go back up the hill a little bit and wait to see what happened.  This was a weird situation and the guys down there with the guns were giving Randy a bad feeling.  The ferry was closer now and didn’t show any signs of slowing down.   
 
      
 
    “Do you think it’s going to crash?”  Kelly asked.  The harbor below was surrounded by a jetty made of massive rocks.  The jetty and all the sand and everything else were currently hidden by the enormous waves slamming into and over it.  The ferry was on a collision course with the jetty. 
 
      
 
    “It sure looks like it.”  Randy said.  They watched the ferry slowly turning to angle into the harbor mouth.  It almost made it.   
 
      
 
    With a loud groaning sound of metal on rock the ferry went up on a large swell and came down on the jetty.  The ferry tipped sideways as the water from the swell receded then the doomed ship caught the full brunt of the next swell.  The powerful swell grinding the floundered ship further onto the jetty.  They could see people scrambling to jump off the boat into the water before the boat went all the way over.  Others were just getting washed overboard by the massive waves. 
 
      
 
    “Should we go try and help them?”  Kelly asked.  They were watching as people disappeared into the white water after either jumping or being washed off the boat.  Those people were going to be smashed onto the rocks.  The ferry was being turned sideways now by the walls of water slamming into it.  It was settling lower and lower into the harbor mouth.  The swells were starting to pass over the top of it.  The bridge was eventually the only part sticking out of the water.  It looked like a skull floating on the surface with cavernous eye sockets since the windows had been knocked out by the surf.   
 
      
 
    People were making it to shore somehow though.  Randy saw a couple emerge from the water and begin stumbling their way through the surging water across the top of the rocks closest to shore.  Two of the guardsmen walked over to the area where the people were trying to come ashore.  The two guardsmen leveled their rifles and opened fire.  The shipwreck survivors were blown backwards into the frothing waters of the raging ocean.   
 
      
 
    “What the hell!”  Kelly shouted. 
 
      
 
    Randy stared in confusion as they watched the guardsmen and police walking back and forth along the seawall.  The men would occasionally stop to shoot survivors who were trying desperately to make it ashore.  He wondered why they were killing them before they could make it up the seawall.  Maybe to prevent the spread of the disease from the mainland that they were hearing about on the news?  Maybe to protect the supplies they had on the island from outsiders?  The people doing the shooting were part of the government so maybe they were privy to information that the rest of them just didn’t have yet.   
 
      
 
    “Let’s get back to the room.”  Randy finally said after they’d seen the bulk of the people who survived the shipwreck be slaughtered by the local law enforcement.  He wasn’t sure what was going on, but he was thinking it might not be a good idea to be seen wandering around right now.  Not while the guardsmen and the police were still trigger happy.  They turned and walked up the hill back into the hotel.   
 
      
 
    There still wasn’t anyone at the front desk.  Happy there were no witnesses to them having taken a field trip they jogged up the stairs and back into their room.  Once safely in their room they took off their soaked socks and shoes and sat down to talk.  At the end of the day their conversation boiled down to one thing they both agreed on.  As soon as the storm died down, they needed to figure a way off this island to get home to their kids.  Kelly’s mom was formidable, but it was going to take all of them working together to live through whatever this was. 
 
      
 
    Bursting with impatience they sat and schemed away the afternoon trying to come up with a way to get off the island and back to Florida.  Having to assume the whole world had gone crazy made it difficult to plan a road trip. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8:  The Loading Dock 
 
      
 
    Brenda went to check on Doreen.  She found her darling baby curled up in a corner with her head buried under her long hair.  The little girl was halfway underneath one of the big shelves holding cans of food.  Brenda heard sniffling coming from the little girl she’d rescued.  Brenda realized she’d just beaten the pastor unconscious in front of all these kids with a can of beans.  That probably hadn’t helped any of these kids feel any safer.  She squatted down in front of the little girl she’d rescued to try and comfort her.   
 
      
 
    “Hey honey.  I’m Brenda.  You can call me Miss Brenda if you like.  What’s your name?” 
 
      
 
    The little girl slid back against the wall as far as she could go looking in terror at Brenda.   
 
      
 
    “Would you like a bottle of water or anything?”  Brenda asked her.  Trying again to break through the glassy eyed stare she was getting from the girl.  She looked to be about eight which put her around the same age as Zoey.  Brenda had managed to get all four of her young charges into the closet alive when everyone else in the church had died.  Everyone but the cowardly pastor at least.  She tried another tact. 
 
      
 
    “These are my granddaughters.  Caitlyn’s the oldest.  You can call her Cait.  She’s almost old enough to drive.  The spunky blond over there is Myriah.  Doreen’s the toddler and Zoey here’s about the same age as you, I think.  She’s eight.  How old are you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m seven.”  The little girl finally stuttered out.  Once she’d said that it seemed to open the floodgates.  “Why’d you take me from my daddy?  Why’d you hit that man?  Is he dead?  Was he a monster?” 
 
      
 
    “Honey.  I didn’t take you from your daddy.  The monsters were fixing to get you and your daddy.  He made sure to get you to me, so you’d be safe.  Your daddy’s a hero.  He kept the monsters away while we got back in here.  The man over there isn’t a monster.  He’s the pastor for the church.  He turned out to be a bad man.  He was hiding all of this food and water from everybody and he snuck here to hide when the monsters made it in.  What’s your name?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m Alice.  Can I have some water?”  Brenda smiled and turned to grab Alice a bottled water.  She let out a startled yelp when she turned and saw Zoey standing right there smiling at Alice.   
 
      
 
    “Can I play with her?”  Zoey asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sure.  But you guys be really quiet. Ok.  The monster beating at the door can’t get in but if it doesn’t hear anything it might go away.  I’d like it to go away because it’s giving me a headache.” 
 
      
 
    “Are the monsters Zombies?”  Alice asked.   
 
      
 
    “We can call them that if you want to honey.  I don’t know what they are.  Just poor people who got sick and now they want to hurt us.  You guys go ahead and play but remember to be quiet.”  Brenda smiled to herself as Zoey and Alice sat down and started immediately pledging their undying loyalty and friendship to one another.  Shaking her head at how rapidly children can adapt to the weirdest of situations she crawled over to where Cait was sitting by Doreen.   
 
      
 
    “She’s asleep but she’s whimpering a lot.  Did you kill the pastor?”  Cait asked. 
 
      
 
    “I honestly don’t know if I killed him or not.  I wish we could just get out of this place and leave him here.  I’m going to crawl to the other side of the closet and take a look outside.  You stay here and try to keep everybody quiet.”  
 
      
 
    Cait nodded as Brenda started moving towards the back of the elongated hallway.  There was a board pulled down at the end that looked like it served as a counter to stack supplies on for distribution.  On the other side of the counter was a spilt door that opened on the top and the bottom.  The door was made of reinforced steel so should be safe from being beaten down anytime soon.  The two halves didn’t look like they came together perfectly though.  Brenda picked up the counter and carefully leaned it back into the slot that was on the wall to hold it.  She was hoping she could figure out a way to see out the door without opening it. 
 
      
 
    Once she’d gotten the counter secured, she got down on her knees and crawled to the door.  She tried moving her head around to find an angle she could see through the crack in the door but there was some sort of weather stripping in between the two door halves.  Brenda looked around the storage closet until she found a few rain jackets hanging on metal clothes hangers.  She took one of the hangars and bent the hook part into a straight piece of metal.  She used her improvised device to poke at the weather stripping.   
 
      
 
    She poked at the stripping for about an hour before she finally got it to the point where she could pull a piece of it out of the gap between the doors.  She had to be careful not to knock it out the front of the door where someone or something may see it fall out and get curious what was behind the doors.  She finished pulling it out and put her eye up next to the slit she’d made.  She stared out the slit for a few minutes then patiently worked the piece of rubber back in between the doors. 
 
      
 
    She crawled back over to Cait and sat down. 
 
      
 
    “What’d you see?”  Cait asked her in a hushed voice. 
 
      
 
    “The loading dock is covered in those things.  It looks like we’ll be here awhile.  There’s plenty of food and water so we should be ok for a while.  We just need to keep as quiet as possible and hope they wander off.  Starting with the one who keeps knocking on the front door.” 
 
      
 
    Brenda heeded her own advice and stopped talking.  She gestured for Cait to stay where she was.  Brenda began methodically walking the length of the storage closet.  She was using the flashlight on her phone to help her do an inventory.  Since it looked like they may be here awhile, she needed to know exactly what they were working with.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9: A Long Way to Go 
 
      
 
    Mike slowed down as they drove out the main gate for the park.  He glanced down at his fuel gauge and saw they had about half a tank left.  That wasn’t going to get them too far in the gas guzzler they were driving.  Especially since he was planning on keeping the beast in four-wheel drive from now on.  Thinking about how much gas they needed made him realize they didn’t really have a clear destination in mind.   
 
      
 
    They’d driven up for the canoe trip from Westerly, Rhode Island which is where they all lived.  It was a small city by the coast on the border with Connecticut.  Mike had been thinking they’d head back there but he wasn’t sure why they’d want to do that now that he thought about it.  He had a sister who lived a couple towns over but no other close friends or relatives.  He had a girlfriend, but he’d only been seeing her for about a month now.  He’d never even used the word girlfriend out loud with her.  Kyler and Seth had both lost their moms here in the park.   
 
      
 
    They hadn’t seen Seth’s mom running around with the rest of the Zombies, but they hadn’t seen Kyler’s mom again either.  Kyler’s dad had been dead for years now and Seth’s dad lived out in California somewhere and hadn’t bothered checking in on his son for a few years.  Seth got the occasional birthday card from his estranged father, but it was normally on the wrong date.  He had an aunt and uncle living in Westerly though.  The uncle normally came on the canoe trip but hadn’t been able to make it this time because of a work conflict.  
 
      
 
    Mike did have a crazy number of guns in his trailer.  It may be worth it to go by there just to retrieve all those.  Or, he supposed they could just break into a gun store somewhere and get the nicer, more expensive models instead of the ones he had in his closet back home.  His mind was going into overdrive trying to remember every cheesy Zombie flic he’d ever seen.  He didn’t know what the right call was for them.  He was just an aging alcoholic who liked camping.  The main reason he liked camping so much was because the hated the real world.  Hated that nothing had turned out the way he’d thought it would.  Hated that he was an aging loser.  He knew most people regarded him with pity if they acknowledged him at all.  He felt the weight of the responsibility for keeping these two kids alive on his shoulders.  He’d failed the rest of the troop, but he planned to do whatever it took to keep Kyler and Seth alive. 
 
      
 
    The road up ahead was empty.  It looked like it would’ve on any normal, non-apocalyptic day to Mike.  He had a feeling that was going to change though. Especially as they got closer to civilization.  If a national park could field enough Zombies to have ripped apart the scout troop, then they really needed to avoid cities and population centers as much as possible.  He looked over at Kyler who was staring vacantly out the window.  Seth had a similar shell-shocked look to him.  Kyler would snap out of it and bounce back given time.  Mike had never known anyone as driven or as resilient as that kid was.  Seth was a different story.  Thinking about Seth helped Mike make up his mind. 
 
      
 
    “Ok.  I’m thinking we head back to Westerly and see if we can hook you up with your aunt and uncle Seth.  Sound good?”  Mike looked over at them.  Seth grunted what sounded like an acknowledgement and Kyler just continued to stare out the window. 
 
      
 
    “Then what?”  Kyler asked.  “Seth has his aunt and uncle.  I’ve got nobody.  What if this is everywhere?” 
 
      
 
    Mike had already been thinking this was everywhere.  It dawned on him this could be something localized.  There was a good chance that they’d drive into a road block or something any time now.  He could picture the National Guard putting them into quarantine and explaining that a nasty virus had gotten out in the area they’d been camping in.  The cell towers would’ve been killed off so pictures and news of what happened could be filtered and controlled.  The government would want to avoid a panic.  They wouldn’t have wanted a bunch of reporters showing up and getting themselves contaminated with the virus.   
 
      
 
    Mike’s dreams of this being limited to the local area were dashed when they pulled in at a small mom and pop gas station along the rural road they were on.  The place was trashed.  The front windows were broken out and the inside of the store had been picked clean.  Seth found a small bag of skittles that’d gotten lost under the counter but that was it.  What caught Kyler’s attention was the newspaper headlines.  The three papers available on the rack all had headlines depicting the virus spreading and pictures of riots in cities across the world.  The papers were dated over a week ago.  It’d all started happening when they’d first gotten on the river.  It must’ve taken a while for it to spread into out of the way areas like this one. 
 
      
 
    “I think we should get back in the truck.”  Kyler said.  He suddenly felt very exposed standing there in the pillaged convenience store in front of the large windows.  Mike looked up from the paper he was reading and nodded.  They all felt it now.  The feeling they were being watched.  They were walking towards the door when one of those unsettling shrieks split the air.  They went from walking to sprinting as they all ran flat out for the truck.  Out of the corner of his eye Kyler saw someone come running around the building and start barreling towards them.  A trio of people emerged from the forest across the street and started running towards them.   
 
      
 
    Jumping in the truck, Mike got it started and yelled for them to hold on as they both got in as fast as they could.  A demented face slammed against the driver’s side window.  An open palm hit the passenger window next to Kyler.  Once the truck got moving down the road, they left the screaming Zombies behind.  It was a stark reminder of how fragile life had become out on the road.  If Kyler hadn’t had that odd feeling and acted on it then they’d have been caught inside the store with nothing to defend themselves with.  Mike had his pistol, but he’d used up all his ammunition when the Zombies attacked the troop by the launch.  His gun was basically a paper weight until they were able to find more ammunition. 
 
      
 
    “That was close.”  Mike said as he swerved around a car that was parked diagonally half on and half off the road.   
 
      
 
    “Too close.  We have to do better than that or we’re not going to make it.”  Kyler said in response.  He was thinking how stupid it’d been to just hop out of the car on the main road and then stand inside the abandoned gas station in broad daylight for so long.  They were lucky they weren’t dead.  How much stupider could they get?  He started to say something else when there was a loud ding. 
 
      
 
    “What was that?”  Seth asked.  He’d been getting quieter and quieter so while Kyler was happy to hear him talking, he was more concerned that his guess on what the beep had been might be right.  Mike looked down at the dashboard and the slammed a fist down in exasperation on the dashboard. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the low fuel warning light coming on.  Means we’ve got about ten minutes or so to find more gas or we’re going to be walking to Westerly.”  Mike tightened his grip on the steering well and started looking around for options on getting gas.  They were driving past abandoned cars here and there but other than that here was nothing along the road but trees and the occasional driveway.  Deciding to chance it he waited for the next driveway and turned in to see what they could find. 
 
      
 
    The driveway was long.  It ended in a clearing with a house that had a dilapidated trailer home behind it.  There was some fencing in the front yard that looked like it’d held dog pens.  Inside the fencing there was a partially eaten dog carcass lying on the ground.  Mike drove the truck closer to the house.  As they pulled in front of the porch, they watched flies crawling around on the dead dog.  That appeared to be the only thing moving around on the property. 
 
      
 
    Mike brought the truck to a stop and put it in park.  They sat there studying the house and yard from the truck.  Mike rolled the windows down, so they could listen as well and see if they heard anything that might sound dangerous.  They sat there for a good three minutes looking and listening before Kyler broke the silence. 
 
      
 
    “Ok.  I think this is as good as it gets.  What are we trying to find?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to need to split up.  I’ll go in the house and see what supplies I can find.  Hopefully some medicine, food, maybe some kind of weapons.  You two hit the garage and try to find gas and a hose or something we can use to syphon gas with.  Hopefully, they have a gas tank or something for their lawn mower we can take.  Not that it looks like these were the kind of people who cared too much about lawn care.”  Mike opened his door and got out.  He left the truck running.  Despite almost being out of gas he was thinking they needed to have a quick getaway waiting for them just in case.  He didn’t say it, but he knew hitting the house was the most likely place to get attacked.  Leaving the truck running gave Kyler and Seth a way out if he got himself killed exploring the house. 
 
      
 
    They got out of the truck.  Mike headed for the concrete steps leading up to the front door of the house while Kyler and Seth walked towards the garage.  Mike watched them headed towards the two-car garage.  It was attached to the house.  One of the garage doors was mostly open.  It looked like it was piled high with garbage on at least one side.  He really hoped the boys would be able to find something useful in that mess.  If they didn’t have gas, he didn’t know what they’d do.  Walking along the side of the road with Zombies everywhere didn’t seem like a sane course of action.  Hitchhiking through the apocalypse sounded more like a death metal band album name than a plan. 
 
      
 
    Mike made his way cautiously up the concrete stairs on the front of the home.  He found himself standing on the small porch trying to look in the windows to see if he could see anything suspicious.  Nothing popped out at him, so he tried the door.  The storm door opened no problem.  He got another pleasant surprise when the interior door opened just as easily.  He pushed the door slowly inward hoping he could slam it shut if he heard a Zombie coming at him before the Zombie could get to him.   
 
      
 
    Nothing came screaming down the hall trying to kill him.  Letting out the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding he opened the door wide enough to get a good look inside.  The place looked abandoned.  There was the smell of trash rotting.  An angry looking Siamese cat hissed at him before disappearing deeper into the house.  The cat hissing at him out of nowhere was going to require him finding a clean pair of underwear when this was over.  Recovering his momentum, he moved deeper into the house.  It was empty.  It looked like a couple of red necks had moved up from Florida and established themselves a red neck fortress in Maine.   
 
      
 
    There were Natural Light cans peeking out of the top of the trash when he stopped to look into the can.  Opening up cabinets yielded mixed results.  There was a lot of canned food, but he couldn’t find any water.  Looking around the place again, it made sense they wouldn’t have had a lot of use for bottled water.  He found half a carton of cigarettes and a stack of generic soda.  Deciding he wasn’t going to do much better in the kitchen than the canned food he lugged that out to the truck and set it in the truck bed.  He knew this would be a wasted effort if they didn’t find any gas, but he decided he’d be optimistic about that little detail.   
 
      
 
    After sitting the cans of beans down he looked over towards the garage.  Kyler was digging through mounds of crap while Seth kept watch.  It looked like they had that handled so Mike went back up the stairs into the house.  After a couple of trips to get all the canned food and some boxes of crackers out into the car he began exploring the other rooms in the house.  Walking carefully down the hallway from the kitchen he pushed open the door to a bathroom.  
 
      
 
    Ignoring the bathroom for now he went into the bedroom across the hall from the bathroom.  He checked under the bed and in the closet to make sure there wasn’t anybody in the room.  Once he’d made sure he was alone he started looking though the closet and the drawers to see if he could find anything useful.  Based on the general hillbilly look and feel of the place he was pretty optimistic about finding either guns or booze.  He found nothing useful.  He started wondering if maybe the people living here had left to flee the disease or whatever horrors they’d seen on the TV news.  That would explain the lack of any cars, booze or guns.  The only thing that didn’t make sense is he doubted they’d have left their cat and dog to die penned up like they had. 
 
      
 
    In the bathroom medicine cabinet, he found some prescription Oxy, a box of Band-Aids and a mostly full bottle of ibuprofen.  He shoved all of that along with a couple of rolls of toilet paper into a pillow case he’d liberated.  Feeling like he’d done a decent job looting the bathroom he moved into the living room.  Nothing in the living room stood out to him except for the fire poker set by the fireplace.  He’d been looking to supplement their lack of firearms.  He’d much rather have found a few boxes of nine-millimeter rounds than a set of cheap fire pokers.  He’d rather hit a Zombie with a fire poker than with his bare hands any day though.  The pokers would have to do until they found something better.  He hoped the boys were having better luck out in the garage than he’d had in the house.   
 
      
 
    Still pondering whether he thought the people inside had abandoned their dog and cat or just been caught out of the house when this all went down Mike lugged the fire poker set and the rest of his loot out to the truck.  Kyler and Seth were standing by the back of the truck when he walked outside.  Mike walked over to them and peeked in the back of the truck.  He was excited to see a bright red gas container sitting back there.   
 
      
 
    “It only had about a gallon of gas in it.”  Kyler explained once he saw where Mike was looking.  “I went ahead and dumped it in the tank.  We’d better get rolling soon and hope we find another abandoned house like this one but with better stuff.” 
 
      
 
    Mike nodded as he looked over the other random items in the back.  A section of garden hose they could use for siphoning lay curled up along the side of the truck bed.  There was a hatchet and a large wood chopping axe.  Some fishing gear and a moldy tarp completed the treasure cache that had been unearthed in the garage.  Considering they were almost out of gas and Mike had been hoping to find guns and other supplies here this was all pretty disappointing. 
 
      
 
    “We supposed to sweep the Zombies to death?”  Kyler asked as Mike got caught up in staring forlornly at the pile of complete crap they’d managed to collect.  It took him a minute to even figure out what Kyler was talking about.  Smiling he put the fire poker with the broom part down on the ground.  He put the other ones in the back of the truck for now. 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully we can find better weapons soon.  I’m not looking forward to trying to beat my way through a mob of those things with a miniature shovel.”  They finished loading the truck and got back in their seats.  Saying a silent prayer to the gods of gas tanks everywhere Mike pulled out of the yard.  They headed back up the driveway towards the main road.  Once on the main road they turned back the way they’d been going and began looking for the next driveway.   
 
      
 
    They only had to drive about a mile before they saw the next house off to the side of the road.  This one was close enough they could look and see that there weren’t any cars in the driveway.  Deciding that no parked cars probably meant no easy gas they kept going.  The next driveway looked like it led to a much nicer house than the other two had been.  This was a two-story brick house painted white with large red shutters.  It was set back a good hundred yards from the road with a long curving driveway.  It was a grand enough house that they had a decent view of it from the road.  There was one car parked in the front of the house.  After pulling over and staring for a minute they agreed they should take a chance on it.  Not that they had much choice given the current level of fuel in the gas tank.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10: Martial Law 
 
      
 
    The lights in their room flickered off and on as Randy was trying to figure out how to connect up the iPhone battery pack they’d brought.  They’d talked about the fact that the power was going to eventually get cutoff out here.  There’d be a generator but there wouldn’t be an infinite amount of fuel to keep the generator going.  That just added to the urgency of needing to get off the island.  They’d talked about stealing a boat but neither of them was really sure how to go about doing that.  The whole ‘trying to figure out how to get it started and then sailing it across the open ocean to dock on the mainland in the middle of a huge storm’ was beyond daunting.   
 
      
 
    They’d agreed the only way they stood a chance of making it across was to wait for the storm to subside.  Based on what they’d seen down by the docks they knew that if they got caught trying to steal a boat there was a good chance they’d be shot.  They’d witnessed how mercilessly the people coming off the ferry had been cut down.  They had no reason to doubt there’d be any hesitation to dispose of them just as quickly if they were caught stealing supplies from the island.  With the idea of supplies in mind they went downstairs to see about getting some lunch and whatever useful items they could find in the gift shop. 
 
      
 
    At the bottom of the stairs they saw two men in coast guard uniforms standing in the lobby with assault rifles slung over their shoulders.  The men were talking to the hotel manager who was staring at the computer screen and reading off the names of all the current hotel guests.  One of the guardsmen noticed them standing on the staircase and walked over. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to ask that you head back to your rooms for now.  We’ll be coming around later and letting everyone know what’s going on.  For right now though we just need everyone to stay calm and stay in their rooms.”  The guard phrased it very politely, but it was also obvious that this wasn’t a request.  He was ordering them back to their rooms and by the look on his face he fully expected them to comply.   
 
      
 
    “Do you know what’s going on over on the mainland?”  Kelly asked the man.   
 
      
 
    “I’m going to need you to get upstairs and get back to your room.  We’ll come around in a little while and let you all know what’s going on.”  The man looked like he was starting to lose his patience.  Before Kelly could say anything, Randy grabbed her by the elbow and told the guardsman ‘thank you’ and got her moving up the stairs.  It was a minor miracle that she didn’t fire any more questions at the guy.   
 
      
 
    An older lady passed them on the stairs.  Randy and Kelly slowed down to see if they could overhear how the guardsman at the bottom of the stairs treated her.  It sounded like the lady must’ve gotten pissed off because she had her voice raised and was demanding to see someone in charge.  At least she was demanding it until a loud smack sounded, followed by the thud of a body hitting the floor.  Forgetting himself, Randy ran down the stairs to help the old lady.  Kelly was right behind him. 
 
      
 
    At the bottom of the stairs the guardsman was standing over the body of the old woman.  Her frail body was draped backwards over the bottom stairs.  The guardsman had his assault rifle in his hands.  He was holding it in such a way that it was obvious he’d just used it to knock the woman out.  The man reversed his hold on the weapon and brought it up to aim at Randy as he came to a halt a few stairs from the bottom.  Seeing what had happened the words were just kind of drawn out of Randy. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?  You’ve got no right to – “Randy was cut off by the sound of the guardsman chambering a round.   
 
      
 
    Randy froze.  His anger replaced by cold fear he thrust his hands up in the air.  In his peripheral vision he saw that Kelly had her hands in the air as well.  The guardsman had a crazed look in his eye.  He was moving the gun barrel back and forth in between the two of them.  He gave them a crooked smile.  The other guardsman was standing in the background calmly watching this all unfold. 
 
      
 
    “I thought I told you to get back upstairs?  If you look on the steps in front of me, you’ll see a prime example of what happens to people who don’t listen.  Now, do you want to be the kind of people who listen or the kind of people I put on the ground?  You need to figure that out right now cause I’m done talking to you.”   
 
      
 
    “Do you mind if I take that woman upstairs and see if I can get her into her bed?”  Kelly asked the guardsman while keeping her hands in the air.  That apparently did it for the guy.  He fired two shots into the bannister directly in front of Kelly.  Kelly jumped backwards.  She turned and started running up the stairs.  The man turned the gun on Randy.  Randy turned and ran up the stairs closely behind Kelly.  The whole way up the stairs he expected to feel bullets ripping into his back.  At the top of the stairs he grabbed Kelly and they both went and locked themselves back in their room.   
 
      
 
    Kelly was crying while Randy held her in the bed.  She was sobbing for that woman at the bottom of the stairs.  She was sobbing from of the terror of having been shot at.  She was sobbing for their plight but most of all she was sobbing out of frustration and fear for their children.  If the island they were staying on was going this crazy already then what kind of insanity must be ruling the mainland?   
 
      
 
    “As soon as we get a cell signal, I’m getting straight on the internet.  I’m going to destroy this place on Yelp.”  Randy whispered to Kelly who snorted with surprised laughter before punching him hard in the stomach.  She sat up as Randy struggled to regain his breath.  Kelly worked out a lot.  One of those classes was an aerobics kickboxing deal so she knew how to throw a punch.  He’d been expecting her to do something similar, but it’d still caught him off guard.  That little snort of laughter from her had been worth it though. 
 
      
 
    “Now what?”  Kelly asked. 
 
      
 
    That was the million-dollar question.  This wasn’t the kind of situation anyone was prepared for.  They were stuck in a hotel on an island that was losing power in the middle of a massive storm.  Their kids were thousands of miles away.  There was some sort of chaos happening on the mainland that was making the authorities on the island feel like they needed to shoot people coming over on the ferry.  The punk downstairs with the gun ordering them to stay in their rooms wasn’t a good sign either. 
 
      
 
    “Not a lot we can do.  Other than go try and steal a boat but then we’d probably either get shot by the Coast Guard or need them to rescue us when we manage to sink the boat in the storm.  Once things calm down there’s so many boats on this island maybe they’ll be willing to let us take one.  They’re going to want less people on the island, so they don’t have to feed us all.”   
 
      
 
    “We need to get off this island now.  We have to go find my mom and our babies.”  Kelly said for about the fiftieth time today.  Randy understood her frustration.  He felt it too.  There just wasn’t any scenario he could think of that got them off this island and back down to Florida immediately.  It wouldn’t do their kids any good if they got killed trying to steal a boat.  Rather than say something and risk an argument breaking out when they both wanted the same thing, he just slid closer to Kelly and wrapped his arms around her, so he could hold her while they lay there. 
 
      
 
    The hotel was quiet.  Despite everything that was going on they still dozed off within a few minutes of lying down.  They were woken up by pounding on the door and someone yelling for them to muster downstairs in the restaurant.  Kelly looked around confused. 
 
      
 
    “Why’s he yelling about mustard in the restaurant?”  She asked.  Randy was already up and putting on his shoes. 
 
      
 
    “It means they want us all to go downstairs.  Maybe they have some news for us.  It might be our chance to ask about how we can get off the island.”  Randy was excited.  He was hoping whoever’d taken charge was downstairs and they’d be able to get some real news.  Kelly seemed cheered up at the prospect of finding out what was going on as well so once they’d dressed, they went out in the hallway and joined the other guests streaming down the stairs.   
 
      
 
    As they walked down the stairs Kelly ran her hands over the splintered part of the bannister where the guardsman had shot at her the day before.  Randy got chills as he thought back to that experience.  There was a good chance that this meeting they were headed for was not going to give them the kind of information and news they were hoping for.  At the bottom of the stairs they passed the same guy who’d shot at them yesterday.  He gave them a sadistic grin and waved them into the restaurant.   
 
      
 
    Even though the hotel was not full due to the storm the restaurant was packed to capacity.  All of the servers, maids, cooks and other staff were shoved into the room right along with the guests.  A few coast guardsmen and one policeman were scattered around the room.  They were carrying assault style weapons and had serious expressions on their faces.  A man in a formal USCG uniform walked in and stood at the front of the restaurant to address them.  He raised his hands for silence and waited patiently for the conversation to die down. 
 
      
 
    “Hello all.  I’m Commander Nasser of the USCG Boat Station Block Island.  As of a few days ago we received communications that martial law has been activated across the country.  As the ranking officer on the island I’ve worked with police chief Walker to come up with a plan to secure the island and ensure everyone’s safety.  Now – “ 
 
      
 
    “Your man hit my wife!  What are you going to do about that!  She’s got a broken jaw and hasn’t gotten out of bed or talked since yesterday!”  An old man was walking towards the commander shaking his finger at him angrily.  The commander nodded at one of his men who came forward and knocked the old man to the ground and secured his wrists with a pair of zip ties. 
 
      
 
    “Take him outside and watch him please seaman.  We’ll deal with him and his wife after this.”  The commander turned his attention back to the crowd of people.  A few of whom were starting to raise their voices at the treatment of the old man.  The commander coughed a few times to get everyone’s attention again. 
 
      
 
    “Again.  I wish to remind you that martial law has been activated.  That means that as the highest-ranking officer I am in command of this island.  Anyone who does not follow the lawful orders of myself or the people I appoint will be dealt with.  Is that understood?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean dealt with?  I’m a veteran and this ain’t right.  You – “The man yelling at the commander shut up when the commander drew his sidearm and casually pointed it at the man’s head. 
 
      
 
    “The mainland has turned into a slaughterhouse.  The only reason any of you people are alive is because my men and I have been killing refugees from the mainland before they can contaminate the island.  From now on I’m the one who determines what is right and what is wrong.  Anyone who wants to argue can get off my island.  As a matter of fact, why don’t you go join the man out in the parking lot.”  The man who’d professed to be a veteran didn’t look like he wanted to back down.   
 
      
 
    When the man just stood there defiantly the commander shot him.  The loud report of the pistol hung in the air like a thunderclap.  Everyone watched the man fall to his knees grasping his stomach and trying to breathe with blood pouring out between his fingers.  The commander walked over to the gasping man lying on the ground.  He looked down at him for a second before putting another round into the man’s head.  Looking around the room he put his pistol back in the holster and continued addressing the people in the restaurant as if nothing had happened. 
 
      
 
    “We have limited supplies.  We can survive for a while off what we have stockpiled, and we can supplement it with fish and deer but we’re going to need supplies from the mainland eventually.  Hundreds of Indians lived out here for hundreds of years without any of the benefits we have so I’m sure we can figure it out.”  The commander took a breath and seemed to be working on the phrasing of his next words carefully. 
 
      
 
    “Having limited supplies means we don’t really want to have a lot of mouths to feed.  I’ve got men who want to get back to the mainland to go check on their families.  I’m sure a lot of you also want to get off this island and head back to your families.  That’s not going to be an easy task.  When I said the mainland has turned into a slaughterhouse, I meant it.  A virus has spread that pretty much emulates every Zombie movie you’ve ever seen.  Mobs of infected people are tearing around everywhere ripping any non-infected people they find to shreds.  That’s why we’ve been killing anyone who tried to make it out here.  This crap spreads like crazy and we do not want it on this island.”  The commander’s eyes widened, and his breath deepened as he sought to emphasize that he didn’t want the virus on the island. 
 
      
 
    “For those of you who want to leave you’ll need to earn your way off.  If we take you over to the mainland that uses up precious fuel on our part.  We’re going to try and use wind power as much as possible since we have plenty of sailboats moored out in the harbor but it’s still going to require some fuel to be efficient.  That fuel needs to be paid back.  You’ll need water, supplies, food and some sort of weapons to have the slightest chance of making it very far over on the mainland.  We’ll make sure you have what you need but we expect you to contribute and follow all orders and wait your turn?  Is that understood?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir, it is.”  Kelly had raised her hand and started talking.  Randy’s mouth dropped as he struggled to become psychic and broadcast a message into her brain to shut up.  Maybe she’d missed the part where the commander had just shot a guy for questioning him.  Randy interrupted his attempts at mind control to try and hear what she was saying over the rising fear in his gut that she was on the verge of being shot.   
 
      
 
    “How soon do you think we’d be able to arrange travel to get over to the mainland, sir?  We’re worried about our kids and need to get back to them.” 
 
      
 
    “Your kids are probably dead.”  The commander answered without the slightest trace of sympathy. “Most people on the mainland are dead.  If you really want to try and get back there, we’ll drop you off once you’ve earned passage.  We’ll be asking people to join work and scavenging parties.  You go over and you gather the stuff we need and get it back on the boat.  You do that for us it pays for you to get a ride to the mainland and some supplies for the journey.”  Dismissing Kelly, the commander signaled to one of his men standing in the corner and walked out. 
 
      
 
    The tall man from the corner stepped into the space vacated by the commander to address everyone.  “Hello, I’m Chief Stringer.  We need the manager and the head cook to stay here.  We’re going to need to take an inventory of the supplies in the hotel.  All hotel employees please remain in this room.  All hotel guests should proceed upstairs and grab one suitcase worth of supplies and head out to the parking lot.  You’re going to be transported to the high school.  That will become your new home away from home.  We’ll be arranging for mattresses and cots to be sent over.  We expect you all to be in the parking lot within the next fifteen minutes.  Also, if any of you are found with any weapons on you, we have authorization to shoot you on the spot.  Leave any weapons you may have brought with you on the dresser in your room and let one of us know where it is.”  Chief Stinger stood there with everyone staring back at him.  Looking slightly exasperated he raised his voice and let them know it was time to get moving. 
 
      
 
    “Now!  Move it people.  You have fifteen minutes to be out in the parking lot.  If I was you, I wouldn’t be late.  Remember, you owe us for this bus ride.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11:  He is Risen 
 
      
 
    Brenda spent the next hour exploring the supply closet they were trapped in.  The space was around ten yards long by three yards wide.  Both sides of the hall were lined with deep shelves that held donated supplies.  There were stacks of batteries and hurricane type supplies like tarps and bottled water.  Bottled water took up a large amount of the space.  There were boxes of donated clothes and shelves filled with various donated canned food as well.  The canned food all looked like the kind of crap people liked to donate.  Canned vegetables and off brand pasta being very prevalent.   
 
      
 
    There were a few shovels in the corner by a pile of empty sandbags.  The shovels were the closest thing Brenda could find to a weapon.  Although, she guessed canned food worked for her pretty well considering the preacher still hadn’t budged.  Having completed her inventory of the closet she sat down and calculated how many days they could survive off the food and water she’d found.  She decided she needed to figure out one more variable.  She squatted down next to the preacher and felt his wrist for a pulse.  There was an easily detectable pulse beating in the man’s wrist. 
 
      
 
    “Are you awake?”  Brenda asked while shaking his hand back and forth.  The man groaned a few times and rolled to the side.  Brenda poked her finger into the part of his head where she’d hit him with the canned green beans. 
 
      
 
    “Ow!  What is your problem woman!”  The preacher sat up and looked at her angrily.  He looked like he was going to try to knock her out of his way when Brenda raised her hand to show she had a can of beans ready to let fly.  That shut him up.  Cringing away from her he started trying to come up with excuses. 
 
      
 
    “How’s the little girl?  I thought you were going to be captured by those things and I wanted to keep the children safe – “Brenda interrupted him by coughing quietly.  Once he’d shut up, she allowed him another few seconds to stare at her and wonder if she was going to go ahead and crush his head with the beans regardless. 
 
      
 
    “You broke my little girls’ arm.  You broke her arm trying to save your cowardly ass from the monsters you should’ve been jumping in front of to try and save those children from.  Now we’re stuck in this pantry you conveniently forgot to tell anyone about surrounded by those demons.  They’re trying to get in here and kill us.  We’ve got limited food and water.  Why should I let you stay in here?  Why should I let you live?”  Brenda whispered the last part with emphasis.  She wanted this guy scared of her.  She needed to be able to control him and keep him from doing anything stupid.  She knew she couldn’t trust him to do anything that wasn’t in his own best interests, so she needed to make doing what she told him to do something he strongly considered to be in his own best interests. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry about your little girls’ arm.  Is she going to be ok?  I can show you how to get out of here.  I’ve been the pastor here for almost five years.  I know every nook and cranny of this place.  You’ll want to have me around if you plan on doing more than just sitting in this room until you starve to death or that thing knocking on the door manages to bust its way in.”  His arguments were sound.  Brenda figured he knew that she probably wasn’t going to kill him anyway.  It’d been easy to peg him in the head when she’d been in a rage over what he’d done to Doreen but now she couldn’t really summon up the level of hatred needed to bash his head with the family size can again.  She decided to be magnanimous. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to kill you.  I want us to work together to try and figure out a way out of here.  Our first job is protecting these kids.  You do anything else that puts them in danger to try and save your own ass and I will put an end to you.  Understand?” 
 
      
 
    The preacher nodded in the affirmative.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Good.  Let’s forget this happened and just try to move on then.  I’m Brenda.  These are my grandbabies Doreen, Zoey, Myriah and Caitlyn.  This other little girl over here playing with Zoey is named Alice.  She’s the one I rescued out in the hallway.  Her daddy made sure she escaped.  What should I call you?  Pastor Methot seems a bit formal given our current situation.” 
 
      
 
    “You can call me Bill.”  The pastor answered.  He was rubbing his head and wincing like he was in some pretty serious pain.  Brenda figured he deserved it. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Bill it is then.  Any other treasure troves of supplies you’ve been hoarding?” 
 
      
 
    The pastor gave her a hurt look.  “This was it.  Once we opened this one up and used these supplies we’d have been done.  If the infected people hadn’t gotten in when they did, we’d have only had a few more days before we would’ve had to either make a break for it or die of starvation in the church anyway.  I know running to save myself wasn’t brave.  It wasn’t what I was supposed to do.  My faith failed me.  All I could think of was those things ripping me apart with their teeth while I screamed.  I’m sorry – “Brenda cut him off again with a quiet cough and a shake of her head. 
 
      
 
    “Stop saying you’re sorry.  Do better next time.  I don’t think they’re sick people either.  I think they’re past that stage.  They’re demons.  They’re Zombies.  I don’t know why they’re here, but we need to figure out how to get out of here.  Then we need to know where to go once we’re out.  Any ideas?  I don’t suppose you have a hidden stockpile of weapons somewhere?” 
 
      
 
    “No weapons.  The shovels in the corner are the closest thing we have to weapons.  Some of the policemen and the others out in the main area may still have some bullets and weapons on them.  I don’t think we’d make it out that way though.  It’s probably still crawling with the Infect - With the Zombies.” 
 
      
 
    Brenda continued to work on coaxing information out of the disgraced pastor.  After another twenty minutes of whispered conversations she’d finally determined he didn’t know anything else that was of any use.  He did seem like he wanted to cooperate, so it was a little less likely now that she’d have to kill him.  Every time she looked over at Doreen’s arm, she felt a rush of anger she had to fight to keep down though.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12:  The Random Mansion 
 
      
 
    Mike drove slowly up the winding driveway to the large house they’d seen from the road.  The closer they got the larger the house appeared.  By the time they’d parked it loomed over them.  They exited the truck as quietly as possible.  Each of them recognizing in their own way how odd it was that less than a few miles down the road people were living in complete squalor while here the house they stood in front of could’ve been straight out of ‘Gone with the Wind’.   
 
