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Foreword
Zombies



Chapter One - Can’t get no satisfaction
“Seriously?”
Peter glanced at Crawford as the Guardswoman turned the steering wheel to weave the Humvee around a wrecked hatchback laying on its side in the street.  “Why’s that so funny?”
“Because it’s totally weird.”
Rolling his eyes, Peter adjusted the AR-15 where he’d leaned it against the corner of dashboard and door.  “It’s not weird to realize everything you fucking kids listen to is crap.”
“Uh, yes it is; there’s nothing wrong with today’s music.”
“You’re young.”
“And I’m not a kid.  I’m twenty-fucking-four.” she shot back.
Peter grinned.  “Like I said, you’re young.”
“Twenty-four is not young.”
“It is when I’m over twice your age.”
Now Crawford was the one who rolled her eyes, even as she continued holding the Humvee on the center line of the two lane road at the breathtakingly slow speed of twenty miles per hour.  “We need to stop at one of those drugstores we didn’t completely strip yet.  I bet there’s still some Geritol on the shelves.”
“Don’t be so sure.” he half-growled in response.  “Sawyer’s had vitamins prioritized for weeks.”
“True.” she nodded, her tone unconcerned with his.  “Metamucil then.”
“I may be old, but I can still kick your ass.”
Crawford barked a short laugh.  “Back to threats again?”
“Already did it once.”
She gave him a scornful glance.  “I was winning.”
“The hell you were.”
“Look, I hate to break up your little mating ritual,” Oliver said from the back seat, “but if you guys are going to keep on like this, just drop me off and I’ll walk back.”
“Hah!” Crawford laughed again.  “Through town?”
“We’ve been running clearing sweeps for weeks now; it’s not like the area is exactly crawling with risk these days.”
“You never know.”
“I’ll risk zombies over listening to you two flirt.”
Peter grinned.  “I’m not flirting.  I’m making her feel loved.”
“Same difference Gunny.”
“You don’t know me as well as you like to put on.” Crawford told Peter.
“No?  Let’s see . . . fuck you?”
She tried, she really did, but a bit of amusement leaked past the stern expression she tried to put on.  “Aerosmith and The Stones should have hung it up, I don’t know, years ago.  Before eight track went out of style.”
“Was it ever in style?” Dorne asked from the other side of the backseat from Oliver.
“Hell no, they play real music.  Unlike that electronic crap you listen to.” Peter told Crawford, ignoring Dorne.
“Really, anywhere along here is fine.  Just let me out.” Oliver said again.
“Shut up.” Peter and Crawford both said.
“Get a room.” he retorted.
“They’re fine.” Dorne shrugged.  “It’s almost cute . . . sorta.”
Peter frowned, but Crawford spoke before he could respond.
“Zombie.”
Peter looked out the windshield and spotted the walking corpse, ambling and staggering along the grass at the edge of a gas station parking lot.  Another was just emerging from behind the building.
Neither looked to be faring well.  Aside from the dried out, nearly husk like appearance of their flesh; both were crusty with dirt and long dried blood, and sported various wounds that went beyond mere indifference to damage.
The one in the back looked like it had been hit by a car, or at least a sledgehammer, judging by the protruding ribs and exposed lung on its right side.  Blood and filth was caked around the splits in its skin.  Ahead of it, the leading zombie was missing its left arm, and one of its legs didn’t seem to want to work correctly.  As he watched, it dragged the leg over something hidden in the knee high grass and fell over.  It went down face first, without any attempt to catch itself.  It didn’t mind falling.
Zombies never did.
“Whose turn is it?” Oliver asked.
“Crawford’s, but because she’s spent the last ten minutes making fun of my music, I’m claiming these two.” Peter said, picking up his AR and glancing around outside the windows on his side of the Humvee.  The street was deserted; only the two zombies and the Humvee disturbing the eerie isolation.
“You gonna bail out on the move?” Dorne asked curiously.
“Tuck and roll Gunny.” Crawford laughed, the sarcastic amusement back in her tone.
“Stop.” Peter ordered.  She sighed and braked, pulling to a halt about half a block from the gas station.  Peter checked around the Humvee a second time, then opened the door and stepped out.
Cumming Georgia was being steadily picked clean by the survivors of the zombie apocalypse huddled on the north side of town.  Zombies were still showing up, but they were appearing in fewer and fewer numbers as the security and scavenge patrols kept taking them out.  The last ten days or so had seen only a handful every twenty-four hours, which was a relief as much as it was curious.
The problem with fewer zombies was simple; Peter kept waiting for the other shoe to drop.  When upwards of two hundred million people, just in North America alone, lost their pulses and gained voracious appetites for flesh – any flesh – that was a lot of monsters.  It had only been two months since the outbreak started.  If they weren’t here, it begged the question . . . where were they then?
The alternative was, at some point, a massive collection of the fuckers would show up.  He really hoped that didn’t happen.  The camp was in pretty good shape considering the conditions and how many people were willing and able to work, but a few thousand zombies hitting the fences all at once would be bad.  Very, very bad.
But that was a nightmare for another time.  Now, there were only two to deal with.  Peter moved a few feet from the Humvee, glanced around a third time to make sure he was alone in the street, then brought the assault rifle up to his shoulder.  Settling it in place, he laid his eye against the scope and drew a bead on the zombie still on its feet.  It had noticed him and the Humvee by now, and was changing direction to stagger in their direction.  He adjusted his aim carefully, putting the red dot centered in his scope just above mouth level.
The thing that had used to be a living breathing person wove back and forth as he waited, adjusting to its ragged pattern of movement.  Its left foot came down just ahead of the curb between grass and pavement, and he made his final correction before squeezing the trigger back smoothly.
An explosion of bone and bits erupted out the back of the creature’s head as the bullet shattered its skull.  The zombie dropped like a puppet with its strings cut, folding to the ground with no further movement.  Peter tracked down and gave it a few seconds, making sure the thing was really dead — fully dead this time, not just the animated undeath it had been enjoying — before lifting his head and looking around yet again.
He’d learned to be very cautious.  Quieter town or not, he’d burned up far too much luck making it this far to feel comfortable making assumptions.  But nothing else was sneaking up on him right now so he returned his attention to the scope and found the other zombie.
That one was up on its knees and remaining hand, looking at him; wobbling and weaving as what was left of its coordination struggled to compensate for the missing arm.  It was definitely suffering some kind of problem with its knee; the joint didn’t seem to want to bend much, which was further complicating its attempts to rise.  Zombies had basic motor skills, but lacked any of the awareness and consideration a human would bring to the problem.  It didn’t seem able to grasp that attempting to press itself up using its right knee wasn’t working too well, or that its balance was seriously compromised by the absent arm.  As he watched, it fell back down on all fours – well, threes – again.
Peter waited for it to start trying to rise once more, so its movements would be more predictably upwards rather than floundering around sideways, then put a round right in its forehead.  The matted hair clinging to the back of its head puffed out as the bullet went through the skull, pulling a good portion of the brain tissue out with it.  He double checked it, and then both bodies a third time, but they were down for good.  Safing his weapon, he got back in the Humvee.
“Took you long enough.” Crawford sniffed.
“Two zombies, two shots.” Peter grinned.  “Why waste ammo?”
“Why waste time?”
“Time we’ve got.”
“Ammo we got.” she pointed out.
“Yeah, we cleaned out those two other armories, plus what we donated from the bus.” Dorne said.
“And there’s no sense wasting it.” Peter said mildly.
“Whatever.” Crawford shrugged.  “We done out here?”
“Let’s take another pass through the north edge, then yeah, we’ll head back.”
“Fine, but we’re not putting a boombox in here if you get to pick what gets played.” she said, taking her foot off the brake.  “There’s enough dust around here from the zombies.”
“And I’m not listening to noise.” Peter retorted.  “Listening to you is bad enough without a soundtrack of wailing and pure shit.”
“Okay, I’m walking.” Oliver said.
Crawford immediately pegged the accelerator, squealing the Humvee’s tires a little as the vehicle surged forward abruptly.  “No unscheduled stops.  Suffer.” she threw over her shoulder.
“You’re a real bitch, you know that?”
“Yes.”
Forty minutes later, the security sweep of the area finished, they pulled into the front parking lot of North Forsyth High School.  Trucks and school busses dominated, with the MARTA bus that had ferried Peter and the other surviving Guardsmen — and Guardswomen — out of Atlanta still parked on the curb right in front of the entrance doors.  Crawford swung around the parking lot and slid the Humvee into its slot next to the other one, right on the front row across from the bus.
Peter looked around critically after he got out of the vehicle.  Two armed men were stationed in front of the school’s main doors, and he saw two of the other four who were part of the rooftop watch visible at the edge of the big building’s roof.  One of them waved, a gesture Peter returned briefly.
“Situation normal.” Oliver remarked as he started for the school.
“Situation boring you mean.” Crawford sighed.
“Boring is safe.”
“Boring is boring.” she disagreed.  “We should start scouting further out.”
“Just because it’ll make it more likely we’ll find some action?” Dorne asked in a leading tone.
“Hell yeah.” She replied.  “Also, it’ll keep thinning the fuckers out.  And keep everyone used to shooting and reacting.”
“There’s no need yet.” Peter said, though he secretly agreed with her.  It was getting hard to maintain a good sharp edge on everyone’s concentration with things getting as calm as they had been recently.  It wasn’t that he objected to the safety, to the lack of chaos and carnage, but . . . the zombies weren’t gone.  They were just thin on the ground here after weeks of effort by the survivors.
He worried people were going to forget what was happening if it went on like this.  That they might get sloppy and complacent.  Even though the area across the rear of the school — formerly athletic fields — was fenced and secured against intrusion by any wandering corpses, he knew those same enclosures could turn into a compressed slice of hell if someone who got bit hid it and turned after they were back inside.
That was one of the reasons he insisted on four man teams for everything that went on outside the camp.  Everything was arranged in groups of four people, always built from multiples of foursomes; each of whose first priority was to cover and back each other up.  Most of the groups that left on scavenging runs to retrieve supplies were at least forty strong, but he remained insistent on the quartets as the basic building block.
There was too much coming and going for everyone to have to strip and submit to some sort of examination when they returned; even if there had been enough medical staff.  The foursomes were his compromise against that.  Maybe — maybe — if he’d had enough military personnel to go around, he could have worked out some sort of process where the teams went through a group examination.  Military people got used to being in their underwear, and even occasionally naked, in barracks and screening environments with others present.
Civilians, not so much.
“Any problems?” Tim, one of the door guards, asked as the group neared where he and his partner stood against the wall.
“Three zombie sightings, no new survivor groups.” Dorne shrugged.
“Boring.” Crawford said again.
“Good.” Tim nodded.
“I guess.”  She pulled the door open and went through.
“Gunny, Ms. Sawyer left word that she’d like to see you when you get back, when you’ve got a minute.”
“Okay, thanks.” Peter nodded.
He pushed through the doors behind Oliver and went into what had been the school’s office.  Now it was the main administrative center for the camp, staffed by people who’d either shown clerical or logistical aptitude.  They all supported the handful of more experienced folks who headed up the various parts of the ongoing relief operation; food, sanitation, security, infrastructure, and medical.  Peter was the security guy, though he consulted quite a bit with the engineering student and retired general contractor who jointly managed the infrastructure projects.
“She back there?” he asked Gina, who sat with an open ledger book and a couple of yellow lined pads on the desk in front of her.
The woman looked up from her updating of the latest supply figures and nodded.  “I think she’s probably about to go grab some lunch though.”
“Thanks.”
Peter threaded through the narrow corridors behind the front office until he reached what had been one of the vice-principals’ offices.  Knocking on the door frame, he stood with his cap tucked under his arm until the short, red haired woman behind the room’s desk looked at him.
“Gunny, how’d the sweep go?”
“Situation normal, but very calm.  I’m beginning to think the area’s really starting to settle down, Ms. Sawyer.  For better or worse.”
She frowned at him.  “Gunny, I keep telling you, it’s Shellie.”
Peter grinned and stepped in so he could close the door.  “Not where others can hear it isn’t.”  The school’s administrative area was a tight pack of rooms that offered little aural privacy unless the doors were kept shut; something Peter tried to be mindful of.
“I appreciate you’re only trying to keep from undercutting my authority, but really, when you call me that, I want to look around for my mom.”
Peter shrugged, purposefully busying himself with adjusting the position of one of the chairs facing the desk so he didn’t have to embarrass her as her expression clouded.  There was a lot of that going around.  Everyone had lost someone, or at least lost contact with someone, they knew and loved; and people kept forgetting — even when it was their own pain — that formerly casual references could hurt.  In Sawyer’s case, her parents had been out in California when the zombies started ripping everything apart.  The West Coast hadn’t fared any better than the other heavily populated portions of the country, so it was assumed they were probably dead.
“It’s good the town’s still quiet.  I’d like the teams to have a good clear shot at finishing the close scavenging by the end of the week.” she said as he settled into the chair.  He looked back up as he heard her tone was back to normal, though he caught the momentary shadow of pain that was leaving her face as he met her gaze once more.
“Unless a big horde wanders in from somewhere, there shouldn’t be any problem with that.” Peter nodded.  “Of course, we’re not that far from Atlanta, so that mythical big horde could turn up any time if we get unlucky.”
“We’re lucky.” she shrugged.  “So far, anyway.  Also, I’m told this is a good time to start hunting.”
“For?” Peter asked leadingly, ignoring the way she’s shifted subjects so quickly.  That was one of her habits, and he’d grown used to keeping up with her mental switchovers.
“Deer, boar, whatever.” she shrugged, flipping a hand casually toward the wall.  “I’ve got nearly twenty guys on the census who say they’re experienced hunters, and a couple of them were in here earlier explaining how they were pretty sure they’d be able to start bringing in some fresh meat.”
Peter considered that for a few seconds.  He wasn’t a hunter himself, but he figured fall was when it was usually done; something about how the animals were fattened up in preparation for the coming winter.  But most of the animals would be out in the woods and really rural areas.  For all Cumming looked like hickville to city acclimated folks, it was still a town; rural or not.  The hunting would have to take place out in the sticks; the real sticks.  Anyone who went out after fresh meat would be on their own.
Still, food was food.  And it sounded like they were mostly volunteering.
“They know how to, I don’t know, butcher what they bring down?  Assuming they bag anything?”
“Some of them.  And even if they don’t, I’ve got three proper butchers on my list too.  And with the generators, I don’t see a problem storing whatever they get.  We’ve got locks on the tanks at five nearby gas stations, and they’ve all been treated.  The fuel should hold out at least until spring.  Probably more once it gets cold and the weather starts working with us for food storage, rather than complicating everything with heat.”
“Sounds like a plan then.” Peter nodded.
“You don’t see any problem with it?”
“They’re taking a risk — anyone who leaves the camp is — but as long as they stay in groups and are careful it should be a manageable one.”
“They wanted to start tomorrow.”
He nodded.  “Let me have their names.  I’ll talk to Whitley, and we’ll make sure they know how to look after themselves while they’re out.”
Sawyer leaned back in her chair and stretched lethargically.  “No one ever told me running an operation with this many people in it could be so tiring.  All I do is sit in this chair most of the day, but by the time it gets dark I’m exhausted.”
“Being responsible for a whole mess of refugees isn’t a walk in the park.” Peter nodded.  “I’ve never had these kinds of numbers reporting to me, but I know how tough it is tending to a few hundred, even when I had support services to call on.”
“Tell me about it.  Which reminds me, Lorren was in here last night outlining a plan to park fuel trucks on-site.”
“What, tank trailers?”
“Yeah.”
Peter frowned.  “Filling one of those would take, I don’t know, hours.”
Sawyer gestured at one of the papers on her desk.  “He ran some numbers; wants to yank some of those well pumps we spotted outside of town.  Says if we do that, we could pump one full in less than a day.”
“Jesus, that’s a lot of hand pumping.  Gonna have to switch people out on them every ten or fifteen minutes I bet; that means a big team.”
“Actually, I think we’ve got the manpower to throw at something like that.  What I was really worried about was the risk of having a couple of trailers parked anywhere onsite full of combustibles.”
“That’s not really a risk.”
“But—” she started, but Peter broke in.
“I know, I know; gas explodes, right?  Not really.  Worst case, if someone doesn’t respect a safe zone with fire or sparks or something, the truck burns.  But if you’re thinking it’d be like parking a bomb next to the buildings, no.  That’s Hollywood, not life.”
She nodded slowly.  “So do you think it’s a good idea?”
“Every little bit helps.  Hauling fuel back is heavy work.  If he can get the pumps worked out, I guess a couple of days would see what the camp needs closer at hand.  That would probably save some headaches when we get into winter.”
“I’ll have another meeting with him then, see if the finer points can get worked out.”  She slumped in her chair and stretched her arms out across the desk, rolling her shoulders to work out stiffness, then gave him an impish smile.  “Why don’t you take tomorrow off?”
Peter blinked at her.  “What?”
“You’ve been out every day for the last three weeks, plus planning meetings, and your rounds inside the camp.  Take tomorrow and just chill.”
“There’s always—” he began, but she sat up suddenly and shook her head at him.
“No, I think I’m going to throw around a little of that weight you keep insisting I have.  Until the day after tomorrow, you’re off duty.  That’s an order.”
“Okay, but if I’m off, then so are you.” he told her with a smile.
“That what you told your officers when they gave you an order?” Sawyer chuckled.
“My officers usually didn’t care if I overworked myself.” Peter told her, then let his expression sober a bit.  “If I can use some downtime, so can you.”
Sawyer gazed at him for a moment, then nodded.  “If six weeks of plans and preparation doesn’t buy me a day off, then I don’t know what will.  You’re on.”
“Alright.” Peter stood and adjusted his slung AR.  “You any good at poker?”



Chapter Two - Is there anybody listening?
“Your shoulder hurts because you don’t listen.” Crawford said in a voice of dangerous patience.  “Stock pulled in tight, so it doesn’t kick back into you when you fire.  You were fucking around, and now you’ve got a bruise.”
Peter carefully kept his face blank as he listened to the ‘explanation’.  It wasn’t quite fair to call it a ‘dressing down’, but Crawford’s tone was close to that description.  One of the scavenging teams had just gotten in with a load of supplies from a Wal-Mart on the northern edge of Alpharetta.  They’d come back with a tractor trailer full of food, and no one seemed panicked or upset except for the one civilian who was complaining about the shooting injury, so things must have gone okay.
Today’s targeted Wal-Mart was part of the Atlanta outskirts, in a former suburb of the former state capital.  That had concerned Peter a little, but two hundred people had been assigned to the retrieval.  All had been armed, over half with M-16s and other rifles out of the camp’s armory.  And Mendez and two of his fellow Guardsmen had ridden along as well, to stiffen the civilians as well as provide a more trained source of leadership.  Plus the camp’s ongoing scavenging activities had more or less cleaned out all the really lucrative supply sources closer in.
“Gunny, enjoying the day?” Whitley asked.
Peter turned and glanced at the Guardswoman, then at the pair of sodas in her hands.  Beads of condensation were rolling down the cans.  “If one of those is mine, then yes.”  Drinks were not really rationed out very much in the camp, but cold ones were; space in the refrigerators was carefully monitored.  She must have pulled strings with someone to lay hands on cold sodas.
“Well, far be it from me to stomp on your moment.” she laughed as she sat down at the picnic table and set one of the cans next to him.
Rotating on the bench, Peter lifted one of his legs over so he was straddling it and grabbed the can.  The hiss-fizz provided a welcome counterpoint to the sharp metallic crack as he popped the top.  He took a long drink, enjoying the sharp sweetness almost as much as he did the ice cold temperature.  “Ahhh, now that’s something I never get tired of.”
“Sugar?”
“Cold soda.” Peter answered.  “But sugar’s good too.”
“Why is Crawford trying to make that guy cry?” Whitley asked, looking past him.
Peter didn’t bother to turn.  “He was already broken up before she got hold of him.  He forgot that weapons have recoil, but he’s fine.”
“He’s holding his shoulder.”
“If his shoulder was really broken he’d be a lot more upset.  She’s just explaining physics to him.”
“Is that what we’re calling it?”
“I guess.”
“Does Crawford even get physics?”
“You want to take over?” Peter arched an eyebrow at her.
“No, I guess she’s got it.” Whitley allowed with a shrug.
“I’ll make a decent sergeant out of you yet.”
“Hey, you promoted me.”
“Yup.” Peter nodded.
“You said I was ready.”
“I also said I didn’t have that many other options to pick from.”
“Ouch.  Is this what you do on your days off?”
“Drink soda and make fun of my subordinates?  Pretty much, though I used to substitute beer for the soda.”
“We don’t have any beer.  Sawyer doesn’t want to set a precedent of spending time on stuff that doesn’t keep people alive.”
“Mores the pity.  Calories are calories, I say.  My wi—” Peter started, before abruptly cutting himself off.  His wife had used to cook a really great chili that used four cans of beer to make up most of the liquid.  But Amy was dead — undead, actually — and there would be no more of her chili.
“Anyway, you brought me a soda and are a subordinate.  Two-for-one in my book.” he said after a moment, trying to cover the pause.
Whitley shook her head wryly at him, while simultaneously ignoring the verbal stumble.  “Doesn’t that earn me any brownie points?”
Peter chuckled, reaching gratefully for the humor as a way to help put the dark thought out of his mind.  “Maybe.”
“Hey Crawford.” Whitley called, raising her voice.
Now Peter did turn.  The other Guardswoman was looking at them, along with the red faced civilian she’d been berating.
“Leave him alone; get over here.  Sir, go to the infirmary; get some ice to put on it for a while.  Maybe a little Tylenol.”
Crawford scowled as the civilian stepped back hastily before fleeing at a fast walk in the direction of the sprawling school building.  The unloading of the supplies for sorting and storage continued without him, which was no real loss.  Not only was he hurt, but there were also a lot more people willing to do things inside the secured perimeter of the camp than there were those who’d venture out to bring stuff back.
A path had been worn into the grass around the sides and up to the back of the school building, marking where repeated trips kept the grass beat down.  Elsewhere, the vegetation was nearly waist high.  Trails led up to the doors of the building, linking them together around it from front to back, and then from the building itself out to the other various areas such as the fenced athletic fields and the ‘commons’ area between them.  That commons, a convenient middle ground centered amongst the ball fields, had become the de facto unloading zone for supply runs.
Crawford fixed Peter with an exasperated look, then came over to the picnic table.  “I was enjoying myself.” she complained.
“So is Gunny.” Whitley said.  “Grab a seat or you’ll spoil his mood.”
Crawford glanced at them suspiciously.  “What’s the catch?”
“Close your mouth or someone’ll toss a hook in it.” Peter said.
“I’d like to see ‘someone’ live through that.” she snorted as she dropped onto the far end of the bench from Peter, using her fingers to make little quote marks in the air to punctuate her statement appropriately.
He shrugged.  “Some of the hunting and fishing crowd are starting to settle down and get serious about using their hobbies to supply us.  They might use you as practice, but maybe they’ll want a smaller target.”
She brushed his feeble insult aside.  “You’re kidding, right?”
“No, seriously.  You know food can come from hunting and fishing, right?”
“Hah fucking hah.”
“Seriously.” Peter said sagely.
“So the world’s ended and rednecks are going to save us?”
“I think save is probably a strong word.”
“Help us?”
“More like it.” Peter nodded, lifting his soda for another sip.
“Motherfuckers.” she sighed.  “I miss the city.”
“The city’s overrun with hungry monsters.” Whitley pointed out.
“Some days, I’m not so sure it wouldn’t be better than this.” Crawford retorted, gesturing vaguely around at the tent city, parked truck trailers, hastily assembled pavilion roofs shielding piles of supplies, and the people milling about near all of it.
Peter started to lift his soda for another sip, but before he could get the can to his mouth he heard someone calling him.  “This is supposed to be my day off.” he muttered as he looked over his shoulder.
Nailor was running toward the commons.  Peter’s first thought was whether he should consider being alarmed, but he checked it for a few seconds while he made a fast evaluation.  There wasn’t anything chasing the Guardsman, he hadn’t heard any shooting or sounds of destruction, and the man wasn’t even carrying his weapon.  The Marine decided to extend his hold on getting anxious long enough to hear whatever the soldier was coming to say.
“Gunny.”
“Private.” Peter replied.  “Problem?”
“The radio.” Nailor said, a little breathless from the run.
“It’s a box with knobs and dials.” Crawford observed.
“Brilliant.” Whitley sighed.
“Yup.” Crawford laughed.
“What about the radio.” Peter asked, ignoring the two female soldiers to focus on the newly arrived Nailor.
“Message.  You need to hear it.” the out of breath man responded.
“What kind of message?”
“They say they’re the federal government, broadcasting from a safe zone.”
“What?” Whitley demanded.
“For real.” Nailor confirmed.
Peter stood up.  “Are they holding for someone to talk to them?  Where’s Ms. Sawyer?”
“No, they’re out of range.”
Crawford frowned at Nailor, who was recovering his wind by now.  “How can we hear them if they’re out of range?”
“I don’t know, but they’re not responding to any of our replies.”
“Guess my break’s over.” Peter said, rising with the soda still in hand; he could take it with him.  “Nailor, find Mendez and tell him I’ll want to see him in the comms room as soon as he can get there.  Crawford, look around for Ms. Sawyer and tell her the same thing, but be polite about it.”
“Me?”
“You.” Peter confirmed, giving her a heavy eye.  “She’s in charge, remember.  Be nice.”
“No one trusts me.”
“Whitley, you’re with me.” Peter said as the sergeant opened her mouth with a grin.  “Bust Crawford’s chops later.”
“Fine.” she said, rising and falling into step with him as he headed for the school building.  “Think it’s for real?”
“Don’t know what to think just yet.” Peter said as they walked.  He was moving briskly, but without the urgency of panic.  He was too old to run just because; that’s something else subordinates were good for.
Also, it didn’t sound like his running over and through the school would help very much.  And everyone knew he was in charge of security and most things dangerous.  When he ran, people got worried.
“What if it is?”
“Should be interesting.”
“Sure you haven’t been drinking?”
“I’m stone sober.”
Whitley shook her head.  “You’re incredibly mellow today.  I guess time off agrees with you.”
“I’m entitled.”
“Didn’t say you weren’t.”
Peter frowned slightly.  “I told her I was fine, but Sawyer was right; two months of go-go-go takes a toll on anyone.”
“Especially aging Master Gunnery Sergeants.”
“Keep talking, I can put you back down to specialist.”
“For that?”
“I’ve busted guys for less.”
Whitley laughed.  “Somehow I have no trouble believing you.  Here, let me get that for you.”
Peter shrugged as she quickened her step to beat him to the pair of doors on the back of the building that were the rear access.  “If this is what I’m going to have to put up with on my days off, I’ll have to make sure I come up with some really hellish work details before I take another.  Wear some of you jokers out so I can relax.”
“Punishment?” she asked as she held one of the doors open for him.
“Distraction.” he grinned as he went inside.
The school’s layout was fairly straight forward; a huge central area that served as the lunchroom, with corridors radiating out from it.  The bulk of the school’s rooms — both classrooms as well as the office and administrative areas — were found along the corridors.  Peter went along the hallway to the lunchroom and transferred over to one of the other halls and went halfway down.
There he found the classroom that had been converted into the communications center was considerably more crowded than it normally was.  The minimum staffing was one person to listen to the radios that had been set up.  During the day there might be a couple of extra bodies there, but nothing more.
Now though, there were nearly two dozen people present.  Most of them were members of Sawyer’s administrative staff.  Sawyer herself was standing right behind the center most chair at the line of tables where the radios had been lined up, studying something on one of the screens.  She looked up when Peter entered.
“Gunny.”
“I’m told something interesting is coming in.” he said, keeping his tone calm and level.
“Play it from the start.” Sawyer ordered.  “That’s easier than explaining.”
All three chairs at the tables were occupied, and one of the men manipulated a mouse on one of the computers briefly.  Peter folded his arms as a static laden voice began emanating from the speakers.
“This is a message to all North American survivors, especially those in the United States.  The American Government has not fallen.  We’ve just been forced to relocate and reconstitute in the midst of this extraordinary crisis.  Resources and personnel are being marshaled on a daily basis, as we organize a comprehensive response.
“Our top priority is the elimination of the zombie threat.  To anyone hearing this message, we are operating out of Ellsworth Air Force Base, South Dakota.  We need personnel and supplies; the more the better.  Without you, our ability to respond will take longer.
“There is no current estimate for how long until we get control of the situation.  But we are working on it.  All citizens are urged to defend themselves and join us if you are able.  Again, Ellsworth Air Force Base in South Dakota; just go west on I-90 and you’ll be found.  All possible aid is needed.
“This channel is one of several we broadcast and monitor on.  The other frequencies follow; monitoring is twenty four/seven, for the duration.”
Peter listened as the male voice started reading off a series of numbers.  One of the operators spoke up as the playback’s volume was lowered.  “That’s basically it.  After the frequencies, it says they’ll transmit every six hours, then nothing for thirty seconds, when it repeats in full.”
“We got a full recording off the repeat.” another operator mentioned.
“You woke up by then, you mean.” Peter thought, though he kept it to himself.  He knew it was tougher than it seemed to stay alert on something as dull as radio watch; especially when nothing ever seemed to happen.  Well, something had happened now.  “Have you tried to contact them?”
“Yes.”
Peter waited, then allowed himself a slight frown.  “And . . .” he said expectantly.
“Oh, uh, we aren’t getting any response.”
“Why not?” Sawyer asked.
“They’re out of range.”
“How is it we can hear them but they can’t hear us?” Peter wondered aloud.
“Transmission power.” Mendez said from the doorway behind Peter.
The Marine turned and looked at him.  “How long have you been standing there?”
“Long enough.” the Guardsman said, wearing an expression of concentration.  “Assuming we’re not dealing with an atmospheric oddity, they can’t hear our transmissions because our signal can’t reach them.”
Peter sighed, thinking of how much work was probably ahead of them to solve this issue.  He had no idea, exactly, how they’d boost the power, but he figured it would probably require gathering generators or batteries or something like that.  “How much more power do we need?”
“It’s not necessarily a question of throwing in enough juice.” Mendez began, but the third radio operator, the one who’d been quiet so far, spoke up abruptly.
“We haven’t hooked up the right kind of equipment for me to verify it, but I’ll bet anything they’re actually bouncing their messages off a comm sat.  We’ll need to do the same if we want to get in touch with them.”
Peter glanced at the man curiously, but Sawyer was talking.
“What would you need to verify it?”
“Doesn’t matter, does it?” the operator answered, blinking at her.  “We can hear them.  What we’re worried about is getting them to hear us.  Right?”
“Right.” Peter nodded approvingly.  “How do we do that?”
“I’m not sure we can.” Mendez sighed.  “Maybe if we can lay our hands on some sat-comm gear and a code list so we can access the satellite links, but the closest place I’d  bet we could find all that for sure would be Benning or Gordon.”
“Clay wouldn’t have it?”
Mendez shrugged.  “The base looked kind of torn apart when we went through before, and sat gear isn’t exactly designed to stand up to being thrown like that, but maybe.”
“Nothing says Benning or Gordon aren’t in the same condition.” Whitley said.
“Nothing says they are.” Mendez replied.  “But anyway you cut it, we’re looking at a road trip and a search.”
The radio operator chuckled, drawing eyes back to him.  “You’re thinking military.”
“If we’ve got to transmit from here to South fucking Dakota, then we’re gonna need a satellite.” Mendez said a little heatedly.
“Perhaps, but it doesn’t have to be a military satellite.”
“Ted, mil-spec gear would be quicker than trying to build a transmission tower tall and big enough to reach them.” another operator said.
“Satellites don’t just accept any old incoming connection.” Mendez pointed out.  “Unless someone around here can hack into civilian bird, we’ll need to use a mil-sat and that’ll take codes.”
“You might be up to speed on the slot A into tab B procedures they taught you in comm school, but you’re not a radio enthusiast like I am.” Ted told Mendez, completely ignoring the other operator’s comment.  “Trust me, I can have us connected to them by tonight.  I just need someone to get my laptop out of secured storage.”
“You checked it in?” Sawyer asked.
Ted nodded.  “Well yeah.  I wasn’t going to leave it laying around for someone to steal or step on or something.  It’s not like there’s a lot of private space around here.”
Peter touched Mendez on the shoulder and shook his head quickly when he saw the soldier starting to bristle just a little.  “Ted, what does your laptop have to do with getting us in touch with whoever sent that transmission?”
“We know who sent it.” one of the operators objected.
“We know what they say they are.” Whitley corrected.
“We need to talk to them.  Figuring out who they are can wait until we’re in contact and can ask some questions.” Peter said.
“I’ve been a ham for over twenty-five years.” the man said.  “I can work out what we need to know the hard way, but it’ll take some time — probably at least a week — to build up a frequency list and schedule of passes from scratch.  My laptop’s got all that stored on the hard drive already.  Plus the tracking software I’ll need to automate the shifts is already installed.”
“What are you talking about?”
“The satellites.”
“We don’t have the codes to access any.” Mendez said, unable to contain himself any longer.  “And I’ll guarantee you we don’t have the computer power to break in without months of work.”
“We don’t need to hack anything.” Ted grinned.  “We’ve got OSCAR.”
People blinked at him for a few seconds.  Peter glanced at Mendez, who was giving the same blank look as the rest, then focused his attention back on Ted.  “Okay, who’s Oscar?”
“What’s OSCAR.” Ted corrected.  “Amateur radio satellites, for hams.  They’re not locked down or encrypted, so it’s just a matter of knowing where to point our signal and what frequency to use to make and maintain a connection to them.”
“I’ve never heard of that.” Mendez said doubtfully.
“That’s because your training focuses on off-the-shelf plug and play.” Ted replied.  “It’s not your fault, but they don’t really teach you communications so much as how to operate and maintain the specific radio models in use in the Army.”
“That’s—” Mendez began hotly.
“Fine.” Peter interrupted.  “That’s just fine.  You’re sure about these OSCAR sats?”
“Sure I’m sure.” Ted grinned.  “They’re low orbit, so their orbits are fast and quick, but once I get everything configured on our end we’ll have a few minutes per pass where we can bounce signals off one and down to South Dakota.”
“How long are the passes?”
“About every ninety minutes.  I’ve got specifics in the information stored in my laptop.”
Peter looked at Sawyer, who nodded immediately.  “Ted, give me your check number so someone can get your gear out of storage.”



Chapter Three - Wish they were here
“So this is going to work, right?”
Ted shrugged and adjusted his glasses on his nose.  “You never know for sure until you hear someone replying, but the equipment here is ready.”
Mendez shook his head.  “I’ve never heard of this before.”
“You’re not a ham.  You only did radio because it was your job.”
“Don’t start in on me again.”
“The important thing is you’ve both done good work.  This would have taken a lot longer if the two of you hadn’t cooperated to get us set up for the attempt.” Peter said smoothly, pitching his voice to a reasonable tone in an attempt to head off any further sniping.
Mendez was still having trouble adjusting to the reality that his training as a military communications specialist had nothing on a dedicated ‘amateur’ radio enthusiast who’d spent most of his adult life playing with radios and all the associated systems for fun.  But the fact was it had taken both of them to spearhead the adjustments and settings needed to do what Ted said was possible.
The ham provided the knowledge of the communications satellites in low-Earth orbit, acting as repeaters for the worldwide ham community.  It was his software that was going to control the frequency shifts necessary to connect to and track with the satellites as they zipped past in space.  Mendez, Ted’s disdain to the contrary, was actually quite competent at connecting and assembling the radio hardware.  That was not as simple as it sounded, since the transmitters were up on the school’s roof and wired to the radios with long cables.  But between both of them, it had only taken a few hours to connect and assemble everything.
Now all that remained was to test it.  The ‘comms room’, which Peter still thought was an overly optimistic description for a classroom with some radios and computers on tables, was crowded with nearly fifty people waiting to hear what happened.  In addition to most of the soldiers of the Guard unit Peter was in charge of, a good portion of Sawyer’s administrative people were present, as well as a few of the more key ‘civilian’ staffers as well.
“Okay, here we go.” Ted said, pulling one ear of the headphones he’d perched on his head into place so he could listen.  He was at one of the computers, which was wired into the radio.  Peter would have never guessed that was even possible, but according to Ted it was actually fairly common for modern radio equipment to be factory designed for computer input.
But the Marine really didn’t care about the specifics, regardless of his — apparently wrong expectation — that a radio meant a box with knobs and dials to be adjusted.  He simply stood against the whiteboards behind the line of tables, out of the way as Ted manipulated the mouse, clicking on controls on the screen.  Some speakers were in place and ready to go, but Ted had insisted they be under his control; he said it was easier to use the headphones until he was locked in.
Most of a minute went by, with people fidgeting and shifting as Ted clicked the mouse and listened to the headset.  Peter waited patiently, knowing from his own experience when he was buried in an engine or beneath a car that you couldn’t rush something technical.  Sawyer was less practiced though, and finally she apparently couldn’t take it anymore.
“Anything?”
“Not . . . yet.” Ted said quietly.  A few seconds later though, he leaned forward slightly and changed what he was doing with the mouse.  “There it is.”  Peter watched as he selected things on the screen, then suddenly the room’s speakers were active with the faint rustling crackle of a carrier signal.
“K4 G9D, K4 G9D, calling Ellsworth AFB, South Dakota.” Ted said into the microphone on the desk.  The hum of the speakers cut out when he pressed the button on the mic, then came back when he let up on it.  He said it was to avoid feedback messing with the transmission quality.
He waited a few seconds, then pressed the button again.  “K4 G9D calling Ellsworth AFB, South Dakota.”
“Is it working?” Sawyer asked.
“Yes.” Ted and Mendez said at the same time.  The Guardsman had planted himself in front of the main radio, the one being used for this.  He wasn’t touching anything — in fact, he had his hands folded beneath his armpits very deliberately — but he was watching the dials and readouts on the radio closely.
“Why aren’t they responding?”
“They might not be receiving, or they might not be listening.” Ted said.
“If it’s working, how can they not be receiving?”
The ham shrugged.  “We’re bouncing off the satellite, that much I’m sure of.  And we’re on one of the frequencies they listed.  I’m not sure if they gave some that we could use with an OSCAR on purpose or by accident, but they picked it and that’s what we’re on.  If it was an accident, their transmitter might not be set up to hit the OSCAR like we are.”
“They could also be short of monitor personnel.” Mendez said.  “Or they could be having power problems.”
“K4 G9D calling Ellsworth AFB, South Dakota.” Ted tried again.  He changed what was displaying on his screen and frowned.  “Well, we’ve got about three hundred seconds before we lose the satellite on this pass.”
“How long unt—” Sawyer began, then stopped when the speakers suddenly came alive with a male voice.
“Echo three-seven Sierra Delta, replying to K4 G9D, over.”
“G9D here Echo three-seven.” Ted said quickly, as soon as the voice stopped.  “We received your broadcast.  Looking for update on current situation there, over.”
“The situation is stable and steadily expanding.  Say your location and situation, over.”
Peter stepped forward and took the microphone from Ted, who scooted his chair a little out of the way.  This had been discussed.  “Echo three-seven, this is Bravo Mary two-one, here with G9D.  Location is Cumming, Georgia; we are a State of Georgia Guard unit, attached to a FEMA camp with three thousand seven hundred and two souls.  Situation is safe and stable as long as the scavenging holds up and no massive hordes start causing problems.  Over.”
“Cumming Georgia, over?”
“Confirm, Cumming Georgia.  Northeast of Atlanta, over.”
There was a pause, then the voice came back.  “Roger Bravo two-one, logging location and 3,702 souls.”  There was a brief pause, then the transmission resumed.  “How many are able bodied, over?”
“Echo three-seven, you are official US Gov operation, confirm, over?” Peter said, rather than answer the question.
“Confirm Bravo two-one.”
Smiles broke out across the room, but Peter remained focused on the voice.
“President Martins, former SecLabor, is in charge.  Forty-seven members of Congress, three other Cabinet Secretaries, and two of the Supreme Court Justices are here and all have confirmed Martins in office under COOP, over.”
“Say estimated timetable for relief operations reaching to southeastern CONUS, over?”
“Unable, over.”
Peter frowned.  “No estimate, over?”
The voice sounded unhappy.  “No estimate available Bravo two-one.  Stay number of able bodies available to you, over.”
Hesitating for a moment, Peter decided to approximate his answer.  “Five hundred, maybe.  Why, over?”
“We are critically short on personnel.  Can you secure transport to reach us, over?”
“Are they fucking kidding?” one of the civilians exclaimed.
Peter frowned, but Ted touched his arm and spoke quickly.
“Fifteen seconds.”
“Echo three-seven, recommend you check with any ham radio operators or information you have access to.  OSCAR satellite repeater frequencies are our only method of reaching you.  We’re about to lose this satellite until it comes around again.  The next useful pass for us is—” Peter said into the microphone, reading off the next frequency and timing written on the sticky note Ted had slapped on the side of the computer monitor.
“Roger Bravo two-one.” the voice said when Peter finished relaying the information.  “We’ll get set to respond to your next transmission.”
The voice was fading, and by the time it finished it was getting quite weak.  Peter handed the microphone back to Ted and looked at Sawyer.
“We’re not alone.” she said with a smile.
“No, we’re not.” Peter nodded.  “But we still have no idea how long it might be until they can make it here and start clearing the situation up.”
“Things aren’t so bad.” one of the administrators said.
“It’ll be getting cold in another few weeks.” Peter observed.  “Even with blankets and fires, I’ll guarantee the thirty-seven hundred people here haven’t ever really experienced winter without insulated walls and central heating to see them through it.”
“Have you?”
“Not a whole winter, no, but I’ve spent more than a day or two here and there sitting in a tent in sub-zero weather.  You find me more than a handful of others who can beat that and I’ll apologize, but until then, I stand behind the comment.  It’s going to get cold, and people are going to get a lot more cranky and anxious about what’s happening.  This is still fall.  When winter hits, it’s going to be harder to be nonchalant about things.
“And that doesn’t count the zombies.”
“The zombies are under control.” someone in the crowd pointed out.
Peter smiled gently.  “The enemy attacks when they’re ready and you’re not.”
“Plan for the worst.” Whitley nodded.
“They’re zombies, not Russians.” another civilian said.
“They don’t have to be smart to get lucky and hit us when we’re not ready.”
“That’s why we’ve built up the perimeter so much.” Sawyer said calmly.  “And are still focused on stockpiling everything we can get our hands on.  No one is taking the situation lightly.”
“I agree the odds of the camp falling from without are low, but a sufficiently large horde could overrun us.” Peter said.  He left unsaid what could happen if the outbreaks resumed again; if people started turning once more, the odds of the camp not being hollowed out from within were pretty good.  Even though people would know what to watch for this time, and a lot of them were going armed.
“Let’s stop forecasting doom and gloom.” Sawyer said firmly.
Peter resisted the urge to shrug.  “My advice is to set up a schedule of satellite passes so we can maximize our chances to talk to Ellsworth; at least for the next day.  At three or four minutes at a pop, it might take a while to conduct any meaningful communications.”
Ted nodded.  “Take me five minutes to write one out; it’s all in the computer already.”
“Make some copies of those programs and spread them around so we’ve got backups.” Sawyer ordered.
The operators nodded, one opening a small tote box and pulling some USB thumb drives out.  Peter met Sawyer’s eyes and jerked his head slightly.  She nodded just as subtly.  He went out into the corridor and walked away from the communications room.  Half a minute later Sawyer emerged and joined him after looking around.
“Trying to drive a stake through morale?” she asked.  “That’s not like you.”
“It sort of got a little out of hand, but I meant what I said.  Trust me; it might not get really cold in Georgia, but consistent temps in the thirties and forties are not fun when all you’ve got are tents.  Cold can kill.”
“I’ve got procedures on my books for dealing with cold weather.”
“I’ve no doubt.” Peter agreed.  He had a lot of respect for the little FEMA coordinator; she’d proven herself to be more than competent.  “But what I’m saying is surviving it is different from enjoying it.”
“I’m sure everyone here has experienced cold weather before.”
“I’m sure.  But this won’t be a few hours, then they duck inside to a nice warm house.  You’re talking four months of tents and bonfires.  With this many people, that’s a lot of fires; and that means a lot of wood needs to be brought back.  Or are you hoping to find the mother of all firewood stores somewhere nearby with what’s needed already cut and stacked and seasoned, ready to be hauled in?
“And by the way, the term ‘watches’ used to be ‘fire watches’, and it means exactly that.  If you don’t set some up when fire starts being necessary for survival, you could easily see a blaze take out a good portion of the camp before it can be brought under control.”
Sawyer sighed at him, then gave him a sharp look with her head cocked.  “What’s this ‘you’ thing you’re stuck on all of a sudden.  What happened to ‘us’ being in this together?”
Peter gave her a steady look in return.  “I want to talk to Ellsworth some more, but I’m leaning toward heading north.”
“What?”
“I’ve said all along I’m interested in making a difference.”
“You are making a difference.” Sawyer said immediately.  “Here.  You’ve made an enormous difference, right here.”
“I’ve done alright.”
“This camp wouldn’t even be operating if it wasn’t for you.”
“Sooner or later you would’ve sorted something out.”
The woman’s face took on a dark cast as he referenced the late ‘Acting Governor’ Carlson, who had closed the then fledgling camp to all but a handful of picked people loyal to him.  The state senator had claimed it was a temporary measure, designed to ensure the outbreaks didn’t continue and take out the gathered refuges, but in reality he’d only been interested in making sure he and his fellows were safe.
“That’s neither here nor there, and I won’t hash over what could’ve and should’ve been with everything going on.” Sawyer said after a moment.  “But Gunny, you can’t just walk out on us.”
“I’m not walking out.  It’s been nearly two months, things are stable, and you’re effectively in maintenance mode.”
“We still need another week before we can be certain we’ve got enough calories on hand to make it through to spring.”
“The food’s out there, and gas and trucks to get it back too.  The scavenge teams know what they’re doing, same as the perimeter guards, the camp staff . . . I’m a fifth wheel at this point.”
“You’re a leader.”
“Maybe.” Peter shrugged again.  “Probably.  Okay, yes.  But there’s not a lot of leading that needs doing at this point; not from me anyway.  Everything’s going well.  I’m not kidding that things might get tough when winter settles in and people start getting cranky from the cold, but you’ll pull everyone through.”
“We’ll pull everyone through.”
Peter looked at her with his most serious expression.  “I think, right now, the best and most useful thing I can do to help the camp is to help Ellsworth speed their relief operations up.”
“If they’re organized enough to have that much of what’s left of the government up there, then I’m not sure how much speeding up one Marine can offer them.” she objected.  “Even a Master Gunnery Sergeant.”
“You know how hard the military got hit when the outbreak started.  Hell, your own camp census is proof enough; there are the better part of five thousand people here and excepting the people I arrived with, only a few dozen others who were active service — or recently active — turned up.  I might be an E-9, but odds are someone with an ‘O’ number should have materialized by now, even at least a fucking butterbar O-1.”
“I’ll take you over just about any officer I’ve ever dealt with.”
“That’s flattering Shellie, but my point is trained manpower is thin on the ground after all the turning and eating the zombies did in the first few days of this thing.”
“All the more reason I need you here.”
“I’ve passed my knowledge along and things are organized smoothly here.” Peter said.  “You can do without me now, so I’m leaving.”
Sawyer studied him for a few moments.  “What if I forbid you to?”
“You can’t.”
“No?”
“No.” Peter said calmly.  “I’m your subordinate when it comes to the camp, but my oath was sworn to what’s pulling itself together in South Dakota.  That’s where I need to be.”
“Damnit Gunny, I need you.”
“No you don’t.”
She gave him an imploring look.  “You’re my sheriff and field commander.  I might be in charge, but if things drop in the pot a lot of people are going to look to you.  What happens if you split; where does that leave me?”
“In charge, same as you are now.” Peter told her.  “Relax.  You’re doing fine, going to be fine.  People respond well to you, they respect your position.  You don’t need me.”
“I need someone.”
“Mendez has a good rapport with the camp guards, and Whitley has a surprisingly clever knack for keeping her eye on the big picture.  Either one would make a fine military advisor.”
“I assumed you were going to pull everyone out with you.”
Peter shook his head.  “I’m going; they can make their own decision.  I’ll let them know what I’ve decided, but ever since Atlanta we’ve all been volunteers with a shared purpose.”
“What if they all do want to leave with you?”
“I’ll do what I can to dissuade them, at least, some of them; but I don’t expect that to be the case.  Frankly, if more than half want to tag along I’d be shocked.”
“Why’s that?”
Peter checked the hallway reflexively, then lowered his voice slightly.  “They’re all good people, especially considering what they’ve gotten through to make it this far, but ultimately they’re just reservists.  They had their chances to go career and didn’t, for whatever reason.  This here is way more than I figure any of them ever expected to find after the outbreaks, and is also closer to any sort of stability than they’re going to see if they come with me to South Dakota.”
“What’s that mean?”
He chuckled.  “I’m surprised, I would have figured you’d have a better grasp on this.”
“Just because I was a Marine brat doesn’t mean I know everything that goes on in uniform.”
“Well, think about it.  The camp is easy duty.  I’m not kidding about how sticky things might get if a couple thousand zombies turn up, and how much camping through the winter is going to suck, but honestly the odds of something really bad happening are probably really low.  A couple handfuls of stragglers a day is no sweat, and the scavenge runs aren’t much more dangerous as long as everyone remembers to take things nice and careful.
“My guys and girls are good people, like I said, but they’re not careerists.  They stuck with me because we were all headed in the same direction; and I’m pretty sure this was the sort of thing they were all aiming for.  As it turned out, I just happened to be coming here.  They came along for the ride, but this is their stop.”
Sawyer shook her head.  “You’re seriously going to go to South Dakota?”
“Ninety-nine percent, yeah.”
“What might make you stay?”
“If they’re not taking volunteers, or if it sounds like they’re not holding on very well, but if they’re running national radio broadcasts I bet they’re doing fine.  And you heard them say they do want recruits to join up.”
“You realize how far it is to South Dakota.”
“I’d have to check the map, but it’s far.  More than a thousand miles.”
“This is the heart of the southeast, and you’re talking about cruising all the way up to the northern edge of the Midwest.  In the middle of a zombie apocalypse.”
“Yeah.”
Sawyer shook her head.  “I’ll never truly understand Marines.”
Peter grinned.  “Yeah, we’re dedicated.”
“Insane was what I was going for.”



Chapter Four - Born to Run
“Gunny—”
“Gunny this is—”
“You can’t be serious—”
Peter shut the door firmly behind himself and raised a hand to forestall the jumble of simultaneous voices.  It took a few seconds, but the assembled soldiers of ‘the unit’ trailed off and he could get a word in without having to shout.  “Grab some wood and listen.”
They all returned to their chairs in what had become the ersatz ‘security planning office’; formerly Mrs. Hertz’s world history classroom.  After tugging on the doorknob again to make sure it had shut, Peter crossed to the teacher’s desk and stood behind it with folded arms.  “Okay, in the interests of full disclosure, since I know several of you have been busy running security on scavenge trips, here’s everything I know about what’s going on.”
He studied the faces watching him, keeping his expression and voice calm.  “The group in South Dakota seems to be on the level.  They’re claiming to be the Emergency Federal Government, and absent a direct visit up there to confirm, I think they’re for real.  I think they’re for real enough to take seriously, which is good enough for me.”  He stressed the qualifier very slightly.
“They say they’ve taken over Ellsworth AFB and have turned it into a safe zone.  They also say they’re totally focused on maintaining and expanding that safe zone so they can work on relief efforts.”
“What relief efforts?” Mendez asked, finally losing his battle against just listening quietly.  “They say they’ve got hundreds of civilian support staff to protect and are scrambling to find trained teams to do that and push patrols with.”
“That’s an exaggeration.” Peter disagreed.
“No it’s not.” Mendez insisted stubbornly.  “I’ve heard all the transmissions; they’ve got a couple handfuls of recently active service, about fifty or sixty reservists, and a little more than twice that who’re retired service.”
“And all those civilians.”
“What good are civvies going to be?”
Peter gestured in the direction of the athletic fields beyond the room and building walls.  “With a little bit of direction, quite a bit.”
“As you damn well know.” Whitley said, which Peter thought was a fair statement; Mendez had taken the lead in screening and training those who’d volunteered from the camp’s survivor population into a workable armed guard force.  Mendez gave her a second of glare, but switched his eyes back to Peter before the gaze could be more than annoyed.
“And, just like us here, they’ve got a lot of useful skills and willing hands in their civvies.” Peter said, taking the conversation’s thread back in hand.  “And they’ve got deeper pool to find things in than we do.  For example; they’re working on a proper power plant so they can stop fooling around with small generators, and they say they’re looking at piecing together a treatment plant to ease their water situation.”
“So?” Oliver asked.  “We’ve got power here, and we’re treating our water.”
“Yeah, and that little treatment rig Sawyer’s people helped come up with can supply up to six thousand people a day as long as the bleach holds out.” Dorne added.
“You ready to drive halfway across the country just for a hot shower Gunny?” Crawford asked.
Peter held up a hand to still the comments, then dropped it back into the folded position across his chest.  “Ellsworth’s sole mission right now is to expand the safe perimeter by clearing zombies.  Their current goal is to get the nearest cities and towns west and south of them secured.  And they’re going to keep going, city by city, state by state, until they’ve got everything between the coasts stabilized.”
“No way.” Barker said more than a little sourly.
“It’s just a matter of applying resources.” Smith pointed out.
“Yeah, it’s not impossible.” Roper put in.
“The hell it isn’t.” Barker said stubbornly.
“Someone’s got to do it.” Whitley said, while Crawford leaned forward with a rude and aggressive smile on her features.
“Don’t worry yourself over it Barker.” Crawford said in a voice dripping with false sweetness.  “Just sit on your ass out here in the sticks and wait for the cavalry.”
“Hey fuck you Crawford.” the man bristled.  “I’m pulling my weight and then some.”
“Yeah, you’re a real big help.” she snorted, leaning back in her chair and folding her arms in an emulation of Peter’s.  “Walking the fence and working on disaster response plans.  You haven’t left the school grounds in over two weeks.”
“Knock it off.” Peter said sharply.  “Lips shut, eyes up here.”  Heads swiveled back to him, and he made his voice sterner.  “I know it seems like an impossible task, but that’s just because it’s an important one.  Everything worth doing is always hard.”
“Gunny, the last estimates put the conversion rate at least a third, and the secondary conversion and casualty figures push the total to somewhere between fifty-five and seventy percent depending on how optimistic you want to be.” Mendez said in a voice that was obviously under heavy control to keep level.
“Even if you assume most victims died rather than turning, we’re talking well north of a hundred million zombies just in America.  And that doesn’t even count Canada or Mexico, or whatever the fuck is going on down in South America.”
“It’s a big problem.” Peter agreed.  “But that doesn’t mean whoever’s left just gives up and waits to die.”
“I’m not waiting to die, but a group of people that might not even be into five figures can’t take out zombies numbering into the nine digit range.”
“Not head on, no.  But they know that and are taking things nice and slow.  Clear, secure, physically barricade, move on.  As they expand, they’ll add survivors who can pitch in and increase the working manpower.”
“But—”
Peter finally let a bit of his temper show.  “Okay, the next interruption before I say I’m ready to entertain comments and concerns and I’m going to be seriously fucking pissed.”  He glared around the room for several seconds, his face daring anyone to try him.  Mendez subsided, and others shifted in their chairs, as the silence drew out.  Peter finally nodded once and gathered his thoughts back together.
“It’s a big task, but it has to be done and someone has to start it.  I’m not diminishing the numbers, but as we all know not every zombie who’s turned is still walking around.  Some of them have gotten themselves killed, and others have been taken out by survivors.  Even allowing for that though, there are a lot of them out there.  Unless they just go away after a few months or whatever, they’re going to be here until someone deals with them.
“I’m not counting on the problem just resolving itself, and neither is Ellsworth.  The assumption is, to deal with the problem, every zombie is going to have to be found and neutralized.  Until that happens, we’re all reduced to bunker and scavenge survival.  I don’t accept that as a new way of life.  As a stopgap, as an emergency measure, yes.  As the ongoing path a year from now, five years from now, ten years from now . . . no.”
Peter unfolded his arms and gestured broadly around at the walls of the room.  “I hope, I expect, there’s a lot of this kind of thing going on all over the country.  Based on what we’ve seen in our immediate region, there are probably a couple hundred thousand holdfasts scattered around everywhere a group of survivors managed to get themselves into a securable location.
“Even allowing for how hard winter is going to hit some of the less prepared groups, that’s a lot of people waiting around to be saved.  Some of them are probably doing some saving of their own, but as Crawford and the rest of you love to point out; I’m old.  I’ve seen a lot of shit in my time, and my read is with this kind of crap happening most survivors are going to find their bit of safety and go into sit tight mode.
“Ellsworth is what I’ve been looking for since everything went to hell.  Since bad went beyond worse in Atlanta, and since Atlanta.  I’ll walk if I have to, but I’m going to South Dakota to sign up for the duration or until there’s nothing useful left for me to do.  I’m not interested in waiting to be rescued, and God knows there’s plenty of rescuing to be done.  Ellsworth is where I want to be, not sitting on my ass here in Cumming.”
He glanced around at the faces and sighed internally.  “Now, I’ve talked with Ms. Sawyer, and she knows my feelings.  I’ve already told her I’m not stripping her security cadre out to come with me, and I meant it.  You’ve all been with me since Atlanta, and we’ve been through a lot.  I called this meeting to let you know I’m going, not to organize us to all go.
“Anyone who’s happy staying on here at the camp is more than welcome to keep right on doing that.  Ms. Sawyer’s got plenty for you all to do, to teach and oversee and guard, and there’s nothing wrong with any of that.  It’s good, important work.  You’re helping people, and sticking around to keep doing that is a good thing.”
Peter drew a deep breath and stuck his hands in his pockets.  “Other than what I’ve already said, the main thing I need to do is a sort of change of command ceremony.  Show of hands, who’s staying on?”
A couple of hands went up immediately; Mendez and Barker.  Peter nodded encouragingly at them, and though he offered the gesture to show he wasn’t ready to jump down anyone’s throats, he meant it.  He was fully prepared to go alone, and he didn’t begrudge anyone who wanted to stick with the camp.
Nailor’s hand rose, followed in swift sequence by Oliver, Dorne and Jenkins.  Peter looked around.  “That it?”
Roper shifted in his seat and cleared his throat.  “Uh . . .”  Peter gestured for him to speak, and the Guardsman shrugged.  “I’d be willing to throw in with the big picture relief effort if it was closer, but with them halfway to hell and back, I’d just as soon sit tight here and keep things running smoothly.”
“That’s fine.” Peter nodded.  “Ms. Sawyer definitely has a big role for you in particular.  In fact, she’s mentioned pulling you out of all security functions entirely to focus solely on storage and organization efforts as resources come in.  You should talk with her about that today or tomorrow.”
Roper nodded, and Peter transferred his attention to the remaining three members of the group.  “You guys don’t have your hands up.”
“Observant.” Crawford said, tipping her chair back a little and folding her arms across her chest in an imitation of his previous posture.  Her eyes met his directly, and her expression seemed to be an odd mixture of boredom and determination.
“Can we put our hands down now?” Jenkins asked.
“Yeah, sure.” Peter said.  He studied the faces of the three who hadn’t raised theirs at all.  Whitley looked about like she usually did; ready and attentive; while Smith’s face bore something that was vaguely in the neighborhood of eagerness.  “Okay, what’s the deal with the rest of you?”
Crawford grinned when he looked back at her.  “Like you said Gunny, you’re old.”
“And?” Peter responded, raising an eyebrow at her and refusing to rise to the bait she was so obviously dangling.
“Well, it just doesn’t seem fair to let you drive from here to South Dakota with your blinker on the entire way.” she shrugged.
“Jesus Crawford.” Whitley said, turning to look at the other woman.
“What?”
“You ever get tired of being a smart ass?” Smith asked her.
Crawford shrugged again.  “Girl’s gotta amuse herself somehow.”
“So you’re saying you want to go to South Dakota then?” Peter pressed, ignoring — as usual — the rude aspects of her statements.
“Fuck yeah.  Should be fun.”
“Same.” Smith said, turning back to Peter.  “There’s a lot that needs doing, and the sooner it gets done the safer everyone’s going to be.”
Peter nodded and looked at Whitley.  “What about you?”
“Try and keep me here.” the sergeant said with a silent chuckle curving her lips.
Peter evaluated the three of them again, searching for any signs of . . . unwillingness, or perhaps even just simple reluctance; but they seemed committed.  He nodded after a few seconds and addressed the others.  “Okay, that’s good.  The rest of you, my recommendation to Ms. Sawyer is going to be for Sergeant Mendez to take my slot, but it’s her decision.”
Heads nodded, which Peter was relieved to see.  He didn’t want to hear, either over the radio or after he managed to fight back into Georgia with a large security force, about the Cumming camp descending back into the sort of armed dictatorship that had been forming under the auspices of State Senator Carlson.
“That’s basically what I wanted to cover.  With any luck, we’ll be seeing each other again soon.  But I think we’ve all learned to just take shit as it comes by now, so stay focused on the day to day and keep everyone safe.  Don’t let your edge start slipping because things look stable.  Remember Atlanta.”
“No shit.” Crawford nodded, letting her chair come back down on all four legs with a solid thump.
“The rest of you head back to whatever you’re scheduled for.  Us four, let’s get ready to roll.  I’d like to be on the road first thing in the morning.”



