
        
            
                
            
        

     
 
For my friend, Sgt. Thomas Sweet. 
Be seein’ ya, man.
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Outbreak: Boston
By Robert VanDusen
Chapter One
12 May 2011 21:35 hours, Massachusetts Institute of Technology Boston, Massachusetts
Amy woke with a yelp and looked around, thoroughly confused for a brief moment until she could get her bearings: slight chill plus buzzing florescent lights that made you look like you had a pretty serious case of jaundice plus dry air equaled the computer lab in Physical Science building. She was short with a lean, muscular frame but the young woman was ‘mid-deployment hot’ (her hips were a little too wide, legs a little too short, just a shade too much muscle to be really attractive to most men but after three months in the desert she was fighting the guys off with a stick) and she knew it so she did not even really try: she dressed in faded Levis and old tee shirts most of the time. From a distance, someone observing her might think she was wearing reddish brown gloves until you got closer and saw that the skin of her hands, neck and face had sunburned, healed and sunburned again repeatedly. 
She turned her attention to what woke her, namely the buzzing cell phone in the pocket of her hoodie. It was almost summertime and it sure seemed to feel like it outside to everybody else, but it felt kind of chilly to her: it averaged well over a hundred and twenty degrees in the shade when she left Iraq. With one bronzed hand she dug the phone out while she dug a large crusty piece of gunk out of the corner of her dark brown eyes with the other. 
"Outstanding." she muttered quietly, sighed and stabbed the green button on the screen of her Smartphone with her index finger. "Hello, Lieutenant Anderson. How are you, sir?" She groaned inside, trying to hide her dislike for the man. Her Air Force Reserve section had come back from Camp Freedom, a little Forward Operating Base with an airstrip just outside Mosul a little bit over a month ago. She had completed Airman Leadership School before her deployment but somebody, somewhere down the line screwed up the paperwork holding up her promotion to Staff Sergeant. She had a pretty good idea who might be responsible for the foul up too…
"Airman Frays" the lieutenant began quickly. She imagined him wherever he was, puffing up with self-importance as he spoke. "Call your points of contact, grab your battle rattle and get to the airfield TIME: NOW."
The urgent tone of the man's voice instantly squashed any personal feelings against the man. The young woman put the phone on the table next to the keyboard and pressed the speaker button as she hurriedly saved what little work she had actually managed to get done before dozing off. "Roger that, sir. I have you on speakerphone." she answered, eyeing the phone suspiciously. "What's going on, sir?" A million bad scenarios ran through her head as she pulled some stray locks of chocolate colored hair back in to the bun on the back of her head. She could practically feel the sand crunching between her teeth.
The man let out an exasperated chuff before he could stop himself. "Don't you watch the news, Airman?" he asked, clearly sounding upset with her. "You'll get a briefing when you get here. Get here. Now."
With that the phone went dead on the desk next to her hand. She frowned and put it away, wondering what the heck she was missing anyway as she hustled out of the Physical Sciences building and into the humid night. It had been raining more or less constantly for the past three or four days and the moisture still clung to the air. After the past six months in the desert, Amy couldn't help but take some time away from her class work to walk in the gentle drizzle and enjoy the feeling of it on her face. Jacob, her R.A., went with her sometimes. There was also that epic game of Ultimate Frisbee that he had dragged her to that seemed to take up the better part of an afternoon…
Now she could not afford the luxury and hurried across the quad, through the parking lot and up to her dorm. A lot of the dorm rooms and parking spaces were empty. It sounded like somebody had thrown a bottle at the far end of the lot followed by a lot of yelling. Amy crouched instinctively at the noise, looked around to ascertain the direction of the sound then ran up the stairs to her dormitory. There was nobody sitting at the security desk in the foyer. She shook her head and sprinted up to her dorm room on the third floor, taking the stairs two at a time. 
Amy jammed her key in the lock, opened the door to her room and ducked inside. She paused and stared at what was on her roommate's side of the place, or rather what was not there on her roommate’s side of the place: the dresser drawers hung open, the closet empty with the door half open. Thankfully, her closet was still closed and locked and her dresser looked like it was just as she had left it. When she returned to school a week after the welcome back ceremony Amy had found that Janice, her roommate, had apparently gotten some of their things confused and all mixed together.  