      
 
    “Hopefully, rich people keep more gasoline in the garage.”  Mike deadpanned as they all stood around staring at the huge house.  Mike went around to the back of the truck and pulled out the hatchet.  He handed a fire poker to Kyler and another one to Seth.   
 
      
 
    “There’s a car here.”  Seth said.  “Maybe we don’t need to go inside.  We could just siphon some gas.” 
 
      
 
    It made sense.  If they could siphon gas into the truck, then they could just keep on driving.  If they left immediately, they’d lose the opportunity to ransack a house that more than likely had some decent gear in it.  The car meant more than just an easy way to get gas though.  It also meant there was more of a possibility that someone was home.  There was a large attached garage they hadn’t even peeked in yet so for all they knew the house could be full of people.  Or, the house could be full of Zombies.  Based on their luck and the fact no one in the house had tried to shoot them yet, it’d be Zombies.   
 
      
 
    Kyler went around to the back of the truck and pulled out the hose.  Then he stood there staring at Mike.  When Mike didn’t say anything Kyler finally asked him how they were supposed to use the hose to siphon gas.   
 
      
 
    “You’re the eagle scout.”  Mike said. 
 
      
 
    “You specifically told me to get a hose to siphon gas.”  Kyler said.   
 
      
 
    “It can’t be that hard to figure out.  Let’s cut the hose down to about six feet then we feed one end into the car with gas and suck on the hose until gas comes out then we shove that end into the truck.  Or, at least that’s the way I think it worked on a movie I saw.” 
 
      
 
    They fumbled around with cutting the hose then figured out they needed to open the other cars gas tank from inside the car.  The other car was locked.  It was also alarmed.  When Mike tried to open the door the car alarm began going off.  A few seconds later they heard those inhuman screeches coming out of the woods surrounding the house.  Using his poker Mike busted through the window of the car and got the door open.  He slid in the driver’s seat, popped the hood and yelled for Kyler to try and get the cables off the battery.  Kyler stared at the battery terminals.  Without a wrench he had no way of getting the cables off.  Trying to hack at them with his knife just earned him an arm numbing shock.   
 
      
 
    Mike jumped out and ran around to the gas cap.  He’d finally found the gas cap release. He fed the hose into the gas tank and told Seth to hold that.  Running past Kyler, who was busy jumping up and down and holding his arm, Mike got back into the truck.  He drove it around to the side of the car and jumped back out to take a big gulp of gasoline fumes through the hose.  It worked.  Gas started flowing.  He started to shove the hose in the truck and realized the hose wasn’t quite long enough.  He tried to pull it out further and the gas stopped coming out.   
 
      
 
    The screeches were getting danger close.  Completely freaked out, Mike shut down the truck and yelled for Seth and Kyler to grab their crap and get in the house.  He figured they could hide out in the house until the Zombies gave up and went away.  The car battery would eventually die.  The alarm was still signaling the entire countryside that some dumb, uninfected humans were here for the killing if any Zombie wanted some.  Mike ran and tried to open the front door to the house.  It was locked, so he slammed the hatchet through the window next to the door.  He started to put his hand through the hole he’d made to try and get the door open when a Zombie shot it’s arm out of the hole and tried to grab him.  He jumped back with a curse and swung the hatchet at the bloody arm that was flopping around trying to grab him.   
 
      
 
    Kyler saw this was going nowhere and yelled for them both to follow him as he ran for the side of the house opposite from where it sounded like most of the screeching was coming from.  As they ran past a big picture window in the front of the house three Zombies inside slammed up against the window screaming and trying to get at them.  The Zombies broke the glass and started coming through the windows as they sprinted for the side of the house.  Mike looked back over his shoulder and saw two Zombies coming for them from across the lawn.  He saw others coming down the road towards them.  The ones in the house would be after them soon as well.  He got ready to fall back and fight, so the kids could escape.  Also, he hated running.  
 
      
 
    They turned the corner around the garage and spotted a small side door.  It was the door used to take the garbage out of the garage.  There was a large trash canister that a truly revolting smell was coming out of right by the door.  Mike yelled to try opening the door as Kyler was reaching for the knob.  Mike turned around to wait for the Zombies to get there.  He stood with the hatchet raised high.  His gasping for air sounding like a fat guy trying to ride a bicycle up a really steep hill.  He wished there was enough time to grab a quick smoke.  He wondered if he’d even be able to sink the hatchet into a Zombie’s head.  He’d killed Zombies by shooting them already, but the hatchet was a lot more personal.   
 
      
 
    He was spared from having to test his hatchet fighting prowess by Kyler yelling out that the door was open.  Mike turned and lunged for the door.  As soon as he was inside Kyler slammed the door shut and locked it.  With the door shut the pervasive sound of the car alarm was muted enough that they could all think again. 
 
      
 
    “Well that didn’t work out very well.”  Kyler stated the obvious.  Then he looked over at Seth who was leaning against a freezer and trying to hide his terrified sobs.  He looked over at Mike who was about five seconds from a heart attack judging by the sound of his breathing.  Seeing as how he seemed to be the only one able to do so.  Kyler took it upon himself to wander around the garage and see what kind of a mess they’d gotten themselves into.   
 
      
 
    It was a nice garage.  One wall had the requisite peg board configuration over a long workbench.  The peg board was covered with an assortment of farm tools as well as the regular hand tools one would expect.  There was a small board for keys right by the garage door that led into the house.  It had a set of keys on it that Kyler really hoped went to the ivory white Range Rover parked in the center of the garage.  He also hoped the Range Rover had gas in it.  He was tired of spending all their time driving around trying to find gas.  He grabbed the keys and pressed the unlock button.  The lights on the Range Rover flashed and there was a clicking noise indicating the doors had unlocked.  He walked over and opened up the SUV to take a look inside.  
 
      
 
    He half expected a Zombie to jump out at him but all he got was the smell of high-quality leather that’d been sitting in a garage for a few weeks.  He turned around to look back at Mike.  Mike was still doubled over trying to regain his breath. 
 
      
 
    “Dude.  You ran like sixty feet max.”  Kyler whispered as he walked over to make sure the big guy wasn’t going to just keel over.   
 
      
 
    Mike sputtered back something that sounded like it was probably an insult.  Randy decided to give Mike a few minutes to either catch his breath or die.  The guy seriously needed to spend some time on a treadmill.  Kyler walked over to Seth and asked him what was up.  Seth rubbed his eye and stood up. 
 
      
 
    “Just freaked out is all.  You think any Zombies can get in here?”  Seth asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t plan on us waiting around to find out.  Assuming that Range over there has gas in it I say we loot the garage and get the hell out of here.  We do it fast enough we’ll be out of here before too many Zombies show up.”   
 
      
 
    “Is Mike going to be ok?”  Seth asked.  Mike had now completely collapsed on the floor, but his breathing seemed slightly more under control.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t think his exercise program prepared him adequately for a Zombie Apocalypse.  He probably doesn’t run this fast unless he’s trying to chase down an ice cream truck.”  The lame joke worked.  Seth let out a quick braying laugh before clamping his hands over this own mouth.  They both worked hard to contain their laughter when they looked over and saw that Mike had sat up and was extending both his middle fingers at them. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry guys.  I skipped my last few Zumba classes before this all went down.  Anything good in this dump?”  Mike asked as he got up and started looking around.  He was still breathing pretty hard, but the threat of a heart attack seemed to have passed.  They could see pretty well by the light from the frosted glass windows at the top of the garage door.  No Zombies were beating on any of the doors yet.   Probably due to the enormously noisy car alarm being a great distraction.  Once that car alarm died, they’d have to be extremely quiet to avoid attracting any attention.   
 
      
 
    “Not really.  The best thing is this Range Rover right here.  That and the machetes they had hanging up on the peg board.  I already put those into the back seat.  Be careful not to sit on them when you get in.  I found some jugs of warm water, so I put them in the back too.  We need to get out of here before the car alarm stops covering for us.” 
 
      
 
    They all agreed that was the way to go.  Seth brought up the first issue with their plan.  No electricity meant the garage door wouldn’t go up automatically.  They’d have to push the door up manually before they’d be able to drive away.  Push it up manually with who knew how many Zombies standing on the other side of it.  The Range Rover had some sort of ski rack on the top of it, so they couldn’t even cheat and get the door most of the way open.  It was going to have to go all the way up and stay there long enough for them to back the SUV out. 
 
      
 
    They ignored the problem for a few minutes as they walked around the garage trying to gather anything else that might be useful.  Going in the house through the garage door was ruled out since they knew there were Zombies rambling around inside.  There was a little fridge sitting on the workbench which held some moldy cheese and a few bottled waters.  It also held a six-pack of beer which Mike reached out for like a starving man grabbing a pack of Twinkies.  He looked slightly embarrassed when he saw Seth and Kyler both staring at him, but he made no move to put it back down.  He peeled two of the beers off and set them on the workbench then carefully set the remaining four down in the backseat of the Rover. 
 
      
 
    “A’right.  Now that I have a little liquid courage here’s what we do.  I’m going to slam this beer, then the other one, then I’m going to go push the garage door up, so you can drive out.  When you drive out, I’m going to either jump in the back seat or climb up on the ski rack depending on how many Zombies are trying to eat me.  You two get in and when I finish the second beer start the car.  Cool?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re doing something that requires coordination and timing for you to stay alive.  Do you really think slamming a beer is the best way to signal us?”  Kyler asked 
 
      
 
    “Yes.  Now hurry it up.  Get in the car and let’s get this over with.”  Mike was already fumbling around trying to find the release latch for the garage.  The shadow of a hand flickered across one of the windows leading into the garage.  The sighting of the hand followed by a loud bang as something struck the garage door.  It was time to go.  It looked like the Zombies were getting bored with the car alarm and starting to try to find what had caused the car alarm to go off in the first place.   
 
      
 
    Kyler got in the front seat.  He told Seth to get in the back seat.  He needed Seth there to be able to fling the back door open for Mike if it looked like he was going to try to get in the Rover that way.  The back had a little ladder on it leading up to the ski rack, so Mike would also have the option of jumping on that and hanging on for his life.  Hanging on to the back of a poorly driven SUV going in reverse through a bunch of homicidal Zombies seemed like a pretty horrible option.  Kyler guessed that Mike knew this plan wasn’t an ideal life choice.  Hence why he needed a couple of beers to help him get motivated.   
 
      
 
    Kyler and Seth watched Mike continue to fumble around in the garage.  He finally located the red rope on top of the Rover that would release the latch and let the garage door be pushed up manually.  Mike was standing on the step that went under the driver’s side front and rear doors when he slammed his beer, showed the empty to Kyler and waited for him to start the engine.  Kyler started the engine.  The Rover rumbling to life with the purr of a nicely maintained, expensive vehicle.  Kyler hadn’t realized a car engine could sound expensive until that moment.  
 
      
 
    Mike yanked on the rope and the latch released.  The garage door popped up about six inches and Mike jumped down to go lift it the rest of the way up.  Before his feet even hit the ground a pair of hands appeared under the garage door and flung it upwards.  Zombies surged in through the opening door.  Mike jumped back from the Zombies and yelled for Kyler to start backing up.  Mike hopped back up on the Rovers side step with his hatchet cocked back by his ear ready to swing.  Kyler began backing up, but the Zombie hadn’t put the garage door up all the way before rushing in to attack Mike and now it was falling back down again.  Mike saw the problem and jumped off the step to take care of it.   
 
      
 
    Mike stepped forward swinging the hatchet with a loud yell at the middle-aged male Zombie stumbling towards him with outstretched arms.  The hatchet blade buried itself in the things sore covered forehead making blood splatter in a wild arc.  He let go of the hatchet as the man sagged to the ground.  Mike was looking towards the garage door when he disappeared from sight.  A Zombie crawling under the Rover had grabbed his legs and pulled him down.   
 
      
 
    “Hand me a machete!”  Kyler screamed back at Seth.  Seth was completely frozen with fear.  Seeing as how Seth wasn’t moving to help Kyler reached into the backseat and found one of the machetes himself.  Once he had the machete in hand, he threw open his door and jumped out.   
 
      
 
    In the dim light he heard Mike cussing.  The Zombie who’d grabbed Mike from under the Rover was lying on the floor with Mike.  Mike was alternately strangling it and slamming its head into the concrete floor.  It was a little girl Zombie.  More light was starting to pour in again allowing Kyler to see better.  Looking up he saw it was because another Zombie was pushing the garage door up to get inside.  The little girl Zombie was snapping her teeth and screaming at Mike as he struggled to knock her out.  He was making faces and cussing harder as he absorbed blows from her flailing feet and hands.   
 
      
 
    The little girl had a red bow in her matted, long, blonde hair.  Kyler noted that right before he swung the machete down into her forehead.  He narrowly missed clipping off one of Mike’s fingers as the machete cleaved into the little girl’s soft skull.  Mike jumped back to his feet.  His wide eyes staring at the machete in the little girl’s head just in time for the next Zombie to tackle him from behind and knock him back down.  Kyler snapped out of his daze and grabbed a hammer off the work bench.  He swung it hard and felt the skull of this new Zombie attacker cave in.  It gave with a sickening crunch that reminded him of the time he’d kicked an old jack o lantern on their porch and his foot had gotten stuck in the rotten core of the decaying pumpkin.   
 
      
 
    A loud screech from behind him made him spin around.  An old woman was trying to smash her way in on the passenger side of the Rover to get at Seth.  Seth was just staring at her with a lost look on his face.  The garage door was all the way open now.  Looking out of it he saw a few more figures running their way.  The car alarm was still blasting away outside.  The sound much louder now that the garage door was standing wide open.  Kyler stuck his hand out to help Mike up.  He was kneeling on the ground trying to wipe Zombie gunk off of himself.   
 
      
 
    “Let’s go!”  Kyler yelled into his face.  Mike snapped back to reality and jumped to his feet.  They rushed over to the Rover.  Ignoring the screaming hag on the other side of the Rover they slid in on the driver’s side.  Kyler jumped back in the driver’s side.  Mike went ahead and got in with Seth on the passenger side.  He had to push Seth over to the other side of the car by the howling old woman scratching at the passenger window.  Seth whimpered and resisted getting any closer to the screaming, insane, witch like figure of the hag hurling herself over and over into the passenger window with her mouth wide open.  She was gnashing her teeth and screaming with the frustration of wanting to rip apart their flesh.   
 
      
 
    They got their doors shut as a few more Zombies trotted into the garage and began bashing on their windows.  Seth was hyperventilating.  He’d crawled down in the seat with his hands over his eyes.  Mike was screaming at Kyler to drive.  Kyler was trying to put the Rover in reverse, but the gear shift wouldn’t move.  He finally tried pushing his foot down on the brake which let him engage the correct gears.  He focused on the backup camera video display on the console as he tapped the gas to get them rolling backwards out of the garage.  He wanted to slam his foot down on the accelerator since there was a man with a huge bushy beard with dried blood all over it and an eyeball hanging from one socket banging on his window.   
 
      
 
    He kept his nerve though.  He reversed them smoothly out of the garage.  Once they were out and he had the room he swung the Rover around.  He put the Luxury SUV into drive and headed for the driveway to get them out of there.  Him and Mike both taking a longing glance over at the F-150 that held all the supplies they’d collected.  With the number of Zombies in the yard now there was no way they were getting out to collect anything.  Driving slowly around Zombies so as not to mess up the Rover Kyler drove until he saw an opening to speed up.  As soon as he saw the opening, he took it.  They left the Zombies behind as they wound the rest of the way up the driveway and back onto the main road. 
 
      
 
    Once back on the main road he started driving them back the way they’d been going originally.  From the back seat he heard the sound of a beer can being popped open over the deep sobs of Seth.  He glanced down at the fuel gauge and was relieved to see that at least they had plenty of gas.  Plus, a pretty sweet ride.  It’d be an even sweeter ride if they could find somewhere to hose all the Zombie snot and slobber off the windows.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13:  Scavenging 
 
      
 
    Randy slipped quietly into the large rubber raft the Guardsmen had inflated and put in the water for them.  Him and another civilian were being sent ashore to scavenge any sort of weapons they could find.  They’d been given a street map with the location of several houses where law enforcement officers had lived marked on it.  The idea being that law enforcement officers normally kept a large cache of weapons in their homes.  Cops like guns. 
 
      
 
    Their primary goal was to bring back weapons and ammunition.  Their secondary scavenging target was medicine.  The food on the island was begin rationed and there was plenty of that for a while.  They were expected to report back on how many of the infected they encountered and how hostile the infected were.  This was the first mission since the storm had died down so no one really knew what to expect.  Which was why they were putting two expendable civilians out into the thick of it to see what happened.   
 
      
 
    The entire way across the sound Randy had been hoping they’d arrive to find the world hadn’t gone to hell.  He wanted more than anything to discover that the commander had just gone insane.  He’d fantasized so far as to have seen himself going back across at the head of a large strike force to seize the island back from the crazy tyrant.  He could see himself kicking open the doors of the gym and liberating them all.  Kelly running over to kiss him with hero worship in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    The closer they’d gotten to the marina the further that dream slipped away.  They’d almost sunk the boat before they even got halfway across the sound thanks to running into a tanker or something that was floating right underneath the surface of the water.  It’d been touch and go there for a second as the Bosuns Mate driving the boat had worked the throttle to get them across the underwater obstacle.  As they pulled into the marina the devastation wrought by the storm was visible everywhere.   
 
      
 
    Boats were smashed apart against the pier.  The mostly submerged hulks had water lapping over the top of the cabins now.  Masts were pointed out of the water like a giant hedgehog having a horrible hair day.  A handful of boats were randomly floating around in the water.  More wreckage was visible down in the large salt pond on the other side of the Marina.  Notably absent were the ferries that normally would be docked here.  The Coast Guard vessels were also gone from their station.  The Bosuns Mate said that they’d known the storm was on the way, so he was surprised so many of the boats had been left to ride it out tied to the pier.  Some of the boats down there cost more than a really nice house.  Hiring someone to either pull it out of the water and take it somewhere safe or sail it down the coast away from the storm just made sense. 
 
      
 
    It was all just more signs of the insanity that had been gripping the mainland.  When Randy and Kelly had been driving over to get to the island from the airport in Providence this madness had been brewing.  The virus had been spreading all around them it just hadn’t broken the surface of everyone’s awareness yet.  The crew of the forty-four-foot Coast Guard cruiser weren’t taking any chances.  They’d inflated the raft and told Randy and Joe to get in it and go see what they could see.  They’d come in right as dawn was breaking so they could see the wreckage around them but so far that’s all they saw.  There were no other signs of life.  No signs of the insanity that supposedly gripped the mainland.  It just looked like a bad storm had ripped through and on one had bothered showing up to clean up yet. 
 
      
 
    Joe’s wife and kid were back on the island being ‘protected’.  They’d let Joe and Randy both know that if they decided to run off then their wives would be shot or turned into slaves.  Either way, they’d never make it off the island.  This was a very effective leash for both of them.  It meant they couldn’t afford to get sloppy.  If they managed to get themselves killed that would be looked at the same way as deserting.  If they didn’t bring back anything useful that was also going to be chalked up as a failure.  The penalty for that failure was going to be that they wouldn’t be selected for future scavenging missions.  Without going on scavenging missions they wouldn’t be able to earn their freedom.   
 
      
 
    With the burden of their responsibilities weighing them down Joe and Randy stealthily paddled the bright orange raft over to the pier and secured it to a ladder.  They climbed up the ladder to the pier and slowly made their way towards land.  Wind tousled their hair and kept them chilled as they paced their way forward.  Both men were lost in their thoughts.  Fearful for their families and scared of what they were going to run into up ahead.  They knew they were just a couple of guinea pigs the commander was throwing on the mainland to see what happened.   
 
      
 
    They reached the end of the dock and stepped onto the concrete parking lot with no issues.  The parking lot was bereft of cars.  Everyone must’ve deserted the area when the storms came.  They walked over to where the ticket center was for the ferry.  Everything at the ticket center was securely locked.  There were a couple of food vending machines Randy thought it may make sense to break into later.  He took out the map they’d been given and waved Joe over.  They squatted down together in the gathering light to check it out.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Looks like we’ve got three houses within a block of here that the commander’s marked as possibly having weapons.  I think that’s mostly guessing.  He must have some sort of rolodex with phone numbers and addresses for local officers or something.  I think pretty much anyone living out here probably has a rifle or two they keep around for deer season.  New Englanders and shooting deer are almost as New England as clam chowder and lobsters.” 
 
      
 
    Joe nodded his head.  “Sounds about right.  So, you saying we just hit each house on the street and try to find the weapons versus going to the marked ones?  What if they had some other reason that they wanted us to go to the marked ones?” 
 
      
 
    “They gave us until noon to be back, but they also said we might as well not come back if we don’t have at least a few weapons and some medicine to show for it.  I say we just go and start scavenging.  The sooner we can find crap to shove in our bags the sooner we can get back to the island.  I don’t trust those scum bags around my wife and you shouldn’t either.” 
 
      
 
    Joe nodded to show he understood what Randy was implying and that he agreed completely.  Shouldering their pillaging bags, they set off up the first street by the marina.  They walked past a row of boats that’d been pulled out of the water and tied down on trailers.  They talked quietly about rummaging through some of those boats but decided against it.  Houses made more sense to be able to find useful supplies in.  There were several large houses on the road up ahead.   
 
      
 
    They passed the first dead body a few minutes later.  Smelling something strong in the air they were both peering around as they walked.  Expecting to find a pile of discarded trash or maybe a bag of fish or even a dead dog they were both shocked at what they finally saw.  The body of a man in a yellow slicker was lying on the ground in between two of the parked boat trailers.  He was lying on his back.   
 
      
 
    They could only tell it had been a man because there were pieces of a very bushy grey beard still attached to the face in places.  The rest of the face had been torn off.  The skin and eyeballs were missing as was most of the skin covering the skull.  The man’s rain jacket had been pulled up and the pants ripped down to give whatever had attacked him access to the meat on the stomach and around the pelvic area.  It was ripped apart.  His crotch looked like a pile of rotten hamburger meat.  Little black bugs and maggots were feasting on the remains.   
 
      
 
    Joe backed away and spilled his guts all over the road.  Randy gave him a minute.  He felt like he might blow chunks himself at any second.  Then, carefully avoiding looking back at the remains, they proceeded up the hill towards the houses they’d targeted.  More corpses started to pop up.  Most of them covered in feasting sea gulls.  The gulls must not have gotten to the man between the boats yet.  They stopped at the entrance to the first house they got to.  It had a long, curved driveway leading up to the two-story old school New England Cape Cod style home.   
 
      
 
    Joe felt a fly walking around on his neck and smacked at it with a subdued string of curses.  He spun in a complete circle before he noticed Randy staring at him. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry.”  Joe whispered.  “I just know what these things have been walking in and eating.  Grossed me out.” 
 
      
 
    “I get it.  Looks like the commander was telling the truth about the mainland being a slaughterhouse.  You ready?” 
 
      
 
    Joe wiped at his neck one final time and arranged the large green sea bag across his back.  He began walking up the driveway with a determined look on his face.  Randy followed behind him doing his best to case out the house they were approaching.  It was two stories with a huge front porch that wrapped around the front of the house.  Above the front porch was a balcony that ran the entire length of the front of the home.  The driveway ended in a parking pad large enough to play full court basketball on.  There was a boat on a trailer tipped on its side in the corner of the parking pad.  The truck that had been hauling it was still attached but hadn’t flipped over. 
 
      
 
    As they got closer the signs of a struggle became apparent.  The front door wasn’t completely closed.  A body was laying across the entryway.  The feet of the body were keeping the door from closing even though most of the body had fallen into the foyer.  A big red stain and a spray of pellet holes that looked like they came from a shotgun covered the center of the door.  More blood had pooled into a sticky, stinking mess in the foyer.  Stepping around the body they entered the house.   
 
      
 
    The bottom floor looked like a miniature war had been waged in it.  Blood was everywhere.  A chandelier had been hit by a shotgun blast at some time during the fight and rained glass down on everything.  Another body was lying across the kitchen table. This one was a young woman in a pajama onesie.  The absurdity of her death struck Randy.  She was going to spend eternity as a corpse wearing a monkey onesie while draped across a kitchen table with half her face shot off. 
 
      
 
    Lying with his back to the kitchen wall was an old man who was still clutching his shotgun in one hand.  He was missing half his face and on the other side an ear dangled by a thin strip of skin.  Joe looked like he might puke again.  Randy hated puking.  Otherwise, he knew he’d have already hurled a few times as well.  He didn’t look down on Joe for puking left and right.  It was actually the opposite.  He admired the man for being freaked out and sickened by it all but gamely stepping into the fray.   
 
      
 
    Randy walked over and pulled the shotgun out of the corpses grip.  As he did so he noticed the gaping hole in the man’s body where the heart would be and realized the guy must’ve offed himself.  Whether he’d been getting eaten at the moment or if this was afterwards would remain a mystery.  Looking over at the blood covered remains of the girl in the onesie Randy had the sudden suspicion the man may have had to kill his own daughter or granddaughter.   
 
      
 
    He placed the shotgun in Joe’s seabag and rummaged around the corpse until he found a box of shotgun shells.  He dropped those down in the seabag as well.  They continued to explore the house.  The upstairs was pristine compared to the travesty that was the downstairs apartments.  The beds were all made.  The windows were all tightly shut.  Standing on the large balcony they could look down and see the Coast Guard boat in the harbor.  The boat that was waiting for them to fill up their bags and head back like a couple of apocalyptic Kris Kringles. 
 
      
 
    They systematically ransacked the house.  They found a couple of hunting rifles and a few more boxes of ammunition.  There was a pistol safe box on the night stand that was locked.  It was heavy and there was ammunition for it in the closet, so they dumped the box into the bag.  They figured they could work on opening it back on the island.  Randy put shells in both barrels of the double-barreled shotgun they found in the closet of a room that looked like it’d probably belonged to a teenage boy.  They based that theory on the scantily clad subject of the posters covering the walls.   
 
      
 
    They emptied the contents of all three medicine cabinets in the house into their bags.  They didn’t even bother trying to read the labels.  If it looked like medicine, they just dumped it on in.  They found a collection of some serious looking knives so dumped those in as well.  By the time they’d finished with the house Joe’s bag was getting very heavy.  They’d decided to fill up Joe’s bag first and then work on Randy’s.  That way Randy could be in charge of finding stuff and dumping it in the bag as well as holding onto the shotgun to protect them if they needed it.   
 
      
 
    They considered setting the bags down in a central spot and dragging everything over to dump in them.  The problem with that was then if they had to run from the monsters that were out here somewhere, they’d have to leave the bags behind.  Showing up at the dock with no bags wasn’t going to cut it.  They had to show that not only were they good scavengers but that they should get picked to go every time.  Both were in a hurry to get their families off that island before it got any weirder there.  Being under martial law where the commander was an apparent sociopath on an island slowly running out of food wasn’t turning out to be the vacation they’d been looking forward to.   
 
      
 
    They came out of the first house and started trudging down the driveway towards the main road.  Once they made it to the main road, they’d head up another driveway.  At this rate, they figured they’d be back on board the cutter well before the noon deadline.  Randy was racking his brain trying to figure out how they could impress the commander enough to be put in charge of all the future shore raiding parties.  He didn’t think two bags of crap was going to cut it.  He told Joe to wait for a second and ran over to the pickup truck that was parked in the corner by the boat that’d been blown over.  Looking inside he saw the keys on the seat. 
 
      
 
    He opened the door, got in and started the truck up. Then he jumped out and ran over to Joe.  They worked together to get their current loot into the back of the truck and untwist the trailer hook up from the back of the truck.  They drove down the driveway of the house they’d just cleaned out and out onto the main road.  They drove up into the driveway of the next house over. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think whatever killed everybody here has died out or just left?”  Joe asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m thinking maybe it was just an intense virus that hit people and made them crazy as hell and then they all died.  Something that makes you insane enough to eat other people can’t be healthy.  Imagine the damage it’d have to do to your brain.  Like taking a big dose of meth mixed with bleach.” 
 
      
 
    They parked and got out to head up the stairs.  Randy absently shoved the pickup truck keys in his pocket.  He stepped over some branches that’d blown into the driveway.  He wondered how long before nature reclaimed all of this.  With no one picking up the junk from the storms or replacing windows or closing doors it wouldn’t take too long.  There was bound to eventually be a fire and with no fire department to put a stop to it who knew how many houses would burn down.  Things that would’ve been dealt with easily back when people lived here would now be enough to sweep a whole town off the map. 
 
      
 
    The house was empty.  The doors were all shut.  The windows had shutters covering them.  Joe pulled the shutters back on one of the windows and rammed the leg of a chair from the porch through the window.  The sound of breaking glass filled the air.  Randy waved at him and made a shushing gesture.  Off in the distance they heard some loud screeching noises that sounded like wolves being tortured.  It was a freaky, keening wail that sent a chill up their spines.  Both of them knew they should probably just get back in the truck and get the hell out of there. 
 
      
 
    Instead, with visions of what would happen to their wives if they failed at this mission, they carefully cleaned the broken glass out of the window and made their way into the house.  Randy didn’t feel like they had a minute to waste.  His kids were down in Florida and they were unprotected in the middle of all of this.  Him and Kelly needed to get there as soon as possible.  That meant getting them passes to leave the island.   
 
      
 
    The first Zombie turned into the driveway and made its way towards the house as Joe and Randy disappeared inside to begin scavenging. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14:  Closet Fever 
 
      
 
     “That’s disgusting.”  The disgraced pastor was making his feelings known about the fact that humans’ poop.  He was absolutely right on the disgusting aspect of it, but it was a natural bodily function and something they had to take care of.  It was adding enormously to their desire to get out of the closet and into fresh air though.  They’d found some sealable Tupperware in the closet for the school supplies.  They’d each taken one of those to use as their own personal toilet.   
 
      
 
    The preacher had said it with such disgust that Alice started crying.  She tried to hurry and ended up spilling some on the floor which made the preacher snort again in disgust.  He looked like he might have something else to say but Brenda gave him a look that clearly conveyed he needed to shut up.  The preacher shut up and moved as far away from the ‘potty’ section of the closet as he could.  His lip curled up in disgust.   
 
      
 
    Brenda held back from flinging canned food at his head.  The rotund preacher was a major hypocrite.  He’d stunk up the place worse than any of them.  He was also a pig.  He was eating twice as much as the rest of them.  Brenda hadn’t said anything at first because she’d been optimistic the Zombies would wander off relatively soon.  With the Zombies sticking around it didn’t look like they’d be able to get out of this closet anytime soon.  Here it was over a week later and the same damned Zombie was still beating on the closet door.  A daily look out the exterior door crack revealed the number of Zombies in the loading dock area had dwindled down to about ten.  That was ten that she could see anyway.  There was no telling how many might be out of sight.  Ten was too many. 
 
      
 
    The kids were all getting gaunt eyed.  Restraining them was getting depressing.  They were a bunch of little girls.  They had no business being locked in a closet told to keep their mouths shut or the Zombies would get in and kill them.  The little girl Brenda had rescued had become Zoey’s closest friend.  They sat under the shelves and whispered secrets.  They quietly giggled away most of the day.  Doreen seemed like she was doing ok.  They’d kept the arm bound tightly to her body in a cast they’d fashioned using duct tape and rulers.  It seemed to be doing the job.  She was in pain, but it got better every day.  Brenda assumed the little girl’s arm was probably going to heal wrong but hopefully it would at least be functional.   
 
      
 
    Other than the Zombie beating away on the door leading into the church hallway they didn’t seem to have attracted the attention of any others.  Brenda was considering opening the door and bashing away at the Zombie beating on the door with a shovel.  Then they’d be able to tell how screwed they were by taking a quick look up and down the hallway.  Assuming the one who kept hammering away on the door didn’t overpower and kill them.  Assuming there weren’t twenty of the damn things standing in the hallway just waiting for them to make a stupid mistake.  If it’d just been her stuck in the closet, she probably would have chanced it.  The children were making her a lot more cautious.   
 
      
 
    She figured she could probably fling open the door, bash away with a shovel and make it out of the church even if there were a couple of the demons out in the hallway.  She didn’t have as much confidence she could bash away and get out of the building while protecting five children at the same time.  The two older ones would be able to help but it was still too risky without more information.  She already knew she couldn’t rely on the pastor to help at all.  He’d shown he was just a big coward.  She’d considered the option of using him as bait.  Maybe if she threw him out the exterior door and he took off running most of the Zombie’s would chase him out of the loading dock area?  Problem being he didn’t seem like he was in good enough shape to lead the Zombie’s very far before they’d catch him.  He’d probably just die hammering on the door trying to get back in.  He’d die crying like the useless coward he was.   
 
      
 
    Brenda paced around the confines of the storage closet.  Pausing to offer encouragement, hugs and backrubs as needed.  It really was starting to stink in the hot, enclosed space.  Body odor was mixing with the smells of their waste.  Utilizing the storage containers as their toilets had taken some trial and error.  They’d had the excess clothes on the shelves to use as rags for the mishaps, but those rags were still sitting in the storage closet with them.  Brenda was taking another mental inventory of the supplies left on the shelves.  They were trying to stick to three bottles of water per person per day but with seven of them in the closet that still came out to about a case of water per day.   
 
      
 
    The seemingly unlimited supplies she’d seen when she first figured out that they were stuck in a storage closet were getting used up way too quick for comfort.  It didn’t help that the pastor felt that if a child got three water bottles, he was entitled to twice that many.  The pastor also helped himself to food whenever he felt like it.  Brenda was in a constant state of amazement that a man who’d dedicated his life to the church could be so selfish.  He must be a really good actor to have pulled the wool over everyone’s eyes for this long.  It’d become glaringly obvious he hated children.  All the kids in the closet were scared of him. 
 
      
 
    She was running out of patience with him.  It wasn’t just that he was useless and had a horrible attitude and had hurt her grandbaby and probably crippled her for life.  It was that he was a burden.  He took more than his share and then did nothing to earn it.  She had to plan around him as if he were one of the children.  She watched as he opened his seventh bottle of water of the day.  She decided she’d had enough.  She got up to go tell him to get the hell out of her closet.  She’d reached the conclusion that using him as Zombie bait was the only way he’d be useful.  She justified it in her mind as protecting her babies.  They were going to die of thirst in here before they got a chance to escape if they kept this fat, slob of a human being in the closet with them draining all the supplies.  She blamed herself for having allowed him to stay here this long already.   
 
      
 
    She walked over to confront him and noticed he was pouring some of the water out on his head.  He was wasting the water.  He was pouring it on his freaking head.  All compassion drained out of her.  He looked up with a chagrined smile at being caught wasting the bottled water as she poked him with one of the shovels.  She poked him hard. 
 
      
 
    “Get out.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry.  I won’t drink any more water until it’s my turn.  I’m just so hot in here.  If you can just –“He was cutoff when she jammed the blade of the shovel into his throat hard enough to leave an ugly red mark.  He fell over and crawled away from her towards the interior door to the church.   
 
      
 
    “No.  I think it’ll be better if you make a run for it out of the other door.  Get up and get over there.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s murder!  If you put me out there, I’ll be killed!”  The pastor’s voice was getting dangerously loud.  The Zombie on the other side of the interior door started slamming itself into the door harder than it had for the last few days.   
 
      
 
    “Shut up or I’ll just fling your body out on the loading dock.  I’m looking to give you a chance here.  You can grab a few bottles of water and one of the shovels.  We just can’t support you staying in this closet with us any longer.  We’re running too low on supplies.  You knew that, and you kept taking more than your share.  Taking food, literally, out of the mouths of babes.” 
 
      
 
    Bill charged her.  He was a coward but even a coward will fight when backed into a corner.  Especially if the coward just sees a scrawny, old woman standing in his way.  Brenda had been ready for this move.  She pegged him hard with the shovel and put his ass back on the ground.  He’d have a massive bump on the back of his head if he lived long enough for it swell up.  Caitlyn jumped on his back with a can of peas in each hand.  She was ready to put him out of commission completely at a nod from her Mammy.   
 
      
 
    Brenda shook her head.  Caitlyn climbed off of him and Brenda kicked him in the face.  Two of the kids were crying.  Brenda nodded at Myriah and Caitlyn to go try and comfort the smaller kids.   
 
      
 
    “Get up.  Time to go for a run.”  She said to the pastor in a cold, hard voice that was void of compassion for the man she saw as an obstacle to keeping her grandkids alive.  A man unworthy of the profession he’d chosen.  A fake ambassador of god.  They were surrounded by the corpses of good men and women and somehow this snake had slithered in here and managed to survive.  Well, he’d need to go find himself another hole to hide in.   
 
      
 
    “Pick up the counter and let yourself out the door.  You can grab a shovel to take with you to knock the Zombies off but if you take one wrong look at me, I’m going to spill your brains on the floor right now.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re killing me.  This is murder in gods’ eyes.  You’ll burn in hell for this.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you there then you piece of garbage.  Go.” 
 
      
 
    The pastor grabbed a shovel to take with him and slowly unlocked the exterior door.  He pushed it open with exaggerated caution.  He took one small step out into the bright light of day with the shovel held out in front of him.  Without any warning he threw the door completely open as Brenda was trying to grab the knob to pull it closed.  She’d thought he may try and distract the Zombies by giving them a closet full of easy victims.  Brenda had been expecting the coward to pull this move.  She gathered her strength to shove him hard enough with her shovel to heave him completely off the loading dock.  She was hoping to get the door closed before any of the Zombies managed to figure out what was going on and make a rush for them.   
 
      
 
    As they both stood there ready to fight like a couple of gardening buccaneers a pickup truck came cruising into the loading dock area.  Men in camouflage jumped out carrying long metal rods and heavy looking miniature sledge hammers.  The men swarmed over the Zombies still wandering around the loading dock and beat them to a pulp.  They had a pretty good system down where the men with poles would trip up the Zombies and knock them on the ground.  The men with the hammers would then swoop in and bash the Zombies head in while the man who’d tripped up the Zombie held the tip of the pole on the Zombies chest to keep it pinned down.  Crude but effective.   
 
      
 
    The man who appeared to be in charge walked over and gazed curiously at the two spade duelers.  He seemed nonchalant about the horror show taking place behind him as he regarded Brenda and the pastor facing off with their now lowered shovels.   
 
      
 
    “I take it you two aren’t on the friendliest of terms?”  He asked with a smile and a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15:  If at First You Don’t Succeed 
 
      
 
    “Now what?”  Kyler asked.  Projecting his voice behind him into the backseat.  Seth had finally quieted down.  Judging by the number of can openings he’d heard Mike should still be semi-sober.  The frequency of the can openings meant that the sobriety would probably not be long lived.  Luckily, he’d only found the single six-pack back at the house.  God knew what other flasks and airplane bottles he had hidden on him in reserve though. 
 
      
 
    “Same thing we’ve been doing.”  Mike’s voice drifted lazily up from the back seat.  He wasn’t slurring yet, but he sounded very relaxed.  “Keep trying to gather supplies.  We’re not going to get too far if we don’t have extra gas, ways to get more gas, weapons, food and water.  I say we try and find a new house to check out.  If we find one that seems safe, we could spend the night.  We need the rest.  Once we hit the highway and start rolling through cities it’s going to be a different game than it is out here in the sticks.” 
 
      
 
    “How’s Seth?”  Kyler asked.  Everything Mike had just said made perfect sense.  Just because stopping at houses and trying to find supplies hadn’t worked out well for them so far didn’t mean they should stop trying.  They may have lost the supplies they’d gathered in the F-150 but they’d gained a shiny new SUV with a mostly full tank of gas.  To be honest, most of the supplies they’d lost had been complete crap anyway.   
 