Chapter Five - Road less traveled
“I hate to see you go.” Sawyer said regretfully as she watched the activity around the pair of Humvees.  The eastern horizon was awash with red and yellow as the sun crept into view to banish the night.  Shadows were long, but visibility was pretty good even so.
Peter turned and gave her a steady look.  “Just make sure no one goes getting complacent and you’ll be fine.”
“I’m worried about heat and food—” she began, but Peter shook his head.
“No, trust me.  I’ve seen it before.” he stepped closer, lowering his voice some to make it less likely his words would carry.  “You and your people will figure out the survival and shelter aspects, no sweat.  What you need to be concerned with is staying on top of morale as winter sets in, and against people forgetting what you’re in the middle of.  If the scavenge teams stop paying attention, or if people forget to take fence duty seriously, or if the cranky factor from being cold all the time gets out of hand, then you’ll be in trouble.”
“You’ve seen a zombie outbreak before?”
“Funny lady.” Peter chuckled.  “No, I mean I’ve seen how easy it is to lose the edge.  Guys get bored, a routine settles in, and suddenly little things are being forgotten.  Then medium sized things are being forgotten.  Soon it’s big things, and if something hasn’t blown up in your face before then, you’ll definitely be in for a bad time.”
“Only takes one.” Sawyer nodded, repeating back something he’d repeatedly told her as the camp had gotten stabilized.
“Right, only takes one.  Don’t let it happen.  Work with Mendez on keeping the assignments rotated — including off days — so your sentries stay sharp and you’ll be okay.”
“What about you guys?” she asked as Whitley stood at the back of one of the Humvees rummaging in a case of five-five-six ammunition.
“We’ll stay sharp too.  It’s a long way from here to South Dakota.”
“Be careful.   If you can’t pick your way through the . . . I mean, you can always just come back here.”
“We’ll be fine.” Peter assured her calmly.
Turning, he surveyed ‘his’ three people.  Crawford was already standing at the open left rear door of the lead vehicle, her face showing impatience as she stood waiting with her M-16 in hand and the pockets and fittings of her equipment belt and webbing bulging with gear.  Whitley looked to be just about ready, as she handed a stack of magazines to Smith for him to add to his own loadout.  Nailor and Dorne were already seated in the front seats of the lead Humvee, and Barker and Oliver were just settling themselves into the other one.
“What’s the hold up?” Crawford called.
“Control yourself.” Whitley answered, dropping — but not securing — the canvas flap on the back of the covering over the Humvee’s cargo area.
“We’re burning daylight.” Crawford complained.
“Plenty of time.” Smith told her.
“Not with you two circle-jerking each other off.”
“Jealous?” Peter asked Crawford after catching Whitley’s eye.  The sergeant gave him a subtle nod of acknowledgment, which he returned before he switched his attention to the impatient specialist.
“Because they’re slow and needy?” Crawford snorted.  “Yeah, right.”
“Sit down, shut up.” Peter said to Crawford as Whitley and Smith headed for the second vehicle.  He went around the front of the Humvee and unslung his AR-15 before sliding in and propping the weapon up between his knees.  Looking over his shoulder, he confirmed his pack and the other gear they were bringing was in the rear of the vehicle.
Crawford hopped in and pulled her door closed with a bang that told of continuing impatience.  “Come on already.”
“Crawford, you know here to there is something like fifteen hundred miles, right?” Dorne asked, turning to look at her.
“I know sitting here in the parking lot isn’t getting us any closer to there.”
“Hum-2 ready.” the radio clipped to Nailor’s shoulder epaulette said in Barker’s voice.
“Let’s go.” Crawford said.
“By all means.” Nailor said, pushing the button to start the Humvee.  “Quicker we get rid of you the quieter it’ll be.”
“Except for the squelch of you bozos jacking each other off.”
“Just drive.” Peter said loudly as Dorne opened his mouth.  “Secondary vehicle park.”
Nailor put the transmission in drive and stepped on the accelerator hard enough to make the heavy vehicle surge forward.  Peter steadied his rifle as the Guardsman whipped the Humvee around the curve of the parking lot’s lane and toward the exit.  He just had time to reposition the AR so it was leaning toward the seatback and door before Nailor took the turn onto the road fast enough to make the tires squeal a little.
“Finally.” Crawford muttered, hanging onto the panic bar above the door with one hand as she kept the other on her M-16.
Peter kept his peace, merely checking behind them to make sure the other Humvee was keeping up.  Nailor drove through the quiet streets of North Cumming which — excepting the overgrown grass in the yards and along the shoulders of the roads — was actually fairly orderly after all the ‘straightening up’ the camp had done.  Zombie bodies were collected and moved to the town dump once a week, and burned whenever the gristly piles got too big to stomach.
The result was a town that, while deserted, looked as if it were merely waiting for its residents to return.  Most of the close stores had been picked clean of every conceivable thing that could be of use to the thousands of survivors at the camp, but there were places being used as ‘off-site storage’.
One of these was an Ingles supermarket about five minutes from the school, or specifically the asphalt lot out front.  Its parking spaces were nearly full; over two hundred vehicles in position, each one recovered, checked, and parked to wait for possible use by the camp’s scavenger teams. Mostly trucks and SUVs, the thinking was it positioned a ready reserve of transportation nearby in case it was needed.  The camp’s own school parking lots were already hosting another hundred, and these were the backups to the backups in case of need.
They needed one now.  Nailor slowed and turned into the lot, glancing over his shoulder at Peter.  “Gunny, pick your poison.”
Peter scanned the waiting vehicles.  He had a general idea of what he wanted . . . ah.  “There.” he said, pointing at a green F-150 with a crew cab near the end of one of the rows.  The body showed some dents, and the paint was scuffed from wear and coated with a layer of mud around the wheel-wells; but he remembered it from when it had been recovered.  It had been found ‘parked’ in the middle of a road on the west side of Cumming; the doors open and with the keys still in the ignition.  As far as he knew, it was in good shape.
Nailor circled around the edge of the lot and parked near the truck Peter had selected.  Peter looked around the area carefully, paying particular attention to his side of the Humvee, before opening his door.  He’d already had several close brushes with zombies, and didn’t want to chance his luck any further.  But the area looked clear, and he settled the AR on his shoulder as he walked over to the Ford.
He checked through the windows to make sure nothing had taken up residence in the cab, then opened the driver’s door so he could pop the hood release.
“Can we start loading?”
“Unload the Hummers.” Peter said as he poked his head beneath the hood to give the engine a fast once over.  “But give me a minute before loading.  We’ve got a long drive ahead of us.”
“Sure.” Whitley said.  “By the side here.”
Peter ignored the others as they traded comments with one another and got the supplies being brought north out of the Humvees.  Methodically, he went over the engine.  Hoses and belts; making sure they were tight and intact, without any cuts or weak spots that indicated they might come off or break soon.  Battery and wiring; clean and without any loose connections or wear spots.  Fluids — from oil to radiator — all full.
He knew what he was looking for, and it only took him a few minutes to decide he was as happy with the truck as he was going to be short of breaking out some tools and getting serious about crawling through, under, and around the vehicle.  Stepping back, he dropped the hood and pulled a rag out of his pocket.
“We good?” Smith asked.
“We’re good.” Peter nodded, wiping his hands off.  “Crawford, start it up.”
The woman hopped up in behind the steering wheel and keyed the ignition.  The F-150’s engine turned over and caught without a hitch, settling into a smooth idle that told Peter reasonable care had been taken by its owner before the truck had been abandoned.
“Okay, let’s figure out where this shit is going.” Whitley said, lifting one of the packs.
“Packs in the cab.” Smith said, lifting another.
“Gonna be crowded.” she said, opening the rear door and regarding the interior.
“We get some rain and it’ll be a problem.” Smith said.  “And there’s no telling what kind of driving we’re going to go through.”
“Especially if Crawford’s behind the wheel.” Peter agreed, leaning down and lifting his own pack.
“Can’t always drive like Gunny when zombies are about to start pounding on the vehicle.” Crawford pointed out as she got out to help with the loading.  “Sometimes you’ve gotta push it.”
“Yeah, well, this thing’s gotta last us to South Dakota, so take it easy.” Whitley told her as packs started going into the truck.
“We’ll get there.  Gunny knows how to fix shit.”
“Gunny doesn’t want to be on foot near a zombie horde because you broke a wheel or blew the engine.” Peter said as he went around to the passenger side and opened the front door.  The leg room in the front seats was spacious; giving him more than enough room to position his ILBE and still put his feet on the floorboard.  His pack was a little bulkier than those the other three were using; but it was his, was familiar, and was what he preferred.  He laid it down to the left of the space, leaning it against the rounded bulge dividing the left and right sides of the floorboards.
“Rest in the back I guess?” Smith said as the last of the other packs was piled up in the middle of the rear bench seat.
“Yeah, but let’s rig the cover into place to help keep things from bouncing out.” Peter nodded.  He wasn’t planning on the trip being long enough to need proper camping gear, even if it wasn’t suicidally dangerous to sleep out in the open with zombies wandering around.  In lieu of tarps or tents, he’d laid his hands on some bed sheets and had them loosely sewn together to form a makeshift tarp.  It wasn’t waterproof, but it wasn’t supposed to be.  He just wanted it to serve as a make-shift cargo webbing.
There wasn’t much talk as they lashed the sheets to the truck bed at the corners, then slid the rest of their gear into the back.  It wasn’t much; some ad hoc gas cans made of other containers that had been converted for the purpose, some ammunition boxes that held a mixed case of rounds — mostly five-five-six for their rifles — and some other containers of water.  Some food, and a few odds and ends of various supplies like water purifiers that might be needed.
“Make sure everything’s closed up tight, and throw some lines on the containers so they don’t tumble around back here and split open.” Peter said.
“Got it.” Whitley nodded, producing a tightly coiled length of twine from one of her pouches.  Smith and Crawford pulled out knives, and Peter left them to the measuring and cutting of the twine as he went over to the two Humvees.
“Thanks for the ride.” he told Nailor.
“Gunny, thanks for sticking with us this far.” the Guardsman said in a suspiciously husky voice.  “I mean, you know, all of it.”
“We were in it together.” Peter said with a grin.  “We still are.  Just got a bigger area of operations now.”
“You know where to find us.” Dorne said from the passenger seat.  “You watch your ass on the way up there, okay?”
“Always.”
They nodded to him, and Nailor put the Humvee into gear.  It pulled away, followed by the other one; Barker gave Peter a nod, while Oliver tossed him a wave.  Peter watched both Humvees leave the lot via the far exit and pull into U-turns to head back to the high school camp.  The sound of their rumbling diesels retreated and left just the quieter thrum of the F-150’s gasoline engine and some thumps as his people finished getting the supplies secured properly.
Peter snorted to himself mentally.  When all this had started he was a couple of years into his retirement, staring at his sixtieth birthday coming at him in the windshield.  Then, in short order, he’d been made the ad hoc senior NCO for a National Guard company, then for the remnants of two, then the senior man period.  The two companies got whittled and battered away until he was left with less than twenty people, soon barely more than ten after they’d all made it clear of the undead buffet of Atlanta.  Now he was down to three people and himself, which was barely a fireteam.
And the others weren’t even Marines.
“We’re set.” Whitley said, pulling Peter out of his woolgathering.
Peter glanced around, and nodded once.  The parking lot wasn’t creepy — he was long since used to how quiet and vacant everything seemed since the majority had turned hungry or become dinner — but it was desolate.  Without civilization, there was never a background noise of activity anymore.  Things were just different without the comings and goings and doings of civilization to stir the landscape up.  “No sense standing around then.  Let’s get going.”
“Finally.” Crawford muttered, getting back behind the wheel.
Peter let it go as he circled around the truck and joined her in the front seat.  Whitley and Smith took the crew seats in the rear, and after the doors were closed up there was only a few seconds of things shifting around and cloth sliding across the seats as everyone settled themselves and found room for gear and weapons.
“Just over half a tank.” Crawford said as she got her M-16 stabilized against the corner formed by the dashboard and door, leaning the weapon forward some so it was reasonably secure.
“Yeah.  First stop is gas.” Peter nodded.  “Let’s hit that little station out on 369.”
“Which one?” Crawford asked as she dropped the F-150’s transmission into drive and pulled out of the space.
Peter reached into his breast pocket and produced his Georgia road map; the same one he’d been using for the past five weeks.  Unfolding it along well creased lines, he found the school and traced east along 369.  “The one at John Burruss Road.” Peter said.  “The camp hasn’t been pulling from it yet; so it can spare enough for us to top off our tank and the cans.”
“What kind of range are we looking at with this beast?” Smith asked.
“What, the truck?” Peter asked as he folded the map back into his breast pocket.  He had a road atlas of North America — really a little book with fold out pages for the different states and regions — in one of his bellows pockets; but until they left Georgia he could stick with the smaller fanfold of paper.
“Yeah.  This thing isn’t exactly small.”
“This is a late model truck.” Peter grinned.  “Bet you anything we average twenty or twenty-five mpg once we get to cruising steadily.”
“Bullshit.”
“No, seriously.”
“Hummers don’t pull that kind of mileage.”
“This isn’t a Hummer.”
“Glad we’re bringing you,” Crawford said, “so we don’t miss the obvious.”
“Hummer, pickup; they’re pretty damn similar.” Smith said, pointedly ignoring Crawford’s comment.
Peter shook his head.  “The Hummers weigh more than most pickups, but the problem is 80s engineering and their age.  Even though they’re diesels, they’ve got nothing on a vehicle like this.  Trust me, a modern gas engine is a hell of a lot more efficient than they are.”
“I’ll believe that when I see it.” Smith said, his tone making it clear he was skeptical.
“Tank’s probably around twenty gallons.” Peter said, thinking out loud.  “Low mileage estimate, twenty squared gives us four hundred miles of range.  Add in another three hundred for the cans we’re carrying, and with any luck we’ll only have to mess around with filling up three or four times.”
“Plus however much detouring and panic driving we’ve got to do.” Whitley reminded him.
“And Crawford’s got a heavy foot.” Smith added.
“You want to burn some gas or donate some flesh to a fucking zombie?” Crawford retorted as she turned onto 369 and accelerated up to speed.
“Getting there alive and whole is the goal.” Peter said mildly.  “But Whitley’s got a point.  Plus we can’t afford to push the reserve very much; so figure we’ll be looking to top up every five hundred miles or so.  Smart money’s on probably four stops.”
“Plan for the worst.” Whitley agreed.
“After we grab some gas, what’s the plan?” Crawford asked as she leveled the truck off at a steady sixty miles-per-hour.
“Well, first off, let’s keep the speed down unless we’re on a road big enough to give some space on the sides against a zombie lurching out in front of us.  Say forty-five or so.”
“This thing isn’t going to mind hitting a few zombies.” Crawford said, patting the dashboard affectionately.
“The radiator might, and the windshield’ll definitely object.” Peter corrected her.  “My trip, my rules.  Forty-five tops on these back roads, and if you want to shade lower that’d be good too.”
“You’re such an old man.” the woman grumped, but she did let the truck’s speed start dropping toward what he wanted.
“And if you want to live to be as awesome as me you need to listen more.”
“If I ever get as old as you I’m going to kill myself.”
“That’s pretty harsh.” Smith observed.
“Live fast, die young.”
Peter frowned at her.  “You know that’s a quote from a Bogart movie, right?”
“A what?” Crawford asked, giving him a curious glance.
Peter sighed.  “Humphrey fucking Bogart?  Jesus, what the hell aren’t they teaching kids in school these days?”
“What was he, one of the presidents or something?”
“Just drive the damn truck.” Peter said, controlling the building urge to reach over and slap the back of her head.
“Geez, touchy.”



Chapter Six - Life’s a journey
“Don’t.” Peter warned Crawford as the F-150 approached the pair of zombies wandering in the middle of Georgia Route 20.
“Just a little tap?” she asked in a tone full of mischievous whine.
“I swear to God, if we end up having to scrounge up another vehicle because you wreck this one . . .”
“Relax.” Crawford said, cutting the wheel further to the left.  The truck’s left side wheels went onto the grassy median dividing the east and westbound sides of the highway, and Peter instinctively braced himself with the grab handle mounted above him.  The truck’s altered course was enough to pass the zombies safely; but close enough to knock one down as the blast of displaced air left by the truck overpowered what remained of the creature’s sense of balance.
“You’re taking most of the fun out of this trip, you know that Gunny?” she said, bringing the truck back to the right and fully back on the pavement.
“I know I’m not really interested in fucking walking to South Dakota.” Peter retorted as she put the F-150 astride the dashed divider line between the two eastbound lanes.
“That would take a while, yeah.”
“What was that?” Smith asked from behind Peter.
“Gunny panicking.” Crawford said.
“Crawford fucking off.” Peter said at the same time.
“Hmm, whatever.” the Guardsman grunted.  Peter turned his head and caught sight of Smith settling back down against the rolled up t-shirts he was using as a makeshift pillow.  The man had decided to sack out for a nap about half an hour ago, at Peter’s encouragement.  Some of them sleeping now would make for fresh drivers later when it was time to swap out.
Peter wanted to keep rolling as steadily as possible.  Stopping just so they could all sleep struck him as dangerous — not to mention unnecessary — compared to simply staying on the road so they could get to their destination that much quicker.
“I can drive.” Whitley offered.
“I’m fine.” Crawford objected immediately as she reset the cruise control for sixty and held the truck steady in the middle of the lanes.
“You’re bored.” Whitley corrected her.
“Some, yeah.  So what?  It ain’t like this is exactly the most stimulating thing in the world you know.”
“Yeah, yeah; poor you.” Peter said as mildly as he could manage as he returned his attention to the road atlas.  “No radio stations, no music, boo fucking hoo.”
“I’m a little surprised we can’t pick up at least something.” Crawford said, reaching for the dashboard radio again.  Turning it back on, she adjusted the volume control and punched the scan button.
“Hello, zombie apocalypse?” Whitley said.  “All the media packed it up weeks ago.”
“Seriously, not one ham radio guy hanging out in his little hideout with a generator and his transmitter?” Crawford complained.  “Or some semi-organized group looking for extra hands to help carry the load?  We could pick up some intel about the area.”
“Watch the road, not the radio.” Peter said, reaching to turn the set back off.  “I’m not kidding about what I’m going to do if you wreck us and I decide it’s your fault.”
“I’ll help him.” Whitley said.
“Cool, two on one might actually be kinda of interesting.” Crawford laughed confidently.
Peter lowered the atlas and gave her a steady look.  “Just remember I already stopped your ass once smartgirl.”
“Hell you did.”
“You didn’t get by me did you?”
“You got lucky.”
“Luck, experience, whatever.  Winning’s winning.” Peter said as he lifted the atlas again.
“We’re making pretty good time aren’t we?” Whitley asked, pointedly changing the subject from whether Crawford was good enough to defend herself against both Peter and Whitley taking her on.
“Not too bad.” Peter nodded absently as he went back to studying the foldout he’d pulled from the book of maps.  “We keep this up and I think we’ll make Cullman before noon.”
“Cullman?”
“Just a town.” Peter shrugged, answering the unasked question.  “You know as much about it as I do.”
“Where is it?”
“North of Birmingham, south-southwest of Huntsville, and sitting right on I-65.  I’d guess the location is probably the only claim to fame it’s got.”
“Sounds charming.” Crawford said.
“Let’s hope it was small enough to not have produced enough zombies to be a problem.”
“What I want to know is how you can be so interested in the map when we already know where we’re going.” she asked.
“I’m marking detours.” Peter shrugged again, and indeed his pencil had been busy since he’d begun intently studying the atlas.  He would love to be wrong, but Atlanta’s roadways hadn’t fared all that well in the outbreaks.  Assuming most of the asphalt between here and there might have similar problems might not be all that wrong.
Whitley cracked open the top of her canteen as she spoke again.  “What’s after Cullman?”
“Hmm?” Peter said absently.  “Oh, uh, hopefully nothing except the western Alabama border, then we’ll be into Mississippi.”
“Isn’t South Dakota in the northern Midwest?” Crawford asked.
“Uh, yeah.” Whitley said as Peter studied a portion of western Mississippi.
“So why aren’t we going northwest then?”
“Because I’m concerned about crossing the Mississippi.” Peter answered.
“It’s just one more hick, redneck, and now zombie filled southern hellhole.” Crawford sniffed.  “Big deal.  We can handle it.”
“No, the Mississippi.” Peter corrected her.  “You know, the fucking river?”
“What about it?”
Peter sighed. “Have you ever seen a big river?”
“I’ve rafted the hooch.”
“Jesus Crawford, ignorant much?” Whitley sighed.
“Hey, just because you’ve traveled more than I have—” Crawford started, sounding annoyed, but Peter cut her off.
“The Mississippi is a major river; major as in really fucking big.  So big, in fact, that there aren’t nearly as many bridges across it as it sounds like you’re assuming.”
“People get from the east coast to the central and western parts of the country all the time.” Crawford pointed out in what she clearly felt was a reasonable tone.  “Some of them even come back this way.”
“Not anymore they don’t.” Smith said.  “And I’m trying to sleep, remember.”
“So fucking sleep then.  And my point stands; one side, then the other; it’s a river and you cross it.”
“Yeah, over bridges.  And you’ve already seen how bad the interstates are.”
“I thought we were up here in the sticks on this dinky little back highway because you wanted to avoid getting near any bigger cities.”
“Yeah, and also because I don’t want to get cut off by a major roadblock.  Most of the evacuations were via interstate, and anytime a zombie problem got out of hand . . . you saw how bad the roads in Atlanta and north of it were.”
Crawford shrugged languidly.  “So if it’s a bridge we’re looking for, why not just head northwest?  There’s got to be a bunch of them in and around Memphis.”
“Because I want to get across the damn river as soon as possible so we’re a little freer in our route selection.”
“That doesn’t make a lot of sense.” she said in a tone only a few steps shy of being snide.
Peter ignored that — it was irrelevant, and calling her on it would only lead to hours of bitching as she sulked — and gestured at the atlas page he had folded out.  “Again, there aren’t as many bridges across it as you’re probably assuming.  I want to start checking them here and we can go north as necessary until we find one where we can make a crossing.”
“What, we’re assuming the zombies have blown up all the bridges?”
“Crawford, I know you’re not as thick as you’re making out.” Whitley said in an annoyed voice.
“Hey, I’m driving.  I need to know where we’re going.” Crawford shot back.
“Some of us are trying to sleep.” Smith said again.
“Keep trying baby.”
“Knock it off.” Peter ordered before anyone could respond to Crawford’s latest jab.  “Again, interstates, wrecks; I’m not counting on major bridges like that being any less of a mess than the rest of the major highways.  In fact, odds are they’ll be worse since anyone who was trying to flee over the Mississippi would have been funneled into one of the available crossings.”
“Can I say I told you so if we get to the first bridge and roll straight over?”
“No.”
“Come on,” she pouted, sounding clearly put out, “that’d be very fair after the little lecture about how tough crossing the Mississippi’s gonna be.”
“Still, no.” Peter told her.
“Boring.” Crawford said, turning the radio back on and punching the scan button again.
Peter ignored her and the crackle of empty frequencies as the radio dialed through them automatically seeking a clear signal.  He was used to DOD and DMA maps; which usually had river crossings clearly marked.  After all, there was a reason so many battles throughout history had been fought at or over bridges.  But even on the civilian sourced map he was still finding them without too much difficulty.
Less than a minute later Crawford spoke again.  “Hey, check this out.”
He glanced up in annoyance, ready to vent some frustration at her inability to just endure the ride without dumping her boredom on everyone else, when he saw what she was looking at.
Up ahead, just to the right of the rural highway, the trees thinned out to reveal a building.  The sign marked it as a roadside bar, but the parking lot and state of the structure itself showed it had been turned into some sort of a holdfast since the outbreaks had started.
Even from a distance, Peter saw the windows had been boarded over.  Vehicles were parked all around the building in a nose-to-tail line that was an obvious bid to add a barrier to keep unwanted visitors from getting too close too easily.
It was also pretty obvious, even this far out, that all that effort had been for naught.  The structure had attracted an enormous horde of zombies.  And whatever had happened, it had to have been somewhat recent or the horde probably would’ve dispersed itself for one reason or another.
“Think they got out?” Whitley asked quietly as the truck drew nearer.  Peter shrugged slightly, and for once Crawford didn’t have anything clever to say.
As the distance narrowed, Peter was able to pick out more detail.  He didn’t bother trying to take a count — it didn’t matter — but it seemed clear a standoff had occurred.  Whoever had been behind the fortifications had fought hard and piled zombies up like cordwood, but the monsters had gotten in.
Some of the barricades on the doors and windows had been beaten down; he saw zombies wandering in and out seemingly at random.  Bodies were visible around the circular line of cars and trucks; some of the clumps and piles were tall enough to be easily seen even though they were between the walls and autos.
“Do we need to take a closer look?” Crawford asked when they were about ten seconds from the turnoff from the highway to the bar.
“No.” Peter shook his head.  The area looked deserted except for the zombies.  The truck’s engine had started to draw the creatures’ attention; some of them were beginning to turn in its direction.  “Just keep going.”
Crawford kept driving, drifting a little to the left even though none of the zombies were close enough to get to the highway before the truck got past.  Peter returned his attention to the atlas as they left the scene of the failed standoff behind.  The only thing he could do was keep heading to a group that could make a difference, and to do that he needed to get from here to there.
As the miles rolled past, he traced out what he thought — hoped — was a reasonable route that was mostly due west, all the way over to Arkansas.  Even though it would definitely give Crawford something to mouth off about, he actually was hoping his concerns about possible problems with the river crossing would prove to be unfounded.  Putting up with Crawford’s crowing about how easy getting west of the river was would be a small price to pay compared to what he was afraid of.
But, he was still working his way through the foldouts; tracking north along the Mississippi and marking other crossings.
Just in case.
* * * * *
“Looking good so far.” Crawford said as she steered around a pair of abandoned cars.  The going was tight here; with concrete barriers guarding either side of the road as it rose from ground level to meet the bridge ahead.  But Crawford managed to slide the F-150 past the cars without unduly damaging the truck.
“What about that shit over there?” Smith asked.
Peter glanced again at the sprawling collection of buildings to the right of the roadway.  Signage they’d already passed indicated it was some sort of casino, which was borne out by the enormous amount of blacktop parking and lack of anything even remotely industrial.
The problem was the buildings and parking lot had a very healthy population of zombies populating them; easily threatening four digits in number.  The creatures were wandering around aimlessly amid the vehicles present on the blacktop, in and around the buildings, and spilling out into the moderately landscaped grass and grounds surrounding the construction.
“Not our problem.” Peter said.  “Yet.”
“Looks like it might have been some sort of refugee op.” Whitley said as she looked past Smith at the scene.  The view was getting better as the truck rose along with the roadway, boosting them up to the level of the river crossing.  Peter had already looked, and saw no real reason to look further.  Unless they decided to stop and set up camp for some reason, the casino and its host of undead were no threat to them.
“Yeah, well, it’s starting to look like not so many of those made out very good.” Smith said.
“What d’ya expect?” Crawford asked as the truck went past some treetops to either side.  They were starting to level out as they got close to the bridge, which looked like an old fashioned and heavily built affair of steel trusses that rose up several stories above the pavement they supported.  “Get a bunch of panicked people all in one place, poor planning and some of them about to turn; and zombie math kicks into gear.”
“Harsh.” Whitley sighed.
“True.” Crawford shot back.  “Not like it’s my fault.”
“A little empathy wouldn’t kill you, you know.”
“Empathy was weeks ago.  Today there’s just staying off the slow-food menu.”
Peter leaned forward unconsciously, looking at the bridge.  The truck was approaching it dead on — so he couldn’t see anything of it beneath the road level — but he could see the river to either side.  And as they crested the ramp and got closer, he saw a number of ships or barges or whatever were present.
“Stop.” he said.
“Hey, come on, for me that was downright polite.” Crawford protested.
“Stop the fucking truck.” Peter commanded, lifting the binoculars he’d draped around his neck.  It had been weeks since he’d carried them, but an hour after starting the trip he’d dug them out of his pack and got back in the habit.  Now he put his eyes to the lenses and focused his view on the boats.
He could see waves rippling past the watercraft along their sides, but they weren’t moving.  Peter had no idea how heavy of a current the Mississippi carried, but some of the boats were bobbing up and down against its force as they were pushed against the bridge piling.  In some ways the whole mass was sort of an oversized car crash; vehicles having come together and mangled themselves up.  But rather than being twelve to twenty (or, in the case of a semi-truck and trailer; fifty or sixty) feet long; these were hundreds.  To be fair, he saw two smaller boats stuck amid the wreckage; but the rest were all industrial craft.
Those closest to the bridge were heavily damaged; some of them obviously taking on water as they listed heavily into the river.  Being ground together and against the bridge pilings more or less destroying the barges and boats.  And beyond the physical impact damage, he saw a lot of scorching and blackening indicating fire had taken a toll as well.  Cargo containers on the barges— all of them metal and sized for easy transfer to trains or semi-trucks — were no longer neatly ordered on the decks.  Many of the stacks had toppled, and he saw at least two floating in the water amid the pile up of boats.
Crawford finally brought the truck to a halt, and Peter dropped the binoculars to his chest.  Looking behind himself, he quickly made sure the roadway was empty of anything hungry; then got out.  Moving to the concrete dividers bordering the edge of the pavement, he leaned out as much as he dared and looked again with the binoculars.
The few extra inches hadn’t really improved his angle all that much, but he could just see the edge of the concrete pilings supporting the bridge.  It looked like the barges were caught up against two of them, just past what he judged was the bridge’s center point.  On the Arkansas side.  One of the pilings was heavily damaged, with cracks through what was left of it and a number of chunks and pieces missing.  He saw the bridge itself listing north, the bottom of the roadway structure resting atop the top of the cargo containers stacked up on the barge.
Peter had no idea how heavy a bridge was, but he’d guess a lot.  The metal cargo containers agreed; the ones that looked to be bearing the brunt of the weight were heavily bowed and caved in.
“That looks pretty bad.” Smith said as Peter lowered the binoculars again.
“Get a new phrase.” Crawford said.
“One more crack like that and you can ride in the back with the gas cans.”
“Oh really?  Who’s gonna make me?” Crawford shot back, sounding supremely amused by the suggestion.
“It’s either in the back or up on the roof.” Smith retorted.
“Funny guy.  Can’t see how you made it this far without getting your ass beat, but funny.”
“Knock it off.” Whitley said.
Peter turned and saw Crawford standing up out of the truck, feet on the floorboard and hands gripping the edges of the doorframe as she looked at the bridge.  Smith was out of the truck with his M-16 combat slung, clearly ready to back Peter up, while Whitley was still sitting in the truck’s backseat, though she’d turned her head to watch behind them.
“Well, I don’t think we’re crossing this bridge.” Peter said, resolving to ignore the chatter if it didn’t rise to a level that made it necessary for him to get involved.
“Why the fuck not?” Crawford asked.
“Seriously?” Smith demanded.
“Keep talking backseat boy and you’ll find out how serious I can get.”
“We go into the river and it’s gonna really piss Gunny off.”
“You keep annoying me and it’s gonna really piss me off.” she shot back.
“Enough.” Peter said sharply, looking at the roadway regretfully.  “Knock it the fuck off.  We try crossing this and we’re likely to end up fucked.”
“Road is still intact.” Crawford said in what she clearly thought was a reasonable voice.
“The road is twisted nearly halfway past level.” Whitley objected.
“So?  It’s still intact.”
“You have any idea how much pressure it takes to torque a structure like that?” Smith said.
“Like you do?” Crawford said.
Peter turned, speaking loudly in his command voice to cut across Crawford’s retort.  “Maybe, maybe, on foot we might try it; but with three thousand some odd pounds of vehicle and gear . . . not unless we have to.”
“So what’s the plan then?” Crawford asked, sounding annoyed.
“Well, for one, driver change.” Peter said as he settled the binoculars against his chest, letting them dangle from the strap.
“I’m fine.” Crawford objected immediately.
“Jury’s still out on that.” Smith said in a sotto voice that still carried over to Peter.
The Marine sighed but he jerked a thumb at Crawford anyway.  “Stow it.  Park your ass in the backseat, or in the rear if you don’t want to play nice with the rest of us; but you’ve been driving for most of the day.  Time to take a break.”
Crawford met his eyes with a sullen look, but she slid down out of the F-150’s cab and grabbed up her weapon.
Whitley got out as well.  “I’ll take a turn.  Smith had a nap.” she said.
“Fine.” Peter agreed, walking back to the vehicle.  He pulled himself up into the seat while the two Guardswomen got settled in their new seats.  While Whitley adjusted the mirrors, Peter tugged the road atlas out of one of his cargo pockets and started unfolding map pages for Mississippi and the surrounding states.
“Which way?” Whitley asked when she signaled her readiness by dropping the transmission into reverse.
“The other way.” Crawford said from behind her.
“Yeah, got that.” Whitley answered calmly, starting a three point turn as she backed around in a curve toward the south side guard barrier.
Peter was tracing his finger along the winding course of the iconic river.  He’d never really given it much thought, but unless the road atlas was seriously deficient; there actually weren’t nearly as many routes across the river as he would have expected.  And he hadn’t been counting on all that many in the first place.  In fact, the number he’d found was a literal fraction of what he’d guessed would be present.
“Memphis.” Peter answered absently as he found the closest crossing he’d marked.
“Fucking Memphis?” Crawford demanded.
“Seriously?” Whitley asked, very quietly and a hell of a lot more calmly than Crawford, as she shifted into drive and started back down the long ramp to ground level.
“Next closest bridge is in Memphis.” Peter confirmed.
“You’re kidding, right?” Crawford said, still sounding put out.
“No, I’m not.” Peter shook his head as he examined the river north of them.  “Our options are the I-55 bridge on the southwest corner of Memphis, or the I-40 bridge that’s more or less on the northwest edge.”
“We want to get that close to a major city?” Smith asked.
“Let me see the map.” Crawford said.
“Wait your turn.” Peter said as he studied it.  “That’s only about an hour, maybe a hour and a half north of us.”
“There’s not something closer if we go south?”
“I didn’t really spend a lot of time checking south.” Peter answered Crawford.
“Why the hell not?”
“Because South Dakota is fucking north of us.” Peter said, finally starting to lose patience with her.  He knew she was naturally abrasive and usually didn’t really mean anything by it, but being stuck in the truck with her all day had worn his Crawford tolerance down by sheer proximity if nothing else.  “And there’s not that many bridges south anyway.”
“But—”
“I’m driving, Gunny’s navigating, and it’s your turn to shut up and ride.” Whitley said as she made it back down to regular road at ground level.  “So get with the shutting and upping.”
“Up yours.” Crawford muttered, but just quietly enough for Peter and Whitley to pretend they hadn’t heard her.
“Like I was saying, we’re headed basically north, so I checked north.  There aren’t a hell of a lot of routes across the river that don’t involve a ferry or a plane, and odds are if we keep going north eventually we’ll find a bridge that isn’t fucked up.  South is the opposite of where we want to go, and we’re a lot closer to the Gulf of Mexico than we are to South Dakota.”
“North it is.” Whitley shrugged.  “Uh, where do I turn?”
Peter flipped back to the Mississippi page and found the route markings he’d been making as they progressed across the map.  “Best would be to backtrack to US-61.  Unless we run into any problems, that’ll take us straight up to Tennessee.”
“Do we want to get that close to Memphis?” Smith asked again.
Peter sighed, but regretfully rather than in exasperation.  “I think we take a careful look at things.  We’ll probably run across a gas station somewhere before we get too close to the city, so we’ll stop and top ourselves up.  Then we just keep our eyes open and see if getting near the bridges is possible.”
“If it’s not we can just keep going north, like you said.” Whitley agreed, nodding.
“Basically.”
“I vote for careful.” Smith said, but his voice was slightly muffled.  Peter turned enough to see the Guardsman had settled back down against his makeshift pillow, clearly attempting to grab some more shut eye.
“Careful it is.” Peter nodded.
“Boring.” Crawford complained.
“Shut up.” Peter and Whitley said together.