Amy crossed to the small communal television resting on the cheap press board TV stand and flicked it on. She was unsurprised to see that it was tuned to the Fox News Channel. Janice was active in the campus Republican Committee and she was thrilled to have an Iraq War veteran as a roommate. Amy, however, found herself…somewhat less than ecstatic with the arrangement. 
While Janice and her yuppie scumbag gel head friends were partying, eating everything in the fridge (whether they paid for the food or not) and making a mess of the place Amy was too busy trying to catch up on her class work to do little more than sleep, work out at the gym for an hour or two and hopefully grab a bite to eat in the dining hall. 
Then there was the time Janice's dumb jock boyfriend of the week blew up a twenty gallon sized trash bag and popped it next to Amy's bunk while she was asleep. She had rolled out the bed and ran head first into the wall trying, out of instinct, to make it to the cement shelter that had been outside her connex. Amy wanted to slug Janice when she got mad 'because you can't take a joke'. In retaliation she had thrown Janice’s laptop across the room as she stormed out instead of decking her.
She took a bottle of water out of the small refrigerator, measured out some into a large travel mug then set about making some coffee. Amy grumbled angrily when she saw that Janice had used up the last of her half and half then put the empty carton back. At least there was still plenty of sugar. As the coffee brewed Amy checked the butter container in the door of the fridge. "Ha!" she cried triumphantly: the little thief didn't find her hidden cache of flavored creamers she'd filched from the student union at breakfast yesterday and carefully squirreled away.
The coffeemaker sputtered and spat as it finished filling the carafe with that wonderfully hot and life giving stuff. Amy sat on her bed, blousing her boots and half listening to the talking head on the screen across the room. What she heard was not that good, something about some new jumped up meningitis bug or something, and she wasn't entirely sure that she wanted to hear the rest. She recalled hearing rumors about something like that while on deployment, but it was in Asia or Africa or someplace. She had never given the scuttlebutt much credence because, well, while it was pretty common knowledge that they got a censored version of the news there was not even a peep of it in her email or anything like that. They could not censor her private email and Facebook, could they? 
Either way, it did not make much of a difference: neighborhoods on the south side of the city was currently on fire and the TV kept showing her the same police car getting smashed up by a bunch of people wielding bats and pipes. “Time to go.” Frays muttered to herself as she flicked off the television and started towards the door.
She slapped her beret on her head and studied her reflection in the mirror by the door to make sure it was on right. Amy frowned at herself then slung her rucksack over her shoulder and picked up her duffel bag. She paused outside Jacob’s door and knocked a couple times, hoping to get to say goodbye then hustled down to her little Ford Ranger pickup truck in the student parking lot when he did answer. Amy frowned as she pulled away from the parking lot.
Frays had made it off campus with reasonable ease, but Route 2A North was a mess. She had called the eight people on her list three times each, which was easy to do since she hadn't moved in thirty eight minutes according to the clock on her truck’s dashboard. She was not at all surprised to find that none of them answered and nobody seemed likely to call her back. Amy drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, her ears already ringing from the reaming she was sure to get. 
She grumbled to herself and began absently flipping through radio stations trying to find out more about whatever the heck she was probably going to be dealing with. The problem was that there didn't seem to be much to tell but of course that it didn't stop the talking heads from throwing wild speculations and half baked sounding theories: Muslim extremists, Iranian agents or good old fashioned act of God seemed to be the top three. 
And to make matters worse, she realized that she had left her cup of coffee sitting on the top of the fridge back in her dorm room.
She dug through the storage space in the truck’s armrest, trying to find the connector for her MP3 player so she could listen to something besides the exasperatingly repetitive news reports. Amy's hand closed around something instantly recognizable and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. She had picked up the habit while pulling guard duty or radio watch while on deployment, mainly as a way to kill time and stay awake. She had quit cold turkey the week before the flight back to the states, stashed the mostly full pack of Miami cigarettes in her truck before her parents could see and had not even thought about them since. She frowned at the Arabic writing on the package. "Ah, the heck with it." Amy muttered as she thumbed open the pack and jammed one of the horribly stale cancer sticks into the corner of her mouth as she pulled into the breakdown lane.