      
 
    “He’s good.  A little freaked out by the whole situation.  You’re good, right Seth?”  Kyler saw Mike leaning towards the passenger side of the backseat as he checked on Seth.  Seth muttered an inaudible reply then turned his back to Mike and pretended to be trying to go to sleep.  Mike awkwardly rubbed the boys back for a few seconds before retreating back to the driver’s side of the back seat.  He was clutching his last two cans of beer by the plastic mesh.  He was holding them together like some sort of alcoholic’s rosary.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Hold off on those last two beers.  I see a mailbox up ahead so let’s see what we see.”  Mike muttered something pissed off sounding from the back seat.  Kyler didn’t hear any more cans being opened though so he chalked it up as a minor victory.  He needed someone to help him secure the house and look for supplies.  It was getting to the point where he was scared to let Seth out of the SUV.  The boy was going to freeze up at a critical time and get himself killed.  Seth dying would be Kyler’s fault.  He knew that and accepted it.  He wasn’t too sure how much longer Mike would be able to hold himself together either.  The beer was just one symptom that Mike was losing it.  He’d caught Mike just staring off into the distance a few times.  Mike laughed it off when Kyler called him out on it but they both knew he was reaching his breaking point. 
 
      
 
    They drove along in an awkward silence.  Kyler turned in at the next mailbox and began the drive down a long country road.  The road was covered with loose gravel.  It was washed out in multiple places.  Kyler started driving more slowly to avoid bouncing everyone’s heads off the ceiling.  Of course, he did that after he hit the first bump at about thirty miles per hour.  The silence had been shattered by cussing directed at him from both Seth and Mike.  At least something had managed to break both of them out of their funk.  He decided not to tell them he’d been driving too fast because he was curious what the shocks were like on an eighty-thousand-dollar SUV.  He’d hit the bump at a high speed on purpose only to find out the shocks weren’t much better on the Rover than the ones on his mom’s used mini-van. 
 
      
 
    The long driveway ended at a house surrounded by enormous pine trees.  There was a concrete circular driveway that served as a large parking pad in front of the home.  The house itself was two stories of old colonial style brick.  The shingles and other woodwork on the outside of the house bespoke of the care the home had received.  The place was straight out of a Norman Rockwell painting.  A huge front porch with white bannisters completed the picture. 
 
      
 
    The lifeless bodies sprawled across the stairs were the only thing that marred the rustic beauty of the place.  Kyler drove over closer to try and see if he could tell anything about what was going on by the state of the bodies.  He circled around the circular end of the driveway so that the driver’s side of the Range Rover would pass by closest to the bodies.  As they got closer, he made out three distinct bodies.  One was a young girl in a blue dress that’d ridden up to the top of her thighs.  One of her legs was twisted unnaturally behind her.  She was the only one who was facedown.  Other than the leg and the way she was lying she could almost have been sleeping on the stairs or playing some sort of weird game of freeze tag. 
 
      
 
    The other two bodies were most definitely not playing any sort of games.  One of them was an older man.  He was dressed formally but missing one shoe.  His sports coat was opened to a gaping hole in his dress shirt.  Bright red pieces of the insides of the man were visible through the hole.  They’d disturbed two crows when they pulled into the driveway and now Kyler could see what the crows had been eating.  The other corpse was that of an older woman who was also dressed formally.  She looked like she’d taken a couple of shotgun blasts to the face then her skull had been turned into a crow buffet.  The long grey tufts of hair still attached to the skull and the long, grey dress being the main ways they could tell that one had been a woman.   
 
      
 
    Kyler took in the scene. It was grotesque.  He was focused on the best way of getting over the bodies and into the home.  He wondered what it said about him that he was adjusting pretty well to this new normal.  In the seat behind him, he heard Seth whimpering and pressing himself further down into the floor.  A few seconds later, as Kyler was putting the SUV into park, he heard the sound of a can of beer being popped open.  He sighed and gave Mike a minute to go ahead and enjoy the stress relieving elixir.  He wondered how he’d gotten stuck being the leader of their small group when the man in the back seat was three times his senior and had military experience to boot. 
 
      
 
    “We goin’ in there?”  Mike slurred.  So much for him staying sober with only limited alcohol.  Kyler assumed his intuition was correct and the man had a flask or two hidden somewhere on his body. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see where we have much choice.  I think the bodies on the stairs were put there by the owner of the house.  He’s not shooting at us right now so he’s either sleeping or he already left.”  Kyler said.  He was checking out every window in turn to see if he saw any kind of movement inside the house.  He’d considered beeping the horn or yelling or something along those lines.  The problem he saw with that was it would attract any Zombies in any of the nearby houses to come see what all the ruckus was about. 
 
      
 
    “The owners may still be inside.  They may be Zombies now too.”  Seth decided to add to the conversation.  The tone of his voice making it obvious Seth didn’t think going inside was an idea they should even be considering. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have a choice.  We either go in or we drive until we run out of gas and get swarmed and die.  We need weapons.  We need food.  We need some freakin sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s all good.  We’ll be fine.”  Mike jumped in to soothe the situation.  Kyler realized he’d been getting a little loud.  It’d snapped Mike out of his buzz at least. 
 
      
 
    “Wait here.  Mike and I can go check the place out and make sure it’s safe.”  Seth shook his head to show he understood.  Kyler opened his door and started to get out. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t leave me!”  Seth yelled.  The outburst seemed to echo all around the yard.  Kyler didn’t move.  He just stared at the house and surrounding yard to see if he detected any signs of movement.  “Don’t leave me here by myself.”  Seth repeated.  This time more quietly although you could tell he was still on the verge of panic. 
 
      
 
    “Dude.  You’ve got to keep the volume turned down a couple notches.  Being loud attracts those things.  Remember how many of them showed up when that car alarm started going off?”  Kyler made eye contact with Seth to try to emphasize the level of caution that was needed.  He was trying to get through to the kid before the kid got them all killed.  Seth nodded.  He remembered.  The memory didn’t seem to be helping his level of agitation though.   
 
      
 
    “You’ll be able to see us the whole time.  We’re just going to go up the stairs over there and try to see if anybody’s home.”  Mike said in a reassuring voice.  Seth was looking back and forth between the two of them.  His fear of getting out of the car fighting with his fear of being left behind.   
 
      
 
    Kyler gave Seth a harsh look as a warning to stay quiet and then got out of the SUV.  Mike did the same in the back.  Kyler glanced in the backseat and saw Seth had tears seeping out of his eyes as he struggled to hold back sobs and stay quiet.  He was fighting hard to stay quiet when his terror of being left behind had him wanting to scream out not to leave him.  Kyler felt like a complete jerk but shut his mind to the image of Seth crying and focused on the pile of dead bodies instead.   
 
      
 
    Kyler and Mike walked towards the front porch.  Kyler looked at the body of the girl and noticed the trail of ants running into her curly hair.  She wasn’t a little girl anymore.  She was just rotting meat laying across the stairs.  If he lost it over every dead body they came across, he wasn’t going to make it.  He’d either end up in the first stages of catatonia like Seth or need to join Mike at an American Airlines meeting.  The girl was just rotting meat.  Not somebody’s daughter or annoying little sister who’d run and played with dolls.  Little girls who ran and played with dolls didn’t end up on the stairs in a pile of corpses with their faces blown off.  Not here.  Not where you could see them.  That was something that happened in third world countries where leaders harbored genocidal tendencies.  Not something that happened here in America. 
 
      
 
    Kyler led the way towards the porch.  The smell of rotting meat hit him when they got within a few feet of the bodies.  He heard a high-pitched cackle coming from somewhere and started to look around.  Mike slapped him on the back and spun him around. 
 
      
 
    “You ok?”  Mike whispered in Kyler’s face.  Mike’s face was strained and worried.  Kyler looked around trying to find the source of the cackling.  Seeing the concerned expression on Mike’s face he realized the cackling had been himself.  He took a deep breath and let it out.  He could still smell the rot, but he pushed it out of his mind.  He told himself it was just rotting hamburger.  Just a dumpster outside a restaurant.  He switched the deep breaths he’d been taking to calm himself to shallow breaths, so he wouldn’t get the smell in his head as much. 
 
      
 
    Kyler nodded to signal he was ok.  Turning back around he threaded his way carefully up the stairs trying not to step on anything.  His brain was screaming that the little girl was going to grab his ankle.  She was going to ask him why he was just leaving her laying there.  Kyler shook his head hard and hurried up the front door.  He began pacing along the porch looking through the windows to try and see inside the home.  Mike walked along the porch in the other direction doing the same thing.  They met back in the middle in front of the door. 
 
      
 
    “How should we get in?”  Kyler asked.  He hadn’t been able to see a lot through the windows.  The curtains were all pulled mostly closed.  The few he’d been able to see through had shown the interior of a typical looking house.  A dining room with a large table and some chairs.  Another window had revealed a hallway leading to a large room with a brown couch that had an orange and brown quilt thrown over the back of it.  Kyler watched as Mike checked the front door to see if they could get in the easy way.  The front door was unlocked. 
 
      
 
    Mike smiled at Kyler and pushed the door open.  He had a machete in one hand while Kyler was carrying one of the hatchets they’d managed to hold onto.  They really needed to find some guns somewhere.  Neither of them relished the idea of getting close enough to a raging Zombie to use the weapons they had.  Thinking of the little girl on the porch Kyler sincerely doubted he’d be able to bash in the brains of a diseased little kid even to save himself.  
 
      
 
    Mike had the door all the way open.  He moved into the foyer with the machete held out in front of him like a torch.  Kyler followed a few steps behind.  Both of them had forgotten their promise to Seth that they’d stay within sight of the SUV.  The interior of the house was in fine order.  White lace doilies covered the tops of the wood and glass tables set in the foyer and along the hallway.  They moved into the kitchen to verify nothing that posed a danger was in there.  Kyler opened the refrigerator and immediately closed it again.  The smell that wafted out when he opened the door reminded him of the smell of the people rotting on the stairs.  Falling to his knees he puked on the floor.   
 
      
 
    Mike waited for him to finish puking and catch his breath then helped him back to his feet.  He asked Kyler if he was ok.  Once Kyler had recovered, he said he was fine, and they continued to clear the house.  Finding nothing on the first floor they went up the creaky stairs to the second floor.  The stairs ended at a long hallway with several doors along it.  All of the doors were closed.  Kyler and Mike went down the hallway.  They took turns opening the doors and looking in each room.  They didn’t find anything until the last door.  When Kyler opened it, a familiar smell hit them both in the face.   
 
      
 
    Forcing himself to ignore the bile rising in his mouth.  Telling himself he needed to get used to this if he was going to survive.  Manning up, Kyler looked into the room the smell came from.  He had to take a few steps in to confirm that the big bed in the room held two bodies.  A man and a woman were lying in the bed.  The woman had been shot multiple times.  She’d been positioned on the bed with a bible in her hands.  Someone had taken the time to clean her up and position her primly and properly on the top of the bed covers.  She had on a pretty yellow dress and her hair had been tied back with a ribbon.  Kyler could imagine the man on the other side of the bed crying as he laid out his wife on the bed.  He wondered if it was the man’s daughter on the stairs outside rotting in the hot sun. 
 
      
 
    It’d been too much for the man.  He was slumped over on his side of the bed with the shotgun still tilted against his chest.  He’d sat in the bed beside his dead wife and shoved both barrels of the shotgun in his mouth.  The wall behind him was splattered with bits of blood, brains, and hair.  Bone fragments littered the top of the headboard behind him.  They were held there by the goop that’d been blown out the back of his skull. 
 
      
 
    Kyler walked around the bed to get to the man’s corpse.  Mike had come into the room and was staring at the scene on the bed.  Kyler reached over and started prying the shotgun away from the dead man.  The covers moved as a large brown rat ran out and jumped off the bed right beside Mike.  Both men let out startled shrieks.  Mike reflexively swung his machete hard into the lap of the dead woman on his side of the bed trying to hit the rat.  Her corpse tilted over and start to fall off the bed.  Mike reached out to grab her and push her back on the bed.  As soon as his hands touched her dead shoulder, his face reflecting the disgust he felt, he let her body tumble to the hard wood floor.   
 
      
 
    The woman’s body lay there indecently.  The fall had caused her dress to go up around her hips.  Her pale white legs were crisscrossed with veins.  Her face had angry looking red welts across the forehead disappearing into her hairline.  She was lying in a completely unnatural position.  Once again, Kyler reminded himself that these weren’t people anymore.  They were just hunks of rotting meat supported by skeletons.  The primal fear of death hit him hard.  How easily the life could be taken from him.  He could easily be the one whose body was lying on the floor.  The one who was going to be eaten by a large brown rat as soon as they left the bodies alone in the darkness.   
 
     
 
    Holding down his rising gorge Kyler felt around on the bed for shotgun shells.  He didn’t find any, so they started ransacking the room.  They finally found a box full of shotgun shells in the bottom drawer of the night stand behind where the woman’s body had fallen to the floor.  Neither of them wanted to reach over her to check the drawer.  A box of shells in his pocket and shotgun loaded Mike led the way out of the room.  They closed the door behind them.  Both of them trying not to think of the rat hungrily slinking back towards the bodies. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16:  Adapt or Die 
 
      
 
    Randy opened the door to the pantry and had to throw his hand over his mouth when he started laughing.  The large walk-in pantry was fully stocked with non-perishables.  Cans of food were stacked high on each of the shelves.  Bottled water was stacked by the case.  Joe stuck his head in to see what Randy was so excited about. 
 
      
 
    “Nice.  If they have another closet full of medicine and then one full of guns, we’re pretty much set.”   
 
      
 
    “Do people have closets full of guns?  I mean in New England in the middle of a ritzy tourist trap like this?”  Randy asked rhetorically.  He was trying to figure out how much of the food they’d be able to cart out.   
 
      
 
    “Let’s find out.  We need at least a few guns to call this trip a success.”  Joe said as he backed out of the pantry and headed for the stairs to explore the second floor of the large home.  On the way to the stairs they passed by a door which led into the garage.  Ignoring the stairs for the moment they headed into the garage.   
 
      
 
    The garage had a little sports car in the center section.  The other two sections in the three-car garage were empty.  Joe had his flashlight out and was shining it around looking for anything useful.  He stopped when he saw a box full of clay pigeons.  Randy whispered a quick prayer as Joe continued to shine the light around the boxes of clay pigeons.  Mounted high on the wall directly above the boxes was a gun rack with four shotguns in it.  There was a bar coming down that ended in a section that had a combination lock shoved through it.  The bar kept the shotguns secured in the gun rack.  To the side of the gun rack sitting on a work bench were boxes of shotgun shells neatly stacked about a foot high. 
 
      
 
    They excitedly walked over and started messing around with the locked gun rack trying to figure out how to get the guns out.  Shaking the rack and pulling on it didn’t turn out to be effective methods.  Randy started looking around the garage for a crowbar or some bolt cutters or something they could use to pry off the lock.  Joe started putting all the shotgun shells into a milk crate he’d found sitting by the garage door.   
 
      
 
    They heard the loud screech again.  This time it sounded like it was coming from the driveway.  It was loud.  It was echoed by several others that sounded close by as well.  Randy found a hammer.  Not seeing any other choices, he walked over to the gun rack and started wailing on the lock as hard as he could with the hammer.  It was just a cheap lock like you’d buy your kid for them to use on their high school locker. 
 
      
 
    They heard glass shatter inside the house.  Something began banging hard on the garage doors.  Joe ran across the garage to shut the door they’d entered through.  Randy kept up the attack on the cheap combination lock.  Swinging the hammer wildly at the stubborn hunk of cheap metal and plastic.  A loud screech erupted from inside the house as Joe slammed the thick, wooden garage door shut.  Randy cocked his arm back and took a last, desperate swing at the lock.  The lock shattered causing the hammer to ricochet off the bar behind it and Randy to end up scraping the skin off the top of his hand on the rough metal bottom of the gun rack.  Nursing his bleeding hand, Randy rushed to get the guns pulled out. 
 
      
 
    He got all four of the guns down and laid out on the work bench.  Him and Joe began fumbling through getting them loaded.  It took them a minute to figure out how to get the shells loaded into the magazines and connected to the shotguns.  Once they did though they worked feverishly to get the magazines they found filled with shells.  Each magazine held eight shells.  They shoved in whatever shells they had close at hand.  They didn’t even realize some of the shells were different until they’d finished loading them all.  The hammering on the exterior and interior garage doors was starting to make them feel like they were in a drum.  Randy made sure he had the truck keys in his pocket then looked for a stool or a ladder to stand on and look out the garage windows. 
 
      
 
    “We need to be getting back to the boat and we need to be dragging a ton of supplies with us.”  Joe said as he finished shoving the boxes of shotgun shells into the milk crate. 
 
      
 
    Randy didn’t reply.  He’d found some more milk crates and stacked them up to help him look out the window.  In the driveway he saw about ten disheveled looking people wandering around.  Two of them were standing right in front of the large aluminum garage doors.  They were the ones striking the doors as they paced back and forth looking for a way in.  Randy looked closer and saw the total lack of humanity in their eyes.  Large, oozing, angry welts covered their foreheads.  He heard some noise in the garage behind him as Joe knocked over some rakes and shovels that’d been stacked by the door. 
 
      
 
    The creatures outside turned as one at the loud clatter of the falling tools. They all stared at the garage door momentarily before rushing it like a group of infantrymen coming out of the trenches to charge a machine gun nest.  The monsters began beating on the door hard enough to shake it on its hinges.  That horrifying, piercing shriek erupting from the throats of several of them.  Joe and Randy froze in place, but the damage had already been done.  The interior garage door started cracking as the Zombies in the house hurled themselves bodily into it.  The screaming intensified from every direction.  Randy ran over and picked up one of the shotguns.  He slung another two of them around his shoulders by the straps and handed Joe the last shotgun and a box of shells.   
 
      
 
    “We’ve got to go.”  Randy said and headed for the interior garage door.  The door cracked down the middle and came off a hinge.  A naked arm and torso started pushing though the gap with fingers clawing blindly in the air.  Joe had put away his flashlight so now they were working off the limited light provided by the windows spaced out along the top of the garage doors.  Randy aimed the shotgun at the arm. 
 
      
 
    “Stop!  I’ll shoot!”  He yelled at the figure in the door.  The sound of his voice just served to triple the Zombies efforts to get through the door.  It slammed into the door again.  This time hard enough to fling it open on the one remaining hinge.  The Zombie came through fast.  Randy pulled the trigger.  The Zombies face exploded.  The shell had been a slug from the twelve-gauge shotgun.  He’d fired it at a distance of about two feet and even though he’d had his eyes partially closed Randy had managed a perfect shot.  He watched as the body sagged down to the floor.  Randy mindlessly worked the rack on the shotgun to get the next shell into the chamber.  He’d gone into a state of shock at having blown a person’s head off.  He didn’t even notice the other Zombie clambering through the door frame to get at them until it screeched.   
 
      
 
    A deafening roar right next to his ear and that Zombie spun in a circle.  Another roar and the Zombie fell to the ground.  The Zombies slamming into the garage outside sounded like huge hail stones striking a tin roof.  The windows in the garage door were cracking.  Randy stepped over the dead Zombie and moved towards the interior garage door.  Joe followed behind him after picking the box of shells back up.  He’d dropped it when he stuck the barrel of the shotgun past Randy’s head to shoot the second Zombie coming into the room.  He’d correctly assumed Randy had frozen up after taking a life and stepped in to take out the second attacker. 
 
      
 
    Randy led the way down the hall away from the garage.  They made it into the living room.  Not seeing any immediate danger in that space, they stopped to quickly hash out a plan.  Up ahead in the foyer they could see the front door was standing wide open.  If noise attracted these things, then the shotgun blasts in the garage would be pulling in a bunch of them from the surrounding area.  Not to mention all the screeching and noise the group of Zombies were making outside banging away on the garage door.   
 
      
 
    “We’ve got to go now.  Once they lose interest in that garage door they’ll spread out and we won’t be able to get out of here.”  Joe whispered.  He was taking the time to reload his magazine to make sure he was topped off and ready to rock. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.  Let’s roll.  Out the front door and into the truck and get the hell out of here.  If you can throw the box of shells in the back, I’ll be blasting away and getting the truck started.”  Randy looked to Joe for confirmation. 
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Just take a deep breath and don’t freeze up.  Pretend it’s a video game or paintball or something.  You freeze up then we’re going to die.” 
 
      
 
    Randy nodded.  He made sure he had a shell in the chamber.  They started walking towards the door.  More Zombies were streaming up the driveway.  Randy saw one beating its way towards them through the dense shrubs surrounding the property.  Their truck was only about twenty feet from the front door, but it seemed about a mile away.  Randy took a deep breath and started walking briskly towards the truck.  He was hoping it’d take long enough for the Zombies to notice him that he may be able to get in and start the truck without being attacked.   
 
      
 
    Two steps out the door a Zombie screeched and sprinted for him.  He shot it in the chest then racked another shell from the magazine into the chamber.  The spent shell ejected into the air.  Randy sped up his pace as every Zombie in the over-sized driveway turned to stare at them.  He must not have been moving fast enough.  Joe went barreling past him and flung the box of shells into the bed of the truck then turned and took up a defensive position by the passenger side of the truck.  Randy ran through the storm of lead Joe was busy putting in the air.  He skidded to a stop by the driver’s side and turned to take some shots at the Zombies swarming them. 
 
      
 
    Only direct hits to the center of mass or head put them down.  Randy knew his aim was true a few times and the Zombie just kept coming.  He figured those must have been the bird shot or some other shell they’d randomly shoved in the guns.  He took aim at one last Zombie as he caught Joe getting in the passenger seat out of his peripheral vision.  The Zombie was only about three feet away from him when he pulled the trigger.  The Zombies face disintegrated as the bird shot ripped all the skin off the front of its skull.  The Zombie’s momentum caused it to flip over backwards.  Sightless now since its eyes had been blown out of the sockets it writhed on the ground still trying to get up and get at him.   
 
      
 
    Randy flung open his door and threw himself into the truck.  Joe was changing out the magazine in his shotgun and yelling at him to get them moving.  Randy had a moment of complete panic when he couldn’t find the keys in his pocket.  The he realized he already had them in his hand.  He flung the shotgun down on the seat and slammed his door.  He somehow managed to do all that while simultaneously jamming the key into the ignition and cranking up the truck.   
 
      
 
    Joe was yelling that they needed to leave immediately.  Randy felt an irrational urge to stop everything he was doing and just give Joe a big sarcastic response.  ‘You think so?’.  Instead, he focused on figuring out the best way to drive out of the suddenly very popular driveway.  While he was working on figuring it out the truck was in danger of becoming covered in Zombies.  One had already hopped in the back and was pounding on the back window.  Another was steps away from the driver side window.  The ones coming up the driveway were getting closer every second he hesitated.  Several of the Zombies they’d hit with their shotgun battery had picked themselves up and were charging them again.   
 
      
 
    Randy slammed his foot down on the accelerator with the truck in reverse.  The Zombie trying to climb over the roof of the cab from the back flew off the roof, bounced off the hood and landed on its head on the hard concrete.  Randy spun the wheel and the tires squealed as they turned to face the main road.  He put the truck into drive and pressed down on the accelerator as a Zombie started hammering on his window.  A tall Zombie with a bushy white beard wearing a bright yellow rain slicker was beating on Joe’s window.  More were surrounding the truck.  It was quickly getting to the point where Randy couldn’t see where he was going as arms stretched out covering the windows from all around.   
 
      
 
    Randy sped up as the newly arrived Zombies jumped for the truck.  The top of his window started to bow inwards.  He heard a grinding noise as his window started to give.  With a loud snap it shattered.  The arms that had broken the window reaching in to get at his flesh. He was busily blinking to get at least one of his eyes operating well enough to keep driving.  Completely blinded by the glass shards from the Zombies breaking his window he stomped on the gas pedal and hoped for the best as he felt cold fingers groping and grabbing at him.   
 
      
 
    The truck smashed through the Zombies in front of them.  The big tires climbing haphazardly over the squirming corpses without getting stuck.  Their ride now needed a car wash like crazy, but it still moved when he stomped down on the pedal.  Randy was finally able to get an eye to open all the way and see where he was going.  Joe helped by dumping a bottled water over his head to wash away the pieces of glass that were scattered all over his face.  Joe yelled for him to turn right as he was dumping the water on him.  Randy cut the wheel hard to the right and let off the accelerator a little bit.   
 
      
 
    His blurry cyclops vision revealed they’d narrowly missed going into the ditch.  He cut the steering wheel back the other way and they tore around the curve heading for the harbor.  Joe was staring out the back window while he frantically urged Randy to drive faster. 
 
      
 
    “They’re following us.  We’re going to need to get to the dock and get this stuff into the boat fast.”  Joe was pointing the direction to the dock out to Randy who was still trying to get his eyes to work.  Randy thought about pulling over to let Joe drive.  The problem being they were so close to the docks that losing those critical few seconds to switch drivers could mean the difference between getting their stuff loaded on the boat or a big mission failure if they didn’t make it in time.  Not making it in time being if the Zombies came charging down the dock while they were still trying to carry crap to the boat.  Randy snorted at the messed-up logic leading to the mostly blind man being the one driving them out onto a dock.  They needed to commandeer a ferry, so they could just drive the car right onto the boat in situations like this.  Randy made a mental note of the ferry idea to share with the commander if they happened to get out of this alive. 
 
      
 
    They rolled into the parking lot by the ticket booth.  Randy drove up as close to the dock leading out to the waiting Coast Guard Cutter as he thought was safe.  Joe was already out of the truck and running for the end of the dock before Randy had even confirmed he’d parked as close to the dock as he could safely get.  Joe got to the end of the dock and quickly pulled the loop of rope holding the big orange raft off the mooring bracket.  He started walking down the dock tugging on the rope to drag the big orange raft closer to the truck.  The crew of the Coast Guard Cutter had gathered in the wheelhouse and along the stern to watch them attempt to get the supplies out to them.  The guys on the cutter didn’t know the Zombies were after them so were probably wondering what the big rush was. 
 
      
 
    They were bound to have heard some of the screeches from the Zombies and the shotguns being fired.  They had no way of putting all that together though.  Randy was out of the truck and unloading the supplies as quickly as he could.  Him and Joe managed to get the guns and the boxes of ammunition on board.  They kept two loaded shotguns leaning against the truck.  They’d barely gotten a few boxes of food thrown into the raft when the first Zombie trotted into the parking lot.  Joe yelled for Randy to keep loading and grabbed one of the shotguns to cover his back.  Randy grabbed a box full of canned food and slung it off the dock towards the raft.  The box hit the side of the raft and most of its contents spilled over into the water. 
 
      
 
    Cussing aloud, Randy went back to the truck for another couple of boxes.  He aimed better this time on his tosses.  Both of the boxes he threw crashed into the bottom of the raft with only a few items bouncing out over the side this time.  He realized he was standing there staring at his handiwork instead of moving more boxes.  The eye the glass had gotten into was working better at this point.  The sweat and the water and the terror was all contriving to clean it out for him.  He turned to go back to the truck as a series of shotgun blasts shattered the quiet of the bay.  Ignoring the blasts, he grabbed some more boxes and kept trying to transfer as much from the truck to the raft as he could before too many Zombies showed up. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go!”  Joe yelled as he ran up to the edge of the dock and motioned for Randy to hurry and get in the raft.  Randy started climbing down the ladder where they’d tied the raft to the dock.  He realized about halfway down he was going to have to jump for it.  The raft was too far from the ladder for him to step over to it. 
 
      
 
    Above him on the dock he heard the sounds of running feet then a scuffle.  There was a series of loud splashes as a couple of bodies tumbled off the dock.  Randy yelled loudly for Joe, but no one replied.  There were voices drifting to him from the Coast Guard cutter.  It sounded like they were yelling at him to jump for it.  He couldn’t make out the exact words but there was no mistaking the urgency.  Randy climbed up a few rungs to give him the best angle to try and make a leap for the raft.  He glanced up as he climbed and caught the eye of a Zombie standing on the edge of the dock.  The vacant eyes lit up when they caught Randy staring back.  The Zombie tried to bend and reach out for him but only succeeded in falling off the dock and into the bay.  The Zombie narrowly missing knocking Randy off the ladder before it disappeared into the cold, dark water with a loud splash. 
 
      
 
    Not wanting to risk another attack from above Randy took a deep breath and jumped for the raft.  He landed in the middle of the supplies they’d managed to get on board.  He lost his footing and ended up with the top half of his body sliding into the water over the side of the boat.  His desperate scratching and clawing for purchase on the hard rubber of the raft kept him from falling in.  He pulled himself painfully back into the boat and looked up at the dock to try and spot Joe.  He didn’t see Joe but there was a small group of Zombies staring back at him.  As soon as he made eye contact with them, they started leaping through the air straight at him.   
 
      
 
    He tried to move backwards on the raft but the first Zombie who’d jumped landed right on top of him.  The Zombies head banged hard into Randy’s face.  He felt his nose snap and blood start gushing out of his nose and down his chin.  The blood enraged the Zombie and it started trying to claw at him and try to get its teeth into him with a renewed fervor.  Another Zombie landed in the boat and crawled towards them.  Randy knew it was going to continue to rain Zombies.  Nott seeing an immediate way to save the supplies he kicked the current Zombie off him and dove off the raft into the harbor.   
 
      
 
    He heard splashes and screeching behind him.  Something grabbed his ankle and tried to pull him under, but he just kept kicking hard away from the dock and the thing grabbing him only ended up with one of his shoes.  Once he was out a little further, he worked off his other shoe and swam towards the cutter.  The crew of the cutter threw him a life preserver once he got close enough.  They helped pull him aboard when he finally made it over to them. 
 
      
 
    “So.  How’s your day going?”  The Bosuns Mate in charge of the boat crew asked nonchalantly as he handed Randy a towel.  Randy didn’t bother answering.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17:  The Devil You Know 
 
      
 
    “Pastor Methot.”  The pastor held out his hand and lowered the shovel until he was holding it more like a walking stick than a weapon.  The thirty something blond haired man who’d just pulled up considered the hand for a second before sticking his own out in return.  After he’d shaken the pastor’s hand he turned and shook Brenda’s as well.  He looked like he was going to ask them again about what was going on between the two of them when a little blond blur came streaking out the door and jumped into the startled man’s arms.   
 
      
 
    Brenda watched with amazement as the little girl she’d saved in the hallway of the church buried her head into this stranger’s shoulder and completely lost control of her emotions.  Tears and snot covered the little girls face.  After she’d regained some of her composure, she started trying to explain what was going on. 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Eric this is Miss Brenda.  She kept me safe from the monsters.  Are we going with you now?  Mommy and daddy are dead.  The monsters got them.”  On hearing her own voice say that her mommy and daddy were dead Alice started bawling again.  She shoved her face back in to the blond man’s shoulder and didn’t appear to be pulling it out any time soon.  Eric looked through tears of his own with wide-eyed amazement at the back of the little girls head he was holding.  He looked at Brenda for confirmation.   
 
      
 
    “Her dad died getting her to safety.  He got her almost all the way to this closet we’ve hiding in.  He was bitten and dragging a Zombie along with him when he gave her to me to get to safety.  After he gave her to me, he turned around and kept the monsters back, so we could escape.”  Brenda left out the details around the pastor shutting the door and telling her not to go rescue the child.  She knew the man wouldn’t have given her another chance had the situation been reversed but she decided to let him have another chance to prove himself.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you for taking care of my niece.”  The man Alice had identified for them as uncle Eric took a second to wipe the tears out of his eyes.  “That sounds like my brother alright.  Always willing to make that sacrifice for family.  You guys didn’t ever happen to see his wife, did you?”  Pastor Methot and Brenda shook their heads.  They’d seen a lot of people in the church but even though they’d spent days locked up in the hot, musty building everyone had mostly kept to themselves.  The lack of light and high probability of imminent death hadn’t lent themselves to an air where one spent a lot of time socializing.   
 
      
 
    “I’m pretty certain we’re the only ones still alive in the church.  Those demons broke into the main sanctuary then poured into the building like water.  I can’t imagine any more people survived that wave of them coming in like that.  I know this church and the grounds pretty well and can’t think of another place a person, or group of people, could’ve survived the way I did with Brenda and her grandkids and your niece.” 
 
      
 
    Eric listened to the pastor respectfully then looked over at the door where Caitlyn, Zoey, Doreen and Myriah were all now visible.  They were standing there waiting to see if they were allowed to come outside or not.  Everyone tensed as a few of those inhuman shrieks drifted in on the wind from outside the church.  The men with Eric finished dispatching the Zombies in the loading dock area and walked over to join them.  A brief round of introductions ensued with Brenda forgetting everyone’s name almost as soon as she was introduced to them.   
 
      
 
    The group consisted of Eric and five other men.  They were dressed like homeless people who’d been given access to a pawn shop near a military base and had watched Rambo movies too many times as kids.  Camouflage and bandoliers with random war paint were the norm with this group.  Brenda wondered briefly if the Zombies were fooled by camouflage or if you could walk around with a bright orange vest on like a deer hunter and be fine.  The pastor immediately started talking once the men had finished introducing themselves.  Bill may be a coward, but he did have a powerful amount of charisma.  The men were laughing at his jokes and nodding and saying ‘amen’ right along with him at the appropriate times. 
 
      
 
    Then Eric asked him to introduce the people on his side.   
 
      
 
    “This wonderful lady is Brenda.  She’s the one who went out into the hallway to rescue your niece.  Brenda, would you like to introduce your grandchildren to the men here.” 
 
      
 
    “No.  I’d like you to introduce them to us preacher.”  Eric said in a sterner tone than he’d used before. 
 
      
 
    Pastor Methot made an attempt to introduce the kids but it became really obvious, really fast, that he had no idea what their names were.  Eric let him struggle for a minute before announcing it was time to get the supplies loaded and the kids in the truck.  They all pitched in to help.  They were moving as fast as they could since the screeches around the church were growing louder. 
 
      
 
    They had shoved all the children in the backseat of the extended cab with Caitlyn keeping watch over them and started in on the supplies when the first Zombie came running into the loading dock area.  This being a very large church it was a sizeable area they were in, so it took a minute for the men to mobilize and head over to take out the lone Zombie.  Three of them had gone to take care of that task while the rest of them kept up with moving supplies from the storage closet to the truck.  They worked quietly except for the pastor who kept up a stream of nervous chatter the entire time.  Eric finally told him to shut up before he attracted more Zombies. 
 
      
 
    They’d moved most of the bottled waters and cans of food into the truck.  It was a sign of the times that other than a little embarrassment on the part of the kids no one seemed to think twice of the smell emanating from the storage closet.  The Florida heat and humidity had made it pretty pungent in the hot, enclosed space.  At the other end of the parking lot the men began doing their Zombie disposal procedure with the poles and the fire ax.  It was obvious they’d done it enough times to have perfected their technique.  The first man struck the Zombie hard with the end of the long wooden rod he was carrying.  He’d aim for the Zombies knee.  The Zombie spun in the air from the strike and landed on its back.  It started to spring back up, but the other man now had a short rod he was using to pin the monster down with.   
 
      
 
    The third man walked forward and swung the ax hard at the Zombies head.  This particular Zombie had been a normal teenage girl not too long ago.  The sickness had caused a long line of red pus-filled welts to break out along her forehead.  She was still dressed in a t-shirt with a country singers face on it and a pair of jeans.  If she’d been wearing shoes those had been lost at some point in her journey.  She was still screeching and trying to grab at the men pinning her down when the fire ax ended her.   
 
      
 
    More screeches echoed into the loading dock accompanied by the sound of running feet.  Eric climbed in the driver’s seat and started barking out orders for everyone else to get in.  The preacher tried to climb in the front seat ahead of Brenda.  Eric told him to get in the back instead.  When the pastor tried arguing with him Eric reached over and shoved him out the door.  Brenda climbed in and slammed the door for the truck as Eric switched into drive and headed over towards his guys.   
 
      
 
    Eric slammed his foot down on the brakes throwing the men and supplies in the back all over the place.  The three men who’d gone to take out the lone Zombie all climbed into the truck bed as fast as they could.  Eric barely waited for them to get in before he started accelerating again.  Brenda watched the bed of the truck and when the last man was pretty much in, she yelled for Eric to get them out of there.  They dodged around the stream of Zombies coming for them.  Tires squealing, they made it out of the loading dock area before the mass of Zombies blocked them in.   
 
      
 
    Eric dove-tailed them out of the parking lot and onto the main road.   
 
      
 
    “What happened to the little girl’s arm?  Doreen, right?”  Eric casually asked Brenda. 
 
      
 
    “She got it broken in the door rescuing your niece.”  Brenda answered.  She had no idea why she was still protecting the pastor.   
 
      
 
    Eric didn’t say anything else, but he did give her a look that seemed to say he knew there was more to it.   
 
      
 
    “The pastor broke Doreen’s arm.  I should’ve been watching her better, but she got up to watch Grammy rescue Alice and the pastor slammed the door on her arm when the monsters started coming for us.  I’m sorry.”  Caitlyn had evidently had enough of secret keeping.  Brenda mentally thanked her for blurting it out.  She reached back to rest a hand on Caitlyn’s shoulder to let her know it was ok.  Eric didn’t say a word about it.  He just nodded like he wasn’t surprised to hear that.  Looking to change the subject, Brenda asked him if he had any idea where they were headed.   
 
      
 
    “The plan is to try and get to one of the resorts over by the theme parks.  Assuming it’s not too big of a death trap over there.  I was a manager in the security department over at Disney so have access to all the buildings and the tunnels linking them together.  Most of us know the layout over there.  We all worked together out there before this all went down.  We were at Port Canaveral on a deep-sea fishing trip when everything went to hell.  We’ve spent the last week going door to door trying to find wives and cousins and moms and dads.  Alice is the only family we’ve found so far.  Thank you for saving her.  I owe you everything.”   
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t imagine this world without that sweet little girl in it.  I feel like she’s one of mine now anyway.  You think heading to the resorts is the best idea?”  Brenda asked. 
 
      
 
    “We missed out on the final days of the disaster when it all really went down but we’re thinking most people would’ve been trying to get home and not hang out at theme parks.  They should’ve been shut down by then anyway.  If we can get to one of the parks itself and get in, we should be good.  There’ll be food there for years.  If it doesn’t look doable, we can just turn back and reassess.  Sound fair?”   
 
      
 
    “I guess.  I’d been thinking to head for the beach or somewhere deserted where we could fish or grow a garden or something to survive.  I guess we can do the same thing there though.  I’m willing to give it a try.  I do have a huge favor to ask though.  It’s something I need to do while we’re still in this area.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18:  The Definition of Insanity 
 
      
 
    Mike led the way down the hallway and back to the first floor.  He was holding the shotgun they’d pulled off the corpse upstairs like it was a trophy.  That made sense as it was the only valuable thing they’d actually collected so far.  The shotgun coupled with the boxes of shells they’d found should give them a fighting chance to defend themselves against small groups of Zombies.  Having the gun gave them both a more secure feeling than carrying around hatchets did.  Being charged by sore covered crazy people who want to eat you when all you have to defend yourself with is a tool designed to make kindling out of medium sized branches isn’t an ideal situation.   
 
      
 
    They were poking around the first floor again in case they’d missed anything useful the first go around when the sound of the horn beeping outside had them hurrying over to the closest window.  Kyler pressed his face to the window and looked down at the Range Rover.  A group of about ten Zombies were surrounding the Rover.  Seth was nowhere to be seen so Kyler figured he was laying as far down on the seat as he could get and still press the horn.  As Kyler watched one of the Zombies started bashing away at the driver’s side window.  Kyler didn’t know if the others could see Seth also or they just got excited as a group but the rest of them started screeching and beating on the SUV as well. 
 
      
 
    Even worse than the screeching from the Zombies trying to beat their way into the SUV was the large quantity of answering screeches coming from the woods around them.  Kyler motioned for Mike to head out to help Seth.  He needn’t have bothered as Mike was already headed for the front door.  Kyler followed close behind him.  Mike was standing at the top of the stairs and trying to line up a shot.  The SUV was fairly close, so the difficult part wasn’t going to be hitting the Zombies so much as trying not to hit any important parts of the SUV.  They also wanted to avoid shooting Seth.  No matter how tempting that might be. 
 
      
 
    “We just need to put the Zombies on the ground.  We don’t necessarily have to kill them.”  Kyler said.  He thought he’d said it quietly, but something caused one of the Zombies to look in their direction and notice them standing on the porch.  That Zombie let out a screech and vaulted over the front of the SUV before leaping over the dead bodies on the porch directly at Mike.  Mike got lucky.  He pulled both triggers and the shots connected with the brain pan of the leaping Zombie.  The mostly headless body landed on the ground at their feet. 
 