Chapter Seven - Who wants to live forever
“There’s something you don’t see every day.” Whitley remarked.  Peter nodded in agreement, but Crawford spoke up from the backseat before he could say anything.
“You guys know Memphis is an Egyptian name, right?”
Peter turned and stared at her in bemusement, and he heard Smith shifting in the seat behind him as well.  Even Whitley reached for the rearview mirror and adjusted it so she could eye the other woman.
“What?” Crawford said defiantly, meeting their gazes.  “I know stuff.”
“About Egypt?” Smith demanded.
“About lots of things.”
“Whatever.” Peter shrugged, though he was still highly amused by Crawford’s comment.  “Even if it might fit here, it’s still a damned big ass pyramid in the middle of America.”
They were on the northwest side of Memphis, approaching the Mississippi river again.  When they’d gotten to the city, they’d found heavy zombie horde activity all over the southern side of the city.  Rather than risking trying to roll through it, Peter had elected to take a look at the other side of the city by circling around to try the northern edge.
That had only taken an extra half hour — a safe half hour — and looked to be paying off because the undead presence was a lot lighter on this side.  Whitley had woven her way through the streets to get at I-40.  There were a decent number of zombies on the interstate leading up to the bridge crossing, but nothing a little judicious steering and careful use of the bumper couldn’t handle.
Just north of I-40, though, was an enormous slate gray pyramid.  And enormous meant big.  Really big.  The interstate was raised a good distance above the ground and city beneath them as it cut through the northern edge of Memphis and approached the bridge, and the pyramid’s apex was still well above them.  Definitely not something Peter would have expected to see during their journey.
Construction equipment was scattered through the parking lot, along with an unhealthy number of wandering zombies in and around the vehicles and pyramid.  A curious scan with his binoculars didn’t reveal anything that explained what the odd building had been used for prior to the zombies taking over; at least, not that he could tell.  But it wasn’t that important, just an oddity.
“If we run into anyone from Tennessee, or who has good Internet, I guess we’ll have to remember to ask them.” Peter shrugged again.  “Who knows.”
“Fucking pyramid.  Unbelievable.” Smith said.
“Uh, this doesn’t look that good either.” Whitley said, the truck slowing as she took her foot off the accelerator.
Peter shifted his attention from the pyramid to the road ahead, and blinked as he looked beyond the wandering zombies.  Then he lifted the binoculars and put them to his eyes.
“Seriously?” Crawford demanded from the backseat.  “Seriously?”
“Is that what I think it is?” Smith asked.
Peter focused the binoculars and sighed.  “Yeah, it is.”
“Good thing we missed that.” Smith said with a laugh.
“First fucking boats, now planes?” Crawford said, her tone heavily laced with annoyance.  Not just mere sulking like before, but full on irritation.
“Can we get through if we backtrack and hop on the east bound side?” Whitley asked Peter, braking the truck to a stop before letting the creeper gear take over and roll it forward at a brisk walking pace.
The bridge ahead had suffered a plane coming down right into it.  And not a small one either; to Peter’s not exactly inexperienced eye it looked like it might have been a military cargo craft.  He wasn’t sure if it was one of the massive C-5s, but it didn’t matter; whatever it was had done a number on the I-40 bridge.
Wreckage from the plane, from vehicles that had obviously been on the bridge when the aircraft came down, and from the bridge’s structure, was strewn all over the lanes.  From the look of it, traffic on the crossing had been at a full standstill when the plane had hit; he counted at least a couple dozen vehicles caught up in the mangled mess of the impact’s ground zero.  Blackening of the wreckage and concrete roadway told of more fire having added to the carnage.
“Gunny?”
Peter started and took the binoculars away so he could glance sideways.  Whitley had her eyebrows raised at him questioningly.  She kept looking at him as she turned the wheel enough to ‘ram’ an inquisitive zombie dead center with the front bumper.  The creature went down beneath the truck as it continued rolling forward; but she ignored it to focus on him.
“What?  Oh, er, no.” Peter said, mentally backtracking and pulling her question out of his head.  “Both sides are no-go.”  Both sides of the bridge were jammed with debris and abandoned cars.  Maybe it had been a C-5 that had hit; but it didn’t matter, not really.  Short of the four of them spending hours shifting and clearing a path — amid a mess of zombies — there was no way through.
“Shit.” Smith said.
“Guess we should take a look at the other one then.” Whitley said, starting to turn around.
“Through the city?” Smith asked.
“All right.” Crawford said, sounding almost cheerful.
“Carefully.” Peter admonished.  “If it gets thick, we’ll figure it out or just keep heading north.  We don’t have to cross here; there are plenty of other options we can try first.”
“A little action would be fun.” Crawford said, and there was a metallic rattle that drew Peter’s eyes.  She had opened one of her ammunition pouches and was busy checking the magazines within.
“You’ll survive some boredom.” Peter told her.
“We’ll survive a little excitement.”
“You’re just eager as hell to burn all your luck up aren’t you?” Whitley said as she finished her turn and headed back east to find a way off I-40 and through Memphis.
“If you’re good you don’t have to be lucky.”
“If you’re careful, you don’t have to be either.” Smith pointed out.
“Bullshit.” Crawford.  “Skill always wins out.”
“Greatest swordsman in the world doesn’t keep his eye on the guy in second place; he worries about the idiot newbie he might go up against.” Peter said as he looked south, checking out what he could see of the conditions where they had to go.  Unfortunately, he couldn’t see much.
“Heard it.” Crawford said, her tone making it obvious how boring she found this whole conversational thread.  “Newbie doesn’t know what not to do, will do unexpected things that might work because the top dog doesn’t see them coming.”
“Again, boring doesn’t mean wrong.  Or bad.” Whitley said as she used an on-ramp as an exit, curving down, around, and beneath the Interstate to head south into the city.
“Master avoids all that by just being ready.” Crawford said as she lit a cigarette.
“Can’t be ready all the time.” Peter said mildly.
“From a Marine, that’s hilarious.” she shot back.
“How’s that?” Peter found himself asking in a more challenging tone than he would have permitted himself if he’d thought before opening his mouth.
“Semper Fi?  Always faithful?”
“That’s faithful, not watchful.” Peter said, calling on long practiced habits to keep from rising to the challenge she was obviously trying to draw out of him.  “No one can hold the edge twenty-four seven.  No one.”  He glanced over his shoulder at her, meeting her gaze.
She studied him for several moments, her thoughts masked behind a cloudy expression of boredom, then shrugged and exhaled out of the side of her mouth in the direction of her open window.  “Great.  I’m riding through the heartland of America with three fuckers counting on luck to see us through.”
“Whatever chickie.” Smith said.  “Just remember we’re in this together.”
“I’m so screwed.”
“Finally, a bright side.” Whitley laughed.
“Fuck you.”
Whitley cranked the rearview mirror down again so she could see Crawford and blew a loud smoochy kiss, making sure to smack her lips loudly to ensure the gesture’s sound carried into the backseat.  Peter missed what Crawford did in response — probably shot the finger back — as he faced forward once more and studied the roads ahead.
The interstate on-ramp stretched south for several blocks, closed access all the way.  Finally the end came into view, but a clump of several dozen zombies was down on their knees almost dead center of the lanes, about fifty feet from where the concrete barriers bordering the ramp lane ended and the ramp dumped out into regular road.  Their bodies were blocking the view, but clearly they were eating someone or something.
“Can’t fit past them without some contact.” Whitley said.
A loud metallic clacking filled the truck’s cab as Crawford racked the charging bolt on her M-16.
“I’ve got a better idea.” Smith said.
Peter started to turn in his seat to look behind himself, but Crawford’s howl of objection clued him into the suggestion before he could complete the motion.
“Not fucking fair.”
“Hey, you coulda qualified on a 203 if you hadn’t pussed out and picked arty.” Smith laughed.
Peter checked the forty millimeter grenade in Smith’s hand so he could read the color coding banding the round.  “Yeah, that ought to clear most of them.”
“You know there’s a one-thirty casualty radius on that, right?” Crawford said immediately, her voice in full on sulk mode now.
Whitley braked sharply, jostling everyone forward as she brought the truck to a halt.  “So we stay back some.”
“Waste of a fucking grenade.” Crawford muttered as Peter and Smith opened their doors.
“Keep an eye out.” Peter ordered as he glanced swiftly around outside the truck before he stepped down.  He hefted his AR and moved past Smith as the Guardsman opened the breach on the M203 grenade launcher slung beneath his M-16’s barrel.
“Fire in the hole.” Smith said as Peter stood watching the road behind the truck.  There was a dull thump, followed by a faint whistling, then the round went off with a startlingly loud crash of noise that split the early evening.  Peter turned as the explosion started reverberating off the buildings to the east.  The several dozen zombies were no longer in a tight knot.  They’d been tossed and scattered across the asphalt like toys in a child’s playroom.
Most were still moving; but the tube fired grenade had left its mark.  Peter counted several severed or seriously mangled limbs, and a couple more of the not-dead had suffered torso wounds that spilled organs out into the open.  Nothing short of massive head trauma stopped a zombie for good — and sometimes not even then if it wasn’t massive enough — but Peter just wanted to keep moving.  Knocking them down and out of the way was fine.
“Let’s go.” he said, clapping Smith on the shoulder as the man’s hand strayed toward one of his pouches like he was considering using another grenade.
“Right.”  The two of them piled back into the truck.
“Waste of a fucking grenade.” Crawford repeated as Whitley got going again.
“Quick and easy.” Smith chuckled.
“We’ve got a lot of five-five-six you know.”
“Yeah, but since Smith has been so good I figured it was only fair to let him play with his toys.” Peter said.
“Not fair.” Crawford said.
“Too bad, so sad.” Smith said, still laughing.
“Fuck you.”
“Sweet, two girls one guy.  My lucky day.”
“What?”
“You’re fucking Whitley and me, right?  That’s two of you and just me.  See, luck pays off.”
“Fuck you.” Whitley and Crawford said in unison.
“Shit.” Smith said dejectedly.  “What if I said it was my birthday?”
“You’ve got a hot tube in your hands right there.” Crawford told him, gesturing at the launcher beneath his M-16’s barrel.  “Get busy whenever you want.”
“It’s not the same.” Smith said with a level of dejection that was almost palpably felt.
Peter grinned as Whitley rolled over the zombies.  There were too many to avoid completely, but she curved and twisted the truck through in a reasonable attempt to dodge as many as possible.  Still, the truck rocked back and forth on its shocks as the tires bumped over bodies.  He purposefully didn’t check the mirrors to see what condition the zombies were in after being driven across; he’d seen it before, and it was old news.
Instead, he looked at the first road sign, then checked the Memphis map in his atlas.  “Uh . . . okay, if I’m reading this right, straight south if you can and we’ll hit the ramps for I-55.”
“Straight south huh?” Whitley asked.
“Well, follow this road.” Peter said, looking up from the atlas.  “It’ll curve some but . . .”  He trailed off as he saw the fairly thick horde arrayed across the road a few blocks ahead.
“Straight you said?” she asked again.
“Okay, shit—” he said, checking the map again.  “Displace us a few streets deeper into the city.  Work south and back around to the river as best you can.” he said.
“You sure?”
“Yeah.”  Peter nodded.  She looked at him, and he shrugged.  “Fuck it, Crawford’s so hot for some action, it’ll give her something to do.”
“Talking about me again?” Crawford asked.
“Yeah.” Peter said as Whitley turned left away from the road that was loosely tracking alongside the eastern bank of the Mississippi River, a few hundred feet away.  “You can—shit!” he started, cutting himself off as Whitley slammed on the brakes and almost threw him into the dashboard before she’d gone more than a few dozen feet up the road that rose up into the city away from the river bank.
“I know, I know.” Whitley said as she shifted into reverse and started backing up.  Peter looked ahead and saw the remains of what looked like a fairly tall building — relatively speaking for Memphis — collapsed over the road and intersection.  Most of the buildings in the immediate area were only a few stories high; but the one that was down had been much taller.  Enough so that its destruction had generated enough debris to make passage impossible.
What had brought it down was a tale no one seemed to be around to tell, but Peter saw a number of bodies mixed in with the rubble.  Some were eaten down to skeletons, but others were still intact; a sure sign they’d been pulseless before perishing the second time.  Zombies never ate other zombies, not even after the second death.  Why was just one more mystery the dead kept secret from the living.
“Come on, let’s fight some.  It’s not like anyone’s going to sue us for damaging the city.” Crawford said wistfully.  “I mean, look at this shit.”
“Stop fucking off; pay attention.” Peter ordered.  “And anyway, this keeps up and we might get some of that action you’ve been bitching about.”
“Good.”
Whitley backed out onto Riverside Drive once more and went north another block, then turned into the city again and found the way reasonably clear.  She threaded the truck past a couple handfuls of zombies and turned south a few blocks in.  Peter unsnapped the catch on his holster so he could get at the M45 quickly, but focused mostly on the atlas in case more detours were needed.  Navigating by street signs wasn’t what he was trained for, but when the intersections were marked it was quicker than referring to compass directions and grid box markings.
Memphis obviously had suffered its fair share of apocalyptic damage during, or since, the appearance of the zombies.  Unlike Atlanta, it didn’t seem to have been hit by a post-outbreak bombing, but the chaos wrought by the zombies looked to have done a respectable job of duplicating plane delivered ordinance.
Bodies were everywhere; at least a couple per block, and usually more.  Though ‘bodies’ was stretching the definition past the breaking point.  Skeletons was more like it, usually.  Most of them had been eaten down to the bone by the undead hordes roaming through the dead city.  The remains were scattered around a little, but not nearly as badly as they would’ve if animals had done the deeds; zombies didn’t spread their dinner all over the place it seemed.
The carnage didn’t bug Peter nearly as much as the isolation and sense of desertion.  A city the size of Memphis just felt wrong when it was so empty.  Even if it were a Sunday morning, there would be people around.  Cars would be moving about.  Some of the businesses and offices would be open.  Lights would be on.  There would be — even faintly — a background hum of noise as engines ran and machines operated, even the distant chatter of voices; the sounds of civilization.
Not here.  The only cars were leftovers from wrecks, or occasionally simply abandoned.  Once they passed a little two seater sports coupe that had a zombie determinedly pulling at the seatbelts holding it in place behind the steering wheel.  The car itself had wrecked head-on into a panel van, but the car’s driver had ‘survived’ the collision by rising from the dead.  Of whoever had been driving the van, there was no sign.
The zombies infesting the streets were eerie, but compared to the lack of people, they weren’t that troubling.  Peter shook his head mentally as Whitley threaded through the constant zombie presence and persistent wreckage of city and vehicles; working back and forth from block to block, turn to turn, as she directed the truck toward the southwest corner of the devastated settlement.  It wasn’t anything new at this point, but that didn’t make it any easier to deal with.
“Where’s my action?” Crawford complained as Whitley slowed to weave the truck through a particularly crowded intersection.  There was just barely a passable amount of space between the vehicles left all across it.  Bones crunched beneath the truck’s tires as she had no choice but to drive over the remains of dead and twice-dead bodies.  Skulls were the worst; they made a hollow crackling sound that tended to be much louder than anything else.  Though, once, a mostly intact rib cage was close to overtaking the aural title.
And the rapid-fire popping and snapping and cracking of the ribs left Peter flinching as ice crawled along his spine.  He really didn’t enjoy listening to it.
“We’re not out of the city yet.” Smith said.
“Dude, don’t encourage her.” Whitley said.
“Watch it.” Peter said sharply as she started to swing around the corner when she cleared the latest building and overturned car.  Ahead, the road she’d been about to take was completely obstructed by a delivery truck that had skidded around sideways to jam itself nearly end to end across the street.  There might have been enough room to squeeze past on the sidewalk, maybe, but the truck had come to a halt between two utility poles that left no room.
“Yeah, shit, sorry.” Whitley said, braking.
“Oh man, what a waste.” Smith said.
“Yeah, no shit.” Crawford added.
“What?” Peter asked, looking back.  He glanced at the two soldiers, but he was mostly interested in looking at what they were now backing toward as Whitley shifted into reverse and accelerated again.
“All that beer.” Smith said, sounding mournful.
“Finally, something we agree on.” Crawford said.
Peter looked forward again and registered what had spilled from the truck’s cargo area.  Case after case of beer, with more visible on the shelves lining the truck’s side.  Loose cans were strewn across the pavement, cardboard flats of plastic-wrapped cans having tumbled to a rest in large numbers as well; and some dried stains that showed some had broken open in the wreck to spill the cans’ contents out.
“You’re kidding me, right?” he asked as he looked back again.
“No, it’s seriously a huge waste.” Crawford answered.
Peter shook his head in mild amusement, but the mirth faded as he saw the ground floor windows of the building they were backing up towards suddenly shatter from within.  It had to be the structure’s lobby, with floor-to-ceiling plate glass that was typical for a corporate layout.  He didn’t have a chance to catch anything about the interior though, because zombies were pouring out.
“Oh shit.” Whitley said, seeing it in the mirrors.
“Don’t hit any cars.” Peter snapped as he registered just how many zombies were staggering out onto the sidewalk.  There were . . . it had to be close to a hundred of the nightmares, all shoving their way through the glass that wasn’t up to the task of resisting that many bodies pushing on it.  Window after window broke apart with sharp cracks and the tinkle of falling shards that were audible even over the truck’s engine.  What that many zombies had been doing inside the building, he couldn’t guess; but they weren’t inside anymore.
“Rock on.” Crawford said, hitting the button to roll her window down.
Peter didn’t bother trying to warn her off; he just jammed his hand into his breast pocket and scooped out his earplugs.  Her first bursts made him wince — the noise of the M-16’s reports echoing loudly through the truck’s interior — but then he managed to get the plugs stuffed hastily into place which cut the sound down to something he could bear.
Whitley drove the truck straight back into the emerging crowd.  She was braking as the rear tires hit the curb and bounced up, but the vehicle’s back end sent over a dozen breathless bodies tumbling.  Inevitably, the uneven footing and tumbling corpses tripped up and slowed down the zombies, who never seemed to pay attention to where they were stepping or what they were about to walk over.  Crawford’s fire was sending more down, but the truck had done most of the damage.
Shifting into drive as upright zombies close enough to reach slammed and banged against the rear panels of the truck, Whitley pulled forward and curved around left then braked again suddenly.  Peter caught himself against the dashboard and looked forward to see what she was considering.  There were more wrecked vehicles in the block and a half in that direction that he could see, but it didn’t look impossible.  But there was also the makings of another forming zombie horde.
“Yeah, no.” Whitley said, catching his eye when she felt his gaze move to her.
“Good call.” he said loudly.
The truck accelerated backwards again, and Crawford cursed.
“Oh come on, let me—”
“Shut up!” Whitley said as she reversed the truck away from the lobby horde.
“Damnit.”
“I think you hit maybe two.” Smith observed.
“Fuck you.” Crawford shot back.  “It’s not like I had chance to aim.”
“It’s not like you don’t suck or anything.”
“Shut up!” Peter ordered as Whitley reached the end of the last block they’d just crossed.
Smith and Crawford both muttered something — different things, he was pretty sure — that he didn’t quite catch through the earplugs, but Peter ignored that too.  Whitley stopped the truck and turned away from the zombie infested street to try a different route.  She sped to the next intersection, looked south and saw another street covered in upright corpses.
“Fuck.” she and Peter both said at the same time.  She stepped on the gas again and drove one more block to check that street.
“Ah.” she said, sounding satisfied as she saw mostly clear pavement and a sign that indicated US-61 and I-55 were both ahead.  She made the turn and accelerated aggressively to where the Interstate crossed through the city and made that turn as well; putting them on a western course again that should —if he remembered the map correctly — take them right to the southern bridge.
There were still a lot of zombies in view, but not enough to be a problem as long as the truck kept moving.  Peter trusted Whitley to — at worst — simply crack the headlights when she needed to use some bumper to get through a zombie that wasn’t avoidable.  Headlights being out he could deal with.  Even at night.  Those he could fix one way or another.  A busted radiator, on the other hand . . . not so much.
“This is better.” Smith said.
“Boring.” Crawford complained.
Whitley sighed as the road curved slightly and the bridge came into view.  It was a more squat construction than the other one; thicker beams that didn’t soar nearly as majestically into the air above the roadway.  The number of lanes dropped to two in each direction, but even so it had a more modern feel than the I-40 bridge.
“The point is to make it to South Dakota,” Whitley said as the truck whipped past a clump of zombies.  One of the creatures reached out to the vehicle and was both knocked down and had its arm torn off at the elbow as it made contact.  The truck didn’t even slow down or sway at the slight contact, though the zombie tumbled across the pavement behind them in one direction as its arm went skittering away in another.
“This is totally dull.” Crawford said.
“Safe.”
“Boring.”
“Christ, are we back to that?” Smith said.
“Still on it, you mean.” Whitley replied.
Peter was squinting at the travel lanes ahead.  Whitley drove onto the bridge, slowing some despite the zombies investing the area as she started weaving around some abandoned vehicles.  Peter was fumbling his binoculars up into his hands so he could look through them.  When he finally got them into place and focused he groaned.
“Goddamnit.” he swore.
“How bad is it?” Whitley asked.
“What?” Crawford and Smith asked.
Peter shook his head, lowering the binoculars.  The road ahead was well and truly obstructed; in both directions.  This time it was simple cars and trucks; but they stretched as far as he could see.  Hundreds, all of them packing the lanes on both sides of the bridge and rendering wheeled passage impossible.  They weren’t wrecked this time; but it would be quite an undertaking to move them all, even if each one still moved under its own power.  “We’re not getting through that unless we get out and walk.”
“We could.” Smith suggested.  “I mean, it’s not like we wouldn’t be able to find another vehicle on the other side, is it?”
“We could, I guess.” Peter started — even though he really didn’t think it was necessary to do something like that so early in the journey — but Crawford broke out laughing.  He turned and gave her a tolerant look.  She looked at him with an obscenely cheerful expression.  “Okay, what now?”
“Gunny, look over there.” she said, pointing past him.
Peter turned and looked to the right of the I-55 bridge.  A rust-brown bridge was just north of them, a curved trestle affair that looked old but sturdy.  There were railroad tracks on it, the rails shiny enough to show that even allowing for the time since the apocalypse had hit; the tracks had seen regular use.
“Yeah, it’s a railway brid—” he began, then trailed off abruptly.  He brought the binoculars back up and scanned the length of the bridge as best he could.  “Mother fucker.”  A bridge was a bridge; what did he care if it had tracks instead of road?  The truck wouldn’t mind.  And he’d ridden rougher rides than tires over railroad ties would give.
“Looks clear to me.” Crawford said.
“Turning around.” Whitley said.
“Come on, say it.” Crawford laughed.
“Say what?” Smith asked.
“Shut up.” Crawford said immediately.  “I wasn’t talking to you.”
“You’re fucking weird, anyone told you that lately?”
“Don’t turn around, just back off the bridge.” Peter said, reaching across and tapping Whitley’s hand on the steering wheel.  The two lanes of traffic, lacking shoulders and bordered with the concrete barriers on either side, would make turning around very tricky.  The truck could easily get stuck.  And he didn’t like how close some of the zombies were.  Already, in the distance from where they’d emerged out onto I-55, the leading edges of the zombie horde were visible.
The truck and the four juicy humans within, and their activities, had awoken zombies eager to get some fresh meat.  A lot of zombies.
“Come on Gunny.” Crawford said.
“Got it.” Whitley nodded, abandoning her attempt to start a back and fill turn and leaving the transmission in reverse.  Using all three mirrors, she started driving backwards the way they’d come.
“Gunny . . . ” Crawford began again, but Peter turned and pointed a finger at her.
“Good catch.  Now pay attention.” he told her.
“Fine, just so long as we all know who saw it.”
“Like we could forget at this point?” Smith asked dryly.
Crawford raised a hand and shook her fist at him.  Smith snorted.  “I’m not Swanson, so don’t think I’ll put up with your little love taps.”
Peter knew that wasn’t the best of things to have said; Crawford’s expression clouded over immediately.  A painful fire lit in the back of her eyes, and he spoke again before anything else could light up.  “Enough.  Seriously, the fucking off and who-said-what shit can wait until we’re back on open road with lots of open space all around.  Got it?”
“Yeah.” Crawford said shortly, sitting back in her seat and looking out her window.
“You want some more action, lean out the window and clear some of them fuckers behind us.” Whitley said.
“Sure.” Smith said, rolling his down and drawing his pistol.
“Mine.” Crawford said, hefting her rifle again.
“Both of you.” Peter ordered.
“Fucking hell, can’t catch a break.” Crawford muttered as she swiveled in the seat and stuck her head and shoulders out the window.  She was smaller than Smith, and through more easily; she’d fired her first couple of shots before he joined in.  Peter wasn’t convinced their aim would be the best in the world from a moving vehicle, but every little bit might help.  And anyway, there was plenty of ammunition in the vehicle; spending some at this point didn’t matter much.
Even with the shooters helping clear a path, Whitley still had to plow a couple dozen zombies out of the way using the rear bumper.  But the truck got off the bridge without serious incident, and Whitley turned around properly so she could head back the way they’d come.
As for finding the railroad bridge; the rail tracks weren’t marked on Peter’s road atlas, but Whitley simply followed the road that paralleled them as she sought a way up.  Finally, back on Riverside, she found it.  The road dipped to permit a railway overpass to take the tracks above the road, but the shoulder on either side of the overpass ramped right up to them.
The truck didn’t mind the grass as Whitley drove up, and eased them onto the tracks.
“Careful.” Peter said as she bumped the truck over the first rail.  “Let’s not get stuck.”
“I got it, I got it.” Whitley muttered back.  She drove the front wheels over the second rail, then turned west.  The truck swayed heavily as the rear wheels lifted over the rails, then the truck was driving west.  It was a rough ride, the vehicle juddering severely as the tires bounced along the wooden ties that connected the tracks.  Even though Whitley held the truck’s speed down to just above walking, it was anything but smooth or comfortable.
“Yeah, this is much better.” Smith said, his voice rising and dipping as he bounced about in the backseat.
“If it gets us across.” Peter answered loudly, gripping the grab handle above the door.
“You see how many zombies are trying to follow?” Crawford asked.
Peter took his attention away from the atlas and windshield and turned to look.  She wasn’t kidding; even though the truck was clipping along at three times walking speed, there were still quite a few zombies persistently staggering up onto the tracks and pursuing.  “Well, they can’t catch us.”
“Crazy dead bastards.” Crawford said with a shake of her head, watching them through the rear window.
“They’re like you.” Whitley remarked.  Peter glanced at her to see she was studying the scene using the rearview mirror.
“How’s that sarge?” Crawford demanded.
“They don’t know when to let it go.”
“Hah fucking hah.”
“There’s more city on the other side of this, right?” Smith asked, so quickly Peter was all but certain the soldier was trying to head off any further traction Crawford might get behind her latest outrage with.
Peter looked back down at the atlas, trying to focus despite the bouncing around.  “Uh . . . more or less.  It’s marked as West Memphis, but the state border between Tennessee and Arkansas is in the middle of the river.  Actually . . .” he said, trailing off thoughtfully.
“What?” Smith asked after a moment.
“What?  Oh.” Peter said, shaking himself slightly.  “Actually, the city on the other side is off maybe a mile or so.  It looks like a lot of . . . well I don’t know what it is on the other side.  Could be fields or farms or something.”
“I seriously doubt there’s any unused space this close to both the river and Memphis.” Smith pointed out.
“Yeah, I agree.” Peter nodded.  “But I can’t tell from this what’s up on the other side.”
“Lots of open space at the other side of the river you say?” Whitley asked.
“Yeah.” Peter said, still studying the map page.
“Enough for a refugee camp?”
Peter looked up immediately.   She was slowing down, easing the constant jarring of the railroad ride.  “What?”
“Binoculars.” she answered.
He lifted them to his eyes and adjusted the focus.  The far edge of the bridge leapt into view; and he suppressed a strong urge to curse.  There were — no, they were zombies alright — everywhere.  All over at least the last quarter of the bridge itself, and a lot more on the ground beyond the bridge.  A lot more.
“We get to do some shooting?” Crawford asked brightly.
Peter turned around.  Crawford looked at him and scowled.  “Oh come on Gun—” she started, but she trailed off when he ignored her and looked out the rear window.  The way they’d come was equally swarming with zombies.
Smith read his face and frowned.  “Uh, fill the binocularly-challenged in?”
Peter glanced forward, then backward again.  “Fuck.” he said.
“Oh.” was all Smith said.
“We get to do some shooting don’t we.” Crawford said, opening one of her ammunition pouches.
“How bad is it?” Smith asked, leaning forward and squinting through the windshield.
“We’re sort of surrounded.” Whitley said.
“Why don’t we just floor it?”
Peter put the binoculars to his eyes again.  “Because there’s too many.”
“This is a fucking full size truck with a big ass engine.” Smith said tightly.  “How the fuck can there be too many?”
“Because there’s beyond hundreds of them coming.”
“So go back.”
“Same thing.” Whitley answered as Peter studied the zombies packing into the bridge ahead.  They were stumbling over one another, bumping and swaying into their hungry neighbors as they surged forward.  He couldn’t think of what had drawn them in, but it didn’t matter.  What did was he had no confidence the truck, ‘big ass engine’ or not, would be able to push through the crowd.
Nightmare images of Atlanta in those first hours of the outbreak flashed past his eyes, despite his attempt to stay focused.  He had been afraid of it then, and was afraid of it now; getting surrounded, being hemmed in.  The vehicle didn’t do more than draw the terror out.
Maybe if it were armored, but absent that . . . the zombies would get in.  The moment the truck stalled out or got stuck, they’d be through the windows, clawing and grabbing and biting their way inside.  And no wheeled vehicle short of a monster truck had a chance of powering through hordes the size of the ones closing in from front and behind.  Zombies didn’t frantically try to get out of the way when a vehicle bore down on them; they just soaked up the momentum and kept trying to grab.  To eat.
“Stop the truck.  Everyone grab a shitload of ammo and unass now.” Peter abruptly ordered, opening his door.  First rule of command; act like you know what you’re doing, like your orders will work.  Confidence is everything.  “Whitley, cover the rear and focus on slowing them down.  Smith, Crawford, kill everything in front of us.”
The truck slowed from its already lethargic pace, and he heard the clicks as Whitley set the brake and put the transmission in park.  Peter bailed out with his AR in hand and squeezed past Smith as he opened his door, reaching into the truck bed for one of the cases of five-five-six rounds they’d brought along.  They were the good ones; not just loose rounds, but filled magazines ready to lock and load.  Opening his pouches, he jammed them into every gap and spot he could find.
“Should I—” Smith started to ask as Peter stepped around him again.
“Yes, all of it.” Peter answered as he brought the AR to his shoulder and looked through the scope.  “Now is the time.”  They hadn’t exactly brought a lot of grenades along — explosives really weren’t great at actually killing zombies — but if there was a better time to use those they had, Peter couldn’t figure what it would be.
Or, rather, he didn’t want to imagine it.
The scope on his AR had minor magnification, but he rarely used it.  Now he dialed it up to four times; causing the approaching horde of death to jump forward into clear view.  Few of the zombies wore any sort of winter gear; no jackets, sweaters, coats . . . hardly any even had the remains of long sleeves.  That, combined with the obvious amount of decay and battered limbs and skin, made him pretty sure these zombies had been around for a while; at least a month or so.
Their mix was the usual; but he saw what seemed like a higher than normal number of bodies wearing what was left of medical garb.  Not too many police or military, but a more than a few with white — now gray or nearly black — coats, scrubs of varying colors beneath the dirt, and a number of EMS and EMT patches and badges.
Forcibly, and only through his decades of experience, Peter managed to blank his thoughts of everything except the red dot in his scope and the weapon in his hands.  Good shooting was when mind and body came together, to control the weapon, hold it steady, aiming it true.  The least distraction could ruin a shot; and zombies only went down for good one way.
As usual, the first shot was almost a surprise; even though it was his finger on the trigger.  The assault rifle thumped familiarly in his hands and against his shoulder, and a zombie with sunglasses dangling determinedly from one ear went down as bone and desiccated tissue erupted from the back of its skull.  The five-five-six rounds weren’t high caliber, but they carried a lot of energy due to their velocity.  More than enough to rip through a skull with ease.
Peter deflected his aim slightly, found his dot lined up on another face — right where the nose would have been if it weren’t missing for some reason — and squeezed the trigger back again.  Another round went downrange, another head exploded, and another zombie dropped for good.  He adjusted again, readjusted almost immediately as the one he was aiming at tripped over one of the twice-dead bodies he’d just created, and took the top off woman’s head whose hair was still managing to hold its perm despite all the dirt and stuff clinging to it.
Two M-16s opened up, but Peter ignored that.  He was in the zone, aiming, firing, repeating; as fast as he could.  Marksmanship was a foundation of his training, and Peter had been shooting for nearly forty years.  The AR was his personal weapon, and he was very familiar with it.  Everything about it was adjusted to his liking, from the add on scope to how the action cycled to the way the trigger felt and broke under his finger.
The good news was all of that, plus he had a field of targets in front of him that was open season.  The bad news was the field of targets was coming this way, and looked to be unending.  He ignored that as well, there were only four humans and he’d given up one of them to buy time against the zombies encroaching from the east.  That only left three weapons to clear a path through.
Despite his focus, he flinched when the first grenade went off.  The hollow chonk-thump barely penetrated his fugue, but the rumbling explosion and whistle of fragments scything through the zombies got his attention.  He missed, but he begrudged that more for the time it took to reaim and fire than the ammunition.  They had plenty of ammo; having the time to use it . . .
“How’s it looking back there Whitley?” Peter yelled when he finished his first magazine off.  He let it drop right out and clatter to the railroad ties beneath his feet as he reached for a fresh one; there was no time to hang onto the empty.  It was expendable.
“Not good.”
“Warn when they’re half a minute out.”
Smith launched another grenade as Peter got his replacement magazine seated and slapped the charging bolt.  It snapped forward with a metallic clack.
“How long?” Whitley yelled back over the explosion.
“Thirty seconds.”
“Not long then.” she said.
Peter said nothing, merely returned to his shooting.  Crawford was unloading from the back of the truck; standing and shooting forward over the cab.  Smith had positioned himself at the front of the vehicle, so Crawford’s shots were zipping over his head; but Peter ignored that too.  Smith was infantry, and crazy or not, Crawford was a solid soldier.  At least, in the post-apocalypse; whatever had put or kept her in the reserves before the zombies no longer mattered.  Her shots would stay high, and Smith knew how to position himself in a fight.
The Guardsman thumped out grenade after grenade.  Nearly every one hit a zombie dead on, or near enough, but few were actually killed.  The zombies were packed in together tightly enough to ensure near one hundred percent effectiveness of each grenade’s explosive force and shrapnel; but zombies weren’t humans.  Direct hits might tear apart, or at least gruesomely mangle, a body enough to kill or effectively kill it; but the ‘soft’ kills the other zombies took wasn’t enough.
Humans would be combat ineffective, if not bleeding out and praying for a medevac, after finding themselves within five or ten feet of a grenade’s ground zero.  Humans wounded, and reacted to those wounds.  Humans felt pain when limbs were shredded or ripped away, when razor sharp hot metal fragments splattered into and through their bodies.  Burns, cuts, concussive impacts; such things affected humans.
Not zombies though.  So long as the creature’s head stayed intact, it kept coming.  Or, at least, trying to come.  If all the limbs were disabled, it would just lay there; but even then it would keep looking at a target if it was able.  It would keep trying to bite if something warm and tasty got near.  And it, nor its other brethren, didn’t mind if anyone or anything walked right over it to pursue those human happy meals.
Smith’s grenades were creating one hell of a block against the zombies coming from the west, but killing very few.  He would pile them up, slowing them down; but it was the five five six rounds of Crawford and Peter that were actually taking zombies down for good.  The grenade shrapnel was more likely to hit somewhere other than the head; but the other two military shooters knew where to put their rounds, and were servicing targets one after the other.
And quicker than expected — as always — the heavy ordinance ran out; leaving Smith shooting bullets just like the rest of them.
Peter was in the fastest shooting pattern he knew how to maintain — centering his sights on a face or head, squeezing the trigger, and shifting to a fresh target — but even as he fired off bullets nearly as rapidly as the AR-15’s burst mode could have spit them out, he knew it wasn’t enough.  The skulls that his scope’s targeting dot fell upon kept disintegrating, the bodies kept falling, and still the horde continued to close.
He dialed back to two times magnification, then straight view, and still they came.  He felt the barrel of his weapon beginning to seriously heat up from all the rounds he was pumping down range and still they came.  One minute became two, empty magazines piled up around his feet, and still they came.
The four humans were the survivors of over two hundred military personnel who’d been trapped in Atlanta on the first night of the zombie outbreaks, chased by creatures from a nightmare all through the city’s downtown area.  Each of them had hardened, had learned, in the two months since.  They knew how to fight zombies, knew how and where to shoot, how to maintain fire, how to ensure the bullets weren’t ignored but actually took zombies down for good.
And still the creatures came on.  Four people, however good, were still only four.  The zombies were well into the hundreds, probably past a thousand.
Peter buffered his building dismay — and, he was afraid to admit, panic — by forcing himself to think hard.  His shooting slowed as he diverted his thoughts, but he ignored that; rate of fire wasn’t going to solve the problem.  At least, not the rate the foursome was capable of putting out.  Instead, he tried to evaluate the situation and find a solution.
Could they hop in the truck and floor it?  No, the horde on the Arkansas side of the bridge was still too thick; still had far too many bodies to get through.  And it was no better on the Tennessee side.  If anything, it looked worse.  If it was try or die, maybe; but he wouldn’t hold his breath at the vehicle being able to make it through.  There were just way too many bodies between them and safety.
Engines, tires; there was a limit.  Most humans weighed between one hundred fifty and two hundred fifty pounds; so hitting even one at high speed would wreck both the body and the vehicle.  Even if there was room to get the truck up to speed, hitting dozens and dozens and dozens of zombies at ‘ramming speed’ would just be effectively no different from driving straight into a brick wall.
Holding the speed down and trying to use the bumper had at least a chance; but not much of one.  If it were just a couple handfuls, sure; the engine and transmission and tires could force and grip their way through.  But it was obvious the horde was packed in heavy and tight; even a semi-truck would find itself swallowed on all sides by the mass of hungry zombies.
He had seen what happened when a zombie horde surrounded a vehicle; the occupants died.  It sometimes took a few minutes for the zombies to force their way in; but they were relentless.  They’d break through the windows, pound through the bodywork, ignore the pain and fatigue that might slow or dissuade a human crowd, ignore however many of their hungry brethren who were shot or otherwise killed in the process; and get their hands and teeth on the warm, delectable humans within.
Once a vehicle was swarmed, it was all over but the chewing.  Just because it was a car, even a truck, didn’t mean it couldn’t get stuck.  Enough bodies could stop anything; and zombie hordes usually had more than enough.  This one certainly did.
Peter considered the bridge itself; maybe the four of them could climb the sides and somehow stay out of reach.  The structure was formed from simple Xs of metal, banded above and below with continuous beams.  It might be possible to climb up them, and then get onto the top beams and crawl to safety; but that climb would be tricky.
There were rivets or bolts or something, but not many, and they were just little nubs of metal on an otherwise featureless expanse of more metal; mostly smooth metal.  Grip strength would be the only main means of ascending.  He wasn’t confident he could make it up; even a younger version of himself.  And while the other three with him were younger, they were also less well trained.  Desperation might lend everyone enough motivation to try, but Peter would bet on maybe one of the four making it to the top.
Falling during the climb would either drop them back to the bridge, likely into the zombies’ clutches or to the tracks where they’d lay with broken legs just ahead of the grasping hands; or into the . . . river.
“That’s a thought.” he muttered mentally, sidling over sideways so he could take a look past the edge at the Mississippi River below.  The bridge was high enough above the water’s surface to make him uncomfortable; but it didn’t look that high.  It wasn’t going to be a pleasant drop, but he didn’t think it wasn’t survivable.  Losing control during the fall and going in any way but legs first in a vertical position would likely be death, and he’d bet on at least one of the four screwing up a foot or a leg or something from the impact, but if the alternative was jump or get eaten . . .
The real problem, once they were in the water, was the temperature.  The air was cold; somewhere in the forties he’d guess.  Water was a great heat sink, but even with the current and the sun he knew the water temperature wouldn’t be much better than the air’s.  Maybe fifties if they were lucky.
He knew the other three probably didn’t know what that meant, but one thing at a time.  Step one was to get the hell out of here.
“New plan.” he shouted, slinging his weapon and opening the truck door.
“You invented invisible jetpacks and have four?” Crawford yelled back.
“Super-secret sergeant’s helicopter’s gonna scoop us out of here?” Smith asked loudly.
“We jump.” he answered, grabbing his pack and opening one of the side pouches.  Pulling out a coil of standard line, he used his knife to cut a twenty foot length off and quickly tied one end to the top of the pack’s frame.
“Wait, what?” Whitley asked.  “Also, we’re getting tight to the east.”
“We jump.” Peter repeated.
“That’s your plan?” Smith demanded.  He turned around and looked in the direction Whitley was covering, scowled, then shook his head as he looked back forward and finished off the rest of his current magazine.
“Got a better one?”
“Can we climb?” the Guardsman asked as he kicked empty grenade shells out from beneath his feet.  Producing another magazine, he slapped it into the weapon’s well and thumbed the bolt release to let it slide forward on the fresh ammo.
“Can you climb this shit?” Peter asked, jerking his head at the bridge’s beams as he dropped the line on his pack and began unfurling the rest of the cord that was left.
“Maybe.”
“Right, maybe.  And where do we go once we’re up there?”
“We’ll have time to kill the zombies.”
“Can you make that climb while carrying enough ammo to clear the city on both sides of the river?” Peter asked as he started putting knots into the rest of the cord he hadn’t cut off, forcing his fingers through the motions as fast as he could.  It occurred to him the line could be used to maybe take some of the drop out of the drop if they climbed down it before jumping.
If there was time.
“No.” Whitley answered.
“Maybe.” Smith said.
“Maybe.” Crawford said along with Smith.
“Exactly.” Peter nodded as Smith and Crawford made sour faces at one another.  “Climb if you want to, but my escape is into the river.”
“From this height?”
“Give me another option.” he said, trying to talk and focus on his hands at the same time.  They were flying over the rope, pulling knots in so fast he was risking friction burns on his fingers; but there was just no time.  The zombies were getting close on both sides.
“Fuck it, let’s jump.” Crawford said abruptly, moving to Peter’s side of the truck and vaulting down from the bed with one hand.  “Always wanted to high dive.”
“Not all of us are crazy.” Smith said.
“Not all of us are pussies either.” she shot back.
“This sucks.” Smith said before he started firing to the east.
“Cost of doing business.” Peter said, deciding the rope was either going to work or not.  He had maybe forty feet in his hands, and only had knots in about ten feet of one half.  He’d tie the other end to the bridge, and the four of them could slide down and grab onto the knots to halt their momentum, then drop for the water.
The sound of gunfire ceased as the three Guardsmen approached him.  Whitley started pulling packs out, but Smith stopped her with a shake of his head.  “Bad idea.”
“What?”
“Likely to overbalance you during the drop.  And the straps are going to dig in like you won’t believe when you and it hit the water.”
“He’s right.” Peter said as he started lashing the end of the rope to the side of the bridge.  “Could break your back, dislocate your shoulders, or worse.”
“You’ve got your pack Gunny.”
“Not wearing it though; that’s what the cord’s for.” Peter said as he secured the line into a figure eight.  “It’ll go in first.  I’ve been trained in this; but it’s been a long time since I had to actually go into the water with gear.”
“Running out of time.” Crawford said.  Her weapon fired several times.
Peter didn’t bother looking as he finished knotting the rope and tugged on it.  “For what it’s worth.” he shrugged mentally.
“Okay, go down, catch yourself on the end, hang for a moment, then drop.  When you go in, keep your ankles and legs crossed so your legs stay together, point your toes, and fold your arms over your body.” he lectured rapidly.  “Whatever you do, make sure you hit vertical or you’re fucked.  Go in straight and as tight as you can so you don’t hit hard enough to break yourself.”
Crawford started climbing over the edge of the bridge.  “Rally point?” she asked.
“Downriver, west bank.” Peter said, pulling his cap off.  He liked it, liked wearing it, and his bald spot made his head cold if it wasn’t covered.  The hat got folded and stuffed into a pocket as he talked, both action and speech going fast.  “Also, there’s a highway I was planning taking once we got across. Route 63.  If we completely lose contact, get to where I-55 and US-63 diverge.  It’s north of here.”
“How far?” Smith asked as Crawford started doing down the rope.
Peter shrugged.  “Maybe thirty miles.  Map’s in the truck.  If -55 and -63 are a no go, then go north along -63 somewhere.  Leave a note or a sign or something to show you’re alive; and we’ll all look for each other on the other side.”
“Great.” Smith said, turning and bringing his weapon up.  He started firing off his magazine at the western horde, which was now getting uncomfortably close.  Whitley took the cue and resumed firing to the east.
Peter glanced down over the edge and saw Crawford was just reaching the end of the line.  As he looked, she dropped down past the end --  hanging by her hands on the last knot — and studied the water beneath her while she stabilized herself for the fall, then let go.  Peter wanted to watch her drop, to see how she did, but there was no time.
“Smith, go.” he shouted, clapping the man on the shoulder.  The eastern zombies were only maybe half a dozen staggering steps from the back of the truck.
The soldier slung his weapon and moved to the line.  Peter unslung his AR and started firing to the west.  He was tapping bullets into zombie skulls, but the kills were incidental to what he actually needed; bodies on the deck to tangle the horde up some more.  At this point, every delay helped.
“Jeez, hurry the fuck up Smith.” Whitley snapped loudly behind him as her firing stopped.  Peter glanced over his shoulder and saw her in the middle of a reload; then looked at the rope.  Smith’s fingers were still visible at the edge of the bridge.
“I don’t deal with heights real well.” the Guardsman’s voice floated up.
“Clear that rope so we can get out of here or I’ll knock you off myself.” Peter yelled.
“Thanks Gunny.”
“Hurry the fuck up.” Whitley repeated, punctuating her words with a loud metallic click-snick as her weapon’s bolt snapped forward on the fresh magazine.  She switched over to burst mode and resumed firing.
“Shitttttttt!” Peter heard Smith yell after a few seconds, his voice receding rapidly.
“Go Gunny.” Whitley said.
“No, you.” he said, ignoring the zombies that were seconds from bumping into the hood of the truck.  “I’m trained in how to do it.”
“Bullshit.”
“Semper Fi.” he shot back.  “Fucking go, we’re running out of room.”  He clicked his AR’s selector lever down to one he rarely used; even if he’d personally done the modification that made it possible.  It wasn’t a mode M-16s had enjoyed for a very long time; but the AR was the original M-16.  Most people assumed it was the other way around — that the civilian version was a copy of the military model — but the AR predated its military designated version.
Automatic fire had sounded like a good idea in the weapon’s design phase, and generally wasn’t a horrible thing when used by a good shooter with a good reason to employ it.  But the US military’s various branches that equipped their personnel with the initial full-auto M-16 had discovered those personnel tended to use it.
A lot.
Ammunition had a cost; and not just in dollars and cents.  For boots-on-the-ground men and women, it cost time and effort to ship into theater, to get up to the forward bases, to put into the hands and packs of the warriors, and for those armed personnel to carry up to the point of contact as part of their gear.
Marines were trained in marksmanship because the USMC’s expected deployment pattern often involved fragile or non-existent logistical lines.  Making every bullet count wasn’t just a point of pride; it could literally be the margin between victory or defeat when a Marine landing force saw its — usually Navy — supply sources driven away or cut off by enemy activity.  In fact, that very thing had led to a good portion of the Corp’s bloodshed in some prior wars.
But as the zombies pressed inexorably in along the truck, Peter used the automatic mode now.  He pulled the AR in as tight against his shoulder as he could, gripped it firmly with both hands, and held the trigger down as he swept the barrel across the encroaching front.  Bullets chattered out of the assault rifle in a seemingly solid line, ripping into the dead so fast it was impossible to truly register where the bits and bone and gore raised by the impacts was actually coming from.
Peter held his fire at about neck level, knowing his line of aim was going to waver up and down some.  Up would put it into something’s head; down would go into something’s shoulder or chest.  It was almost impossible to for any single bullet to miss though; the zombies were just so close, packed so tightly together, that everything he fired hit something.
The magazine ran dry in three seconds.  He’d toppled a good chunk of the front edge of the horde on this side of the truck.  Peter thumbed the release and reached for a fresh one as the empty dropped out.  He got it seated and let the bolt slam forward before emptying the second one as well.  As he reloaded again, he glanced over his shoulder.  Behind him, the zombies were at the back edge of the truck.  And Whitley was out of sight.
He was down to a bare handful of feet of clear space, seconds before he was in something’s grasp.  Peter clicked the rifle’s safety back on and slung it, then bent and grabbed the line he’d tied to his pack.  A quick loop and hitch secured it to his belt, and he carried the pack over to the edge of the bridge.
Whitley was at the end of the rope, looking down at the water.  Peter dropped the pack and braced himself against the girders against the pull as it hit the end of its cargo line.  The metal of the bridge was cold, having soaked the frigid temperatures in all day.  Suddenly he was even less sure than he’d been before that climbing it would be possible.  Even through his gloves he could feel the heat being sucked greedily out of his hands by the cold iron or steel or whatever it was.
Bending down, Peter clambered over the side of the bridge and reached for the line.  He felt a jerk on the rope as Whitley released, but he was busy trying to get onto the rope himself.  As he got into free space, with nothing but a single rope and the Mississippi beneath him, he felt cold, stiff fingers grabbing at his left hand still on the edge of the bridge.
The zombies had consumed all the free space; they’d pressed in from both sides of the bridge and met in the middle.  Peter was the only thing left in reach, and the dead were reaching for him.  As he got situated for his descent, they were trying to pull him up.  There wasn’t enough room in the crush of bodies for them to fall to their knees and start chewing; but they were trying that too.
Suppressing his urge to shudder at the hands clawing at his, Peter locked his legs around the rope and made sure his right was gripping as tightly as he could make his fingers squeeze before he yanked with his left arm as hard as he could.  His glove pulled free of the zombies’ hands, and he felt himself start swinging on the rope when his weight was fully on the rope.  The pack dangling below him, and the rope itself, were prone to movement and that was bad.
First though he had to get out of grabbing reach.  He’d trust his knot and the rope to hold against anything the zombies might manage to do to it; they weren’t smart, and persistently dead or not, their hands and fingernails weren’t going to rip the line apart anytime soon.  But there was no sense in waiting around to find out.  Quickly, he let himself slide down; feeling the warm friction of contact through his pants and gloves.
When he was halfway down, he stopped and started going down more slowly.  Friction burns hurt, and cold or not there was no sense taking on that sort of injury if he didn’t have to.  He was out of reach now, it was fine.  Hand over hand, he lowered himself down the line and ignored how his arms and shoulders protested.  Again, Peter reminded himself that — trained or not — he was closer to sixty than fifty.  He’d compare himself favorably to the vast majority of men his age; but he wasn’t an athlete and old was old.
But he made himself take it carefully.  In a few moments he was going to be happy for the hot blood surging through his tired muscles.  Even as he reached the end of the line and glanced down, the river was still quite a ways below him.  He made sure his legs were locked onto the rope, feeling the knots pressed against his limbs and body as he hung on, and reached down to the line on his belt so he could try and stabilize the pack.
It took several seconds, but he managed to get it to dangle instead of swing.  Peter refused to look up; he knew what would be staring down at him.  Nothing but hungry faces and intent eyes fixed on his every motion.  Just as he thought that, something hurtled past him close enough to make him blink and flinch.
Swaying once more on the end of the line, Peter checked below just in time to see a humanoid form smack nearly full length — horizontal, without making any attempt to control how it hit the water — into the river’s surface.  Now he did look up, and saw two more zombies toppling over the edge of the bridge as they mindlessly stretched and reached out to try and grab him.  Peter flexed his legs to try and change the direction he was swinging in and barely managed to be out of the way when the closer of the two falling zombies went by him.
“Holy shit.” he swore, reaching down once more to still the pack’s sway.  There was no time, no time for anything; but he was terrified of going into the water the way the zombies had.  The drop was too high.  He’d rather shoot himself than drown, or end up with a body so shattered he washed ashore and had to lay there waiting for something without a pulse to find and eat him.
Another zombie fell past him, but Peter focused on his momentum and position.  The pack stopped moving, and he got it and his body dangling true to gravity; in a straight line from the end of the cord.  Taking a deep breath, he unraveled his legs from the rope and let go.



Chapter Eight - Free fallin’
Peter fell like a rock, pulled by the pack and his own weight.  He locked his legs together and looked down to judge where he was.  The drop seemed to just go so slowly, as air rushed past him nearly silently and the water came up to greet him.  He had time to windmill his arms twice for balance, then he pulled them in tight against his chest and dropped his chin to his chest with his eyes and mouth closed tightly as he got his legs crossed and squeezed himself as tightly as he could to control what happened when he hit.
The impact hurt.  A lot.  He felt it in his feet and ankles and calves, felt both hips tweak painfully, and even his shoulders some, when he hit the water.  Then he was below the surface, and had to stop himself from gasping as the liquid engulfed him.  It was cold.  He’d known it would be, expected it; but now he was in it, and it was worse than he’d figured.  Or maybe it was just age again.
Whatever it was, the icy water stabbed at him like needles and knives all over.  Sharp, piercing, insistent, and unrelenting.  Peter unfolded himself out of the entry position and took his bearings.  There was an audible thud of a splash above him as another zombie hit the water, and Peter decided it was time to stop thinking and start moving.
There wasn’t much light left, the sun was fading rapidly; but he knew how to feel for which way his body wanted to float and headed that way.  Kicking strongly and pulling with his arms, he kept telling himself he was fine on air.  He was almost there, he wasn’t even close to his limit yet; but it felt like miles instead of feet as he swam upward with the river’s current tugged him sideways.
When he broke the surface, he shook his head to spray water away from his face and took a deep breath.  Some drops went up his nose and down his throat the wrong way, and he hacked a pair of ugly, violent coughs to clear his airway before drawing a second full breath that went down easier.  Water was streaming down from his mostly hairless head to foul his vision, tickle at his nose, and he had to wipe his skull backward and face downwards to clear it.  Air flowing once more, he automatically tipped himself back in the water into a floating position and looked around.
His pack was bobbing nearby, so he started hauling it in.  Contrary to common expectations, the pack was actually a floatation device as long as it was packed and secured properly.  The pouches and spaces in it trapped air, and that air wanted to go up when submerged.  And he wasn’t even carrying a full combat load of gear in it; not compared to what he’d usually humped around in the field.
Going in to the water with the pack on would have been less than pleasant; but now that he was in, he wanted it.  Moving as quickly as he could with the water pushing against his every motion, he got the pack hauled in and his AR unslung so he could shrug his arms through the backpack’s straps.  Tightening them down snuggly, he got the AR resituated and pulled it tight too; he didn’t want things flapping and floating around on their own.
And it seemed like he was taking too long to do everything; like his fingers and arms and muscles didn’t want to fully cooperate.  That would be the cold he knew.  One way or another, the clock was ticking on him and the others the same as it had been when the zombies were closing in.  Hypothermia would kill just as surely as teeth and hunger.  He didn’t bother trying to stop himself from shivering; the muscular action would actually help him generate heat that would help counter his body’s losing battle against the water’s thermal sapping efforts.
While he was doing all that he had a chance to look around a little.  The current was pulling him south at a pretty decent clip.  Maybe not as fast as a full on run, but to him it looked at least jogging pace.  He saw two other people splashing around downstream of him, but commanded himself not to assume the worst.  He wasn’t really looking for the others yet; just sort of snatching glances here and there.  There was no reason to assume all three of his companions hadn’t made it down in one piece.
Finally Peter got his gear resituated, and let himself tip back in the float posture once more.  With the pack strapped on, he was even more buoyant than before.  He took a long look around, evaluating his situation.
The bridge was visible to the north.  Some zombies were falling from it, but not many.  To him, it almost looked like the zombies that took dives were just falling accidentally.  What he could see of the horde on the structure just seemed to be milling about aimlessly now that the dinner they’d been focused on was gone.  The current would pull the zombies south along with the humans, but Peter wasn’t too concerned.  Any zombies that ‘survived’ the drop into the water would just sink.
Zombies didn’t swim, and they didn’t float since their bodies soaked up the water like sponges and drew them down to the bottom.  The creatures didn’t know to not swallow the water in, and that removed a lot of the natural buoyancy humans normally enjoyed.
The sun wasn’t quite gone just yet, and Peter could tell from the angle of its remaining light that the water wasn’t actually moving south right now.  The river was curving around to the west.  He tried to think back to the map, wishing he’d checked it again before jumping.  From what he could remember, the river snaked a sort of S-curve to the west before cutting back south.  How far it doglegged out west before turning again, that’s what was stumping him.
Okay, that was fine.  That was just semantics; where it was going didn’t really matter right now.  Getting out of it safely did.  Unfortunately, what he could see of the banks on either side revealed balance-challenged figures moving around.  There were buildings and structures near the water’s edge — more to the Tennessee side than the Arkansas to the west — but even amid the sand and dirt and trees he still saw more zombies roaming around than he’d care to deal with right now.
“Gunny!”
A hand waved above the water, and Peter abandoned his visual sweep of the land.  He recognized Whitley, and waved back.  “You okay?”
“Christ this is cold!”
“See the others?” Peter asked, turning himself in the water to start a side stroke toward her.  He was bobbing along pretty high in the water, and staying at the surface without much effort thanks to the pack.
“Just one; Smith I think.”
“Crawford!  Smith!” Peter shouted as he crabbed downstream.  “Gather up!  Everyone swim toward each other.”
The figure ahead of Whitley turned its head, and Peter recognized Smith.  Crawford wore her hair pretty short, but still in a vaguely feminine style; Smith’s was effectively a civilian crew-cut and was enough to recognize him by even under these conditions.  The man thrust a hair up in the air, and Peter paused his own swimming long enough to return the gesture.  “Come this way!”
“Current.” his voice answered back, drifting across the light chop of the river’s motion.
“Just swim.” Peter yelled back.  “Slow yourself up so we can catch you.”
“Okay.”
“Where’s Crawford?” Whitley asked as Peter resumed his swimming in earnest.
“Don’t know.” Smith called in reply.
“You don’t see her?”
“No, do you?”
“Did she drown?”
Peter frowned slightly as he kept swimming.  His blood was starting to warm up from the exertion — there were few activities that would really put demands on a body like swimming fully clothed and hauling gear — but he could still feel himself cooling off regardless.  He could stave the temperature loss off with activity, but it was a losing battle.  The water would win.
“Swim!” he yelled to the others.  It was troubling that no one saw Crawford.  The current wasn’t that fast; nor was the river white-water choppy enough to make it likely they’d miss her even in the twilight.  If she wasn’t in sight, he took that as a bad sign.
“Trying.” he heard Smith answer, while Whitley just started splashing in a vague approximation of something midway between a dogpaddle and a very sloppy breaststroke.
“Just swim.” Peter repeated as he kept his arms in legs in motion, propelling himself through the water.  “It’ll help keep you warm.”
“Yeah right.”
“Just swim.”
Whitley was closer, but by the time Peter reached her he could feel his shivering starting to move beyond his limbs.  Muscles in his back and chest and abdomen were starting to twitch in an effort to warm his body.  He jerked his head at her as he drew even with the Guardswoman, and she just turned in the water and started swimming alongside Peter as both made for Smith.
It seemed to take a long time — Peter knew that was just his own overblown sense of alarm starting to really get into gear — but they finally reached Smith.  The soldier shifted around as the other two reached him, copying Peter’s floating posture in a clear bid to conserve some energy.
“Okay, anyone see Crawford?” he asked, pausing his swimming and gesturing with one hand for the others to look around.
“N-no.” Whitley said, shaking her head as she treaded water.  Peter noticed her face was drawn with stress, and her breathing was pretty fast.  Her color was way down, leaving her shivering expression pale and stark.
“Did you see her go into the water Smith?” he asked.  “You went in after her.”
“I was kind of busy climbing down and doing my own drop.”
“So that’s a no?”
“That’s a no.”
“W-w-e n-need-d-d to get-t-t out-t-t of the wat-t-ter.” Whitley said.
“Shift around on your back.” Peter said, pulling his gaze off the river back to her.  It was an effort for him to annunciate his words clearly, but he made it just like it said in his little unwritten senior NCO’s instruction manual; never let the troops see anything bothering you.  It confused and distracted them.  It bothered them.
Whtiley’s drawn expression was getting paler still, and he could see her shivering getting worse.  “Float, catch your breath.”
“T-t-t-trying.” she answered as she twisted into a back down position and spread her arms out for buoyancy.
“T-t-there aren’t s-s-o many z-z-zombies on the banks-s-s now.” Smith said, craning his head up and looking from east to west.”
“We want to get out on the west side if at all possible.” Peter said, looking in that direction.
“W-w-hy?” Whitley asked.
“Because we already know the Memphis side is crawling with corpses, and we’ll have to do this again if we don’t.” he answered.  The bank wasn’t what he’d call any sort of proper beach, not in the civilian sense, but it was sort of sandy; not much in the way of immediate settlement right along the water’s edge.  And a little downriver, he could see the course starting to curve back around to the south.
Most importantly, he didn’t see anything that looked like a zombie horde along the riverside to the west.  A few scattered zombies, yes; but any large packs, no.
“Come on, let’s head for the beach.” he said, gesturing with a hand that shook when he lifted it clear of the water to point despite his intention to conceal how the cold was getting to him.
“G-g-good.” Whitley said, turning immediately and striking out in a crawl stroke.
“I can-n-n- barely m-m-move.” Smith complained as he struggled to get swimming.
“Backstroke.” Peter advised as he started pacing Whtiley, pulling with his arms and kicking some.  It was clear Smith wasn’t a strong swimmer, and the man’s sodden clothes and gear harness with all the added weight wasn’t making it any easier for him to manage.  “Float, kick your feet, pull with your arms.”
“T-t-trying-g-g.”
Time seemed to spin out like some sadistic entity kept turning it back on them, or at least pulling the shore away as they swam; but slowly the trio moved away from the middle of the river.  Peter was really feeling the chill now, could feel his heart racing and breath heaving as his body tried to power his muscles and warm itself at the same time.  He was really having to work — not just on keeping himself moving — but also on keeping his focus.
Despite his best efforts, despite knowing how dangerous it was, he found his attention kept wavering.  He’d blink and realize he had no memory of what he’d been doing as he swam.  He’d see a figure moving on the riverbank and couldn’t remember if he’d already noted its presence or not.  Right now it was lost seconds; it could easily become lost minutes, and then more.  That was bad.  He knew it was a sign the cold was getting to him, a worse sign than the shivering and other physical symptoms.
They were maybe twenty-five or thirty feet out from land when he saw Whitley abruptly stop swimming.  She’d been pulling ahead, slowly but steadily, as she swam at a brisk pace; but now she was motionless, face down in the water.  As he blinked at her and started to open his mouth, he saw her begin to sink; her clothes and gear were pulling her under.
“Whitley!” he blurted, summoning a surge of strength and surging forward quickly in a redoubled amount of splashing as he kicked rapidly against the water.
“What?” Smith asked, splashing out of his back stroke so he could look around.
“She’s in trouble.” Peter answered as he pulled a burst of activity out of his aching and tired body.  Half a dozen powerful strokes got him close enough to reach out and grab for her boot.  She was floating below the surface, and didn’t move as he hauled her in and got himself to where he could get a grip on her shirt.
“Holy shit-t-t-t.” Smith said as Peter struggled to get the Guardswoman flipped over.  Whitley was an average sized woman — specifically, smaller than him or most of the men he was used to manhandling — but the water made everything awkward.  And beyond her waterlogged clothes, she probably had the better part of a couple dozen pounds of weapons and gear strapped on.
“Keep swimming.” Peter ordered.
“Is she okay?” Smith asked, his teeth audibly chattering.
“Keep swimming.” Peter repeated.  “I can’t tow you both out of the water, and you’re already slow as it is.”
“S-s-s-orry.”
Whitley was unconscious when Peter finally got her flipped over.  For a moment he was afraid she was drowning — dealing with that while still in the water was quite tough — but then she spluttered water out of her mouth and he saw her nostrils flare.  Her eyes opened, but they were unfocused and lacked the usual intent spark he was used to seeing in her gaze.  She was out of it.
“Shit.” Peter muttered, hooking one of his arms beneath her armpits so he could pull her along.  With her on her back, and with his support and propulsion, she was now more or less floating.  He kicked with his feet and pulled with his remaining arm, making for the shore.  Whitley hardly moved except for the tattoo of violent shivering tremors he felt running through her.  Her weight slowed him down, so it was good they were almost out of the water.
“But getting out won’t be enough.” Peter thought tiredly, and with more than a small amount of real alarm, as he kept swimming.  “Got to get to some shelter, get some heat going.”  Under ‘normal’ circumstances, he’d build a fire as soon as they hit the shore.  But with zombies roaming around, a house or some sort of building was more or less required.  And there was no telling what they might run across while looking for something; or if they’d hold out long enough to get there.
He felt his feet finally touch ground.  Two more strokes got him to a depth where he could more practically try to walk instead of swim; or, at least, wade.  Peter put his boots down and powered out of the water toward dry land with drawn out steps that took far too long.  As he emerged, he felt the breeze cutting through him like a cheese grater on steroids.  Even though he knew, intellectually, the water had actually been sapping more heat more quickly out of his body; feeling the gentle wind on his wet clothes and skin felt a lot worse.
By now he was starting to shiver more strongly.  “Minutes, maybe.” he told himself as he dragged Whitley out of the water with one hand on the collar of her uniform shirt.  “Minutes to find heat or it’s over.”  He scanned the area, trying to focus though the quivering of his muscles; even his head was jittering unsteadily as his neck muscles took up the rapid involuntary motion in an attempt to generate heat.
The shoreline had a scattering of sand, some of it even white, but was mostly mud and scrub underbrush.  There was a line of loose vegetation maybe twenty-five or thirty feet inland, and beyond that to the southwest some he saw a few building roofs that looked to him like regular houses.
He also saw three zombies; two upstream of his position, and a close one a little south.  All had noticed his emergence and were pulling themselves around to pursue.  Peter staggered to the water’s edge, dragging Whitley, before releasing her and reaching for his AR.  Getting the weapon unlimbered seemed to take forever; his fingers and arms were stiff with cold, and the strap kept catching on his utilities.
Peter finally got the assault rifle into place against his shoulder as the nearest zombie crossed the line of what he thought of as the ‘danger close’ distance for zombies; maybe ten feet away.  Only seconds, a few final staggering steps from actual contact.  Peter laid his cheek against the wet stock and looked through the scope.  It was waterproof, and the dot glowed red just as always; though now it was jumping and swaying about epileptically as he tried to aim at the zombie’s face.
His first shot missed, which didn’t really surprise him too much.  The cold really was taking a toll on him, and his aim was going to suck.  But then the second shot missed, and the third and fourth as well.  The zombie was only a couple of feet away.  His stiff fingers found the selector lever and flipped the weapon into burst mode, and he compressed his finger on the trigger several times.
Bullets spat from the barrel, and still they missed.  Splashing off to his left alerted him to what was probably, he hoped, Smith making landfall, but even if it was another zombie Peter was already busy with this one.  He couldn’t understand how he was missing, especially with the zombie right atop him.
“Holy shit!” he blurted as his numbed reactions registered the zombie was, in fact, right on him.  The thing’s dead arms were outstretched, fingers already gripping down as it reached for him.  Peter swayed backwards half a step and shifted his hands.  The left rotated the AR around horizontally while his right dropped to the holstered M45 on his belt.
The zombie rammed into his outstretched rifle, and Peter shoved violently with his arm as he struggled to latch onto his pistol.  The zombie stumbled back, but its hands got a grip on the AR-15 to either side of his own hand.  Peter shoved again, this time releasing the weapon, but the zombie was leaning forward for a step and shrugged off his attempt to push it away.
As Peter’s hand left the weapon, the zombie was the only thing holding it up.  A human might have tried to bring it to bear, or maybe dropped or thrown it aside; but the zombie didn’t even seem to notice it had it in its hands.  He noticed absently some of its teeth were missing, having been knocked out and broken off; but the jagged stumps and others that remained more or less intact would be quite sufficient to bite very effectively.
“Gunny!” Smith shouted.
The M45 finally came free of the holster.  Peter fell backwards as the zombie reached out further for him.  The AR was starting to drop from its grasp.  The Marine got the pistol up as he hit back first in the water lapped sand and mud, gasping against the impact as his pack was driven against him and he tried to point the gun.  He didn’t think he had time to fool with the sights, so he just let his left hand curl around his right on the weapon’s butt and squeezed the trigger.
His shot ripped through the zombie’s midsection, a little low and to the left of center point.  As usual, the zombie ignored this; but the forty-five caliber round did rock the zombie off balance as it leaned down for him.  Instead of collapsing straight down atop him, it sort of stumbled to its knees across his legs.  The AR hit the mud to one side as the zombie finally released it fully.
Adjusting his aim, still not using the sights, Peter put another bullet into the creature’s sternum, then a third into the hollow just below its neck.  That one seemed to screw up its ability to fully control its head, and the zombie’s skull sort of sagged back a little like a doll with nothing but cloth to support it once the child playing with it removed its hands.
Peter finally felt like he could take the fraction of a second to try and aim properly.  He lifted the pistol a little more and cast his eye down the sights.  All three dots — two at the back and one on the end of the barrel — lined up with the zombie’s mouth and he fired a fourth time.
A gout of gore erupted out the back of the zombie’s head as its mouth caved in under the impact of the slug.  He tried to yank his legs clear, but it was already more or less on them; and as it folded down ended up sprawled right across his lower body.  Peter shifted and scrabbled backwards through the water and mud hastily, wary of the zombie somehow still retaining the ability to bite or injure; but it didn’t move as he pulled himself clear.
“F-f-f-uck!” he stammered.
“D-d-d-ude.” Smith said as he emerged from the water.  Peter glanced at him.  The Guardsman was unslinging his weapon.  A thought finally bubbled up from his leaden thoughts, and Peter’s eyes widened some.
“W-w-w-ait!” he blurted as Smith aimed at the zombie Peter had just shot.  The other man either didn’t hear or couldn’t process the order in time, because he fired anyway.  A bullet smacked into the mud several feet from the zombie; thankfully inland from where Peter and Whitley lay.
“B-b-arrel’s d-d-amaged-d-d.” Peter stuttered, trying to force his voice to cooperate as he struggled upright.  “Heat, w-w-ater.”
“W-w-hat?”
“W-w-warped it.” Peter answered as he rose to his knees, trying to control every part of his body’s — including his jaw and tongue and throat — need to incessantly shake.  The zombie he’d shot wasn’t moving, but he kind of wanted to shoot it in the head again anyway.  The problem was, even from this close, he wasn’t entirely sure he’d be able to.  The adrenaline was combining with the cold to really set his muscles jittering.
“How?” Smith demanded.
“Hot from shooting.” Peter said.  “Cold water.  It’s not true now.”
“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” the soldier swore.
“Pistol.”  Peter pointed his own at the downed zombie and put another bullet through what was left of its skull.
At least, that had been his goal.  The slug opened up a sizable divot in the mud.  The next did the same, but on the opposite side.  Peter drew a deep breath and closed his left hand around his right on the pistol’s grip; that took him two tries as well.  When he had both hands in place, he leaned forward and down, and fired once more.  This time he managed to hit the zombie’s skull, but he was sure it was by luck more than anything else; his arms had spasmed just as he’d fired.
Ignoring the scattering of brains and bone that produced, he started reloading the now empty weapon.  Only muscle memory was pulling him through even the most basic activities now; hundreds and thousands of lifetime hours drilling the ebb and flow of the actions into his body.  The cold was a physical thing, making itself felt deep within him.
He fumbled through finding the magazine release on the pistol, through finding a fresh magazine for it in his equipment harness, and through getting the replacement loaded in.  The nearly empty one fell; his coordination wasn’t up to catching it, but he ignored it for the moment.
Smith had his pistol — a nine millimeter Beretta from the armory at Clay back in Atlanta — out and up by the time Peter was finished with his reload cycle.  The soldier was shooting at the other two zombies in view.  Peter lifted his own weapon and joined him.  The pair of hungry threats were only fifteen or twenty feet away, and beyond the usual zombie stagger not doing anything defensive, but it still took Peter and Smith combined over a double handful of shots to bring the targets down.
“R-r-r-eload.” Peter said, picking up the magazine he’d dropped.  With the rifles useless, he was down to only the pistol and didn’t want to leave a magazine for it he could reload with fresh bullets if he didn’t have to.  There was no telling what was going to happen now; but he didn’t want to throw any possible resources away.
“N-n-ow w-w-hat?” Smith stuttered they both fumbled with their pistols.
Peter got the partial magazine tucked away and a full one slotted into his M45, then managed to put the safety back on before he jammed the pistol back in its holster.  It took him four tries before the weapon was put away, and three to push himself up from his knees.  His body really didn’t want to cooperate with what he wanted, needed, it to do.
“Help me with Whitley.” he got out, reaching down and trying to lift her.  He wasn’t in the shape he’d been in when he was younger, but he wasn’t a soft civilian either.  Whitley wasn’t that heavy, nor was she terribly large; but he was having trouble getting her lifted off the ground.  She was still out of it, and he could see violent shuddering rippling through her body.  Her teeth were audibly chattering; the sound was like wind-up joke teeth at a Halloween party.
Smith staggered over and took her other arm.  Between both men, they got Whitley upright.  Her head lolled around on her neck in a manner that struck Peter as dangerous, but he couldn’t do much to help that right now.  It was taking an enormous amount of his willpower to hold her and himself upright without dropping her.  If the worst she suffered from all of this was whiplash, that was fine.  He looked around again as he got her arm draped around his shoulders, holding it there with one hand while he got his other around her waist so he could grip her belt.
“That way.” he nodded with his head.  “S-s-straight for that roof there.” Peter added when he realized Smith wasn’t watching him, and even if he was the Marine’s head gesture was so spastic to have indicated anything in the western half of the continent.
“T-t-they t-t-train you f-f-f-or t-t-t-his?” Smith stuttered as the two of them stumbled away from the Mississippi.
“F-f-for what?”
“Cold.”
Peter shrugged, though the motion was indistinguishable from his shivering.  “N-n-no.”
“S-s-shit.”
“I kn-kn-know what to do.” Peter said as they left the river behind and their soaked boots found dry dirt instead of damp sand and mud.
“W-w-what?”
“Fire.” Peter said.  “G-g-get warm.”
“D-d-didn’t n-n-need you to t-t-t-ell me that.” Smith got out as they started climbing the rise at the edge of the ‘beach’.
Peter tripped over the ground as his feet started to cooperate less and less.  He stumbled down to one knee with a curse, but he managed to keep from falling all the way over.  Or from dropping Whitley.  Which was notable considering his fall had dragged Smith down on the other side of the Guardswoman, and made him sway toward Peter as he was pulled off balance.
“We n-n-n-need to hur-hur-ry though.” Peter said as he pushed himself upright again.  He was so cold, so far beyond his normal limits, that even the force of will he was summoning to keep himself going hurt.  Just thinking about what he needed to do was pain, and then doing it hurt all over again; and then he had to do it yet again for the next step, and the next, and then then next once more.  There were still a few zombies in view, but even as screwed up as he and his two companions were, the hungry horrors weren’t fast enough to catch them.
As long as they kept moving.  And as long as more zombies didn’t show up ahead of them.
“Rig-g-g-ht.”
At the top of the bank they found a simple little two lane road.  On the other side was a scattering of moderately dense underbrush and trees, with buildings visible beyond, and to the right he saw other buildings with the bridge in the background.  But to the left there were some rather cheap looking houses; the closest maybe three or four blocks down.
Whitley wasn’t walking — even a little — and as he and Smith dragged her along between them Peter realized she’d mostly stopped shivering as well.  Something tweaked in the back of his brain at that; something about how the most serious stage of hypothermia was marked by the body beginning to shut down in a final bid to preserve itself.  The muscle activity that was generating heat was stopped in an effort to hold on to as much core temperature as possible.
Even if he hadn’t been starting to feel the fringes of panic setting in within himself, that told him they had to hurry.  There wasn’t much time.
The closest house wasn’t much to look at; a standard looking affair that was at least forty years old and suffering from more than a little skipped maintenance.  But however peeling the paint and loose the roof shingles looked; it had four walls.  That was enough for now.  As long as no more hordes showed up, it would work.
He had no idea what they’d do if a horde did appear.  Pray maybe.
Peter stumbled across the yard with Smith, and nearly fell when Smith angled for the door instead of the closest window Peter had picked out.  The Guardsman looked at him questioningly, and Peter managed to get a coherent jerk out of his head to indicate the window.  Smith changed course and they got there without further incident.
“H-h-old her.” Peter got out as they reached the building.  Smith nearly dropped Whitley as Peter shifted the semi-conscious woman in his direction — her head lolling about as she shivered in his arms — but he managed to keep her upright as Peter unslung his AR.  Reversing the weapon, he smashed out the window with two unsteady strikes of the stock; then scraped at the opening to clear it of shards.
“C-c-comp-p-pany.”
Turning his head at Smith’s stuttering warning, Peter saw the zombie rounding the far corner of the house.  It was nearly naked, and from the massive collection of scrapes and cuts on its skin Peter judged its clothing had probably been lost along the way as it staggered and wandered around in undeath.  The only remnant of its attire was a sagging dirty sock and a pair of pants that had been shredded and torn into just a bit of waistband and flap of cloth hanging on the outside of one thigh.
Drawing his M-45 once more, Peter blew his breath out and willed his hands to steady as he tried to aim.  His body’s shivering and shaking was starting to get quite pronounced; and his first two shots weren’t even close.  But as the zombie passed the front door, coming within fifteen feet, Peter had a bigger target.  That outweighed his reaction to the cold — and his growing panic — and allowed him to put a round through the thing’s skull.
Switching magazines for a full one — a seemingly simple task that again took him far longer than it should have to accomplish — Peter checked through the broken out window quickly before pulling himself through; after tossing his pack in first.  It wasn’t the easiest thing he’d ever done, but he managed to heave his freezing and old body inside.  Glass crunched beneath him as he stumbled to the carpet, but he managed to remember the danger and simply roll it out rather than putting his hands down to try and brace his fall.  Getting cut up would be bad; but he needed his hands right now more than he needed to avoid a laceration on his torso.
Staggering to his feet, he checked around himself three times; listening to the voice in his head that warned him against going too fast or making any assumptions in his current condition.  A clock was ticking down towards serious injury and likely death right along with that voice, but a zombie would kill just as much as hypothermia.
He was in a kid’s room or day room of some sort; cheap and old furniture scattered around and facing an old-style tube television with a game system on the floor in front of it.  The décor didn’t extend past some decorative coasters on the battered wooden end tables — plastic discs emblazoned with the Bass Pro Shop logo — but he didn’t care.  It was empty except for him.
“Ok-k-kay.” he got out, turning back to the window.  It took him three tries to holster the pistol, then he extended his hands out.  “You push, I’ll pull.” he stammered.  “And t-t-t-ry to keep a look out behind me.”
Smith nodded and shifted Whitley around.  Peter got his hands under her arms and pulled while Smith lifted her by the belt, then her legs.  The Marine knew she was probably going to have bruises, maybe even scrapes, the way they had to shove her across the window sill but there wasn’t much either of the men could do.  That clock was still ticking in his head, and it was getting louder.
They managed to get her inside without banging her around too badly, and Peter dragged her clear of the broken glass while Smith tumbled himself inside.  Laying Whitley in the corner, Peter straightened and reached for his AR.  Clicking back the fasteners, he detached the tactical light from the underbarrel rail, then drew the M-45 again.  His wrist bones knocked together unpleasantly as he crossed his arms to put weapon and light in alignment, but Peter ignored that like he was so much else right now.
“The list’s getting dangerously long.” he thought tiredly.  “If too much more gets added to it . . .”  Out loud, though, he jerked his head at the shelving unit that was serving as the room’s entertainment center.  “Get that moved.” he got out around his chattering teeth.  “Block the window.”
“W-w-what are you doing?” Smith asked as he picked himself up off the carpet.
“Checking the kitchen.”
“What?”
Peter ignored the query and stepped to the room’s door.  It was standing half open, and swung freely when he nudged — unsteadily slammed it back, really — with his shoulder.  He got the tac-light activated, and checked the hallway beyond.  Nothing but thin carpet and old paint.  The right side looked like it headed for bedrooms, so he went left.  He almost immediately found what he’d consider a more proper living room, though the furniture was just as worn and battered.
The directly connected dining room had a semi decent table — albeit one that could stand to be refinished — with some semi-matched chairs, but he didn’t care right now.  It was all empty, and adjacent to the dining area was the kitchen.  He scanned the area, then the kitchen as he stumbled to its doorway, then started jerking open cabinets.
“Come on, come on.” he muttered.  The fourth one he tried paid off, and he grabbed.  Metal bowls clattered, but he managed to latch his stiff and unresponsive fingers onto a big metal bowl like Amy had used for serving salads.  This one was the size of a wok; somewhere around two feet in diameter he judged tiredly, and deep enough to be useful.  Clamping it under his left arm, he staggered back into the day room.
Smith had managed to shove the shelving unit over in front of the window; it blocked the opening up to neck level.  Nothing was coming through the opening without going through the piece of furniture.  Peter took one look and nodded as he dropped the bowl.  “Start breaking up the furniture.”
“How?” Smith asked.
“Figure it out.”
“Why?”
“We need the wood.” he said as he turned.
“W-w-where are you g-g-g-going?”
“Blankets.” Peter said without turning as he checked the hallway again, then went right.  He bounced off the walls a number of times, and doorways too, but the pain of the bruises helped him keep focused as he checked rooms.  Three bedrooms — two obviously for kids —yielded plenty of sheets and blankets.  He got back to the day room with his armfuls of cloth, and dropped them out of the way against the wall before closing the door behind himself.  He moved an end table out of the way, then managed to shove the couch over in front of the door.
“I c-c-can’t break m-m-much of this up-p-p.” Smith said.
Peter saw the Guardsman had managed to knock the legs off the other end table, but the top was a solid piece of wood.  Nodding, Peter bent down and picked up his AR again.  “Move out of the way.”
To his credit, Smith didn’t waste time or energy reacting or questioning; he just moved.  Peter kicked the partially dismantled table into the corner near the shifted shelving unit before the windows, followed by the intact table that hadn’t been screwed with yet.  His first shot confirmed what he’d already surmised; the assault rifle was ruined.  Even from a distance of a couple of feet, the bullet hit nowhere near where he aimed.  But that didn’t matter; he just needed the wood broken up.
The tables were no match for the five-five-six rounds, and Peter was so cold that he didn’t even mind the noise.  His earplugs had been lost somewhere in the river during the swim.  No matter, he had others.  Firing the rifle inside the enclosed space of the room gave the sound little choice but to bounce painfully around assailing their ears; but that clock in his head was louder still.  Time was running out.
“In the b-b-owl.” Peter said, dropping the rifle as soon as both tables had been reduced to a pile of jagged wood splinters and larger sticks that were mostly banding and legs.  He fell to his knees before his pack and started opening pockets and compartments.  He knew he should know where what he was looking for was, but his thoughts were coming stubbornly, reluctantly, as he felt the cold beginning to invade more than just his body.
But he lucked out and found them without too much digging and rummaging, and withdrew a fistful of emergency flares.  Twisting the striker cap off one, he reversed it and started trying to light it.  His hands were shaking quite badly now; he kept missing when he tried to make the connection.
“H-h-here.” Smith said, abandoning his piling of broken up wood in the bowl and managing to lean over to grab the flare away.  Peter didn’t object, especially when the other man got the flare ignited in less than ten seconds.  He was so cold that even from five feet away he instantly felt the heat the chemical stick was giving out.  Smith deposited the flare in the bowl without having to be told, and started shifting the contents around to put the flare beneath the wood so it all had a better chance to start catching.
Peter reached into his pocket and got his knife out.  There were several pillows scattered around the room, mostly on the floor.  He rolled himself across the carpet to the nearest, then back over to the bowl with it in hand.  Using the knife, he managed to eviscerate the pillow without cutting himself.  The fill looked and felt like synthetics to him — plastic, basically — but the exterior was cotton.  Real cloth, that would burn and not melt.  He wadded it up and tossed the bundle into the bowl.
“Th-th-that’s got it.” Smith said as the cloth immediately began to catch.  Some of the wooden splinters were starting to smolder as well.  Peter resisted the urge to hunker over the building fire, to just huddle right next to it and soak in the welcome and life-giving heat.  They weren’t quite done just yet.
“B-b-break out the rest of the w-w-window.” he said, crawling over to where Whitley lay limp and unresponsive.  “And p-p-put some holes in the outside w-w-wall.”
“How?”
“Rifle.” Peter answered, annoyed.  “And b-b-be careful.  Barrel’s w-w-warped.”
Smith reluctantly left the bowl and the growing fire to retrieve his weapon.  Peter reached Whitley and started unlacing her boots.  He got the first one off while Smith shot out his first magazine.  The rest of the glass in the upper portion of the window shattered, but Peter didn’t bother looking.  It was taking all his concentration to force his fingers through the simple motions needed to unknot the soaked laces.  They were starting to shake more than badly, and felt thick with frightening numbness.
“W-w-why am I doing this?” Smith asked as he reloaded.
“Ventilation.”
“W-w-what are y-y-you d-d-doing?” Smith asked after he shot off the second magazine, spraying thirty more bullets through the exterior wall.  Peter had gotten Whitley’s other boot off, and had moved up to start unbuttoning her shirt.
“We c-c-can’t stay in these w-w-wet clothes.”
“Uh-”
Peter sighed.  “W-w-we’re all in th-th-this together.  If it was you unconscious, I’d be taking your clothes off.”
“But—”
“Fire off one more mag, then get me some blankets to wrap her in.” Peter ordered, commanding himself to ignore the chattering of his teeth along with the gender difference in the situation that Smith was objecting to.  “And don’t drag them through the fire either.”  He got the last shirt button undone and started pulling her out of the wet garment.
Smith shut up and ripped off a third magazine into the outside wall.  Peter finished peeling Whitley out her clothing — which for now he simply flung aside — before bundling her up in first a sheet, then the most substantial of the blankets his hasty grab-and-go had turned up.  There was a marked bluish tinge to Whitley’s pale skin that told him it might already be too late, but there was nothing else he could do.
He simply rolled and pulled her over as near the fire, blankets and all, as he felt was safe before starting to strip himself out of his own soaked clothes.