She made it a quarter mile or so down the road before she found what was causing the traffic jam. The shattered, smoking remains of what looked like three cars choked the four lanes of the expressway. A large man in a State Trooper uniform loped over to her vehicle with an irate look on his face. "The hell are you doing?" he growled, one hand going to the butt of the pistol holstered on his belt. Amy's gut tightened into big knots. “Didn’t you see the goddamn signs?”
"My flight got recalled, Trooper." she said quickly as she pointed to her Security Forces armband on her bicep. She dug in her pocket and flashed her badge. "I gotta get to Hanscomb Air Force Base right away. What's going on?"
The policeman's scowl deepened, even though Amy didn't think it was possible. "Go on, get out of here." he muttered as he waved her on. Amy shakily released a breath she did not realize she was holding as she motored away from the wreck. She had seen the look on that policeman's face before, in the eyes of the grunts guarding the gates of the FOB and sometimes her fellow airmen. He had wanted to shoot her and was more than a little irked that she didn't give him an excuse. 
Thankfully the road was more or less clear the rest of the way to Hanscomb Air Force Base. She felt something almost akin to relief as she showed the men guarding the gate her ID card and got waved inside the perimeter. The encounter with the State Police had left her wanting to be safe (or rather safer would probably be a better term) with her fellow airmen. 
Frays pulled in to a parking space at the rear of the armory and muttered angrily under 
her breath. There was a loose gaggle of men and women in uniforms beginning to form into lines and columns perhaps ten yards away from her truck but it was perhaps a third the size it should have been. She slammed the door of the truck and ran to where her flight should have been assembling. 
A man who vaguely resembled a refrigerator in ABUs scowled as she approached. She had been surprised to learn that he had played defense for two seasons with the Boston Bruins (Carl, her little brother, would not give her a moment’s peace until she had gotten him to sign his rookie card) and had eight combat deployments with a Vehicle Operations unit under his belt before coming over to the Reserves. Amy thought he looked like Steve Rogers, Captain America’s alter ego, with his square jaw, blond crew cut and bulging muscles. She had considered making a pass at him when she had first gotten to the unit until she had learned that he was married with two kids, twenty years her senior…and her Flight Sergeant. In the three years since then their relationship had settled into one of friendship and mutual respect.
"Glad you could finally make it, Frays." the big man grumbled as Amy fell in to his left. "Did you call everybody else?" He glowered beneath the brim of his patrol cap.
"Sorry, Sergeant." she answered quickly. "I called and left messages but nobody answered." Amy took a quick look around. There were maybe thirty or forty airmen in formation where there should be a hundred and fifty, not counting the airmen currently on deployment. "Doesn't look like they were the only ones."  
Master Sergeant Emery tapped Amy's elbow, drawing her attention back towards the front of the formation. Captain Forsythe wandered awkwardly from the back exit of the building to stand before his airmen. The highest ranking people available stepped forward to fill in for their missing superiors and called their flights to attention then conducted roll call. There was an Airman First Class standing at the front of the other squadron. Amy bitterly shook her head. When that was done, Captain Forsythe gave them the command to stand at ease.
"As you have probably heard, the governor has declared a state of emergency." said the Captain as he slowly paced back and forth in front of the formation. "There is heavy rioting in south Boston and the disturbance is spreading across the river and into the suburbs." The man stopped and turned his gaze dramatically towards the men and women before him. Amy was not surprised to learn that the Captain had been an amateur actor in his youth.
"We are to draw weapons and live ammunition. Personnel qualified with grenade launchers and shotguns are to draw less than lethal countermeasures." the captain said quickly as he continued pacing. "Charlie Flight, you’ll be moving out by bus to a staging area west of the city where we will assist local law enforcement in restoring law and order to the area. You'll receive your assignments when we arrive. Now let's going!"