      
 
    Kyler’s mind was racing even as Mike broke down the shotgun and shoved two more shells into the chambers.  The other Zombies were coming for them, but none displayed the crazy athleticism the first jumper had shown.  If all the Zombies started moving like that then their odds of survival were going to go down to zero real fast.  The motley group shuffling towards them from around the SUV now were moving much more slowly.  One did make a run for them and Mike put a slug through its head.  A massively obese older black man with dark black welts covering his forehead tripped trying to come up the stairs at them.  His massive body blocked off the stairs giving them a momentary respite from the attack.   
 
      
 
    They took that time to go back into the house and slam the door.  Mike quickly loaded another couple of shells in the chambers.  Once he had the gun loaded, he opened the door and walked out on the porch to shoot the huge black Zombie in the head.  Once he’d finished that one off, he put a slug into the body of a preteen Zombie who was trying to crawl over the black Zombies body.  The boy was wearing a shirt that said something about Zombies hating fast food.  Kyler wondered if the boy would’ve put the same shirt on if he’d known what his fate was going to be. 
 
      
 
    Mike reloaded as Kyler shook off the tangential thoughts that were creeping in.  It didn’t really matter what t-shirt people were wearing if they got stuck in this house.  Kyler forced himself to get his head back in the game. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t stay in here.  We need to make a run for the Rover and get the hell out of here.  Between Seth laying on the horn and us blasting away with the shotgun we’re going to be swimming in Zombies pretty soon.”   
 
      
 
    “Agreed.  I’m thinking I blast two more of them then reload then we make a run for it.  We would have to end up with a gun that only lets you shoot twice before having to reload.” 
 
      
 
    “Wanna trade?”  Kyler asked.  He was holding up his hatchet.  Mike smiled nervously and signaled for Kyler to open the door open again so they could go for it.   
 
      
 
    Kyler flung open the door.  Mike shot one Zombie who was already standing on the porch then shot at another one who was standing at the bottom of the stairs and screeching at the top of its lungs.  The shot hit the Zombie center of mass and made the middle aged pudgy looking man take a step backwards, but he didn’t fall down or stop screeching.  Sidetracked by the man at the bottom of the stairs neither Kyler nor Mike saw the tall woman who ran silently along the wall before leaping into Mike and riding him down to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Without missing a beat Kyler took a step forward and swung the hatchet as hard as he could for the mass of matted brunette hair on the Zombies head.  To his own amazement he felt the hatchet sink deep into the Zombies head.  She deflated like he’d let the air out of a giant balloon.  Mike jumped up completely freaked out.  He’d thought he’d been a goner.  He saw Kyler trying to get the hatchet out of the skull and told him not to worry about it.  Leaving the hatchet sticking out of the Zombies head they navigated their way through the pile of bodies on the stairs and ran for the Rover. 
 
      
 
    Coming down the street up ahead Kyler saw a blond-haired Zombie wearing a pair of lime-green boxers sprinting full speed towards them.  The thing was moving with inhuman speed.  Kyler was happy the Range Rover was parked so close.  If it’d been any further, he doubted they could’ve gotten to it before that Zombie reached them as fast as it was going.  Slamming into the driver’s side door Kyler grabbed the handle and realized the damn door was locked.  Judging from the cussing he heard from Mike he must’ve made the same discovery on the rear driver’s side door.  Looking through the window Kyler saw a Seth who was paralyzed with fear. 
 
      
 
    “Open the door!”  Kyler screamed.  Seth just sat there staring at him and slowly shaking his head.  Kyler glanced over at Mike who was yelling through the window at Seth as well.  Mike gave up on Seth for the moment and got busy reloading the shotgun.  Kyler realized he didn’t even have his hatchet anymore.  The fast blond Zombie made an impossible jump and landed on the roof of the Range Rover hard enough to dent it.  The large Zombie hitting the roof seemed to break the trance Seth was in.  He started fumbling with the buttons on the door trying to let them in.   
 
      
 
    The Zombie jumped over Mike and landed behind him.  Mike swung around to take a shot at the Zombie.  The barrel of the shotgun connected with the side of the Zombies chest as the wiry Zombie made a grab for Mike.  Kyler ducked as Mike wildly fired off both barrels.  One shot took out one of the windows on the front porch of the house while the other one took out a chunk of flesh from the side of the Zombies torso.  Having hit a window and a love handle with his only two shots Mike took a step back and swung the shotgun like a baseball bat.  The tall blond Zombie had been knocked backwards by the earlier shot and lost its momentum.  The stock of the shotgun smashed into its face knocking it to the ground.   
 
      
 
    Mike was in a killing frenzy now.  Stepping forward he proceeded to beat the thrashing Zombie in the head until the things skull caved in.  The body was lying sideways on the ground.  The welts they’d been seeing on the foreheads of the Zombies were going down the back of this one as well.  He couldn’t remember if they’d seen another Zombie with its shirt off.  While Kyler was sidetracked pondering that he heard the muffled click of the doors being unlocked. 
 
      
 
    Spinning on his heel he jumped for the driver’s door before Seth could decide he was still freaked out and lock them out again.  He got the door open and jumped into the driver’s seat.  Mike was doing the same thing in the back seat.  Once they were both in and had their doors shut, he put the SUV in drive and got them the hell out of there.  Gravel was flying into the air behind them as he got out on the access road and barreled down it to get them off the narrow road before more Zombies could show up and block them in.  Neither Mike nor Seth said a single word about being bounced around in the back this time.  They both knew the narrow road could easily become their grave if they didn’t get out fast enough. 
 
      
 
    They made it.  Turning onto the main road they saw a few shapes moving towards them from the opposite direction, but they quickly left them behind.  Kyler was thinking to himself they needed to find a place to hole up and rest.  A place to recoup their energy and try to recover some of their sanity.  It was obvious to him that Seth and Mike were having problems coping.  Kyler had scared himself during the action today when Mike had to snap him out of the weird cackling thing he’d started doing.  They either needed to rest or find a drug store and rip off all the Xanax and Valium they could carry.   
 
      
 
    Out here in the middle of nowhere Kyler began looking for the next house to try.  Based on their success so far, he was starting to feel like they were running up on the old adage about trying the same thing the same way repetitively while expecting to get different results was the road to madness.  He knew they certainly didn’t need to do anything that would get them to madness any sooner than they were already looking to arrive there.  He just couldn’t think of anything else they could try besides raiding homes and hoping for the best.  That reminded him of another saying that fit their situation.   
 
      
 
    ‘You can’t win if you don’t play.’  They could really use a winning lottery ticket right about now.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19:  Mission Failed 
 
      
 
    Randy watched from the deck of the cutter as the bosun set a course out of the harbor back towards the island.  The dock he’d barely escaped alive from was covered in Zombies.  The Zombies stared out at the boat as they sailed out of the harbor.  A couple of them went off the dock into the water.  From this distance, Randy couldn’t tell if the ones who’d went into the water had been knocked off by the press of the Zombies forcing their way onto the dock or if they’d jumped in trying to get at them.  Once he’d gotten out of jumping range from the dock when he was swimming for the cutter they’d stopped jumping in after him.   
 
      
 
    Those evil screeches were still audible over the roar of the boat’s engines even at this distance.  The mission had been a spectacular failure.  Randy had little doubt that on getting back to the island he was going to be facing some harsh consequences.  He’d failed to bring back any supplies.  The partner they’d sent with him had been killed in plain sight of the boat crew.  On top of the mission failure Randy was going to have to tell Joes wife and kid that Joe hadn’t made it. 
 
      
 
    The only thing of any value he’d managed to take away from this experience was the knowledge they’d gained during the attempted supply run.  In this new normal of a world gone insane the kind of knowledge he’d just gained had a good deal of value.  He just needed to be able to communicate what that value was to the leaders back on the island.  The men on board the cutter had taken a ton of digital photos of the Zombies.  They’d asked Randy all kinds of questions about them.  None of them had gone toe to toe with the demons and survived though.  Randy had.  He hoped that was enough to keep him and Kelly in the good graces of the commander and give him another opportunity to earn their way off the island.   
 
      
 
    The mission turned out to not be a complete loss.  They were able to find several boats moored in the harbor that had survived the storms.  They boarded the abandoned vessels and gathered supplies as well as a few weapons.  Nothing to really write home about but still better than the nothing they had otherwise.  Once they’d spent a couple of hours and way too much diesel checking out the abandoned boats the bosuns mate pointed the bow back at Block Island and they cruised in silence through the big swell rolling in.   
 
      
 
    Randy spent the time alternately worrying about Kelly and going over what he was going to say to the commander if he got an audience with him.  He was planning to focus on what he’d learned and angle for a chance to do it again.  He’d learned the Zombies responded to loud noises very quickly.  The screeches seemed to be a way to communicate so as to alert other Zombies of the location of prey.  The Zombies couldn’t swim.  They also weren’t super bright based on what he’d seen so far.  One or two of them weren’t that big of a deal to handle if you had a weapon and were prepared.  When they came at you in a confined space in a large group you were in real trouble.   
 
      
 
    He was interrupted mid-thought by the bosun telling him he’d be going straight back to the school once they’d docked.  The bosun asked him a few more questions so he’d be ready to make the report to the commander.  They pulled up to the dock and the bosun disappeared to go meet up the commander and make his report while Randy was told to hike back to the school and report in there.  The island was fairly small.  The commander or one of his underlings must’ve realized that they were wasting a lot of gas moving everyone around via cars when people could easily walk just about anywhere. 
 
      
 
    Randy set a quick pace on his hike to the school.  He kept himself from running with an act of will power.  He was extremely nervous about how Kelly had been in his absence.  The island was being lorded over by a man who’d gotten some serious delusions of power.  Although, to be fair, he might be right to be grabbing on to whatever he could and holding it given the circumstances.  The rules of the old world no longer applied.  No matter what the man’s plans were.  Randy wanted none of them.  His only goal was to get him and Kelly off this island and on the way to be reunited with their kids down in Florida. 
 
      
 
    He had no idea how they were going to be able to get down the coast safely and then find the kids once they made it down there.  He shrugged to himself as he made his way along the edge of the great salt pond.  One problem at a time.  The first step was to get off this island then they could worry about the next step.  Just getting off the island seemed like an insurmountable task when you included landing somewhere you wouldn’t be ripped apart once you started walking down the street.  They needed weapons, they needed food, they needed transportation.  Randy had been thinking of trying to stage all of that for them somewhere they could pick it up once they hit the shore.   
 
      
 
    He had plenty of ideas on how he could round up food and hide it in the houses he was scavenging for the commander.  He’d also want to secure some weapons for them if he could find them.  A vehicle with keys and gas in it would be a priority as well.  He’d left one of those at the dock they could grab assuming the Zombies had dispersed by the time they went back.  He’d have to do it carefully.  If any of the people sent with him on the scavenging missions said anything to the Coast Guard guys about it, he could be sure of never being able to go on another scavenging mission.  In addition to not being sent on more scavenging missions, there was the very real possibility they’d just execute him to serve as an example to the others.   
 
      
 
    All of this was assuming the commander even used him for additional missions.  He’d botched this one pretty bad.  He’d shown up at the dock with a mob of angry Zombies.  His partner had been killed in full sight of the boat crew.  The boat crew had watched him throwing supplies into the bay and then swimming out of there like an idiot.  What Randy was considering valuable learning experiences the commander may just consider the actions of a moron that they shouldn’t waste diesel sending back to the mainland.  If they didn’t need him to scavenge then they may decide they didn’t need him at all.  If you didn’t earn your keep on the island, they may make you swim for it or use you as Zombie bait. 
 
      
 
    Randy’s mind kept churning through different scenarios during the long walk back to the school.  In between thinking of escape plans from the island and trying to plan a route to get them to Florida he tried to think of a way of telling Joe’s wife and kid what’d happened.  He didn’t even remember her name.  He thought the daughters name might be Joy or Joyce or something that started with a ‘J’.  He’d have paid better attention if he’d really thought Joe might die on the mission.  This all seemed so surreal to him still.  This kind of thing just didn’t happen.  This should be the plot of a cheap horror flick and not a reality he was living.  He knew he needed to accept and deal with it or they wouldn’t have much of a chance of surviving it and getting back to their kids. 
 
      
 
    One bit of reality that was currently making him walk like a penguin wearing stilettos was the fact that no one on the boat had any dry pants to give him.  They’d had a blanket for him and they’d even found some new shoes at the station when they docked.  The shoes were too small, and he could barely get them to lace up, but they were better than not having any at all.  His crotch felt like someone had waxed him with sandpaper.  He was pretty scared of even dropping his pants to take a look.  He’d finally mostly dried off, but he wasn’t feeling too good after swimming fully clothed then having to take this long walk.  Telling himself to quit whining since at least he’d survived helped put the rash in perspective, but it still hurt like crazy.   
 
      
 
    Dusk was settling in as he turned into the parking lot of the small school.  The school was used for K -12 and supported less than a hundred students.  The island was super popular during the summer, but the population dipped dramatically during the freezing winter months.  Because it supported everything from kindergarteners to high schoolers there were all the amenities you’d expect for those grades.  Basketball courts and miniaturized playgrounds filled the field behind the school.  The parking lot had a school bus and several other vehicles parked in it.   
 
      
 
    When Randy walked into the parking lot an armed man in civilian clothes with a shiny deputy star pinned to his shirt casually walked over to him.  The man was wearing a dark blue jacket and khakis with a pair of black work boots.  He had a hunting rifle slung over his shoulder and a pistol in a holster connected to a green webbed belt riding low on his hips underneath a considerable gut.   
 
      
 
    “Hey there son.  Where are you coming from?”  The man challenged Randy from about ten feet away.  Randy stopped at the challenge and stood there wishing the man would just let him by.  All he wanted to do at this point was see Kelly and put on some dry underwear.  Dry underwear sounded like the most luxurious item in the world at this point.  He was chafed in a very sensitive area to the point of bleeding.  If there’s one place a man would never want to have a blister.   
 
      
 
    “I’m Randy.  The commander had me on a scavenging mission to the mainland.  I just got back.  Don’t think we’ve met yet?”  Randy held out his hand and moved towards the guard.  The man turned his head and spit to the side.  He didn’t extend his hand to Randy to shake.  He just gave him a look like you’d give a homeless man asking for money to supposedly buy food even though you can smell the liquor on him. 
 
      
 
    “Alright.  You go ahead up to the school.  They’ll get you checked in.  Hopefully you got some new clothes up in there and can get yourself looking more presentable.  Life may have gone sideways over on the mainland but here we’re still trying our best to keep everything civilized.” 
 
      
 
    What the hell was this guy talking about?  Randy wanted to scream at the man that they were in the middle of a freaking Zombie Apocalypse.  People were eating other people.  People were shooting other people.  He’d seen people get shot on this island.  This guy was worried about him not tucking in his shirt?  Randy bit his tongue and mumbled something about definitely trying to look better and headed into the school.   
 
      
 
    The gym was packed with cots, blankets, boxes and suitcases.  People sat around the gym looking scared and lost. The smell in the air was of a couple hundred unwashed people crammed into a gym.  Water was still being provided by the water utility on the island but there was no way of knowing how much longer that would last.  Randy knew the utility guys had been meeting with the commander but information on the state of electrical power on the island was well above his pay grade.  All he wanted to do was find Kelly and figure out how to crawl onto a cot with her and get some sleep without breaking said cot.  It’d been an exceptionally long day. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t see Kelly from the door, so he began moving around among the different groups gathered together to try and find her.  He finally found her sitting with her arm around a woman he recognized as Joe’s wife.  There was a little dark-haired girl sitting with them who was rubbing her mom’s back.  Her mom was heaving with great big sobs.  Kelly didn’t notice Randy standing there as she was busy trying to comfort the freaked-out woman.  The daughter was the first one to notice Randy awkwardly standing there staring down at them. 
 
      
 
    “They’re back!”  The little girl announced loudly.  She’d stood up and was looking around excitedly for her father.  Kelly stood up and kissed him.  She was looking around for Joe as well.  She gave Randy a piercing look and Randy shook his head negatively then looked down at the ground.  He had no idea what to say in this situation.  He’d never been good at giving people bad news.  His daughter had won a goldfish at a county fair when she was younger. She’d thought that fish lived for years.  In reality, Randy had been periodically replacing the aging goldfish with new ones after the first one died a day after they’d brought it home, so he never had to tell her the fish died. 
 
      
 
    Kelly knew Randy was no good with stuff like this.  As Joe’s wife darted her eyes back and forth between Randy and Kelly, she began to sob even harder.  Kelly sat down and pulled the hysterical widow closer and tried to get her to calm down.   
 
      
 
    “Is my daddy in heaven?”  The little girl had come over to Randy to ask the extremely serious question. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. He is.”  Randy managed to stutter out as the little girl started crying and saying she wanted her daddy back.   
 
      
 
    Joe’s wife looked up at him.   
 
      
 
    “How’d he die?”  She asked Randy.  Her voice was cracking from all the crying and she kept wiping her nose on her shirt sleeve.  Randy guessed napkins must be in short supply.  He wondered how long before everything was in short supply.  Maybe that’d encourage the commander to let people leave the island.   
 
      
 
    Randy was saved from having to provide a more detailed answer by the armed man who’d greeted him outside coming over.  The man told him the commander was in the office and he wanted to debrief Randy on the scavenging mission.  Randy hoped this would be an opportunity to stress the mission wasn’t so much of a failure as it was a valuable collection of lessons learned.  He kissed Kelly again and awkwardly gave the little girl and her broken-hearted mom hugs goodbye before heading out with the sentry to go see the commander. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20:  A Long Way on a Short Road 
 
      
 
    Brenda finished what she’d been doing in the large yellow house she’d had Eric stop in front of.  She took one last look around the upper middle-class suburban neighborhood before hopping back into the cab of the truck.  She nodded at Eric.  Eric took another look at the house then rapidly accelerated to get them out of the neighborhood.  It’d been risky getting in as it was a gated community and they hadn’t been able to get through the first gate they tried.  The other gate into the neighborhood had been standing wide open.  A large SUV with a smashed in grill in the ditch across from it.   
 
      
 
    Brenda let her eyes slide over the mess that was visible though the broken windshield of the SUV.  It was a matter of life and death in this world gone mad to be able to notice things out of the ordinary and quickly respond to them.  Just as important as being able to notice a curtain moving or a Zombie running through the woods towards you was the ability to not notice everything.  She’d honed the skill by being exposed to so much human suffering and death in the two days they’d been on the road that she felt desensitized to it now.  She tried to keep the kids from focusing on it but when you were surrounded by this much death there wasn’t a realistic way to keep them from seeing it.   
 
      
 
    The younger girls focused on the video games they’d found at a convenience store that was packed with all sorts of cheap electronics and souvenirs.  They’d occasionally look up and out the windows but either Brenda or Caitlyn would quickly get them focused back on their games or a coloring book.  Anything to keep those young eyes from staring too long at the obscenity of the scenery around them.   
 
      
 
    In normal times they’d have been able to make it to the resort area in about fifty minutes.  The traffic in the post outbreak world was a whole new story.  So far since they’d left the church they’d stuck to backroads and tried to avoid any places they thought may be packed with Zombies.  Ever since the church they’d only seen small groups of Zombies wandering around.  The going was extremely slow though as they took every precaution.  At times Brenda felt Eric was overdoing the caution.  She knew he was paranoid about getting them all killed but she still felt they could really be moving a little bit faster.   
 
      
 
    The only thing that kept her from bringing it up was that Eric and his guys had been out in this world longer than she had and they were still alive.  Being alive was a pretty solid achievement in this mess.  Being alive and out on the road pretty much made you an expert in survival.  Plus, she realized she was being impatient about reaching a destination that she really didn’t care about reaching.  She was fairly certain as they got closer, they were going to realize that the whole area was crawling with diseased people trying to eat them.  They’d have to wave off the annual pass idea and go with her idea of retiring to a nice condo on the beach instead. 
 
      
 
    They switched vehicles.  No one felt super safe in the open bed of the pickup truck, so they opted for a huge, black Escalade instead.  The biggest problem with their new ride was the larger size made it harder to maneuver.  It also required crazy amounts of gas.  Luckily, the cars sitting in most driveways had gas that they were able to siphon during their pit stops.  Brenda found herself getting impatient again to reach a final destination she cared nothing about as they drove down yet another road in the middle of nowhere surrounded by thick green vegetation.   
 
      
 
    The large tires easily crushed the branches and debris that littered the road.  Staring out the front windshield Brenda wondered how much longer you’d even be able to tell where the road was.  Given a few years of neglect Mother Nature would reclaim this road.  It’d be swallowed up like it never existed.  She wondered if that was going to be the same for the whole human race.  She hoped not for her granddaughter’s sake, but she didn’t see a whole lot of reasons for optimism.  They’d seen and dodged some lethargic Zombies and a few that had been almost like normal people in their response time, but they hadn’t seen another normal human since they’d met Eric and his team back at the church.  
 
      
 
    The preacher had been annoying at the beginning of their journey, but he’d pretty much shut up at this point.  Eric had made it obvious that he didn’t really care to bring the man along who’d abandoned his brother-in-law and niece to die in a hallway.  The shepherd who’d left his flock to be devoured by the wolves while he hid away in his hidey hole.  Eric and the rest of his crew were all ex-military.  They all shared the distaste for the cowardly actions of the preacher.  The men had met before this all happened through a military outreach program Disney had for its employees.  That same program had organized the five-day deep-sea fishing expedition they’d gone on at a deeply discounted rate.  The expedition had ended up being the reason they were still alive. 
 
      
 
    Brenda was mulling over how weird all this was when Eric turned the steering wheel hard to the side.  He turned it hard enough to make her smack her head against the passenger window.  Brenda tasted blood from her cut lip.  She looked around trying to figure out why Eric had pulled that maneuver.  She saw a line of people coming out of a gated townhouse area up ahead.  The people were running full speed straight for the SUV with the lopping, heedless gait that identified them as Zombies. 
 
      
 
    These weren’t the slow ones they’d seen limping around the suburbs as they drove down the side streets.  These ones were coming at them inhumanly fast as Eric tried to coerce the big, black, beast they were driving to perform a three-point turn.  The debris covered narrow road they were on wasn’t conducive to this maneuver.  They’d passed by enough corpse laden cars stuck in ditches to know that panic would just lead to them being ripped apart and left to rot in the hot Florida sun.  Eric was focused on keeping his senses about him and staying calm while he worked on getting them turned around and moving in the opposite direction. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t going to make the turn before the first wave of the Zombies reached them.  He must’ve sensed this and realized the predicament they were in.  If the Zombies reached them while they were trying to turn, they’d throw themselves all over the SUV and start bashing their way through the windows.  Eric wouldn’t be able to see and that’d slow them down enough so that the slower Zombies would be able to reach them and then they’d be pinned down by the mass of Zombies that’d start crawling all over the SUV.  Eric may not have had time to think all of that through, but he’d been in situations in his military career that he’d only made it through by going with his gut.  Right now, his gut was telling him they were running low on time.   
 
      
 
    Eric stopped the truck and yelled for John and Tim to try and take out the leaders while he worked on getting them turned around.  John and Tim were two of the guys who’d served in the marines.  That meant they could take being miserable and eating horrible food.  It also meant that they both could shoot under stress.  They didn’t have any assault style rifles.  They’d looked for them as they raided houses for supplies but hadn’t found any.  What they did have were a couple of long guns that were typically used for deer hunting.  The barrels of these were stuck out the opened windows of the Escalade as the two men began methodically taking shots at the approaching Zombies.   
 
      
 
    Eric gave them twenty seconds to empty out their magazines before he recommenced trying to get them turned around.  John and Tim were being handed rifles with fresh magazines by one of the other men jammed into the SUV with them.  The smell of gun powder filled the car.  The acrid smell of fear mixed in with it as the children cried and huddled down in the floorboards.  The insane, hate-filled screeches of the Zombies washing over them.   
 
      
 
    Zombies started slamming into the SUV as Eric worked to get it turned around.  He began accelerating as Tim almost got ripped out the window by a Zombie who managed to grab him by the wrist.  Tim lost the rifle he’d been shooting but managed to pull his arm back in out of the Zombie’s grasp without being bitten or scratched.  Brenda saw him jump back in his seat and stare at his wrist in terror.  When he saw that his skin wasn’t cut anywhere you could see him physically deflate as the stress flowed out of him.   
 
      
 
    Caitlyn had Doreen and Zoey wrapped in her arms as they all squatted down in the floorboards.  Myriah was pressed in on them as well holding Zoey.  Big tears were flowing down her cheeks as she squatted down there terrified the Zombies would get in and eat them.  They’d all seen the partially eaten bodies and smashed cars.  They knew it could easily be their fate.  One wrong turn and they’d be porcelain corpses with their guts ripped out in a bright red pattern on the side of the road.  They knew they’d suffer the indignity of being fed on by rats and vultures as the indifferent Zombies slumped off after ripping them apart.  
 
      
 
    For Brenda, the horror wasn’t for her.  The reason she couldn’t breathe right now was the images that popped in her head of her granddaughters being killed.  Lifeless eyes looking up from their crumpled little bodies.  Without realizing it she started sobbing as well.  She turned her head to look out the window.  An instant later, they all felt the tires lose their purchase on the ground and the big vehicle go careening down the road completely out of control.  They were screaming like a bunch of sorority sisters starting down an insane drop on a huge roller coaster when the tires finally latched back onto the asphalt.  They surged forward away from the charging Zombies. 
 
      
 
    Eric cut the wheel hard to the right to avoid sliding off the road.  Finally regaining control, he tapped the brakes lightly to bring their speed under control.  Once they were driving at a safe speed again, he checked the rear-view mirror and saw that a few of the faster Zombies had almost caught back up to them.  He accelerated as much as he felt was safe on the slippery road and they began to put some real distance between themselves and the Zombie pack.  Realizing how close they’d all come to dying no one even minded that they were having to backtrack to where they’d started the day at. 
 
      
 
    In the back of the SUV the preacher started praying.  The men around him joined in. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21:  A Shallow Grave 
 
      
 
    Kyler was jarred awake by a series of loud bumps.  He looked groggily around to see what they were running over before he was ripped completely out of his slumber by the jerking sensation of rapid swerving.  He stared over at Mike.  Mike gave him a shame faced grin and indicated he’d hit the bumps on the side of the road.  Kyler’s mom had always called those bumps drunk bumps.  The name was dead on in this case.  Mike had been taking hits out of his little plastic flask pretty regularly.  He barely even tried to hide it any more.  His eyes were constantly red, and he was constantly slurring his words.  It’d been against Kyler’s better judgement to let Mike drive while he took a nap, but he’d been too tired to really put up much of an argument. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we?”  Seth asked from the back seat.  He’d been napping also, judging by the sound of his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Close to getting on the 202.”  Mike said as he over corrected again to get them back into the center of the road.   
 
      
 
    Kyler looked around on the floor until he found a loose bottle of water.  They’d scavenged it during their last pit stop at a small convenience store that’d already been looted at least once.  The front doors to the store were locked and had a chain wrapped around them, but someone had taken the liberty of breaking the plate glass windows of the store front to get in.  Whoever had done it had been pretty thorough with their looting.  Kyler and Mike had still been able to find some useful stuff, but they’d had to dig for it.  The bottles of water had been at the bottom of a pile of garbage shoved into the corner.   
 
      
 
    Sipping on the warm water now Kyler thought about what Mike had just said.  They’d already discussed that once they hit the main roads, they’d probably see a serious uptick in the number of Zombies.  There was a good chance they may run into some normal humans who may take a shot at them as well.  There was no way to know in advance what the landscape was going to look like.  They were making plans and coming up with ideas based on Zombie movies they’d seen.  The movies were turning out to be uncannily accurate depictions of what the real apocalypse was like.  They were still planning to drive to Westerly to hook Seth up with his relatives.  In addition to wanting to rid himself of the responsibility that was Seth, Mike also kept droning on about how they could get armed up at his house.  Knowing the kind of gun nut Mike was Kyler fully anticipated that to be true.   
 
      
 
    He sincerely doubted they’d be getting rid of Seth though.  They hadn’t caught site of a normal person since leaving the campground.  They’d seen plenty of Zombies though.  Kyler assumed that was what this new world was like no matter where you went by now.  Zombies either shambling along by themselves or gathered together in the more formidable packs.  One Zombie shuffling around wasn’t a big deal for them to evade assuming it wasn’t one of the ones with the freaky fast attack modes they’d seen.  Luckily, most of the Zombies just kind of shuffled along.   
 
      
 
    What none of them were dealing well with was the death.  They were surrounded by it.  In the convenience store he’d gotten the water from there’d been a body rotting beside the empty freezer that looked like it had been chewed on by multiple types of animals.  The bullet holes in the upper torso and face told a tale of their own.  Zombies weren’t the only thing they had to worry about in this new normal.  They could lose their lives for a few gallons of gasoline and some bottles of water if they happened to be trying to grab something someone else wanted and was willing to kill for.  Kyler was ready to hand over all their junk at the first sign of violence from any party they encountered.  He didn’t want to sacrifice his humanity for ten buck’s worth of gas and a plastic bag full of barbeque sauce covered Vienna Sausages. 
 
      
 
    Kyler was startled out of his deep thoughts by Mike almost sliding them off the road again when he took a turn too fast.  Mike smiled apologetically at Kyler once he’d regained control and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t realize the turn would be so sharp.”  He slurred as they started around the next turn.  This time Mike was keeping the speed well under what was appropriate to get around the turn.  Kyler recognized he should probably step in and drive.  He tried to think of the best way to phrase it.  He was starting to lose his patience with having to tiptoe around the one adult in the party.  An adult who was acting more like a depressed teenager all the time.   
 
      
 
    While he was searching for the right words, they made it around the bend in the road.  Directly in front of them was a mob of the Zombies.  The Zombies were all headed down the road straight at them for some unknown reason.  On one side of the road there was a large swell and on the other was about a ten to fifteen-foot drop straight down into a large field.  The Zombies were far enough in front of them that they should have time to stop and get turned around.  
 
      
 
    Mike freaked out though.  He slammed his foot down on the brake and tried to start turning all at the same time.  Kyler and Seth were both screaming for him to turn around slower.  There was plenty of time to get turned around before the Zombies would reach them.  Where they had thirty seconds Mike tried to do everything in five seconds.  Tires squealing with the brakes locked up he pulled hard on the steering wheel trying to coax a one-eighty out of the pricey SUV.   
 
      
 
    The SUV didn’t handle like the trucks he’d been used to driving though.  Fancy safety systems built into the vehicle kept him from executing the stunt driver maneuver he’d been picturing when he slammed his foot down on the brake pedal.  Instead, they careened off the right side of the road.   
 
      
 
    They experienced a sickening feeling of momentary weightlessness as the SUV left the road and arced into the field below.  The weightlessness quickly replaced by the bone rattling sensation of smashing into the hard dirt making up the field.  Kyler tasted blood as his face smashed against the passenger window.  He was woozy and seeing big black spots floating in his vision.  He heard Mike cussing on the other side of the truck.  Mike was yelling to ask if everyone was alright as the SUV tumbled to a stop.  The SUV ended up resting on the passenger side which meant that Kyler was looking through a broken window straight into the dirt.  The windshield in front of him was spiderwebbed with cracks.  A loud rumbling noise came washing over them from outside the totaled Range Rover.   
 
      
 
    It was time to make a run for it.  The Zombies would be jumping off the cliff and coming at them through the field within seconds.  Kyler yelled at Mike to get moving.  Mike seemed to get it and started struggling to get out of his seat belt and get his door open.  It didn’t look like he had the leverage to get his door open and was probably going to end up falling on top of Kyler.  Seeing he needed an alternative way out Kyler got his own belt off and started kicking the crap out of the windshield.  His foot went through the glass on the second kick and he continued until there was a gaping hole that they should all be able to crawl through.   
 
      
 
    Yelling for everyone to follow him Kyler crawled out through the hole he’d made in the windshield.  Mike came tumbling down to land in a heap of legs and arms in the passenger side space Kyler had just vacated.  Standing up and trying not to wobble around too much Kyler fought off a wave of nausea and darkness then looked around to try and get oriented.  Mike was yelling something at him, but Kyler had just noticed he was burnt on his arms and face.   
 
      
 
    “It’s just the airbag burns!  Snap out of it!  Seth’s hurt!”  The words penetrated the hazy part of Kyler’s brain.  He spun around to see if he could help with Seth.  Looking into the SUV through the hole in the windshield all Kyler could see was Mike’s jean covered legs and the back of his shirt.  Mike was trying to help Seth out of the backseat.   
 
      
 
    Looking back towards the road they’d flown off of Kyler saw the first Zombie get to the side of the road and immediately leap into the air towards them.  Even in the air the Zombie looked to be trying to get at them as it’s legs pinwheeled comically like something out of a Road Runner cartoon.  The Zombie hit the ground hard.  There was an audible snap as bones broke when it hit the ground at an odd angle.  Kyler was transfixed as he watched the screaming monster immediately begin dragging itself towards them.  It was pulling itself along by its arms since its legs were no longer working.  In ones and twos, more Zombies began leaping off the cliff towards them.  Like a bunch of murderous lemmings, they came.  Heedless of the fact that the jump from the cliff was one that would leave most of them crippled.  None of them tried to climb or even slide down the steep embankment.  At least all of the ones Kyler watched made the leap with no regard for their own bodies. 
 
      
 
    Behind Kyler, Mike emerged from the wreckage of the SUV tugging a deer rifle and Seth.  Seth’s right arm was twisted at a weird angle.  He was screaming in pain as Mike tugged him by his shoulders from the ruined vehicle.   
 
      
 
    “Grab Seth!  Run for those trees!”  Mike screamed at Kyler.  Mike pulled the stock of the deer rifle into his shoulder and planted both his feet facing the incoming Zombies.  He looked ready to die covering their escape.   
 
      
 
    Kyler squatted down beside Seth and tried to get him to stand up.  Something was wrong with the kids leg though.  He couldn’t stand up, so Kyler hoisted him up in a fireman’s carry and turned to run for the woods.  The screams of the damned were growing closer and louder.   
 
      
 
    Shots started ringing out as Mike took down the Zombies who made the jump.  He was conserving ammunition by just shooting the ones who were able to keep on running towards them after hitting the ground.  Kyler labored to run while carrying Seth on his shoulders.  He was in no real shape to run having just pulled himself out of a totaled car.  Based on his dizziness and the black waves that kept threatening to overtake his consciousness he had another concussion.  The world spun around him as he forced himself to run as hard as he could for the woods.   
 
      
 
    The field he was running across was hard packed dirt with rows trenched into it.  Kyler had no idea what would be grown in a field like this, but he found out quickly how treacherous the land was.  He’d only made it about twenty yards when he misjudged one of the gaps between the trenches.  His foot went into the trench at a bad angle and he hit the ground face first.  Seth went flying off his shoulders.  He groggily hopped back up, picked up Seth, and resumed his painful run towards the tree line.   
 
      
 
    He heard a series of rapid shots being fired behind him.  He knew Mike would be out of ammunition soon.  His old friend was going to end up overwhelmed by the Zombies who were pouring over the edge of the cliff.  Once Mike was down the Zombies would start coming for them and that’d be it.  Kyler knew he could probably make it if he left Seth in the middle of the field and ran unencumbered for the tree line, but he refused to do it.  He’d rather die trudging through this muddy field with the dead weight of Seth strapped across his back than leave the kid lying in the field to be ripped apart.   
 
      
 
    The sound of the deer rifle firing tapered off.  It was replaced by a deeper booming sound as Mike switched to his pistol.  Kyler noted the change in the sound of the shots and sent a message from his brain to his legs to move faster.  Somehow his legs were able to increase the speed at which they were pumping him through the field.  He kept a sharp lookout for the trenches in an attempt to avoid going down again.  Another misstep may spell out their death. 
 
      
 
    The moaning and screeching of the Zombies punctuated by the sound of Mike firing his pistol barely penetrated his labored breathing as he kept up the struggle to reach the tree line.  Every time he glanced up from watching the trenches to see how close he’d gotten the tress seemed impossibly far away.  The Zombies would come sprinting thorough this field after ripping Mike apart.  They wouldn’t be slowed down by the worry of a twisted ankle.  For every Zombie that fell two more would take its place. 
 
      
 
    Kyler kept running.  His world reduced to staring at the trenches and pouring all his will into making his legs keep pumping.  His vision narrowed to the point where all he could do was focus on his feet and the trenches.  His peripheral vision had gone dark red.  He had big red splotches floating across the periphery of his vision now.  He was totally focused on the ground in front of him when a wiry middle-aged Zombie tackled him.  The Zombie had come at him with no warning.  Hitting Kyler hard from the side causing him to spin in the air and fall to the ground.  Seth spun off Kyler’s shoulders and onto the ground a few feet away from where Kyler landed.   
 
      
 
    The Zombie crouched in between the two boys.  Its beady red eyes flipped from one to the other before he leapt for Kyler.  A single shot rang out and the side of the Zombies head imploded.  Kyler had been crab-walking backwards from the monster.  He saw the instant the evil light was snuffed out in those inhuman eyes.  The bullets impact acting like a light switch to turn off the Zombie.  The corpse of the monster settled by his feet in a small, insignificant pile.  A sad remnant of what had once been a human being. 
 
      
 
    Looking up, Kyler saw Mike running full speed towards them.  His right hand extended with the pistol showing he’d been the one to save Kyler’s life.  His extremely lucky head shot had just saved Kyler’s life, but his drunken, crappy driving had put him in this position to start with. He pushed his aching body up off the ground.  Once he was up, he walked towards Seth to get him back up on his shoulders and keep going.  Mike caught up to them.  He skidded to a halt behind them.  His labored breathing threatened to overpower the screeching of the Zombies in pursuit. 
 
      
 
    “More.  Coming.  Hurry.”  Mike stammered out between breaths like Kyler had been planning to pitch a tent and hang out in the middle of the field or something.  It wasn’t like he’d suddenly gone deaf either.  The piercing screams were now coming from all around them.  Mike moved Kyler out of the way and bent down to grab Seth.  He gave Kyler a get the hell out of here look. 
 
      
 
    Kyler turned to start running.  A blur in his eyesight caused his pounding head to swivel around and watch as another Zombie came leaping through the air at them.  The Zombie crashed into Mike right as he was trying to get Seth up off the ground and onto his shoulders.  They went down in a pile of wildly thrashing limbs.  Mikes curses were overwhelmed by Seth’s screams as the Zombie sunk its teeth into his stomach and ripped away a mouthful of flesh.  Seth was swinging his good arm at the skinny Zombie as it ripped into his skin.  The Zombie ignored the ineffectual punches from Seth and continued to feast on the boys living flesh.  Mike finally got his feet back underneath him and brought the pistol crashing hilt first into the Zombies head.   
 
      
 
    Kyler spun around and raced back with his knife in his hand.  He dove into the battle.  Mike brought the gun down again on the Zombies head as Kyler shoved his knife into the Zombies throat.  He felt the blade snapping aside bones and cartilage and veins as it traveled deep into the things neck.  Blood splattered everywhere as the Zombie rolled off Seth.  The blood and gore covered Zombie tried to get up and attack Kyler and Mike.  Using their boots, they finished the Zombie by stomping it to death.  
 
      
 
    Seth was sitting up with his arms wrapped around his bleeding torso.  He was screaming for all he was worth.  Tears and snot and blood streaked the kids face.  Mike and Kyler watched impotently as Seth kept up the screaming.  Seth’s screaming was being supplemented by the Zombies who were closing in on them from all sides now.  There was still a slight chance to make the tree line but they had to get moving immediately. 
 
      
 
    Mike threw Seth over his shoulder and started running.  Kyler kicked it into gear and began running right behind him.  They ran for what seemed like hours but was probably no more than about ten minutes.  They’d hit the tree line within a minute of starting to run and hadn’t stopped until they just couldn’t run anymore.  The shrill cries of the Zombies who’d entered the woods behind them were falling further and further behind.  Thinking they had a few minutes and needing to check on Seth, Mike came to a stop and fell to his knees in a small clearing in the woods.   
 