Chapter Nine - Gimmie shelter
“Where are we?”
Peter startled fairly violently, glancing away from the flames climbing out of the metal bowl.  His M-45 was naked in his hand — safety on — but he managed to get hold of himself before he pointed it at Whitley.  She was awake, staring at him from within the bundle of sheets and blankets he’d wrapped her in.  Peter breathed out slowly and carefully took his thumb off the pistol’s safety lever.
“West of the river.” he answered as he rearranged his own blankets to put his hand and arm back beneath his own blanket.  Even though the room was fairly warm now, especially next to the fire bowl, he was still feeling the chill.  The cold had worked its way so far down into him he could feel how reluctant it was to flee in the face of the fire.  “How are you feeling?”
Whitley blinked at him once, then shrugged.  “A little tired.  What happened?”
“How much do you remember?”
“Going for a swim in the Mississippi, then everything gets pretty fuzzy.” she said.  “I remember the bridge, the jump, the cold . . . something about stumbling through some mud . . . mostly cold though.”
“Yeah.” he nodded.  “You feel okay?  Hands and feet working alright?”
She started to shift around, sitting up, then paused as she got her arms free of the blanket Peter had wrapped around her.  Her bare arms, which had been covered to the wrists by her uniform shirt when dressed.  “Uh, where are my clothes?”
“There.” Peter said, gesturing at the wall.  The forcible dismantling of the furniture for firewood had yielded nails and screws which were of no use for staying warm; but could be pressed into service as emergency clothes hooks.  He’d managed to get them fixed into the wall so the trio’s clothing could be hung to drip dry and benefit from the heat of the fire bowl; which he’d placed as close to the wall as he felt was safe.
After he’d spent twenty minutes huddled in front of the fire, warming himself up from the brink of hypothermic shock.
“Uh . . . oh.” she started, then nodded.  “Right.”
“Nothing personal.” Peter answered, purposefully ignoring the light blush he saw rising on her face.  Even if she hadn’t figured it out already, the three sets of underwear hanging on the wall next to the uniforms would have spelled it out.  “I figure the water temperature was in the 40s, and the air temp’s about the same.  Staying in the wet clothes in this environment, especially in the condition we were in after we got out of the water . . . that was just asking for death.  Saps heat.”
“I know.”
“If it’s any consolation, I think we were literally down to minutes before Smith and I got the three of us in here.  By the time we got the fire going I could barely feel my body.  If Crawford had been with us, I would’ve had her deal with you, but . . .” he shrugged.  “There was just no margin to handle things any other way.”
Whitley finished sitting up, clutching at the blanket and sheet to prevent them from slipping off.  “Don’t worry about it; I’ll take survival over modesty.  Where’s Crawford at?” the Guardswoman asked as she started arranging her coverings so they were securely draped across her shoulders and torso after she got her arms loose.
“She went into the river, and that’s the last Smith says he saw her.” Peter answered.
“Did she drown?”
“I hope not.”
“No sign since?”
He shook his head.  “No.”  He kept his voice level, professional; but behind the calmness he was sad.  Crawford wasn’t quite what he’d call a friend — he felt closer to Whitley than either Smith or Crawford — but she was a comrade.  Determined, persistent . . . if he’d been laying odds on any of them handling any random situation that cropped up during the journey; he’d have picked the wild child Crawford at the top of the list.
“Any idea where she could have gotten to?”
“I never saw her after she jumped.  Smith says he spotted her in the water, but nothing else.”
“She knows the rally point.” Whitley said with a tone of obvious forced briskness.  “If she made it, she’ll meet up.”
“Yeah, well, she’ll have time to get there.  It’s going to take us at least a day, maybe two if we’re unlucky, to get ourselves sorted out to head that way.”
“Probably going to take her at least that long too.”
“I figure.  Either way — whether she beats us there or not — we’re looking at spending some time in the area before we either link back up with her or roll on out.”
Whitley looked around the room.  Smith was next to her, curled up in a nearly fetal position on the floor next to the fire bowl.  Peter had let Smith take the first rest, recognizing the Guardsman was on the verge of passing out anyway.  He’d made them both stay awake for half an hour after the fire got going — to make sure neither of them were likely to slip into a more serious stage of hypothermia — then bowed to the inevitable and let Smith sack out.
Himself, he ached in a way he hadn’t in years.  Not even everything he’d endured since the zombies appeared and started shredding everything and everyone in sight compared to how he felt now.  He’d warmed a can of energy drink from his pack and forced himself to drink it for the caffeine, and followed it with several Tylenols; but the ache remained.  Like the cold had settled in for a long stay deep within him.
“So, how are you feeling?” he asked again.
“Pretty good, I guess, considering the circumstances we’re in.”
“Yeah, they suck.”
“As usual.”
“Right.” he agreed.  “So, no tingling in your fingers and toes?  Grip feels okay, nothing off or clumsy?”
Whitley held her hands out and waggled her fingers in a wave pattern several times — first one way, then the other — before closing them into fists twice.  Then she shifted a little more, and he saw her legs moving around beneath the sheet and blanket.  “No problems.”
“Good.” he said, secretly relieved.  He’d checked her pulse regularly, and made sure she was still breathing; but he didn’t know much more about what to do beyond keeping her near the heat so she’d rewarm.  Her voice sounded normal; not strong, exactly, but without any slurring or faintness to indicate serious injury.  He was no medic, but he figured if the cold had done a real number on her there might be some neurological symptoms.  But if she had full physical function, and sounded normal, then it seemed she’d made it without any permanent damage.
“How long was I out?”
Peter reached over to his pack and removed a digital sports watch from one of the pockets.  “We’ve been here about three hours.” he said after studying the display.
“Smith okay?”
“He’s still breathing, so yeah.”
“We secure in here?”
Peter shrugged.  “So far we are.”  He’d been afraid they’d manage to draw a number of zombies down on themselves getting to the house, or that they’d end up besieged by another horde of walking corpses; but so far the structure had gone unmolested.  He’d heard a few shuffling, scraping, dragging footsteps wander by; but the flickering fire light that had to be clearly visible through the upper half of the room’s open window hadn’t proven interesting to the zombies.
He hoped it stayed that way.  The situation was pretty grim; adding active zombie attacks into it before the three of them could get their breath back and feet under them once more might be the straw that broke them.
“There anything to eat?”
Nodding, Peter replaced the watch in his ILBE before rummaging in one of the larger compartments and closing his hand on one of his MREs.  He’d hoarded them since the apocalypse had hit, hanging on to them through the hell of Downtown Atlanta, through the back and forth across North Georgia and the events in and around Cumming, and carried them as far as Memphis.  Because they were a simple, easy, almost foolproof way to retain food in case he had no other option.
That was now.  The house might have some sort of edibles in the kitchen somewhere, but there was no water and even with the fire bowl it would be tricky to get canned goods warmed up for consumption.  The only water they had was his Camelbak pouch, plus the pair of liter bottles he’d tucked away in his pack.  He had three more cans of energy drink, but those counted more as caffeine than water in his opinion.
He was also far too tired to go searching for what may or may not be in the kitchen’s cupboards.  The MREs were here; the kitchen was too far.
“Here.”  he said, tossing her one at random.
“Been holding out on us?” Whitley said, picking up the tan pouch from her lap and squinting at the writing on it.
“Yes.  Been saving them for an oh shit situation.”
She shrugged without offense.  “Guess this qualifies.  Got anything better than Buffalo chicken?”
“I’ve got five more, but beggars aren’t going to choose.  Eat it.”
“What about water?”
He produced one of the bottles, setting it where she could reach.  Whitley started opening the pack.  “Did you eat?”
“I had a candy bar.”
“Nothing hot?”
“Warm Monster.” he said, gesturing at the can he’d discarded.  The green and black label was distinctive, even in the flickering fire light.  Truth be told he found the entire class of over caffeinated beverages only a few steps shy of being outright disgusting; but they were a hell of a lot more portable than coffee.  Sometimes caffeine was more important than taste or liking.
“You need to eat Gunny.”
“I’ve been on watch.”
“What better time to eat?” she asked as she sorted through the MRE’s contents.  “And the heater could’ve helped.”
Peter shrugged.  “We managed to get the fire going.  The MREs were my last resort for warmth.  And if I eat something I think I might get too sleepy.”
“We seem secure.”
“Pray it stays that way.” he grunted, glancing at the upper portion of the open window.
She followed his gaze, then frowned.  “Where are we again?”
“Just west of the river.  Shitty little house.  I think we’re on the outskirts of the other half of Memphis.”
“Did you guys have to stand any zombies off?”
“No, thank God.” he said feelingly.  “I wasn’t kidding about how close we were to the edge.  If we’d been delayed in securing this place by fighting off zombies, I don’t think we’d be having this conversation.”
“Sorry.” she said, her face flushing again.
“Not your fault.”
“I let you two down.”
He shook his head.  “Everyone stumbles.  I’ve seen guys over twice your weight in world-class shape go into hypothermic convulsions during shorter exposures in warmer water.  Real he-man types, curled up and  useless.”
“Bullshit.”
“Swear to God.  Everyone reacts differently, and every situation is different.  The next time we go arctic swimming, it could be me taking a nap and needing to be dragged clear.”
“Again, bullshit.”
“I’m flesh and blood, just like you guys.”
“Hah!” she snorted as she opened the bottle of water and set it down before starting to fiddle with the MRE’s heater pouch.  “Senior NCOs are robots sent from the future with one goal; win at all costs.”
“Yeah, they told me shit like that when I was younger.  Then I got promoted and found out it’s just an act.”
“You saying you’re not better than us?”
“Older, sure.”
Whitley rolled her eyes at him.  “Come on, I know you too well by now.  You’re Corps.  You aren’t going to sit there and tell me with a straight face you don’t feel like we’re holding you back.”
“We’re in this together.”
“Come on, not even a little?” she teased as she stuffed the MRE’s entrée into the heater pouch.
“Army.” he shrugged, allowing her wheedling tone to draw a faint smile out of him.  “Aren’t Really Marines Yet.”
“Yeah, and what’s Marine stand for?” she challenged as she managed to fit the second pouch of rice in next to the chicken before starting to pour water into the heater.  She set the bottle down and quickly crammed the heater into the box the entrée had come in, then folded the heater pouch’s top down into the box so it would stay closed.  The water would activate a chemical reaction within the heat element that would warm the food.
“Muscles Are Required Intelligence Not Essential.” he chuckled.  “I’ve heard so many on both sides of this argument I can’t even remember all of them.”
“Even tough guys need to eat.” she said as she sorted through the other packets that had come out of the MRE.  She split open the bread one and sniffed its contents, then tore open the jalapeno cheese and started smooshing it out on the bread.  The cheese was only defined as such by the extremely vague definition the US Government had permitted; but it was somewhat cheesy.  And the peppers mixed into it helped cover the flavor, he could smell the mixture from several feet away; spicy and sharp in his nose.
“I told you, I think it’ll put me to sleep.”
“Tough guys need sleep too Gunny.”
“Someone’s got to stand watch.  Smith’s turn is in another hour.”
“Fuck that, I can take over for you.”
Peter regarded her tiredly; she returned his gaze over the piece of cheese covered bread as she took a bite.  “A zombie gets in here and we’re all in even deeper shit than we already are.” he pointed out.
“We’re secure.” she protested thickly with her mouth full.
“For now.  Some of them have rattled around outside, and a few times got to thumping and banging on the wall near the window.”
“A few we can handle, especially since we’re still armed.”
“One, gunshots — more gunshots, I should say — could break whatever spell is working in our favor to keep us more or less unnoticed by the bastards.  Two, the rifles are all fucked.”
“What?”
He shrugged again.  “Water screwed them up.”
“How’s that?” she asked, swallowing mightily to clear her mouth.
“Cold water, hot barrels . . . they didn’t stand up to the temp change very well.  We didn’t test yours, but Smith’s ‘16 and my AR are both shooting crooked enough to be useless.  Fuckers are warped out of true.”
“Fuck.” Whitley said, setting her bread down and starting to fumble with the pouch of cappuccino powder.  “How in the hell did that happen?”
“We were up on the bridge for a while, running mag after mag through.  The heat built up, then we jumped in the damned river which was cold enough to put us all in danger of hypothermic shock.” he pointed out.  “They’re tempered, but not against that kind of abuse.”
“No rifles?” she asked, looking as unhappy as he felt.
“Yeah, we’re down to pistols.”
“Not good.” she said as she balanced the pouch against her legs beneath the blankets and reached for the bottle of water again.
“Yeah, tell me about it.  The five-five-six we’re carrying is useless now, and unless Smith squirreled some away in his gear harness that I didn’t see, we don’t have all that much pistol ammo.”
“How do you know I didn’t have some tucked away?” she asked as she finished pouring water into the drink pouch and started sealing it.
“I stripped you, remember?” he said mildly.  “Smith put his own shit up, but I did yours and mine; and I checked through your pouches while I was doing it so I’d know what we have to work with.  There’s only a handful of nine mags in them.”
She blushed as she shook the pouch to mix the contents up.  “Yeah.  Not too many, maybe three or four if I remember.  I had a couple of boxes in my pack, but . . .”
Peter returned the nod.  “The truck’s stuck on the bridge, and after what happened I don’t think we should even consider trying to get at it again.”
“How much ammo do you have stashed in your pack?”
“Good news, four boxes and five mags, split between my M45 and backup piece.”
“Backup?”
“Khar PM, little five shot.  It’s a holdout gun.”
“Where do you keep that?”
“Ankle holster.”
“Oh.” she reopened the pouch and sipped experimentally.
“But the bad news is my hand weapons are forty-fives; so what I’m carrying isn’t going to trade with you guys’ Berettas.”
“Great.”
“Exactly.” he said as she picked up her cheese covered bread again and resumed munching on it.  With a drink in hand, she was able to eat it quicker; the bread tended to be kind of dry since it was designed to survive edibly for five years once packed up into the MRE.
“We’re in some real pretty shit huh?”
“Welcome to Fucked, population us.” he agreed.
“Eat something Gunny.”
He hesitated, then studied her again.  “You sure you’re feeling okay?”
“I’m fine.” she nodded.  “And once I’m on the outside of that nasty shit the DOD calls Buffalo chicken I’ll be even better.”
“Hey, it’s better than nothing.”
“I’ve been to Buffalo.” she informed him with a sour grin.  “Trust me, they’d do a lot more than disown what’s in that box.”
“When did you go to Buffalo?”
“I’ve got some family . . .” she started to answer, before trailing off and shrugging awkwardly.  “I mean, I did.”
“Nothing says people we haven’t checked on are dead.” he said calmly.  But it was a poor attempt at reassurance, and he knew it.  The Northeast, with its dense pack of cities and general lack of spread out rural areas, had fared poorly in the outbreak.  Some of the news that had trickled out about New York . . . words like bloodbath were mild.  Abattoir was a better one.  That city, with its incredible population density and water constrained borders, had literally disintegrated from within.
“Doesn’t matter.” she said with a smile that was obviously forced.  “Doesn’t matter.  This is hot, and calories are calories.  Crack open something for yourself, eat it, then sack out.  What time is it?”
“A little after twenty-three hundred.”
“Eat.” she repeated.  “I’ll sit a watch until Smith wakes up or three gets here.  Come daybreak, we’re going to have a lot of shit to do.”
Peter finally relented and reached into his pack again.  He checked through the remaining MREs and selected one.
“What, you get to pick?” Whitley protested when she saw him reading the labels.
“A, I out rank you.  B, they’re mine.  And C, shut up.” he retorted with a grin as he pulled out his favorite.
“What is it?”
“Chili Mac.”
“Bastard.” she said immediately.
“Yummy.”  The simple mix of beef chili and macaroni pasta was a favorite of MRE connoisseurs everywhere.  Even the DOD couldn’t screw it up, despite years of attempts.
“Did you get Skittles or M&Ms?”
“I haven’t even opened the fucker yet.” he pointed out.
“If you get Skittles then trade me.”
“Eat your own.”
“Come on Gunny, I’m taking your watch.  I love Skittles.” she said, flicking her hand at the crumpled package of chocolate M&Ms on the floor in front of her.  “M&Ms are boring.”
“I dragged your ass out of the damned Mississippi.” he said as he tugged on the pouch to open it.
“Gonna hold that one against me I see.”
Peter grinned again.  “You’re not as light as you look you know.”
“I hope yours was stepped on.” she said darkly as she took another bite of her cheese covered bread.



Chapter Ten - To be alive
“That’s not much.” Smith said unhappily.
“It is what it is.” Peter answered.  “Better than nothing.”
“Yeah, but carrying it isn’t going to be all that simple now.”
Everyone was back in their clothes, dried overnight thanks to the still smoldering fire in the metal cooking bowl.  Sunlight was trickling into the house through the ventilation holes shot the night before; but even so the room was dim.  After getting dressed, Peter’s first order of business had been searching the house for anything useful.  He hadn’t been holding his breath, but the search hadn’t produced much despite his modest hopes.
The little pile of ‘supplies’ they’d turned up out of the house’s meager offerings was limited; but that was a mixed blessing since — though the structure clearly belonged to a family — he and the others had also not turned up any backpacks.  Or bags.  Or even plain old shopping bags.  That last one Peter couldn’t figure out; just about everyone he knew kept a stash of grocery bags in their house for all the million and one reasons a bag could come in handy.  But whoever had lived here, nothing.
“We convert one of the blankets into a sack.” Peter told him.
“How do we do that, exactly?” Smith asked.
“We cut one of the sheets into strips and use it as straps to tie the fucker closed and suspend it on you.”
“Is that going to work?  Wait, on me?”
“Sure will.  Thanks for volunteering to carry it.” Peter said, pulling out his pocket knife and kneeling down next to the pile of stuff with a suppressed groan.  He was dressed and warm again, but that didn’t change the creak he felt in his joints as he lowered himself to the floor.  “Hold one end of this.”
Whitley knelt and took one edge of the sheet, holding it taunt as Peter started slicing the fabric into two inch strips.  Smith bent down as well and started sorting through the blankets.  “What about the others?”
“Other what?” Peter asked.
“The other blankets.”
“What about them?”
“Should we bring them along too?”
“Your call.” Peter shrugged.
“It’s cold, and we’re headed north.” Smith pointed out.  “And we did just almost freeze to death.”
“Blankets wouldn’t have helped us survive a swim in cold water.” Whitley said.
“Well we’re not planning on going swimming again are we?”
“We weren’t planning on going swimming yesterday either.”
“Fuck off Whit.” Smith protested in an annoyed voice.  “You know what I mean; we’re back to solid ground now.”
“Maybe.” Peter said as he continued cutting the sheet up.
“Well we’re past the damn Mississippi aren’t we?”
“Think that’s the only river between here and South Dakota?” Whitley asked.
“The only big one, right?”
“I lost the map.  Until we secure another one, we won’t know what we’re walking into terrain-wise without seeing it firsthand.” Peter shrugged.  The map wasn’t lost, but the swim had converted it into a sodden mass of water-logged paper that had more or less melded together.  It was useless now as anything other than a paperweight.
“I think we should bring them.”
“Okay, bring them.” Peter said, clicking his knife closed and returning it to his pocket.  Whitley took the cue and started spreading out the blanket.  “But we’ll probably turn up some more jackets and stuff in the other houses.”
“What other houses.”
“The ones we’re going to search for more shit we can use.”
“Where?”
Peter stopped what he was doing long enough to fix Smith with a tired look.  “Three hundred some odd million people lived here.  Memphis is just east of us.  Where do you think we are, the African outback?”
Smith made a sour face.  “What if we don’t.”
“Don’t what?” Peter asked as he resumed cutting.
“Don’t find any other cold weather gear?”
“Exercise will keep us warm.”
“Well I think we should bring these along just in case.”
“There’s only two.” Whitely pointed out.
“So?” Smith demanded.
“There are three of us.”
“We can share.”
“Not unless the alternative is freezing to death.” she answered, wrinkling her nose.
“Figured you would have had enough of that already.”
“We’ll find other stuff.” Peter interjected.
“We should bring the blankets just in case.” Smith repeated.
“Fine, bring them.” Whitley told him.
“Do I have to carry them too?”
“If you want to bring them, yeah.” Whitley said.
“Come on, seriously?”
“I’ll be fine with the sweaters.” Whitley said, jerking her head at the pile of clothing next to the door.  Peter started transferring the food they’d turned up in the kitchen over to the blanket.  Like Smith had already pointed out, it wasn’t much.  Ten cans, mixed between beans and vegetables; plus a twelve pack of instant noodles that was missing two packages.  But food was food as far as he was concerned.
“You’re going to wear three sweaters?” Smith asked.
“No, I’m going to wear one and bring the other two, since you claimed the jacket.”
“It’s a windbreaker, not an actual jacket.  Poncho with sleeves effectively.” Smith groused.  To the Guardsman’s credit, Peter did agree with him on this particular point; the garment was not a proper piece of cold weather gear.  Thin — basically a plastic outer shell with a single layer of cloth lining it — it would literally do nothing more than maybe break the wind, and probably not even much of that.
“It doesn’t fit you anyway.” Smith added.
“No, it’s just really big on me.” Whitley said.  Peter ignored their byplay as he and Whitley finished up moving the supplies over.  Gathering the blanket’s corners up, he used one of the sheet strips to tie the bundle closed.
“So are we really abandoning the rifles?” Smith asked, changing subjects without warning.
“No sense carrying them.” Peter said calmly.  He’d test fired Whitley’s just before they started searching the house, and it was as screwed up as his and Smith’s.  The M-16s were useless as anything other than clubs; and the only value his AR-15 had was in the ‘extras’ he’d taken the time to remove and stow in his pack.  Like the scope and various mounting attachments he’d added to the weapon; those still worked, and could be put onto any other AR or similar weapon that turned up.  The scope he’d have to bore sight, but he knew how to do it if he had time and space to work in.
“Especially if you want to lug blankets along.” Whitley added.
“Come nightfall and the temp drops from cold to fucking cold, you’re going to want one of them.”
Peter knotted two more sheet strips to the makeshift sack, around the top above the one that kept the blanket closed up, then stood up.  “Okay nervous Nelly, come here.”
“Who, me?”
“Yeah.” Peter said, handing him the sack and keeping the loose strips in his own hand.  “Hold that behind you while I fix these to your belt.”
“This sucks.”
“Yeah.” Peter agreed.  He looped and knotted the two strips to either side of the front of the Guardsman’s belt.  When he was finished, they stretched up and over Smith’s shoulders, where they suspended the blanket bag of food on his back.
“This shit is going to bump around and bruise the piss out of me.”
“We’ll try to keep the running to a minimum.”
“Why can’t we fit this crap in your pack?” Smith asked.
“Because I’m humping the ammo.”
“Why, if we’re not bringing the rifles?”
“Because odds are we’ll find some weapons if we scrounge around some; and ARs aren’t that uncommon, so the ammo will fit.  Or we might run into other groups that we can trade rounds to in exchange for something we can use.”
“This sucks.”
“Quit bitching.” Whitley said as she tied two of the sweaters around her waist by their arms.  “Gunny’s carrying the heavy stuff.”
“Gunny’s the one with the pack.”
“Gunny brought a real pack, not that Mickey Mouse bullshit they issued you at Clay.”
“Like that’s my fault?” Smith demanded.
“This ain’t about fault.” Peter said.  “Stow it, let’s get going.  Whitley, front door and lead us out.  Remember, we’re trying to be quiet and conserve our ammo; so detour instead of shooting our way through any problems.”
“Got it.” she nodded, though she still drew the Beretta as she rose.  Despite his admonition, Peter drew his sidearm as well.  Not wanting to shoot wasn’t the same as not needing to.  But as she left the room to get to the house’s front door, she also picked up one of the clubs they’d fashioned.  Smith and Peter collected theirs as well, leaving each armed with a pistol with a limited number of rounds and stout wooden bludgeons between three and four feet long.
They checked through the windows at the front of the house, and Whitley cracked the door for several long peeks before she opened it fully and led the way outside.  Peter gestured for Smith to follow, then exited last to place himself on the tail end of the little squad.
There wasn’t much sun — the day had dawned overcast and looking like it might start threatening rain later — which left the landscape looking bleak and washed out.  It matched his mood, but he reminded himself to stop dwelling on it.  This was a temporary setback, nothing more.  As he’d told Smith, they were in a first world country, next to one of the notable cities in it.  They would be able to recover and press on.
It was just going to take some time and effort.
From what he remembered of the now lost maps, west of the river Memphis was fairly compact and clustered more or less right along the two east-west Interstates that crossed the Mississippi.  What he recalled about Arkansas wasn’t specific about what surrounded this portion of the city, but as the three of them topped the small rise on the far side of the desolate little road, it looked like the area to the south was a fairly expansive amount of farmland.
Peter put his binoculars to his eyes and swept them across the western horizon, slowing but not stopping as he followed Smith.  Lots of fields, he saw.  He saw a couple of two-lane roads, here and there, running straight north and west breaking up the fields, but otherwise nearly everything in view was farmland.  What was being grown he could only guess at, but some of them included wheat and corn; those, at least, he could recognize.  The wheat might be mistaken as weeds to his untrained eye, but huge uniform blocks of it growing together suggested crops rather than untamed growth.
Most of the rest of the crops he didn’t recognize.  And, as far as he could tell, a lot of them were well past due for harvesting.  He was definitely no expert, but he figured the huge ears he saw on most of the corn stalks he studied were ready to eat.  The problem was zombies.
The same problem everywhere these days.
He didn’t bother trying to count how many zombies were in view in and amid the fields; but it was definitely more than a few hundred.  They weren’t clumped into any hordes though.  Just a few small groups here and there, but those were exceptions.  The vast majority of the undead nightmares were wandering about by themselves.  Some were trekking in this direction or that like they had somewhere to go; but even these were going in every direction imaginable, so it clearly wasn’t some sort of overriding purpose that was guiding them all.
Others were circling or weaving back and forth with an equally obvious complete lack of purpose or coordination.  Some few were simply standing in place, but only a few.  Most of them, even though they had no notion of where they wanted to go — or why — were in motion.  Staggering, struggling, wobbling, reeling, muddling, lumbering and teetering motion; but motion regardless.
But while that many zombies were a problem in a small space; this area was the very definition of wide open.  As long as the trio of humans kept moving and paid attention, they had plenty of room to maneuver around the horrors awaiting them.  Breaking contact for a rest might be an issue; but one thing at a time.
“Anything look good Gunny?” Whitley asked, turning her head so she didn’t have to talk too loudly.
Peter considered a moment longer before replying.  There were buildings in view, and not all of them were industrial either.  He saw some obvious houses, though none he’d necessarily describe as ‘farmhouses’ despite being located in the middle of cropland.  But while the grain silos and obvious crop warehouses might not be too high on his list of places to try ransacking, barns and storage sheds could be just as likely as homes to turn up something useful.  It was just a matter of what was more probable to be found in each; tools and stuff in the one, clothes and pantry food in the other.
Considering how bare the trio’s resources were, he wasn’t going to start off picky.  Anything might help.
“Nice and easy, no big risks; and we’ll check whatever buildings we can get at as we reach them.” Peter answered.  “Though there’s a place a little southwest that’s got three trucks and some tractors parked in and around a barn that we might get lucky at.”
“Good, walking sucks.” Smith said immediately.
“Geez dude, you joined the Army.” Whitley said.
“Yeah so?”
“Not just the Army; infantry for Christ’s sake.” she went on.  “You’re kidding me, right?”
Smith’s voice was resolute.  “One thing I learned as eleven-bravo.  Walking sucks.”
“Unbelievable.” Whitley shook her head.
Peter grinned.  “He’s not wrong.  Walking sucks.  Why the hell do you think I went motor pool and made sure I could fix anything with wheels and an engine?”
“Whose side are you on?”
The Marine’s humor abruptly deflated some.  He almost said what he thought — “The living’s.” — but he instead just settled for shrugging.  “Pay attention and let’s get moving.  With any luck we can be in better shape by midday.”
Whitley seemed to catch a shadow of his mood from something in his expression, but she didn’t say anything.  Nodding, the Guardswoman faced front again and set a steady pace.  The trio curved and wandered their way through the zombies, always staying well clear of any grasping hands and hungry teeth.  While they didn’t lose too much time to the sidetracking, Peter imagined from above their progress probably looked somewhat like those old cartoons he remembered from the Sunday funny pages.
By the time they got to the first house, Peter had decided how he wanted to handle the matter of the zombies.  While the humans were keeping themselves out of reach, the terrain didn’t really allow for any breaking of contact; everything was flat and lacking in ditches, rivers, holes, hills, or anything else that might slow or stop the relentless zombies.  The undead bastards were starting to form into clumps that steadily homed in on the three warm, breathing bags of flesh.
They needed to check the houses, but doing so would give the zombies a chance to really gather up and invest against the buildings.  So when they drew near the first house-and-barn setup, Peter raised his voice slightly.  “Okay, you two ease in and run a fast search.  You know what we’re looking for.”
“Us?” Smith asked.
“Distraction?” Whitley asked.
“Yeah.” Peter nodded.  “I’ll make like a windup human happy meal out here and lead the hungry fuckers around in a circle.  Don’t take too long.”
“You going to be okay?” Smith asked.
“I’m armed.  I’ll start shooting if I get into trouble.”
“Maybe—” Smith began, but Whitley broke in before he could get any further.
“We’re on it.” she said.  “Come on man.”
Smith subsided, and Peter stayed with them right up to the front porch.  Whitley checked the door — locked, naturally — then peered through one of the windows before using her club to smash the window out and clear the frame.  After a second, longer, look, she ducked through followed by Smith.
At that, when they were both out of view, Peter angled away from the house.  He started on a northern course, but as soon as he was able he cut back east.  Since he was the only thing visible with a pulse, he predictably pulled the zombies to himself.  As he walked, he scuffed his feet and kicked at rocks when able; making a decent amount of noise.  Occasionally he waved the piece of bed frame he was using as a hand weapon in the air, or in the direction of the zombies who were watching and following his progress.
As far as he could tell, every zombie in view that wasn’t idling was locked on to him like missiles.  Slow, shambling, shuffling, clumsy missiles; but unerringly continuing to pursue.  Scribing an enormous circle through a field of some sort of food plant that was starting to spread beyond its formerly neatly planted rows, he maintained his steady walking pace.  It wasn’t tiring, but even so seeing the zombies was a stark reminder that all it would take for him to die was to simply stop moving.
That was it.  Simply that.  Just stop walking, and another minute or two later he’d be torn apart by a crowd of zombies.  They weren’t fast, but they just kept coming.  And his curving course across the field was starting to gather the closest pursuers into a somewhat larger clump.  While their numbers were still relatively small for now, it was unpleasantly similar to the hordes yesterday that had led to taking a high dive into the Mississippi in near freezing conditions.  A few turned into a few more, then it was a crowd, then before you knew it you were looking at a full on horde that was ready to rip you apart.
“Stay cool jarhead.” he thought, keeping his breathing even.  Plenty of room to maneuver right now, no problem.  Nice steady pace, a walk in the park, no DIs or impatient officers yelling for more speed . . . no problem at all.  Just keep walking.
He circled in the field twice for maybe ten minutes before he saw Whitley and Smith emerge and head over to the barn.  They disappeared inside, giving him time to take another several-hundred-yard long lap through the abandoned crops before they came out and waved at him.  Waving back, Peter cut his latest circle as much as he felt was reasonable and joined them.
“Proper jackets.” Whitley said, gesturing to the winter wear they had both donned.  She also had a Remington shotgun in her hands.
Peter nodded.  Everyone had brought some cold weather gear, but most of it had been in the truck or their packs; now lost on the railroad bridge.  “Anything else?” he said, ignoring the obvious appearance of the long gun.
“A better bag, couple more pounds of food.” Smith said.  He’d ditched the makeshift pack they’d just rigged up for one of those stupid new-style ‘backpacks’ that only had one strap, so it hung across the body.  Peter thought they were dumb, but college kids seemed to like them.
“What the hell do I know?” he shrugged mentally.  “That it?” he asked aloud.
“Found some bleach too.” Whitley said.  “We transferred it into some jars and wrapped them up so they won’t clink around too much.”
“Not as good as water, but it puts us in business.” Peter said, approval in his eyes as he read her ‘what-can-you-do’ expression.  “Finding some water probably won’t be too rough, so we’ll be able to drink it safely now.”
“Could’ve been worse.” Smith said, sounding slightly more cheerful now.  “House could’ve been full of zombies.”
“Famous last words.” Whitley snorted.
“Whatever, let’s keep going.” Peter said, glancing over his shoulder.  The clump of zombies he’d rounded up — now numbering past several dozen — was getting close.
“Onward.” Whitley nodded, leading them off again.
Another house turned up a little more food, and some barns yielded axes and replacement tool handles they traded their clubs for.  Whitley found a pair of work gloves that fit her reasonably well, and Smith managed to use some light rope to lash some soda bottles to the outside of his pack without having to stop to work on it.
But no vehicles; none that worked anyway.  Everything seemed flat and without the necessary mechanical spark to run.  They found a battered truck that had been parked with its hood up, but Peter decided it wasn’t worth stopping to screw around with.  Parts of the exposed engine showed a serious accumulation of rust.  Two more cars were also skipped; one was missing the battery, and the second didn’t even turn over when Peter bypassed the ignition module and tried to directly hotwire it.
By mid-morning, Peter was starting to get disturbed about how many zombies they’d collected.  The pack now officially qualified as a horde as far as he was concerned; well past the ‘big crowd’ stage.  It didn’t seem like the trio of humans were headed into an area of denser monster concentration, but after the bridge he was extremely wary of the possibility of being sandwiched between two such hordes.
Even though — out on open ground like this — the odds of them getting boxed in were far more remote.
What he was concerned about was fatigue.  While he and the soldiers were in pretty good shape after two months of tough living amid the deteriorating conditions following the outbreaks, there was still a limit.  And he knew he’d reach his a lot sooner than the other two.  They were both in their mid-twenties; he was nearly sixty.  Good shape or not, he could already feel the burn building up in his legs and back as they kept walking.
A more likely ‘oh-shit’ scenario he could envision wasn’t being trapped amid multiple hordes; it was running into a situation like that and finding he didn’t have enough gas in his tank to get himself clear.  Zombies were slow, but if enough of them showed up from the right — or wrong, depending on whether the determiner had a pulse or not — angles and he might not be up to running long and hard enough to escape the trap.
“Let’s try something at this house.” he said as they approached another structure.
“What?” Whitley asked.
“Need me to spell you on distraction duty?” Smith asked.
“Maybe.” Peter told Smith, glancing at him briefly.  “But first, let’s give this a whirl.  Rip through the place like you’ve been doing, but when you’re done, I want you to pile up anything you think might be edible to a zombie out front.  Stuff from the freezer.”
Whitley’s tone made it clear she wasn’t happy with this plan.  “Jesus Gunny, you know how fucked up anything in the fridge is going to be after this long?”
“Yeah, I do.  I just hope zombies still like it.”
“Why are we going to put ourselves through that?” Smith pressed.
“After you search and dump the shit, I’ll lead the zombies into the house and we’ll close it up.”
“I don’t know that any regular house is going to stand up to this many of them fuckers if they start pounding on it.”
“Yeah, are we down to a last stand scene already?” Whitley added.
“No.” Peter said, shaking his head.  “We’ll duck inside, close up the front, then leave through the back and see if we can’t break contact with our trailers.”
The two soldiers were silent for a moment, then Whitley spoke again.  “Okay, not bad.”
“Yeah, that’s worth a shot.” Smith said.
“Glad you approve.” Peter nodded.  “Let’s give it a go then.”
“Sure I can’t take over Pied Pipering now?”
Peter allowed a sour grin to cross his face when Smith glanced at him.  “My plan, so I’ll pull a little rank and take the rough job for myself.”
“I notice you didn’t say the dirty one.”
“Nope.”
Smith made a face at that, but fell silent.
They crossed the latest field and again divided; Whitley and Smith heading for the structure while Peter circled away at a slower pace to tempt the zombies.  He made two broad laps before he saw his companions emerge.  They threw some stuff in the yard just in front of the house, and he saw Smith stagger away before doubling over.  It looked like he might be vomiting.  Whitley ignored that, and just waved in an oversized gesture at Peter before heading back inside.
In the time it took Peter to complete his third circuit and angle in at the house, Whitley made three more trips and Smith managed two; though the Guardsman threw up a second time.  When Peter made it into the yard, he smelled it from yards away.
Zombies smelled bad; there was no getting around it.  They were fetid and foul all the way, with nothing fresh or pleasant about them.  What information doctors and the medical establishment had managed to figure out and disseminate before the crisis turned into collapse indicated a zombie was someone who had died.  How they did this and still walked and chewed and killed was anyone’s guess, but the simple fact was a zombie was a walking corpse.
Bodies decayed.  Peter wasn’t an expert on death, but he’d seen bodies.  And not just freshly killed ones either; he’d seen what he felt was his share of people who’d died weeks or months earlier in some of the warzones he’d been deployed to.  When a region was consumed with conflict, the various combatants and controlling entities didn’t always have the luxury of collecting and burying the dead.  Sometimes the corpses just lay there for quite a while, decomposing for everyone to see.
When someone died, they lost the luster of life.  Flesh and tissue started rotting; there was no other word for it.  And the process didn’t just look bad.  It smelled something awful.
The really fucked up, and unfortunate, thing about zombies was that they only rotted so far.  A few curious civilians with iron stomachs and a disregard for the macabre in Cumming had done some investigating of dead zombies.  Really dead ones; those who’d been put down and were inert.  Most of the internal organs — from heart and lungs to kidneys and intestines — seemed to be rotted.  Some of the skin completely disintegrated, and the rest of it suffered a moderate level of decay.  Bones, of course, didn’t decompose on either zombies or humans after death.
But that was where decomposition ended.  Most of their skeletal muscles were more or less intact.  Peter had looked over the ‘reports’ from the investigations, and of course he’d had plenty of opportunities to observe the real thing.  The zombies decayed just enough to look and smell really bad, but not enough to crumble and cease to be dangerous.  If they were damaged they wouldn’t heal, but absent trauma they kept moving, walking, crawling, grabbing, and eating.
But as bad as a decaying zombie smelled, what Whitley and Smith had hauled out of the farmhouse’s kitchen was worse.  He wouldn’t have believed it, but there were worse things than zombies.  At least as far as his nose was concerned.  Two months in an enclosed space, some of that time the fading days of fall when temperatures would still be in the 70s and 80s . . . rank didn’t even begin to describe it.
The smell was almost a physical sensation as Peter approached.  He felt his own stomach roiling some, and resolved to not say a single word to Smith.  Especially since Peter wasn’t entirely sure he wasn’t going to hurl himself.  The odor of two month old foods that had been fermenting in the hotboxes that had used to be cold storage . . . he’d take zombies over that any day of the week.
Hastily he changed his course a little to swing somewhat wider of the ‘food’ in the yard, and pulled up the collar of his undershirt to cover his nose.  As he did, he tried to remember if he’d chewed the gum out of last night’s MRE yet.  It wouldn’t be much, but at this point anything to help him cut the presence and memory of the ‘food’ was going to help him hold on to his gorge.
“Yeah, not sure even zombies will be interested in this.” Whitley said from the doorway.  “Smith, you done heaving?”
“Oh God.” the man moaned, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.  “That is so fucking rank.”
“Inside.” Peter said through his shirt as he neared the door.  Smith — still looking green and queasy — straightened up and managed to maneuver himself in after Peter.  As soon as they were through, Whitley closed the door and started shoving at a couch.  Peter helped her, and in seconds they had the door blocked off.  A couch wasn’t much of a blockade, but it was something.  And zombies weren’t smart — or coordinated — enough to climb over it without having serious problems.
“Back door’s this way.” Whitley said, pointing.
“You check the back yard yet?”
“Calm.  Same deal we’ve been seeing all day.  No problem.”
“Good.” Peter said, heading through the dining room and stopping near the door.  It was wood, but had a few small window panes set just above eye line for most people.  He went up on tiptoe and checked through them.  Whitley was right, just the now standard scattering of zombies were in view, and none of them were close enough to be a problem.
“What are we waiting for?” Smith asked, gulping a little between his words like he was still struggling to keep control of his discombobulation.
“The horde out front.” Peter answered.
“We’re trying to lose them aren’t we?”
“Yeah, but we need them to get interested in the house first.  And it’d be helpful to find out if they’ll eat that shit you guys threw out there.”
“Oh . . .” Smith said, paling again.
“Man up you sissy.” Whitley said.
“Who are you, Crawford?” he asked.
“No, but you don’t see me carrying on like you are.”
“I don’t see how you’re not.”
“Just because I’m a girl doesn’t mean I’m not tough jackass.”
“It ain’t about that—” Smith moaned.  “But, seriously, how can you stand that?”
“Can it.” Peter said as she just shrugged like the question was awkward.  “Whitley, you up to taking a peek out front?”  It pained him a little to ask her to volunteer herself, but the risk was small, and he was enjoying the brief rest his legs were gaining simply standing there at the back door.  It was the first time in hours he wasn’t in motion.
“Yeah, hold tight.” she said.  He watched as she went back through the rooms to the front of the house and angled herself for a look through one of the windows.  “Okay, there’s a bit of a huddle forming near the food.”
“They’re eating?”
“Can’t tell,” she said without turning from the window, “but some of them are bent over or down on their knees.”
“Urrk!” Smith gurgled, twisting and stumbling away from Peter before he doubled over and started heaving again.
“Is he throwing up again?”
“Yeah.” Peter answered.  “They all clumping up on the food?”
“No, there’s no more room to get near it.” she said.  “Hang on.  Okay, yeah, they’re pressing in on the house.  Yeah, they want to take a look at the building.  It’s like they saw us go in and it’s the only thing they’re interested in.”  She backed away from the window and headed back to rejoin Peter.
“Smith, pull your shit together.” the Marine told the other man as the first thump sounded from the front of the house.  A standard front door wasn’t inordinately tough, but it was generally enough to hold off most humans who didn’t know how to kick through it; and even then it would take some time.  Zombies though, they never held back like humans tended to when beating on something.  And they felt no pain; the monsters were perfectly content to pound their hands down to the bone if they got it in what was left of their heads to batter past something.
Cracking open the back door amid the tumult of noise coming from behind him, Peter checked again in a quick-then-longer-look pattern of two visual sweeps before stepping out into the back yard.
“Want me on point again?” Whitley asked as he walked directly away from the house.
“If you’re still good for it.”
“No problem.”
“Hold this course for a few hundred yards, at least.” Peter said, glancing behind them even as he gestured to indicate a path straight away from the house; one that would draw a straight line from the front of the house to the humans and keep the house between both.  This close to the house, whatever was happening on the other side was out of view.  The further they got from it though, the more likely it was any zombies in the front that were spreading out might notice the retreating humans.  There didn’t seem to be any real hard rule for how far away a person needed to be from a zombie to avoid triggering the pursuit reflex, but the further the distance the less likely it was.
“Got it.”
“I hope we don’t have to do that again.” Smith said, wiping at his mouth again.
“Yeah, no shit.” Whitley told him.  “You just threw up a breakfast we didn’t really have to waste you know.”
“Breakfast was hours ago.” he shot back.  “Those were just dry heaves.”
“And balls.  Don’t forget your balls; they’re back there with the zombies too.”
“Asshole.” Smith muttered.
“Sissy.”
“Knock it off.” Peter said mildly.  “Good job, both of you.  Looks like it worked.”
“Won’t last.” Smith said unhappily.  “There’s always more zombies.”
Peter sighed, but he couldn’t disagree.