The response from Frays and her fellow airmen was probably not as enthusiastic as their captain wanted, but they still filed in to the armory and began to draw their weapons and other supplies. Amy hustled out to her truck and grabbed her gear before signing out her M4A1 carbine with under slung M203 40mm grenade launcher as well as her M9 pistol. The young woman put a fresh battery in her carbine’s Aimpoint red dot sight with 3x magnification module and made sure she had a couple spare batteries not only for the sight but also the illuminator clamped onto the weapon’s hand guard. She shrugged into her body armor and buckled the pistol belt of her LCS as Sergeant Emery approached, already decked out in his own field gear. She had felt a little underdressed when she first stood next to him, as the big sergeant carried not only the full complement of gear, but a six shot 12 gauge Mossberg 590 pistol gripped pump action shotgun in a scabbard on the back panel of his LCS with nineteen spare rounds of ammunition for it on each shoulder strap. Her only additions to her basic issue kit were the Blackhawk! SERPA drop leg holster on her right thigh (a birthday gift from her parents as her unit’s standard issue drop leg holster had a flap, making drawing the pistol a huge pain when you really needed it), a Saint Joan’s medal (from Father Greg, her hometown priest) and a Combat Life Saver kit on the left side of her LCS.
The man awkwardly held the handle of two green ammunition cans in each hand. Amy took two of them, cracked the lead wire seals with her multi-tool and tugged open the cans. The two of them made nervous small talk as they pushed rounds into their magazines and stuffed them into carriers on their harnesses. Amy went back to the arms room and signed out a rubberized canvas bandoleer containing a half dozen CS grenades for her launcher which she slung across her chest like some old timey outlaw. Sergeant Emery and Frays went into the office to fill their camelbaks and canteens from the water cooler. Once they had their water, Sergeant Emery did a hands-on check of her gear and the two of them went out the back door to wait for the bus.       
Amy immediately started to loathe herself for having those two cigarettes on the way in. An itching, crawling sensation climbed up and down her spine when it wasn't busy running laps and doing backflips inside her skull. It didn't help that about a dozen of her fellow airmen stood around in loose groups with thin blue clouds of tobacco smoke drifting up into the sky. Sergeant Emery was by her side. “Ya know, I almost thought that we were gonna go back to The Sandbox.” he said as he pulled a pack of Marlboro cigarettes out of an old ammo pouch on his LCS. He offered one to his subordinate who accepted it with grateful resignation. He lit hers then his with his silver Zippo before snapping the lighter shut with a flourish. “Somehow this seems a lot worse.”
“I know.” Amy said quietly as she exhaled a plume of smoke. A look of alarm passed over her face as she dug out her cell phone. “Goddamn it. I need to call my parents and let them know what's going on.” The big NCO smiled at the surprised expression on his subordinate’s face: Frays was a two mass a week Catholic and rarely swore, though she did occasionally let a cussword slip.  
Sergeant Emery nodded and moved off to talk to some of the other NCOs as Amy scrolled through the contacts list on her phone. She pressed a couple buttons and the phone started to ring. Frays nervously tapped her toe as she waited for someone to pick up. 
“Hey, kiddo.” said a rough, masculine voice. Amy’s father smoked two packs a day and it showed in his voice. Amy could tell he was worried but was trying to sound upbeat. “What's shakin'?”
“Hi, Dad. Just calling to let you know that I got recalled.” she answered quickly. The headlights of the buses to take them to the staging area came in to view at the other end of the parking lot. She frowned at the driver, willing him to give her just two more minutes. “Listen, Dad…why don't you take Mom and Carl up to the camp for a little while?”
She could not hear her father's response because the buses had pulled up right in front of her and the airmen began crowding on to each of them. “Dad, I gotta go. Tell everybody not to worry, I love them and I'll see everybody soon.” She hung up and stuck the phone back in her pocket as she boarded the rear bus.
Amy could not help but feel like she had wasted her breath telling her parents not to worry. Her dad, who had served as a tank commander in the Marine Corps during Desert Storm, would act like he was not worried (even though he was). Mom would most likely bawl her eyes out like she did when her flight got on the plane for Iraq. Carl, of course, would probably wonder what they were so bothered about. She had Brian Effin’ Emery watching her back, after all.