      
 
    Kyler collapsed behind him onto his back and before he could say a word drifted off into unconsciousness.  Mike carefully lowered Seth to the ground.  Seeing how cold and still Seth was he frantically searched the tiny body for a pulse or any sign of life.  There was none.  At some point while they were running through the forest Seth had died.  Mike’s body was wracked with silent sobs.  He put his head down.  He let the guilt and sadness roll over him.  He’d let this boy down just like he’d let down so many others in his life.  He sat and stared at Seth for a few minutes after making sure Kyler was still alive.  At least he hadn’t lost both of them. 
 
      
 
    Mike knew they shouldn’t stay in these woods so close to all those wandering Zombies for too long.  He was concerned for Kyler.  He had limited ammunition left for the pistol hanging on his belt.  He’d thought he was out of ammunition completely until he’d found some rounds in a box in one of his pockets.  He’d shoved the little box into one of the pockets of his cargo pants and forgotten about it.  He also found one of those little airplane bottles with liquor in it in a different pocket.  He threw the little bottle into the woods in disgust.  He realized how bad off he was when he found he was standing up to go retrieve the bottle seconds after he’d thrown it.   
 
      
 
    Physically shaking his head to clear it he made sure Kyler looked semi-comfortable then set about laying Seth to rest.  He had two main goals with Seth.  Make sure the kid didn’t come back as a Zombie and do something to keep his body from being desecrated.  He didn’t have much time, but he felt like he owed Seth at least that much.  He couldn’t just smash the kids head with a rock and leave him lying in the middle of the woods.  He needed to give him some dignity. 
 
      
 
    Mike dragged Seth over to the base of a large pine tree and made a shallow hole beneath the wide boughs of the tree.  He put Seth in the shallow hole feet first leaving his head facing out from underneath the tree.  Then he collected sticks and rocks from all around the area and brought them over to give him something to lie over the body of the young boy he’d failed.  He bent forward and kissed the forehead of the angelic looking young boy who just hadn’t been cut out to live in a world like this.  Mike knew there was a good chance he might be the next to go as he obviously wasn’t adjusting well either.  He was keeping it together at this point out of a deep obligation to help Kyler make it out of this mess.   
 
      
 
    Large tears rolling down his cheeks he raised a large jagged rock over Seth’s head and brought it crashing down into Seth’s sweet little face.  Teeth broke as the skull cracked.  He swung the rock a few more times until the smashed brain oozed out.  Mike turned his head quickly to the side when a wave of nausea swept over him.  Once he was done vomiting, he covered Seth’s body up as well as he could with dirt, rocks and pine straw.  He knew he only had a few minutes to get it done before they needed to be on the move. 
 
      
 
    Once he had the body covered up, he hoisted Kyler gently up onto his shoulders and began walking through the forest away from the cries of the doomed echoing through the forest behind them.  He wasn’t sure if people were coming back as Zombies or it was just infected people becoming the Zombies, but he still felt good about having made sure Seth wouldn’t suffer that final indignity.  The cries faded into the night as dusk crept up on them.  Kyler hadn’t moved around hardly any at all as Mike was carrying him.  He’d positioned Kyler so that he could feel the boy’s breath on his neck as he walked which kept him confident that at least he was still alive.   
 
      
 
    Having lost all their supplies and the kid they’d been supposed to protect Mike set a southern course out of habit and kept walking until it was too dark to see.  When it got that dark, he made a bed for them out of pine straw and curled up into it next to Kyler.  He hated that Kyler was unconscious, but he dreaded even more the time when Kyler was going to wake up and have to be told what’d happened.  Mike’s self-loathing was bad but having to see that same loathing in the eyes of a boy he’d helped raise into a man might be more than he could bear.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22:  Lessons Learned 
 
      
 
    Randy and Kelly walked up the stairs leading from the gym to the administrative section of the school.  At the top of the stairs a man in a dark blue uniform stood with an assault rifle dangling by a strap from his shoulder.  He had a sidearm in a holster attached to a black webbed belt wrapped around his waist.  He was wearing a blue baseball cap with the name of the base written across the front of it in gold lettering.   
 
      
 
    “You the guy who just got back from the mainland?”  He asked Randy.   
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.  That’s me.”  Randy answered as politely as possible.  He had no desire to get himself or Kelly shot at again by any of these yahoos.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  The commander wants to see you.  Why’d you bring her?  The commander didn’t ask for her.  You trying to bribe him?”  The man asked as his eyes looked up and down Kelly.  He started grinning.  “I wouldn’t mind being bribed.” 
 
      
 
    “No.  My wife was just coming along in case there were any questions.  We weren’t really sure what this was all about.”  Randy answered.  He was realizing that having Kelly walk up here with him may have been a big mistake.  He wasn’t sure what they’d been thinking.  This wasn’t the old, civilized world.  This was an island in the middle of the apocalypse where the ruling class was the military.  Or, at least they were the ones who currently held all the power.  They were also the ones who were disproportionately without their own women.   
 
      
 
    Since the mainland had gone to hell a few vessels with other military units had made their way to the island.  As long as they’d been willing to be absorbed into the commander’s personal militia here on the island, they’d been made welcome.  These were young men for the most part and if they had wives or girlfriends they’d been left behind.  Given that the military were being treated like prima donnas on the island and the civilians were being treated like dirt this didn’t bode well for the civilians who had their women with them on the island.  It was another great reason to be looking at getting the hell off the island as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    “You head up the stairs and turn right.  I’ll make sure your wife gets back to the gym nice and safe.”  The guard said lecherously as Kelly and Randy gave each other startled looks.   
 
      
 
    “That’s ok.  I can make it by myself no problem.”  Kelly said.  She gave Randy a quick kiss and turned around to head for the stairs leading back to the gym. 
 
      
 
    “Which office is the commander in?”  Randy asked when it looked like the guard might follow Kelly down the stairs.  In the lawless environment on the island where the guards seemed able to get away with anything Randy didn’t want this creep following Kelly as she made her way back to the gym.  
 
      
 
    The guard turned to answer with an annoyed look in his eyes and Randy saw Kelly break into a brisk jog.  The guard must’ve realized why Randy had asked him the question right then.  He also realized that his window of time to try and chat up the wife of this civilian loser had passed him by.  Plenty of his fellow guards had already been successful at pulling some of the married women over to them.  Most of them with promises of a much easier and better life than if they stayed with their husbands. 
 
      
 
    The commander had taken the wife a of a man he’d shot as his mistress.  The woman was a broken remnant of her former self.  His attitude and treatment of the woman had permeated the ranks and now all of them seemed to be trying to emulate him.  The military men had always felt they were better than civilians and now, thanks to the apocalypse, it was turning into a man’s world where the strong took what they wanted.  No more tip-toeing around the political correctness that had so overcome the world recently.  In the space of a few weeks they’d progressed back to cave man sensibilities. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take you to him.  Be interesting to see if he shoots you for being such a failure.”  The guard walked past Randy, bumping him hard in the shoulder in the process.  Randy dutifully fell in behind the guard.  He breathed a relieved sigh as he saw the light shine briefly out of the door to the gym as Kelly made it safely back inside.  Randy knew he needed to not just survive this meeting but somehow convince the commander that he was worthy to be advanced in the ranks.  It was the only way he could think of to keep Kelly safe and have any hope of rejoining their children down in Florida.  Especially if they were going to be sending him over to the mainland to collect supplies for any extended period of time.   
 
      
 
    Randy was told to wait on a couch in the waiting room outside of what looked to be the principal’s office.  An armed guard stood casually by the door leading into the office.  The guard opened the door for a people who needed an audience with the commander.  Randy kept quiet as people came and went.  He contemplated what he should say to the man who now ruled this island and everyone on it.  He didn’t know what all the commander wanted to talk to him about or how long it may take.  Judging by the quickness people went into and left the office the man wasn’t into wasting time with idle chit chat.  Randy knew he’d have to grab the man’s attention and then make his point fast.   
 
      
 
    He had his talking points in mind when the guard poked his head into the office to talk to someone then finally looked over and acknowledged Randy. 
 
      
 
    “The commander wants to see you now.”  The guard opened the door and gave Randy a look that implied he needed to hurry up and get himself on the other side of the door the guard was holding open.  Randy quickly obliged. 
 
      
 
    The office was small and cramped.  There was large wooden desk covered in papers and folders.  There was a small table crammed into one corner with a couple of chairs underneath it.  The commander was sitting on the other side of the desk in the leather-bound office chair that was there.  He was smoking a pipe and had a service pistol sitting on the desk in front of him within easy reach.  The threat was clear.  Having already seen the commander kill a man in cold blood in front of a room full of civilians Randy knew better than to test him.  The commander looked up at him curiously but didn’t say anything. 
 
      
 
    “Hello sir.  The guard said you wanted to see me.  I’m Randy.  The guy who went out on the scavenging mission to the mainland.”   
 
      
 
    Randy stood there nervously as the commander continued to just sit there.  Finally, after a deep smoker’s cough, the commander began to talk. 
 
      
 
    “My men told me you managed to get a decent amount of supplies back to the dock but then you got overrun.  You lost your partner and all of the supplies.  Which means we wasted a lot of diesel waiting around for you unless you gathered some useful intel while you were on the mainland.”  The commander gazed at him expectantly.   
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.  We had all the supplies in the truck but then didn’t have a good way to get the supplies onto the boat before we were overrun.  I have some ideas on how to ensure that doesn’t happen again.  The mission itself was a series of learning opportunities.  I’m thinking with a slightly larger team and a little more time we could gather almost unlimited supplies on the mainland and get them safely back over here.” 
 
      
 
    The commander started laughing.  He laughed hard enough that it turned into another cough.  He grabbed a bottle of water and slugged down a few swallows of it.  Once he’d regained control of himself, he focused back on Randy. 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking this interview was going to go one of two ways.  The basic facts are you managed to get your partner killed within sight of our boat and you didn’t bring any supplies back with you.  If you’d offered me lame excuses, I was just going to shoot you and then give your wife to the head of the guards.  You went the correct route though.  That shows you may have some brains in your head.  You’re looking to use what you learned to do better next time.  Rather than waste another trip on some other people so they can have their first round of failures I’m leaning towards giving you another crack at it.  How’s that sound?” 
 
      
 
    Randy nodded his head then barked out that it sounded good when the commander stared at him waiting for an audible answer.  Obviously, anything sounded better than being shot and having Kelly turned over to the head of the guards like some kind of cracker jack prize.   
 
      
 
    “Excellent.  So, I’m going to give you one more chance.  I need you to spend some time planning this one out then let the guard know what you think you need to pull it off.  We need weapons, medicine and food.  We need them in large quantities brought back to the island.  I prefer not to use a ton of diesel getting it.  I’ll let you work out the specifics with the chief and then I’ll review and approve the plan.  If you’re successful, you’ll be due for a promotion.  That would come with a house for you and that attractive wife of yours.  If you’re not successful, then I assume you’ll be lying dead on the mainland and my captain of the guards gets your wife to keep him warm this winter.  Understood?” 
 
      
 
    Randy’s mind was racing.  He took a few steps forward to seemingly shake the commander’s hand to seal the deal.  It looked like the commander was just going to dismiss him rather than stand up and shake his hand.  Randy stood there with a serious look on his face and his hand extended. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, I respect how you’ve taken control of this island and are working to keep everyone alive.  That’s a lot of responsibility you have on your shoulders.  I’m going to do my part to get you those supplies and earn that promotion.”   
 
      
 
    Randy stayed still with his hand stuck out until the commander smiled and stood up with his own hand extended.  As the commander was extending his hand Randy was diving for the pistol sitting on the desk.  The commander realized what he was doing even as Randy got his hand on the pistol and started to roll off the desk and onto the floor.  The commander brought his fist down hard on the back of Randy’s head knocking his face into the chair as Randy toppled over the desk onto the floor.   
 
      
 
    Randy rolled through hitting the floor and leapt to his feet.  The commander was coming at him with both arms extended.  When the commander started talking about giving his wife away Randy had realized staying here was not an acceptable course of action.  He’d come up with the idea of grabbing the commander and using him as a hostage to get them off the island.  He’d just needed a distraction to allow him to go for the pistol.  He pointed the pistol at the commander now to tell him he was going to be a hostage.  Knocking the pistol to the side with one hand the commander swung his other hand in a roundhouse punch that connected with the side of Randy’s face and almost put him back on the ground.   
 
      
 
    Staggering to stay on his feet after his head bounced off the wall Randy tried to bring the pistol into play but caught another punch in the throat.  That punch did put him on the ground.  He looked up from the floor as the heel of the commander’s boot was going up into the air to stomp down on him.  With no other choice Randy yanked the pistol up and pulled the trigger.  Nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    The commanders boot slammed into the side of Randy’s head.  His head bounced off the floor and a loud ringing suddenly filled the room.  He tasted blood in his mouth.  He idly wondered if he’d bitten off his tongue.  He’d heard that happened sometimes.  Fighting the urge to just lie there and pass out he forced himself to worm forward quickly to avoid the next kick to the head.  The boot landed in his back instead sending a wave of pain up his body.   
 
      
 
    Randy rolled over on his back and fumbled with the pistol until he heard something click.  Hoping he’d managed to disengage the safety he pointed the gun at the captain and pulled the trigger three times.  Three very satisfying, very loud booms echoed in the small room.  The captain crumpled to the ground beside Randy.  Ignoring the flailing of the fallen man beside him Randy looked towards the door to the office as it opened.  The man guarding the door carefully entered the room with a puzzled expression on his face. 
 
      
 
    The guard had been expecting to have to come in after hearing shots and carry Randy’s body down to the cliffs and fling him into the ocean.  He hadn’t expected to hear the sounds of a scuffle, so he was curious what had happened. The guard had hesitated a few seconds to make sure he didn’t get his head blown off when he opened the door.  Those few seconds of hesitation gave Randy the time to end up on the floor in a position to line up the gun and squeeze off a few shots at the guard.  He could have conserved some ammunition since the first shot caught the guard directly in the nose and blew his brains out into the hallway.   
 
      
 
    Randy was watching the guard fall to the ground when a new and different painful sensation hit him.  The commander had rolled over and grabbed Randy by the testicles. The man was now using his last remaining strength to try to inflict some serious pain.  As soon as he had Randy’s attention he lashed out and caught Randy in the face with his foot.  It was a weak kick, but it hurt.   
 
      
 
    Setting aside the pain Randy sat up and reached down to grab the commander by his hair.  He then started smashing the commanders face against the floor in an attempt to get the guy to release his crotch.  Realizing he still had the pistol in his hand and that the commander wasn’t trying to be cooperative anyway Randy shot him two more times.  The old bastard collapsed in a big puddle of blood and didn’t move again.   
 
      
 
    There was blood everywhere.  Randy lay on the floor in a puddle of blood for a few minutes trying to get his breathing under control before attempting to stand up.  Using the desk to help him to his feet he was careful not to slip in the big pool of blood covering the floor.  He was curious at first why the room wasn’t full of guards trying to kill him then realized that the guards had probably been waiting to hear him get shot.  Not being considered an important player he’d been held for the last meeting of the day which meant even fewer people had been around.   
 
      
 
    Randy felt around the commander’s body and found an extra magazine for the pistol.  He groped the warm, blood-soaked pockets and belt of the guard who’d been in the hallway and took an additional pistol and another fully loaded magazine.  He found a set of keys that he hoped went to the large white van that was parked directly in front of the main door to the building.  Covered in blood, head spinning, fighting back waves of darkness and nausea, Randy began making his way towards the main entrance.   
 
      
 
    All he had to do now was grab Kelly and get off this cursed island and somehow go find their kids before anyone figured out that he’d shot the commander.  Once they did all that he was certain everything else would fall right into place.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23: Alternative Route 
 
      
 
    It was starting to get dark when Eric turned off the small road they’d been driving on and took them down on an even smaller road.  This new road quickly changed from asphalt to gravel to dirt to a muddy mess.  Eric drove it like the professional he was.  They ended up pulling up to a run-down house surrounded by weeds on the shore of a large lake.  Brenda had no idea what lake since there seemed to be a new one around every bend in Central Florida.  This was a big one though.  She made a mental note to keep the kids away from the water’s edge since there were bound to be gators there.  Not that gators in the top five things to worry about in Florida any more. 
 
      
 
    “It belonged to a friend of my aunts.  We came out here one time for a fourth of July party.  Or, maybe it was Memorial Day.  One of those parties that revolve around hot dogs and explosives.”  Eric smiled over at Brenda as he explained how he knew this house was back here in the middle of nowhere.  “I think it’s been sitting here empty for a couple of years now, so this should be a safe place for us to rest for a day or so.  I think we need to regroup and rethink our approach here.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not like we have an appointment to get to or anything.”  Tim said from the back seat.  Then all the girls began to announce they had to use the bathroom.   
 
      
 
    The logistics of the little girls having to go to the bathroom was something that could frustrate people in the best of times.  Throw a Zombie apocalypse into the mix with a bunch of random men in the car with them and it got super awkward.  They’d all gotten used to the super awkward utilization of the corner of the supply closet for their digestive tract needs when they’d been at the church but that had been in a very dark space with just one man in the room with them.  One man that none of them liked.  One man who’d made disgusted noises and complained the entire time any of them had to go in the small space. 
 
      
 
    Lack of toilet paper, the fear of bugs, lack of air conditioning, indoor plumbing slowly becoming a thing of the past, and the ever-present threat of a Zombie jumping out at you while you were in a delicate position all lent themselves to making basic human acts extremely complicated endeavors.  It really sucked that going behind a tree to take a whiz could be the thing that ended up getting you killed in this new world.  Then again, pretty much any common act from the old normal could get you killed now. 
 
      
 
    The men extracted themselves from the car and fanned out to begin clearing the area. The girls took turns standing guard over each other for a bathroom break.  They’d created a buddy system to ensure each of the little kids always had one of the older kids, or Brenda, watching over them.  Brenda watched as the men slowly walked the perimeter of the yard with weapons ready to start blasting if they were charged by a Zombie.  If that happened then they’d need to go find a new place to spend the night since the gun shot would inevitably attract additional unwanted attention.   
 
      
 
    Spending the night in a house with only the one narrow road out as an escape route was already an issue as far as Brenda was concerned.  She’d learned that trying to keep multiple escape options open was important when it came to survival.  She had to be realistic about it though.  Nowhere was really safe anymore.  She helped the girls gather their stuff when Eric waved them over to the entrance to the large house.   
 
      
 
    The house was overgrown and old but had obviously been really nice at one point.  It had the look of a Southern Plantation home.  Like Brenda imagined the summer cottage for Scarlett O’Hara would’ve looked like.  It wasn’t quite a grand old estate, but it wasn’t just a house by the lake either.  They walked up the stairs where they could hear the men inside calling out which rooms were clear.  The large wraparound porch featured several rocking chairs which the girls made a beeline for.  Brenda had an impulse to stop them but then realized that was an old-world impulse.  No one today was going to care if the girls played on the chairs or not as long as they did so quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like it’s all clear.  You guys want the tour?”  Eric asked.  Brenda nodded, and all the girls jumped up out of the chairs with interested looks on their faces.  There was no telling what kind of cool stuff might be inside the old house.  Eric smiled at the reaction he’d gotten with his offer and led them into the foyer of the home. 
 
      
 
    The wooden floor creaked as they walked in looking around at the interior of the hundred-year-old home.  It reminded Brenda of the Bed and Breakfast places she’d stayed at along the coast.  If those Bed and Breakfast Inn’s had been boarded up and left to rot in the heat and humidity of the Florida summers.  There was the strong musty smell of mold throughout.  Brenda totally understood when Myriah mentioned she thought the place looked like a house out of a horror movie. 
 
      
 
    “I used to think the same thing.”  Eric responded with a bemused expression on his face.  “I spent a few weeks here every summer and I always thought it looked like one of the houses off that Goosebumps show.  My aunt was pretty formal, but she made sure I had fun.  There should be a ton of board games still in the hall closet that we can get into.  Most important this place has six bedrooms, so we should all be able to sleep in an actual bed tonight!” 
 
      
 
    The girls let out muted squeals at the announcement of sleeping in actual beds.  Zoey had to quickly be reassured she’d still get to sleep with her sisters.  They’d mostly been sleeping in cars since leaving the church.  The cars had been a massive improvement over sleeping on the hard floor in the stinking closet at the church though.  Truth be told, the musty smell of the old house wasn’t that bad when you considered the smells they’d gotten used to contending with on a daily basis.  Eric took them up and down the stairs and gave them a humorous tour of the big old house.  The girls loved the two rooms he led them into which were covered in pink frills and had dolls and mirrors galore. 
 
      
 
    Brenda smiled to see the girls actually seeming to have fun for once.  That was something she hadn’t seen in a long time.  They’d been so focused on surviving that they hadn’t had time to live.  It was going to be good for them all to have this break in the struggle to survive.   
 
      
 
    “How long are you thinking we should hang out her?”  Brenda asked Eric while the girls were arguing over who got which room and which beds were the best.  They’d probably all just end up in the same bed in the same room but for now they were enjoying claiming their spaces.  It was completely dark now so they’d setup a couple of the battery powered lanterns they’d brought into the house to make sure everyone could see.  Tim had already been sent out to the front porch to keep watch.  Brenda had the midnight to four in the morning watch which she wasn’t at all excited about. 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking a few days.  A week max.  There’s just the one road in so if the Zombies did catch wind of us, we’d have a hard time fighting our way out of here.  I think we should be ok for a week or so though as long as we don’t make a lot of noise. “ 
 
      
 
    “What do you think we should do next?”  Brenda asked him.  A couple of the guys had wandered over to listen in.  The pastor stood towards the back of the group of men but seemed to be listening intently. 
 
      
 
    “I’m hoping the Zombies will wander off given enough time.  Or, at least get away from the back roads.  I’d still like to head for Disney and see if we can’t make one of the resorts work as a new home.  We just need to figure out a different way to get there.  The place may be crawling with Zombies but there’s also plenty of defensible locations and tons of supplies there.  Plus, the guys and me know the whole area like the backs of our hands which will help out a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “Then what?”  The pastor asked. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?”  Brenda asked him.  Eric ignored the question and focused on settling into the couch in the living room.  From the couch he’d have a good view into the front yard through the large bay windows. 
 
      
 
    “I mean is just surviving really going to be good enough for us?  Shouldn’t we be looking for other people?  The military, the police, the government, someone’s bound to have put a place together that survived.  Surviving is great but I’m ready to start living again!”  A couple of the men nodded along with the pastor as he spoke.   
 
      
 
    “We can’t start living later if we don’t survive for now.”  Eric answered from the couch.  He seemed to think that put an end to the conversation.  He pulled the brim of his hat over his eyes and settled into the dusty couch. 
 
      
 
    Brenda said goodnight to everyone and headed up the stairs to check in with the girls.  She needed to try and get some sleep too.  She set her alarm to wake her up for the balls to four watch she’d gotten stuck with.  She thought about what the pastor had said as she walked up the stairs.  Those girls going to bed up there were her whole world.  She absolutely hated that they may end up living out their lives stuck in concrete tunnels under a deserted theme park eating decades old turkey legs.  She didn’t see any way around it for right now though. 
 
      
 
    She settled into the edge of the bed next to the two youngest girls and closed her eyes to try and go to sleep.  She knew it probably wasn’t going to happen.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24: Scarecrows 
 
      
 
    Kyler woke up with an aching back.  He figured out he was itchy because he was lying in a pile of dirt and straw.  He shifted his body around a little to try and get more comfortable. He was also working on wiggling around to get a good angle to scratch the myriad of places that were itching him.  Working his fingers under his shirt to get at yet another itchy part of his lower back he sighed when he finally reached it.  He kept looking around as he began vigorously scratching.  The spot he was lying in was under a heavy canopy of trees.  He felt like the sun had probably been up a couple of hours already based on the light filtering down through the leaves. 
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling?”  Mike asked him from a couple of trees away where he was sitting up on guard duty.   
 
      
 
    “Like crap.  Where’s Seth?”  Kyler asked the question casually.  He felt a cold pit begin to form in his stomach when he saw the reaction to his question in Mikes eyes. 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t make it.  I buried him last night then carried you this far before I had to stop since I couldn’t see anything.”  Mike put his head down like he was awaiting judgement. 
 
      
 
    Kyler went through a rash of emotions.  The first was sadness.  Tears welled up in his eyes as he pictured the young Seth just sitting in the back of the truck.  The boy had been confident Kyler and Mike would take care of him.  That triggered a rush of guilt that they’d failed at keeping the boy safe.  Then came the anger.  Anger directed mostly at the adult who was with them.  The adult who had insisted they head for a house that more than likely didn’t have anyone living in it anymore.  Why the rush?  Because Mike, the adult, wanted to ditch the boy and get rid of that responsibility.  A responsibility the old alcoholic couldn’t handle. 
 
      
 
    Mike had seen Seth as a burden instead of as a living, breathing kid.  Mike had been more interested in self-medicating to help himself make it through this mess than he’d been in making sure Seth and Kyler made it.  Kyler realized he’d let it happen.  Then Kyler realized another thing that he grabbed and held on to like a drowning man reaching for a life preserver.  No one was equipped to deal with what they were dealing with.  Everybody was either dead or a Zombie except them.  At least that they’d seen.  They were walking hip deep through mud trying to make it somewhere while demons swooped down all around them. 
 
      
 
    Instead of giving in to the anger that boiled up in him Kyler chose to go over to Mike and gave him a hug.  Mike completely broke down.  He began sobbing all over Kyler’s shoulder.  He started trying to say how it was his fault this had happened, but Kyler interrupted him.   
 
      
 
    “This isn’t anybody’s fault.  We kept Seth alive longer than I’ve seen anyone around here live.  No one’s equipped to deal with this crap.  Seth definitely wasn’t.  Let’s just focus now on ourselves.  I think it’s ok for us to be selfish.  I think we have to be selfish if we want to survive.”  Kyler finished talking.  They held each other awkwardly until the sobs died down.  Once they’d regained most of their composure they stood up and gathered their stuff together and kept on walking south.  Such was a day of life and death in the apocalypse. 
 
      
 
    “You still think we should head for Westerly?”  Kyler asked after they’d been walking for a while.  They were speaking in normal voices now as they hadn’t heard a Zombie screech in a couple of hours.  Besides, they were making so much noise beating their way through the woods that any Zombie in the vicinity was going to hear all that ruckus before it heard them talking anyway.   
 
      
 
    “I say we do.  If anyone there is still alive, we can bring some closure to them.  If not, we know the area, we know where the supplies are, and I have a ton of guns and ammo in my house.  I’d be a little embarrassed by that actually if the end of the world hadn’t managed to come around when it did.  So, at least we’ve got that going for us.” 
 
      
 
    “Works for me.”  Kyler answered.  He was thinking that having some place to go was good as it gave them a sense of purpose.  He didn’t really see a huge point in it.  Not if everyone turned out to be dead.  If that was the case, they might as well find a supermarket around here somewhere and just sit in it until they ran out of food and needed to go find another abandoned supermarket.  That didn’t sound like a great way to live.  Maybe to survive, but not to live. 
 
      
 
    His whole body was in pain.  He could only imagine that Mike either felt similar or worse.  They walked in silence through the woods.  They stopped periodically to listen and see if they heard any screeches or anything else off in the distance.  So far, they hadn’t heard or seen anything.  Kyler started to realize what a huge state Maine was.  Then he thought about the country itself.  Driving down the interstate you passed mile after countless mile of just woods or open fields on the side of the road.   
 
      
 
    Those areas would be sparsely populated.  Some of the people living in those areas were bound to be paranoid people with guns.  There was bound to be other people out there.  He couldn’t think of a single reason why him and Mike would’ve been the only ones to end up surviving across the whole country.  Where there were survivors there would be female survivors.  Not that Mike’s company wasn’t pleasant but at some point, Kyler figured he’d rather be waking up in piles of pine straw with a girl than with an old, scruffy alcoholic.   
 
      
 
    They needed to find a group of survivors and then find a place out in the middle of nowhere to turn into a new home.  Or, maybe there already was such a group and they were already headed out to build a new home.  In that case they needed to figure out where those people were headed and join them.  Either way Kyler felt his pain lessen and a small bit of spring return to his step as he day dreamed about the future.  Specifically, about different girls in the pine straw.  He was a teen boy after all. 
 
      
 
    They kept up the march through the woods.  Kyler had knocked most of his pine straw and dirt off himself by this point.  Mike seemed to think it made good camouflage and kept a bunch of it sticking off his clothes in different places.  He looked like an oversized scarecrow with poor fashion sense beating his way through the woods.  Kyler longed for his phone, so he could take a picture of the guy.  Not that there was anywhere to post or send it.  The only person to share it with currently would be Mike. 
 
      
 
    Every time they hit a clearing in the woods, they checked the location of the sun and the time of day to make sure they were still headed south.  Mike had his wristwatch on so as long as that kept the time correctly, they should be good to go.  They were both pretty good at this thanks to a course they’d put together with some local navigators back home.  They’d taken the troop for a weekend on a couple of sailboats to practice navigating by the stars.  They were good at it but neither one of them would have been willing to back up the claim that they were headed due south.  They were both pretty confident that they were headed on a southerly course.  That was really all you could expect from a generation used to using GPS to get anywhere.   
 
      
 
    “What if we get a boat?”  Mike stopped to look over curiously at Kyler.  They’d been walking for a while now in silence.  Kyler’s sudden outburst had interrupted Mike’s thoughts around when they should stop for the night.  It wasn’t like they were in a huge hurry to get somewhere.  Especially now that they didn’t need to worry about catching Seth’s relatives.  Mike had always known that’d been a long shot anyway.   
 
      
 
    “A boat for what?”  Mike asked after Kyler and him both successfully navigated their way over a fallen log then clambered up and down the steep banks of a small culvert.  Mike hoped they were getting close to some sort of civilization again.  That seemed like a possibility since the culvert looked like it was man made.   
 
      
 
    “If we get a boat, we can just cruise down the coast until we get somewhere warm and then setup there.  We might even be able to find an island where none of this stuff is happening.  Maybe somewhere down in the Caribbean where it’d be nice and warm all year long.  Eat coconuts and limes and live like kings.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmmm.  The boat’s probably a good idea.  As long as we can find one. I’m sure other people living on the coast probably had the same idea.  I’m also not sure the Caribbean would be the place to go.  Or, any island for that matter.  Seems to me that any island that survived all this would be pretty averse to having random people join them.  I know I wouldn’t want to have anyone show up who might bring the Zombie virus with them on top of eating all my food.” 
 
      
 
    Mike had succeeded in taking a little bit of the wind out of Kyler’s sails with the infuriating real-world logic he applied but both of them agreed the boat was a good idea.  A lot better than hiking their way across New England until a group of those fast Zombies saw them.  If that happened, they were as good as dead.  At least on the ocean the Zombies wouldn’t be able to get at them.  A few more minutes of discussion and they expanded their dream boat from one on the ocean to one in a river near here that they could take down to the ocean.   
 
      
 
    They picked up the pace when they hit an open field on the other side of the culvert.  Their eyes roaming in search of a river that they could use to get out of here.  Even if they could just find a boat on the edge of a big lake or pond it’d be nice to be able to take the boat out to the middle.  In the middle of a lake laying on a boat they could spend the night sleeping under the stars without having to worry about a Zombie stumbling on them while they slept. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25:  On Little Cat Feet 
 
      
 
    “Hey Don!  You need help?”   
 
      
 
    Randy leaned back further against the wall he’d been squatting against.  He’d been trying to think of his next move.  He’d known the guard was probably still walking around outside but hadn’t known how to go about dealing with him.  He’d figured the sounds of the gunfire from inside the admin offices was probably assumed to be the commander killing Randy for screwing up the scavenging mission.  That made a lot more sense than Randy overpowering the commander and his man in the hallway and then shooting both of them.  The guard from outside had probably just been wondering what was taking so long for them to call him in to help remove the body.   
 
      
 
    Randy watched as the guard walked down the hall with his pistol still in the holster.  He hadn’t even bothered to get his M-16 out of the van.  Randy stood up and aimed his weapon at the back of the guard’s head.  His mind was moving a million miles a minute as he made a snap decision not to execute the prick quite yet.   
 
      
 
    “Freeze asshole!  Put your belt on the ground with the gun in the holster then take three steps forward or I’ll shoot you in the back of your head right now!”  Randy was shaking as he held the pistol extended with his finger on the trigger.  He was ready to shoot if they guy went for his gun.  The guard must’ve sensed he was serious since he slowly undid his belt and put it on the floor with the pistol still in the holster.  Then he took three steps forward and just stood there with his hands in the air. 
 
      
 
    “Get down on your knees.  Ok.  Now lie on the floor with your arms extended out in front of you.”  Randy was making this up as he went along.  He didn’t want the guard to be able to do anything to him when he collected the discarded weapon.  He was struggling to remember the scenes from war movies where they captured people and had to disarm them.  He needed to channel Rambo.  He put on the guard’s belt and got the holster situated then ordered the guard to roll over on his back.  He wanted to talk to him face to face. 
 
      
 
    “How’d you manage to kill the commander?”  The guard asked Randy once he’d rolled over.  He still had both hands elevated above his head to comply with Randy telling him to keep his hands up.  Otherwise, he didn’t look even half as scared as Randy thought he should. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up.  You’re going to answer my questions.  Can you drive a boat?”  Randy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Sure can.  Kind of a requirement for being in the Coast Guard.  At least if you’re stationed on an island.  Why?  Do you need lessons?”  Randy couldn’t believe this guy.  He was laying on the floor with a man who’d just killed two other guys standing over him with a gun and he was being an ass?  This was the same guy who’d obviously planned on making a play for Kelly after carrying Randy’s corpse out to the compost pile.  Maybe he should just kill him and look for another hostage.  They were on an island.  It shouldn’t be that hard to find people who could drive a boat.  Or, sail a boat, or row a boat, or whatever it took to get him and Kelly off this damned island. 
 
      
 
    “How are you planning on getting out of here exactly?  You know all the boats are guarded right?  You’re going to end up getting yourself and that pretty wife of yours killed.”  The guard was slowly sitting up and lowering his arms as he spoke. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up!”  Randy jerked the pistol up and put it on the man’s forehead.  “I will pull this fucking trigger!  I will blow your fucking brain’s out!”   
 
      
 
    Breathing hard, spit shooting out of his mouth, Randy vented out his frustration.  He knew he was pretty much screwed.  He hadn’t planned any of this.  By all rights, he never should have even gotten this far.  The fact that he wasn’t lying dead in the dumpster behind the school with a couple of bullet holes in him from his interview with the commander was a miracle in itself.  He couldn’t keep pushing his luck.  His wife and his kids’ lives depended on him making the right decisions now.  He just needed to figure out if he should paint the wall with this idiots’ brains or keep him around to help with their escape.  At least the guy looked suitably freaked out now.  The yelling and the gun pressed into his forehead had finally broken down the man’s cool façade.   
 
      
 
    “I’m trying to decide if I should kill you now or not.  Can you be useful to me or are you going to continue to be an ass?”  Randy kept the gun firmly pressed into the scared guard’s forehead as he asked.  The man tried to nod but couldn’t since Randy was pressing the gun into his forehead, so he said yes instead.  Randy liked the way his voice cracked when he said it. 
 
      
 
    “Good.  Now what’s your name?”   
 
      
 
    “Griffin.”  The guard answered.   
 
      
 
    “Alright Griffin.  Here’s what we’re going to do.  We’re going to walk out of here and then go get Kelly from the gym.  Then we’re going to walk out of the gym and get in the van outside and drive over to the Coast Guard base or wherever you think we can steal a boat. Once we have a boat, you’re going to give us a ride to the mainland.  If at any point in any of this, you decide you want me to shoot you in the head then either try to escape or signal to someone what’s going on.  If anything seems weird to me, I’m going to shoot you.  Do you understand?” 
 
      
 
    Griffin nodded his head in the affirmative.  Randy took a few steps back and had Griffin lay on the floor with his arms out in front of him again.  While Griffin was doing that Randy figured out how to eject the magazine and check to see if a round was in the chamber on one of the pistols he’d been using.  Once he was sure it wasn’t loaded, he slid it into the holster on the belt and laid the holster on the floor by Griffin.  Then Randy made sure the other two pistols were ready to go and tucked them in his waistband where they were covered by his jacket.  He made sure he could get to them and pull them out quickly without shooting himself in the crotch. 
 
      
 
    He told Griffin to stand up and put the webbed belt back on.  Now it looked like Griffin still had his weapon and everything was normal.  No one should even think twice about Griffin escorting him down to get Kelly.  The key to this working now was going to be doing this fast while still looking casual.  At some point, someone was going to come to check on the commander or to get something signed or to give a report and then the alarm was going to be sounded.  Ideally, they’d already be on a boat at that point.  If not, then there was a good chance they weren’t making it off the island alive.  At least not Randy. 
 
      
 
    The first part of the plan went off like clockwork.  Him and Griffin walked down to the gym.  They walked right past the guard standing outside in the parking lot.  They kept walking past the other guard on the inside of the gym who was busy trying to scrape all the beans out of a can of Kosher Bushed Baked Beans.  Neither of the other two guards did more than glance up at Griffin.  Randy got the impression no one really liked the prick.  Most of these men were good people just doing what they felt they needed to do to survive.  Griffin on the other hand was an obvious bully who was enjoying the way the world had spun.  This new way of life had put him in a position to let him show his true colors.  Randy was looking forward to shooting him in the back and leaving him for dead when they finally made it over to the mainland. 
 
      
 
    Kelly kept her cool as they walked outside and headed back up the stairs towards the admin offices.  Randy hadn’t said anything to tip her off yet as to what was really going on as he didn’t want anyone to see her reaction when she found out.  He was worried it may tip their hand.  Even if just another of the refugees in the gym had seen her act weird, they may have said something which may have made its way back to one of the guards.  In the short time they’d been stuck in the gym there was already a pecking order.  There were already people willing to sell their souls for an extra can of creamed corn.  If you want to measure the true worth of a man throw him into the middle of an apocalypse and see how he acts. 
 
      
 
    Once they were seated in the van Randy ordered Griffin to drive them over to the harbor or the base.  Whichever the man thought would be the easiest for them to find a boat and get off the island.  Kelly sat in the middle of the bench seat next to Randy.  She was looking back and forth between Randy and Griffin with a baffled expression on her face.  Once Randy and Griffin were done discussing where Griffin was going to drive them to Randy kissed Kelly and carefully pulled out one of the loaded pistols out of his waistband and handed it to her.   He showed her how to load it and where the safety was.   
 
      
 
    “Did you kill the commander?”  Kelly asked him softly after Randy had made sure she knew how to use the weapon.   
 
      
 
    “The commander and his guard.  I almost killed Griffin but thought he may be useful in getting us off this island.”  Randy answered her.  Now that the immediate danger had passed, and his adrenaline had stopped flowing he felt immensely tired.  He’d had a long day.  His pants were still moist from swimming away from the Zombie covered pier on the mainland earlier.  He let himself relax for a minute as he pulled Kelly in close and rested his head on her shoulder.  He’d already let her know that Griffin was carrying an unloaded gun.  He’d enjoyed saying it while casually aiming his own pistol at the back of his glowering prisoners head. 
 
      
 
    They drove in silence for about ten minutes before stopping on the edge of the large natural harbor Block Island boasted.  They’d decided to stop on the opposite side of the harbor from the Coast Guard base and liberate a vessel to get them over to the mainland.  There weren’t guards posted over on this side since anyone taking a boat was going to have to sail right past the Coast Guard base to get out to sea.  The base had guards posted to make sure no one came in or out of the harbor without the commander’s approval.  Griffin assured them the guards had automatic weapons of a high caliber which they’d use to sink any boat they thought was sneaking in or out.   
 
      
 
    They’d decided on trying to find a boat that was small enough to sneak out of the harbor but fast enough to make a run for it if they were caught.  Griffin didn’t know if they’d bother pursuing them or not.  If they did decide to pursue them then they were probably going to be caught by the powerful Coast Guard boats.  Even if they could outrun the boats, they’d have a hard time outrunning the high caliber machine guns mounted on the bows of the vessels.  Even though they were primarily engaged in Search and Rescue out of this boat station they still had all the capabilities here to carry out their law enforcement mission as well.   
 