Chapter Eleven - Sail away
“Now that’s interesting.” Peter remarked as he stopped his sweep and centered the binoculars on another set of farm buildings a little to the south of the trio’s current course.  Fiddling with the focusing knob, he brought the view into sharper relief and studied the scene.  “Fucked up, but interesting.”
“What’s that?” Whitley asked.
“Either someone had a bad day, or someone else did.”
“What?” Smith said, shading his eyes against the noontime sun with his hand.  The temperature had risen to all of maybe fifty, maybe, but whenever the wind decided to gust itself across the Arkansas landscape it carried icy knives that sliced right through with a solid chill.  And that was at noon.
“Just head that way.” Peter said, declining to explain further.  “You’ll see.”
“We gonna pull another break away?” Whitley wondered.
“Maybe.” Peter shrugged as he finished his visual sweep before dropping the binoculars on their strap.
Five minutes later, they were close enough for the other two to see what the binoculars had allowed Peter to already spot.  It was a neatly kept two story house, a sprawling floor plan affair that easily looked big enough to have housed television’s Waltons back in the 70s.  Adjacent was a normal looking — though large — painted wood barn; but behind the house and barn were three more modern warehouse structures.  And a five or six story circular tower structure that Peter, even though he wasn’t a farmer, suspected probably was for storing grain or corn or something.
Clearly the owners hadn’t been little subsistence farmers; the layout looked too elaborate to explain any other way.  But, if the scene out front was any indication, the past tense was the correct interpretation.
“Jeez, what the fuck is this?” Smith demanded as he finally figured out what was hanging from the house’s second floor eaves.
“I’m hoping they just gave up.” Peter said.
“Jesus Gunny!” Whitley blurted, sounding shocked.
“What?”
“That’s pretty damned cold.”
Peter shrugged, but he softened his tone a little as he sought to explain.  “If they weren’t suicides, then that means someone did it to them.  Personally, I’d rather think they ran out of options and choose this over what it means if someone else came by and strung them up.  There are a lot of zombie bodies scattered around the house you know.  They probably were surrounded.”
The two soldiers were quiet for a moment, then Smith shrugged while Whitley made a sort of half-grunting unhappy noise deep in her throat.  Peter spared one more look at the seven bodies suspended by the neck on the end of ropes, then shifted his eyes back to the ground and tried to put them out of his mind.
Of the seven twisting slowly in the gusting wind, five looked large enough to have been either adults or at least teenagers; but two were clearly children since that pair was under three feet tall.  Whenever it had happened, it hadn’t been so far back on the calendar to have given the decomposition process enough time to fully break the bodies down.  They were heavily weathered and rotted, but were actually in better shape than some zombies Peter had seen since the apocalypse begin.
Based on what he knew, he’d guess they couldn’t have died more than a month ago.  Maybe a bit further back since he knew cold would slow the process of converting bodies into bones; but that was ultimately an academic question he wasn’t interested in.  What he did care about was the bodies would very likely serve as a good distraction against the current horde pursuing the trio.
As unsettling as it was for him to contemplate, he figured if zombies would stop to eat two month old rotten beef and chicken and pork; they’d definitely go for seven human bodies who were in better shape.
 “Okay, here’s what I want to do.” he said after a few moments.  “Let’s push ourselves up to a run and get to the house as quick as we can.  Dive inside, close up the front, then hustle upstairs and cut the bodies down.”
“Uh—” Smith started, but Whitley spoke over him.
“How are we doing to lower them with several hundred zombies on our asses and milling about the property.”
“Yeah, and unless we find some shovels — and even if the zombies split —any sort of grave for those poor bastards is going to take some time to dig.  Even a mass grave.”
“We’re not burying them.” Peter explained calmly.  “We’re using them as a distraction.”
“Oh fucking hell.” Smith said.
“Wow.” Whitley said.
Peter shrugged even though they were both ahead of him.  “We can’t help them.  They’ve been dead a while.  Their sacrifice can buy us time.”  He didn’t like the thought of using the corpses as mere distractions any more than Smith seemed to; but they were already dead.  He and Smith and Whitley were still breathing.  It was a matter of staying that way; there was a lot he was prepared to entertain to keep it that way.
Regardless of how distasteful he found it.
“Time for what?” Whitley asked, her voice also curiously calm.
“To search the property.”
“We’ve been searching properties without resorting to sick shit like this all morning.” Smith pointed out.
“Yeah, but I think we might can finally find ourselves a ride now.”
“How you figure?”
Peter gestured forward.  “It’s overgrown a good bit, but you can still see the tire tracks leading into that warehouse.  And that tank next to them, that’s either LP or fuel.  I’ll bet there’s vehicles squirreled away over there somewhere.”  There was an aboveground tank of reasonable size, probably in the five to seven hundred gallon range, a short distance from the line of warehouses.
It was the tank that made Peter think it was worth taking the time to really have a good look.  He couldn’t imagine any farmer this close to Memphis bothering with an on-site fuel storage tank for his regular cars and trucks.  But he knew farm vehicles were in a different category, and anyone who’d operated a lot of them would have likely made arrangements for on-site refueling.  So many buildings on the property seemed to strongly indicate a lot of regular activity; or, at least, that there had been such.
“So what, we hotwire ourselves a farm combine and churn our way north?” Whitley asked.
“We?” Peter asked mildly.
“You then, but you know you’re going to let us ride along.”
“If there’s one vehicle in that building there’s probably five or six.” Peter said, though he was guessing.  He was no farmer, and even his well-traveled experience in the Corps didn’t give him any real framework for figuring out what exactly might be bouncing around on a big farm.  “They’ve probably got trucks and stuff.  And I’ll probably have time to get one running.”
“What if the zombies wander over to the warehouse after us?” Smith asked.
“We’ll handle it.”
“The last group here didn’t handle it so well.”
“We’re armed.”
“Pistols Gunny.  Pistols and some crap hunting guns.”
“Hey, they’re not crap.”
“They’re civvie crap.”
“Bullshit.  There’s nothing wrong with anything we’ve turned up.” Peter shot back.  “This Remington is a M-24 without DOD’s fiddling around getting in the way.”
They’d found several shotguns in their checks of houses; enough that there’d been a chance to upgrade several times so that both Smith and Whitley were happy with what they were carrying.  Currently Smith was toting a well maintained Mossberg, while Whitley had hung onto a Remington shotgun that looked battered but was actually in really great shape.  The scratches and abuse on the stock and barrel didn’t matter to its firing action.
As for him, Peter had a Remington 700, a rifle, slung behind his shoulder.  The gun was a version of the M-24 the Army used; something Smith would likely be familiar with at least in passing.  And it was the same weapon the Marines had rebuilt before calling it the M-40; but Smith wasn’t a gun guy like Peter was, so the Marine hadn’t bothered getting into the minutia.  The bottom line was, there was nothing wrong with a solid 30-06 rifle, and the Remington Peter was carrying was in good shape.
It was a bolt action, and the shotguns were both pump actions, so all three had a slower rate of fire than the semi-auto M-16s — and his AR-15 — that had been abandoned.  But rapid fire didn’t usually help all that much with zombies anyway.  It hadn’t back at the bridge.  If a shot wasn’t aimed properly, the zombie ignored it.  All he cared about was it worked, and he had over sixty rounds of jacketed soft point bullets.  They would take down just about any animal on the North American continent short of a grizzly if used correctly.
He knew they’d do just fine against zombie skulls.
“Ammo levels ain’t all that great if we end up standing a siege.” Smith said.
“That’s crap.” Whitley cut in before Peter could answer.  “We’re actually close to starting to need to decide if we’re going to add more food or bullets the way we keep finding shotgun shells.”  Peter agreed with her.  Ammo was heavy, and shotgun shells especially weighed more than five five six.  The last time he’d checked, both of the soldiers had a good amount of shells for the shotguns in their pouches.  She was right; after a certain point they didn’t need — or would be able to carry — more ammunition.
“What’s a scattergun going to do against zombies?” Smith demanded.
“That’s why I’ve been letting you have all the slugs we’ve found.”
“We’ll take it easy.” Peter said, trying to nip the debate off.  They were wasting time.  “Let’s run to the house, cut the bodies down and make sure they hit the ground.  Then we can see what the horde does before we bail out the back.”
“What if they stick on us?”
“They didn’t last time.” Whitley pointed out.
“What if they don’t?”
“Oh come on, don’t tell me you’re losing your nerve now?” she demanded.
“Hey, I’ve pulled my weight ever since Atlanta.” he protested.  “There ain’t nothing you’ve done that I haven’t.  But I’ve had it with being treed up with zombies.”
“We’re not going to get surrounded.” Peter said.
“How do you know the bastards won’t go all in on the warehouse while we’re screwing around inside?”
“We’ll keep an eye out, and we can always distract them at the front while we exit some other way.”
“What’s to say there’s a back door?” Smith asked.
“You want to run laps out here while Gunny and I find a vehicle?” Whitley asked skeptically.
“Yeah, actually.” Smith said.
Peter blinked in surprise.  He hadn’t been expecting that.
“Seriously?” Whitley asked.
“Yeah, seriously.  You two go do whatever and I’ll play ring-around-the-rosy with the fuckers following us.  Let me know when you’re done.”
“I might need a while to get a vehicle working.” Peter said.  The reason he wanted to try to break contact using the bodies was he couldn’t guarantee he’d just find a vehicle and start it up.  There was only so much he could do without a lot of tools, but some of the things he could might need some time to get done before an engine cooperated with his efforts.
“How long?”
“Could be a few hours.”
“Fuck.” Smith said, sounding seriously unhappy.
“This works and we’ll have wheels again.” Whitley told him.
“Yeah, but what’s wrong with what we’ve been doing?”
“We’re walking.”
“We can’t walk to South Dakota.” Peter said.
“I know.”
“So, sooner or later we’ll have to bite the bullet and try for a ride.” Whitley said.
“Maybe we’ll find a better chance?”
“Where?” she demanded.
“I don’t want to get anywhere near a town or city or whatever unless we’re mobile.” Peter said, forcing himself to keep his voice calm and patient.  Smith was clearly having a ‘moment’; and pressuring him or leveling any of a couple of obvious accusations wouldn’t help the situation.  “And we’re still something like a thousand miles from our goal.  This needs to get done.”
“Fine.” Smith said.  “But I’d still rather hang out around here than hole up inside and hope.”
“Fine.” Peter said.
“But—” Whitley started, but Peter cut her off.
“That’s fine.” he said again.  “Whitley and I will take a quick sweep through the house and then check out the warehouse.  You can be the piper out here.  If you run into any problems, fire some shots off, okay?”
“Good.” Smith nodded.
“Okay then.  You break off right and we’ll head for the house.” Peter said.  “We’re close enough now.”
“Good luck.” the Guardsman said, changing course.  Peter pushed his pace up to a jog and left him behind.  Whitley joined him as he went past, easily matching his speed.  The Marine was really feeling the impacts in his tired legs as he ran lightly, but he commanded himself to keep moving.  He’d never given up on anything and now definitely wasn’t the time to start.
But he really hoped they’d find a ride.
Whitley paced him silently all the way to the house, but she spoke when they slowed a few steps from the door.  “What’s up with Smith?”
“Dunno.” Peter shrugged.  “Worry about it later.  Check the windows on that side.”
She went left while he went right, both peering through the glass.  Peter saw a comfortably appointed house with lots of rustic furniture that had the look of being well lived with.  Even accounting for the layer of dust inside, none of it looked new.  But most importantly, nothing moved within either.
“You want lead?” Whitley asked as they both stepped back from the glass.
“No.” Peter shook his head as he drew the M45.  He knew better than to fool around with a bolt action long gun like the Remington in such close quarters.  “I’ll cover you and take right.”
“Got it.” she nodded, reaching for the door knob.  It didn’t turn.  She glanced back at him.  “Help me kick it in.”
“Call it.” he said, moving up next to her.
“On three.  One, two . . .”
Peter slammed his right foot into the door as hard as he dared, like he was stepping forward in one big, high, giant step.  He was on the hinge side of the door so he could only get his foot to land about in the middle, but Whitley landed her kick next to the knob.  Their combined strike was enough.  The door burst open with a violent cracking of wood to slam back against the wall inside.  Whitley caught it on the rebound with her left hand, protecting her face and the shotgun in her right hand from being hit.
Swaying slightly as he recovered his balance, Peter waited with her for the moment they both took to reevaluate.  When nothing tried to eat them, Whitley shoved the door back and went through, pivoting immediately to the left.  Following, Peter gripped his gun in both hands and pressed forward into the house.
There was a wall directly on his right side as he stepped over the threshold, but ahead he could see a kitchen of some kind.  And a few feet from the front door was an opening for another room on his right.  Everything was still as empty and deserted as it had looked from outside.  Sliding up, Peter glanced around the wall into the right side room, then pivoted around pointing his weapon at the area.  He saw some sort of sitting room, maybe even something his mother might have called a parlor way back in the day, but except for furniture and dust . . . nothing.
“Clear here.”
“Same.” Whitley answered.  “Kitchen or full sweep?”
Peter hesitated a moment, then shrugged mentally.  “Keep lead, sweep right and we’ll circle around to the kitchen while we make a lot of noise.”
“And if nothing shows up?”
“I’ll keep covering while you strip the cabinets clean of anything useful, then we’ll head for the warehouse.”
“It’s a plan.” she answered.  Peter shifted back and aside a little to clear the doorway, and she moved past him a moment later.  After a few steps, Peter followed and kept his attention on the sides as much as he could by himself, constantly checking in either direction.  As they moved, they stomped their feet and bumped into furniture to make it scrape against the floor or fall over.
But they found nothing untoward — no problems, no bodies, and definitely no zombies — by the time they’d cleared the rest of the rooms in that half of the house.  If there were any zombies, Peter knew the bastards would have reacted to the noise and be coming.  Any that might be hanging around upstairs would make noise walking, especially when they fell down the stairs.  If there were any on the other side of the ground floor, they’d be along momentarily.
Their partial sweep finished in the kitchen when, as Peter had expected, they were able to move from room to room in a loop back to it.  As far as either of them could tell, they were the only two things moving about inside the structure.  He positioned himself where he could keep an eye on the doorway and the hall beyond while he listened to Whitley rattling and banging around among the drawers and cabinets.
“Shit.” she finally said after a minute.
“What?”
“Nothing.  Not a damned thing.”
Peter glanced over her shoulder, then swiftly across the storage spaces she’d left standing open or pulled out.  “Hmmm.”
“Not even crackers.  How’s that—”
“Suicides.” Peter said shortly, gesturing upwards with his left hand.
Whitley’s face cleared and she nodded soberly.  Peter shrugged in response as he turned back forward.  “Anything else of use?”
“Box with some matches left in it, another can opener, but unless we need to scour for some soft goods or clothes . . .”
“No, let’s get on with step two.”
“Right.  Front or back?”
“Back.  You keep point.”
Whitley nodded and headed for the attached dining room.  The back door was right there, unlockable from the inside without incident.  Peter waited while she checked through it, then stepped out and stood momentarily for another look.  When she cleared the opening, he followed and took his own survey. The area was quiet, with just two zombies that might bother them as they went from the house to the storage structure.
“Avoid or kill?” Whitley asked as she headed for the warehouse.
“Clubs.”
“Right.” she nodded, switching the shotgun to her left hand and tugging the pair of shovel handles she’d taped together into a single club out of the side of her belt where she’d stuck it like a sword.  Peter holstered his M45 and hefted the axe he’d been hauling around.
The first zombie was a good deal fresher than most of the ones Peter had been seeing in recent weeks, suggesting it was probably a more recent conversion.  The man had been in his forties and wearing camouflage clothing when he died; hunter’s garb plus a blood stained, dirty, and tattered bandage encircling his left thigh.  Pieces of his decaying flesh showed in the gap between the bandage and the edges of the huge tear in his pants.
Whatever the zombie’s story had been, he made right for Whitley.  She took no chances, and hit it in the knee with a huge windup swing like a batter swinging at a fastball down low.  From the maximum reach of her converted club, she managed to knock the zombie over.  Then, still staying as far from it as she could, she brought the taped handles down twice more on the zombie’s neck, until a decently loud crack echoed up from the ground.
As the zombie lost what was left of its motor function below the upper vertebrae Whitley had broken, Peter went past it and her with the axe upraised.  The second zombie was an older one — an early twenties guy that had lost one shoe and his shirt — that looked like he’d been stumbling around at room temperature since Labor Day.
Ignoring the zombie’s condition, Peter jabbed at it with the axe head like he was stabbing with a spear.  The zombie swayed back from the impact to its chest, and Peter stepped back as he went for a proper windup swing.  Copying Whitley, he hit the monster in the legs.  Even though Peter used the blunt back end of the axe, the heavy metal head still carried enough mass when swung to inflict a serious amount of damage when it hit.
The zombie’s leg shattered just below the knee, and it toppled over sideways.  Shattered explosively; jagged ends of bone erupted from beneath the pallid skin, and shards sprayed out unpleasantly to patter down against the weed strewn ground.  The zombie fell over as it stepped forward on the now useless leg.  Its knee was nothing more than some flaps of skin surrounding the jumbled carnage of disconnected bone; and the joint folded up as the skin wasn’t up to the task of supporting the creature’s weight.
Moving around it, being careful to stay out of grabbing range, Peter flipped the axe around and brought the blade down on the skull.  The crunch was sickening as the zombie’s head collapsed inward, but Peter was basically inured to it these days.  Zombies were zombies; they all needed killing.  Better them than him.
He had to stand on what was left of the cranium and neck to tug the axe loose from the bone.  Fortunately there wasn’t much gore on the axe; zombies were so desiccated that it was dusty rather than sticky after the execution.  Tucking the weapon back into the loop on his equipment harness, Peter filled his hand with the pistol once more as they got to the warehouse.
To his surprise, the normal sized door set in the front-facing wall next to the corner opened when Whitley tried it.  She pulled it all the way back, then reversed her shotgun and hammered on the warehouse wall several times to create a rattling and banging noise that would surely reverberate through the building.
“Give it a minute.” she said.
“Yeah.” Peter agreed, looking around again.  They had time.  At least ninety seconds before any of the nearest zombies could stagger over, and most of those hadn’t even really taken note of the activity at the house yet.  Glancing back to the east, he saw the several-hundred-strong horde was still trailing behind Smith.  The Guardsman was on the back end of a lap, but he waved back when Peter raised a hand and swung it several times in an exaggerated gesture.
“How’s he doing?”
“Looks like he’s okay.”
“Good.” she said.  After a few moments, she gave an unhappy sigh.  “Hope he calms down.”
“We’re all under a lot of stress.”
“Some more than others it seems.”
“Cut him some slack.  He’s holding up his end.”
“We could’ve used the house to break off again.”
“He’s got a point that they might have gotten stuck in against the warehouse here.”
“So?  It’s a big building.  I’m sure we can duck out the back door if need be.”
“Might not be a back door.”
Whitley stepped back several steps from the door before glancing at him speculatively.  “And what was your plan for if there wasn’t one?”
“What makes you think I thought of one?”
“Because you think of everything.”
“I’m not inviolate you know.”
“Not saying you are, but I’ll bet you thought of something.”
Peter shrugged.  “Warehouses usually aren’t built like houses and offices and other structures.  I figure a little work with the axe and maybe some prying action would get us out without much of a problem.”
“Hah, see?” she almost-chuckled, then she glanced at him once more; this time her expression unhappy.  “But if the walls are that thin . . .”
“Yeah, a zombie horde could probably bust through pretty easily.” he pointed out.  This close, it was easy to see the warehouse was little more than simple corrugated metal spread over the load-bearing framework.  Peter had seen plenty of buildings like it; they were cheap to build, maintain, and fix.  Which was good, since he’d seen more than a few holes get busted in them to all sorts of incidents that could require a proper contractor’s attention in a more substantial building.
“Great.” she sighed.  “Wait, isn’t this tornado country?”
“Is it?”
“I don’t know, we’re sort of in the central part of the nation now aren’t we?  Isn’t that tornado alley?”
“I don’t remember.  So what if it is?”
She gestured at the warehouse.  “Wouldn’t they want something more resilient?”
He laughed without humor, more of a grim chuckle than anything amused.  “Ah, yeah, that’s insurance for you.”
“I don’t follow.”
“Cheaper to rebuild something that gets flattened and carried off than repair something that only partially holds up.” he said.  “Especially something like this, which doesn’t cost that much anyway.”
“That’s fucked up.” Whitley frowned.  “And what about the house?”
“Bet there’s a really good basement we missed somewhere.  Not like we ran a full sweep.”
“I can’t figure living like that.”
“Better than what a lot of us are putting up with now.  Come on, let’s check it out inside.” he said, motioning at the door.
Whitley held the shotgun level and eased up to, then through, the door.  Peter followed, his weapon back in a two handed grip; both her and him swiveling the guns in unison with their eyes as they entered.
Sure enough, the cavernous space was scribed by evenly spaced metal I-beams that rose along the walls before bending together into a peaked roof.  The wind rattled and compressed the thin walls, making odd echoes and distracting groans fill the interior.  And even with the window panels set high up near the tops of the walls, it was dim.
“Hold.” Peter said loudly enough for Whitley to hear.
“What’s up?”
“Pulling a light, then I’ll cover you while you do the same.”
“All I’ve got is one of those cheap flashlights we picked up after Cartersville.” she said.
Peter got the tactical light that usually fitted onto the under barrel rail of his now abandoned AR and clutched it in his left hand before thumbing it on and crossing his wrists so M45 and light were held in parallel.  “See if it still works.”
Whitley fumbled in one of her pockets and produced the device.  After a few moments of fiddling, she did something to it that produced a click, and a so-so beam of light appeared.  “Shit, it still works.”
“Good.” Peter nodded.  “It had time to dry out.”
“Can’t double it up with the shotgun though.”
“Your call.” he shrugged.  “I’ve got some tape, or you can switch over to the Beretta.”
“I’ll go Beretta for now.” she decided after a second.  “Maybe I’ll screw around with it while you work on one of the vehicles.”
“Your call.  But we’ll probably be fucking around in the dark again at some point, sooner or later.” Peter repeated.  He could only guess at the moment, because they were little more than shapes scattered around beneath the high ceiling, but there were a number of vehicles parked in the building.  A closer, better lit, look would be needed to figure out what they all were.
Whitley slid the shotgun into a retaining loop on her equipment harness and got her pistol out.  When she was ready, she glanced swiftly at him and got a nod before moving off again.
The building was dim, not dark.  Just enough to make him slightly nervous; but not nearly as bad as the big superstores he’d spent hours clearing and helping strip of supplies since the outbreaks started.  A building that covered several city blocks — like a super store such as a Walmart or regional grocery store — got dark when the lights were out.  This wasn’t that bad, and he was grateful for the respite.   He didn’t think his nerves would be easily up to handling that kind of investigation with only two people.  Especially not right now.
Taking their time, methodically checking in and around the support beams and parked trucks and tractors, he and Whitley cleared the space.  It took longer than he liked, even though they moved pretty fast after the first quarter was checked.  There was just too much to eyeball quickly.  And zombies were too dangerous to risk missing one.
But zombies also weren’t subtle.  They inevitably made noise when moving around, even just crawling.  By the time the two of them finished their sweep of the interior, Peter was allowing himself to relax just a bit.  Not all the way, but slightly.  The building was empty, no monsters.
“Okay, now you cover me.” he said, turning his attention more fully to the vehicles.  There was a little workstation set up next to one of the support pillars that had tools; nothing like a full mechanic’s set, but enough to give him a chance.  He selected some key items and then headed for the first vehicle.  He wouldn’t have to worry too much about anything except the mechanics of getting them going since there was a key box bolted to the side of the workstation.  It was alarmed, but that was meaningless now since the power was out.
“Looks like we’ve got some options.” Whitley remarked, gesturing at machines.
“Depends on how many are running.”
“They look like they’re in good shape.” she pointed out.  “And in here out of the weather . . . come on, we’ve got a good shot.  Right?”
“Now you’re an expert too?”
“Just get to it.” she shrugged.  “Before Smith has another meltdown, they eat him, and the zombies who don’t get a Smith-burger head this way.”
“Just keep an eye on me so any over-eager fuckers don’t sneak up on me while I’m busy.” he said as he walked over to the closest pickup truck.  There were two, both extended crew cab Chevy 3500 duallies that clearly had logged a lot of miles doing the kinds of things trucks liked to do.  Namely, hauling and working, as opposed to cruising around on asphalt and sitting in rush hour traffic.  Even though both had dirt clinging to their bodywork around the wheel wells, they looked pretty good to him.
Unfortunately, neither turned over.  When he checked under the hoods, he was less enthused.  One was missing both the battery and entire radiator block, while the other one . . . he wasn’t quite sure.  He’d need to spend some time to be sure, but it looked like at least one of the pistons had managed to rust or otherwise jam itself in a stuck position.  That would require at least a partial tear down to get operational.
Resolving to come back to it if necessary, Peter moved on.  There was a large combine that he remembered from movies and television as being used for harvesting wheat or whatever, and a collection of tractors.  One of them was just a simple standard tractor, the oldest vehicle in the building.  Another had an elaborate oversized sprayer attachment and holding tank connected to it for spreading fertilizer or whatever else it was farmers sprayed.  The third had a front end loader bucket attached to the front.
The loader drew him, and Peter gave it a quick once over before he hauled himself up into the cab.  Its engine looked like it was in decent shape.  It even turned over when he tried it; but the industrial grade diesel didn’t want to catch.
“That’s good, right?” Whitley asked as he climbed down.  The motor chugging as he turned the key had been loud and unmistakable.
“Maybe.” Peter said, half grunting as he looked at the engine again.  There wasn’t much of a covering over the engine; basically just a spartan top mounted hood that served as little more than an umbrella against rain.  The sides were wide open.  He started checking things that occurred to him, trying to think ahead of his fingers and eyes to save time.  And limiting himself only to things he might be able to resolve in these conditions.
The battery seemed to have good fire, the plugs looked like they were in solid shape, oil level was okay, wiring wasn’t degraded, fuel filter was a little dirty but not enough to be blocked and causing a problem, fuel lines—
“Ah.” Peter said, peering closely at them with the light.  They were supposed to feed fuel, but he clearly saw air bubbles in them.  When he put his head next to one and manipulated it around, he heard the distinctive sound of air wheezing in as liquid sloshed.  It was a common enough problem, and one of the reasons diesels often needed their lines replaced regularly.  But there were a few quick fixes he could try.  They wouldn’t hold the problem completely at bay for long; but as far as he was concerned the damned thing only needed to work for the next day or so.
Just long enough to get free of the stragglers around Memphis, and into something more suited for getting back on the road to South Dakota.
“That a good ah or a bad ah?” Whitley asked.
“Hang on and we’ll find out.”
Returning to the workstation, Peter turned up a roll of electrical tape.  It sufficed for him to seal up the fittings on the fuel lines, wrapping layer after layer of the plastic tape over the leaky lines in an effort to seal them up.  Then he primed the engine again and climbed back up to the cab.
The engine chugged without catching for ten seconds on his first try, but it rumbled to life on the second attempt.  Peter goosed the pedal several times, making the diesel blatt throatily.  The idle was rougher than he liked, but that mostly settled down after he let it run for a few moments.
“Alright!” Whitley said loudly over the engine, smiling at him when he looked down from the cab.  “And quick too.”
“Gotta catch a break every now and again.” he called down before pointing forward.  “Go check if you can get the big door opened.”
“How?”
“Just see if it’ll slide.”
She moved toward the front of the warehouse, sweeping her pistol and flashlight in front of her as she walked.  Peter let her get clear, then dropped the tractor into first gear.  Carefully he pulled out of the parking spot along the southern wall and drove down the center line of the warehouse toward the doors after her.
Whitley tugged on the doors one by one, pulling and then leaning with her whole body weight on each in turn, but they resisted her efforts.  She held up a finger to him and spent a minute futzing around on the left side near the hinges while he waited in the cab, but the door still didn’t move when she tried it.  Peter finally decided they might have a problem and shouted to get her attention.
“It’s not moving.” she called back when she looked at him.
“Just get clear.” he yelled, waving her aside.
“Why?”
“Move!” he repeated.
When she slid sideways, he fiddled with the controls for the bucket on the front until he got it positioned several feet high and in position to shield against impacts on the tractor itself.  Then he clutched and rolled the vehicle forward, right into the doors.  The tractor wasn’t capable of any great speed — especially in first gear — but what it did have was a lot of torque.
And the warehouse’s walls were thin metal.
With a wrenching groan, the sheet of corrugated tin or steel or aluminum or whatever it was that was fastened over the door frame buckled outward as the tractor pressed on it.  Then it split in several places and peeled away from its frame.  Peter blinked against the weak sunlight of the overcast sky outside as the tractor forced its way out of the warehouse and into the ‘back yard’ of the farmhouse.  He checked around himself for problems, but he was nearly seven feet off the ground in the tractor’s cab.  He wasn’t too worried.
There also weren’t any zombies near enough to bother him yet.  He drove the tractor a dozen yards from the warehouse, then adjusted the loader bucket and backed up to shed the door section that had been clinging to the vehicle.  Once free of it, he cranked the wheel around to the left and drove straight for the fuel station.
“Where are all three of us going to fit in that thing?” Whitley asked loudly, catching up to him at the tank as he climbed down.
“You two can ride on the back there.” Peter answered, pointing at the rear mounted engine with its cover.
“On that?”
“Or the roof.” Peter shrugged.  The cab was fully enclosed, though he hadn’t bothered to look closely enough at the ‘glass’ to determine if it was actually glass or something more durable like plexi or Lexan.  But there was a metal roof that was easily large enough for a person to ride on, assuming they remembered to stay low and hold on.
“Why not in the bucket?” she asked as he lifted the fuel nozzle.
“Because that’s where the zombies we run over will be hitting.” he answered, spinning the cap on the tank off so he could slot the nozzle into place.
“This is going to suck.”
“Better than walking.”
The fueling station was a style he was well familiar with, designed to work without needing power or even a hand operated pump.  Since the tank was above ground, simple gravity allowed fuel to pour out through the hose and into the vehicle.  Peter felt the hose and put his head near the nozzle to ensure himself it was filling, then looked at Whitley.
“Why in the hell are you standing around?  Climb up on the fucker and make sure no zombies eat us.”
She blinked at him for a moment, then nodded and started climbing.



Chapter Twelve - Livin’ on a prayer
“We’re going to need to stop soon.”
Peter tugged the sliding window on the tractor’s cab open wider and leaned out some after removing one of his earplugs.  “What?”
“Sun’s going down.” Smith said louder from his position on the tractor’s roof.  “Gonna need to find a spot to hole up in.”
The gas gauge on the very limited dashboard agreed with the statement; it was down to a quarter tank.  It was the most useful — to their progress — instrument available; since the vehicle otherwise only offered indicators for oil pressure, electrical charge, and engine temperature.  The lack of a speedometer didn’t really matter considering the fastest he’d been able to get the tractor up to was maybe a little more than someone running at a brisk clip might manage.
“You’ve got the high ground.” Peter said in reply.  “Anything look good?”
“Not unless we want to climb a tree or dig ourselves a hidey hole.”
“This is a loader, not a digger.”
“I was joking.”
“Yeah.” Peter shrugged.  The tractor’s attachment was a broad bucket with bladed teeth on it, like a bulldozer, but able to scoop and lift rather than only push.  It could only dig out, poorly, something like a hillside; not put a hole into flat ground.  But he didn’t mind that; he didn’t much like the idea of trying to trench themselves into the ground as an anti-zombie defense.  And the bucket had come in quite handy so far.
It was designed for rough handling, and even small groups of zombies all at the same time weren’t enough to phase it when he drove the vehicle and its wide battering ram right into — and over — them.  Even at the slow and steady speeds the tractor put out, being hit by solid steel was enough to do noticeable damage to the creatures.  Peter didn’t like watching the results, but he did like how it allowed him to just plow right through anything short of a tree or other serious obstacle without stopping.
For all the trouble they could cause, zombies versus tractor didn’t work out well for the zombies.
Unfortunately, the ability to ride and not have to swerve around zombies was about the end of the afternoon’s good news.  Whatever was going on in Memphis, whatever had gone on in Memphis, it had generated thousands upon thousands of zombies that prevented the trio from going straight north.  He’d ended up having to detour much further west than he liked because of the teeming hordes in and around the city’s immediate proximity.
That wasn’t necessarily a problem, but it had been nothing but farmland with little in the way of options.  The number of buildings had dropped off, making him think they were into an area that was more corporate than family farmed; he wasn’t sure what else to think when the fields got to the size they were without any structures attached to them.
And north of Memphis was the first of the rendezvous points he’d named.  Eventually he’d need to swing back that way to make it to I-55 and Route-63 to try and link up with Crawford.  Either by meeting her or waiting there for her arrival.  Even though it was nearly twenty-four hours since the bridge, he honestly had no idea if she’d be there waiting or not at this point.
The last half hour or so he’d finally been able to start cutting north.  For whatever reason the zombie numbers had thinned out, removing the mobile obstacle changing direction would have presented.  For the last fifteen minutes they’d been tracking along a standard two lane road that ran straight north.  There were a few bodies — mostly zombie, though some were animal carcasses that had fallen afoul of hungry dead — here and there, but the pavement was otherwise uncluttered and unobstructed.
If it weren’t for the farming, even though it was all overgrown and untended, he would have said they were well and truly out in the middle of nowhere.  America was an enormous country, and people who lived in cities tended to forget just how big it was.  Even Peter occasionally had to remind himself.  There was plenty of room once a person got away from the crush of the Northeast, or the major metropolises that dotted the nation astride the various Interstates.
That was the problem now.  Fewer zombies was good, but the tractor wasn’t the most comfortable way to travel; even if the fuel to maintain its pace had been available.  Which it wasn’t out here away from everything.  At least, not that he’d noticed.
He’d stopped — partially for fuel and also to see if they could change out for something better than the tractor — to investigate two pickups that had tanks occupying their backs.  One had been some chemical mix, and the other was empty; but both had been a no go as far as their own engines had been concerned.  A handful of other vehicles had likewise been a waste of time to check out, as not a one had been running.  Some even showed obvious signs of having been stripped for key parts.
His initial plan for the trip when they’d left Georgia had been to stop only for fuel, and otherwise keep switching out drivers so they stayed in motion.  That was obviously out; they were down to Murphy and his incessant interference with the best laid plans.  The latest joke by the apocryphal trickster was that the tractor was getting low on fuel.
Smith’s crack about climbing a tree might be necessary.  Peter knew that would suck, and could easily lead to problems come morning if zombies showed up to wait around beneath them; but he also knew all three of them were tired.  The afternoon had been easier than the morning, but the morning had been hard after a tough night.  And — easier or not — riding on the tractor wasn’t exactly conducive to rest.
The best thing would be for all three of them to be able to sleep without having to maintain a watch.  And that only worked if they could find somewhere securable.  Somewhere they could be certain, truly certain, zombies weren’t going to wake them unexpectedly with teeth.
But there was nothing.  He was convinced the three of them wouldn’t fit atop the tractor; not all at once while asleep.  The cab wasn’t really safe; if the tractor stopped, it was in reach of zombies.  And the roof and engine cover weren’t that large.  The roof was at least high enough from the ground to be secure, but the engine cover was sort of iffy.
He rolled along, thinking while hoping for something to develop, for several more minutes before Smith called down once more.
“Hey.”
Peter leaned out of the window again.  “Got something?”
“Maybe.  Looks like a holdout a few miles ahead.”
“How big?”
“Dunno, but there’s signs of fresh construction.” Smith answered after a moment.  “And I’m positive I see at least one sentry.”
Peter considered.  He couldn’t see anything yet, but he’d passed his binoculars up to Smith for just this reason.  The Guardsman was serving as lookout; mostly to keep him occupied, but also because the engine cover was a warmer spot than sitting atop the cab.  Both men had sort of contrived to ensure Whitley got that spot without having to discuss, or mention, why.
“Straight up?” the Marine asked after a few moments.
“Yeah, just follow the road.”
“Let’s take a look then.”
“Not like we’ve got many other choices.”
Peter nodded unhappily.  Well, that was a bit unfair.  He was relieved to hear there was a shot at something usable; but it would have been nicer if they could’ve found something they could make work on their own.
A few minutes later he was able to see what Smith was talking about, and a few minutes after that the tractor was close enough for even his old eyes to start picking specific details out.
The first sign was the farmland giving over to simple grass.  Then a handful of houses on either side of the road; each spaced well back and apart from one another.  Any of the ‘neighbors’ would’ve had a good five minute walk to visit each other on foot; but it was a definite sign of a settlement that they were even that close to one another.  He might have considered investigating some of them, except as the road continued straight north he saw what Smith had obviously noticed.
Cutting directly across the pavement was a section of fencing, with a big vehicle sized gate right in the middle.  Both fence and gate were several layers of standard chain link backed by lumber, the gate secured with a length of padlocked chain and backed by several vehicles that had been parked specifically behind it as reinforcement.  And it was much taller than was normal, more like a prison or secure base barrier than the typical ‘yes this is a fence, so don’t cross it’ kind of fence Peter usually saw.
Flanking the pavement on either side was more of the same fencing, but with the lower portion more or less buried in a pile of dirt.  The earth had been dug out from a sort of trench just in front of the fence line.  The combination of the dug-out section and piled up soil put the chain link out of reach of anyone standing right outside and in front of the obstruction.
And along the top of the dirt, attached to the back of the fence, was a line of spikes that protruded out and down.  They looked like sharpened wood, but they were numerous and regularly spaced, and of varying lengths.  The result was a fairly alarming amount of jagged danger pointing right at anyone who might try climbing up the fence.  The only way to do so would be to break off or otherwise remove the spikes, and then actually figure out the climb.
Peter had never seen anything like it, not even in movies.  As he studied the layout, he decided it was someone’s ‘modern’ idea of an anti-melee barrier; a fence laid against an opponent that needed to close with hands and teeth, rather than one who would simply get within gunshot range and start shooting.  Standard chain link fencing would bow and flex under pressure, but the lumber stiffened it; and both metal and wood combined looked quite sturdy to him.  Plus the dirt bottom would add mass that would help resist anyone — anything — that might try to press up against it.
But the whole arrangement wasn’t just a passive defense.  At least, not entirely.  There were two platforms or towers or something positioned behind and to either side of the road.  They looked big enough for several people to stand side by side, and one of them had a pair of people watching the tractor approach.  Each was armed, the unmistakable shape of rifles in their hands.  The positions would let people sweep the fence with gunfire if the need presented itself; or if they simply felt like being unfriendly.
“Smith.” Peter called as he finished his initial evaluation.
“Yeah.”
“What do you make of them?”
“Looks like a pair of country guys.” Smith answered immediately.  “They’ve got a radio too, and were just using it.”
“So we’re not exactly sneaking up on them then.”
“Were we trying to?”
Peter shook his head.  “No, I guess not.  Do they look happy to see us?”
“Gunny, they look like bored hicks.”
“Great.”
The land stretched out as flat as it had all afternoon, out in either direction.  As near as he could tell, the fence ran a couple hundred yards to the east and maybe about a hundred to the west before curving north.  Beyond that, he was just guessing, but from that he figured this was probably some little town that had somehow pulled itself together at some point between zombies and now to fortify themselves.
There wasn’t much to stopping the tractor, just taking it out of gear was enough to pull it all the way down to a pace that someone could probably keep up with on their hands and feet. Peter rolled straight up to the gate, watching the two lookouts discretely — but as politely as he could manage — for any sign they weren’t happy with what he was doing.  He finally stopped several car lengths away, close enough that conversation wouldn’t be too difficult.
Shutting the tractor off, he waited a couple of seconds for the diesel to die down before tugging his earplugs out.  Before he could start the process of extracting himself from the cab, the lookouts were already calling down.
“The town of Crawfordsville is closed, so just keep going.”
“What?” Peter said in surprise.
“What?” Whitley and Smith both said at the same time, their voices merging in surprised unison.
“I said the town’s closed.  Whatever you’re looking for, it ain’t here.” the lookout repeated.
Sitting in the cab all afternoon had left him stiff.  Peter could feel his knees and back especially protesting as he climbed down.  First the walking, then the sitting, it had done a number on him.  “Bitch, bitch, bitch.” he thought tiredly.  “Can’t be happy with anything can you.  Shut up and get on with it.”
“Where did you say we are?” Smith called back.
“Does it matter?”
Peter stepped to the front of the tractor, concealing his urge to wince as his joints and limbs were pressed into use after hours of sitting.  “Crawfordsville?” he asked loudly, barely keeping his groan out of his face as his back fired an especially noticeable twinge out when his boot slid slightly off a rock and caused him to need to adjust his balance abruptly.
“Yeah, so what?”
“Oh man, please tell me she hasn’t started conquering the country.” Smith muttered just loud enough for Peter to hear.
“Maybe she saved them and they renamed the town in her honor.” Whitley replied.  Peter glanced at them both.  Whitley was still on the engine cover, though she’d risen to her feet so she could see and be seen better past the cab.  On the roof, above where Peter had been sitting all afternoon, Smith was kneeling with one foot propped up beneath him so he’d be ready to move quickly.
“Relax.” Peter said quietly before turning back to the lookouts.  “We’re just surprised.” he said loudly enough for the men on the tower to hear.  “We got separated from a companion yesterday, and her name’s Crawford.”
“Ain’t no strangers here, just good honest townsfolk.”
“Glad to hear it.  So you haven’t seen her?”
“You people hard of hearing?” the same lookout said with a slight scowl.  “I’m getting tired of having to repeat everything.  We don’t got no strangers here, not yesterday or anytime.”
“They act just like her.” Smith said sourly.
“We’re looking for a safe place to spend the night.” Whitley called.  “Any chance—”
“No.” the man on the tower doing most of the talking said.
“Seriously?”
“Town’s closed for the duration.”
“For the duration of what?”
“The apocalypse.” the lookout replied, shuffling his feet some while he shifted the weapon he was carrying.  It was an AR-15, done up in a camouflage pattern on the stock and barrel.  Peter didn’t think much of anyone who felt like that was a good idea to do shit like that to their weapon, but the lookout held it like he knew what he was doing with it.  And there was a scope attached to the top.
“We just need shelter for one night.” Whitley said.
“And?”
“Come on, it’s almost dark.”
Peter thought this was an entirely unnecessary statement; the sun was low enough in the western sky for even the grass to be casting long shadows across the pavement.  Minutes he figured, maybe.
“We’re not asking for much.” Whitley said.
“Yeah, we’ve got our own supplies.” Smith added.
“Got your pick of spots.  Anywhere but here.”
“We don’t need a handout; we’ve got our own food and water like he said.  We just need to rest up until morning and then we’ll be on our way.” Peter said, raising his voice over Smith’s and Whitley’s.
“Okay.” the lookout said.
“Okay we can stay?” Smith asked.
“No.”
Peter blinked at the one-word response.  It was delivered in a vaguely neutral tone, lacking any overt challenge, but it was an aggressive rebuttal regardless.  “Why don’t we try and start over.” he called up before turning and looking at the two soldiers on the tractor.  “Let me handle this.”
“Good luck.” Smith muttered, while Whitley just shrugged at him.
“Ain’t nothing to handle soldier boy.” the lookout said.
Peter spread his hands out and away from his body, trying to show a non-threatening posture.  “I’m Master Gunnery Sergeant Gibson, Marines Corps.  These two are Specialist Smith and Sergeant Whitley, Georgia National Guard.”
“And?”
“And we’re on our way to Ellsworth AFB in South Dakota.  We ran into some problems getting across the river and have had a rough day.  It would really help us a lot if we could clock some solid sleep in a secure location.”
“I’m sure it would.”
Peter suppressed an urge to scowl back at the lookout, but the second man on the watch tower finally spoke.  “You guys coming from Georgia?”
“That’s right.”
“Man, you fools are fucking crazy.”
“No shit.” the first lookout agreed.  “Listen, I’m sure you’re who you say you are and all that, but we don’t know you, and we’ve got rules.”
“I understand.” Peter said calmly, forcing himself to over emphasize polite patience.  “Any chance I could have a word with someone in charge?”
“At this gate, that’s us.”
“Right.  But maybe someone who’s responsible for the entire town, rather than just part of it?”
“The rules don’t change just because you talk to someone different.”
“I’m sure they don’t.” Peter replied.  “But perhaps we could at least trade information, maybe trade supplies?”
“What for?”
“We might have something you need.  We might have information you could use.”
“Ain’t no one here from Georgia.” the second man said.
“Yeah, we’re all local.  That’s why we’re in here.”
“Is it possible to talk to someone?” Peter persisted politely.
“They’re fucking deep South hicks.” Smith said sotto voiced.
“Shut up.” Peter explained, turning his head and lowering his voice just enough to make sure Smith heard him and the lookouts didn’t.
“Someone’s coming out here to make sure there ain’t no problems.” the first man said with a dismissive shrug.
“So if I wait then I can talk to that person?”
“Sure, if you wanna.”
“Okay, fine.” Peter said calmly.
“Standing around out there with zombies in the dark is your business, not ours.”
“We’ll wait a bit.” Peter said, still stepping firmly on his impulse toward irritation.  He fully understood the lookout’s position, at least, as far as the rules were concerned.  If the town had some, then it was incumbent on whoever was guarding — especially those guarding the perimeter — to follow and enforce them.  Otherwise there was no point in having rules.
And he did see the point of keeping the town isolated.  At least, to a certain extent.  It was not a completely unreasonable reaction to the outbreaks and what had happened once people started dying and rising with hunger as their sole motivation.  As far as he knew, no one had the first clue as to any hows or whys of this whole nightmarish situation.  And considering the state of the world, he could absolutely understand others’ concern in avoiding further surprises.
These days surprises could often be lethal.
But he grown sort of used to being on the other side of the fence in Cumming.  And at the FEMA camp, the rule had been anyone who was civil and willing to work with — not against — the camp was allowed residence.  Shellie Sawyer had plans drawn up for expansion, even subsidiary locations in case they somehow managed to gather up more people needing saving than the high school could handle.
So while he saw the town’s position, he couldn’t help but think — wish — they’d be more willing to do a little saving that extended beyond the walls of their own little piece of the apocalypse.  Especially since, if everyone ran around acting like that, it was more likely more people were going to die needlessly.
“You guys keeping an eye out?” he asked Smith and Whitley as he turned to take a good look at the surrounding landscape.
“Yeah, we’re clear.” Whitley said.
“We’re burning what little light we’ve got left.” Smith pointed out.
“Moon’s already up.” Peter replied as he studied the area for movement.  He saw a few shambling figures well away from the tractor, and nothing closer.
“Sun’s already almost down.”
“We’ve got flashlights too.” Peter said.
“This sucks.”
“Yup.” Whitley said.  “So shut up.”
Peter watched Smith frown, but the Guardsman fell silent.  Turning back to the gate, Peter contented himself with standing at ease and simply waiting.  All the walking, and then all the sitting, had left marks on him today; but at the moment just standing wasn’t entirely unpleasant.  Different, at least.  So he hooked his thumbs in his belt next to the suspenders of his equipment harness and waited at something approximating a casual stance.
Several minutes later he heard a sound approaching from beyond the fence that took him a few moments to figure out.  But he eventually identified it as hooves on asphalt; the clip-clop clip-clop was distinctive, and just like he’d heard in movies.  The less talkative lookout turned his head to look too, but the one who’d led the conversation continued to watch the tractor and those who’d arrived on it.
It was hard to see past the layers of fence and latticed wood backing and parked vehicles, but Peter finally spotted a pair of riders approaching.  He was certainly no expert on horses, but he wasn’t entirely sure if either were all that comfortable on the animals; they were bouncing and jostling around a good bit as they rode.  But they handled the horses reasonably as they reined in just behind the cars.
One of them dismounted — handing his reins to his companions — and disappeared to the other side of the gate from the lookouts.  Peter waited a little more, and a few seconds later the man emerged into view on the top of the second watch tower.  He nodded politely as the newcomer straightened and gazed down at him.
“You in charge?” Peter asked.
“Close enough.  What’s the problem?” the newcomer answered.
“No problem.” Peter said carefully, calmly.  “Apparently we can’t shelter behind your barricade until morning, but we were hoping we could maybe work out a deal for some diesel if you’re interested in trading.”
The man studied him for a moment.  “What are you trading?” he asked.  “And how much did you want?”
“Maybe fifteen or twenty gallons.” Peter said.  “And I figure the best thing we’ve got on offer would be ammo; mostly five five six.”
“What about the tractor?”
Peter blinked.  “What about it.”
“You need it?”
“This could be interesting.” he thought.  But he just shrugged calmly.  “We need wheels, but not necessarily these wheels.  Do you need it?”
“We could use it.” the man said.  “Where’d you get it?”
“Does it matter?”
“Just curious.” the man shrugged.  “On first guess I’d figure you haven’t been driving too long with it.”
“We’ll trade it for anything that runs, as long as it’s got a full tank of fuel and you give me a chance to look it over.” Peter said, choosing to ignore the not-quite-asked question as to how long he and his traveling companions had been driving the tractor.  With his luck so far tonight, it just might turn out that this guy knew whoever had owned the farm or something like that.
“Might take twenty minutes to get something up here.”
Peter glanced around, then looked back up at him.  “Doesn’t bother me too much.”
“Okay then, I’ll be back.”
The man climbed back down the tower and heaved himself back up in to the saddle before riding north with his companion.  Peter closed up his field jacket and tugged his cap a little lower; the temperature was dropping as rapidly as the sun.
At least now, unlike this time yesterday, he wasn’t treading water in the Mississippi.



Chapter Thirteen - Life’s a lemon
“Is this really better than the tractor?” Smith demanded as he steered around an overturned pickup.
“Yes.” Whitley and Peter said together.
“You’re both crazy.”
“Shut up and drive.” Peter said, unfolding the map he’d liberated from the gas station they’d looted earlier.  He still preferred proper tactical maps, but in the months since the outbreaks he’d gotten a lot of practice reading civilian versions.  Intersections and roads weren’t as good as coordinates, but he wasn’t calling down fire or trying to nail a hot landing zone for a chopper pilot under fire either.
Right now, he figured they were maybe five miles from the first rally point.  They weren’t on I-55, but it was just east of them.  And if he had their location figured correctly the next east-west road they came up to should be the last one before the interchange he’d told everyone about before jumping into the river.
“You know one of my DIs at OSUT had one of these.”
“So?” Whitley asked from the backseat.
“So I know how little it takes to mess one up.”
Peter stopped perusing the map and looked at Smith.  “You fucked with your Drill Instructor’s vehicle?”
“Yeah, he was a serious prick.”
“And you didn’t get booted into the brig?”
“Army doesn’t have a brig Gunny.”
Peter scowled.  “I’ll be more specific then, soldier; the DIs didn’t kick your ass into a new shape, then turn you over to the JAG?”
Smith chuckled softly.  “They might’ve if they’d caught us.”
“Idiot.” Whitley said.
“Says who?”
“Says the soldier who doesn’t pull dumb shit like that.” she retorted.  “You realize that was a real good way to ruin your life, right?”
“You didn’t even hear what we did to the car yet?”
“Was it drivable when you got done?” Peter asked.
“No.”
“Was it repairable for less than a hundred dollars in parts cost?”
“Er . . . no.”
“You’re a lucky motherfucker.” Peter said, checking the map again for the number of the road they needed.
“It would’ve been worth it.”
“DIs are tough because they’re teaching you.”
“I get that.” Smith said.  “But you didn’t meet this asshole.  He used to wake us up in the middle of the night for runs if he thought we hadn’t met his standards during the day.”
“That’s his job.”
“He deserved it.  Trust me Gunny, you didn’t know him.  If you did, you’d understand.”
“I understand this thing is better than the tractor.” Peter said.  “We’re inside, out of the wind, with a heater that works, have room to carry shit, and we’re getting much better mileage.”
“When this shit is over I’ll be sure to put you in touch with Dodge so you can give a testimonial.”
“There’s nothing wrong with the car.” Whitley said.  “I thought you were tired of walking.”
“There’s walking, there’s riding, then there’s riding in this.”
“Enough about the fucking car.” Peter said.  “42, that’s what we’re looking for.” he said, pointing at a sign that indicated the next crossroad was Highway 42.  “Pay attention to your driving if you’re so worried about the vehicle.”
“Or I could take over if you’re going to be a bitch about it.” Whitley added.
“Oh no way.” Smith said immediately.
“What’s wrong with the way I drive?”
“The last time you were behind the wheel we ended up having to jump off a bridge because we were surrounded by zombie hordes.”
“Hah-fucking-hah.” Whitley said acerbically.  “Just for that you can keep the wheel for the rest of the day.”
“Good.  I’m tired of swimming.”
Peter shook his head and turned on the radio.  Adjusting the volume, he purposefully put the static at a level that would be distracting before he started fiddling with the tuner.  Smith made the turn onto -42 before Peter finally gave up trying to find anyone transmitting and turned the radio back off.  He hadn’t been expecting any contact, but you never knew.
“We need to remember to pick up some MP3 players or something.” Whitley remarked.
“Why?” Smith asked.
“I miss music.”
“Where are we going to get any MP3s?”
“I’m sure there are some around somewhere.”
“Where are we going to get players?”
“Same answer.”
Smith snorted.  “Ever the optimist.”
“Someone’s got to be.”
“Not sure wandering around with headphones on is the greatest idea.” Peter said as they approached a small bridge.  It carried the road over a little river lined gorge, one that was well below the level of the land and only a dozen feet wide, but deep.  Just ahead of the bridge was a sign indicating they were entering Turrell, population 615.  He wondered how many of those six hundred some odd people were even alive, much less still in the area.
“I mean for times like now.” Whitley said.  “I’m not foolish enough to walk point or watch like that.”
“Even then, I dunno.”
“Come on Gunny.  You can’t stay on edge all the time.”
He shrugged.  “If it’s that or die . . .”
“Everyone needs a break.” Smith pointed out.
Peter shrugged again.  “Right now, we’re in the shit.  Maybe after we settle in at Ellsworth we’ll have the chance to grab a little bit of slack.”
“I thought we were going up there to get stuck in again?”
“Yes, but as part of a team.  That means we’ll be able to rotate on and off the front line.”
“Think there’s anywhere that ain’t a front line?” Whitley asked.
“I hope so or . . . ”
She spoke up after several seconds went by without him finishing the thought.  “Or what?”
“Or we’re probably all really fucked.” he thought.  But he kept the notion to himself.  Instead he just shrugged a third time.  “We get in with a decent group and it won’t matter; we’ll have a team, a structure we can work with and that can work with us.”
“Well, whatever, I still miss music.”
“So do I.” Peter said idly.  He leaned over and pointed through the windshield.  “Okay, that’s I-55.”
“Yeah, I see, thanks.” Smith said, starting to slow.
“No, keep going.”
“I thought we wanted to take a look at the Interstate.”
“Right.” Peter said, pointing again.  “So go across and we can get a good look in both directions from the overpass before we get on the north bound lanes.”
“Oh.” the Guardsman said.  “Yeah, sorry.  No problem.”
Peter started prepping his binoculars, which were hung from his neck once more.  As he popped the lens caps off, Whitley spoke.
“What music do you miss?”
“Disturbed.” Smith said immediately.  “And they might not have made it; I think they were based out of Chicago.  It didn’t take the outbreaks good.”
“You miss Disturbed?” Whitley asked, sounding irritated.
“Yeah.  What’s wrong with them?”
“Nothing I guess, if you’re a hyperactive dude with testosterone poisoning.”
“Hey fuck you Whit, I like what I like.  Disturbed rocked.  Why, who’s your favorite?”
“Maroon 5.”
Smith chuckled darkly.  “Yeah, they’ve gotta be fucked.  They were an LA band weren’t they?”
“Yeah.”
“You like them for the tunes or the singer.  What’s his name?”
“Can’t it be both?”
“Oh my God!” Smith blurted.  “They either sound good or look good; it’s never both.”
“Hmm, what was it you said?” she said in a patient tone.  “Oh yeah, fuck you.”
“Whatever.” Smith said with a dismissive shake of his head.  “What about you Gunny?  Who do you miss?”
“I miss a lot of bands.” Peter said as the car approached the overpass that crossed the Interstate.
“Yeah, but who?”
Peter sighed.  “Zombies didn’t take my music away, most of the bands broke up a long time before this shit started.”
“But who do you miss the most?”
“Lay off.” Whitley said, this time punctuating her comment with a shove at the back of his shoulder.
“What?  It was your question.”
“I was just making conversation; to pass the time.”
“So am I.”
“Yeah, but you could be less of an ass about it.”
“Like any of this is my fault?” Smith protested.
“Stop the car.” Peter ordered, lifting the binoculars to his eyes.  He adjusted the focus while the car rolled to a halt, then took a long, careful look northward.
“Lemme guess.” Smith said.  “Who did my dad like?”
“You’re going to be walking you keep it up.” Peter said mildly.
“Oh come on Gunny, that’s not a crack.  You’re about the same age as he was.”
“How old are you again, nineteen?”
“Twenty-five, thanks.”
“Same difference.  And I bet I’m older than your parents.” Peter snorted as he studied the landscape.  It was flat, with a pair of two-lane stretches of asphalt heading straight north.  Some scrub underbrush lined the eastern shoulder, but the western was clear; and regardless he saw nothing but more farmland.  Occasional trees here and there, but otherwise nothing but flat fields with overgrown crops and healthy weeds that were rippling in the wind.
The road itself looked to be in okay shape.  Without actually counting he figured there were probably three, maybe four dozen vehicles abandoned that he could see; but someone had been along at some point and cleared a lane in each direction.  On the northbound side this was the outside one, with the ‘fast’ lane on the inside and the eastern side of the median littered with rusting cars, trucks, vans, and the like.
It was almost saddening, he realized after a moment, that he noticed the motionless bodies last of all.  They were just becoming so ubiquitous.  If they were laying down and not trying to eat someone, they were the bottom of his list.  Only the ones that were upright and coming straight in with hunger in their eyes were something he checked for first.  Any that were dead — whether it was really dead or twice-dead — didn’t even count.
There were about as many bodies as cars, at least, that he could see from here.  Most had been moved out of the road, but there were a few spots where he saw a corpse had been mashed into the pavement like so much road kill.  His mouth tightened a little when he saw the red pasty streaks on the road where that had happened; he didn’t like it when it was an animal, and it was far, far worse when a human —  or even a zombie — body ended up like that.
“Looks clear.” Smith remarked.
“Yeah.” Peter said.  “That’s the important part.”  He lowered the binoculars.  “Okay, take it easy in case there’s anything ready to eat us sheltering behind a car.  This thing can’t take collisions too well.” he said, patting the dashboard.
“Yeah, no shit.”
“What was the best concert you ever saw Gunny?” Whitley asked as Smith took his foot off the brake and the car got rolling again.
“Zeppelin, ’73.” Peter said immediately.
“Shit, seriously?” Smith asked.
“Yeah, no contest.”
“You saw Zeppelin live?”
“Age has advantages.” Peter said, smiling slightly.
“How many times?” Smith demanded.
“Why do you care?”
“Because Zeppelin rocks man, and they broke up before I was born.  I never had the pleasure.”
“How old are you again?”
“Twenty-fucking-five.” Smith replied as he made the turn at the northbound on-ramp.
Peter did some mental math then nodded.  “Okay, yeah, they did.”
“How many times?”
“Three.”
“Oh man.”
“Me and four buddies skipped school and drove to Atlanta for the show.” Peter said, thinking back.  “That’s where Zeppelin launched the ‘73 tour, at the old stadium, the one they tore down after the Olympics.  Man, my mom was pissed, but it was a hell of a show.”
“Just your mom?”
“Dad didn’t care that I missed school — classes were almost over for the year anyway — but he was mad I didn’t come up with a better excuse so he didn’t have to hear Mom raising hell over it.”
“Zombies.” Whitley said, leaning forward and pointing through the glass.
Smith nodded.  “Got it.”
“Don’t ram them.” Peter said immediately.
“Relax, I’m not Crawford.  Or Whitley.”
“I’m going to act like her and smack you upside the head if you don’t shut up.” Whitley said.
“You girls don’t scare me.”
“Do I?” Peter asked mildly.  “Because if you wreck this vehicle just after we got it I’m going to make your life hell at least until we make it to Iowa.”
“I thought we were going to South Dakota.”
“And we’ll probably go through Iowa to get there.”
“Smith.” Whitley said warningly.
“I got it.” he muttered again.  The pair of zombies that had staggered out from between two cars on the left were now right in the cleared lane, and quite close.  Smith slowed a little, but he didn’t stand on the brakes until the last moment.  Peter’s hand was bracing against the dashboard even though he was wearing his seatbelt just as the front bumper smacked into the zombies just above the knee.  Both went down as the vehicle’s residual energy transferred into them just before it came to a complete stop.
Smith put his foot back on the accelerator, and Peter winced as the car rolled roughly over both bodies.  He didn’t look back — either over his shoulder or via the side mirror — but instead fixed a tired gaze at Smith.  The man felt Peter’s eyes and glanced over after a moment.
“What?”
“It’s all fun and games until we’re walking again.” Peter said as mildly as he could manage.
“Yeah, yesterday you were bitching that we didn’t have wheels.” Whitley put in.
“Is the car broke?  Are we still driving?”
“For now.” she muttered.
“Just take it fucking easy.” Peter said.  “This ain’t a Hummer.”
“Yeah, no shit.  What about you Whitley, what was your favorite concert?  Did Maroon 5 ever take their synthesizer on the road near you?”
“If Gunny doesn’t kick your ass, I just might.” Whitley observed from the back seat.
“Yeah yeah.  Spill, we’ve got a thousand miles to go you know.”
“Are we going to have to listen to you for all of them?”
“Come on, pick something.”
“Okay, fine.  Dave Matthews.”
“Oh my God!” Smith exclaimed.  “Please tell me you’re kidding.”
“Have you ever seen them live?”
“No, because I’m not totally gay like you.”
“Everyone likes what they like.” Peter interjected.
“And some people shouldn’t.” Smith said.
“There’s nothing wrong with Dave Matthews.” Whitley replied.
“Except they’ve been eaten by zombies.”
“How do you know?” she demanded.  “Maybe they made out okay.”
Smith shook his head.  “Of all the bands in the world, that’s the one I’d wish the most to have been eaten.”
“What’s wrong with Dave Matthews?” Peter asked idly.
“Don’t tell me you like them too?”
“They’re just a name to me, but you seem to have a strong opinion.”
“There’s music, then there’s crap, then there’s what Dave Matthews does.”
“Harsh.” Whitley said.
“Okay, so you hate Dave Matthews.” Peter said.  “Move on.”
“Tool.” Whitley said.
“Yeah, they rock too.” Smith replied.
“You don’t.”
“But—”
“Move on.” Peter said with a touch of command in his tone.  “Actually, that’s the intersection up ahead.  Shut up and peel an eye for Crawford.”
Smith scowled.  “Dave fucking Matthews.” he muttered, glancing in the rear view mirror.
“Drop it.”
On the map, the coming together of I-55 and US-61 was a proper interchange, with a lazy sort of almost-half-assed cloverleaf design of connections and ramps and loop arounds.  But in person, it was really just the four lanes of Interstate running beneath a pair of simple bridges that carried the highway and one of the ramps over I-55.  He peered through the windshield as Smith slowed, casting his gaze around for any sign of their wayward companion.
“I don’t see anything.” Whitley said after several moments.
“What if she’s not here?”
“We’ll give her a day.” Peter said, though inwardly he was both disappointed and sad.  It had been over thirty-six hours since the river; he and the two with him had managed to make a good start on recovering from the disastrous crossing.  Even alone, he would have hoped Crawford — as resilient as she was — would’ve done the same and made the rendezvous.
But at first glance, he was forced to admit it didn’t look as if she had.  The number of abandoned cars was higher here, probably a result of some of those that had been on -61 ending up crashing or being pushed off to land on or beside the Interstate below; but there was still a clear lane through.  Smith drove carefully beneath the first bridge, and Peter looked around one more time before twisting in his seat and lifting the binoculars for a good look at the highway above.
“See anything?” Whitley asked.
“Nothing that looks like her.” Peter sighed after a few more moments.
“Well, now what?” Smith wondered.
“Turn around and head back to the ramp so we can transfer up to the highway.  Let’s take a closer look.”
“Are we going to set up here, or leave a sign or something, or what?”
“I don’t know yet.” Peter admitted.  “Let’s get up there and eyeball it first.”
Smith stopped and pulled a three-point turn to reverse course.  Going south in the northbound lanes didn’t reveal anything new except two bodies that had been masked behind the bridge abutments.  Both were old corpses that couldn’t possibly be Crawford; even if she’d met her end here the body would still be fresh.
Smith made the turn and followed the ramp around on its broad curve up to the highway.  The design of the interchange put them a decent ways from the actual crossing of highway and Interstate.  Peter twisted in his seat once more to bring the binoculars into play, but before he could put them to his eyes again he noticed a flickering light, and Whitley spoke.
“Someone’s camping in that van.  I think.”
“What?” Smith asked, glancing briefly away from his driving.  The ramp was a single lane, and bordered by concrete barriers to prevent vehicles from running off and falling to the Interstate below.  He was having to curve around a few wrecked vehicles or bodies, and once a zombie that had been run over and reduced to dragging itself with the one functional limb — an arm — it had left.
Peter focused the binoculars.  On the southern side of the highway, just before the bridge crossing started, was a large step van with faded FedEx markings.  It lay on its side in the middle of a handful of passenger cars, boxed in by them.  All the vehicles were crumpled from wrecks and impacts.  There was a flickering light shining through the van’s windshield that could only be from a fire.
“Maybe it’s just on fire?” Smith said.
“Why would it be?” Whitley asked.  “When nothing else is?”
Peter lowered the binoculars.  “Let’s have a closer look.”
“Yeah.”
The ramp merged with the highway, and again Smith turned against the proper flow of ‘traffic’ and drove the wrong way on the road.  Peter noticed there were no active zombies on the roadway, not in either direction; just bodies.  It was almost impossible to tell how long a zombie had been dead-dead, but he thought it was a notable development considering the van’s sign of occupation.
“Horn or investigate?” Smith asked, slowing when they were close to the cluster of vehicles.
“You stay with the car, watch the area.  Whitley, with me and cover my ass.”
“Why do I have to sit in here alone?” Smith asked.
“Because you hate Dave Matthews.” Peter said, checking around outside the vehicle before opening his door.
“Low Gunny.”
Peter drew his M45 while Whitley emerged and readied her shotgun, then both headed for the van.  Now that they were closer, it was unmistakably a fire inside the vehicle.  He could smell burning wood, but the fire was emitting little visible smoke that he could see.  He angled around to get a direct look through the windshield, but saw nothing except empty front seats and a sliding door panel to the cargo area that was pulled closed.  There was a window in the door, but he didn’t have an angle to see much through it except the firelight.
“Guess we’re going to have to knock.” Whitley suggested.
“Carefully.” Peter agreed.  “Don’t want to startle them.  These days people are like to shoot first if they’re surprised.”
Peter climbed carefully up atop the nearest car and checked the far side for any sign of a zombie before crossing and easing himself back down to the pavement.  Whitley stayed on the crumpled vehicle, using the height to better survey the area while he stopped next to the van’s roof and used the barrel of his pistol to knock loudly on the metal.
He heard creaking inside as the vehicle’s structure and bodywork shifted around, then a female voice called out.  “Who’s there?”
“US Marine.” Peter answered.  “That you Crawford?”
More noise from within as the bodywork compressed and flexed audibly.  A moment later the inside panel slid back and he saw Crawford looking at him.
“About time, I’ve been freezing my ass off.” she said with a wry grin, her voice muffled but clear enough to make out.  “And please tell me you’ve got wheels.”
“We’ve got wheels.” Peter confirmed with a grin, feeling heartened for the first time since the river.  They’d all taken a dive, but it was four for four to the good and that wasn’t bad considering.  “Grab your shit.”
“Yeah, hang on.”
She let go of the inner door, which slid back down as gravity pulled it closed.  Peter waited, glancing around the area to ensure nothing was sneaking up on him, while he heard her moving about within the vehicle.  A minute later he heard one of the rear doors bang open, and she appeared at the back gripping two plastic shopping bags full of cans and bottles in one hand, and a pink AR-15 in the other.
“Where have you guys been?”
“Drying out, scrounging, staying alive.” Peter said.  “You okay?”
“Cold and bored.” she said.  “I was going to give it until tomorrow morning before thinking of something else.”
“What the hell are you carrying?” Whitley asked from atop the wrecked car.
“Food and water.” Crawford answered, hefting the bags.
“No, that rifle.”
Crawford scowled.  “My -16 was busted.”
“Yeah, us too.” Peter nodded.  “Barrels warped after the temperature change.”
“Whatever.  I had to take what I could find.” Crawford said unhappily.  “And all I could come up with before getting here was this.”
Peter studied the weapon she hefted.  It was unmistakably an AR-15; but it was also definitely bright pink and white.  A white cat wearing a bow was painted or printed on the stock, and the weapon’s magazine was white with pink flowers on it.  “I’ve heard about those.” he said slowly.  “Themed gun.”
“It sucks.”
“It suits you.” Whitley laughed.
“Shut up.” Crawford snapped.  “I hate it.”
“Does it shoot?” Peter asked.
“Yeah, but—”
“Then suck it up and let’s go.”
“Did you find the matching tea set?” Whitley asked.
“Whit I’m going to kick your ass.” Crawford said.
Whitley made a show of looking at her wrist, where she wasn’t wearing a watch.  “Less than a minute and the first death threat.” she observed.
“What happened to you guys?” Crawford asked, her tone making it clear she was trying to ignore Whitley.
“Long story.” Peter answered.  “Tell you about it in the car.”
Crawford climbed across the hood of the car next to where Whitley stood, then stopped to stare at the vehicle Smith was waiting in.  “A Dodge Neon?  Jeez, couldn’t you find a real car?”
Peter sighed.  “Don’t you start too.”