Amy plopped into the seat next to Sergeant Emery, her rucksack on her lap. Captain Forsythe clomped up the stairs to the bus and stood next to the driver. “I need two volunteers to drive a Humvee.” he said loudly, his voice barely audible over the din of the airmen getting settled in for the ride. Amy shrunk behind the seat in front of her and lifted her rucksack in an attempt to hide from what she knew was coming. “Alright. Airman Jacobson and...” the man surveyed the airmen in front of him “Airman Frays. Get over to the motor pool and sign out Bravo Three Four.” 
Amy bit back a groan. The bus seats were way more comfortable than the Humvee, not to mention the fact that the bus had air conditioning and it was easily a very muggy ninety degrees or more outside. Frays also didn't like the idea of spending the next couple of hours trapped in a vehicle with Airman Nick Jacobson either. He was short with bad skin and just on the edge of being jammed up over his weight. Not to mention the way he sometimes looked at the female personnel when the unit got together for PT and stuff made her skin crawl. It reminded her a little too much of the way the male personnel would stare at the females in the chow hall at good ol’ Camp Freedom. 
The detail disembarked, pulled their gear out of the bus's cargo hold and took off at a trot towards the high fence surrounding the motor pool. A couple of airmen from the Base Security section opened the gate to the motor pool and held it open for them while they got the Humvee ready to go. Amy opened the door and unlocked the chain securing the vehicle's steering wheel. She pulled the sling of her M4 over her head and snapped the weapon in to the rack next to the driver's seat. Airman Jacobson tossed his rucksack onto the back seat and secured his weapon as well. 
Frays programmed the radio mounted to the Humvee’s dash then picked up the handset and keyed the mike. “Any station this net, any station this net, this is Bravo Three Four. Radio check.” she said quickly as she flicked the switches to turn the vehicle's motor over. 
“This is Bravo One Actual.” said Captain Forsythe, the man's voice rendered somewhat tinny and distorted by the radio's speakers. “Read you Lima Charlie, Bravo Three Four.”
“Roger that, Bravo One Actual.” Amy said as the Humvee roared to life and she flicked on the headlamps. “We're ready to roll.”
Ten minutes later the convoy of buses, Humvees and Five Tons was headed east down the interstate towards the staging area. Amy occasionally spared a glance at the young man sitting next to her. He looked pale and frightened, like a scared little boy. She suddenly remembered that he had joined the unit after she had gotten back and started to feel like kind of a jerk for her harsh opinion of the guy. This was his first deployment and it might just be in his backyard. She felt around under the radio mount until her fingers found what she was looking for: a thin black wire with the male end of an audio jack on the end. 
“Hey, Jacobson. Do you got an iPod or something?” she asked, holding up the wire so he could see it “Hook this into its headphone jack.”
Jacobson looked a little confused. “What?” he asked, arching an eyebrow at the woman seated next to him. “Won't we get in trouble?”
Amy laughed. “If Captain Forsythe wants to jam us up I'll rip out the same set up I put in his Humvee.” she turned her attention back to the road in front of her. “Go ahead, man. It's fine.”
Pretty soon the two of them were cruising down the road with the gentle strains of some kind of German speed metal band that sounded to Amy like someone put a microphone in a sack full of sick cats then started swinging it around their head and recorded the noises it made screaming at them out of the Humvee's speakers. This improved Jacobson's mood greatly however and he even started talking more. In fact, he turned out to be a regular chatterbox and he started grilling her about her previous deployment. Amy told him all she felt comfortable with and gently redirected the conversation when he got too close to something she felt was better left alone.
The radio squawked, thankfully cutting off the music. “This is Bravo One Actual. There's a rest stop two miles up ahead.” said Captain Forsythe. He paused and keyed his mike again. “The Dunkin' Donuts is donating coffee and donuts to emergency services personnel. We're taking a twenty minute latrine break. How copy?”
Several jubilant cries went up over the radio as the convoy pulled in to the rest stop. Amy grabbed her weapon and hurried in as dignified manner as she could towards the ladies' room while Jacobson made a beeline for the Dunkin' Donuts. When she came out and walked back to the vehicle the younger man pressed a large cup of black coffee into her hand. “Check it out, Frays.” he said, holding up a paperboard box with a proud smile. “I scored us a half dozen fried cakes and a bunch of doughnut holes.” 