      
 
    They parked the van and went to look for the right boat.  Griffin walking several feet in front of them in the dark.  They walked down the pier using a small flashlight Kelly kept on her keychain.  Griffin was saying to look for a dark colored Bay Liner if they could find one.  The storm had done some serious damage in the harbor and most if it had yet to be cleaned up.  Floating docks had smashed into some of the boats causing them to sink.  A few of the boats that were still tied up and floating were listing heavily to one side or the other.  Some of the vessels had broken free and washed up on the shore or were floating around in the harbor.   
 
      
 
    “What if we put one of these boats on a trailer and drove it around to the other side of the island and launched from there?”  Kelly asked. 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking the same thing.”  Griffin said.  He knew he was in deep at this point.  If they took off in a boat and the bullets started flying, he’d be just as dead as Kelly and Randy if they got caught.  Unfortunately, most people who moored up on Block Island with smaller boats left their trailers on the mainland.  Plus, trying to load a boat on a trailer in the dark with two people who’d never done it before was going to get noisy.  Noise that could very possibly be heard on the other side of the harbor.  So, even if they found a trailer it’d still probably be a bad idea.  Still, it showed these two might actually be able to survive out in the world.  That kind of out of the box thinking was going to be needed if this escape was going to have any chance at working. 
 
      
 
    Not seeing anything they could use by the time they got to the end of the dock they turned and began walking back.  There was an adjacent dock they could go check out next.  They were about halfway down the dock when a bright light flashed by them.  They’d been fixated on looking over at the boats moored up to the next dock to try and see if it had any better options.  That’s why none of them had noticed the white truck pulling into the parking lot.  The truck with the bright search beam on the side of it.  As the beam came back towards them, they ducked behind a pile of rope and wooden beams on a smashed in part of the dock.   
 
      
 
    The truck stopped.  They heard a man yelling down the dock for them to come out with their hands up.  Randy was getting ready to surge towards the white truck and see if he was able to shoot the men in the truck before they could get a bead on him.  He switched his aim quickly over at Griffin when the man put his hand on Randy’s shoulder and shook his head.   
 
      
 
    “Just follow my lead and we might still get out of this.”  Griffin said in a stage whisper. 
 
      
 
    “You screw us, I swear to god the first person I’m shooting is you.  You look like you’re trying to get out of range or hidden and I’ll shoot you.”  Randy said.  He moved the barrel of the gun to Griffin’s face to emphasize what he was saying.  Griffin nodded.  Kelly put her hand on Randy’s other shoulder and looked over at Griffin curiously. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your plan?”  She asked as the men at the end of the dock shouted once again for them to come out. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to need you to take off your pants.”  Griffin said to Kelly with an apologetic grin aimed at Randy. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26:  No Greater Love 
 
      
 
    Brenda was startled awake by the tinkling noise the alarm on her phone made.  She rolled out of bed and padded quietly for the bedroom door after silencing her alarm.  Getting out of bed had been relatively easy.  The girls had the uncanny ability to leverage their thirty to forty-pound frames in such a way as to cause anyone sleeping with them to have to sleep with half their body hovering off the side of the bed.  It was amazing how such small, adorable, beautiful human beings could be so freaking annoying.  Brenda stretched and yawned silently as she padded down the creaky stairs. 
 
      
 
    Eric was standing in the living room staring out one of the windows.  The other guys were all standing around looking out as well.  Brenda noticed they were all strapped and looking like they were ready to roll if need be.  Casting around the room she saw there was still one occupied couch with a sleeping body spread out on it.  She assumed that must be the pastor.  She walked a little heavier and coughed as she walked into the room to make a little noise.  She had no desire to startle a bunch of jittery, armed men.  The men spun towards her.  A few of them reached for their weapons before they figured out it was just Brenda. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry.  We’re a little jumpy.  We’ve been hearing those screeches the Zombies make off and on for the last hour.”  Eric said.  He waved for Brenda to come closer to the group, so he could speak at a lower volume.   
 
      
 
    “Where are they coming from?”  Brenda asked him.  She was hoping they weren’t too close. 
 
      
 
    “It sounds like they’re out on the main road.  We’re thinking a big pack of them may have gone running by chasing after us.  Hopefully, they all stick together but there could be a few outliers who wander down this old dirt road to see what’s down here.  Who the hell knows what those things think?”   
 
      
 
    A loud screech sounded causing all of them to jump and immediately move towards the windows to look out into the darkness.  There was a mostly full moon out tonight.  It was reflecting enough light to let them make out the shape of the field and the outline of the road they’d ridden in on.  The screeches sounded like they were coming from a lot closer than the main road to Brenda.  Brenda arched an eyebrow at Eric when he looked over at her. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to go wake up the girls and get them dressed and ready to move out in case we need to get out of here in a hurry.  Any ideas on another way out if the road gets clogged up?”  Brenda asked Eric. 
 
      
 
    “We can head towards the lake and then run along the edge of it about fifty yards.  The next house over used to have a couple of boats on their dock.  I don’t know if they’ll be gassed up and ready to go or anything but it’s an option.  Good idea on getting the girls dressed.  You may still want to try and let them sleep a little longer once they’re dressed.  This could turn out to be nothing.  Even if it isn’t another hour’s worth of sleep may make all the difference.” 
 
      
 
    Brenda headed upstairs to get the girls dressed.  She wanted them ready to go if Zombies decided to start tramping down the dirt road leading here.  The age of the house and the giant windows along the big wraparound porch precluded any thoughts of turning this place into a stronghold.  The house would be a death trap if the Zombies came and they didn’t immediately make a run for it.  The other house Eric had mentioned sounded like a good option if everything went to hell.  Especially if there really was a boat sitting there gassed up and ready to go. 
 
      
 
    The girls weren’t happy to be woken up.  They’d gone to bed thinking they’d finally found a safe spot to spend the night.  A safe spot with an actual bed in it.  Now Brenda was waking them up to tell them they needed to find a bed room downstairs and be ready to get up and out immediately if they were told to.  The older girls looked scared while the younger ones just looked sleepy.  Working together they were able to gather all their stuff without making too much noise and head down the stairs.  Once downstairs Brenda herded them all into a smaller bedroom on the first floor and told them to try to get some sleep but be ready to move if she came for them. 
 
      
 
    “Got it.  Rest and relax but be ready in case you come to tell us monsters are ripping down the walls to get us.  No problem.”  Caitlyn said in a deadpan voice while Myriah just grimaced.  The younger girls were already in the bed sleeping.  Brenda gave each of them a quick kiss and then went back out to join Eric and the guys in the living room. 
 
      
 
    She walked into the hallway in time to see Eric and Jim disappear out the front door.  Walking in to the living room she asked if anyone knew what was going on.  They told her they thought they’d seen a Zombie come in off the main road and wander out into the field.  Eric and Jim had gone to see if they could sneak around and take it out quietly.  They were hoping they could kill it before it decided to let out a screech and bring more of its friends into the yard.  They’d taken a baseball bat and machetes to try and kill it quietly.   
 
      
 
    Brenda was getting a bad feeling about all of this.  At the first sign of the first Zombie they should have all been packing up and heading out.  Instead they were sending people out to try and subdue a demonic killing machine.  A demonic killing machine that just had to open its mouth and scream to be joined by a few dozen more demonic killing machines.  If the Zombie out in the field was one of the slow Zombies, then this plan may work. if the Zombie slipping around in the shadows out there turned out to be one of the fast ones then this was going in the next Guinness book as the dumbest idea ever. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later a Zombies cry split the night.  Brenda almost laughed out loud at the giant bubble of stress popping open inside her brain.  Must have been one of the fast ones she thought as nervous laughter seeped between her lips.  The men in the room cast worried glances in her direction before moving into defensive positions.  The ones who’d had combat experience understood exactly what her laughter was.  They’d all heard it before.  They’d crouched behind hummers while rockets exploded all around them.  Knowing to survive you and your team had to rush out into that hell and kill the men shooting the rockets.  That could elicit that same maniacal cackling.  The human mind and body reacted to battlefield type stress in all kinds of interesting ways.   
 
      
 
    No one could see a thing out the windows.  A cloud must’ve moved in to cover the light that’d been coming from the moon.  The already dim light on the outside of the house had gotten a few shades darker.  Brenda moved closer to the window to see if she was able to make out anything.  The screech had come from off to the left side of the home in the brush covering what looked like an overgrown strawberry patch.  Brenda was looking in that direction when something caught her attention from the corner of her eye.  Forcing herself to look in the direction opposite of where she’d heard that last scream, she saw movement coming from the driveway leading out of the woods and up to the house.  A lot of movement.   
 
      
 
    Not wanting to believe what she thought she saw she inched closer to the window for a better look.  Even as she doubted what she’d seen the twisted face of a Zombie slammed into the window.  The head was covered by long wisps of hair that hung down from skin that alternated between being sickeningly tight on the skull or sagging loosely.  Teeth gnashed as the thing screamed and flailed at the window trying to get to Brenda.  She jumped backwards and caught the backs of her legs on the coffee table they’d been sitting their drinks and weapons down on.  A long-forgotten game of spades had left a pile of playing cards on the corner of the table that spilled all over the floor now. 
 
      
 
    Crashing backwards onto the floor with her head striking the couch she immediately started trying to scramble up through the splintered remains of the coffee table.  The windows in the front of the living room were all cracking and shattering.  Inhuman screams filled the room.  The house shook as the demonic remains of human beings slammed into the walls from the outside.  No longer worried about maintain a strategic silence the men let loose with a volley of semi-automatic weapons fire that blasted the wave of grasping limbs back from the windows.  Brenda fumbled out her own pistol to jump into the fray but was yelled at to get the girls and get the hell out. 
 
      
 
    Dazed, she felt blood leaking down her chin and couldn’t figure out where it was coming from, Brenda took a tentative step towards the hallway.  The men were all lined up and firing away as the tide of death kept rolling in.  Their bullets were slowing the wave for now, but they knew it would crest and if they were still in that room they’d be torn apart.  Brenda knew intuitively the men would time it to give her a minute to get the girls and get out the back door.  Stepping into the hallway a trick of the old home’s acoustics blocked the bulk of the screaming coming from the Zombies.  That mixed in with a sudden lessening of gunfire as the men reloaded and considered the best targets.   
 
      
 
    Brenda looked around the living room.  The pastor was missing.  Considering that as being in character for the coward Brenda wished the rest of the men luck then focused on getting to the girl’s room as quickly as possible.  Behind her the roar of the guns started again as another wave of Zombies climbed over the bloody and broken bodies of the broken remains of the first wave.  The attacks would be unrelenting.  The Zombies greatest weapon being their complete lack of self-preservation instincts.  It was that willingness to charge into gunfire and die to get at the normal humans that drove the expansion of the Zombies across the planet.  An overriding hatred fueled by the virus within them that desired nothing but to expand to other hosts.  To travel on the saliva and blood and fluids of death and destruction across this small world.   
 
      
 
    Brenda saw Caitlyn and the girls standing in the hallway up ahead waiting for her.  They were fully dressed.  The two older girls were holding machetes and trying to calm down the younger girls.   Zoey had her arms wrapped around Caitlyn.  Her eyes were closed as she cried loudly.  Alice and Doreen were on the ground wrapped in a blanket holding each other.  Brenda scooped Doreen up into her arms without breaking stride.   
 
      
 
    “Come on girls!”  We need to get out of here!”  Brenda yelled.  The noise level in the house had hit a pitch where the kids probably couldn’t even hear her when she yelled.  She demonstrated what she meant instead by pounding down the hallway towards the back door.  Caitlyn and the others had been told the plan earlier.  If something happened, they were going to try and make it out the back door, run to the lake then turn left and go straight until they found another house with a dock to hide out in.  If the next house looked like it may have Zombies in it, they were supposed to try and find a boat and cast off.   
 
      
 
    Brenda was glad they’d taken the time to talk through the plan because there was no time now to answer questions.  The sounds of gun fire had stopped while the screaming of the damned kept getting louder.  That didn’t bode well for the men who’d been covering their retreat.  The men who easily could’ve broken and saved themselves instead of trying to slow down the onslaught to let Brenda survive with the kids.  They needed to haul ass now or that noble sacrifice would’ve been a complete waste.   
 
      
 
    Brenda hit the back door hard.  It swung open easily.  It swung open so easily that she lost her balance and went flying down into the mud.  She rolled her body in midair to keep from landing on Doreen who was screaming like a banshee at the sudden descent.  Her back complaining with pain Brenda struggled to get up.  Pulling Doreen with her she was halfway to her feet when a Zombie came lurching towards her from around the corner of the home.  Brenda desperately searched for the pistol that’d been in her hands a second ago and spotted it lying in the mud.  The barrel was stuck straight into the mud. 
 
      
 
    She heard a fierce scream behind her.  Spinning quickly around in panic mode she saw Caitlyn had set down Zoey and was charging towards the Zombie with the machete held above her head.  The Zombie continued to lurch towards her as Caitlyn swung the machete hard in a downward arc that ended with it firmly planted in the skull of the attacker.  The Zombie fell to the ground.  Caitlyn struggled to get the machete out of the things skull as Zoey ran towards her screaming to be picked back up.  Giving up on the machete, Caitlyn picked Zoey up then put her back down again.  With Zoey screaming at her to be picked up Caitlyn went down on her knees and puked then struggled back to her feet.  She kept looking down at the teen girl she’d just killed.  Now that the intense hatred and Zombie snarl had been wiped away in death the girl could’ve been her twin.  Now she was lying dead in the mud with a machete stuck in her head. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, another Zombie had come screeching around the corner.  Brenda was back on her feet with Doreen firmly tucked in against her hip.  She struggled to pick up the pistol.  Myriah was hanging back and holding onto Alice’s hand.  The screaming from inside the house continued to get louder.  Myriah screamed as she saw the Zombies shambling down the hallway towards them.  Brenda picked up the pistol and started banging it against her leg to try and get the mud to come out the barrel.  She was praying she wouldn’t accidentally blow her leg off.  Myriah slammed the back door shut and took off running across the field towards the lake.  Alice pumping her much shorter legs and struggling to keep pace maintained her death grip on Myriah’s wrist.   
 
      
 
    The back door flew open.  The Zombies flooding the house began to stream out towards the girls.  Brenda raised the Smith & Wesson hoping it wouldn’t explode in her face.  As soon as she had a clear sight picture on the first Zombie out the back door, she pulled the trigger.  She deeply appreciated that the Zombies head exploded and the gun she was holding did not.  Screaming for Caitlyn to grab Doreen and follow Myriah, Brenda slowly walked backwards shooting each Zombie as it appeared around either the side of the house or at the back door.  She alternated between aiming for those two zones until the magazine in her gun ran empty.  She pulled her only other loaded magazine out of her back pocket and swapped them out while Caitlyn scooped up Doreen.  Caitlyn was carrying both Doreen and Zoey and making a run for the lake.  Myriah and Alice were already disappearing into the brush. 
 
      
 
    The Zombies swarmed around both sides of the house.  They were also still coming through the open back door.  There were even a few coming out the windows on the first and second floor of the house to get at them.  Brenda saw more targets in front of her than she had bullets.  Knowing she was going to die if she stayed there, she made the choice to stand her ground.  She prayed it’d give her grandkids enough time to make it to safety with Alice.   
 
      
 
    She resolutely cycled through her remaining magazine.  Taking her time to take out the lead targets.  She wanted to make sure each bullet counted.  Having decided she was going to die to cover the retreat of her grandchildren gave her the luxury of not worrying about her own survival.  When the hollow sound of the firing pin on an empty chamber let her know she was out of ammunition she threw the gun as hard as she could at the closest Zombie racing towards her.  She watched in complete confusion as the Zombies feet went flying up in the air and the back of its head exploded.  She was wondering if maybe she’d had a bullet left in the chamber when she heard the rapid volley of high caliber rifle fire behind her.  She watched as the surge of the Zombies moving towards her was beaten back.   
 
      
 
    Realizing she’d just received a reprieve from dying in the next ten seconds she turned and sprinted towards the lake to catch up to her granddaughters.  In the tree line behind her she saw the outline of Caitlyn and the others moving into the woods.  She saw the silhouettes of two men advancing towards her.  They were the ones who firing on the Zombies swarming around the house after them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27: Barn Doors 
 
      
 
    Kyler and Mike marched through the dim light of dusk towards a large barn on the other side of the field they’d stumbled into.  Covered in dirt and mud they looked the part of a couple of guys who’d just been chased through the woods for several days by screaming Zombies.  The blueberry fields they were stumbling through kept tripping them up as the soft dirt would give way to the furrows hidden underneath the bushes.  Off to the right-side of the field they were wandering through was a large fenced in area adjacent to the barn.   
 
      
 
    Crows flew up from the corpses of the horses in the fenced in area as Kyler and Mike got close enough to see what was happening on the other side of the fence.  The smell of rotting flesh reached them and grew stronger the closer they got.   
 
      
 
    “They must’ve been dead for a while.”  Kyler said with his shirt pulled up over his nose.  He was pointing out the fact that most of the flesh had been ripped off the bodies.  The birds were feasting primarily on the scraps.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  Interesting thing is they’ve been turned out into a field where they have feed and hay and that big troth over there with some water in it.  I’m thinking either the owner shot them for some reason, or the Zombies came through and killed them.  That’d explain why so much of the meat’s missing.” 
 
      
 
    They stopped in their tracks as they realized a large enough group of Zombies to rip apart and devour five large horses might still be hanging around.  The large barn that’d seemed so welcoming from the opposite side of the field now took on an air of foreboding.  Kyler had a flashback to the Goosebumps movies he used to watch when he was younger.  The large barn seen in the dying light of day could easily have been the backdrop to a featured episode.  The dead horse corpses would’ve probably bumped it up into the PG-13 category though.  Especially if it was a 4D show. 
 
      
 
    Mike didn’t want to say anything, but he was getting a case of the willies as well.  He’d been happy enough to storm across the field with the goal of spending the night in the comfort of the old barn.  Now he wondered if maybe that old barn might be filled to the rim with Zombies sleeping off a week long all you can eat buffet featuring Mr. Ed.  He didn’t want to turn around and go sleep in a pile of chiggers and pine straw again though.  He motioned for Kyler to stop and got close enough to him to so they could whisper back and forth to one another. 
 
      
 
    “You wait here.  I’m going to sneak around and see if there’s anything in the barn.  If it looks clear, I’ll wave you over.  If it’s not clear, I’ll be running like hell back in this direction.  We’ll need to figure out at that point which way to run for our lives.  You go ahead and start thinking about that while I check out the barn.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler hoped there was a middle ground if Mike spotted something in the barn that didn’t involve them dying.  He looked around the farm to see where they should run if they did indeed need to take off running.  Keeping his shirt firmly clamped over his nose he scanned the area.  They could make a run for the woods if they needed to.  Mike still had a few bullets for his pistol so that’d help them make it if there wasn’t an overwhelming number of Zombies.  If there were more than five or six though and they happened to be the fast ones, then there was no way they were making it to the woods.   
 
      
 
    There was a two-story house off by the road.  There was also a couple of sheds scattered around.  Best case they could make a run for the house and hope a door had been left open.  So far, they hadn’t found too many homes with open doors, but you could always hope.  They’d gotten pretty proficient at breaking in without leaving a large opening for Zombies to follow them in through.  Of course, they hadn’t tried breaking in with a large group of Zombies right on their tails yet either.  Hopefully, they wouldn’t have to try it tonight either.  Kyler was hoping Mike was wrong and the barn was just a big empty barn and they’d be able to spend the night in there no problem.   
 
      
 
    A few seconds later he glanced towards the barn and saw Mike running rapidly back towards him from the barn.  He wasn’t screaming or yelling so there was a good chance that he’d spotted something but wasn’t sure if that something was following him yet or not.  Reaching the fence Kyler saw Mike look back behind him then carefully scale the fence and continue to trot over.  Kyler kept a careful lookout on the open barn door but didn’t see anything concerning.   
 
      
 
    Mike caught up to him and knelt down in the dirt between two rows of blueberries.  He stared back at the open barn door and kept his breathing measured until he got it under control.  Once he was breathing normally again, he motioned for Kyler to squat down as well so they could talk. 
 
      
 
    “The barn is full of those things.  The inside smells worse than one of those dead horses’ asses.  I just glanced in really quick, but it looked like they were all sleeping.  Or laying on the ground meditating.  Kind of in a big pile.  Either way.  The barns a no go.  This whole place is pretty much a no go.  We need to get the hell out of here quick and quiet.”  Mike’s eyes were wide as he said all this.  Kyler took that as a bad sign.  If this was freaking Mike out it must be pretty bad.   
 
      
 
    “There’s a truck over in front of the house.  We could try it and see if it starts?”  Kyler suggested.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  We just need to make sure we have the keys or can see the keys before we touch the truck.  We do not want the alarm going off on that thing.”   
 
      
 
    Kyler nodded and they both got up and began jogging towards the home.  They could only see the back third of the pickup truck from the angle they were running at.  They were running with exaggerated care to avoid tripping in the rough earth.  Both of them knowing that noise was their biggest enemy now.  The sun was going down rapidly aiding them by making it darker outside.  That would help as far as the risk of them being seen by anyone or anything while they continued the run across the open field.   
 
      
 
    Kyler thought back to less than fifteen minutes before when they’d both been pretty carefree about journeying across the field.  It was amazing what a little knowledge could do to make you paranoid.  It’d be like taking advanced geology lessons if you lived in California.  If you planned to stay there you were probably a lot happier not knowing a whole lot about plate tectonics.  Although, at this point Kyler was pretty sure that earthquakes were probably the last thing on any of the surviving Californians minds.   
 
      
 
    Wondering why he was thinking about earthquakes in California when he should be focused on making it across this field in Maine before the Zombies woke up and decided to eat him, he focused on the truck.  It looked like the back of a decent sized Ford F-150.  It was a generic Silver color as far as he could tell in the dimming light.  He hadn’t really given a lot of thought to it earlier other than noting he saw a truck and idly wondering if it might have the keys in it or not.  Now the existence of those keys might mean the difference between life and death for him and Mike.   
 
      
 
    They left the field and trotted slowly around the house.  They were busy looking out for any Zombie who might have decided to go for an evening stroll around the farm.  On top of everything else they had to worry about loomed the threat that a Zombie seeing them would immediately let out that obscene screech they seemed to have all learned when they caught the Zombie plague.  Mike was moving around the house in front of Kyler.  He had his pistol to his side while scanning the yard urgently to see if they could make a break for the truck.  Not seeing anything that posed an immediate threat, he jogged over to the truck with Kyler right behind him.   
 
      
 
    They looked through the truck windows trying to ascertain if the keys were in the truck or not.  After a minute of gyrations on the driver’s side Mike took his little penlight over to the passenger side and tried looking from that angle.  After a few minutes of that he came back around the truck to where Kyler was still trying to make out what the shapes were in the center console.   
 
      
 
    “I can’t tell if the keys are in there or not.  I don’t feel like gambling our lives on it by trying to open the truck door though.”  Kyler nodded in full agreement.  Without being sure there was no reason to risk their lives by trying to open the door.  The alarm going off would definitely get them killed.  Even some other kind of innocent beep or the overhead light turning on may signal their doom.   
 
      
 
    “Check the house?”  Kyler asked.  He figured that was better than just walking away from this big beautiful truck.  As fun as traipsing through the woods was the truck would be a much better way to traverse the Zombie Apocalypse.  By not having the truck they were also gambling they wouldn’t be seen by any of the fast Zombies.  If they were spotted and chased by a group of those there was a good chance they’d be caught and killed if they were on foot.  Not even the fast Zombies had any chance of keeping up with the truck though.  It’d also let them carry supplies if they ever found any.  They’d been starving the last few days.  Worse case, the house had some food in it.  Kyler would kill for a can of Pringles. 
 
      
 
    Moving as quickly as they dared in the dark, they made their way up the concrete stairs to the large porch on the front of the house.  The wooden floor of the porch creaked as they stepped on it.  They went up to the front door and Kyler figured this is where they’d try to open the door and setoff the house alarm after spending all that time being careful about the truck possibly being alarmed.  Kyler was already scanning the windows to see if there looked like an easy way to get in when he saw that Mike had tried the front door and was already disappearing into the house.   
 
      
 
    Moving quickly to catch up, Kyler almost ran into Mike.  He was standing in the foyer working his pen light out of his pocket.  Standing there, they were assailed by the smell of putrid decaying flesh.  They’d gotten used to catching whiffs of the smell of death as they’d been traveling but this was extreme.  Extreme enough that both of them took a second to move shirts over faces and wonder how long they could hold their breaths.  Mike finally got his pen light out and shone it on the floor in front of them.  It was matted with blood and little black flies.   
 
      
 
    Letting the light slowly move up the floor they took in a pile of bodies in the living room off the foyer.  It looked like a full-fledged firefight had gone down in the room.  There were holes in the wall.  The furniture was all over the place.  The dead were strewn about like a giant toddler had been called to dinner in the middle of playing with his action figures.  Only these action figures were bloody broken humans.  Flies and crawling bugs scattered as the light hit them.  Mike carefully stepped into the room.  Kyler thought that was a horrible idea, but he followed along behind him regardless.   
 
      
 
    On the other side of the room was a couch lying on its side.  This looked to be where a few of the defenders had made their stand.  Buried underneath a few more corpses were the remains of three similar looking white men with shotguns.  It looked like a whole family tree may have been wiped out from grandfather to grandson looking at the similarity of their faces which differed only in age.  In death they were all just meat.  All that love and joy and family tradition boiled down to stinking corpses buried underneath a badly stained couch.  Still, it looked like they’d gone down together facing the enemy.  This made Kyler wonder what was in the small room back behind them.  What had been worth this kind of sacrifice. 
 
      
 
    Mike was busy rifling through the pockets of the corpses.  He handed Kyler a shotgun and some loose shells he’d found.  Kyler fumbled around in the dark until he figured out how to breach the shotgun and get a shell into each of the chambers.  Mike caught Kyler’s attention by making a hissing sound then grinned like a maniac as he dangled a set of house and car keys.  The big blue Ford symbol was prominent on the key chain.  Kyler was thrilled with the discovery of those keys, but he still felt like they needed to look in the small room the men had died defending.  He was pretty sure what they were going to find but he felt they still needed to look. 
 
      
 
    Mike had stood up and started edging back towards the front door.  Kyler reached over and grabbed his arm.  Once he had Mikes attention, Kyler shook his head and pointed at the remains of the door on the other end of the room.  Mike shook his head no and pointed at his watch.  Kyler got that they didn’t have a lot of time to screw around here, but he now felt compelled to honor these men by seeing what it was they’d died to defend.  Mike shrugged, and they started slowly walking the ten feet over to where a large wooden door was hanging by a single hinge. 
 
      
 
    The door was painted white.  It was covered in scratch marks.  There were two more corpses lying in front of it as well.  The occupants must’ve had a gun.  Kyler pushed the door to the side and Mike stuck the pen light into the small room.  It looked like it may have been a small sewing room, or something like that at one time.  Lying on the floor with a shotgun clenched in one dead hand was a woman wearing a pair of jeans.  The remains of her shirt were pulled over her head.  Her torso and waist had been partially eaten with entrails streaming out onto the floor like bloody strings of dried up kelp on the beach.   
 
      
 
    Mike kept the light on the woman’s body long enough to make sure there were no easily accessible shotgun shells.  Then, showing no desire to dive in and try to find loose shells he shone the light around the rest of the room.  A hacking sound caught his attention and he focused the light on a drawer in an antique dresser that took up one side of the room.  Lying in the dresser drawer with two straps of a soft looking material keeping it penned in was a baby Zombie.  The big bite shaped scar on the abdomen revealed the source of the disease.  The baby’s eyes were open.  It was staring into the bright light being pointed at it.  It made the hacking noise again then began screaming.  It was a slightly different version of the screech they’d grown used to but still recognizable.   
 
      
 
    Horrified, Kyler jumped backwards and tripped over one of the dead bodies in the room behind them.  He fell to the ground with his hand snapping through the ribs of the body that’d been lying beside it.  Disgusted he tried rolling off it and got himself more slimed up from the remains.  The only reason he wasn’t puking all over himself at this point was because he hadn’t had enough to eat or drink in a few days. 
 
      
 
    A loud whacking noise and the baby stopped the demonic wailing.  Thinking it had to have been Mike who took care of that problem Kyler resolutely looked in the other direction and methodically worked his way back up to his feet.  Stoically keeping himself from thinking of what he might be putting his hands in he worked his way back to his feet.  Once he was standing again, Mike handed him the shotgun he’d dropped.  Then they started trekking for the front door.  Once at the front door they paused to listen for a minute.  Hearing nothing, they opted to check out the kitchen side of the house really quick and see if they could scavenge some food and water. 
 
      
 
    The pantry was a treasure trove of cheezits and bottled water with some warm economy brand two liters of soda as well.  They gathered as much as they could easily carry and headed out the front door.  Being careful not to slip on the blood or the body parts along their path. They made a few trips and managed to get a good bit of random crap out to the truck.  Once that was done, they started working up the courage to actually try and get in the truck.  Mike had Kyler go around to the passenger side.  Once Kyler was standing on that side of the truck, Mike quickly the keys before pressing the unlock button on the wireless remote.  They heard the doors make a very welcome clicking noise.   
 
      
 
    They opened the doors and climbed in.  Once inside the cab they took extreme caution in pulling the doors shut.  Once the doors were shut, they felt like it was safe to talk again since the cab of the truck should block most of the noise from their conversation.  They needed to hurry but they needed to think everything through as well.   
 
      
 
    “So, I’m going to put in the key and see how much gas there is.  Once we’ve made sure we have some gas I’m going to start her up and get us out the driveway and onto the main road.  Then we’re going south as a first choice followed by east if south doesn’t work.  Sound good?” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good to me.”  Kyler answered.  “Just do it nice and easy.  Once we start the engine up, we’re going to get overrun really quick.  As long as we don’t panic it should all work out.  Just hoping we don’t get a bunch of them hopping in the back of the truck again.  All I want to do right now in life is wash down a ton of cheezits with a two liter of RC Cola and change my clothes.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.  You stink and you’re getting guts and crap all over the upholstery.”  Mike replied.  He wasn’t kidding.  They both stunk, and they were both covered with a level of grime and nastiness that would make the most hard-core horror movie fan turn their eyes away.  The smile faded from his lips as he shoved the key in the ignition.  They watched as the gas gauge slowly moved up to indicate a half tank of gas.  They’d made sure to turn the volume on the radio all the way down to avoid any surprises.   
 
      
 
    Nervous smile back on his face after verifying they actually had gas Mike went ahead and turned the key to start the truck.  The powerful engine growled to life and all hell broke loose.  Mike fumbled with the shifter to get the truck in reverse and started backing them out of the long dirt driveway.  A stream of screaming Zombies erupted from the barn and raced straight for them.  Mike focused on staying calm and methodically getting them out of the driveway.  He knew if he let his mind wander or took a second to consider their actual situation, he’d lose his shit and they’d both die.  He focused on his breathing, on making sure to angle everything so it only took one try to make the turn to get them out of the driveway, making sure the mirrors were good.  He focused on anything and everything that wasn’t the spear of undead flying straight at them. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Kyler was freaking out.  He didn’t have the luxury of an assigned task to keep his mind occupied.  All he had was a front row seat to what was probably going to be their deaths.  There were a lot of Zombies heading their way and they were absolutely going to get to the truck before they finished turning around.  The slightest issue and Zombies would be beating their way into the truck to rip the skin from their bones.   
 
      
 
    Mike got them turned to the point where he could start driving forward.  Once he was satisfied that they had enough space he threw the gear shifter into drive.  The oversized wheels on the F-150 spun in the mud before they caught traction.  The truck lurched forward as the first Zombies reached the truck.  Within seconds the screeching sounds had been drowned out by the slamming of undead flesh against the metal of the truck.  It was like driving through a flock of birds at about thirty miles per hour and feeling all the fleshy impacts as they collided with the truck.   
 
      
 
    Glass cracked, the engine whined and metal bent but the truck held together.  Equally important, Mike held together enough to drive carefully in the midst of being dog-piled by screaming demons.  Before they knew it, they were rolling down the dirt road towards the paved county road laughing together like madmen.  Shocked to be alive.  The relief a soldier feels after running through an open field with the enemy shooting at him and realizes he’s actually made it to the other side.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28:  Killer Legs 
 
      
 
    Randy put the gun closer to Griffins face.  Was this asshole trying to get them to surrender?  Did he really think Randy would let him use Kelly as a bargaining chip?   
 
      
 
    Before Randy could do anything stupid, Kelly whispered for him to chill out.  Completely confused Randy watched as she started taking off her pants.  Feeling like he was definitely not getting his point across he glanced back at her and made a questioning face.  Then he saw that she was carefully wrapping her pistol in her pants, so she could get at it easily and it dawned on him what Griffin was thinking.  He looked back at Griffin who smiled at him and shrugged.  He did get some satisfaction out of the fact that Griffin was obviously endeavoring to not look at Kelly while she squatted there trying to get her pants over her shoes and her gun wrapped up.  She was trying to do it all fast and not fall off the dock at the same time. 
 
      
 
    “Put down the guns.  It’s just me.”  Griffin stood up in the spotlight with his hands up in the air.  He’d taken off his shirt and was making a big show of putting it back on as he tried to hold his hands up in the air.   
 
      
 
    “Is that you Griffin?  What the hell are you doing out here on the dock?”  One of the men yelled.  Griffin motioned for Kelly to come out and she threw on an abashed looking face and walked out into the light holding her pants awkwardly in her hands.  The seamen whistled appreciatively and one of them started laughing.   
 
      
 
    “Why the hell did you bring her out to the end of the dock?”  One of them managed to ask.  It sounded like he was asking more out of curiosity than out of any sense of duty to find out why they were out there. 
 
      
 
    “Can you turn down the spotlight?”  Kelly yelled out he question.  She was still making an act of trying to be modest with her pants in her hands.  “Is it ok if I get my pants on now?”  She asked loudly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m enjoying the view but guessing you’re a little bit chilly.  Feel free.  Griffin, did you drive over here, or do you need a ride?” 
 
      
 
    “I was kind of hoping we could just stay here.  I was going to take her for a little spin around the bay on one of these sailboats.”  Griffin said with a big grin as he slid his arm around Kelly and pulled her close to him.  Randy was still hiding in the shadows, but he’d maneuvered to a spot where he had a good view of what was going on.  At the sight of Griffin putting his arm around Kelly he almost stood up and started shooting.  Controlling himself with an act of will and a silent promise to knock the crap out of Griffin later he waited to hear what they’d say about letting them stay. 
 
      
 
    “No can-do man.  We’re under orders to not let anyone in the boats without the commander’s approval.  We’re also not supposed to let any unauthorized people wander around the island.  That’s going to include you and your uh date.  If you walked, we can take you or you can get in your van and we can follow you out of here, but it’s got to be one way or the other.  Sorry man.”  The seaman shrugged to show he didn’t necessarily agree but orders were orders.  The young sailor wasn’t going to disobey a direct order just to let Griffin hook up with one of the refugees. 
 
      
 
    Kelly kept walking closer to the men.  They’d put the searchlight out now and were just looking by the glow of the headlights.  Kelly hadn’t put her pants back on yet and both of the sailors were busy checking out her legs as she walked towards them.  When she got within a few feet of the two young men she stood saucily in front of them and dropped the pants on the ground.  Both the men grinned at her stupidly until they noticed the large caliber handgun pointed at them.  
 
      
 
    She kept smiling as she pointed it at them and casually told them to put their hands in the air.  Then she told Griffin to take the men’s weapons from them as Randy came down the dock pointing his gun at the men.  He included Griffin in his possible targets as Griffin slowly removed the M-16 each man had as well as the service pistols each of the men were carrying.  Griffin was being very careful to keep his hands away from the triggers as he stripped the men of their weapons.   
 
      
 
    “Mind covering them while I put my pants back on?”  Kelly asked Randy when he got to the end of the dock.  Without waiting for an answer Kelly sat down on the dock and began tugging her pants back on as quickly as she could.  It was not a warm night out and she’d pretty much been freezing up until this point.  The adrenaline had caused her not to even notice it yet.  She was feeling pretty pleased with herself at being able to do this so far without having to kill the two young sailors.  Just because they happened to work for the commander didn’t mean they were evil and deserved to die.  However, if they’d made a wrong move, she would’ve shot them and kept on going without a second thought.   
 
      
 
    Once Kelly had her pants back on Randy walked over and took the two M-16s.  He put one around his shoulder and handed the other one to Kelly.  Then he got the men to tell him where all the extra magazines were and show them where the safeties were on the guns.  While he was getting the magazines out of the truck, he found a bag of zip ties.  He asked Griffin to zip tie the two men together around a lamp post.  Griffin had them both sit straddling a nearby pole and tied their legs and hands together.  Once he was sure they weren’t going anywhere he stood up and asked what they wanted to do next.   
 
      
 
    “How about we don’t discuss our plans in front of the two guys you just tied to a pole?”  Kelly said with an air of frustration.  Griffin nodded, and they walked over to the base of the dock. 
 
      
 
    “Ok.  We leave them there and now we take a boat and make a run for it?”  Randy asked.  He was hoping capturing those two would’ve made this all a lot easier. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so.  Those two were on roving patrol.  There’ll be other stationary guards at the harbor mouth looking for boats going in or out.  We try to sail through there and they see us then they’ll throw a ton of fifty cal at us.  That’ll sink any boat we find but we’ll be too dead to really worry about it.”  Griffin said.   
 
      
 
    “Will they be looking for these two?”  Randy asked with a nod at the two miserable looking sailors tied to each other out in the parking lot. 
 
      
 
    “They won’t notice those two are gone for a little while.  They have a radio in the truck they’re supposed to report in on if they see anything but if they don’t see anything then they just report in as they make their rounds.  We probably have about thirty minutes before they send out someone to try and find them.  I’m guessing they haven’t found the commander yet since these two didn’t try to shoot us immediately.  Not even your wife’s legs would’ve distracted them if they’d known the commander had just been gunned down and then they found us hiding like that.” 
 
      
 
    “What if we leave one of them tied up here and take the other one on patrol like they were supposed to do anyway?  Use them to try to find a boat we can use to get off this island without being killed?”  Kelly asked.  Griffin and Randy both looked at her with respect.  Randy looked over at Griffin to see what he had to say about that plan. 
 
      
 
    “Perfect.  I say we move forward with that idea.  There may be something we can use over by where the ferry docks at.  Anywhere else on this island and it’s probably a smashed wreck.  Even over on the side the ferry docks at we’ll have issues.  If we find a boat that’s usable it’s going to be a bitch getting it out to sea since there’s a sunken ferry and who knows what else in the way.”   
 
      
 
    “A sunken ferry sounds easier to deal with than a bunch of guys shooting a fifty-caliber machine gun at us.”  Randy noted. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.”  Griffin said then left to go grab one of the sentries to drag around the island with them.  Randy and Kelly watched while Griffin carefully used the remaining zip ties to keep one of the men tied to the pole while securing the other guy to walk with him over to the truck.   
 
      
 
    “He’s a useful little minion.”  She observed as Griffin ushered the sentry into the driver’s seat. 
 
      
 
    “I’m still going to shoot him in the balls when we’re done with him.”  Randy said.   
 
      
 
    “Works for me babe.  Just make sure you don’t shoot him until we have our feet solidly planted on the mainland.  Let’s go find us a boat!”  Kelly kissed Randy and headed over for the truck.  She was busy trying to figure out how to get in and sit down with an M-16 hanging off her when the radio started emitting static followed by someone asking for the roving patrol to pick up.  Griffin looked at Kelly who nodded her head back at him.  Griffin told the seaman in the driver’s seat to answer the call.   
 
      
 
    “Rover one actual here base.  Go ahead.”  The seaman said with the button on the side of the mic depressed.  Randy was leaning in through the open driver’s window and had his pistol out and pointed at the seaman’s face. 
 
      
 
    “Rover one be advised the commander has been KIA.  Over.  Proceed through checkpoints and then RTB at your earliest.  Additional patrols will be sent out soon so please confirm before taking action.  Over.” 
 
      
 
    “Confirmed base.  Rover one to complete patrol then RTB.  Other patrols to be sent out.  The commander is KIA and suspects are on the loose.  Assuming armed and dangerous.  Rover one out.” 
 
      
 
    The seaman put the mic back in the radio and looked over at Randy. 
 
      
 
    “You guys killed the commander?”  The seaman asked with a trace of fear tinged with respect.   
 