Chapter Fourteen - Other side
“You guys slept on the roof of a house?” Crawford asked.
“It was that or take turns on watch.” Smith said.
“I think I would’ve taken a watch to avoid spending the night on a roof.”
“Yeah, but we were wiped.”
“Still—”
Peter shrugged.  The roof had been his idea, and he wasn’t ashamed of it either.  “It worked out; it’s not like it was raining.”
“Or snowing I guess.” Crawford observed.
Everyone’s eyes cast out the windows and up at the sky, which had been growing steadily grayer and more bleak as they traveled.  US-63 had taken them into Missouri, steering them clear of bigger cities like Springfield and Columbia.  Kansas City was already on Peter’s list of places to avoid for the time being, and the condition of I-70 when they passed to the east of the metropolis, and then I-35 as they circled around well to the north of it had reinforced his decision.
The reunited foursome had seen some cluttered and blocked roadways since Atlanta, but whatever chaos had gripped Kansas City must have really been something; because even eighty and or a hundred miles out it showed signs of serious hysteria having gripped the region.
It wasn’t just abandoned cars and trucks, even semi-trucks and other commercial sized transport vehicles; it was wreck after wreck after wreck.  Abandoned collisions that started with just two vehicles and grew to dozens, one after the other having slammed into the growing tangled mess of metal and flesh.  Wrecks that extended for hundreds of yards, littering the pavement and shoulders and even trees and underbrush with pieces of engines, side panels, trailers, tires . . . bodies.
Some of the bodies were ‘just’ dead humans, but even with months of decomposition they weren’t even close to being the worst.  Zombies were scattered throughout the maelstrom of rubble.  Trapped behind the wheels of cars that were overturned and crushed into a fraction of their usual size, caught beneath trucks that had tipped over and pinned the monsters to the ground, corralled within rings of detritus that had once been vehicles; the litany of horror went on and on.  And all of them still eager to grab and eat, if anything with a pulse got close enough.
“It’s not going to snow.” Whitley said.
“How can you know that?” Smith demanded.
“It’s freaking October.  Way too early for snow.
“It’ll be November in two days.”
“Yeah, and we’re getting pretty far north.” Crawford added.
“Maybe if we were north of the border I’d be worried, but in Missouri in October?  Snow?”  Whitley made a dismissive sound and flipped her hand casually.  “Relax.”
“We’re almost to Iowa.” Smith pointed out.
“And we are north of the border.” Crawford said.
“Canadian, not Mexican.” Whitley replied.
“We’ll figure snow out if it comes up.” Peter said calmly.  “And we’re in pretty good shape even if it does start coming down.”
“This thing isn’t going to handle ice well.” Smith sighed.
“It’s not going to snow.” Whitley said again.
“Keep saying it, maybe it’ll come true.”
“You’ve been a real downer lately, you know that Smith?”
“Someone’s gotta counterbalance your fucking optimism.”
“Ha-fucking-ha.” Whitley said.  “Hey, Iowa . . . weren’t you due for an ass kicking when we got to Iowa?”
“That was if I pissed Gunny off.”
“What if I piss Gunny off and blame it on you?”
“What if you piss me off?” Crawford asked.  “Can I kick ass?”
“No.” Smith said.
“No.” Peter said at the same time.
“Too bad.” Whitley sighed.
“Why not?” Crawford demanded.
“I hand out the ass kickings, when they’re needed, so everyone just relax.” Peter said.
“You’re no fun.” Crawford said in a hurt tone.
“Tell us again how you managed to nearly drown?” Smith asked, angling his gaze in the rearview mirror to look at Crawford.
“You have a zombie nearly land on you after falling off a damned bridge and see how well you make out.” Crawford said in annoyed tone.
“Did it actually fall on you?”
“No, but if it’d missed me by any less I wouldn’t be here.”
“So it didn’t fall on you.”
“Don’t let Gunny know, but I’m so about to kick your ass.” she warned him.
“So you got rattled by not being hit by a falling zombie, nearly drowned, dragged yourself out of the river, and slept naked in a hayloft?”
Crawford leaned forward, and Peter put a hand out.  “No.” he said in a annoyed tone of his own.
“Just one smack.” Crawford said, glaring at Smith past Peter’s intervening arm.
“No.” Peter said again.  “Sit back.  Teamwork.”
“I’m a team player.” Crawford said in a voice that was suddenly bright.
“Lies.” Smith said, sounding bored.
“You’ll sleep sometime.” she said, still sounding like she was talking about sunshine and daisies.
“Not until we’re to South Dakota.” Peter warned her.
“Oh come on!” both Smith and Crawford said at the same time.
“Hey, you could’ve knocked it off.” Whitley told Smith with a chuckle.  “But no, you had to keep pushing.”
“We’re in Iowa now?” Crawford asked.
Peter eyed her one more time, lacing his gaze with warning, then checked the map.  “Just about.” he said.
“Let’s see, Iowa, then South Dakota.” she mused.  “Okay, I can wait.”
“Thanks a lot Gunny.” Smith said sourly.
“Once we’re out of travel mode I don’t care if you guys bicker a little.” Peter said with a grin.
“How long do you figure?” Whitley asked as Smith sulked behind the wheel.
Peter consulted the map again.  “Well, that gas stop we pulled off a little while ago put us in pretty good shape.”  The gas station had actually not been stripped clean, inside or underground; they’d pressed a number of soda bottles into service as temporary gas cans.  It didn’t make him terribly happy to know there were twenty-five two-liter bottles full of gas in the trunk, but they only had to hold up for the next day or so without leaking or melting or something.
The station had also yielded water — in soda form — to last them three days, and even some candy bars and other quick foods that offered cold calories without needing to be heated.  And, arguably best of all for his piece of mind, he had state road maps for Arkansas and Missouri, as well as a Midwest map that showed the major roads for a big chunk of the region from Illinois to Nebraska along the east-west axis, and Missouri to Canada along the north-south.
“Unless we have to do some serious backtracking I think we can make Ellsworth by morning; at least to South Dakota by then even allowing for some routine problems if we have any sort of luck.”
“Are any problems routine anymore?” Whitley asked.
“Maybe.” Peter shrugged.  “What matters is we’re something like five, maybe six hundred miles away, and now that we’re past Kansas City we should be in the clear as far as major urban areas go.  Cornfields and flatland might be boring to drive through, but it should be safe.”
“Twelve gallons of gas will be enough?”
“I thought it was thirteen.” Crawford said.  “Something like half a gallon per two liter, right?”
“Since when did you start doing math?”
“Keep pushing Smith.” she told him.  “South Dakota is on the horizon.”
“Empty threats.  And anyway, twelve or thirteen, this thing sucks in many ways, but a piss ant little four cylinder just doesn’t burn gas.” Smith pointed out.  “What we’ve got in the trunk is a full tank just waiting to be poured in whenever we need it.”
“It’ll be enough.” Peter said.  “If we run into any major snags, we’ll top up and look to refill our backups again before continuing.”
“I hope we don’t.” Crawford said calmly.  “The quicker we get to South Dakota, the quicker it’ll be payback time.”
“Do you, like, ever take a break?” Smith asked.
“You’ll never know.” she told him sweetly.
“You know I actually did really well in hand-to-hand in basic.”
“You know I actually hold a belt in both Karate and Judo.”
“What rank?” Whitley asked curiously.
Crawford grinned and cracked her knuckles.  “Ask Smith in five or six hundred miles.”
Peter rolled his eyes.  “Just spend the time between here and there apologizing.” he said, leaning over to Smith.  “Maybe she’ll cut you some slack.”
“I heard that.” Crawford said.
“Good.” Peter shot back.  “Fun and games is all fine, but remember where we are.”
Crawford sighed.  “You take a lot of the fun out of this.”
Peter shrugged.  “Bruises are one thing; but if either of you cripples the other I’m going to take the winner out.”
“Yeah right.” Smith said.
“Oh really?” Crawford said at the same time.
“Believe it.” Peter said firmly.  “I’m old, which means I fight to win, and I fight dirty.”



Chapter Fifteen - Patience
“Gunny.  Gunny!”
Peter started awake and grabbed for the M45 holstered at his side.  With his hand on the grip, he blinked several times and managed to focus on Crawford, who was behind the wheel once more.  “What is it?” he rasped before coughing to clear his throat.
“Problem.” she said, taking her hand off his shoulder and pointing through the windshield.
Still blinking sleep from his eyes, Peter peered forward.  “What time is it?” he asked as he tried to decipher what he was looking at.
“I don’t know, like three or something.  The time change has me screwed up.”
Peter shook his head tiredly, pointedly ignoring whether or not things like time zones were even in effect.   His eyes were picking details out of the moonlit darkness ahead of the car.  It was an intersection, a T junction where this road ended against another going perpendicularly.  Beyond the crossroad’s pavement, on the other side, was a collection of buildings — row houses or apartments he couldn’t tell which — that had clearly suffered from fire at some point.  There were holes in the roofs, and some of the walls were collapsed as well.  That wasn’t particularly notable, not these days; but the intersection itself was . . . a good bit more interesting.
It was a jammed tangle of abandoned and wrecked vehicles.  The motionless mass of metal completely blocked the roadway, the shoulders, and even a lot of the overgrown grass on all sides.  It stretched for at least dozens of yards in either direction along the intersecting street, and comprised . . . he wasn’t even sure.  Hundreds of vehicles, at least.
Even that wasn’t all that strange, again, not these days.  But first of all, a good portion of the vehicles were military or medical.  Over two-thirds that weren’t civilian were Humvees or marked ambulances, with the rest mixed between fire trucks, military five-ton trucks, and even an armored Bradley on the far side of the intersection, near the buildings.  And second, there were a lot of zombies milling about the scene.
Peter gaped at the collection of wrecks and monsters for several seconds, making sure he’d fully registered what he was looking at, then cleared his throat again.  “Okay, so what’s the problem?” he asked, keeping his annoyance at having been woken up for something this routine from his voice only with the long practice of a career senior NCO.  “Just detour; turn us around.”
“This is my third reroute.” Crawford said in a voice that was clearly forced into semi-respectful patience.  “And did you notice the activity beyond the road?”
“Zombies?”
“No, people.” she corrected, pointing again; this time leaning over like she was trying to indicate a certain star in the sky for him.  He looked along her arm and extended finger, and felt his gaze inevitably narrow some.  It was dark, hours before dawn still.  The car’s headlights were the main source of illumination, that and the moon above; but the area was mostly layered shadows and pools of inky blackness only vaguely threatened by light.
Nearer the buildings though, near the distinctive shape of the APV, he saw what could only be the bobbing motion of handheld flashlights.  Nothing but people carrying a light source produced that distinctive movement and jitter of the beams as they walked about and directed the lights around themselves.  Some figures were illuminated, fleeting shadows as the beams swung about and the backscatter off buildings caught them sometimes; definitely humanoid in size and shape.
“Oh.”
“Yeah, oh.” Crawford said dryly.
Peter fumbled for the binoculars, removing the lens caps.  “Anything sneaking up on us?”
“Not so far.” she said.
“Well, back us up, slow, and keep an eye out.  Let’s not have something jump out of the night at us.”
“We’re good.”
“Just do it.” Peter ordered as he lifted the binoculars.  “My rule about what I’ll do if you or anyone else driving gets us eaten by a zombie still stands.”
“Whatever.” she shrugged, putting the Neon’s transmission in reverse.  As she started the little sedan slowly backing up, Peter focused the binoculars and found the area near the buildings.
Even with the magnification, there wasn’t much he could make out.  His binoculars weren’t a light gathering or night vision model, so all he got was a closer view of what was still shadow shrouded darkness.  But whoever it was, they were definitely carrying flashlights and moving around the rubbled buildings.  It looked like they might be going in and out of the buildings, and he saw others standing on the Bradley shining their flashlights around in security sweeps to make sure nothing hungry was sneaking up on them.
“Well?” Crawford asked.
“It’s either people, or a whole bunch of zombies who have flashlights taped to their hands or something.” Peter said slowly.
“What people would be running around in the middle of the night, that close to a zombie horde, in armored vehicles?”
“Are they using the APV?” Peter asked absently.
“Well, aren’t they?”
“I don’t know.  It looks like it’s just parked.” he said, studying the Bradley.
“Well, even if they did drive the Bradley out here, how is it they’re still that close and not having problems with the horde?”
“That’s a good question.” he thought in surprise.  Looking through the binoculars again, he studied the wrecks and intersection more carefully.  Now that he was properly paying attention, he saw the zombies amid the abandoned and smashed vehicles seemed to be trying to press inward against the accident sites.  “The zombies are all interested in the intersection.” he said slowly.
“How did they manage that?”
“Something’s drawing their attention.”
“No, Gunny; the flashlight brigade.” Crawford said in an annoyed tone.  “How’d they distract the zombies?”
Peter swept the scene again.  “I can’t tell what the zombies are going for, but they want to get into the middle of the intersection.”
“Are there people trapped in one of the cars?”
“I can’t tell.”
“Why not?”
“Because it’s fucking dark.” he said, annoyance leaking into his own voice to match hers.
“Okay, okay, my bad.” she said after a moment.  “So, we’ve got scavengers who aren’t afraid of the dark, and a zombie horde who isn’t trying to eat them.”
“Yeah, we should check it out.”
“How?”
Peter frowned.  The Dodge was definitely not an off-road vehicle; he wouldn’t even really want to trust it very far on gravel, much less full on grass and dirt.  And the pavement ahead was well and truly blocked off; there might have been a partial path through on the right, but it would involve negotiating part of the curb and dealing with a couple dozen zombies who were directly along that path.  And he knew that whatever was distracting the zombies, it was far too much to ask that they’d ignore a car full of four juicy humans motoring unevenly along that close.
“What’s wrong?” Smith asked abruptly.
“We’re trying to figure that out.” Peter said.
“Yeah, go back to sleep.” Crawford added.  “Unless you want to get started on your ass kicking.”
“Are we there yet?” Smith replied.
“Pretty sure.”
“Yeah right.”
“You’ll be sure too after I thump you upside the head a few times.”
“Concussions are off the table.” Peter said warningly.  “I told you, bruises are fun and games but real damage will piss me off.”
“Would I do that?”
“Yes.” Peter said.
“Try it.” Smith said at the same time.
“Fun it is.” Crawford chuckled.
“What the hell is that?” Smith said, leaning forward between the front seats, pointing through the windshield.
“We call those zombies, short for flesh eating undead monster.” Crawford said, swatting at him.
Smith’s left hand smacked outward in her direction, blocking her swipe at him.  “No fucktard, that.”  He pointed with his right.
Peter returned his attention fully forward, and saw a set of lights moving in midair.  Red and green, two of each arranged in a four point pattern; plus a fifth one that blinked steady yellow and white between and below the other four.  They were moving straight for the Dodge, at least twenty or thirty feet up in the air.
“Uh . . .” Crawford said.
“Is that a missile or something?” Smith asked.
“Whitley, wake up.” Peter said loudly, resisting the urge to draw his pistol.  “It’s not a missile.”
“It’s coming right for us.” Crawford said.
“Too slow.  Stop the car.”
“Huh?” Whitley said in a sleep-thick voice.  “Whazzit?”
“Incoming UFO.” Crawford laughed as she braked.  “Perfect.”
“What?”
“It’s not a UFO either.” Peter said, glancing around his side of the car as he started rolling down his window.
“There’s only so many things it can be.” Smith said, clicking the safety off his shotgun.
“Wait, what’s that sound?” Whitley demanded.
“What sound?” Crawford asked.
“Shut the fuck up and listen.” Peter said, straining his ears.  His hearing had taken a beating over the years, from engines and loud music and gunfire and combat, and the Neon’s own engine noise wasn’t helping at all either, but he thought he could make out a sort of humming sound.
“Is that a drone?” Whitley said, cranking the handle to lower her own window.
“A drone?” Smith demanded.  “How could it be a drone?”
“Oh sure, like that’s going to be the strangest fucking thing we’ve run into since zombies showed up.”
Peter looked around the car again, then opened his door and got out.  Now he did draw his pistol, and his flashlight as well.  Crossing his wrists to align light with weapon, he panned around quickly to sweep the area immediately to the right of the vehicle to make sure he wasn’t missing something hungry lurking nearby.  Nothing was nearby, but he made himself take a second pass with the light along ground level to check for crawlers.
Reasonably reassured he had a bit of breathing room, he swiveled forward and pointed his light at the approaching noise.  The little tactical light wasn’t all that great for anything at a distance, but the flying object was getting closer and dropping both speed and altitude.  It was catching and reflecting a good amount of what light the flashlight was putting on it, courtesy of the thing’s white color.
“It’s a drone.” Smith said from inside the car.”
Peter had never really been into things that flew, big or small.  Nor had he ever had much of any interest in radio beyond walkie talkies and standard Corps communications equipment.  But he’d heard about the building fad of civilian flying toys, and this seemed to fit that bill.
It was four big circles, arranged in a two by two pattern horizontal with the ground.  Red lights shone on the left side, green on the right; and the blinking center light was on the bottom of a rectangular fuselage suspended between and beneath the four circles.  Spinning blades buzzed within each of the circles, which Peter supposed were probably safety housings for the whirring propellers.
The whole thing was maybe three or four feet wide.  And it was clearly under control, he saw as it stopped perhaps ten feet away, well up out of reach even if someone got on the Dodge’s roof and jumped for it.  And, it had a camera mount, he realized, as he saw what could only be a camera dome of clear plastic on the front of the little fuselage.  A little red light, barely visible, was moving around inside the dome.
“Do we have a problem?” Crawford asked loudly.
“It’s not doing anything.” Whitley pointed out.
“It’s looking at us.” Peter said, reminding himself to check his perimeter again.  “Smith, keep an eye out so nothing else sneaks up on us.” he ordered as he swung around to look beside and behind himself.
“Got it.”
“It’s coming closer.” Crawford said.
Peter looked forward again and saw the drone was indeed sliding toward the car, and dropping in altitude.  He kept his light on it, wary despite the lack of anything he registered as a true threat.  The fuselage could possibly contain a bomb or something, but he was betting it was probably packed full of batteries and electronics.  There were some folding struts of some kind along the bottom in various places, but they looked like retractable landing legs to him.
He realized he might be wrong when the drone got to head height a few feet in front of the Dodge.  The car’s headlights were now illuminating it clearly, revealing it fully for inspection.  The dome inside had an electronics module with a lens on it that he knew could only be a camera of some sort; and it was mounted on a two direction swivel that permitted it to orient itself along any angle that wasn’t blocked by the drone itself.
And while some of the struts were definitely long enough, and arranged correctly to be landing gear; some others along the bottom of the fuselage were in fact little grabbing arms.  As he watched, he saw two of them unfold away from the drone body and point straight down.  They had something fluttering from the mechanical fingers at their ends, something white that fell to the ground when the fingers opened.
The drone hovered in place for several seconds as the things that had been dropped swirled down in the wash of the quad-rotors.  Then it lifted abruptly and swiveled around to face the way it had come before heading in that direction.  Peter blinked at how fast it was going as it retreated; it clearly had been holding back on the approach; but now it was clipping along faster than a person on foot could have matched.
“Gunny?” Crawford called.
Peter shook himself.  “Smith, how we doing?”
“Clear.”
Nodding, Peter eased forward past the front of the Dodge.  He looked around carefully, then knelt and picked up the first item.  It was a piece of paper, folded into fourths and held closed with a paperclip.  He duck walked sideways with a suppressed groan as his knees protested the effort and picked up the other item, which was identical to the first.
Standing straight once more, he looked around, then unfolded the papers and examined them in the headlights.  One was a black and white printout of a road map.  He examined it for a moment and managed to orient himself when he saw I-229, I-90, and I-29 labeled, along with shaded areas between -29 and -229 that had to be Sioux Falls.  If he was standing somewhere on this map, then Crawford had made better time than he’d expected when he dozed off.
South of the city was a big circled X, centered on an intersection east of I-29.  An arrow had been drawn in, pointing at the X.  And the shaded area around Sioux Falls had several hand drawn trefoil symbols, with little stick figures next to each, that he was pretty sure of someone’s — someone with an odd sense of humor — idea of a ‘warning - zombies’ graphic.  The stick figure drawings had outstretched hands, and other figures in front of them in running poses.
The other paper was a handwritten note.  The writing was sloppy, but he’d read worse, and whoever had written it had taken care to write big to counteract the messy lettering.
“Friendly survivors seek like-minded others.  Meet at the X if you are.  ps - Sioux Falls overrun, steer clear!”
Peter straightened and glanced around, then looked toward the intersection and the clearly human activity beyond it.  The drone’s lights were nearly back to the group with the flashlights.  He watched as the drone dipped down, to head height before the lights winked out.  Then it was all just shadows and bobbing beams of flashlights once more; no real details that he could make out.
Turning, he walked back to the front passenger door of the Dodge and got in.
“What’d it drop?” Whitley asked.
“Note, and a map.” Peter said, displaying both.  “Crawford, where are we?”
“On that, or on ours?” she asked, reaching for the folded roadmap Peter had left on the dashboard before he went to sleep.
“Yes.” he answered.
“Funny guy.” Crawford grumped, unfolding the roadmap.  “Okay, I didn’t want to get near the city based on your rule about avoiding urban areas, so I got off -29 about here.” she said, tapping her finger on a crossroad just south of where I-29 began entering the outskirts of Sioux Falls.
“Unless I got more turned around than I think, we should be on this road.” she continued, moving her finger as Peter craned his head to see what she was pointing at.  “My plan was to just get north as directly as I could before making -90 and cutting west toward Ellsworth.”
“Where along there?” Peter asked, marking the position of the north-south road she was indicating.
“Shit, I don’t know.” she said.
“Real great navigating.” Smith said.
“Look, it’s not like it’s really possible to get lost.” Crawford snapped.  “All the roads that head north eventually run into -90, and that’s what I was aiming for.”
“Shut it.” Peter ordered absently as he transferred his attention to the map the drone had delivered.  If he was reading it correctly, and if Crawford was more or less correct about where she thought they were, then the X on the drone’s map was maybe five or so miles southeast.
“Okay, give me that.” he said abruptly, reaching for the road map.
“What are we doing?” Whitley asked.
“Turn around.” he ordered Crawford.  Glancing at Whitley, he shrugged.  “They want to meet us, let’s go meet them.”
“Sounds fun.” Crawford said with a laugh as she started backing and filling in a multi-point turn to get the car’s direction reversed without driving off the pavement.
* * * * *
“I’m cold.”
“Bitch some more, the hot air will warm you up.”
Peter looked over his shoulder in time to see Crawford twisting around on the roof of the car.  She was trading glares with Smith, who had elected to walk a circle around the car rather than sit while they waited.  “We can rotate through the car, use the heater.” the Marine said mildly.
“They’re taking too long.”
“So puss out.” Smith told her.  “Waste some gas because you’re a wimp.”
Crawford flexed the fingers of her right hand several times.  “You know, we are in South Dakota now.  I know one way to warm both of us up.”
“Congratulations Smith.” Whitley said in an amused voice.  “Crawford has decided to make you her new boyfriend.”
“What?” Smith said.
“Fuck you.” Crawford said to Whitley.
“Knock it off.” Peter put in, resisting the urge to laugh with difficulty.  Crawford wasn’t happy if she wasn’t bitching, and he was pretty sure she bitched the most when she was concerned about something.  She might be somewhat as cranky as she came off, but he also figured at least part of her discontent was because of how she felt about threats and danger to the group as a whole.
“You’re next on the list Whit.” Crawford said to the other woman.
“Didn’t know you swung both ways.” Whitley shot back.  “But I’m not a cheap date like Smith, you’ll have to at least buy me dinner and bring flowers first.”
“You’re losing it girl.” Crawford said with a scowl.
“Knock it off.” Peter said again.  “Anyone who’s cold can take ten in the car to warm up.”
“They’re taking too long.” Crawford said again.
“It’s only been an hour.”
“How long are we planning to sit around out here in the dark?”
“A while longer.” Peter decided.
“The zombie problem isn’t that bad here.” Smith said, hefting the bundle of tool handles he was using as a hand weapon.  Peter was still concerned about the ammunition situation, and where possible wanted to conserve rounds.  Crawford thought it was silly, since she still had the pink AR-15 and could draw on the rounds all four had been carrying; but she also wasn’t armed with anything else except a pistol and knife.  The others still had the tools and weapons they’d picked up in Arkansas.
“Take a break in the car if you need to warm up.” Peter said.  “Otherwise we’ll keep waiting.”
“Great.” Crawford said, finally subsiding.  She lit another cigarette and started puffing.
Peter returned his full attention to the quiet crossroads they were parked right in the middle of.  A pair of two lane roads came together in a perfect north-south and east-west intersection on a landscape that was almost equally perfectly flat.  Some overgrown crops were on all four corners of the pavement, weeds and whatever was left of the actual useful plants swaying lightly in the breeze.
It was cold; the temperature had to be no better than the low forties.  Peter had endured worse, but he’d been younger then; and a little better dressed.  If it wouldn’t set Crawford off again, he would have pulled on one of his other pairs of socks to help his feet; but he didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of seeing him agree with her.  He would take turn in the car with the engine and heater running if he got too chilled, but for now he could hold on.
Smith was right though; the area didn’t seem too overrun by zombies.  He wasn’t entirely sure what to make of that.  According to the map they were only a couple of miles south of the Sioux Falls outskirts, and maybe a mile and a half west of a small little disconnected suburb town.  Population figures weren’t marked on either map, but from the look of it he’d guess the suburb had been home to maybe a few thousand folks.
If he’d been asked prior to getting here, he would have opined the area might easily be prime turf for zombie hordes.  He’d been prepared to see just that, and have to come up with some other plan for investigating the drone scavengers.  But the area was quiet.  Only a small handful of zombies had stumbled out of the darkness while they’d been waiting, all isolated singles that were easily dealt with.
“Headlights.” Whitley said abruptly.
Peter turned again, then twisted around in the other direction, and slid off the car’s hood.  A vehicle was definitely approaching from the west, coming straight down the road.  He frowned as the pattern of lights registered; they were far too high, and numerous, to be a regular car or truck.  Briefly he considered whether it might be something flying at low altitude, but he dismissed that notion after a few moments.  Whatever it was, it looked like a ground vehicle to him.
“What the fuck is that?” Crawford asked.
“Yeah, seriously.” Smith said.
Peter lifted the binoculars and focused them, trying to look past the lights.  It was difficult, but he could just make out the shape of a very large truck of some sort.  And ‘large’ was an understatement; it was at least three or four times taller than a standard pickup, and over twice as wide.  In fact, it took up most of the two lane road as it drove along the pavement.
“I think it’s a construction dump truck.” Peter said slowly as the vehicle continued driving toward them.  He could hear the engine now, a heavy and powerful rumbling diesel that was steady and calm.  Only a big engine turned out that much power at such a low rpm, which reinforced his guess at what it was.  Plus there was the tire noise, a distinctive humming of revolving rubber that was like a dozen cars driving in unison.
“What’s the plan?” Whitley asked.
“Stay alert, don’t let shit sneak up on us, don’t assume anything, don’t start nothing.” Peter answered.
“And let you do the talking.” Crawford sighed.  “I know, I know.”
“Right.” Whitley and Smith said in unison.
“Hey fuck you both.”
“At the same time?” Whitley demanded.  “Jeez, porn star much?”
“Whit, listen honey,” Crawford retorted in a tight voice, “when you’re cleaning out your ears, and there’s resistance, stop.  Okay?”
“Shut the fuck up.” Peter ordered.  “Watch the perimeter and shut up.  Everyone.”  He shot glares at all three of them in turn, taking care to not linger overly on any of them.  “Pay attention.”
The crosstalk subsided, thankfully.  Peter watched the truck coming closer.  It wasn’t going very fast, but that just drew the waiting out further.  As he stood considering the vehicle’s approach, he abruptly realized the Dodge was parked almost dead center in the intersection.  That might be bad . . . he had no desire to be walking again if the oncoming super truck hit the car, purposefully or not.
“Whitley.” he said as he decided.
“Yeah?”
“Hop in the car, move it over there.” he said, pointing at the south side of the intersection.  “And keep it running.  Don’t get hit or run over if you can manage it.”
“On it.”
He stepped away from the car and listened as she got in and started the engine.  By the time she’d driven out of the crossroads, the approaching truck was near enough for him to really be able to pick some details out; darkness or not.
It was enormous.  As in, really, really, really huge.  The MARTA bus they’d been using back in Georgia would’ve been a toy next to it.  It was some sort of specialty construction vehicle, he realized; the size alone would’ve given that away even if it weren’t the customary yellow of American work site vehicles.  It was so tall there was a staircase on the front, mounted right in front of a radiator that was the size of a house’s garage door.  There was a railed walkway in front of the wall of a windshield, all of it roofed over by the protruding front lip of the dump bed that extended forward.
There were people on that walkway, and more on that forward bed lip as well.  Some of them clearly had long guns in their hands or slung behind their shoulders, and most had flashlights that were clicking on as the truck got closer.  Some of them were moving around, were pointing the lights in his direction, but as far as he could tell that was the extent of the pointing.  No weapons seemed directed at him just yet.
As the truck got closer still, Peter blinked again as some more of the details registered.  He had only a passing, academically professional knowledge of such vehicles; but as he studied the behemoth he was momentarily puzzled when he realized he couldn’t see the front tires.  That was odd; they should’ve been in the range of a dozen or more feet high, and at least a third of that wide.  Then he realized something had been mounted to the front of the truck to shield and cover them.
What it was he couldn’t quite say just yet, but the covers extended nearly all the way down to the ground.  A gap of a foot or two had been left as ground clearance, but otherwise the tires were fully protected.
Peter was still working on that one in his head — what, why, would such a monstrous vehicle need extra protection like that — when the truck’s engine changed pitch and he heard the groan of brakes.  Tires like that were built beyond tough; they had to be in order to support the weight of a working machine in the rough terrain it visited.  They would cost more, each, than a luxury civilian car.  Even some — smaller caliber — bullets wouldn’t bother the tires very much.
The truck came to a halt about twenty feet short of the intersection, and squatted there with its engine idling sullenly.  It really did take up the entire road, no joke.  Any other traffic would have to make way or get hit if it tried to share the road with the truck; because there was no chance of anything except maybe a motorcycle squeezing past without kissing metal or shoulder.
Peter had his hand up in front of his eyes, shielding them against the light as best he could.  The truck’s headlights filled the space ahead of it with plenty of illumination, both wide and high beams mixed in among the mounts.  This close the flashlights were redundant, but he still saw some of them bobbing around on the front walkway, and then descending the stairwell.
“You guys lost?” a female voice called out.
“Lost?” Peter said, pitching his voice loudly so it would carry over the diesel’s background grumble.  “No.  Why, do we look lost?”
“Where are you from?”
“Georgia.”
“Georgia?” he heard several voices exclaim.
“Shhhh.” the woman said.  Five people were on the road in front of the truck now, silhouettes against the truck’s headlights that gave him nothing but outlines to go on.  Actually seeing who he was talking to was right out.
“Uh, is it possible to kill some of those lights?” he called.  “Or maybe you could come over here and we could turn sideways to the truck and talk properly?”
“You’re from Georgia?”
“Yeah, Georgia.” Peter repeated.
“What the hell are you doing all the way up here?”
“We’re on the way to Ellsworth Air Force Base.”
“Damnit, I knew it.” a man’s voice said.
“Shut up.” the woman said.  Peter, still squinting around his fingers and hand, saw one of the people walking forward.  He stepped to the side as the person moved around on his right, taking his suggestion to put them face to face with the truck on one side so he could see who he was talking to without the headlights blinding him.
She was a sallow-faced woman sporting a lot of acne, nearly as tall as he was, and thin to the point of making him want to wince.  It didn’t look like she was even substantial enough to bear up under the weight of her winter coat and boots, but not only was she bundled up in well-worn cold weather gear, she also had a hunting rifle slung behind her left shoulder and the bulky shape of what just had to be a pistol on her right side beneath the coat’s skirt.
“You’re soldiers?”
“They are.” Peter said, gesturing at his companions.  “I’m a Marine.”
“And he’ll never let you forget it.” Crawford said.
“Shut up.” Peter and Smith said at the same time.
“Lot of that going around.” Crawford grumped.
Peter didn’t look away from the woman from the truck.  “I’m Peter Gibson, USMC and recently attached to the Georgia National Guard.”
“Let me guess.” the woman interrupted.  “You received Ellsworth’s transmissions and decided to take a road trip?”
“More or less, yeah.”
“Great.” she sighed, following it up with a mutter that was just barely below an audible level that he could make out.  He wasn’t sure, but it was something about jamming, maybe.
Peter hid his frown, but his eyebrows drew together some.  “What’s the problem?”
“How do we know they’re telling the truth?” a man still silhouetted by the truck’s headlights demanded.
“Whatever you’re trying to accuse us of,” Peter said loudly and calmly — very calmly — as he turned his head back toward those blinding headlights, “I promise you we just got here.  We’ve only been in the area for a few hours, and we haven’t bothered anyone.  Nor do we plan to.”
“You drove up here in a Dodge Neon?” a different invisible voice asked.
“No, we left Atlanta in a nice pickup with plenty of supplies, and had some trouble crossing the Mississippi near Memphis.  One thing led to another, we took a swim, and after some scrounging ended up with that car and not much else.”
“Wait, you’ve been to Memphis?” a third voice interjected.  Peter squinted, but before he could try and make anything out another woman pushed forward out of the light and stood close enough to almost touch him.  “Is there anyone left?”
Peter shook his head.  “No, the whole city’s overrun and deserted as near as we could tell.  We got trapped on one of the bridges with zombie hordes on both sides of us, that’s how we lost our truck.”
The first woman put her hand on the newcomer’s shoulder, as the second’s face tightened in an expression that was all too familiar these days.  One that showed pain and loss leaking out behind an automatic attempt to, well not conceal it, but rather to try and put a brave foot forward.  She shrugged off the comforting hand and turned away, disappearing back into the blinding lights.
“You know anything about what’s going on around here?” the thin woman asked.
“Look, can we get to some introductions.” Peter said, still keeping his voice calm and reasonable.  “Just to be civilized and all?  Like I said, I’m Gibson.  This is Crawford, Smith, and in the car there is Whitley.”
“Just the four of you?”
“Yeah.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, really.”
“You came all this way with only four folks?”
“We were kind of bored with Georgia.” Crawford said.
Peter winced internally, and glanced at her long enough to flash annoyance.  “We were part of a large group, a FEMA refugee camp north of metro Atlanta.  Its situation is stable unless something literally blows up or ten thousand zombies wander by at the same time, and we managed to get into limited contact with Ellsworth.  The four of us decided we’d rather head up here and try to work on the overall problem rather than just sit the whole thing out.”
“So you want to throw in with Ellsworth?” demanded the loud male voice.
“Max, can it.” the woman snapped.
“We go letting their reinforcements just waltz on by, and soon we’re gonna have a real problem.”
“Like we don’t already?” someone else hidden by the lights said wryly.
“Everyone let me talk!”
Peter blinked at the woman in front of him as she got her head only partially turned back toward the truck before she yelled.  He was still blinking from the volume she’d generated when she turned back to him.
“Ah, Gibson was it?”
“Gibson, or Gunny.”
“Great, not just a Marine, a true blue one.” the aggressive man muttered more than loudly enough for Peter to hear.
“I’m Breanna Keane.” the thin woman told Peter.  “You willing to detour long enough to go back to town with us?”
“Which town?” Peter asked.  “Your note said Sioux Falls is a no-go area.”
She pointed, southward and a little east.  “Canton.  About twenty miles over that way.”
“We could use a place to warm up.”
“We all do.  Just follow us.  We’ll sit down and have a talk, and give you guys a warm bed and some hot food.  How about that?”
Peter considered for a moment, then nodded.  “Okay.”