She looked quickly over both shoulders and flashed Jacobson a quick grin. “Good deal.” Amy said as she led the way back to their vehicle. “Keep those out of sight until we're moving again.” Frays stopped a few paces from the Humvee, a yawn slowly building in her chest. “Would you mind driving?” she asked as she covered her mouth with a fist and yawned.
Jacobson grinned like a kid. “Sure!” he said quickly. “I just finished up driver's training!” 
Amy could not help but smile nervously at the young man's enthusiasm. “Just be careful, okay?” Jacobson seemed like a good guy but she could not help but wonder if she was making a mistake as she stowed her weapon and climbed into the passenger seat.
Sgt. Emery approached their Humvee with two plastic bags in each hand that were full almost to the point of bursting. “Hey, Frays.” he said as he handed her one of the bags through the window. “A little present from Maria. Merry Christmas, guys.” The two of them thanked him as he hurried back to the bus. The two of them divided up the bottles of soda, cans of Red Bull and snack cakes. Amy grumbled under her breath when she saw Emery's other present: a carton of Marlboro Red Pack 100s. He even included a couple Bic lighters. “He knows I've been trying to quit!” she cried, holding the cigarettes up for Jacobson's inspection. Frays sighed and ripped open the box then took out a pack and jammed it into her pocket. 
“No, thanks.” Jacobson said when Frays offered him a pack. She frowned and put it back. Figures he doesn’t smoke Frays thought sourly as she pulled her rucksack off of the back seat and put the cigarettes inside. 
The man laughed at the sour look on her face. “He's just looking out for you.” he said as he fired up the vehicle's engine. “Besides, you picked a helluva time to quit smoking.” he added in a perfect impression of Robert Stack in the movie Airplane! Amy cracked up in spite of herself.
Maybe ten minutes after they were down the road Amy found she was having trouble keeping her eyes open. A few seconds after that she was snoring contentedly, the paper cup still clutched in her hand. Jacobson watched her out of the corner of his eye. The peaceable look on her face brought an uncomfortable stirring sensation in his groin. He quickly gulped down his coffee and threw the paper cup out the window. Jacobson hesitated for a moment then reached across Frays' lap and took her coffee. He allowed his fingertips to brush against her left thigh, the soft skin of her wrist before returning to his side of the vehicle. The woman mumbled something under her breath and shifted around in her seat a couple times before falling back to sleep. 
It was still dark when she opened her eyes. Amy groaned and stretched then checked her watch. She blinked at the numbers on the watch’s face, trying to make them make sense. “Wakey, Wakey sleepyhead!” Jacobson said, his voice rising and falling in an annoyingly sing-song manner. “I saved your coffee for you but it's been cold for at least an hour.” He held the cup out to her. “You want it?”
Amy waved it away and grimaced in disgust as the man chugged the bitter black liquid. “Any of those donuts left?” Jacobson handed her the box and she was surprised to find the box mostly full. She picked out a handful of chocolate covered doughnut holes. 
Jacobson turned the volume on his iPod up a few notches. “Go ahead and eat them if you want those donuts.” he said when Frays put the box back in between their seats. “I don't need them.” the Airman added as he gave his middle a pat. 
They rode in silence for a few minutes. “Good thing you woke up when you did.” Jacobson said quickly. “We're almost there.” he licked his lips nervously. “I-um...nobody showed up from my flight. Do you think we'll end up together? Working I mean.”
Amy laughed quietly. “I don't know. We'll have to see.” she answered. There was something in the young man's tone that made her a little nervous. “It's not up to me anyway. That would probably be up to Sergeant Emery.” Jacobson looked more than a little crestfallen. “I'll see what I can do.” Amy said quickly, drawing a grin to the young man's face. “Sergeant Emery likes me.”
Their convoy pulled up to the gate of some sports stadium Amy had never heard of but then she reflected that she never really followed sports all that much. Policemen decked out in riot gear waved the buses and other vehicles inside the perimeter before closing the gate behind them. Amy's heart settled in to an uncomfortable region somewhere around her ankles. 