      
 
    “Nope.  He was cleaning his gun and it went off.  Then his guard came in and noticed the pistol was still dirty, so he tried to clean it and it went off again.  It was just a tragic series of accidents.  I’m going to jump in the back and keep an eye on you.  You need to do what you do and not cause anybody to notice us.  Your goal is to get us to a boat and get us away unseen.  Once you’ve done that, you’ll notice that you’re still alive.  If the boat and us getting away safe doesn’t happen then you’ll have an accident cleaning that same pistol.  Make sense?” 
 
      
 
    The scared man gulped and shook his head in the affirmative.  Randy hopped in the back of the truck and Griffin opened the sliding window for him.   
 
      
 
    “What are you thinking now Griff?”  Randy asked him. 
 
      
 
    “With the base alerted that the commander’s been shot I’d say if we’re not off the island in the next ten or fifteen minutes then it’s probably going to start getting pretty rough.”  Griffin answered. 
 
      
 
    “You heard the man.  Drive.”  Kelly said.  Emphasizing her words with pokes in the arm to the driver from the barrel of her M-16.  He nodded and drove them quickly out of the parking lot.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29:  Follow the Rats 
 
      
 
     “Eric!  Jim!  You’re not dead!”  Brenda gasped once she recognized the two silhouettes coming towards her who’d just saved her life.  Each of the men were busy aiming and firing at the Zombies who continued to pour around the sides of the house.  Eric taking the right side while Jim took the left.  They took turns shooting the ones coming out the back door and oozing out the windows.   
 
      
 
    Wondering if she should try and give them a hug or just keep running, she was pushed along her way by both of them yelling at her to keep running.  Eric had given her a funny look as he moved past her.  She hadn’t realized why until she was past them.  She realized the strange noise she was hearing was her own insane sounding laughter.  She sounded like a drunk wicked witch of the east.  Chalking it up to extreme relief at not being killed and eaten by Zombies she ran until she got close to the lake.  Once she was close enough to see it through the murky woods ahead of her, she turned left to go after the girls.   
 
      
 
    Brenda caught up with the girls as the gun fire behind them faded from rapid fire to isolated shots.  Brenda yelled for the girls to run and took Zoey from Caitlyn to lead the way.  They crashed through the brush and briars until they ran into the next yard over.  Another large house on a huge lawn but this one had a long dock featuring a nice sized boat dangling over the water.  As Brenda caught sight of the boat, she noticed that it was slowly being lowered into the water.  Trying to make out what was going on in the dim light available from the moon she saw a man squatting at the end of the dock.  The man was doing something to the boat. 
 
      
 
    Yelling erupted from the bushes they’d just beat their way through.  Brenda and the girls spun around to see who was behind them.   
 
      
 
    “Run!  Get to the boat!”  Eric yelled at Brenda and the kids.  He turned and waited for Jim to get behind him, so he could take his turn taking shots at the Zombies who were following them through the dense wooded area between the homes.  They were both running low on ammunition, but hopefully they could get to the boat and out to the middle of the lake where they’d have a chance to regroup, rest and come up with a new plan.  At the very least they were a lot less likely to die if they were sitting in a boat in the middle of a lake than they were here. 
 
      
 
    They ran hard down the dock.  Legs pumping as the screeches of the damned filled the air around them.  Reaching the end of the dock they saw the boat was in the water and a man was desperately trying to get the engine to start.  Not stopping to figure out who was in the boat Brenda jumped for it and landed in a pile on the deck of the boat with Doreen and Zoey.  Seconds later she had the breath knocked out of her when Caitlyn and Myriah landed on the pile with Alice.  Unable to dig her way out of the dog pile of her grandchildren Brenda shouted to wait for Eric and Jim.  She could hear them on the dock shooting into the oncoming Zombies to keep them off while the girls got in the boat. 
 
      
 
    The boat’s engine roared to life.  Brenda felt the boat start moving forward.  She yelled loudly to check for Eric and Jim.   
 
      
 
    “They’re still on the dock!”  She heard Caitlyn screaming.  Shoving the kids off her and jumping to her feet Brenda swayed as the boat accelerated away from the dock.  She recognized the man at the throttles.  Without thinking about it she swung her fist as hard as she could at the back of the man’s head.  He stumbled off the steering wheel and gave her a confused and guilty look. 
 
      
 
    “They would’ve wanted you to get away!”  The pastor yelled.   
 
      
 
    Without waiting for another word from the man she’d grown to despise Brenda lunged forward and pushed him as hard as she could.  He took a few steps back from the push and she hit him again.  This time the backs of his legs hit the sides of the boat and he lost his balance and went over the side.  Not wasting a second to see where he’d gone in the water Brenda ran back to the controls and pushed the throttle forward to slow them down.  She spun the wheel to get them moving back towards the dock.   
 
      
 
    She pointed the boat at the sounds of gunfire and Zombies screeching.  She yelled for Caitlyn to try and figure out how to turn some lights on.  Fumbling around she managed to get the onboard lights on, so she could at least make out the controls.  Up ahead she heard Eric screaming at them to stay back followed by some loud splashes.  She slowed the boat down guessing that Eric and Jim had jumped for it and would be swimming towards them.  She ventured as close to the dock as she dared in the darkness. 
 
      
 
    A hand came grasping up out of the water and grabbed the side of the boat.  Myriah let out a shriek and jumped to the other side of the boat.  Brenda rushed over and confirmed it was Eric.  Telling him she was happy to see he’d made it she helped him climb on board.  Once he was aboard, they sat there waiting for Jim to show up.  After waiting for about fifteen minutes and yelling his name multiple times they accepted that Jim wasn’t going to come swimming out of the darkness.   
 
      
 
    They found an emergency kit on board that included a flashlight.  Turning it on they confirmed there was no one on the dock except for the Zombies.  Zombies lined the entire dock.  They were groaning and snarling and staring out into the lake, but the screeching had stopped until the light from the flashlight found them.  That managed to get the screeching started up again.  Not caring about the Zombies ineffectual screaming Eric took the time to look all around the dock for Jim but there no sign of him. 
 
      
 
    A choking wheezy voice drifted up from the other side of the boat asking for a hand.  Almost drowned out in the noise from the Zombies, Eric heard the plea for help and pulled the dripping wet pastor aboard.  The pastor was the reason Jim was dead.  The pastor had been the first out the door when the Zombies had attacked the house.  The pastor had run past the girls to escape the house.  He’d deserted all of them at the house and tried to escape with the only boat available.  If they’d been a minute later then he’d have probably been gone.  If he’d gotten away with the boat, they would’ve all died there in the backyard of that lake house. 
 
      
 
    The pastor knelt in the boat gasping for air.  His body shook as he kept saying how sorry he was and how thankful he was to Eric for pulling him into the boat.  Eric was carefully considering the fact that there were children present.  He was considering that if the rat hadn’t run from the sinking ship then the boat would’ve never been lowered into the water fast enough to save them.  The pastor was a coward, but Eric was having a hard time condoning the cold-blooded murder of the man just for that.  He wanted to kill him and leave the body right there to mark Jim’s grave.  He felt it’d be appropriate.  After some whispered words with Brenda he decided to let himself cool down before murdering anybody. 
 
      
 
    “Go sit up by the bow.”  He ordered the pastor in a low, deadly voice.  The pastor slunk his way up to the bow.  Looking like nothing more than Gollum fawning around Frodo in the Lord of the Rings movies.  Eric noticed that.  It triggered the memory of him and Jim joking about the people who watched those movies.  They’d joked about it then each admitted they’d watched them themselves several times.  Jim had taken it one step further and mentioned that he’d seen every single Harry Potter film and his kids didn’t even like watching them.   
 
      
 
    Suddenly the fact that the pastor was breathing and moving was too much for Eric to bear.  He pulled his pistol out and stopped himself from shooting the man, but he did pistol whip the holy hell out of him.  He bashed the cowering pastor in the head and arms and then stood up and kicked him in the body until his leg wouldn’t move anymore.  He was crying while he beat the man.  He didn’t know if he was crying for Jim or for himself or for the whole world.  He thought of his family and all the people who hadn’t made it.  The fact that this slithering worm was still alive when people as beautiful as his wife were cold and dead or shambling Zombies filled him with an all-encompassing rage.  
 
      
 
    Brenda slowed the boat until it was just idling in the dark water.  The giant moon reflected in a brilliant silver on the surface of the inky black lake water.  Brenda put her arms around Eric and pulled him in for a hug.  She let him cry on her shoulder until his sobs stopped.  He pulled away from her with an embarrassed look at the girls.  All of whom made a concerted effort to look away from him except for Zoey. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you sad?”  Zoey asked.  She was scared of the man who’d just beaten up the pastor.  She was scared he may hurt them all, but she didn’t think so.  She thought he just might be a hero.  She just wasn’t sure.  All she was really sure of was she didn’t like the pastor one bit.  He’d always been mean to her.  He was always giving them snide looks and talking down to them like they were dogs.   
 
      
 
    Eric smiled at her through his tears.  He knelt down and gave Zoey a hug and told her not to worry.  He was just sad right now about everything that was happening.  He told her they were going to get to sleep under the stars tonight.  He even promised to help her find the big dipper. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Brenda dragged the whimpering pastor to the bow and told him to lay there and keep his stupid mouth shut if he wanted to avoid another beating.  His terror of Eric overrode his natural proclivity to whine about every little ache and pain.  He lay there shivering from the cold in his soaking wet clothes trying not to move since he was pretty sure a couple of his ribs were busted.  As his tongue worked on a tooth that had been shattered when Jim hit him in the face, he silently contemplated revenge. 
 
      
 
    Zoey fell asleep in Eric’s arms before he had a chance to show her the big dipper.  He fell asleep soon after.  Thinking even as he fell asleep that he was going to regret the super awkward sleeping position he’d ended up in thanks to Zoey.  She looked so peaceful that he didn’t have the heart to disturb her.  His heart melted a little more when he looked over and saw his niece in a similar position on top of Brenda while Doreen was curled up on Caitlyn. Myriah had managed to get her own little place on the bench in the stern.  She was the only one who wasn’t going to wake up with a stiff neck.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30:  Driving is Better than Walking 
 
      
 
    Kyler woke up the next morning with a stiff neck.  He opened the door of the F-150 and rolled out to take a leak.  He walked to the edge of the clearing they’d parked the truck in the night before.  He took care of the call of nature after completing a thorough check of his surroundings.  Mike had gotten Kyler good one time by screeching like a Zombie when he’d been him off relieving himself.  Kyler had ended up walking back to where Mike was with a big wet stain on the front of his pants.  He’d thought Mike may actually die from laughing.  The man had turned blue and made some really awful noises he’d laughed so hard at the result of his joke. 
 
      
 
    Kyler finished up and walked back to the truck.  He wondered idly if he checked so thoroughly because of a fear of the Zombies attacking while he was mid-stream or just to avoid wetting himself again if Mike decided it was time for another early celebration of April Fool’s Day.  Either way, he was thankful not to be waking up in a pile of pine straw this morning.  The truck was the kind with the extended cab where you could lay the seat back to get a better nap.  Kyler had fallen asleep last night so quickly he’d forgotten to do that.  Hence the stiff neck.  He glanced over at Mike to see how he’d set himself up for the night. 
 
      
 
    Mike was still sound asleep.  He was obviously enjoying the benefits of sleeping in a truck versus on the ground as well.  He’d also managed to put his seat most of the way back before falling asleep, so he was winning the comfortable sleeping game.  Due to the need to be able to see the accidents in the road ahead of them and dodge Zombies they’d decided to crash somewhere for the night instead of trying to drive in the dark.  In the bright light of morning Kyler wondered if maybe that’d been a mistake.  He assumed they’d find out soon enough.  For right now the plan was to head east until they hit the ocean.    
 
      
 
    Once they hit the ocean, they’d find a boat and head south to try and find a good place to make a permanent home.  Neither of them had said it out loud as they didn’t want to jinx it, but they were hoping they’d run into a community that was already surviving together somewhere.  Hopefully, this community would welcome them with open arms.  It’d be a huge bonus if the open arms welcoming them belonged to women.  Mike was a great friend and mentor, but Kyler had no desire to spend the rest of his life living with the guy.  Especially not if there was a chance of finding a girl to start a family with and lead a semi-normal life.  At least as normal of a life as you could hope for in a world overrun by Zombies.  A world where wealth was measured by the amount of non-perishable foods you’d hoarded. 
 
      
 
    Kyler got into the truck with a can of spam and a two-liter bottle of Sam’s Club Cola.  A meal fit for an apocalyptic king.  Not really taking any extra care to be quiet he got everything opened and started snacking while he waited for Mike to wake up.  Bored, he reached over and clicked the keys to turn the truck on, so he could scan radio stations.  He saw an empty pint bottle of some kind of liquor on the driver’s side floor mat as he adjusted the dial to try and see if anything was broadcasting.  That explained why Mike was sleeping so soundly.   
 
      
 
    Turning the volume way up on the static Kyler watched Mike to see if that would have an impact.  It did.  Mikes eyes slowly opened.  Kyler was amazed at how red they were.  Mike looked around with a complete lack of interest in his surroundings.  His eyes slowly started to close again.  He suddenly let out a half scream and appeared to try to stand completely up in the cab of the truck.  He hit his head and toppled sideways.  He yelled again and tried to grab his head but ended up falling over and ripping the rearview mirror off the windshield.  Kyler had scrambled backwards and watched the spectacle from the safety of the passenger side.   
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling?”  He finally asked a moaning Mike.   
 
      
 
    “Like ass.  How do you think I feel.  Why would you wake me up like that?  What’s wrong with a poke in the shoulder and a good morning?”  Mike moved around to try and get comfortable then suddenly sat up and worked his way out of the truck.  He walked about three steps then fell to his knees and puked.   
 
      
 
    “Guess I missed the party?”  Kyler said to him as he crawled back into the truck.  He looked worse than some of the Zombies Kyler had seen.  The man was white as a ghost and visibly shaking.  Sweat covered his grizzled face.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  You should’ve been there.  It was me and a couple pints from that last house and a racoon that sat on our hood last night for like an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “A raccoon sat on our hood for an hour last night?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “No.  That parts BS.  I mostly sat here and drank myself silly in the dark.  Sorry.  I have issues.” 
 
      
 
    “You think?”  Kyler said.  “It’s gonna be tough to find regular meetings out here to help you out.” 
 
      
 
    “I get it.  Whatever.  Get me some waters out of the back and let’s figure out what we’re doing.  Did you hear anything on the radio?” 
 
      
 
    Kyler hopped out and grabbed a plastic case half full of generic water bottles.  He put those in the floor on his side and handed Mike an unopened one.  Mike nodded appreciatively and started guzzling the water down.  He knocked the first one out then stuck his hand out for another.  Hoping he wasn’t going to just end up puking all their water onto the side of the road Kyler opened another bottle and handed it to him.  He shoved the plastic bottle back into the case.   
 
      
 
    “You know it’s weird, but I still have a really hard time littering.  Nothing at all on the radio.”  Kyler said while he sipped on his own warm bottle of water. 
 
      
 
    “Did you try AM and FM or just the FM channels?”  Mike was leaning back in the seat now trying to focus on not puking up the water he’d just downed.  Kyler leaned forward to look at the radio dials thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    “I thought I did but not so sure now.  This truck has like five different ways to look at different radio channels.”  He screwed around with the radio again to figure out how to scan the AM channels.  This time when he started scanning through the frequencies they hit on a broadcast.  Kyler squealed like a six-year-old catching their first glimpse of Mickey Mouse on a Disney trip.  Mike gave him a weird look before focusing on the broadcast.  A man with an Australian sounding accent was speaking. 
 
      
 
    “…the virus has spread.  It’s global and unstoppable.  We’ve setup this loop to broadcast daily for as long as the solar holds out.  We’ve left to try and locate our families.  No one’s contacted our station with any additional details since the outbreak.  We’ll leave this repeating the advice we were asked to pass along.   
 
      
 
    Do not engage anyone who seems sick or disoriented.  Find a safe place with food and water and remain there.  If you have a weapon be prepared to use it to defend yourself and your loved ones.  Help one another as much as you can.  May god have mercy on us all.   
 
      
 
    Melinda, James, Madison and Ashley.  If any of you are listening to this know that your dad is coming for you.  I love you.”   
 
      
 
    This message will repeat again immediately.  I’m sorry we don’t have more information to provide. 
 
      
 
    “Well that’s not super encouraging is it?”  Mike said after they listened to the message all the way through twice.   
 
      
 
    Kyler said nothing.  He pretty much agreed with Mike that the message was about as useful as finding nothing.  Maybe less useful since it seemed to suck the hope out of him.  If the virus was global then there wasn’t the chance of being able to start a new life in Australia or Europe or Antarctica or wherever.  It meant they were stuck.  It meant they were going to have to fight like mad just to find other survivors then hope those survivors didn’t shoot them in the head after all that effort.   
 
      
 
    Mike cranked the truck up after resting his eyes for an additional fifteen minutes.  They pulled silently out of the little area they’d spent the night in and got back on the road.  Now that it was light outside, they could tell they were getting into a more populated area.  Abandoned cars on the sides of the road were becoming much more common.  They were passing more and more homes.  They picked one of the houses and pulled in for gas.   
 
      
 
    Having learned from their experience they pulled in and moved quick.  Mike kept a lookout from the truck while Kyler went around to the side of the house and found a garden hose to cut up.  He slashed off a good six-foot piece and ran back around the house with it.  He looked up at Mike who nodded at him to let him know he was still good.  Kyler then ran over to the first of the two cars parked in front of the house and tried the gas cap.  It was one you had to trigger from inside the car, so he tried the cap on the next one.  The older looking SUVs gas cap cover popped out when he pressed in on it.  
  
 
    It took him a minute of screwing around with the mechanism to get the hose shoved down into the gas tank.  Once he had it, he signaled to Mike to bring their truck closer.  Once the truck was close enough for him to connect the hose, he took a deep breath and let it out. He sucked on the hose he’d shoved in the other cars gas tank until the gas started to flow.  He caught most of it in his mouth and spit it out.  He always ended up swallowing a decent amount of it before getting it out of his mouth and into their vehicle.  If he lived long enough, he’d probably end up with cancer or whatever disease you got by swallowing gasoline.  Right now, he just wished he had some scope or something.  Gas mouth was absolutely going on his list of things that sucked about the apocalypse.   
 
      
 
    They drove.  They saw the occasional Zombie stumbling about.  At one point an entire pack of them came running off a crossroad and straight at them.  Mike just slowed down enough to not hurt the truck and bullied his way along the road past them.  Being careful not to get stuck.  In singles the Zombies were easy to avoid.  Especially in a truck.  Kyler knew it’d be a different story if they’d still been on foot.  Then even the slow Zombies could eventually catch up to you.  You couldn’t stop walking and take a break or you’d run face first into the old rabbit and turtle fable.  Except this time, it was a demonic warped insane cannibal intent on ripping your skin off the bones while you squirmed that would catch you instead of a cute little turtle that’d just quietly hobble past you to win the race while you snoozed in a hammock.     
 
      
 
    Other than the pack of Zombies that tried to intercept them they weren’t seeing much of anything as they drove.  The pack had been made up of about ten to fifteen Zombies.  They hadn’t seen any signs of living people anywhere.  Plenty of decayed bodies lying beside the roads and stuck in cars and rotting away in houses but that was par for the course now a days.   
 
      
 
    “Where do you think they all are?”  Kyler asked Mike. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.  Are you asking about the normals or the crazies?”   
 
      
 
    “Either one really.  I assumed you wouldn’t find them both in the same area but figured if you were lacking in one then the other would be plentiful in that area if that makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    “Been thinking about that.”  Mike responded after a few minutes of driving in silence.  “I’m thinking you’re completely wrong.  I’d think you’ll find the crazies where the normals are.  Same as you find bears by streams and sharks following schools of fish.  Normals are what the crazies eat.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.  What about the horses back at the barn?  Looked like the Zombies.  Ok.  Crazies.  Got into them pretty good.  There were a ton of them sleeping in that barn too and not a human in sight as far as I could tell.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler wasn’t sure why Mike wouldn’t let him call the Zombies ‘Zombies’.  To his mind that was the best description of them.  They matched his mental picture of what a Zombie looked like.  A demonically possessed human with a lust for flesh and complete disregard for their own bodies.  Mike came from an older generation though.  He seemed to be basing his definition of Zombie more on the ‘Night of the Living Dead’ movie interpretation than the more recent ‘World War Z’ type Zombie.  When Kyler had called him out on it, Mike had argued that the crazies were just sick people who weren’t going to ever get better.  They weren’t dead people risen from their graves like Mike said a ‘real’ Zombie was.   
 
      
 
    Kyler had dropped the argument when Mike started getting upset over it.  He decided it was just semantics anyway and didn’t really matter.  Besides, Mike did have a point about the Zombies being alive still.  That was a good thing since ‘killing’ really dead undead would be a lot more difficult than killing seriously ill people.  Although, based on the movies, dead people risen from the grave tended to move a lot slower than the Zombies they’d run into. 
 
      
 
    They ran into a traffic jam of stalled cars at the intersection with I-95.  Other than that, they kept up a pretty good pace.  The drive under the interstate got little intense when Zombies started to appear under the bridge.  They’d been sleeping or doing whatever Zombies do underneath the cars there.  Mike just sped up and drove straight through to the other side.  Once again, his calm during a terrifying ordeal got them through safely.  Pretty much anyone else would’ve freaked out and made the wrong move.  Mike just focused and kept going.  He may be a raging alcoholic, but he was still a hell of a driver in extraordinary circumstances.  You just had to watch him to make sure he didn’t pour too much extra into his water bottle. 
 
      
 
    It was starting to get dark when they rolled past signs for the Spear Farm Estuary.  Before they reached it, they saw another sign to turn off for the Royal River Boat Boatyard and Repair.  Neither one of them was sure what a boatyard and repair place would be.  They turned off anyway since it had the word boat used multiple times in the name of the place.  Turning down the long, paved road they drove past piles of brush as the sun started going down.  The brush gave way to boat after boat sitting in trailers and on the ground in various stages of disrepair.   
 
      
 
    They kept driving until they got to the end of the road.  It ended in a large paved lot next to a small marina that had several boats tied up to it.  There were several that’d been smashed against the docks by the storm and sunk to the bottom.  There was also a whole mess of Zombies.  The Zombies came running at them from out of nowhere while they were sitting in the truck admiring the boats.  Seeing them coming Mike put the truck in reverse and spun them out of the parking lot.  He drove back up the road and then down a long driveway about a mile away from the boatyard.  It was getting dark now.  Regardless of the lack of visibility, Mike flipped the lights off and drove by the scant moonlight down the driveway for a good half mile.  When he’d driven what he deemed to be far enough, he stopped and announced they’d sleep there for the night then try the boatyard again in the morning. 
 
      
 
    That sounded good to Kyler.  They played a round of paper, rock scissors to see who had first watch.  Kyler won and took the first watch after soliciting promises from Mike that he’d stay sober this time once it was his turn.  
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31:  Making Gilligan Proud 
 
      
 
    The driver they’d shanghaied didn’t waste any time in getting them over to Old Harbor.  Old Harbor being the marina on the other side of the island.  It was where Randy and Kelly had watched the ferry death roll to the bottom and the Coasties kill the resulting wave of Zombies coming ashore.  There should be at least a few boats in the harbor.  The question was going to be if there were any which were still seaworthy and if they could get them out past the wreckage of the floundered ferry.   
 
      
 
    The driver pulled them into the parking lot.  He parked over by the dock on the far side of the marina that formed a protected little cove for the small boats docked there.  Randy ducked lower in the back of the truck as another van pulled into the parking lot and cruised over towards them.  Randy raised his voice from the back to tell Kelly to duck down in the front seat until the van got closer.  Randy told their driver to get out of the truck and talk to the guys in the van.  He told him to act normal and get rid of the van as soon as possible and everything would be fine.   
 
      
 
    The first part of the plan worked great.  Their driver got out and walked towards the van which was now within thirty yards of them.  If the van driver took a decent look, he was going to notice something was wrong.  Their driver walked over to the van as it slowed to a stop.  Kyler was peeking over the top of the truck bed to see what was going on.  He had the M-16 in position and ready to rock.   
 
      
 
    “Got a bad feeling about this.”  Griffin muttered from up front.  “Should’ve sent your wife over there in her underwear again.” 
 
      
 
    Randy ignored him for now.  Once they were on the mainland, he’d be able to give into his baser urges and beat the crap out of the guy for being such a scumbag.  Right now, he needed to keep his cool if he wanted him and Kelly to make it off this island.  Also, Griffin was right.  Randy had a bad feeling about this too.  He made sure the safety was off on the assault rifle and stage whispered for Kelly to get ready.  He heard her start maneuvering herself around in the front of the truck to be ready to open fire. 
 
      
 
    Then the side door of the van opened up and their driver jumped in as someone in the passenger side took some shots at their truck.  The rounds shattered the passenger window and punched into the metal on the side of the truck, but Randy didn’t hear anyone screaming so he took that as a good sign.  Filled with anger and fear for his wife he pulled back on the trigger of the M-16.  The gun jumped and bounced around from the awkward position he was in.  He did his best to keep it pointed in the general direction of the van.   
 
      
 
    The vans tires squealed as the driver floored the accelerator spinning them in a tight circle to get out of the parking lot.  Too tight of a circle it turned out as the tires hit some sort of large metal clamp set in the lot right as a few of the bullets Randy and Kelly were firing hit the side of the van.  The speed the driver had the van at in the tight circle coupled with the tire striking the large metal clamp caused inertia to kick in and take the top-heavy van over onto its side.  It hit hard enough to almost roll completely over.  Randy and Kelly were staring at the wreckage when movement in the corner of his eye caught Randy’s attention.    
 
      
 
    “Get out of the truck!”  He yelled at Kelly as he dropped the M-16 and pulled out his pistol.  Kelly didn’t bother asking why.  Based on his tone of voice she knew it was one of those things she needed to do now, or she was going to regret it later.  She got out right as Griffins arm snaked through the air where her head would’ve been.  He had a knife gleaming in his other hand.  When he saw he’d missed her he extended his arm further out and managed to grab her by the hair.  He pulled hard.  Kelly shrieked in pain as she was pulled off her feet and back towards him. 
 
      
 
    Randy put his hand through the sliding window in the back of the truck and with his pistol barrel on the back of Griffins head pulled the trigger twice.  Kelly collapsed in a pile on the asphalt by the driver’s side door.  Randy was breathing heavy as he jumped out of the truck bed and went around to check on Kelly.  She looked up at him with wide eyes.  Randy noticed there were piece of what looked like brains and skull fragments on her shoulder and in her hair. He decided to keep those tidbits of knowledge to himself.  He pulled her to her feet and hugged her while surreptitiously trying to remove as much of the gunk from her hair and shoulders as possible.  
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?  What’s in my hair?”  A freaked-out Kelly asked as Randy realized he may not have been as slick about the brain and gut remnants removal as he’d thought. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing.  We need to get out of here.”  Randy answered.  Hoping he could just ignore her other question.  Also, he hoped she wasn’t able to look in a mirror anytime soon.  
 
      
 
    “You just killed the guy we had with us who knew how to sail a damned boat.”  Kelly pointed out.  Randy realized that was a fair criticism of his recent actions.  Although, he had saved her life by doing it so maybe she should cut him some slack. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe one of the guys in the van is still alive?”  Randy wondered out loud.  Knowing they probably had about five minutes before more people showed up, he hustled over to where the van was lying on its side.  Smoke was pouring out from under the dented hood.  The windows were shattered.  The back doors had been squeezed hard enough that they’d popped open.  The moans of someone in severe pain were coming from the back of the van.   
 
      
 
    Randy shined a light in the back and asked if everyone was ok.  Not getting any responses other than more moans he started working himself into the van.  He was able to slide through the side of the van that used to be the top of the van pretty easily.  He led with a small mag lite he’d taken out of the truck.   
 
      
 
    “Who’s there?”  He heard someone asking from up in the front seat area.   
 
      
 
    “Can you get out?  We got the guy who was shooting at you.”  Randy answered loudly.  He figured he might as well try and bluff his way through it.  No way was he sticking his head up there to get blown off if the guy was still conscious.  He’d found the man who was moaning.  It was the guy they’d originally shanghaied to drive the truck over to the harbor for them.  Based on how his face looked he’d gone through the window face first when the van rolled and gotten his nose stuck under the van.  Something like that must’ve happened as he was missing a big swath of skin on his forehead and a significant chunk of his nose.  He definitely had good reasons to be moaning in pain.  Randy didn’t feel like dragging him out and trying to get him to help them steal a boat in the state he was in. 
 
      
 
    If he could coax this other guy to come on out though that might do the trick.  If he could coax the guy into coming out without the guy figuring out who he was and shooting at him that’d be even better.   
 
      
 
    “Can you help me get him out of the van?  We need to get him medical attention!”  Randy said loudly in the direction of the front seat.  If he could just convince the guy to get out to where they could get the drop on him, they’d be good to go. 
 
      
 
    Three shots rang out.  Randy was deafened by the loud sound of the pistol shots in the interior of the van.  Seeing the guy was in no mood to be fooled he turned and crawled quickly out the back of the van.  Kelly waited for him to get past before firing a few rounds from her M-16 through the row of passenger seats into the van.  The shots blew out the front windshield and made a ton of noise that was bound to be audible all around the harbor, but the guy stopped shooting at them.   
 
      
 
    “You’re hit!”  Kelly was staring at Randy’s arm.   
 
      
 
    “Oh crap.  You’re right.”  Randy said.  They both stared at the blood soaking the lower part of his shirt and leaking down his hand.  With all the shooting and adrenaline, he hadn’t even noticed he’d been shot in the arm.  Now that Kelly had pointed it out, he realized it hurt.  It hurt quite a bit.  It hurt like a son of a bitch.  It hurt like getting your molars removed with no pain pills.  If the dentist ripped them all out at once.  It hurt enough that it made him feel woozy and he had to fight the urge to pass out.   
 
      
 
    “Do not pass out.  Sit down.  Let me see it.”  Randy did as he was told.  Kelly took his shirt off, so she could see what was going on.  Once she had his shirt off, she ripped it apart to make bandages.  She figured out where the bullet hole was.  It looked like it’d punched through the side of his forearm.  There was a hole in and a hole out which meant she didn’t think she had to worry about digging the bullet out of him.  She had nothing to clean the wound with and no time to look around, so she tied the shirt around the holes in his arm and told him to hold it as tight as he could to stop the bleeding.    
 
      
 
    She left him sitting there so she could walk to the front of the van and see if she needed to take care of anything up there.  Primarily, she needed to make sure there wasn’t an angry man sitting in the front of the van waiting to shoot them when they tried to go find a boat.  She walked to where the front wheels of the van were.  Her back to the bottom of the van she cautiously stuck her head around to see what she could see.  There was a man crawling slowly away from the front of the van.  She poked her head around a little further to look through the shattered windshield.   
 
      
 
    There was a body crumpled at the bottom of the van.  The body had blood seeping out of it in a few different places.  He was either dead or so messed up that he wasn’t going to be a threat to anyone anytime soon.  She looked and listened intently for another ten seconds to see if anything else was going to happen.  Deciding she didn’t have any more time to waste she walked confidently over to the man crawling along the hard asphalt of the parking lot.  He had a gun clenched in his right hand.   
 
      
 
    Kelly stepped on his right hand until he let go of the gun.  Then she asked him if he could stand up.   
 
      
 
    “No.  I think you shot me in the foot.”  
 
      
 
    Kelly thought about it.  She needed to get Randy and this guy into a boat as soon as possible.  She needed to get this guy to start the boat and get them the hell off this island.  She had zero clue how to start a boat.  She also had zero clue how she was going to get her husband and her hostage out to the boat before more people showed up and killed them.  This was all assuming there was a boat they could actually use just sitting out there waiting for them.   
 
      
 
    “Stand up.”  Kelly said and poked the man in the back with the barrel of the rifle.   
 
      
 
    “My legs messed up ma’am.  I don’t think I can stand up without help.”  The man said.  Kelly didn’t care. 
 
      
 
    She squatted down right in front of the man.  “Stand up or I’m going to shoot you in the arm and see if that fixes your leg issue.”   
 
      
 
    She watched as the guy got to his knees then slowly and painfully tried standing up.  He got about halfway to his feet before keeling back over.  She poked him with the barrel of the gun, and he tried again.  This time he stood on one leg and balanced himself.  His shoe was covered with blood.  Great, she really must’ve shot him in the foot.  She stood there wondering what to do when she heard Randy behind her. 
 
      
 
    “I can walk.  He can lean on me and you can cover us.  Let’s get the hell out of here.”  Randy came over and let the gimped-up guardsman lean on him.  Once the man was semi-balanced, they started hobbling together towards the docks.  Kelly was walking backwards and casting nervous glances towards the entrance to the parking lot.   
 
      
 
    “What’s your name?”  She asked the gimp. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Tony.”  He said.  He was getting into the rhythm with Randy.  They were starting to make decent time.  Building slowly towards the speed of a drunk eighty-year-old with a walker.  One of the cool walkers with tennis balls on the legs. 
 
      
 
    “Well Tony.  We want to take a boat to the mainland.  We were going to have your buddy Griffin take us over, but we had to shoot him.  Are you going to take us over or do we need to shoot you and find somebody else?”  Kelly asked him sweetly.  She took a long glance over towards the van.  Tony followed her line of sight to the dead body on the floor of the van.  He then looked over towards their truck and saw Griffins body on the ground.  He gulped. 
 
      
 
    “They took all the keys from the boathouse.  We can look on the boats and see if we can find a spare but if we can’t we’re kind of screwed.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t you start it without a key?”  Randy asked him. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t.  An engineer or mechanic might be able to do it, but I mostly just paint boats and drive them.  We can try though.  Most people keep an extra key on the boat somewhere.  Just because it sucks to drive all the way down to the marina to get your boat and realize the keys are sitting at your house.  When they’re moored up like this, they have to leave them with the harbor master, so he can move them around if he needs to.  Those are the ones I’m pretty sure already got seized on the commander’s orders to prevent people from doing what we’re trying to do.”  Tony seemed apologetic about it.  He was obviously trying to explain it in a way that didn’t make Kelly think he was lying.  He wanted to avoid her deciding to leave a third body bleeding out in the deserted parking lot. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s take a look then.  If we don’t find something before your friends show up, you’re dead.”  Kelly said.  The sweetness was gone from her voice.  She was channeling a mother’s need to get back to her babies now.  There was no mercy for anyone who stood between her and them. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see if we can’t hobble a bit faster then.”  Randy said with a grin.  “Nothing like the fear of death to get you motivated!  Right Tony?”  Tony didn’t respond but he was moving a lot faster.  Kelly had gotten her point across.  
 
      
 
    “Let’s check the one in the middle first.”  Tony guided them over to a smaller, sporty looking boat that was tied up next to a couple of sports fishing boats.  The kind that could be chartered for a group to go out fishing for the day.  Randy and Kelly helped Tony aboard the boat and he immediately shuffled over to the canopy covered bridge area of the boat.  Randy and Kelly walked along with him and asked how they could help.  Pretty soon they were all digging around looking for a key.   
 
      
 
    Five minutes later they were failing on a different boat.  There weren’t that many viable candidates for them to try out.  The old harbor area they were in had taken the brunt of the storm that came through.  The boats that were tied up to the dock here had all taken a beating.  A few of the boats were listing noticeably and one had sunk completely.  It was dark out, but they were all aware that the big ferry was tumbling around in the bottom of the marina as well.  Once they did finally get a boat started, they’d still have to make it out past that giant obstruction.  There was no way of knowing if the harbor was even passable.   
 
      
 
    “We’re actually lucky the ferry sank in here.  Otherwise, the commander would’ve probably had all the boats brought around to the other side of the island.”  Tony brought up as they emptied out all the drawers in the lower cabin on the boat they were searching.  Randy took a last look at the pile of women’s panties and protein bars on the deck and saw a set of keys lying there.  He bent over and scooped them up. 
 
      
 
    Kelly looked down into the cabin at him.  She’d stayed top side to search the bridge area and watch Tony.  She was also keeping an eye out to see if any company showed up.  She’d seen a few cars drive past the harbor but so far none had actually turned in.  Which was good since anyone taking even a casual glance at the parking lot in the harbor would know something was going on.  The overturned vehicles and dead bodies were a pretty big giveaway.   
 
      
 
    Randy jingled the keys at her with a goofy grin on his face.  She let out a girly shriek of joy.  Randy was too excited to even give her crap about sounding like a fifteen-year-old who’d just seen Justin Bieber walk on stage.  Besides, he’d felt exactly the same way when he first spotted the keys.  He wouldn’t have been surprised to find out he’d made the same noise himself.  He hurried up the ladder to the main deck and handed Tony the keys.   
 
      
 
    Tony started screwing around with gauges and knobs and priming the engines.  Randy watched all of the activity and thought to himself that it was really good that Kelly had hit the guy in the foot and not the head.  Without the aid of helpful YouTube videos there’s no way they’d have figured out how to get this boat started in a timely manner.  He walked around helping Tony balance and be mobile.  After what seemed like an eternity of doing other stuff Tony was finally ready to try the key.   
 
      
 
    The first one he tried didn’t fit the ignition.  Randy got a sinking feeling in his stomach until Tony flipped to the next key on the chain and it slid in easily.  Tony turned the key and the engines coughed a few times then roared to life.  The powerful hum of the engines vibrating the boat in a sensation Randy thought might be one of the best feelings he’d ever had.  They busied themselves casting off.  Once they had the ropes undone Tony started backing them out and away from the slip.   
 
      
 
    “We’ve got company.”  Kelly said quietly as she squatted in the stern of the boat and rested her M-16 on the bench back there.  Randy admonished Tony to hurry up and get them out of the harbor and into the ocean then he went and got down on the deck next to his wife.  They watched as two sets of lights drove off the main road and into the parking lot.  The lights on one of the cars flipped to bright as they got close to the van. 
 
      
 
    Not wanting to give the guys in the parking lot time to figure out what was going on Randy and Kelly took a few pot shots at the sedans.  The sound of glass breaking and men cussing and screaming indicated they hit their marks.  A few seconds later both of the sedans were squealing tires to get out of the parking lot and back on the main road.   
 
      
 
    “Tony.  How we looking?  We need to be out of here now.  We give them time to come back with some big guns while we screw around trying to get out of the harbor and we’re going to be very dead.”  Randy called out nervously.  He stood up and started walking back towards the bridge.  Kelly stayed in the stern.  She was focusing on the shoreline as she worked the M-16 barrel back and forth with her eye glued to the gun sights so all she’d have to do was squeeze the trigger to kill whatever she saw. 
 
      
 
    “I think we’re good.  We don’t seem to be hitting anything.”  The words were barely out of Tony’s mouth when they felt the boat begin scraping across something underwater that was large and hard.  They waited breathlessly to see if they’d get stuck.  The boat started to slow down as the scraping noise got louder.  Tony moved the lever to put the engines into full ahead.  There was a loud popping noise from the bottom of the boat then they were moving normally again.   
 
      
 
    A few more minutes and they were out the mouth of the harbor and headed for the mainland.  Kelly looked back at the harbor one last time.  Even though there were lights moving around on the road she didn’t see any lights in the parking lot or anything else that indicated they were being followed.  Tony asked where they wanted to go. 
 
      
 
    “We need to get to Florida.  Take us as far south as you can and find a place to fuel up or snag another boat.”  Randy told Tony.  Kelly smiled over at Tony. 
 
      
 
    “Good job getting us out of there.  You’re with us now.  Ever been to Florida?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32:  Pain in the Neck 
 
      
 
    At some point during the night Zoey had morphed from being an angel to becoming a large annoying leech who kicked.  To save his sanity and try to get some sleep Eric had moved her off him several times.  Each time she’d been latched back around him within minutes.  She had lots of dreams about playing soccer and riding bikes based on the number of times she randomly kicked him.  As sleepy as he was, he was still thrilled to see the light of dawn start spreading across the sky.  It meant he could escape from this tiny torture machine shaped like an innocent little girl. 
 