Chapter Sixteen - Tell me why
“Place looks pretty empty if you ask me.” Crawford said as they trailed the enormous dump truck east along a four lane road.
“For once you’re right.” Smith said.
“We’re still in South Dakota, and about to stop for a rest.” she said in a less idle tone.
“Whatever.” Smith shrugged.  “No bodies.  Not a lot of damage, roads are cleared.”
Peter nodded, ignoring the byplay.  He’d tried, repeatedly, and was on the verge of giving up.  He meant what he’d said if either Smith or Crawford inflicted lasting damage on each other, but if they wanted to scuffle a bit . . . he wasn’t in the mood right now to intervene.
They were correct though; the town — the sign had said Canton, population 3,117 — was in much better shape than just about anywhere he’d seen since the outbreaks.  Some buildings did show signs of damage, residual fire blackening and broken or collapsed walls or roofs; but by and large there wasn’t much of it.  There was no widespread devastation as was normally the case.
He was still pondering that when the truck, a Caterpillar nine seventy something from what he’d caught of the brand plate on its side, slowed and made a careful turn south.  The road it selected had plenty of open space on its west side where the buildings on the properties there were set well back from the pavement, which was needed as the enormous construction vehicle cut the corner, running over the curb, by several car widths.
Whitley followed without leaving the pavement, maintaining the same separation she’d observed since they started driving.  The road was a standard two lane layout that was only just wide enough for the truck as it rolled south several blocks before cutting another corner and turning back east.  The second turn was clearly one it had made before; the yard there was even more torn up with multiple giant sized tire tracks than the first turn.
“Hmm, they’ve got power.” Peter observed, seeing a glow of urban brightness that had been lost since zombies had pulled civilization apart one bite at a time.  The area several blocks ahead of the truck was unmistakably lit, not just reflecting the construction vehicle’s expansive headlight suite.
“Is that good or bad?” Whitley asked.
“I don’t know.” Peter said thoughtfully.
“It’s different.” Crawford said.
“It is different.” he agreed.
The truck was slowing down again.  They had been passing through residential blocks, but abruptly they entered a section where all the houses north and south of them had been cleared to ground.  Not just leveled, but the debris had been removed as well.  The missing structures gave Peter sightlines to either side that weren’t blocked by the Caterpillar, and he saw a ten foot high white wall that looked new had been erected at the far side of the torn down blocks.  No, it wasn’t quite a wall; more like some sort of berm or raised ridge.
“Whoever they are, they’re serious.” Smith said.
“Yeah, I think that’s concrete.” Whitley nodded.
“And check out that fucking moat.” Crawford said.
Peter nodded as well.  It did look like concrete, and poured fairly recently too.  It was broad enough to have room atop for people to patrol without falling off, and he saw at least three people doing exactly that in various places.  The light he saw was coming from standard streetlights behind the wall, all of them glowing as if everything in the world was normal.
The ‘moat’ dug in front of the wall was a little more like what most fortified towns and camps he’d seen had since the survivors of the apocalypse had started dealing with their new realities; though this one was also more substantial than Peter was used to.  Most of the dry ditches people were creating were six or seven feet deep, and often about half that wide; just enough to catch zombies that stumbled up to the position and keep them off the wall or fence or whatever was in use.
Here, a broad channel at least ten feet — more like fifteen if he judged it correctly —wide had been scooped out of the soil.  He couldn’t see the depth from where he was, but it didn’t look like it had been dug with any less enthusiasm for depth than it had width.  It would not only swallow any zombie horde of any size Peter could possibly imagine, it was enough to stop even tanks cold.
One of the wall walkers waved, and the Caterpillar’s horn tooted twice.  As the train-like sound echoed off the wall, the person who’d waved turned and shouted something.  The truck came to halt in the road, and Peter gave up trying to crane his head to see around the vehicle.  The truck had enough ground clearance to see beneath, except the armor he’d observed on the front tires had been carried all the way around; sides and back as well as front.  Zombies were only getting beneath that dump truck if they’d been squished and shredded into pieces small enough to fit.
And he had absolutely no doubt the truck would do exactly that to any zombie horde it decided to roll through.  The dump bed was as enormous as the rest of the vehicle, and dirt wasn’t typically light.  Its engine and transmission would be more than up to the task of plowing through hundreds of bodies without straining.  The tires were big enough to act as steamrollers, not tires, with regard to any human sized obstacle they encountered.
Finally the truck started moving again, and Whitley took her foot off the brake to follow.  The truck drove through a gap in the wall wide enough to admit it, a purpose constructed entry point.  When it was clear, Peter was able to see the moat had been interrupted to leave a land bridge that passed through the wall.  And as they drove through, he saw the ‘gate’ was apparently a pair of bulldozers that were chained to a metal plate of an impressive size.
The plate wasn’t one piece — it was crisscrossed with a pattern of welds showing countless smaller sections had been liberated or found somewhere and joined together — but it formed a barricade section just as tall as the wall itself.  And, he saw looking in his mirror as the bulldozers started up once the Dodge was clear, sealed it off quite securely.  Some sort of pulley system had been put into place on either side of the gate, using chains attached to the ‘top’ ends of the plate to bring it back upright and thus close off the gap in the wall.
“Whoever these people are, they’re not screwing around much are they?” Whitley opinioned.
Peter nodded slowly.  “Best setup we’ve seen yet.”
“Does that mean we like them?” Crawford said.
“That’s what we’re going to find out.”
The area beyond the wall initially looked more or less like a standard American suburb, but with some modifications that began to become apparent as they drove along the road and got a closer look.
Most of the houses had newly constructed additions that added additional levels beyond the first or even second, and also that expanded their floor plans considerably further than they could have possibly been originally built for.  Canton was small town America, and here as just about everywhere else in the nation that meant single structures — possibly with the occasional garden shed or detached garage — with a decent amount of yard surrounding it.
Peter was no housing expert, but he knew there was no way an entire suburb had been built in a town of a few thousand people where each house consumed all but a handful of square feet on its lot.  Narrow alleys had been left between the expansions, and the sidewalks had been left untouched as well; but otherwise the yards had been taken over with walls and roofs.  Each ‘house’ had its livable and under-cover area at least quadrupled on the first floor alone; and, again, most had at least one additional story added beyond that.
Whitley followed the Caterpillar through two blocks that were converted like that before the massive truck reached a cleared area surrounded by a standard chain link fence.  It was just grass, but only barely; the vegetation had been shredded and pounded by tires driving over it.  There were a number of vehicles parked neatly on what was left of the grass now, ranging from pickups and modestly converted work-trucks to tractor-trailers to full on construction equipment.  Peter saw a backhoe, two more bulldozers, a roller paver, three smaller dump trucks, a crane, and a mobile drilling rig with oil company markings on its dirty flanks.
The wall, the concrete berm, ran south along the western edge of the grass and dirt parking lot before turning due east.  A broad lane, half again as big as the Caterpillar truck needed, had been left on the western edge; with another space at the southern end of the area big enough for the truck to pull into and turn in a tight, slow circle to leave itself positioned to drive out again.  And everything was fully covered by street lights that had been placed around the periphery of the ad-hoc parking lot.
“I have no idea where the hell they want us to park.” Whitley said.
“Does it matter?” Crawford asked.
“It might.” Whitley pointed out.
“We’ll just wait until someone offers an opinion.” Peter shrugged as the Caterpillar stopped and started shutting down.  Even as big as the thing was, seeing it in the light was still impressive.  As was watching how many people were disgorging from the mammoth vehicle.  Over a dozen descended from the front walkway and cab, and more were appearing at the rear where they’d apparently been riding in the dump bed.
“Why’d they bother with the flaps or whatever on the bed when there’s no way a zombie could reach anyone or anything back there?” Crawford asked.  The rear of the dump bed was closed off with a sort of wall that had been added to seal it.
“Safety?” Peter suggested.
“Showing off their metalworking skills?” Smith put in.
All told, upwards of forty people were piling out of the supersized vehicle.  Peter saw boxes and bags being handed down from the bed, along with several of the flying drones.  One of the drones was quite large, which made him blink; he didn’t know an RC helicopter or whatever it was called could be big enough to take two or three people to carry around.  At least, not a civilian one.
As the unloading proceeded, some people were breaking off from the activity around the truck.  Most were heading for nearby standard sized pickups, but a trio made straight for the idling Dodge.  Peter lowered his window and stuck his head out.  “We don’t want the car in the way; where should we park?” he called out.
Two of the people pointed, indicating an area near the road at the front of the lot.  Whitley nodded and drove over, then reversed and backed carefully into a spot between a battered Chevy and a platform tow truck.  Shutting the car down, she held up the keys toward Peter, cocking her head questioningly.
“Keep’em.” Peter said, opening his door after taking a quick glance around.  The area seemed secure, but he hadn’t gotten as old and tired as he was by assuming anything when zombies were roaming the planet chowing down.  He straightened his back out slowly, then hesitated briefly as he found himself reaching for the 30-06.
“We’re not making any assumptions, right?” Crawford asked from the other side of the car.
Peter considered a moment longer, then shrugged mentally and closed his hand around the rifle.  “No, we go armed.”
“They might not like it.” Whitley pointed out.
“Too bad, so sad.” Smith said, checking his shotgun over.  “New times, new rules.”
“Damn straight.”  Crawford agreed.
Peter glanced at her as she slung the pink AR-15 behind her shoulder, then grinned.  “Sure you can be tough toting that thing around?”
“Gunny, you know I’m not nearly as nice as I seem.  Maybe this will confuse people.”
Smith muttered something, but he just shook his head, even when Crawford fixed him with a sharp look.
“Okay, sorry.  Let’s keep a lid on the chatter until we know what’s going on.” he said quickly, fixing Crawford with a look that mixed apology with warning.
“Here they come.” Whitley said sotto voiced.
Peter turned just in time to see the same trio approaching; the same woman as before — Brenna — plus two men.  He slung the Remington and adjusted it, then faced them squarely.  “Okay, now what?”
“Let’s get inside and warm up.   You guys hungry?” Brenna said.
“We’ve got some food—” Peter started, but she shook her head.
“No, it’s on us.  This way.”
Peter turned and followed as she led the way north, along the road away from the parking lot.  His people fell into step behind him, and the other local men brought up the rear.  About half a block up a fenced industrial lot started on the right, but he couldn’t make out what it was for.  A block away from the parking area, Brenna turned left and reached for the door of a house that had as heavily expanded as the others inside the defensive wall.
She went to the door and opened it without knocking.  Peter went in at her gesture, and felt warmth in addition to the light.  Not a lot of warmth, but enough to knock most of the chill out of the air and render the interior as ‘jacket or long sleeves suggested’ instead of ‘bundle-up’ territory.
“How is it you still have power?” Whitley asked as they filtered through the doorway.  Peter was looking around as she spoke.  They were in a hallway that seemed to lead straight into the original house portion.  Up ahead he could see a weathered door that had been the house’s front door prior to the modifications.
“It’s sort of a complicated answer.”
“I’m an electrician.” Whitley said.  “I can probably keep up.”
“Oh, really?” Brenna said, sounding eager.  “We could definitely use you then if you’re willing to help us.”
“Do you have a power plant on site somewhere that you’re still operating?”
“Not really.  Let’s sit down and I’ll explain.  About more than just the power.”
The townswoman preceded them down the newly built hallway and opened the second door.  Peter heard music playing, something rock based that he didn’t recognize.  And also a pair of men in the middle of an argument.
“You cheap bastard.”
“Lamentations, sweet, sweet lamentations.”
“That’s bullshit.”
“Those are the rules.”
“You wrote those rules.”
“It’s not my fault you suck.”
“That is a totally unrealistic result.”
“You had three guys there.  The horde survived all their fire and got into base-to-base contact.”
“You’re using your loaded dice again aren’t you, you cheating asshole.”
“No, want to reroll?  Here, I’ll reroll.”
Peter heard dice rattling across a table.  The first voice cursed, and the second laughed.
“See,” the second guy said, “eleven zombies in melee with three humans, two-thirds chance to successfully grapple; and five-sixths chance to successfully bite unless resisted or blocked.”
“You know damn well that they can’t block seven zombies all biting at the same time.”
“You could’ve moved, but you choose to stand and shoot last round.”
“This game is bullshit.”
“Odds are odds.  This is the way things are asshat; look outside the wall once in a while.”
The house, the original structure, had a short entry hallway that ran straight ahead into what looked like a dining room of some kind, with two open doorways on either side of the corridor before that.  Taking a few steps up, Peter looked to the right — in the direction of the sounds — and saw two guys sitting on the floor in front of a table strewn with little painted figures, dice, tape measures, and several sheaves of paper printouts.
“Hey retards, we’ve got company.” Brenna said, easing past Peter and positioning herself on the far edge of the room’s doorway.
The guys turned their heads, and both blinked in unison when they saw Peter standing there.  One scrambled up almost immediately and nearly tripped over his own feet.  The other just pushed his glasses up higher on his nose and frowned.
“Are we being taken over.”
“No.” she answered.
“Jeez B, don’t do shit like that.”
“This is a dorm now, not a house.  What are you two doing up anyway?”
“We’re off today.” the one who’d nearly fallen said, having managed to stabilize himself in the space between the coffee table and television.  “We can do what we want.”
“Well good, then come into the other room and sit down to talk with these peeps with me.”
“Why?”
“Who are they?”
“Just shut up and come join the adults for a change.” one of the town men said as he shut the hallway door.
The gamers traded looks, and one muttered something under his breath, but the other lifted a remote and pressed a button.  The music cut out, and they both stepped toward the hallway.  Brenna went into the dining room, where Peter saw the table was setup like it was ready to host a holiday dinner.  Leaves had been inserted into it, stretching the length enough to seat twelve comfortably.  The chairs around it were a mishmash of styles though; only four seemed of a piece with the table.
Peter settled down in one of the chairs on the far side of the table, where he could watch the entry hall and kitchen without having to turn his body.  The others found places, but he didn’t wait longer than it took Brenna to drop into the chair at the end nearest the kitchen and start unbuttoning her coat.
“Okay, so now we’re all here.  Talk.”
“Yeah, what’s up with the Thunderdome setup.” Smith asked.
“You might have missed it, but things are dangerous these days.” one of the men from the supply run said.
Brenna sighed.  “Introductions first.  I’m Brenna.  That’s Max with all the hair, Craig next to him, and these two are Doug and Justin.” she pointed around the table in turn, ending with the pair of gamers.
“Peter Gibson, Sarah Whitley, Ty Smith, and—”
“Just call me Crawford.” Crawford said abruptly, loudly so she overrode Peter’s voice.
Peter grinned suddenly and shrugged.  “Yeah, just Crawford.”
“You don’t have ranks?”
“We do.” Peter said.  “Why, does it matter?”
“It does if you’re signing up with Ellsworth.” Max said.  He looked like he was somewhere in middle age, but Peter couldn’t really place a guess as to where; the man might have been in his thirties or approaching sixty for all Peter knew.  Part of the problem was the hair; Max sported a truly impressive amount of beard and hair that was long, wild, and expanded the size of his head considerably.  There were some braids in the beard to keep it more or less clear of his mouth, and part of the hair was pulled back in a pseudo ponytail to tame it.  He was also fairly round, though there were some signs of tightness in his cheeks that seemed to indicate he had recently lost some weight.
“What problem are you having with Ellsworth?”
“We’re not having a problem with Ellsworth.  They’re having a problem with the rest of us.” Brenna said.
“Assholes.” Craig muttered.  He had tobacco stains on his fingers and teeth, and a truly impressive amount of scar tissue visible on his left hand that made Peter want to just wince.  An injury like that had to have hurt whenever it had occurred, and keeping the scars from hardening up and making any use of his hand constant torture couldn’t be easy.
Doug and Justin nodded, and Peter took a moment to absorb that.  There was a curious mixture of anger and fear in the townspeople’s tones.  He returned his gaze to Brenna.  “Why don’t you start at the beginning.”
She sighed again.  “When the outbreaks started—”
“Before everyone figured out it was zombies.” Justin interjected.
“Yeah, when they still thought it was just a virus.” Doug said.
Peter looked at them just in time to see Justin rolling his eyes.
“Of course it’s a virus.” Justin said.
“Well it could be bacterial.”
“It could be my foot up both your asses if you don’t shut the fuck up.” Max said, his chair creaking alarmingly as he abruptly leaned forward.
Both younger men blinked at him, then — almost in unison — scowled.
“You know you can’t treat us like we’re kids.” Doug said with a note of defiant complaint in his tone.
“Yeah, we’re critical resources.”
“Guys!” Brenna said, just short of snapping.  “Seriously.”
Max, and Justin and Doug, studied one another for a few more moments, then all three dropped their eyes to the table.  Brenna shifted in her chair and drummed her fingers on the table twice.  “Let’s see, oh yeah, outbreaks.  You probably don’t know it, since you’re not from around here, but South Dakota isn’t exactly a metropolis state.”
“I’m not specifically familiar with the Dakotas, but I’ve clocked some time in a lot of places here and there.” Peter said.  “And I know the Midwest is less populated than either coast.”
“Yup.” Brenna nodded.  “Sioux Falls is actually the biggest city in the state, and is the biggest within a couple hundred miles as far as I know unless you head down to Omaha or Des Moines, or over to Minneapolis.  Because of that, there are . . . were, a lot of medical resources concentrated there.  Multiple big hospitals, VA center, several regional ambulance companies, stuff like that.”
Peter could see where this was going.  “And when the outbreak really got going it came down on the city hard.”
“You got it.  The hospitals and clinics and all the medical staff were stretched past capacity, and, well, I guess we all know how that kind of thing went no matter where you were.”
Heads nodded around the table, and Brenna sighed.  “Zombies tore the city apart from the inside out.  It was bad.  I mean, not as bad as some of the things that got out about New York and most of the Northeast, but still, pretty bad.”
“Yeah.” Peter said.  “We were stuck in the middle of downtown Atlanta when it all blew up, and it sucked.”  Each of the Guard soldiers sitting at the table nodded in unison with the others.
“Anyway, Sioux Falls took a big chunk of the East River with it.  A lot of people had flooded into the city seeking help, bringing friends and family who were early conversions or who had been hurt during the initial wave.  Me and some of the Geeks have run some numbers—”
“Just some loose stuff.” Justin put in.
“—and we figure a low estimate might have been maybe around three hundred kay people were there when it went down.” Brenna finished, flicking her eyes at Justin momentarily.  “And by the end of the week, well, I guess if you’ve come up here from Atlanta then you probably have a better idea than us how depopulated things have gotten.”
“There are holdouts.” Peter said, gesturing vaguely around the room.  “Like here.”
“Yeah, well, that’s what I’m getting to.  Most of us aren’t from Canton, but we ended up here one way or another.  Me and about half the Geeks were in Brandon when things got bad, and when it was time to get out we ended up here.  Along the way we ran into a few others, and banded together.  One thing led to another, and we started turning Canton into a safe spot.”
“Hold up.” Crawford said.  “Who are the Geeks?”
Max snorted, but said nothing even when people looked at him.  Brenna shrugged.  “That’s me, Doug and Justin, and a handful of others.”
“Why are . . . whose idea was it to start calling you that?” Whitley asked.
“Ours.” Doug said immediately.
“Yeah right.” Craig said, shaking his head.
“If the shoe fits, own it.” Justin said.
Peter glanced around the table, then fixed his attention back on Brenna.  “Still not following you.”
“We were hanging out at Wes’s house.” she said.  “He was hosting a weekend party.”
“Party.” snorted Max.
“You do your shit, we do ours.” Justin said, irritation lacing his tone.  “You’re lucky we’re here.”
“Listen you pasty—”
“Chill!” Brenna said loudly, standing up quickly enough to make her chair tip over and hit the floor with a muffled thump as the carpet absorbed some of the impact.  “We’re in this together.”  Max and Justin looked away from one another again, and Brenna laced her fingers together and cracked her knuckles in a rippling crunch.
“The point is, we were away from others when the problems started, and when we heard what was going on we managed to keep our shit together better than most.”
“How, exactly?” Peter asked calmly, carefully avoiding making it sound as if he were taking sides in the internal division.
“When everyone else was screaming, zombifying, running around looting grocery stores and stockpiling guns, we were pulling together stuff that really matters.” Doug said, staring in a not-quite glare at Max.  The big bearded man sort of shrugged and shook his head, but said nothing.
“When we saw what was going on, we sort of assumed it was zombies after a couple of hours.” Brenna said quickly.  “I’m not going to try and brag like we were right there with the figuring out, but I’m pretty sure we jumped to the zombie conclusion a lot sooner than most people did.
“When we decided that, and decided it wasn’t just bullshit, we assumed zombies meant things could end up like they have, and we started getting ready in the best way we knew how.”
“We started assembling information and gear to store it.” Doug said with a considerable amount of triumph in his voice.
Peter rolled that around in his head for a few moments, then gave up and asked the question.  “Still not following you.”
“While the rest of us were watching our family and friends die, while we were beating back zombies and trying to survive,” Max said, leaning forward again, “they were having a computer party.”
“We started downloading as much information as we could.” Brenna corrected him.
“Yeah.” Doug and Justin said in unison.
“And a lot of that information has come in damn handy too.” Brenna went on.  “Some of us Geeks might not be your kind of people Max, but you can’t sit there and say we haven’t helped, haven’t pulled our weight.”
“It’s usually guys like me who are out making things happen.” Max half muttered.
“And it’s us Geeks who usually come up with, or adjust, what needs to happen.” she replied with just a trace of firmness.
“Wait, wait, wait.” Smith cut in.  “When the zombies started munching, you guys . . . what, made a copy of Wikipedia or something?”
“Not just Wikipedia.” Justin said.  “And we don’t have a complete copy, just a lot of the really useful entries.  But also a lot of survival guides, first aid and medical information, engineering stuff, farming and gardening instructions, food and nutrition details, how-to guides for things, all kinds of stuff.”
“We were having a LAN party at Wes’s place, and we were planning on being there until Monday afternoon.” Brenna said, stepping back in as Max started to draw breath to retort.  “We had our computers there, and a lot of other gear too.  When we decided this thing was for real, we jumped on the internet and stored a lot of data before most of the power and networks began dropping out.
“And when we left, when things got too screwed up in Brandon, we didn’t mess around very much with grocery stores and places like that.  We focused on the kind of gear that’s turned out to be in really short supply two months after the fact.”
“Oh man, cool.” Smith said, a grin starting to spread across his face.
“Like what?” Peter asked.
“Everyone else was bum rushing Sam’s Club, we were cleaning out Best Buy.  While people were fighting over what was left in the Hy-Vee, we were stripping hobby stores and tech shops and Radio Shack.” Justin answered.
“Between leaving Brandon and ending up here in Canton, we laid our hands on as many laptops, tablets, battery packs, solar chargers, and stuff like that as we could find.” Brenna explained.  “External hard drives.  Thumb drives.  SD cards.  Printers.”
“Oh yeah, I keep forgetting about the Office Max we cleaned out.” Doug said.
“When Canton started turning into more than just us Geeks, it came out that a lot of the time when someone had a question about how something was supposed to work or what to do about a problem that was developing, we still had reference material to explain it.” Brenna said.  “And between the ten of us, we have a lot of hands-on skills in useful things like the drones and fixing radios and so on.”
“So you’re, what, super geeks?” Crawford asked, sounding skeptical.
“That’s so cool.” Smith said again.  “Wes must have had a great fucking connection at his place.”
“Yeah, gigabit.” Justin said.
“Really?” Smith said in surprise.  “Full gig?”
“Well, not always.” Doug said.
“You know how the companies lied.  But one time we clocked it at 812 on a torrent download.” Justin grinned.
“Nice.” Smith said, sounding impressed.
“You—” Crawford started, but Whitley cut in abruptly before the other Guardswoman could finish her inevitable insult or snide comment.
“Yeah, I get it; it was fast.  Wonderful.  So, your group is a tech resource?”
“More or less.” Brenna said, straightening up from righting her chair.  “What we don’t already know, we can usually look up in our data somewhere.”
“So you’re running the power in here off solar?” Whitley asked, sounding skeptical.
“Solar, wind, even a bit of hydro.” Brenna said.  “And one hell of a battery bank.  It all started with the portable stuff we had with us, and has expanded as the group’s grown.”
“It’s being built up daily.” Justin said.
“Hydro?” Crawford said.
“Yeah, hydrodynamic generators.  Well, homemade ones.”
“You need waterhead for that don’t you?” Whitley said.
“No, you just need flowing water.” Brenna said.  “It doesn’t have to necessarily be dammed up.”
“Where are you getting the water.”
The locals stared at her.  “You know we’re right next to the Big Sioux, right?” Brenna said carefully.
“What’s that?”
“River.” Brenna said.
“Yeah, over there.” Max said, pointing east.
“It’s dark outside.” Smith pointed out.
“And we usually look for zombies and stuff first.” Crawford added.
“Well, it runs directly past us here; it’s one of the reasons we picked this spot.” Brenna said.
“And there’s a processing plant.”
“What kind of processing.” Peter asked.
“Water plant.” Craig said, pointing in the same direction as Max was.  “Right across the street.  Canton Public Works.”
“You still have running water?”
“Yeah.” Max shrugged.  “We had to close off all the pipes that lead out of our little piece of the city, and it needs pumps to keep pressure on the pipes since we don’t have a water tower on site, but . . . yeah, water just like normal.”
“Safe water?”
“Yeah, until we run out of treatment supplies.” the bearded man said.
“We’re careful about usage.” Brenna explained.
“I still say if we just made everyone boil what they use for consumption, we could stop treating and open up most of the taps again.” Justin complained.
“Yeah, and stop having to use that stupid yellow-brown rule for the toilets.” Doug said.
“It’d be nice to be able to shower more than once a week.”
“One thing at a time.” Brenna said with an air of having heard all this before.  “It’s not killing anyone to take mostly sponge baths.”
“Let’s get back to your power.” Whitley asked.  “How are you supplying this place with just a battery bank?  For that matter, where are you getting good batteries?”
“We’re refurbing them from cars and trucks.”
“How?” Peter asked, picking up on where Whitley was going.  “Car batteries aren’t designed for the kind of use they’re seeing if you’re powering lights and heaters and everything else around here.”
“Yeah, but we’re turning them into deep cycle batteries.” Justin said smugly.  “And those are good for mass power storage.”
Whitley glanced at Peter as he furrowed his brow.  “How are you managing that?” he asked after a moment.  “I mean, I’ve always been told vehicle cells and deep cycle ones are entirely different.”
Justin shrugged modestly, but the aura of triumph was still all over his expression.  “We’re stripping down the batteries we collect and rebuilding them as deep cycles.”
“How?” Peter pressed.
“It’s a long explanation.” Doug said, stepping in.  “We’ve got a lot of documents in our database that discuss batteries for home power banks, things that off-grid types put out.  And we’ve got a bunch of other stuff that details batteries in depth.”
“And one of the other people here is a chemistry teacher.” Max said.
“Yeah, but Gil’s the one who knows how to remelt the lead into the right kind of plates for deep cycles.” Justin shot back.
“The point,” Brenna said hurriedly, “is that between all of us, we figured out a way to take resources that weren’t going to be all that helpful and turn them into something that is.”
“You realize that if a big bank like you’re talking about short circuits it could set a lot of what it’s connected to on fire, right?” Whitley said.
“The Geeks say they’ve covered that.” Max said, gesturing at Justin and Doug.
“We’re not idiots.” Doug said, frowning at Max.  “We’ve got fuses rigged up between the bank and the grid in here.”
“Those must seriously serious fuses.” Whitley said unhappily.
“We’ve been good so far.  It’s actually not one single battery bank, we divide it up into manageable sections.”
“But—”
“Let’s not drift too far into shop talk.” Peter said firmly.  Whitley traded looks with him, then nodded slightly.  Peter cleared his throat.  “So that sounds like Canton, more or less.  What about Ellsworth?”
The locals’ faces clouded up immediately.  Brenna rolled her head around on her shoulders for a moment, then shrugged.  “We’ve received the same radio broadcasts you obviously did; probably more of them since we’re closer.”
“Yeah, our comms guy had to jump through some hoops to—” Smith started, only to trail off when Peter fixed him with a ‘shut up’ gaze.
“We’ve talked with them.” Peter said, returning his attention to Brenna.  “They say they’re all that’s left of the government.”
“That’s what they say.”
“You don’t believe them?”
Brenna shifted uncomfortably in her seat.  “They may be, they might not; but some of the things they’ve done — are trying to do — sort of make it questionable as far as we’re concerned.”
Peter blinked, then spoke slowly.  “What are they doing?”
“We first ran into them a little over a month ago, on one of our scavenging runs into Sioux Falls.  It was sort of how we encountered you; we were poking around in the outskirts and noticed some other vehicles further out that seemed to be watching us.
“So we extracted ourselves from the city and went out to meet them.  We assumed they were . . . look, over two-thirds of the people here have come from straggler groups who show up or get found somewhere and get integrated into our community.  It’s not like we rolled into Canton with a full roster.”
“How many are here?” Whitley wanted to know.
“About five hundred.”
“You don’t have an exact count?”
“I do, but why do you care?” Brenna answered sharply.
Whitley shrugged.  “Just curious.  The camp we were attached to back in Georgia was run by a FEMA coordinator, and she itemized everything down to the smallest detail.”
“We keep records.” Doug said.
“This group, the one from Ellsworth, turned out to be what they said was a survey and contact platoon.  Three Humvees and a military truck, sweeping around taking stock of conditions.  We talked with them a while, but their questions started getting uncomfortable.”
“Like, how?” Crawford asked.
“They wanted details about our encampment, about how many people we had and our supply situation.  They wanted to know about our vehicles and resources.”
“Nothing terribly out of the ordinary about that.” Peter said mildly.
“I knew it.” Max exclaimed, smacking his fist into the table.  “He’s just like them.  We’re wasting our time.”
“Hang on.” Brenna said quickly.
“Calm down.” Peter said, holding out both hands a placating gesture.  “All I meant was I’ve pulled duty with relief operations a number of times.”
“What’s that mean?” Craig asked, sounding vaguely receptive but still disgruntled.
“Like after a natural disaster or something, when you’d see military units rendering aid to a region?” Peter explained.  “Marines units are often near those kinds of things because so much of the Corps is . . . was . . . usually forward deployed in overseas bases or cruising around in Navy task groups.”
“Okay, so?” Max demanded angrily.
“So, one of the first priorities is to triage the situation, the circumstances, so you know where and how to allocate what you’ve got to work with.  So you know where to send what you’ve got, and where to send teams to leverage what’s already available.  Like, an area might flood; but one town could be leveled and need everything, but another might just need a generator to get their water treatment plant working again, and a third might have a lot of unskilled but willing labor if they get some cadre leaders in to direct them appropriately.”
“Yeah, well, they weren’t suggesting anything like that.” Brenna said quickly before Max could speak again.  “They were already excited to see Big Foot, and—”
“Wait, Big Foot?” Smith said.
“The truck.” Brenna explained.  “You know, the huge dump truck you followed in here?” she added after a moment where the blank looks from Peter and the soldiers didn’t turn to comprehension.
“Oh.”
“Anyway, it was obvious they kind of liked Big Foot.  And when they saw we were stockpiling supplies, starting to seriously fortify Canton, and had more than a few dozen people working on all of it, they said someone from the base would be out to talk to us the next day.”
Peter waited expectantly.  Brenna’s face took on an even more unhappy cast as she drew a breath.  “The scouts left.  But the group that replaced them showed up with a list of demands as long as your arm.”
“Demands?” Crawford said, her voice taking that subtle flat tone Peter remembered from just after they’d all secured the FEMA camp in Cumming.  The same tone she’d had after Swanson had died.
“Yeah, demands.  Only they didn’t call them that; they used words like emergency requisition and drafting for the duration.”
“Like, what did they say, more exactly?” Peter said, still calm, still keeping his body language mild and unthreatening.  There were too many guns in the room to risk letting things get too tense.
“They wanted nine of ten of our able bodied adults—” Max began hotly, but Craig interrupted him.  The other man had to speak loudly to override Brenna, who was also striving to get words in.
“Teenagers too.” Craig said.
“Let me—” Brenna tried.
“Shut up!” Max said, his voice rising to the loudest level yet.  “They wanted our people to report to Ellsworth for assignment to duties in the ‘National Relief Force’.  Plus all our best vehicles and gear, including most of the ammunition, all the trucks and construction gear we’ve assembled, and a big chunk of our food and other supplies.”
“That’s—” Brenna said before been overridden again.
“Plus they expected whoever was left to still keep scavenging,” Craig continued as Max took a breath, “and they were going to come by every week or two to pick up an ongoing share of what got pulled out of wherever.”
“Jesus.” Smith said.
“That’s illegal.” Whitley said.
“Wait, what?” Peter said at the same time.  Everyone looked at each other, and Whitley gestured at him as if to signal she’d let him have the floor.  But Brenna had finally managed to wedge herself back into the conversation.
“They had documents, they left them here in fact if you want to look at them.” she said quickly.  “They claim they’ve legally reconstituted all three branches of the government—”
“They might be right about that.” Peter said, breaking in.  “That’s what they told us when we talked on the radio; that the Secretary of Labor had been elevated to President following the legal order of presidential succession.  And that they had surviving members of Congress, some Supreme Court justices, and part of the Cabinet too.”
“Yeah, but we’re due for an election a week or something aren’t we?” Smith said.
Doug and Justin, and Crawford, burst out laughing; while everyone else just sort of stared at the Guardsman.  Smith reddened a little and frowned.  “Well we are.”
“How in the hell do you know that?” Crawford demanded, her tone still vastly amused.
“It was in some of Sawyer’s stuff.” Smith said.  “Part of her background packet for long-term emergencies.”
“I’m surprised you remember any of that crap.”
“Hey, that crap of hers was working out pretty good for us in Cumming.”
“Do you really think there’s going to be an election?”
“I don’t know.” Smith protested.  “But legally it’s supposed to happen on the 6th of November.”
“He’s right, but it’s a complicated question.” Peter said.  “The SecLabor can move up to the office, but the term he’s filling in expires in January.”
“Yeah, well, that’s not how Ellsworth sees it.” Brenna said, pulling eyes and attention back to her.  “They say they’re the legal government; that they’ve passed a number of laws that give them authority to draft people and demand supplies in order to fund the reclamation effort.”
“They . . . they may be right.” Peter said slowly after several seconds of silence, as his thoughts turned through the information.
“You’re fucking kidding, right?”  Max said, starting to rise.  “How are any of us supposed to survive if they show up and strip everything bare?”
“Calm down.” Crawford said, standing up.
“Make me.” the bearded man said aggressively.
“Okay.” Crawford shot back, just as hot as Max.
Peter’s chair flew back, skidding along the carpet as he came to his feet in a rush.  Reaching out, he grabbed for Crawford and managed to seize hold of her arm just as she cocked it back, her hand forming into a fist.  “Stand down.” he said firmly in his command voice.
“I’m not scared of you.” Crawford said to Max, ignoring Peter except for how she jerked and twisted her arm, trying to break free from his grasp.
“You should be, I’m like twice your weight.” Max said.
“Crawford.” Peter said, moving closer as he maintained his grip on her.  It was a struggle; the uniform the Guardswoman wore was as misshapen and loose as all fatigues tended to be.  Beneath it, she was lean and in shape; and he was old and had a lot less snap in his step than he’d used to.
“Try three times you fat whale.” Crawford said.
“I’m not taking shit off some girl carrying a pink fucking gun.” Max said.
“Max, chill out.” Brenna snapped.
“Gunny, if you don’t let me go, so help me—”
“Cindy, shut the fuck up.” Peter roared, finally losing his temper; though, to be fair, he was also about to lose his grip on her arm.
She spun around and glared at him, her expression thunderous.  “Goddamnit Gunny!”
Peter saw it coming and threw up his left hand, angled to block.  Her punch deflected off his forearm, and he stepped in close and went for the cinch to wrap her up.  “Don’t do it!” he warned as he saw her drawing her head back to headbutt him.
“You couldn’t keep your mouth shut?” she all but snarled, flexing against his grip.  “Goddamnit!”
“How many times have I told you to let me handle shit?” Peter demanded.
“This guy started it.”
“And I’ll finish it.”
“Yeah right.” Max snorted.
Peter ignored the local for the moment, though he was getting short of patience with him as well.  “Crawford, either sit the fuck down and shut the fuck up, or I’ll break something and you’ll be limping for months.”
“You wouldn’t.” she said.  “You couldn’t either.”
“Try me.” he said, throwing as much convincing into the two words as he could, drawing on decades of stare downs and square offs to back his aura and attitude of menace.
Crawford locked eyes with him for several fulminating seconds, then shrugged once.  “Fine.  Let go of me.”
Peter released her and held his position for several more moments, testing to see if she was about to resume the almost-fight.  When she just stood glaring at him, he stepped sideways and pointed at the chair he’d just vacated.  “Sit down.  Have a cigarette.”
She looked at him a moment longer, then moved past and picked the chair up.  Peter turned his own evil eye on Max as Crawford began to seat herself again.  “And you, jackass, what’s your problem?”
“My problem, soldier boy, is that my wife died in the outbreaks, and I’ve got three boys who aren’t even out of elementary school yet depending on me.”
“One, I’m a Marine, not a soldier.” Peter said, trying to modulate his voice back to something approximating reason and calm.  “Two, everyone’s lost loved ones.  Everyone.  And three, none of this stops unless people start pulling together and work on fixing the problem.
“Consolidating people into safe zones that get steadily expanded is solid strategy, and is the only way to clear threat zones like this.  And it keeps everyone from needing to hold their own little hideouts if people join together and focus on the big picture.”
“Who’s going to take care of my boys if I go off to fight zombies?” Max demanded.  “Huh, Mister Marine?  I’m all they’ve got left.”
“Who says you have to leave them?”
“Ellsworth.” Max and Brenna said at the same time.
Peter blinked.  “What?”
“They’re not carving out or expanding any safe zones.” Brenna said while Max breathed noisily through his nose and shot daggers at Peter with his eyes.
“Why don’t we all sit back down and dial it back a couple dozen notches, okay?” Whitley said, patting the air with her hands several times.  “Everyone’s tense as hell these days, and it’s easy for things to just blow up.  Let’s just ease down some.”
“Yeah.” Peter said, nodding and grabbing Crawford’s chair.  Sliding it back to the table, he plopped down in it and waited as the others did likewise.  Crawford lit a cigarette, and Craig did likewise.  Peter didn’t see an ashtray anywhere, but he didn’t really care at the moment.  When butts were back in chairs, he looked at Brenna.  “Let’s start over with Ellsworth’s requests.”
“Demands.” Max said.
“Max!” Brenna snapped.
He glanced at her, then folded his arms and tossed his head to clear his beard and hair from beneath his arms before leaning back and glaring vaguely at no one in general.
Brenna went on.  “They said there was a national draft of all able bodied adults ‘for the duration’, but they had a little leeway because of ‘our situation’.”  She was making little quote marks with her fingers as she said certain phrases.  “Because there are close to a hundred ‘non-combatants’ here, they would let ten percent of the ‘military age adults’—”
“And teenagers.” Craig said.
“Yes, damnit, and
teenagers.” she snapped.  “They’d let one in ten stay on here to help those who weren’t enlisted.  Everyone else was to report to Ellsworth for ‘training and assignment’.  The supplies they were going to take that day though.”
“Until we stopped them.” Max said sullenly.
Now Peter did wince.  “How many died?”
“No one.” Brenna said.  “Though we nearly had to shoot several of the soldiers that came along with the ‘delegation’ as security.”
That one threw Peter, but he gave up immediately trying to guess.  “How exactly did you manage to not kill anyone?”
“It was a town meeting.” Brenna started, but Craig spoke again.
“They insisted.”
“Yes.  They wanted to talk to everyone at once, so we pulled everyone together except a couple of volunteers who stayed on watch.  When the meeting went south, and they started on about how we had ‘no choice but to comply’, people didn’t take it well.”
Now Peter saw how it had gone.  “The delegation was only a dozen or so people, wasn’t it?”
“Yeah, and we had them outnumbered.”
“And everyone is armed.” Max said.
“The town basically drew on them and we had ourselves about five minutes of standoff while their negotiators tried to ‘reason’ with us.” Brenna said unhappily.
“And while we told them to get the hell out and not come back.” Max said, glaring at Peter.
Peter sighed.  “Yeah, I’m sure that didn’t go over well.”
“No.  They’ve been hostile ever since.” Brenna confirmed with a nod.  “We’ve had to abort several scavenge runs because we saw one of their teams in the area, and now they’ve started overflying us with jets.”
“Wait, what?” Peter said.
“F-16s.” Justin said, sounding excited.
“Just the once.” Doug said immediately.  “The other time it was a Cessna.”
“How are they . . . a Cessna, sure, I can buy that.  A lot of those have been modified to use straight gas, not aviation fuel.  But a F-16 is a delicate piece of hardware that even an experienced civilian pilot can’t just jump into and get off the ground” Peter said.
“Suddenly you’re an expert on aircraft?” Crawford asked, lighting a fresh smoke from the stub of her first one.
“I was in thirty-six years.  You pick shit up.” he said, irritated.  “Marines fly too.”
“Not -16s.” she shrugged, exhaling a cloud of smoke.
“No, but aviators talk to each other.  And I talked to them sometimes.  Any combat aircraft since, oh, World War Two is not something an untrained civilian can do much with without time to train up on it.”
“Yeah, well, they were flying one.” Brenna said.
“How do you know it was from Ellsworth?”
“Because it came in from the west, circled us for ten minutes at low altitude, then made a few slow passes back and forth before flying off east.”
“Right on a bearing for the base.” Justin added.  “And trust us, we know; we’ve got GPS and a complete copy of Google Earth.”
“If they’ve got Vipers flying, why are they so eager to consolidate everyone?” Peter said, half to himself.
“Vipers?” Doug asked.  “Don’t you mean Falcons?”
“Viper’s what the pilots call them.” Justin said.  “LTR idiot.”
“Fuck you man, I like ground, not air.”
“Yeah, well you suck at that too since I always beat you in—”
“Anyway.” Brenna said loudly.  “Your guess is as good as mine mister, uh, Gibson.”
“Have they come back since the standoff?” Peter asked, mentally shuffling the puzzle of the F-16 aside for the moment.
“No, but the second flyover was two days ago, and they hung around for an hour.” she said, sounding worried.
“They were taking pictures, reconning us.” Justin said.
“You’re sure?” Peter asked.
“Yeah.” Justin nodded.  “We put some binoculars and telescopes on them.  They had two people in the plane besides the pilot, and they had cameras and pads of paper.
“Where are they getting that much gas?” Peter wondered aloud.
“That one’s easy.” Craig said immediately.
“How then?”
“There are a bunch of oil rigs in the area.”
“Not ‘in the area’ exactly.” Doug objected.
“Close enough.” Craig shrugged.
“Even if they have rigs and are working them—” Peter began, but Craig cut in.
“And there are refineries scattered around too.  Not as many as there are wells, obviously, but it probably only takes the one to process whatever they can haul in and out, right?”
“How do you know that’s what they’re doing?”
“I drive long-haul through the Midwest and Pac-Northwest.  Drove I guess.  Sometimes I pulled tankers in and out of wells and rigs.  Most of them are west of Black Hills, over in Wyoming; but there’s a whole shitload of rigs up in western North Dakota, and several refineries too.”
“I don’t know the first thing about oil drilling or refineries,” Peter said slowly, “but I’d be willing to bet that’s at least as complicated a prospect as getting pilots and ground crews together for combat aircraft.”
“People survived.” Brenna shrugged.  “I guess they found who and what they needed.  The way they run around burning fuel up, they’d need something like that.”
“That Bigfoot of yours isn’t exactly easy on the mileage.” Peter pointed out.
“No, but we’ve got three gas stations just in town that are more or less all ours.” she responded.  “And it’s not like we joyride in the thing.”
“Sooner or later you’ll run out.”
“We’ve got one tanker trailer on hand, and know where we can find several others that aren’t being used.” Brenna started to say, but Craig broke in.
“Unless Ellsworth picks them up.”
“And there are more we can go find if it comes up.” she continued doggedly.  “Lot of things laying around now.  If we need to, we can put together a team that can pull some fuel out of Sioux City, or somewhere else if we don’t want to do it there.”
“Still.” Peter said leadingly.
“Still, I think we’ll be okay for a while.” Brenna replied.  “So, that’s where we are and what’s going on.  So?”
“So what?”
“So, what’s your story?” she said, raising her eyebrows at him before glancing at Whitley, Smith, and Crawford.
“Are you throwing in with them or you going to stick around and fight the good fight?” Max said.
“This is kind of a lot to take in.” Peter hedged.
“Yeah, and you said something about maybe a meal?” Smith said hopefully.
“And some rack time someplace that isn’t freezing would be good too.” Whitley added.
Brenna stood up.  “Yeah, I did.  Let me show you where you can crash, and then you can wash up a little while I get some food together for you.  Most of us have been up most of the night too, so we’ll all get some sleep and go at this again later today.”
Peter stood up and nodded.  “Fine.”
Doug looked at Crawford.  “Your name is really Cindy Crawford?”
Crawford scowled as she stubbed her cigarette in the pile of ash she’d made on the table.  “Shut up.”



Chapter Seventeen - Carry on
Peter woke up with his nose twitching.  Blinking sleep from his eyes, Peter propped himself up on his elbows and looked around the room.  He saw uniformed legs dangling from the top bunk, wearing socks but no boots, but that wasn’t what he smelled.  Then he placed it.  “Is that coffee?”
Bedsprings above him shifted and creaked as the feet pulled up out of view, then Whitley’s head appeared past the edge of the upper bunk.  “Not just coffee Gunny.  Espresso Mocha, with vanilla cream.”
Peter’s mattress emitted a fresh set of noises as he threw back the blanket and rolled out.  Catching himself on hands and feet with a grunt, Peter staggered upright with a suppressed groan as his knees and back protested use after hours of inactivity.  “Is there more?”
“Yeah, in the kitchen downstairs.” she said, shifting to a cross-legged position and sipping from a steaming mug.
“What time is it?” he yawned.  “Wait, your hair’s wet.”
“A little past noon, and yes, it is.” she said, lifting the end of a towel she had draped around her shoulders with her other hand and rubbing at her scalp.  She didn’t wear her hair ‘long’, but it was longer than any male member of the military’s would be; long enough that — once he was paying attention — it was obviously damp.
“What’s the deal?” he asked.  “Basin scrub down and a dunking?”
“Well, I asked if it was possible to get a shower, and they told me where to go.”
“Shower?” Peter said, trying — and failing — to keep the hopeful note out of his tone.
“Real shower, hot water and everything.” she nodded.  “You only get three minutes of water, but—”
“I can make that work.” he said eagerly.  “Where do I go?”
“Well, I asked the people in the kitchen.  They gave me a code for the bathroom and explained how the shutoff works.”
“Shutoff?”
She shrugged.  “They’ve got a valve rigged up that closes the water to the shower off.  It only opens for a total of up to three minutes up to three times once you put in the code.”
“It’d be the first real shower I’ve had since—” he began before chopping the statement off.  He’d squeezed in a shower in Cartersville the morning after they’d extracted themselves from the nightmare downtown Atlanta had become, but otherwise it had been that fateful Friday morning when everything turned to chaos.  The last morning he’d spoken to Amy before she’d been lost to the apocalypse.
“A hot shower would be fantastic.” he said, covering his lapse.  Then he frowned and looked around the room again.  They’d been given one in the new-construction part of the ‘house’; one that had three bunk beds in a room that otherwise only offered a small amount of free floor space.  He and Whitley were the only ones in the room though.  “Where are the other two?”
“Well, it turns out Smith decided he’d rather go play with the Geeks rather than go back to sleep.” Whitley said, swirling her mug around.  “And Crawford went with him at my suggestion.”
Peter gave her a knowing glance, and she nodded.  “Yeah, I figured you wouldn’t want us splitting up.”
“But you went and got coffee and a shower while I was racked out.” he said.
“Yeah, and breakfast too.” she grinned.  “Don’t worry, I know how light of a sleeper you are if anything goes wrong.”
“Hmmm.” Peter said, shrugging it off.  He could pull some temper over it, or just roll with the punches.  And nothing had happened.
“What are you thinking about?”
“About what?” he replied, pulling his pack up onto his bunk.
Whitley gestured with the mug while she swallowed, then spoke.  “About this.  About Ellsworth.”
“I don’t know yet.” Peter admitted.
“They’ve got a nice setup here.”
“That’s cute and everything, but it’s not what I’m concerned about.”
“Ellsworth.”
Peter nodded as he started extracting the clean set of utilities he had packed at the very bottom of his bag.  “If they’re running around scooping up all the available manpower and not bringing the survivors together into a safe zone . . .”
“Is it so terribly screwed up if they are?”
“Come again?”
Whitley shrugged.  “I mean, look at this place.  They’ve got power, plumbing, good security; they’re in a great situation, actually.”
“Okay, maybe — maybe — there’s a point.” he said calmly.  “About here.  What about the other ninety-nine percent of holdouts?”
“Maybe Ellsworth only strips and leaves the really good holdouts, and adopts the others and takes them in?”
“What are you, playing Devil’s advocate?”
“Well, yeah.” she admitted.  “I mean, we need to figure out our next move don’t we?”
Peter tossed a roll of socks on the clothes he’d extracted from his ILBE, then stepped back and regarded her.  “Okay then, you’re me.  What would you do Sergeant?”
Whitley made a face, but he shook his head.  “Oh no, this is part of the job.”
“Great.” she sighed.  Peter folded his arms and made it obvious he was prepared to stand there waiting, and she finally shrugged slowly.  “I’d want more information.”
“Go on.”
“We’ve only heard one side of whatever’s going on here.” she said, her words gathering a bit of speed as she got her thoughts organized.  “They might be lying, or just misunderstanding parts of Ellsworth’s plan.  They might not have even run into anyone from Ellsworth; it could have been another group they bumped into.”
“So . . .” Peter asked leadingly.
“We finish our trip, or we get in contact with the base; and either way, we need to ask some questions.”
“There’s a reason I promoted you.” Peter said approvingly, scooping up his bundle of clothing.  “Put your boots back on and let’s go.  I want to see if they’ll let me snag a shower too, then maybe have a cup of that coffee.”
“Espresso.”
“Whatever.”
*  * * * *
“—still not listening.” Crawford said loudly.
“No, you’re not understanding.” a thin voice replied.
“It doesn’t matter what you’re using, the way you adjust fire is shell weight, firing angle, or propellant.”
Peter glanced at Whitley.  She shrugged wordlessly as they approached the corner.  The argument from the far side of the house was pitched enough to carry even over the wind whistling over the top of the defensive wall.
In daylight the ad-hoc nature of that wall was far easier to make out.  Rather than the smooth and vertically true layout of a properly formed wall, or even one constructed from laid bricks or beams; Canton’s wall splayed out in a steep slope that left the base wider than the top.  Some smoothing had been accomplished, but it was still fairly rough compared to the finish Peter was used to seeing in concrete construction.
Apparently, rather than spending weeks building forms, or even digging and ground-casting sections that were then lifted out and laid into place; this wall was nothing more than a pile of packed dirt with concrete poured over it.  Peter wasn’t sure how it would compare — structurally if it had to resist impacts — to a ‘proper’ concrete wall, but it sure looked impressive.  Though it was more of a very steep hill than a wall.
He and Whitley finally rounded the last corner of the last building before the cleared space behind the curtain wall, or hill, or whatever it was.  Peter had told himself — promised himself — that he was going to stop being surprised by the things he learned about Canton.  But, even so, and even though he’d meant it, he still drew up short for several moments when he saw what the small group of people were gathered around.
“Is that . . .” Whitley began.
Peter sighed.  “I guess so.”
“This is a trebuchet.” one of the Canton locals told Crawford, gesturing at the wooden contraption.  “Not gunpowder artillery.”
“Doesn’t matter.” Crawford said.
“Yes it does!” another of the locals insisted.
“Artillery is artillery.” Crawford said.  “And fire is fire.  It all adjusts the same way.”
“We can’t adjust propellant!  Or angle.” a third local said in a tone of exaggerated, dangerous patience.
“And adjusting weight means we have to have dozens of different shot types depending on what range line we want to hit.”
“For nerds you guys really don’t think much do you?” Crawford said, walking around to one end of the device.  Peter found his stride again and resumed his approach, studying the trebuchet as he walked.  A pair of ‘A’ frames suspended a long beam— it looked like a cut-down utility pole to him — between them on a pivot point.  One end of the pole had a long rope sling, and the other what appeared to be a stack of wooden blocks on the end of a sort of suspended cradle.
“This thing uses counterweight to provide the throwing power, right?” Crawford continued, tapping the cradle.
“Right, which is—” one of the locals said.
“Which is why you replace this useless shit here with a basket or whatever that you can put weight into or take out.” Crawford said.  “That lets you adjust the counter weight, and that means you can aim the fucker properly.  Swivel for lateral aim, weight for downrange distance, and the rest is spotting the fall and adjusting.”
There was a long pause, during which most of the locals either looked down at the ground or at each other, until Smith — who had been standing aside and observing the conversation — burst out laughing.
“Holy shit Crawford, you really aren’t as dumb as you look.”
“Keep laughing fanboy.” she said, turning and raising at fist in his direction as she scowled.  “We’re still in South Dakota you know.”  Then she noticed Peter and Whitley approaching, and her scowl deepened.  “Great, Gunny’s here to save your ass again.”
“Thought we’d take a walk around, see if we could offer any suggestions that would help improve security.” Peter said.  “Though, so far, it looks like things are doing just fine.”
“They will be after they run a proper series of tests so this thing can be controlled by more than wild guesses and bullshit wishing.” she said.
“We would’ve figured that out.” one of the locals said uncomfortably.
“Eventually.” another added.
“But now you can do it without the stress of an emergency breathing down your neck.” Crawford said.  “I assume since y’all built this thing you can handle modifying it, and that you can figure out your field of fire?  Work up a grid book for aiming?”
“Yeah, that’s just math.” someone said.
“Great, so go forth and do math and stuff.” Crawford said, pulling out a pack of cigarettes and opening them.  “Have fun.”
Most of the locals clustered around the counterweight, huddling into a conversation knot, as Crawford got her cigarette going and walked over to stand with Peter and Whitley.  Smith trailed after her, still grinning.
“Does that thing work?” Peter asked in a low voice, flicking his eyes at the trebuchet.
“Oh yeah.” Crawford shrugged.  “Problem was they didn’t know how to direct it properly without moving the whole thing.”
“And it’s heavy.” Smith said.  “More or less takes a car to drag it, and they’ve only got so much room behind the wall before the buildings start.”
“I told them they should put it on wheels, but apparently there’s some ongoing argument they’re all having about how that’ll affect their aiming grids.”
“And it’ll still need something with a motor to drag around.”
“What are they throwing with it?” Whitley asked, sounding genuinely curious.
“Whatever they want.” Crawford shrugged.
“Whatever they can get to stay in the cradle long enough for the arm to throw.” Smith clarified.
Peter glanced around.  “Okay, like what then?”
“Well they’ve collected themselves a decent number of rocks ranging from fifty to five hundred pounds.” Crawford said, turning and pointing at a pile of what Peter had taken for construction rubble.
“What good is that?”
“Well, any zombie they hit with something like that is going to have a real bad day.” Smith said.  “And they say most of the rocks they throw hit and sort of roll and bounce along for a little bit.”
“Zombie bowling.”  Crawford laughed.  “If the ground’s not too soft where they hit.”
“One trebuchet isn’t going to do much to hold off a horde.” Peter observed.
“They say they’ve tested firing a bunch of rocks at once.” Smith said.
“How many?  Does that work?”
Smith held his hand out and waggled it back and forth.  “I think so.  They say it’s like an artillery shotgun shell.”
“Hmmm.” Peter said.
“At the speeds and weights they’re getting on impact, even a zombie’s going to feel it.” Crawford assured him.
“Zombies don’t feel shit.” Whitley said.
“Yeah, but when every bone in their chest is broken they can’t walk or use their arms much anymore.  And any limb that gets hit is going to shatter or be ripped off, including heads.” Crawford grinned.  “Anyway, they say the rocks are mostly for testing and emergencies.  Their plan if they have to use it for a real horde defense is to throw buckets of napalm.”
“Napalm!” Whitley exclaimed.
“Yeah.” Crawford laughed.  “Should do a real number on anything near where it hits, especially zombies.”
“How are they making napalm?”
“It’s not hard to make.” Smith pointed out.  “You just mix a gelling agent with gas and presto-bang.  Big boom and a lot of sticky fire.”
“They’ve apparently got copies of some subversive stuff in their computers.” Crawford said, rolling her eyes.
“Subversive?” Whitley asked.
“You know, the Anarchist’s Cookbook?”
“They’ve also got the Army IM handbook.” Smith said.
Peter shook his head.  He’d never actually laid eyes on the ‘cookbook’, though he knew a lot about it; but he was familiar with the Improvised Munitions Handbook.  The latter was a very exacting guide for how to create a wide variety of things that would explode, from bullets to bombs.  Napalm was one of the recipes, and — just as Smith had said — it really wasn’t very hard at all to make.  “Well, I hope they know what they’re doing.”
“They do.” Crawford assured him.  “They store the stuff in a dump next to the river, only bring it over if they anticipate needing it.”
“How are they igniting it when they fire?” Whitley asked.  “For that matter, how are they firing it?”
“Buckets.” Smith said.  “And we’re talking supernerds here.”
“Nerds have magic fuel igniting powers?” Whitley demanded.
“No, super soldering and wiring skills.” Smith said.  “They’ve got some remote igniters rigged up that can be flung with the buckets.”
“It’ll work, as long as their device doesn’t break on impact.” Crawford said.  “Their forward observer on the wall has a remote, and when he hits the button the device sparks up and boom.  But they also have flares too; set one off, tape it to the bucket, and when that all hits the boom will definitely happen.”
“They haven’t gotten too fancy with any of the more complicated trigger systems out of the handbook yet.” Smith shrugged.  “But even without them, the flares and devices will do the trick just fine.”
Peter shook his head again.  “Let’s hope they never have to use any of it.”
“Let’s hope.” Crawford said.  “So, what’s the plan?”
“That’s what I want us to talk about.” Peter said.  “Pow-wow time.”
“Careful Gunny.” Smith said.
“What?”
Smith gestured broadly around the area.  “We’re actually in the middle of Indian country you know.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Whitley said.
“For once fanboy here isn’t talking out of his ass.” Crawford answered.  “There’s like, I don’t even remember how many Indian reservations they mentioned that’re within three or four hundred miles.”
“And two that are pretty close, like an hour away or something.” Smith said.  “Seriously.”
“Pow-wow is just an expression.” Peter said.
“Well, I’m just saying.”
“Enough.” Peter said, rolling his eyes.  “Come on, let’s get some distance.”
“Are we having secret meetings?”
“No more secret than them.” Crawford said.
“That’s not fair.” Smith said.
“The fuck.” she shot back.  “You think they’re not talking about us in that committee of theirs?”
“What committee?” Peter asked.
“The town has itself a committee that makes decisions.” Crawford said.
“Great, decision by committee.” Whitley sighed.
“They’ve got certain people designated for areas of responsibility in case of an emergency, but I think their plan is for anything that’s not urgent to be hashed out and agreed upon before acting.”
“It’s not the worst idea I’ve ever heard.” Peter shrugged.  “I mean, benevolent dictatorship only works as long as the benevolent part is true.”
“And the dictator isn’t an idiot.” Whitley pointed out.
“That too.  Come on.”
Peter walked across the street, moving parallel to the wall and away from the trebuchet, before stopping a little way down the next ‘block’.  Everything between the heavily expanded houses to the east and the newly laid wall to the west had been cleared right down to ground level, leaving open space in case defenders needed it behind the wall.
“Okay, it sounds like you two have been talking and checking out our hosts longer than us two.” Peter began, nodding at Smith and Crawford.
“We weren’t tired.” Crawford said.
“And it’s been months since I got to game any.” Smith added.
“Fanboy.” Crawford snickered.
“Hey fuck you Cindy.” Smith said.  “You got your hobbies, I’ve got mine.  That zombie rule set they came up with is actually a pretty clever way to wargame encounters and possible zombie combat scenarios we might run into.”
Crawford’s scowl was back.  “Call me that one more time and I’ll break your arm.”
“You’ll try.” Smith sneered.
“Gunny, you had to open your mouth.” she said, turning her unhappy expression on Peter.
“I didn’t know I’d been sworn to secrecy.” Peter said mildly.
“Wait, how long have you known?” Whitley asked.
“It’s not important.” Peter said.  “And Gunny knows all, haven’t you figured that out yet?”
“Oh yeah, then why are fanboy and I filling you in then?” Crawford demanded.
“So I’ll know.  Talk.”
Smith cleared his throat.  “So, committee.  They’ve been seriously working on the town for about six weeks now, and their population has been climbing steadily for the last four.”
“That’s a lot of people they’ve added in the last month then,” Peter mused, “if they’re past five hundred.”
“Yeah.”
“Any idea why?”
Smith frowned.  “They’re really worried about Ellsworth.”
“Anything new I didn’t already hear about that?”
“I don’t think so.  A bunch of the adults, the ones who think they’d be pressed into service, are scared about maybe having to go be zombie killers.”
“And the rest, the ones who would be left behind, are worried about how they’ll survive without their brave people around to go out into the big bad zombie world and bring back supplies.” Crawford added.
“Can you blame them?” Whitley asked.
“No.” Smith said.
“Yes.” Crawford said.
“Have a heart Crawford.” Smith said.  “Not everyone’s as crazy as you.”
“Not everyone’s got balls as big as mine.” she sneered.  “Especially you fanboy.”
“There’s nothing wrong with someone who doesn’t want to frontline.” Peter said, slashing his hand through the air.  “Plenty of work that needs doing that doesn’t require being a boot on the ground.”
“You say so Gunny.” Crawford shrugged.
“I was one of those guys behind the frontlines.” Peter pointed out.  “Or did you think I got all my mechanical skills from playing around with insurgent vehicles between firefights?”
“You’re a Marine.” Whitley said.  “It’s different.”
“Yeah, but Marine or no, I still wasn’t a knife-in-my-teeth guy kicking down doors and crawling through the high grass just inland from the beach either.  We’ve all got roles to play, and there’s jobs that need doing at every step along the way.”
“Well, that’s one thing; but if they’re right about Ellsworth’s plans, where do you think they’ll stick you when we sign up?” Crawford asked.
“I keep telling you guys, I’m in this to help.” Peter said calmly.  “That’s all I’ve been doing since the shit hit the fan, and all I’m planning on doing until I can’t or the fucking zombies give it up.”
“How do we know Ellsworth really is gutting any settlements they can get at?” Crawford asked.
“The manpower and supplies have to come from somewhere.” Smith pointed out.
“Yeah, but at gunpoint?” Whitley asked.
“I didn’t say I agreed with that plan.” Smith said hastily, holding his hands up.  “I just mean that places like this are about the only really viable place to tap to build up a true force that can deal with the zombies.”
“Last time I checked, it was supposed to be a free country.” Peter said.
Crawford snorted laughter, then gave up trying to hold it in when their eyes swung to her.  “Oh come on, really?”
“What’s wrong?” Whitley asked.
“How long have you been in Gunny, since the 70s?” she demanded.  “They had the draft back then, right?”
“Actually, the draft ended before I enlisted.” Peter told her.  “And what’s funny about that?”
“Nothing, but this hasn’t been a free country for a long time.” she said.  “Or haven’t you checked who picked the channels before zombies grabbed all the remotes?”
“Jesus Crawford.” Whitley muttered.
“Hey, she’s not wrong.” Smith said.  “It’s not like us little people had a say in how things went down.”
Peter spread his hands out.  “Are we really going to stand around in the cold having a debate about the way things were before the outbreak?”  Heads shook reluctant, Crawford’s the slowest and last, and Peter sighed.  “My point was, theoretically,” he said, looking at Crawford, “drafts and requisitions are pretty extreme acts.”
“We’re in some pretty extreme circumstances.” Smith said.
“Does that change the rules this much though?” Crawford asked.
“But have they changed?” Whitley asked.  “Who’s to say they have?”
“Well, these guys say Ellsworth changed them.” Smith replied.
“But did Ellsworth change them?” Whitley asked.
“That’s why I’m trying to figure out how to figure that out.” Peter said.  “So we know where we stand.”
“Okay Gunny, so how do we do that?” Crawford said, lighting another cigarette.
“If we go ask, and Canton’s telling the truth about what Ellsworth has been up to, then we’re probably going to be kept there and plugged into the machine.” Smith pointed out.
“Would that be so bad?” Whitley asked.
“Hey, we can fuck around arguing semantics and shit, but bottom line, I was a volunteer every step.” Smith said, his voice growing a little heated.  “Including when I stuck it out with Gunny.  And especially when the four of us packed up and headed north.  You remember Mendez?  Roper?  They all stayed in Georgia.”
“Cumming needs them.”
“Yeah, and what happens if Ellsworth shows up down there and strips Cumming?” Crawford asked.
“If a zombie-killing army makes it from here to Georgia, then things are probably more or less being won.” Peter said.
“Big if.” Smith said.  “And not my point.”
“What is your point?” Crawford asked.
“What happens to Sawyer and her people if there’s no one left to hold the fences and run supplies?  If ‘the big plan’ to deal with zombies means running around stripping all the survivor groups of their manpower and supplies, and leaving everyone else to fend for themselves . . . how does that solve the problem?  There’s a lot of kids and non-combatants in Cumming remember.”
“I remember.” Peter said calmly.  “I’m going to point out I haven’t said I agree with Ellsworth.”
“If that’s what Ellsworth is actually doing.” Whitley reminded everyone.
There were several moments of silence, then Crawford spoke.  “Okay, so if we came up here to sign up with Ellsworth, and we’re not going to, what the plan?”
“Shit, you’d better not say head back to Georgia.” Smith said immediately.  “One swim was enough to last me until at least spring.”
“One thing at a time.” Peter said.  “The way I figure it, we can either go looking to bump into one of the recon teams, or—”
“Hey, fuck that.” Crawford said suddenly.  “If they’re acting like these guys say they are,” she said, gesturing around at the town, “then if four of us bump into a scout platoon then that’s probably just as bad as walking right up to the base gates.”
“I had the same thought.” Peter replied.
“Good.” Crawford said.  “Because being press-ganged into an anti-zombie squad ain’t on my bucket list.”
Whitley gave Crawford a tired look, but Peter just kept talking.  “Option the second, we borrow or find a radio and have a conversation that way.”
“What good is that going to do?” Smith asked.
“Well, it’ll let us talk to them.” Peter said reasonably.
“Yeah, but if they are shanghaiing folks, are they really going to admit it?”
“We know more now than we did back in Georgia.” Peter said.  “Whatever their exact answers are, whatever questions we come up with, it’ll give us a chance to feel out how we think things are going.”
“Okay, not the worst idea ever.” Crawford nodded.  “So where do we get a working radio?”
Smith looked over at the people messing with the trebuchet.  “I bet they’ll know.”
Peter grinned suddenly.  “Yeah, but I bet I know where to find one too.  And it should help us out however things go.”