The sight that greeted their eyes was something Amy never expected to see in an American city: hundreds of people lay on stretchers swathed in bloody bandages while medics hurried in between them. Dozens of heavily armed soldiers and policemen trundled off in trucks or Humvees. There were even a few Strykers, the latest and greatest thing in armored personnel carriers, which Amy guessed probably came from an Army Reserve or National Guard unit (or so she found herself hoping). The APCs could shrug off just about anything the Iraqi insurgents could throw at them so she found their presence simultaneously reassuring and terrifying.
Following Captain Forsythe's orders, Jacobson steered their vehicle into an empty space in the parking lot. “This is Bravo One Actual.” said Captain Forsythe. Amy looked around and saw the unit commander's Humvee perhaps a hundred meters away. “Flight leaders, NCOs and acting NCOs, there's a briefing at my Humvee in thirty mike where you'll get your assignments. Everybody else hang tight by your vehicles.”
Amy and Nick stood near their vehicle, watching Forsythe move off towards a boxy command trailer that bristled with antennae and satellite dishes. A couple awkward minutes passed. “Wait here. I'll be right back.” Amy said as she ambled off in search of Sergeant Emery.
She found him talking with a couple other NCOs so Amy hovered near the edge of the conversation, waiting for an appropriate time to pull her flight sergeant away. “Hey Sergeant Emery” Frays called as soon as the chance presented itself “Can I talk to you for a minute?”
Once the two of them were away from the others Amy took a deep breath. “Jacobson wanted me to ask if he can ride with us.” she said quickly. Frays paused for a second, studying her flight sergeant's face. “He seems like he's alright, but he's...new.”
Sergeant Emery mulled the subject over for a few minutes. “I saw that there wasn't anybody from his flight here.” he half mumbled, scratching the stubble on his chin as he thought. “I trust your judgment, Frays. If you think he's alright and nobody else calls dibs he can ride with us.”
A sick feeling rolled around in her stomach. “Where is everybody?” Amy asked quietly. She felt her forehead and cheeks suddenly feeling hot despite the slight breeze blowing in from the ocean. “Don't they know we need them here?” She lashed out angrily, sending an empty soda can near the toe of her boot flying across the parking lot where it landed with a hollow rattle. “What the…heck is wrong with them?!”
Once the storm had subsided Sergeant Emery grabbed the woman's shoulders. “Look at me.” he said sternly. Amy glanced at her boots, at his. “Look at me, Airman.” the big sergeant repeated himself, this time turning the statement into an order. “I need you here. Jacobson needs you here. Don't worry about what those fucktards are doing. We'll get this wrapped up and the chain of command will handle it. Roger?”
Amy smiled, feeling her game face coming back. “Roger that, Sergeant.” she said quietly as she composed herself. “Sorry. This is just so out there, you know?”
Sergeant Emery laughed and clapped his subordinate on the back. “It's strange, I'll give you that.” he said as the two of them walked back towards the vehicles. “It's about time for the briefing. I'll update you and Jacobson when it's done.”
Jacobson awaited her almost like an expectant puppy, happy that his person came home. “Did you ask him?” the young Airman asked. Amy could almost swear that he was actually trying to restrain himself from hopping from one foot to the other. “What did he say?”
“He said if nobody calls dibs on you from your flight you can ride out with us.” she said carefully. Unthinking, Amy dug her cigarettes out of her cargo pocket and tore open the cellophane. Before she could produce her lighter Jacobson had his out, the lighter's small flame flickering. She muttered a thanks she lit her cancer stick. 
Another awkward silence threatened the two of them as they watched the police and soldiers mobilizing around their staging area. “I thought you didn’t smoke.” Amy said at last. She field stripped the butt of her cigarette and dropped the filter into the cargo pocket of her ABUs. They went to the back of the Humvee and pulled out their vehicle’s crew served weapon: a Browning M2 .50 caliber heavy machine gun. 
“There's a lot you don't know about me.” Jacobson said with a raised eyebrow, drawing a chuckle from the young woman next to him as he picked up the weapon’s pintle mount. “Though seriously, I don't. A lighter can just be a handy thing to have.”