      
 
    He sat up and noticed that while they’d been sleeping, they’d drifted close to the lakeshore.  They were about ten yards from the bank of the lake right now.  He looked over at the densely wooded banks and saw a small path leading up to a clearing.  A girl of about Zoey’s age was running down the path towards them.  The girl on the path opened her mouth and started screeching.  Eric froze.  Fear coiled within him.  A primal fear struck at his heart.  The young girl Zombie reached the end of the path.  She charged at them through the shallow water.  She was still screeching loudly.   
 
      
 
    A flash of green and brown as an enormous alligator erupted out of the shallow water and wrapped its powerful jaws around the girl’s torso and head.  The alligator went into a death roll and disappeared back under the water with its victim.  Some ripples the only evidence that any bit of that early morning nightmare had just happened.  The ripples spread out and gradually disappeared.  The young girl’s story ended.  Eric looked around the boat to see if anyone else had seen what just happened.  Everyone on the boat was sitting up and staring.  Mouths open and eyes wide in disbelief.  Doreen started crying.  Brenda went to comfort Doreen but then hesitated.  They began to hear echoing screeches drifting to them on the wind.   
 
      
 
    “We need to get out of here.”  Eric said. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.”  Brenda said, helping Eric get the boat started.  The pastor was sitting in the bow staring back at them.  He had dark circles under his eyes and looked miserable.  An entire side of his face was basically one big bruise.  You could almost feel sorry for him until you thought about the fact that Jim wasn’t here because of him.  Alice wouldn’t be there either if it’d been up to the coward.  What to do with the man was a question that was constantly flitting through Brenda’s and Eric’s thoughts.  It was odd that of the three adults left alive Brenda and Eric were the two with compassionate hearts given what paths they’d each chosen to walk back when the world was normal.  Brenda had always thought people called to the ministry were automatically kind hearted.  She was hoping the pastor was the exception to the rule. 
 
      
 
    Brenda, Caitlyn and Eric fumbled around with the engine and the starter for a minute before they had the boat moving again.  Once they were moving the next question was where were they moving to?   
 
      
 
    “I know you want to get there but I’m not sure I have the energy for another run at Disney right now.”  Brenda said.  The wind was whipping her hair around as they slowly drove back to the middle of the lake.  Eric was on the steering wheel guiding the small boat and controlling their speed.  He’d already come to the same conclusion about making another theme park run.   
 
      
 
    “It may have been a good idea to get to Disney.  If we had a helicopter or something it might have even worked out.  I just hate that we lost so many people trying to make it there.  Maybe we just need to find somewhere near a store and stay there instead?  We need food and shelter.  It shouldn’t be that hard to find since I don’t think Zombies have figured out how to use can openers yet.” 
 
      
 
    Brenda laughed aloud at the image of a Zombie using a can opener.  The little joke had caught her off guard, but it’d affected her in a good way.  She knew she was getting in a funk.  She kept up a brave front for the kids but inside she was tired.  She was tired and scared.  She was terrified she was going to get them all killed.  The fact that she’d kept them alive this long was a testament to her faith in god and willingness to do whatever it took to reunite them whole and healthy with her daughter and son-in-law.   
 
      
 
    There’d been so much death.  They were practically wading through corpses to get where they needed to go at this point.  Unholy demons were possessing the people all around them.  It’d crossed Brenda’s mind multiple times that maybe this was the rapture.  Maybe god was calling his people home.  Leaving the vessels to walk the earth and be possessed by demons getting ready for the final battle.  Brenda just couldn’t figure out why the children and her would be stuck in limbo like this.   
 
      
 
    Brenda had lived her life trying to be a good person.  It wasn’t always easy.  She’d been tempted to go down dark paths in the past, but she’d never strayed too far from what she knew to be right.  She had a strong moral compass and a strong faith.  She knew she’d worked hard to be someone god would welcome to his bosom.  She wondered if maybe the fact that she assumed she’d have been caught up in the rapture was a form of pride that was the sin keeping her out.   
 
      
 
    She was full of questions and doubts.  She wanted someone of faith to discuss this all with but the only person available was the pastor.  She had serious doubts at this point about the pastor’s faith.  She no longer thought of him as a man of god.  He was just a church bureaucrat who’d been good at speaking.  A man who could make it look like he was speaking from the heart when really, he was the kind of guy who could lock a door and watch a toddler be eaten by Zombies without lifting a finger to help.   
 
      
 
    Eric had told her when she broached the subject with him that he’d given up on god.  She hadn’t pressed him too hard on it as it seemed like it might have been something recent.  She could understand where that resentment towards the church and its teachings would come from with Eric.  Brenda knew he’d been a divorced dad paying child support for two tween aged daughters before this all happened.  She inferred this from him questioning her on who’d been in the church that fateful day when everything went to hell.  Based on his questions and what she’d learned from the other guys with him she knew that he’d come back looking for his daughters.  He’d fought Zombies like a man possessed to get into the places he thought they may be.  They’d never found any traces of his daughters in any of the places they tried.  The closest living relative they’d found had been Alice. 
 
      
 
    “Earth to Brenda.”   
 
      
 
    Brenda snapped out of her self-induced daze.  She hadn’t realized her train of thought around religion was going to distract her from the conversation with Eric quite that much.  The poor man must think she was descending into dementia right in front of him.  Given the state of the world today Brenda thought the people with dementia might be the lucky ones.  They still needed to worry about mundane matters though.  Like where they should go and what they should eat.   
 
      
 
    “I’d like to go back somewhere near my daughter’s house and try to survive there for a while.  Give my son-in-law and her a chance to make it back and join up with us.  Then we could try and go somewhere else.  There’re some houses near their house that are pretty huge and are more isolated than their house is.  There’s a couple of supermarkets within a few miles of there.  We should be able to stock up on supplies pretty easy.”  Brenda looked at Eric to see what he thought of the plan.  She felt bad bringing up that they should wait on her daughter when Eric hadn’t been able to find his own daughters. 
 
      
 
    “That works for me.  I’d like to use it as a base to keep looking for my kids.  Maybe I can still find them out there somewhere.  Otherwise, we need to keep your grandkids and my niece nice and safe.  Yeah.  So that works.  Let’s find a nice place and get set up and see how that goes.”   
 
      
 
    With a new goal in mind they began looking for a good place to land.  The lake they were on was covered in houses in some sections and devoid of houses on others.  They were looking for a house set apart from the others where they could quickly get from the boat to a car.  They circled around the large lake until they found a home that had a barren back yard.  They were able to see from the concrete seawall all the way up to the large two-story home from the boat.  They pulled in closer to take a good long look before committing to it.     
 
      
 
    The house was large and yellow.  The overgrown lawn covered a good two to three acres.  A large dock held a couple of jet skis and a flat-bottomed boat that looked like it hadn’t been used for a few years.  In a good year the whole place was probably worth at least a million dollars.  Way out of either Brenda or Eric’s budgets.   
 
      
 
    “Thinking about pulling in to this one?”  The pastor asked.  He’d slunk over from his designated place in the bow.  His face still looking like one big bruise.  Eric considered pushing him over the side of the boat to see if there were any alligators on this end of the lake.   
 
      
 
    “We are.  We were just checking to see if it looked safe first.  Why don’t you go sit back down and rest?”  Brenda said.  She gestured for him to head back to the bow of the boat and sit back down.  The pastor seemed like he might have something else to say but after glancing over at Eric and seeing the look on Eric’s face he wisely thought better of it.  Looking defeated he went back to take up his seat in the bow.  Brenda would’ve felt sorry for him if she didn’t despise him so much. 
 
      
 
    “We could send him first to see if it’s safe.”  Eric offered up. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah but we can’t trust him not to just take a car and leave without us.”  Brenda said after mulling the idea over. 
 
      
 
    “Would that be such a bad thing?”  Eric said with a smile.  “I’ll chip in for the gas.” 
 
      
 
    Determined to be smart about their approach to the house they pulled up next to the dock and sat down to wait and observe.  They figured if they forced themselves to wait at least thirty minutes they could be sure they’d at seen everything they could see by staring at the house from this vantage point.   
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes was a long time to try and make a bunch of young girls sit in a boat and be quiet.  Doreen wasn’t having it and Zoey kept asking if they could be done being quiet yet.  So, after a little less than five minutes of their self-coined Zombie stakeout they found themselves in the position of deciding to make a run at the house.  If they didn’t do it soon then Doreen or Zoey were going to get loud enough to attract Zombies from all around the lake anyway. 
 
      
 
    Eric checked his M-16 and made sure his boots were laced up tight.  He was going to go first and check out the house then signal for them to join him if everything looked good.  Switching from stakeout mode to assault mode Eric hit the dock with both feet already moving.  He set off at a quick pace towards the house with his head on a swivel.  The bright yellow house that had looked like something out of a Norman Rockwell painting began taking on a more ominous look as he approached it.    
 
      
 
    Suddenly, all he could see were places Zombies may be waiting for him.  Or, maybe there was a survivor up in the second floor right now with Eric’s head centered in the sights of his rifle.  Eric made an effort to shift those kinds of thoughts out of his mind for now.  His paranoia was one of the reasons he was still alive but right now it was interfering with his doing what he needed to do.   
 
      
 
    He made it across the yard and padded up the back stairs to the deck on the back of the house.  It was a large wooden deck with a huge set of sliding glass doors behind it.  The kind that real estate agents would point out as giving a beautiful view of the lake.  They’d be absolutely correct as far as Eric could tell.  He gave himself a few seconds to try and catch his breath and control of his fear.  He hadn’t even realized how safe he’d felt on the boat.  It’d been the only time since this all started that he hadn’t been worried about a Zombie popping out of nowhere to take him out.  He hadn’t had to worry about the kids running off and getting snagged by one of the monsters.   
 
      
 
    Now, after their brief respite, they were going to be back in the thick of it.  He couldn’t say he was totally happy with this plan.  What he’d really like would be to stock up a houseboat and go live on a wide river somewhere.  A big bag of water purifying pills and him and the girls could spend every day fishing.  This current plan to go hang out in the suburbs and wait for people who were probably dead to show back up and be reunited with their kids seemed like suicide compared to the houseboat plan.  He’d seen it in Brenda’s eyes that she wasn’t going to give up on her daughter.  Hell, if the daughter was anything like Brenda then she might actually make it back to reclaim her kids. 
 
      
 
    His breath collected, Eric decided to try the sliding glass doors to see if they’d open.  Slinging his rifle behind his back he grabbed the handle for the slider and pulled on it.  To his surprise it slid open easily.  White gauze curtains blowing slightly in the mild breeze off the lake obscured his view of the inside of the home.  Brushing aside the thin curtains Eric moved into the living room.  The home was well lit thanks to the numerous large windows scattered around as well as the massive sliding glass doors. 
 
      
 
    Eric had his rifle up and ready to defend himself from the screeching Zombies he expected to come running out of hiding at any time.  None of that happened though.  Eric did a quick sweep of the downstairs and found nothing more than a well-kept home with a pantry full of canned goods and bottled water.  He opened up a door off the pantry leading to the garage and saw a jeep as well as a golf cart parked in the spacious garage.  The jeep with its soft canvas walls wasn’t going to be ideal for driving through hordes of Zombies but it’d be a lot better than the golf cart alternative. 
 
      
 
    Satisfied this would be a good place to rest and plan their next move Eric went back out on the deck and waved to Brenda to herd everyone else into the house.  Eric rested the M-16 on the decks border and covered the group of kids led by Brenda as they moved quickly across the overgrown lawn.  The pastor brought up the rear of the pack.  Eric contemplated how easy it’d be to just put a single shot right into the hypocritical pricks face.  Overall, Eric thought they made it across the lawn stealthily enough to have avoided attention despite the one random, whiney complaint from Doreen wanting a juice.   
 
      
 
    Around the lake that one request for a juice carried.  Zombies registered it and stopped what they were doing to try and figure out where the normal sounding human voice had drifted to them from.  Not able to discern an exact location they started just wandering in packs around the lake.  Seeking out the hated normal human who made that noise.  A single-minded lust to rip into normal human flesh driving them onward. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33:  Twelve Steps 
 
      
 
    It turned out that when soliciting sobriety promises from a raging alcoholic you needed to be extremely specific.  Kyler had asked Mike to please stay sober when it was his turn to stand watch.  Mike had agreed.  Mike stayed sober for approximately five minutes after Kyler fell asleep.  Then Mike began justifying taking one small drink.  He’d promised Kyler he’d stay sober.  A couple hits of Southern Comfort weren’t going to get him drunk.  As a matter of fact, the way he felt right a couple quick sips would help by waking him up and helping him get through the night.   
 
      
 
    Kyler woke up with sunlight beaming down on him.  He looked over and saw Mike was passed out in the driver’s seat again.  Sighing, Kyler got out of the car and walked a few steps towards the bushes to relieve himself.  He had no idea what to do about Mike.  He needed at least a few more people here to have a real intervention.  Mike was the adult and Kyler was technically still a kid, so it wasn’t like the guy was going to listen to him anyway.  Plus, if the possibility of getting ripped apart by Zombies while he was passed out in the car didn’t scare him then what would?  Sighing again, Kyler realized he was just going to have to shoulder even more of the burden of keeping the two of them alive.   
 
      
 
    When he was done, he walked around to Mikes side of the car and thumped on the window a few times.  Mike woke up with a start and started fumbling around trying to find his pistol.  Kyler put his face up the window and said hello a few times to get Mike calmed down.  Once calmed down Mike got out of the truck and began rummaging through the truck bed to find a bottled water.  Kyler handed him one he’d already picked out. 
 
      
 
    “Feeling a little dehydrated?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  A little bit.”  Mike said.  He looked guilty and defiant at the same time.  He was ready for a fight.  Ready to explain why he’d just had to get drunk the night before.   
 
      
 
    “About ready to go check out the docks and see if we can get on a boat before a sick person with a bad infection decides to eat us?” 
 
      
 
    “Dude.  Fine.  Let’s just call them Zombies.  I guess it doesn’t really matter.”  Mike said.  Caving on the whole terminology argument.  Kyler smiled.  He’d take what small victories he could with this guy.   
 
      
 
    “Cool.  I’m ready when you are.  Maybe we drive by a few times and honk the horn and try to get them to come out where we can dodge around them easier in the truck?”  Kyler was walking back around to get in on his side.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  Good idea.  We can try something like that.”  Mike hesitated and looked over at Kyler.  Kyler stopped on the other side of the truck before getting in and looked curiously back at the grizzled old man.  Mike had added more patches of white hair to his overall salt and pepper look.  He also looked like he’d rubbed a bucket of fried chicken all over himself then rolled in the dirt.  He was in serious need of a shave and a shower.  For the first time though Kyler realized the man had a frailness about him.  He’d always looked up to Mike as his dads’ friend.  As a strong and able veteran who didn’t take crap off anybody.  It scared him to look at Mike and realize he could visualize him lying in a coffin.  The man was old and this whole ordeal was aging him quicker. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry.”  Mike said and then started getting in the truck.  Accepting the apology for what it was Kyler climbed in on the passenger side.  Mike arranged his gear and slammed the bottled water.  He was studiously avoiding looking over at Kyler.  Kyler handed him a bottle of Advil and another bottled water.  Mike took care of getting that into this system then started up the truck.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  So, we drive back to the docks.  I beep the horn to get their attention.  Once they’re all charging for us, we drive out slow enough that they can follow.  We take them back up the road a few miles.  Then we turn around and haul ass around them back here and quietly check out the boats and grab one we think’s good.  Once we have it started, we get all the supplies we can and then we sail the boat down to Florida and drink Red Stripe and eat lobster the rest of our lives.  Sound good?”  Mike asked. 
 
      
 
    “What’s Red Stripe?”  Kyler asked with a straight face that broke into a grin at the lost look on Mike’s face.  Mike punched him in the arm and started driving.  Both of them thinking this plan had about a million ways it could go wrong but hoping they could improvise their way out of whatever happened.  You could never plan for every eventuality.  Mike had explained the whole KISS concept to Kyler as it related to military thinking.  If you over complicated something, then it was bound to go to hell.  Contact with the enemy was complicated enough without a complicated plan to deal with.  You needed to have a clear objective and a clear series of tasks to carry out to reach your objective.  Complexity killed military operations. 
 
      
 
    The plan they’d come up with fell apart before they even had a chance to get it started.  Mike pulled up to the main road and got ready to turn right.  Kyler noticed the road looked odd in the direction they needed to drive in to get to the docks.  Taking a closer look, he figured out the oddness was a mob of Zombies moving down the road towards them.  It must’ve been the ones who followed them out of the docks yesterday plus whatever other Zombies they’d passed who’d decided to join in.  They’d all met up and had some sort of Zombie powwow the night before.  Luckily, the group of Zombies hadn’t decided to walk up a mile and check out the side road or they’d have found a couple of easy meals asleep in a truck.   
 
      
 
    “New plan.  We honk and drive towards the end of the road.  We look for somewhere to pull off and just hope they keep right on running.”  Mike looked over at Kyler to see if he agreed.  Left unsaid was that if the plan didn’t work, they were going to have to swim for it since the road they were on ended in the bay.  Kyler nodded.  They were kind of screwed at this point anyway.  Hopefully the new plan worked.  It was pretty much the old plan except driving towards the bay instead of driving back towards the interstate.  This new plan just gave them a much shorter runway before they were going to need to pull back on the stick. 
 
      
 
    The road they were driving on ended abruptly at a roundabout which had two private driveways branching off it.  Prior to getting to the roundabout they’d drive past a few more driveways that may be options for them to hide out in.  They needed to figure out how to get the Zombies to follow them down the main road then keep going once Kyler and Mike turned the truck down one of the driveways.  In theory the Zombies would troop right on by and then they could simply drive back to the docks and pick a boat to sail off into the sunset on.   
 
      
 
    In actual practice it didn’t really work out that way.  Looking down the road right now they could see that once the Zombies had lost sight of them yesterday, they’d evidently just hung out on the road waiting for some other stimulus.  That would imply that even if they got the Zombies going in a conga line behind them right now that once they were out of sight the conga line may just stop and sit there blocking the road.  In the best case even if the Zombies did all try and maintain the conga line there would still be some serious discrepancies in speed between the Zombies.  There were ones that could run like Olympic track stars and then the ones that moved like wounded geriatrics.  The disparity in speed meant the Zombies would quickly get strung out as they pursued the truck.   
 
      
 
    The Zombie spread issue was a show stopper.  It meant no matter how long they waited they couldn’t be sure all the Zombies had actually passed by before they decided to come out.  The Zombies may not all be able to run at the same speed, but they were all capable of making that horrible screeching noise.  Once that screech trumpeted out the other Zombies who’d already gone by would come running right back.  Once they heard a screech near the dock that’d start a countdown dictating how long they had left to live if they didn’t get out in the bay.   
 
      
 
    “How many rounds do you have left?”  Kyler asked Mike.  Mike made a show of counting loose cartridges then held up a single magazine. 
 
      
 
    “This one’s full and I have about ten loose cartridges.  I’m going to give the loose ones to you to load into the magazine I used up earlier.  There’s way too many Zombies though.  It doesn’t help that as soon as I pull the trigger every Zombie in ear shot will be headed our way on top of whichever ones we shoot at.  The gun’s a last resort.  The quieter we do this the better.” 
 
      
 
    “Is this boat idea even going to work?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?  Assuming we can get a boat underway it should work fine.  The only thing better would be a helicopter or a blimp or something and my blimp license expired over a year ago.  I do know how to work my way around most kinds of boats though.  We’re starting to overthink this.  You ready?”  Mike gave Kyler a smile and put the truck in drive.  He eased out onto the main road and then laid on the horn.   
 
      
 
    The horn had the desired effect.  There was an immediate chorus of shrieks from the Zombies.  A large crowd of them broke away from the mob and began sprinting down the road towards them.  Mike kept his hand on the horn another few seconds before slowly starting to accelerate away from the Zombies running towards them.   
 
      
 
    “Look out!”  Kyler yelled.  He was pointing down the road in front of them.  Mike had been focused on the Zombies giving chase from behind.  The horn had managed to wake up more than just that group though.  Shrieks were coming from various directions now.  Two Zombies were running down the road straight towards them from the opposite direction.  They couldn’t turn around and go the other way either as the road behind them was overflowing with Zombies in pursuit of the truck.   
 
      
 
    The first Zombie coming from in front reached them.  Mike tried to juke the truck to go around but the Zombie high jumped over the dash and smashed right into the window.  The passenger side of the windshield came off and started falling into the truck.  The Zombie was rocking back and forth and trying to unstick itself from the window to get at Kyler.  Blood and brunette hair covered the spiderwebbed window.  What used to be a young woman was now waving around a broken set of arms wrapped in the remains of a purple jacket as she tried to turn herself around to get at the two humans in the cab.   
 
      
 
    The body of the woman covered the windshield to the point where Mike was having to stick his head out the driver’s side window to see to drive by.  This was hampered by the Zombie on the windshield clawing and arching her way in his direction to try and get at him.  The window was cracking and falling apart in multiple places as the Zombie continued to thrash around.   
 
      
 
    Kyler was so focused on that Zombie he didn’t realize another Zombie had caught up and was punching the passenger window repetitively.  Trying to break the window and get at the humans inside.  Mike kept driving slower as he lost more and more visibility.  The road was getting more winding.  They kept hitting the grass and rocks on the sides.  Loud screeches were coming from all around.  The large group behind them was starting to catch up to them. 
 
      
 
    “Shoot the Zombie bitch on the windshield!”  Mike yelled as he passed the M-16 over to Kyler.  Kyler fumbled with the rifle and got it aimed at where he thought the Zombie’s head was.  He was thinking making noise no longer really mattered at this point.  He pulled the trigger twice.  One of the shots must’ve connected as the Zombie stopped thrashing.  Mike slammed on the brakes to try and get the thing off the windshield, but she was firmly stuck in the glass.  Mike and Kyler stated trying to kick the body off while the Zombie on the passenger side tried to reach in and grab Kyler through the broken windshield.   
 
      
 
    Pulling his foot back into the truck Kyler shot the Zombie with its face smashed up to his window.  Realizing only after the pulled the trigger that this would get rid of the minimal protection of the window on his side of the car.  The Zombie staggered backwards then ran back towards the car and continued trying to get in through the window.  Blood was streaming through a huge hole in the side of the Zombie’s face.  The bullet had hit it in the mouth and then ricocheted out the other side of the Zombie’s face.  Kyler pulled the trigger in a panic a few more times and got in a kill shot.  This time the Zombie went stayed down.   
 
      
 
    Mike had the truck moving again.  There were arms coming in through every window now.  Screeching echoed through the cab.  Kyler kept shooting until the firing pin clicked on an empty chamber.  He kicked at the hands reaching into the cab as he struggled to eject the used magazine and get a new one slammed in.  He knew the new one would only have the ten cartridges they’d just gotten loaded in but that was better than nothing.  A hand ripped at his shin and took his shoe out the window with it.   
 
      
 
    Mike was spewing a steady stream of vulgarity as he roared down the road.  Hoping to throw the Zombies off the truck by driving at an increasingly stupid speed on the twisting narrow road.  It was a game of chicken they couldn’t win.  They were already past the driveways they’d been thinking they’d hide out in.  This had gone from a plan to try and distract the Zombies to them simply running for their lives and they were rapidly running out of road.   
 
      
 
    They reached the end of the main road.  They were now at the cul de sac with two driveways veering off it.  Mike randomly chose the driveway on the left and they went off the cul de sac onto the much narrower private road.  A private road with a large iron gate that appeared at the first turn.  Mike put the truck in reverse.  They headed back for the cul de sac to try the other driveway.  A Zombie jumped in the back of the truck and started slamming its head into the back window of the cab.  Another one smashed into the side mirror and spun off into the bushes.   
 
      
 
    Reaching the cul de sac Mike spun the wheel hard to get them facing the other driveway.  Zombies were filtering into the cul de sac and running straight for them.  Kyler had the M-16 ready but they were driving too erratically for him to even consider trying to hit anything.  He didn’t want to try taking shots since they were so limited on ammo.  It wasn’t like the Zombies were going to dive out of the way if he started shooting either.  It’d just attract even more of them to come straight at them.  The back window broke as the Zombie in the back finally beat his way through the small opening.   
 
      
 
    Mike tried to drive them into the other driveway but missed by a few feet and got them stuck up on a mound of sand and brush.  He had the truck in reverse and was trying to get them down as they were surrounded by more Zombies.  Kyler put the M-16 up to the passenger window and shot Zombies trying to get in by putting the barrel right on their heads and pulling the trigger.  He didn’t want to risk missing and the Zombies did nothing to protect themselves.  They didn’t show any interest in taking the gun away from him either, so it was working out great.  At least it was working great until he ran through the last cartridges in the magazine.   
 
      
 
    Out of ammunition he leaned back in the chair and the Zombie in the back grabbed him by the hair.  Mike finally got them off the dirt mound and drove them down the other driveway.  Kyler started screaming in pain as his head was yanked backwards into the broken glass of the rear slider.  The Zombie trying to work its head through to bite him.  Pulling him hard against the broken glass.  In complete panic mode Kyler thrust his head forward with all his strength.  He felt a handful of his hair get ripped out as he drove himself out of his seat and face first into the dash.   
 
      
 
    Mike sent them spinning into a large driveway.  There was a very large estate with a big porch and a beautiful view of the bay.  Not that they were going to have time to enjoy the view.  There was a dock behind the home.  It was a long dock that went over a good fifty yards of marshland before getting out into the open water.  The end of the dock had a wooded boat house looking structure.  With screeches erupting from the road behind them and a pissed off Zombie with a handful of Kyler’s hair in the bed of the truck Mike decided they might as well roll the dice and make a run for the end of the dock.   
 
      
 
    Grabbing the M-16 and yelling at Kyler to follow him Mike jumped out of the truck and immediately turned to attack the Zombie trying to get at him from the truck bed.  Using the rifle like a club he beat the holy hell out of the Zombie.  Once its head was leaking grey matter, he turned and began running for the dock with Kyler close behind.  They ran as fast as they could across the wooden planks.  Beating their feet and pushing their tortured bodies beyond what they would’ve thought was possible.  Kyler tripped about halfway across and went sprawling face first into the dock.  His face struck a metal spike sticking out of the dock.  Blood spurted out of the big gash he got from his forehead down to the middle of his cheek.   
 
      
 
    He tried to stand but was too dizzy.  Mike turned and looked down at him.  Without wasting any time thinking about it he picked Kyler up in a fireman’s carry and continued to run.  He was hearing the Zombies close in behind them.  He was running low on any kind of energy.  His adrenaline was the only thing keeping him going.  His labored breathing sounded like a foghorn in his own ears.  He could feel his pulse in his face.  He made it to the covered end of the dock and wildly looked around for something they could escape on.   
 
      
 
    The main two docks were empty.  There was some fishing equipment and lifejackets and tools hung on the pegged wall of the covered area.  Mike set Kyler on the ground.  He reached over and grabbed the large hammer he saw hanging with the other tools.  He turned and got ready to fight the Zombies.  When he turned, he saw the sunfish that was sitting out of the water on the corner of the covered area of the dock.  The sunfish was a small sailboat that could be used to sail around inside harbors and around the bay.  Kind of a day exploring the harbor fun type boat.  Mike had used one every summer of his childhood when he’d visited his grandfather.   
 
      
 
    He knew how to sail it the question now was how to get it in the water before they were eaten alive.  Kyler was sitting up and looking around.  The boy’s face was covered in blood.  There was a good chance he didn’t even know his own name right now.  Mike didn’t think he’d be a ton of help in either fighting Zombies or getting them underway on the sunfish.  Looking down the dock he saw two Zombies leading the pack to get at them.  They’d be on him in a matter of seconds.  He took a deep breath and ran at the Zombies with the hammer raised over his head.  He was counting on the Zombies complete lack of self-preservation to help him win this fight.   
 
      
 
    Reaching the first Zombie, a hippie looking older man with dull, lifeless white eyes he swung the hammer full force caving the man’s head in.  The hammer got stuck in the Zombie hippy’s skull, but it’d done the trick.  Spinning with the momentum from that kill Mike put both hands on the next Zombie and simply shoved him off the dock.  The Zombie went over into the water and started thrashing around.  Mike took a second to look down at this arm.  The Zombie he’d pushed off the dock hadn’t been interested in defending itself.  It had been single mindedly focused on taking a bite out of Mike.  It’d succeeded in ripping off a good portion of the skin on his forearm.   
 
      
 
    Blood was flowing like crazy from the massive gash in his arm.  Mike hoped it was enough blood flow to clean the wound and keep him from becoming infected.  They had no real idea if the disease worked like that or not.  He guessed he was going to find out.  The other Zombies from the pack were arriving at the dock and coming for them now.  The one he’d pushed off the dock was only about ten feet from the shallows where he’d be able to get back on the dock.  Assuming the Zombie had the brainpower to figure that out.   
 
      
 
    Mike ran back to the covered area.  He’d seen some gas cans sitting there.  The first one was empty but the second one he checked was about half full.  He charged back out on the dock.  At the edge of the shallows he dumped the contents of the can out.  With the Zombies starting to get dangerously close he pulled out his lighter and got a flame going.  He bent down and touched it to the gasoline-soaked dock.  The gas covered section of the dock went up in a satisfying whoosh of flame.   
 
      
 
    A smallish Zombie leapt through the flame and jumped on Mike.  Mike fell backwards and landed flat on his back.  The breath knocked completely out of him.  He looked up and saw the brilliant blue sky with small cotton balls of cloud skating by.  Then that vision was replaced by the gaping mouth of a Zombie descending on him.  The teeth sinking into the side of his face and latching onto his ear.  He roared with pain as he felt his ear ripped off.  He arched his back and flung the child Zombie off him.  The Zombie stumbled off the dock and splashed into the water below.   
 
      
 
    Mike felt a flap of skin hanging down his neck where his ear used to be.  His forearm burned like he’d poured lemon juice over a bad cut.  Another Zombie danced through the flames on the dock and rushed at him.  This one got one of Mikes fingers before he was able to throw the bastard into the water.  The flame from the fire was higher now.  Mike was forced back towards the covered area by the searing heat from the flames.  He knew he didn’t have much time.   
 
      
 
    Rushing back to the covered end of the dock he saw Kyler had pulled himself into a sitting position and was trying to wipe enough blood off his face to see what was going on.  Mike knew Kyler could sail a sunfish.  He’d watched him do it plenty of times out on the islands.  Kyler had even taught several of the younger scouts how to sail.   Mike went over to the sunfish and started untying ropes.  He made sure the mast was secure and pushed the boat over the side of the dock into the water.  The heat from the burning dock beating on him.   
 
      
 
    “Get in the damn boat!”  He yelled at Kyler.  Kyler was still in a fog.  Mike got up and went over to him.  Picking him up by the shoulders he walked him over to the edge of the dock and lowered him into the sunfish.  A flash of light split through Mikes vision.  A splitting headache struck him out of nowhere.  He had a sudden vision of himself sinking his teeth into the top of Kyler’s head and ripping away at the skin of the scalp.   
 
      
 
    With that vision in his head he put his foot on the edge of the sunfish and gave it a powerful shove.  Then he jumped into the water and began kicking his feet to propel the small vessel out into the bay.  He figured he’d get Kyler out of harm’s way before the cold water and loss of blood ended up killing him.  He knew the one thing he couldn’t do was get into the boat with Kyler knowing that he may be turning into one of those things.   
 
      
 
    Mike finally lost his grip on the sunfish as the change consumed him.  His head dipping below the waves of the cold water of the bay.  His last conscious thought was that at least he’d done this right and maybe that made up for all the things he’d done wrong.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34:  Peg Toed Pirate 
 
      
 
    Tony’s foot hurt like a bitch.  He was sitting in the captain’s chair of the boat they’d liberated from the island while Randy worked on taking his shoe off.  Kelly was sitting nearby with the generic first aid kit she’d found on the boat.  Blood was pooling up in the work boots he was wearing.  The blood leaked all over Randy’s arm as he untied the boot and pulled it off.   
 
      
 
    “Good thing for me they let us wear black boots out here in the island instead of having to wear those steel toed boon dockers everywhere.”  Tony joked before almost falling out of his seat when a wave of pain hit him.  The shoe being removed made it feel like the end of his foot was falling off.  A razor-sharp sensation of pain shot up his whole leg.   
 
      
 
    “I’m going to steer for a while.  Kelly’s gonna cut off your sock and get you bandaged up.  Ok?” 
 
      
 
    Neither Kelly nor Tony looked really excited about the plan but both nodded and set to carrying out their parts.  Randy took over steering the boat.  He stood and adjusted the wheel to keep them on the same heading Tony had put them on.  The sea was rough enough so there was a good deal of adjustments that needed to be made.  Tony had also told them they’d have to keep a careful watch on radar since there wasn’t the visual cue of lights from the mainland anymore to let them know if they were getting close. 
 
      
 
    Kelly was using the scissors on one of those little all in one Leatherman tools to cut Tony’s sock off.  Blood was seeping steadily through the sock and getting all over Kelly’s arm.  Randy wondered how long it’d be before she decided they needed to switch places, so she could drive the boat for a little while.  Randy saw her working the end of the sock off as she cut a few more final pieces.  Then he heard her breathe in and let out a little squeal as she moved backwards away from Tony.   
 
      
 
    Looking down Randy saw the sock dangling off the foot.  Tony looked like he’d passed out so that was good at least.  The seats had straps on them, so Randy stopped navigating long enough to make sure the belts and straps were tightened enough around Tony to keep him from falling onto the deck.  He played around with the lights until he was able to see what Kelly was currently poking at with her finger.   
 
      
 
    Where his big toe should be there was a mess of blood and skin and bone.  His big toe was dangling about two inches below all of that by a strip of skin.  Kelly looked up at Randy with a completely lost look on her face.  This one was beyond her. 
 
      
 
    “If there was a hospital to take him to, we could try and save the toe and they could surgically reattach it.”  She said.   
 
      
 
    “I think that options out the window.  So, what do we do now?”  Randy asked.  He had an idea, but he didn’t want to be the one to say it out loud.  Mostly because if he was the one who said it out loud then Kelly would instantly consider it his idea and let him do the procedure.  Kelly hesitated.  She must be operating on the same wavelength of knowing what they needed to do but not really wanting to articulate it. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to cut the skin holding his toe on and then just squirt peroxide all over the wound and then dry it and bandage it up as good as I can.”  Kelly said with a look of resignation on her face.  That sounded totally gross to Randy. 
 
      
 
    “That sounds about right.  Need me to do anything?”  He asked.  He really hoped the answer was no. 
 
      
 
    “No.  Just keep us on course and I’ll try to get this knocked out.  Hand me something to put his toe in though.  I feel bad just flinging it over the side for the fish to eat.” 
 
      
 
    Tony woke back up as Kelly was finishing.  Randy saw his eyes open and handed him five of the Tylenol they’d found on board with half of a bottled water.  Tony washed down the pills and told Kelly thanks as she finished up on his bandages.  He didn’t bother mentioning that it’d been either her or her husband who’d been the ones who shot it off in the first place.  Kelly stood up and handed him the ash tray his toe was in.  Tony stared at the toe for a little while.   
 
      
 
    “Almost seems like this situation calls for something a little stronger than Tylenol.”  He finally said.  He was wincing while he said it.  Randy and Kelly both tried to get him to rest some more but he insisted on staying awake since they’d be getting close to the mainland soon.  He knew they’d need him to help them get the boat safely into the harbor and tied up for the night.  They’d confirmed earlier that they had enough diesel to make it down the coast a hundred miles or so, but they’d decided to try and hit Point Judith as they knew there was more diesel to be had there.  The idea was to anchor overnight and take all the diesel they could for the long trip south.  The less time they had to spend pulling into strange harbors the better. 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t find anything stronger than Tylenol on the boat.  The captain must have been born again or something.  So, what you thinking about our plans so far?  Any suggestions?  You think the guys on the island might come after us?”  Kyler asked.  He was inwardly grateful when Tony put down the severed toe in the ash tray before he answered.  Talking to someone who was holding their toe in an ash tray about the plans to survive a Zombie apocalypse was approaching a level of surreal that Randy wasn’t sure he was entirely comfortable with.  He broke his gaze from the toe now sitting on the shelf by the radio to listen to Tony. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think they’ll follow us, but I didn’t think any of this would happen.  I would’ve never thought the commander would take over the island and treat civilians the way he did.  It was like something out of Lord of the Flies, but those boys didn’t have automatic weapons.  I’m assuming it was you who killed the commander.”  Randy nodded in affirmation to Tony who didn’t seem at all surprised.  “Well, we all followed the chain of command, but it wasn’t like he was some kind of cult leader or real inspirational or anything like that.  I don’t think they’re going to try to hunt us to the ends of the earth to avenge him.  They might send a boat over here to Pt Judith to keep us from taking the diesel but that’s about as far as I think they’d go.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think we should go somewhere else to get diesel then?”  Kelly asked Tony. 
 
      
 
    “I think the easiest place to get the diesel is right where we’re going.  As long as we’re up and out of there before dawn we should be good to go.  I doubt they get someone to come over here tonight.  There’s going to be way too much confusion on the island to get all that going before dawn.  I know I’m probably not going to be able to keep my eyes open much longer once we make it to the point and get the diesel onboarded.”    
 
      
 
    They sailed along in silence until the mainland got close enough to be visible.  It appeared as a large dark shape blotting out the stars on the horizon.  Tony talked Randy through steering the boat into the harbor using the charts, radar and sonar systems on the boat.  It was all a lot more complex than Randy had imagined it was going to be.  He was glad they’d kept Tony alive to help them through this part.  At one point they’d thought about just using someone to help them get the boat started then have that person jump overboard and swim for it.  That was a better fate than the bullet in the back of the head they’d planned for whoever got chosen as their lucky navigator.   
 
      
 
    Randy had a good feeling about Tony.  The kid wasn’t even old enough to legally drink yet.  He’d joined the Coast Guard at seventeen and gotten into boot camp a week before his eighteenth birthday with parental consent.  His biggest aspiration was to become a private pilot and guide big ships into NYC harbor for a nice six figure salary.  Being a bosuns mate in the coast guard was the best path for that.  Tony had his life together and everything worked out and hadn’t even had his first legal beer yet.  Randy made a mental note to find out when the kids’ birthday was, so they could make sure to make a big deal out of it for him.  Assuming they hadn’t all been eaten by Zombies before then.   
 
      
 
    There was no doubt the kid would’ve made one hell of a commercial pilot boat captain.  Barely conscious he’d been able to coach Randy and Kelly into the harbor, get the diesel pumped into their tank and tie off for the night before he passed out.  Randy took the first watch.  The plan for the evening was for him to watch for three hours then Kelly would watch for three hours then they’d wake up Tony and get the hell out of there.  If all went according to plan they may be checking in at their house and meeting up with their kids in a little over a week.   
 
      
 
    Randy wanted to be optimistic, but the way things had gone so far was weighing him down.  The death and destruction all around them threatening to ignite his pessimistic streak.  Kelly refused to lose hope.  She was his guiding light and all the motivation he needed.  She was a thousand percent sure her mom and their kids would all be alive and waiting for them when they got to Florida.  She practically radiated optimism.   
 
      
 
    She was actually a little worried her mom may be pissed that it was taking them so long to get there.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Authors Afterword 
 
      
 
    As always, thank you so much for coming on this journey with me.  Seeing the characters come to life and struggle to survive this ordeal has been real for me.  I see it in my mind’s eye and feel it in my heart.  I love how they battle to keep optimism alive.   
 
      
 
    There’s a certain breed of people who are able to survive.  A certain type of mindset that helps carry them through the darkness.  I’m looking forward to continuing this journey and seeing where it leads.  I trust you’ll come with me? 
 
      
 
    If you’re enjoying this series so far, please leave a rating and a positive comment.  It’s much appreciated! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Other Series Available from RS Merritt 
 
      
 
    The Zournal Series – Follow Steve and his crew as they seek to survive the Zombie apocalypse and strike back at the men who caused it.  Told from a first-person point of view the series has humor, gore, and drama.  All six books of this series are available on Amazon. 
 
      
 
    Son of the Keeper – This YA Fantasy trilogy is available on Amazon.  Follow a young man in a modern world who learns he has enormous potential for magic.  Learn about the secret race that has been living with us on Earth for the last 2,000 years.  See how they step into the light to save humanity from an ancient enemy.   
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