Chapter Eighteen - Song remains the same
“You have got to be kidding.” Smith said.
“I’m dead serious.” Peter replied.
“Come on Smith, it’s going to be fun.” Crawford laughed.
“Leading a zombie horde around by the nose ain’t my idea of fun.  Not on purpose.”
“Live a little.” she said.
“I plan to.”
Crawford opened her door and got out of the car.  “You going to chicken out and let a girl show you up?”
Smith frowned unhappily, but he opened his door too.  “I thought you were a man Crawford.”
“Just because I’ve got bigger balls than you doesn’t mean I’m not all woman.” she said as she untied one of the ropes holding the bicycle to the car’s roof.
“Remind me to track down an anatomy textbook for you if we live.” Smith muttered loud enough for his voice to carry.
“Just angle northwest across the field.” Peter said, getting out and pointing diagonally away from the intersection ahead.  “When you get to pavement, come in from the west and get the horde’s attention then pull them after you.  Then head south to the rally point and wait for pickup.”
“I know, I know.” Smith grumped.
“Sure you only need a mile?” Crawford asked as she lifted the bicycle down.
“Yeah.  Either it’ll fire up or it won’t, and if it doesn’t then more time isn’t likely to improve my chances.”
“I thought you were a mechanic.” Smith said unhappily as he got the second bicycle free.
“Motor Tee.” Peter said.  “And that means diesel.  But there’s nothing that says whatever’s wrong with the Brad is something I can handle out here in the middle of nowhere.”
“So this isn’t going to work, is it?”
“Shut up Smith.” Crawford told him.  “Come on, let’s go.”
“If I get bit and you can’t even get the thing working I’m going to be pissed.” Smith said, still unhappy; but he settled his shotgun, checked his holstered pistol, then started pushing the bike.  Crawford led off, both of them angling off road and heading for the western side of the road visible ahead, running east-west as it intersected the one the Dodge was waiting on.
“Seriously, this is going to work though, right?” Whitley asked as Peter got back in the car.
“I can’t guarantee I can get it running.” Peter said.  “But between you and me I’m willing to bet we can get the radio working as long as the unit’s still intact.  As long as it is, odds are we get power to it and we’re on-the-air.  Even if we have to dismount the unit and take it with us.”
“What are they odds of that?”
“Come on, it’s armor.” Peter said, gesturing at the zombie infested intersection ahead, with the squat hulk of the Bradley Armored Personal Vehicle visible on the far side of the mass of vehicles and bodies.  “A semi-truck could have smashed into it and odds are it’d just scratch the paint.”
“A semi?” she asked skeptically.  “You’re exaggerating just a bit, right?”
Peter shrugged.  “Maybe, but I’d still be willing to put money on the fucking Brad making it through in one piece over the truck.  I mean, the damn thing weighs thirty tons.”
“Fully loaded a truck can weigh a lot more than that.”
“Yeah, but that’s mostly sheet metal and particle board.” Peter said.  “And the trailer, the cargo in it; none of that’s rigid.  It all goes flying on impact.  The Bradley is solid, all the mass is mostly one piece.”
“Well, you’ll excuse me if — assuming we get the thing rolling — I decline to be inside when you decide to test that theory.”
“Okay, I wouldn’t want to be inside if it happened either.” Peter admitted.  “But I’d still pick the armor to come out on top.”
They waited, listening to the car’s engine tick over at idle and the rush of warm air through the dashboard’s vents, as they kept watch on the area.  In the daylight, the intersection where they’d first met the Canton group was an even bigger mess than it had appeared in the darkness.  Whatever had caused the chaos, there had been a lot of it.
Some of the cars had clearly burned, and a lot of them had broken windows.  The ones like that lacking any other obvious impact damage — like a collision — made it clear there had been significant non-vehicular action happening.  And there were the skeletons.
Not bodies; skeletons.  It wasn’t the first time any of them had seen it, but it was never fun.  Left to their own devices, unmolested or otherwise distracted, and zombies would eat someone right down to the bone.  Just from here, even with the binoculars, it was obvious somewhere in the vicinity of a three-digit number of people had perished and become fodder for the horde.  The bones usually got scattered in the consumption process, but skulls were an easy marker to tabulate.
Whatever story had led up to the intersection becoming such a hellish clusterfuck was lost to teeth and time.  And Peter figured he probably didn’t really want to know the specifics.  He had his own nightmares, up close and personal images from Downtown Atlanta and two months of surviving the ongoing apocalypse since, to bear.  This was just one more, and he’d long since decided it was a waste of time to care about every little detail of what had happened.
What mattered was what happened next.  So he waited with Whitley behind the wheel, watching the time and the horde while keeping an eye on the area closer in around the car.  Finally, after about twenty minutes, he saw what was definitely sustained westward movement from the horde.
“There they are.” Whitley said quietly, nodding at the western half of the intersecting road.
“Yeah.”
The two of them watched as Crawford and Smith got in close enough to the horde to be noticed.  Both decoys spent a minute or two wailing away with clubs, fending off the closest zombies while they gave the trailing edges of the pack time to coalesce.  Then they started fading west.  Predictably, the zombies followed.
“Thank God zombies are stupid.” Whitley murmured.
“And slow.” Peter agreed.  “Only things saving anyone at this point.”
It took five minutes, but finally the intersection was more or less clear.  Peter drew his M-45 and checked it over, then reholstered it and lifted the axe.  “Okay, let’s go.”
Whitley put the Dodge in gear and drove north.  She stopped just shy of the first crumpled vehicles jamming the crossroads.  Peter had his door open before she even finished braking, and was out and on his feet by the time the Dodge rocked back on its suspension.
Up close, the intersection was worse.  Blood stained most of the visible pavement, and even a good percentage of the vehicle surfaces he could see.  Not all of the zombies had left either; but only a handful of the ones remaining were still on their feet.  He reversed the axe — he still preferred the blunt end to the blade, letting weight of metal rather than the cutting edge do the damage — and started swinging as he worked his way through the intersection.
The axe head was somewhere around five or seven pounds of solid metal.  Peter was aging, but he was able to swing the axe with a respectable amount of speed.  When a zombie’s skull interfaced with a swing of the axe, it was shockingly effective.
Some of the heads just split and cracked on the spot.  It wasn’t like fruit being smashed, but the desiccated insides of the skulls would spray out in a splattering of dusty debris amid whatever bone fragments dislodged and took flight.  Those zombies tended to drop or crumple then and there.
Other heads resisted the catastrophic results of a shattered skull, but still suffered extreme damage and effects from the impacts.  These corpses would go flying from the force of the hits, tumbling and stumbling and rolling out of his way.  Some were left with gaping holes in the sides of their heads, others with broken necks or fractured limbs when they went down; but all that mattered was they got out of his way when he hit them.
Even taking his time, it was five minutes of climbing and axe work before he got across the minefield of teeth and hidden undead.  As much as he could, he stayed on the cars and trucks, so he was less likely to be surprised by a zombie lurking beneath what remained of a vehicle.  The extra height made the axe swings that much more effective, but he was still breathing hard as he neared his objective.
“You okay?” Whitley called as he made it to ground on the far side and paused for a moment to check his surroundings — and catch a second wind unobtrusively — before continuing.
“Yeah, just tired.” he called back.
“I’m not sure how much of the fuel I’ll be able to fetch through all this.”
“Just keep a look out and be ready to yell if anything sneaks up on me.” Peter answered.  They’d found a gas station and brought a small supply of diesel just in case all that was needed for the Bradley was a fill-up.  “I’ll let you know if we need to get into what we brought.  And watch yourself.”
“Same to you Gunny.”
“Yeah, yeah.” he muttered to himself.  Moving closer, he studied the Bradley.  It squatted in the grass beyond the intersection, a dozen or so yards from the nearest buildings.  This one was painted in the beige desert camouflage that had effectively become the standard color scheme since the early nineties; when all the fighting happened in desert and arid climates, there wasn’t much utility in the greens and browns of a forest or jungle color scheme.
It didn’t surprise him to see some dried blood marring the sides, and a lot on the front where it had clearly done some driving through crowds of bodies, but except for those streaks that had clung on despite the wind and rain and sun the vehicle looked more or less intact.  He didn’t see anything wrong with the treads at first glance, and there were no indications it’d been ramming or been rammed after deployment.  Of course, he could only guess how long it had been parked — abandoned — here.
Glancing reluctantly at the rear deployment ramp, Peter instead started pulling himself up onto the vehicle.  It took more effort than he cared to admit to heave himself up, but the Bradley wasn’t too much of a climb.  The driver’s hatch was dogged down tight and wouldn’t budge when he tried it, but the vehicle commander’s lifted at his touch.  Peter set his axe aside and drew the M45, then flipped the hatch all the way back and peered inside with the pistol at the ready.
The seat was in the lowered position, and covered in blood.  But there was no body.  Peter frowned, then picked up the axe again.  Reaching the tool down into the Bradley, he used the head to slam and thump against the interior walls several times.  It made a substantial thumping each time the metal axe head came into contact with the APV’s hull; one that was subdued enough out here, but that would unmistakable to anyone — anything — inside.
Peter laid the axe down once more, then got his flashlight out and settled back to wait as he strained his ears.  Seconds became a minute, but he didn’t hear anything from inside the vehicle.  From the look of it, either one or more of the crew had converted, or someone outside had managed to get up close and inflict damage on whoever had been inside.  But whichever way the situation had gone, they weren’t here now.
“You hope.” he told himself, taking a deep breath.  Shifting around, he laid himself down and poked his head and arms in the hatch for a look.  The interior was as stark and industrial as any combat vehicle he’d ever been in, but nothing moved.  Peter took his time, looking and listening; but he had to admit if there were any zombies inside they were playing it extremely careful for zombies.
Slowly, Peter shifted around again and lowered himself through the hatch.  Once he was inside, sitting in the seat, he looked around again, then climbed down and checked the rest of the vehicle.  He’d known from the pattern and number of antenna protruding from the Bradley’s exterior this was a scout version, but one look at the rear compartment confirmed it.  There were usually cases of extra ammunition for the vehicle’s weapons stored back there, but if there’d been any they were gone now.  A lot of the space was instead occupied with radios and radio stations.
The driver’s compartment was also bloodstained, but again lacked a body or any other signs of problems.  Dried blood flaked away from the seat like crumbling rust when he sat down and checked the controls.  A little blood wouldn’t bother a military vehicle, certainly not one that was designed for limited amphibious operation.  But when he tried the starter nothing happened.
Peter considered for a moment, thinking about that, then got up and managed to contort himself into position to open a service panel.  He peered in at the exposed components, then nodded and reached for the hatch above his head.  The locking levers released, and he was able to open and push back the circular steel without trouble.  As he hauled himself out, he heard Whitley calling.
“What?” he called back, blinking at her in the sudden brightness of the daylight.
“How’s it going?”
“It’s empty.”
“Will it start?”
“I’m pretty sure one of the fuses blew.”
“So what’s that mean?”
“I want to try replacing it.”
“Will that work?”
Peter shrugged, then held up both hands and let them drop when he realized she might not be able to make out the shrug from across the intersection.  “I don’t know.  Just stand by.”
“Well, we’re starting to draw a little notice.” she answered, gesturing.
Peter looked around as he eased himself across the hull.  Sure enough, rounding the corner of some of the buildings, were a handful of zombies.  Scowling, Peter made sure his pistol was in its holster before he slid down to the ground.
Working quickly, he checked the nearest two vehicles to the Bradley and pulled a good sized handful of fuses from beneath their dashboards.  Back inside the APV, he popped out the blown one and tossed it aside before sorting through his hastily procured replacements until he found one that matched the bad component.
When he finished and tried the ignition again, this time the starter produced the distinctive rumbling groan of a long quiescent diesel engine bringing itself back to life.  He cranked it for ten seconds, gave it a rest for ten more, then tried again.  The third attempt worked, and the engine rumbled into service.
Grinning, Peter checked the gauges over.  As far as he could tell, unless something developed in the next few minutes, the Bradley just needed a little routine maintenance but was okay for a short hop.  It was less than thirty miles back to Canton, and the rally point was much closer still.
Adjusting the seat so his head poked out of the cramped confines of the compartment, Peter grasped the steering yoke and got the Bradley moving.  It was designed to go anywhere an Abrahams tank could, and while its bulk was less than an Abrahams, it sufficed to nudge the occasional corner or end of a stray wreck out of the way without a problem.  It had been a while since he’d driven anything with treads, but he found it wasn’t hard to summon the experiences back to the fore.
* * * * *
“Holy shit, you got it working.” Crawford said.
Peter looked up from the radio he was watching Whitley fiddle with.  Crawford and Smith were just laying their bikes aside on the road a couple of yards from the APV.
“Can’t lose all the time.” he said.
“Yeah, well, we’ve sorta been working on disproving that pithy little theory.”
“What about the radios?” Smith asked as he stepped on the deployment ramp.
“Hey, relax.” Crawford said.  “We’re back to riding in style.”
“You have any idea how often we’ll have to stop for gas if we try to go joyriding around in this fucker?” Peter asked her.
“Actually yeah.” she shrugged.  “But zombie-proof armor and vehicle mounted weapons don’t come cheap.”
“That’s if they work.”
“You didn’t check?” she asked, sounding surprised.
“All I care about are the radios.” Peter said, turning back to Whitley.
“Fuck, I care.  I’ll check.” Crawford said, moving past Smith and heading for the commander’s seat.
“Knock yourself out.” Peter said.  He really didn’t care about the vehicle’s weapons, but he supposed if they were working it might be useful.  A twenty-five millimeter chain cannon would certainly rain holy hell down on a zombie horde.
“So what about the radios?” Smith asked again.
“They’re working.” Whitley said, holding one half of a headset to her ear as she fiddled with knobs on the equipment.
“Then . . .”
“Chill, I’m trying to find out if Ellsworth is still transmitting.” she said, sounding annoyed.
“Okay, okay.” he said.  “I’m just hoping the shit I just had to do wasn’t a waste of time.”
“I’m not comms you know.” Whitley said, her tone still perturbed.  “This isn’t my skillset.”
“It’s a fucking radio.” Smith said.
“Okay, then you do it.” she replied, starting to get up from the fold out seat at the radio station.
“I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” he said, backing away and shaking his head.
“Go be useful, take a look around.” Peter told him.
“You’re clear.” Smith shrugged.  “Nothing close, nothing headed this way.”
“Good.  Make sure.  Check again.” Peter repeated.
“Fine.”
Smith stepped away from the lowered ramp, and a moment later he could be heard climbing up onto the top of the vehicle.  Peter looked back at Whitley.  “Nothing on any of the frequencies?”
“Not that I can hear.” she said slightly more calmly.
“Maybe they changed to a different broadcast schedule.” Peter mused.  “Spaced it out some more?”
“I guess.”
“Okay, let me have that thing.” Peter said, holding his hand out.  She gave him the headset, and Peter started settling it into place on his head.  “Make sure we’re on one of their frequencies.”
Whitley looked at the crumpled bit of paper in her hand, then twiddled one of the knobs.  Finally she looked up at him and nodded.
“Bravo Mary Two-One, calling Echo Three Seven Sierra Delta.” Peter said, adjusting the microphone on its boom to hang closer to his lips.  “Bravo Mary Two-One, calling Echo Three Seven Sierra Delta.”
Static crackled faintly, weakly, from the headset; the pops of atmospheric interference.  No voice came on the line to answer him.  Peter waited several seconds, then raised an eyebrow at Whitley.
“I’m not comms.” she said again, fiddling with some of the knobs.
“It’s working, right?”
“As far as I know.  You want to do the honors?”
“Check the frequency.” Peter said.  “Again.  I know, I know.  Please, okay?” he added when he saw annoyance materializing in her eyes.
Whitley looked down at the paper Peter had carried in his pocket all the way from Georgia, crumpled and bedraggled after eighteen hundred miles and one very cold swim, then up at the radio’s frequency settings.  Fortunately Peter had written on the paper in pencil, which had survived the swim.  She made it even clearer that she was checking a second time, then futzed with a few more knobs.
“Okay, that’s about the best I figure I can do to boost the transmission output.”
“Bravo Mary Two-One, calling Echo Three Seven Sierra Delta or any station Ellsworth AFB.” Peter said again.
“Echo responding to Bravo, identify.” a female voice said suddenly on the circuit.
“Echo, Bravo.” Peter said, flashing a thumbs up at Whitley.  “Survivor squad of State of Georgia National Guard traveling to join you at Ellsworth.  We should be listed on your contact sheet.”
“Bravo, Echo.  Wait one.”
Peter waited, schooling himself to patience.  A few seconds later, the voice returned.  “I’ve got you Bravo.  Say current location and ETA?”
“Just outside Alburnett, Iowa.” Peter replied, delivering the opening of the prepared story he’d come up with to test the base out.  Alburnett was on his maps, and effectively along the same bearing from where he was standing in relation to Ellsworth.  If they were running triangulation, they’d probably see he wasn’t transmitting from Iowa; but he was betting they either weren’t or wouldn’t look that closely.
“You’re getting close then.  Be aware, there’s some major outbreak activity along I-90 if you come that way, especially in and around Sioux Falls.”
“Copy.  We have a problem and need to know if you can help any.”
The Ellsworth radio operator waited several seconds before responding to that.  “Go ahead Bravo.”
“We’ve encountered approximately four hundred survivors and are sort of bogged down helping them.” Peter said.  “They want to accompany us to Ellsworth for shelter.”
“Say again Bravo?”
“Echo, Bravo.  We are with four-zero-zero civilians lacking aid and shelter.  They want escort to your location for shelter.” Peter said again.
This time the pause was nearly twenty seconds.  “Bravo, stand by.”
Peter exchanged a tired glance with Whitley, but he keyed the microphone and just said “Bravo standing by.”
“Not exactly auspicious.” Whitley said unhappily.
“So far it’s okay.” Peter said carefully.  “This might not be something covered by standing orders.”
“Oh come on Gunny.” she protested.  “We’re in the middle of the end of the fucking world.  If they don’t have SOP for rescue and care of civilians what’s the fucking point?”
Before Peter could answer, the Bradley suddenly vibrated as a fairly loud buzzing sound went off; a buzzing followed by a lot of loud cracks of displacing air.  Peter recognized it immediately, even though he jumped at the unexpectedness of it.
“Crawford.” Whitley said, scowling.
“Guess the chaingun’s working.” Peter shrugged.
“I’ll go tell her to knock it off.”
“Yeah, that’d be good.”
Whitley rose and went forward to the gunner’s mount.  Peter dropped into the seat she vacated and scanned the radio’s readouts without touching anything.  Truth be told, he wasn’t exactly an expert with the systems either.  Turning it on and off, changing frequencies, and attaching power or replacement batteries was the extent of his knowledge.  He was hesitant to screw anything up by playing around with it.
Instead, he settled for drumming his fingers on the little ledge of a desk surface that was provided to give radio operators and commanders somewhere to write on as he continued waiting.  Finally the circuit came back to life.
“Bravo, Echo.”
“Echo, Bravo.” Peter answered.  It was a different voice, a male that sounded much more sure of himself than the previous operator.  That probably meant he was more senior.
“How many able bodies do you have there not already in uniform?”
Peter hadn’t thought that far ahead, but he made up a number on the spot.  “About fifteen.”
“Only fifteen?”
“Yes, one-five.”
Ellsworth was silent for several seconds, then the new voice spoke again.  “Bravo, we are unable to host or shelter non-combatants at this time.  Supplies and space are extremely tight.  We need action capable adults to correct that.”
Peter was frowning, but he very carefully kept his voice even and modulated.  “Echo, this group is barely hanging on as it is.  They can’t spare anyone or anything.”
“If they don’t, we can’t guarantee we’ll be in position to help them or anyone else.”
“No ETA for relief?” Peter asked.  “At all?”
“Negative Bravo, no ETA.”
“They’re not going to like it.  We might not be able to prevent them, or at least some of them, from following us.”
“Bravo, you need to make sure they do not accompany you.  We are unable to provide aid to civilians at this time.  Do whatever you need to.”
“Say again Echo?” Peter asked, now letting some of his emotions leak into his tone.
“Any means necessary, but only your unit and able volunteers are authorized to join us.  All others will be turned away by force.”
“A lot of them will probably be dead before spring if they don’t get help.  They’re low on food and have a lot of dependents who can’t do much scavenging or work.” Peter said, taking care to speak slowly and articulate each word for maximum clarity.  “They’re not going to hold up much longer.”
“Not our problem Bravo.” Ellsworth said, the voice firm and flat.  “We have to stay on the big picture.”
Peter slapped his hand down on the little desk, but he managed to keep his anger out of his tone.  “Understood Echo.”
“ETA to our location?”
“Tomorrow latest.”
“Good.  Echo out.”
“Bravo clear.”
Peter stripped off the headset and just barely kept himself from throwing it across the compartment.  Instead he very carefully laid it into the hooks on the side of the console, then stood up with his fists clenched.
“GODDAMNIT SONOFABITCH MOTHERFUCKING ASSHOLES!” he shouted, feeling the back of his throat and the furthest reaches of his lungs protesting at the volume he was drawing forth.  “CHRIST ON A FUCKING CRUTCH!”
“Gunny!”
Breathing hard, Peter turned and saw Whitley and Crawford standing at the front of the Bradley’s troop compartment.  The former looked a little concerned, but Crawford’s face wore an expectant expression that bordered on satisfied.  He raised a hand and pointed a finger at her.  “Don’t.”
“I di—” Crawford began, but Peter shook his head sharply.
“Just don’t.” he repeated, his voice flat with authority and anger.
“They didn’t go for it?” Whitley asked in a neutral tone.
“Their orders were to abandon the civilians and make tracks for Ellsworth.”
“Good thing the civvies were imaginary then.” Crawford said.
“Shut up.” Whitley snapped.  “Gunny, ignore her.”
“Hey—” Crawford began.
Whitley rounded on the other woman and put her face very close to hers.  “For once, just once, take the hint and leave it alone.”
Crawford blinked, then her eyes narrowed as she glared at Whitley.  For several moments, Peter wasn’t sure which way things were going to go.  Then Crawford shrugged and pulled out her pack of cigarettes.  As she tapped one free, Peter drew a loud noisy breath that was halfway between inhalation and clearing his throat.
“So now we know.” Whitley said, turning back to Peter.
“Yeah.”
“Plan?”
Peter scowled.  He had really pinned everything on linking up with the government group and joining the good fight.  The plan had been to throw in with whatever organization there was and help however he could to expand and support it, so the clearing and resecuring operation could get underway.
He hadn’t held any illusions that it would have been a quick process, or that things would be over and done without problems; but this hadn’t been on his radar.  Not something like this.
“There’s no point in what they claim they’re trying to do if they start sacrificing people, not just individuals but entire groups of people who’ve managed to hang on, in wholesale lots.” Peter said quietly, trying to use lack of volume to force his pulse and anger to begin abating.  “The reason, the whole reason to try and win this thing, is to save people.  To help stop the dying and get things to a stable place where rebuilding and growth can begin again.”
Crawford snorted all but silently around her cigarette, but her face was blank when Peter’s eyes flicked to her.  He sighed unhappily.  “After making it this far from Georgia, seeing what we’ve seen, I believe it when people talk about three out of four are dead.”
“Probably more.” Crawford said in a very uninflected voice.
“Yeah, probably more.” Peter reluctantly agreed.  “And a lot of them are likely still walking around, part of the problem.  Everywhere we’ve looked, people are scrapping to stay alive and not everyone’s going to make it through the winter.  The time to help people is now, not in three or six or nine months.  Or longer.”
“So . . .” Whitley prodded him.
Peter shrugged.  “Well, since we’re up here anyway, let’s head back to Canton.”
“Okay.” she agreed.  “Why?”
“I want to see if we can make a deal with them.”



Chapter Nineteen - Heroes
“How’d you get it running?” a tall, lean, and deeply tanned man asked as Peter walked out of the back of the Bradley.
“Yeah, we’ve looked at it twice, even spent some time dipping out the fuel tank and putting in fresh, but it was dead.” another one added.
Peter shrugged.  “Some of the fuses were blown.  Switched them out, good as new.”
“Huh.” the tall Canton man said, flicking his head in a practiced gesture to flip a long strand of hair back behind his shoulder.  A long strand; he had the longest hair Peter had ever seen on anyone, male or female.  “Go figure.”
“I want to talk to whoever the deciders are around here.” Peter said, raising his voice a little.  A small group of about a dozen Canton locals had approached the Bradley and Dodge as they parked in the little lot on the south side of the town, but he didn’t really recognize any of them.  “You have a council or committee or something, right?”
“Why?” someone asked.
“Yeah, what’s wrong?”
Peter shook his head.  “I’m not the problem, and neither are you folks.  That’s why I need to talk to whoever’s in charge.”
“This is a town, not a kingdom.” a man near the back of the group said.
“I didn’t say what it was.  I just need to talk to whoever’s senior or influential or whatever.”
“Well, talk to us then.”
Peter resisted the urge to frown.  “Look, it’s been a pretty shitty day and I’m not in the best of moods.  What I’ve got to talk about isn’t a secret or anything, but I don’t want to spend the next couple of hours repeating myself.  So why don’t we just all do it once with whoever calls the shots?”
The tall man clapped his hands together and spread them out, the gesture looking like something he did as often as Peter might flash a thumbs up or nod his head.  “Okay, sure.  Come on.”  There was some grumbling among the crowd, and the tall man raised his voice.  “Everyone, come on.”
“What about us?” Whitley asked.
“You and Crawford sit tight for now.” Peter said.  He trusted Whitley’s judgment the most, and Crawford — well, saying he trusted her the least wasn’t fair, but he would expect her to be the most likely of the four of them to cause some sort of a problem — so that made Smith the logical choice to bring as ‘backup’.  Not that Peter expected to need backup, but there was a lot of crap going on these days people hadn’t expected.
“Are we . . .”  Whitley’s voice was low, quiet enough to not carry.
“No.  Just wait.  But hang on to the vehicles until I tell you different.” he said in a normal tone.  “Button up so you’re not sitting around in the cold.”
“Got it.”
Smith slung his shotgun, but Peter left his Remington behind as he moved toward the tall townsman.  He wasn’t planning on fighting, and with the size of the town’s population it wouldn’t matter much anyway.  Either his pistols would be enough, or they wouldn’t; period.
The long haired local nodded at Peter’s look and turned, the whole procession heading out of the parking lot.  They went up the same street as before, but one more ‘house’ past the one they’d stayed in the previous night.  It was the same as the others, more or less; an already existing structure that had been heavily expanded to provide drastically increased interior space, plus a new second floor.
The inside was the same as well; rough, new construction, some heat to take the chill from the frigid conditions outside, and just enough light to both see by and make it obvious there was power.  The tall man went to a stairwell in the original section of the structure and went up.
Still following, Peter emerged out into an enormous room.  In fact, it looked like they’d built this second floor without any dividing walls at all; only support pillars for the roof.  The nearest pillar had a switch, and the man flipped it.  Lights, soft and diffuse white bulbs, came on and cut the gloom back.  It wasn’t a full level of normal illumination, but it was enough to see by.
The space had some storage bins — what was being stored Peter could only guess at — installed along some of the wall space.  There were also piles and stacks of other supplies, most of it cloth or dry goods.  He saw bundles of sheets and blankets, bags of charcoal, construction materials like boxes of nails and screws, and what seemed like at least a hundred other kinds of things.  But they were all out of the way, leaving the bulk of the area open.
In the middle, a short distance from where the stairwell emerged, was a very simple dais with a cheap folding table and some metal folding chairs positioned on it.  Other than some desk lamps on the table — powered by an extension cord that dropped out of the ceiling directly above the table — they were the only things on the dais.
“Wait here.” the tall man said.  “I’ll start spreading the word.”
“Yeah, me too.” a local woman said.  “I’ll head up to the gate and start from there.”
Peter looked around as they departed, then sat down on the edge of the dais and simply started waiting.  Smith choose a support pillar near him and leaned casually back against it, and the locals just stood around.  Over the next fifteen minutes well over two hundred people arrived.  There was a quiet buzz of conversation, and a lot of looks at Peter and Smith, but no one bothered them.  After a while Peter decided it was the uniforms he and Smith wore that seemed to be drawing most of the attention.
Finally, after several minutes had passed without any new arrivals, a group came up the stairs together.  Some of the faces already in the room Peter recognized — the bearded Max, a couple of the so-called ‘Geeks’, a few others who had been present at various points during last night and this morning — but this group had Brenna and also the other woman he vaguely remembered from the initial meeting at the crossroads before coming to Canton.  The tall man with the long hair brought up the rear, though he stopped walking and joined the crowd of people waiting around.
Brenna’s group numbered seven, and they made straight for the dais.  People parted to let them through, and Peter decided things were about to get moving so he stood up.
“Mr. Gibson.” she greeted him.
“Ma’am.” Peter said, nodding.
She gestured at the others with her.  “You wanted to talk to whoever’s in charge.  That’s us.  Us and everyone here, since this has become as an official of a town meeting as they get around here these days.”
“Great.” Peter said, nodding to the rest of them several times as he moved his gaze from one to the next, making polite eye contact.  “I’m Master Gunnery Sergeant Peter Gibson, Marine Corps.  And before anyone who hasn’t already heard asks, my people and I are not part of Ellsworth in any capacity.”
“You were headed there though.” a burly man standing next to Max called out.
“That’s right, we were.” Peter agreed.  “But we won’t be joining them.”
“Something’s changed.” Brenna observed, moving up the pair of steps to the dais’ floor.  The others were joining her, though only a couple sat down.
“I wanted to get a second source on what you told me about Ellsworth and what they’ve been up to.” Peter replied.  “So we got the Bradley parked outside working and used its radios to get in touch with the base.”
“What Bradley?” one of the men on the dais asked, a swarthy looking man with a misshapen nose.
“We appropriated one on the outskirts of Sioux Falls a few hours ago.”
“It was just sitting there.” Smith said.
“Wait, you got that thing working?” someone in the crowd asked.
“I clocked over three decades as a mechanic in the Corps.” Peter said.  “We didn’t use them a lot, but I know how to work on Brads.  Their engines at least.”
There was a little murmuring at that, but Peter returned his attention to the leaders on the platform.  “I put a couple of questions to Ellsworth today.  Sort of a test.”
“Did they pass?” one of the woman above him asked.
“Were they supposed to?” one of the other men on the dais asked.
“They were supposed to,” Peter nodded, “but they failed.”
“What was the test?” the same woman asked.  She had ruddy cheeks and the sort of complexion Peter recognized as belonging to someone who spent a lot of time out in the weather.  She didn’t have much of a tan, but this was pretty far north for the States.  For all he knew it had been cold up here long enough for her to have lost any sun exposure she might have picked up.
“I’d talked to them before leaving Georgia to head up here.  I called and said I was with a group — a large one — in Iowa that needed to come with us to the base.  I was ordered to leave them behind, even if it meant they didn’t survive the winter.”
There was an outburst of voices at that, many of them angry and unsettled.  A number of heads shook, some people puckered their lips like they wanted to spit, and a couple actually did.  The leaders didn’t hold back from joining in; most of them joined in with frowns and head shakes of their own.
“So you believe me about them then?” Brenna said as the noise leveled off.
“I do now.”
“Great soldier boy.” a man sitting at the table behind her said.  “So what’s that mean?”
Peter let the remark pass, suppressing his instinctive urge to correct him; he was a Marine, not a soldier.  “It means, I have a proposal for you.  For all of you.”
There was a fresh outbreak of murmurs.  This time most of the leaders didn’t react, but the woman with the florid complexion scowled at him.  “If you’re looking for us to back you in some sort of war, forget it.”
“Nothing like that.” Peter said quickly.
“Well, then, we could use your help in case they start one with us.”
“I hope it doesn’t come to that.”
The muttering was louder now, and Brenna waved her arms above her head.  “Quiet, let’s listen up.” she called.
“They haven’t been acting too friendly.” the woman who’d been on the scouting run with Brenna said.
“Yeah.” someone in the crowd muttered.
“No kidding.” another remarked.
“They haven’t actually said they’re going to do anything, but at this point it wouldn’t be a big shock.” the man with the misshapen nose said.
“My people and I want to join up with you folks.” Peter said.  “But with a condition.”
“What’s that?” the last woman on the platform to have remained silent asked, finally speaking up.
“This thing, this whole fucked up thing we’re all stuck in,” Peter said, spreading his arms out and gesturing broadly around the room, “doesn’t look like it’s going to just go away.  Does it?”
The muttering was back, but soft now.  A few heads shook.  Brenna’s eyes held Peter’s, and her voice was mostly even as she spoke.  “And?”
“And, that means as long as everyone is just sitting around waiting, nothing is going to change.”
That provoked some voices, as people protested and rumbled unhappily.  A couple of people gestured angrily at him.  One man moved a little closer to the dais and half shouted as he addressed Peter.  “We’re just trying to stay alive.”
“Yeah.” a lot of people said more or less in unison.
Peter raised his voice quickly.  “It’s not an accusation.  Me and my people have been doing the same, but we’ve seen how it was back around Atlanta, and along the way between there and here, and now we’ve seen how you’re doing and what Ellsworth plans on doing.  None of it, all of it, is enough.”
“What’s your point?” the oldest man on the platform asked.  His face was heavily lined, but he still had a full shock of hair in stark contrast to Peter’s mostly bald scalp.  He also showed no sign that age had robbed any of his mind, because the look in his eyes was intent and alert.
“My point is winter is about to hit, and trust me when I tell you a lot of the people still alive aren’t going to be able to handle it without easy access to food and power and water like they’re used to having.  And when Ellsworth starts running around demanding people and supplies, it’s going to get worse.”
“Still sounds like you’re angling to some sort of conflict.”
Peter shook his head at the red-faced woman.  “No.  That’s just as wasteful as the rest of it.”
“Then what?” the quiet woman sitting at the table asked.
“If Ellsworth is going to focus only on the zombies, and ignore everything else, then someone’s got to try to pick up the pieces.” Peter said carefully.  “Canton is doing really well, and you’re extremely organized compared to everyone else we’ve seen.  You’ve got a lot of skills and a lot of ways you can help us be the ones to pick those pieces up.”
The crowd’s voices rose again, but without any real focus this time.  Peter caught a lot of emotions and sentiments coming out of the onlookers, ranging from confusion to annoyance to fear.  Only a couple seemed to be extreme in either direction; either trending toward anger still, or turning to a more positive reaction.
“What are you saying?” Brenna asked.
“The way I see it, the best thing if someone, anyone, can’t convince Ellsworth that there’s more to do than simply clearing zombies; is to make sure as many people live to see the other side of this apocalypse as possible.” Peter said loudly.  “There are a lot of people barely hanging on out there.  More who aren’t even hanging anymore.  Who are already falling.  Even with your help there’s no way we can save everybody.  But every one we save is one more who’ll be there when the zombies are gone and it’s time to start recovering.”
Peter ignored the semi-tumult of crosstalk that erupted, keeping his attention on the seven people on the dais.  Two of them — the red cheeked woman and the older man — looked unhappily at him, while the other five traded either words or looks amongst themselves.  Waiting, Peter continued focusing on the leaders as they worked through their initial reactions.  It took about fifteen seconds, then one of the male leaders came across the platform and stood on the edge, close to Peter.
“What makes you think we want to run around saving people?” he asked loudly.
“Chas, that’s a real shitty attitude.” someone in the crowd of onlookers called out.
“I’m supposed to be one of the leaders.” the man replied.  “And me and the rest of the scout teams spend a lot of time away from town seeing what things look like.  I know better than most how dangerous what he’s talking about can get.”
“You’re not the only one who does runs.” Brenna said with a flash of obvious annoyance appearing on her face.
“Didn’t say I was.”
“And if we decide we might want to cooperate, no one’s saying you have to be involved.” the broken-nosed leader pointed out.
“Didn’t say that either.”
“Then . . . what?” someone in the crowd asked.
Chas shrugged.  “I’m just wondering why we’re supposed to be so concerned with everyone else?”
“For fuck’s sake.” someone muttered, and not entirely alone; a number of other voices were saying the same thing.  Most of them less profanely, but also basically matching the sentiment.  However, there was a not inconsequential level of agreement with Chas’ apparent position.
“They’re right.” someone else said loudly, a short woman who was barely visible amid the people gathered in the middle of the big room.  “If people don’t start working together, it won’t matter much how things turn out because most of us will be dead.”
“We’re doing just fine.” a third person said, sounding indignant.  “We don’t need any help.” he added, sending a look that was most of the way toward being a glare at the woman.
“Who’s saying things are bad all over?  This guy here?” a woman near the glaring man said, pointing at Peter.  “So what, we don’t know him or anyone with him.  They could be lying.”
“Why in the fuck would they lie about something like this?” Brenna asked.
“To trick us.” someone said.
“Yeah, to get us to spend time and resources running around.” another voice spoke up.
“It could be something Ellsworth is up to.” still another pointed out.
“Yeah.” Chas said.  “He says he’s not with the base, but that’s just what he’s saying.  He could be trying to deplete our stocks and defenses here so his people could show up and take over.”
Peter frowned, but before he could gather his thoughts into some sort of response, the quiet woman on the platform raised her voice.  “Ellsworth has said what they want is our people, not our stuff.  The only reason they want supplies from us is so they don’t have to run around gathering them up.”
“Yeah, there’s food and shit everywhere for the taking.” the short woman in the crowd said.  “What that asshole they sent out here wanted was everyone who could be pressed into useful service to sign up and join the crusade.”
“Well, isn’t that what he’s asking for?” the female leader with the weathered skin demanded.  “For us to throw into his little plan to save the world?”
“I’m not trying to save the world.” Peter said loudly.
“Sure sounds like it.”
“No?”
“You kind of are.”
Peter waved his hands above his head.  “We’re here, and even the continent is enormous.  The world’s bigger still.  No group as small as this one can save it all.”
“Then what are you getting at?” the angry man in the crowd asked.
“Like I said,” Peter answered, “if someone somewhere doesn’t start helping people get their shit together, the few who are left will get fewer.  At a certain point, there won’t be enough for it to really matter to whoever’s left.”
“That’s fucking bullshit.” someone snorted.
“Yeah, it’s not like we’re all about to go extinct or something.”
“Actually, it kinda is.” a man in his early twenties said, pushing to the front of the crowd.
“A lot of people have died—” a voice rose in protest, but the man — kid, really — shook his head and spoke loudly, directing his attention to Peter and the people on the platform.
“Best guess is one out of four people are still alive; that’s three-quarters who’ve died or become zombies since the outbreaks started.”
“Yeah, so there’s still a lot of us left.” someone cut in.
“Maybe, but jury’s still out on that.” the kid said.  “Do the math, and allow for problems since the start of this thing with disease, accidents, starvation, and everything else that’s been showing up, and there could be only a billion people left on the planet.”
“Yeah, a billion.” the woman who’d sided with the angry man said, taking a few steps forward.  “A billion is a lot you know.”
“For the whole planet?” Brenna demanded.  “That’s the kind of population density we haven’t had since, what Matt?” she asked, looking at the kid in the audience.
“Since around the eighteenth century I think.” he replied.  “And that assumes the level we’re counting on holds steady, and is already evenly distributed.”
“It hasn’t.” Peter said.  “We’ve seen a good piece of the pattern; at least in part of America.  Every city of any size we’ve gotten a look at has been torn apart; either by zombies or fire or both.”
“About seventy percent of the US lived in cities.” Matt said.  “And I think it was something like half the world’s population.”
“That’s still a lot left.” the angry man said.
“Don’t forget to take out people who made it through the first weekend or week, or the first month, then got fucked up by something else.” Brenna said.
“Right.” the kid said.  “We’re in the middle of a huge depopulation event.  Just looking at the US, there could be only a few ten million people or so left breathing, and that’s not very many when you consider how big America is.”
“Yup.” Peter said.  “And trust me, however good or bad off we might be here in the States, there are a lot of other places in the world that were already low pop or below subsistence level as it was when there weren’t zombies walking around eating people.”
 “This is a cute and all, but it doesn’t change the fact that you want us to spend time and effort to . . . actually, what exactly do you want us to do?” the red faced woman on the platform asked.  “Go set groups up, or bring them back here, or what?”
“I don’t know yet.” Peter shrugged.  “Some might want or need to come back here.  Others might want to stay where they are, but they’ll need help to do that and stay alive.  We’d have to take it as comes up.  But we can help, and it occurs to me Canton’s probably ideal for being able to get in touch with other groups.”
“And what happens to us?” someone in the crowd asked.
“Yeah, it’s already freezing and it’s going to get worse.”
“That’s what I’m worried about.” the kid from the crowd said.  “There can’t be all that many people left, and winter is going to do a serious number on most of them.”
“Why are we going to stick our necks out for people we don’t know?” someone demanded.
The quiet woman on the platform abruptly stood.  Picking her chair up, she started slamming it into the dais; making an echoing hollow noise boom out that quickly began to override the crowd’s voices.  When the conversation faded and everyone was staring at her, she brought the chair down one more time and released it.
“I don’t believe you assholes.” she said, glaring at them.  “Everyone here is doing as well as we are because we’re all working together.”
“Yeah, but—”
“Shut up!” she yelled, clenching her fists and holding them next to her head like she was trying to block everything out.  “Shut up, shut up, shut up!”
“Jeez Nicky, have a damn fit why don’t you.” the red faced woman next to her said in a voice that carried.
“Fuck you Suzanne.” Nichole said, lowering her fists and glaring at the other woman.  “You couldn’t even walk when Max’s group found you last month.”
“I had food poisoning!” Suzanne snapped, her eyes flashing.
“Yeah, I know.  I’m the one that got you through it.  And Max’s guys are the ones who carried you back here for me to fix.  Brenna’s geeks are the reason I had electricity to run the clinic we set up.  Dominick’s guys are why we have clean, uncontaminated water to give you.  And everyone who’s worked on the construction projects and supply scavenging and repairs and everything else that’s keeping us going here in Canton is the reason there’s even a Canton left at all.
“And now you’ve got the nerve to stand here and say we should tell everyone else to deal with their own shit?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Yeah, you did.”
“No, I just don’t want us to end up screwed because we try to do too much.” Suzanne insisted.
“No, you want us to ignore people who need help.” the broken nosed leader said.
“You’re putting words in my mouth Luther.”
“They’re your words.”
“I never said that.” she insisted.
“You meant it.” Brenna said.  “That’s what not doing something like what Gibson here is suggesting means.”
Suzanne looked at Chas, her expression furious even as her eyes tried to pull him back into the argument.  The tanned man scowled, but he opened his mouth.  “There is a limit.” he said in an even tone.  “There aren’t enough of us to fix every problem people are having.”
“There are enough us to help people fix problems.” someone in the crowd said.
“And what happens when we push too far and piss off Ellsworth?” someone else said.
“Yeah, or if we send teams out too far and they run into trouble and die because they’re trapped or something.”
“That’s not a new risk.” Brenna said loudly.  “And we’ve already got ways to keep ourselves safe against that kind of thing.”
“Sure, now.” Chas said.  “When we’re close to home, know the area, and have others nearby who can come help us if we have problems.”
“Exactly.” Nichole said.  “We have people who can help us.”
“We know each other.” the older male leader said.
“Not last week or last month or two months ago we didn’t.” Luther said.  “Hell, we rescued that group three days ago; the ones who were trapped on the roof of that little store near Newton Hills.  That’s seven people who are part of the town who weren’t until a little while ago.”
“That’s dif—” Suzanne started to say before cutting herself off.
“One of those guys is a kick ass chef who’s already started changing the recipes to improve what we’re eating.” someone in the crowd said loudly.
“It’s not different.” Nichole said, looking at Suzanne.  “People are people.  Anyone who’s not pointing guns at us or trying to kill us or who wants to destroy the town or something fucked up like that is a person we should be helping.”
“How are we going to know who the bad guys are?” several people asked, using more or less the same words, at more or less the same time.
“That’s what people like me go figure out.” Peter said loudly.  Heads and eyes swung back to him, and he shrugged as he spread his hands widely.  “Bottom line, it’s almost always a guy like me or someone in my group who are the ones everyone else waits to hear from.  War, conflict, border skirmish, disaster relief, whatever the reason; most people are waiting to hear back from the sharp end of the spear how things are going on the front line.
“Not everyone’s a fighter.  Not everyone has to be.  In the Corps, everyone’s a Marine, but we’ve all got jobs.  And not all of those jobs are infantry who get down in the mud and shoot it out with a bad guy.  For every pair of dirty boots there’s dozens of guys behind them doing the million and one things that have to happen so the fight can be won.”
“You said you were a mechanic.” the angry man in the crowd said.
“I was and I am, but I’m also a Marine.  The three people with me are all soldiers in the National Guard, even though they’ve got civilian skills that could be useful.  But right now, there are a lot of civilians and not so many troops left.  Not after the way the outbreaks went.”
Heads nodded around the room.  For whatever reason, and no one Peter had ever heard from had figured out how or why yet, the groups mostly likely to convert into zombies had been military personnel and students.  The National Guard, or at least those around Peter during the initial wave of outbreaks, had seemed less prone to zombifying; but they’d been thrown into the meat grinder and been among the first to be eaten as the zombies appeared.
“I’m mad as hell at Ellsworth.” Peter said.  “And not just because I came all the way from Georgia through zombies and burned out towns and all the other shit we’ve put up with.  Ellsworth says they’re the government, that they’re the last remaining leadership of the country.  Well, as far as I’m concerned, what I know of their ‘plan’ to save us sucks.”
He lowered his fingers from the air quotes he’d made and sighed.  “I’m not saying you guys here have to help.  I’m not even saying you’re the only ones around who can.  But this shit has to stop, so why not here?  Everyone else we’ve seen is living like it’s the pre-industrial era.
“Hell, we left a FEMA camp of nearly four thousand people back in Georgia.  They’re still running limited power off generators and hand carrying water, living mostly in tents.  Meals are usually soup or stew made out of canned stuff, though they’re hoping they’ll be able to get some hunting in now that things are settling down a little.  You guys are like, what, a few hundred strong, and you’ve got the lights on and the taps working.”
He shook his head.  “Whatever you’re doing, you’re doing it right.  I think it’s probably not luck that you are.”
“We’re just survivors.” the old leader said.  “Same as you.”
“Yeah, everyone’s a survivor.  Anyone still breathing I mean.” Peter said, nodding.  “And shit’s tough all over.  But that doesn’t mean we all have to act like animals.”
“What, exactly, are you asking for?” Brenna said.
“Me and my people become part of Canton.” Peter said.  “We’ll help out where we can, as we can; whatever that means.  Labor, taking shifts, helping bring in supplies or fix stuff; whatever.  In exchange, you and us need to start scouting around for more than just stores with things on the shelves.  We need to spend some time looking for other groups, and making sure they’re okay.”
“Great, policing the world again.” someone muttered.
“There’s only so much room here.” Suzanne said, making a show of forcing her tone to an approximation of neutrality.
“There’s only so many people left too.” Peter pointed out.  “And not all of them are going to need, or even want, to uproot and come back here.  We just need to start checking, and act as coordinators.”
“Regional police, now we’re mailmen too?”
“Whatever you want to call it.” Peter shrugged.  “I’m not saying we run around telling people everything about Canton and how it’s awesome and they should move in.  I just want to do what’s possible to keep as many people from dying as we can.”
“We can’t fix everyone’s problems.” someone in the crowd said.
Peter forced himself to not snap, but he did raise his voice a little.  “A lot of the time, when military units deploy for non-combat purposes, they’re acting as cadre to train and advise.  Well, Canton seems to know a lot about what needs to happen.  How much of that can be given out as instructions over the radio?  Or maybe put into leaflets or something that we give to groups we run into?  Or a couple hours of lecture and demonstration?”
“Sure, we can do that.” Brenna said.  “We’ve got everything written down already, more or less.”
“Yeah, we’d just have to hand it out.” Doug said, coming out of the crowd and standing next to Matt.  “No problem.”
“It’s—”
“Enough!” Nichole said sharply, cutting Suzanne off.  “It’s been discussed.  Vote.  I say yes.”
“Yes.” Brenna said quickly.
“No.” Suzanne said loudly, her voice stepping on Brenna’s.
“No.” Chas said, shaking his head.
“No.” the old man said.
“Oh come on Dominick, seriously?” Luther demanded.
“We’re voting, and that’s mine.  Keeping the utilities running is hard enough.  We start handing supplies I need for the treatment plant or power grid out, or parceling out teachers and trainers from my work crews, and I can’t guarantee I’ll be able to maintain our services.” the man replied, setting his features stubbornly.
“Fine, I vote yes.” Luther said, still casting an annoyed look at Dominick.
There were several seconds of silence, as everyone’s eyes went to the last leader who hadn’t yet voted.  “Zora?” Brenna finally asked.
The woman Peter remembered from the crossroads meeting sighed.  “I think it’s risky.  But everything’s risky.  And if were me stuck somewhere, I’d want help.  I vote yes.”
“Goddamnit.” Suzanne swore, throwing up her hands.
“Four to three in favor.” Luther said.
There was an undercurrent of discontent and disagreement, but the room seemed to mostly be in agreement with the leaders.  A few people clapped, and there were some scattered and quiet cheers; but there were also some boos or shaking heads.
“Motion carries.” Brenna said, nodding briskly and looking at Peter.  “We’ll take down names of volunteers, and figure out a schedule and some sort of procedure for the runs in the next day or so.  That good enough?”
Peter nodded back.  “Everything starts somewhere.  It’ll work.”



Chapter Twenty - Don’t forget about me
The sound of fingers on a keyboard, the keys clicking rapidly, dominated the room.  Peter stood watching as a pudgy man in his late twenties sat in front of two monitors.
“Yeah, yeah, not so fucking cryptic now that you’re alone are you?” the man muttered.  “Where’s your admin now?”
Whitley looked at Peter questioningly, who just shrugged.  He had only the most general idea of what was happening, and short of maybe fixing a generator or something like that if it was needed; had no idea how to help.
They were in one of the geeks’ rooms, which was remarkably like a college dorm room.  Posters and printouts of movie and television images, celebrities in costumes, and more than a few comic book covers were plastered over most of the available wall space.  Tables and desks were crammed in around the pair of bunk beds, covered with either stacks of board games and rule books or the detritus of a serious electronics and computer habit.  There were even monitors and keyboard/mouse setups suspended from arms that lowered from the ceiling or swung out from the walls, including some that were obviously placed so they’d be accessible to people in the beds.
“I got your passcode right here.” the man muttered again, his typing suddenly increasing in speed from merely rapid to blazingly quick.  Several windows on the monitor screens were filled with text that was scrolling and flowing, meaningless to Peter, but apparently just what the operator wanted to see.  His typing pattern changed again, now coming in spurts with pauses of complete inactivity spaced irregularly out.
Abruptly, the man leaned back and stretched his hands over his head.  As his hands rose, so did the hem of his t-shirt.  Oblivious to the fact that several inches of his belly were now protruding from the bottom of his shirt, he cracked his knuckles and grinned lazily.  “Got it.”
“You’re in?” a man sitting at another of the tables asked.
“Yeah, your turn Burt.”
The second man opened the lid of a laptop and started typing one handed while manipulating a mouse.  His screen was filled with a graphical control panel that made no more sense than the windows of text on the other monitors, but Peter did recognize the part that was labeled ‘frequency’.  One of those he’d given the geeks filled into that little part of the graphics display, and a few seconds later a crackle and hum of background static came from speakers resting next to the laptop.
“Okay sergeant, there you go.”
“Gunny.” Peter said mildly.  “Just call me gunny.”
“Right. Gunny.” Burt said.  “Anyway, here.”
Peter took the old-style microphone — exactly like the handset he’d always seen in trucker movies when he was younger — and held it up to his mouth.
“Bravo Mary two-one calling K4 G9D.”
The static went away when the speakers cut out, when he hit the button, then returned when he released it.  Seconds ticked by, and nothing broke that light background of nothing on the frequency.
“Bravo Mary two-one, calling K4 G9D.  Kilo Four Golf Niner David, in Cumming Georgia, you listening?  Reply on this frequency.”
Still nothing.  Peter waited ten beats, then looked at the two geeks with a polite question on his face.
“Wes says we’re on the satellite.” Burt said immediately.
“We are.” Wes replied defensively, though he immediately turned back to his monitors.  His fingers danced over the keyboard, and more text flowed through the little windows on the screens.  “Good signal, onboard diagnostic running, yeah it’s doing great.  Nothing’s wrong up there.”
“This is going to work?” Whitley asked.
“Hey, we know what we’re doing.” Wes said, still typing and peering at his monitors.
“I know.” she said quickly.
“What she means, is, how do we know the signal is beaming down to the right area?” Peter said, making sure he pitched his tone politely and without any urgency.
“Absolutely.” Wes said, nodding vigorously.  “Going right where we want it to.  Telestar D14A, one of the primaries for the Southeast.”
“And it’s on that frequency?  It’ll pick them up too?”
“Yeah, it’s just a software change to tell the transmitters to shift over.  And I reconfigured one of the receivers too; it’s set to auto-rebroadcast anything coming from that area.” Burt chimed in.  “Maybe they’re not listening?”
“Maybe they’re fucking asleep.” Crawford said quietly.
Not quietly enough though; several heads turned in her direction.  Smith spoke up immediately.  “She means in Cumming.” he explained hastily, making a soothing motion with both hands.
“Yeah, those lazy idiots were always slacking off.” she confirmed with a nod.
“We’re connected, the signal’s bouncing right, and if they’re live they’ll hear it.” Burt said, while Wes still studied Crawford speculatively.  “You want to try one of the other frequencies?”
“Sure.” Peter said, looking down at his list to make sure he read the numbers off correctly.
Burt manipulated his computer for a few seconds, then glanced at Peter again.  “Okay, try it.”
“Bravo Mary two-one calling K4 G9D.” Peter said into the microphone.  “Respond on this frequency please.”
He waited again, and was about to press the button on the microphone handset when the speakers suddenly spoke in a human voice.
“K4 G9D, responding to Bravo Mary two-one.  That you Gunny?”
“Fuck me it worked.” Crawford said.
“Alright!” Smith said at the same time.
“Shut up!” Whitley snapped at both of them.
Ignoring them all, Peter spoke into the microphone.  “Roger, Gibson here.  How are things at the school?”
“We’re hanging in there.  You make it to the base okay?”
“Long story.” Peter said, shrugging involuntarily even though he knew they couldn’t see him on the other end of the transmission.  “Listen, you might want to start recording.  And send a runner to fetch some folks.”
“Sure, you need to talk to Ms. Sawyer?”
“Not a bad idea, but I was thinking maybe someone on her infrastructure team.”
“What for?” the Cumming radio operator asked.
Peter glanced at Brenna, who had been standing silent near the room’s door the whole time.  She met his gaze and nodded, lifting a folder of paper in her hand as she did.  “Because we’ve got some information should help you guys get power up without having to keep feeding generators all the time.”
“Copy.  How’d you manage that?”
He grinned.  “We made some new friends.  Turning you over to Brenna Keane.  Make sure you’re recording and listen up, you don’t want to miss this.”
# # # # #



Afterword
This came up in my afterword to Apocalypse Aftermath, but it’s even more relevant now.
Thank you, so very much, to everyone who’s picked these stories up and enjoyed them.
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Also by David Rogers
Apocalypse Atlanta – We’ve all seen it on the news every year.  A hurricane, a tornado, a tsunami, a flood.  A BAD thing happens, and all hell breaks loose.
Some people are caught in the chaos, others are victims, some run, others wait for help, most sit at home watching for everything to be fixed for them, and a few dive in to do whatever they can.
The thing about a zombie apocalypse is whether or not you’re in that initial wave of people who get hungry and start snacking.  And where you are as few turn to many.  As we all know, when it’s zombies, soon many turns to most.  And it’s over when most become all.
Apocalypse Atlanta follows three people as the zombies start eating and bring the world down around them a bite at a time.
One is a retired Marine.  The second is a widowed single mother.  And the third is a biker.
Are there right or wrong answers when zombies are involved?  Do things like morality and decency matter?  Is it better to be alive to feel guilty, or dead an honorable?  Who decides who’s right or wrong when a single mistake can make you dinner for a ravenous horde of the undead?
The story that started it all, the preceding book to Apocalypse Aftermath.
http://www.amazon.com/Apocalypse-Atlanta/dp/B00D538D6M/
 
Apocalypse Aftermath – the follow-up to Apocalypse Atlanta, continuing the stories of Peter, Jessica, and Darryl.
When an apocalypse starts, there's always running and screaming. Sooner or later, most of that starts to fade; if only because most of the runners and screamers are dead. Once the end of the world gets going in earnest, the sprint becomes a marathon. You can’t run all the time, can you?
Saving someone is easy. Helping them is what's hard. Heroes happen all the time. After those moments when you become someone's saviour, what comes next? One day turns to two, and then the days are a week. Time keeps ticking by, and if you're going to keep from being ground beneath the clock’s relentless push, you've got to find the essentials for life. Food, water, shelter, safety. Everything else is negotiable.
Apocalypse Aftermath picks up where Apocalypse Atlanta leaves off; following three people, each going in three different directions, all trying to survive the end of the world. The same question faces Peter, Jessica, and Darryl; what’s next? What’s a safe path to follow, one that doesn’t place them and those they’re with at risk of becoming a meal for the zombies? What’s the right move, and how do they see it for what it is in time to act? Which way is the right way?
Because whether you’re an aging retired Marine, a widowed single mother, or a biker who bounces, the problem is the same.
Zombies.
http://www.amazon.com/Apocalypse-Aftermath/dp/B00KKB43E8
 
Apocalypse Asunder – When zombies show up, the world usually goes to hell. They tend have that effect on, well, on everything. Zombies aren’t good, aren’t bad; they just are. They can’t help themselves. They destroy and consume because it’s what they do. Unfeelingly, unthinkingly, unerringly. But while a hungry corpse will hunt you down and chew you up . . . what people will do can be far worse.
What turns good people bad? It’s really not that hard to figure out. They want something more than you. They need something more than you. Because no one is stopping them. Trust is a casualty of the apocalypse as surely as safety and survival. Not everyone is bad, but apathy and a lack of concern kill the same as malicious intent. An awful lot of people will let a lot of awful things happen if it means they survive. They’ll even do them to you; who cares if they feel bad about it afterwards? Because that’s what it’s all about when everything goes to hell.
Survival.
In the middle of a zombie apocalypse, nothing is routine and nothing is normal. One mistake can be your last. With winter closing in and life stripped of all the things that turn winter from just one more season into something that can kill, Jessica has to decide which is more dangerous for her and her daughter. Do they travel across two states in search of warm shelter, or sit tight and pray for providence to see them through?
One thing Jessica’s learned amid the apocalypse though . . . help comes to those who help themselves.
http://www.amazon.com/Apocalypse-Asunder/dp/B00P07HDNU/
Apocalypse Asylum – In the two months since they brought the apocalypse down on the world, zombies have reduced everything to a shattered scattering of isolated survivor groups clinging to what’s left of their lives.  Living day to day, hand to mouth, constantly fighting amid the ruins of what’s left of a civilization that was over seven billion people strong; it isn’t much, but it’s that or become one more monster.
One thing zombies have going for them is persistence.  Zombies never give up, never get tired, and are always hungry.  Zombies might be clumsy and slow, but humans get distracted and make mistakes.  The patience of death will always win out against the imperfection of humanity.  The clock is ticking on the living, not the dead.
Peter Gibson has survived some of the worst the zombies could throw at him in downtown Atlanta, and has managed to help his battered squad carve out a safe spot in rural north Georgia for five thousand souls.  But squatting in a tent village, spending the days guarding the perimeter and making scavenging runs for more canned food and dry goods, praying that a zombie horde big enough to roll over the humans doesn’t show up; that’s just a holding action.  It doesn’t address the real problem.
Zombies.
What’s left of the government has been gathering itself at an Air Force base in the northern Midwest.  They say they’re working on holding and expanding a secured area, eventually aiming to retake the entire continent.  When his camp picks up those radio transmissions, that’s what Peter’s been holding on for two months to hear.  But it’s eighteen hundred miles from Georgia to South Dakota, and between the Atlantic and Pacific are over two hundred million zombies.
Getting there will take a road trip of nightmare proportions.
http://www.amazon.com/Apocalypse-Asylum/dp/B00TD7NS1O/
 
Bite Sized Apocalypse – an anthology of five short stories set in the universe of Apocalypse Atlanta.  The common thread is the zombies.  Each story looks at a different little slice of the apocalypse as it gets going for those particular characters.  Little bite-sized chunks of it.
Is that a dinner bell I hear?
http://www.amazon.com/Bite-Sized-Apocalypse/dp/B00DUFWNKW/
 
The five stories in Bite Sized Apocalypse are also available individually.
Better to be Lucky – You've thought about it. What would the first few hours of a zombie apocalypse be like? For one company of military police, it was like almost any other job in the service. Boredom with flashes of sheer, howling terror.
http://www.amazon.com/Better-be-Lucky/dp/B00DENSDNG/
Marching through the Apocalypse – Many things might be happening when a zombie apocalypse begins. For some of the most genre aware people in Atlanta, their survival wasn't so much who or where they were, but rather what they were wearing when people started getting hungry.
http://www.amazon.com/Marching-through-Apocalypse/dp/B00DEKA1IY/
There goes the Weekend – A bail bondsman's, er . . . woman's, day can be boring or interesting. Boring can be profitable, and interesting can be fun. But there is such a thing as too much fun. When Darla goes looking for a wife beater right when the zombie apocalypse kicks off, there goes the weekend.
http://www.amazon.com/There-goes-Weekend/dp/B00DSGFGBQ/
Smoke ‘em if you’ve got ‘em – Life is about rules. Lots of rules. But when zombies start eating people, the rules change.
http://www.amazon.com/Smoke-youve-got/dp/B00DTI8S7C/
A little me time – Every year, Lloyd spends a week hiking in the North Georgia mountains. This year, while he's getting away from it all, everything goes straight to hell.
www.amazon.com/little-me-time/dp/B00DR5IPF2/
 
Apocalyptic Appetizer – a second anthology of five short stories set in the universe of Apocalypse Atlanta.  Each story looks at a different little slice of the apocalypse as it gets going.  Little bite sized chunks of it.  A tasty meal ahead of the main course as full-fledged apocalypse gets going.
Bon appétit.
 
The five stories in Apocalyptic Appetizer are also available individually.
You are what you eat – When a zombie apocalypse starts, everyone has problems.  Well, everyone who’s not a zombie I guess.  For one student in a small South Georgia town, her problem was zombies don’t respect dietary restrictions.
www.amazon.com/You-are-what-you-eat/dp/B00ELLZGX0/
Gut Check at the Choke-and-Puke – Lauren is a truck stop girl, just one more service provider riding the interstates and making a living. A layover south of Atlanta turns into more than just a fuel, food, and rest stop when zombies turn up. One thing leads to another, and soon it's everyone for themselves. Lauren has to hold on to both her stomach if she's going to hold onto her life.
www.amazon.com/Gut-Check-at-Choke---Puke/dp/B00KMJNNTE/
Working with Zed – One of the biggest problems someone faces in the middle of a zombie apocalypse is who to trust.  One nine-year-old boy doesn’t have that problem.   He knows who to trust.
His dog.
http://www.amazon.com/Working-Zed/dp/B00MXKIF84/
Time to Shine – Some people are more ready for the apocalypse than others. The kind of people who others snicker and snort at in normal times, they come into their own when zombies start snacking. Joe is one of those people who get treated like they're a bit too enthusiastic about his hunting and shooting and ready-for-anything hobbies. For him, zombies are just an excuse to step up and get things done.
http://www.amazon.com/Time-Shine/dp/B00Q3B55HI/
Trouble in Paradise – Lounging around aboard a fancy yacht off the coast of Miami Beach might seem like one of the better places to be when the zombie apocalypse kicks off; but what happens when the zombies are aboard ship?
http://www.amazon.com/Trouble-Paradise/dp/B00RQRAAJ6
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