A couple minutes later Sgt. Emery left the briefing and approached their Humvee. “Alright you crazy kids! Road trip!” he cried, spreading a tactical map on the hood of the vehicle. Amy and Jacobson crowded around him and peered at the map. “We're gonna go here” Sgt. Emery informed his subordinates “this right here is scenic Checkpoint Twelve on the north side of the Harvard Bridge. There we'll find about a half squad of Marines from the One Eight Combat Engineers battalion.”
He paused so that Frays and Jacobson could finish writing down what he just told them. “Our mission is to contain the civilian population on the south side of the bridge.” Emery said, circling the quarantine zone with a red grease pencil on the map. “Intel indicates that so far only a few civilians have approached the bridge, though command expects that more will turn up eventually. Nobody crosses the bridge. Civilians are to return to their homes and stay there until told otherwise.” Emery rubbed his jaw and added with a hint of unease “Some people might be too sick to understand directions. We may have to use lethal force to maintain the quarantine. Just keep your heads and don’t do anything without orders unless you perceive a direct threat to yourself, friendly forces or civilians. Clear?” 
He paused a moment to see if the airmen had any questions then continued the briefing. “When we get there, there’s this jarhead lieutenant named Peterson is in charge. We follow his orders unless we hear different come down from higher.” Sergeant Emery let Frays copy the marks he made on his map on her own. “We're leaving in ten so let's finish getting our fifty cal mounted and ready to go, kids.”
Jacobson rode shotgun while Frays drove. Their truck was part of a four vehicle convoy of Army and Air Force Humvees moving from the staging area to their assigned sectors. Sergeant Emery rode in the commander's cupola behind the Humvee's crew served weapon. Once they were out of the staging area, much to Amy's secret annoyance, Jacobson hooked his iPod back up and the German cat torturers were blaring once more. She was just wondering when Sergeant Emery was going to get sick of it when he bent down into the vehicle and bellowed “Turn that shit off!” The young man seemed to deflate a little as he complied. Amy smiled into the palm of her hand. The few times they had to go outside the wire on deployment Sergeant Emery had her crank ‘Bad to the Bone’ by George Thorogood and The Destroyers. 
A half an hour of driving made Amy think of downtown Mosul: hundreds of cars crowded the streets, people yelling at each other, car horns blaring. Many of the vehicles had luggage or other household goods strapped to the top. A few of them even had animal carriers complete with panicked cats or dogs in them. “Any of this look familiar to you, Sergeant?” Frays said loudly so he could hear her over the street noise. 
“Kinda!” shouted Sergeant Emery “Except there's more white people!” The two of them laughed then turned their full attention back to what they were doing. Jacobson chuckled nervously and began fiddling with his equipment. “Try to speed up a little. There’s a guy in a blue sedan, right side intersection, next block. Looks like he might try to get in the middle of the convoy.”
Frays stepped on the gas, keeping the car from cutting into traffic and screwing with the convoy. Sergeant Emery swung the fifty cal around and pointed it in the offending vehicle’s general direction just in case. When they came to a stoplight Amy dug a Red Bull out of her rucksack, unfolded the knife blade from her multi-tool and used it to shotgun the energy drink. “Relax, Jacobson.” she said as she dropped the empty can into a plastic bag on the back of the man's seat. “It's gonna be alright. Just stay cool, buddy. We'll look after you.” 
Frays broke off from the convoy when they arrived at the checkpoint to find two other Humvees arranged in a wedge perhaps a quarter of the way across the bridge. There was a five ton truck blocking both lanes closer to their side of the bridge with a couple other Humvees arranged next to it. A short, beefy man in Marine Corps camo approached as Amy steered the vehicle onto the bridge. “Hey, Marine!” called Sergeant Emery. “Where do you want us?”
“Fill up that gap on our right flank.” said the Marine, gesturing towards where he wanted Amy to park the Humvee. “Lieutenant Haskins wants to go over the game plan with your squad leader once you're in position.”
Once the vehicle was stopped and Frays had the parking brake in place, Emery dropped down into the cab. “Frays, take over up here. Remember, we're here on crowd control so keep your M203 handy.” the man opened the rear driver's side door and stepped out onto the street. “Jacobson, just...try not to touch anything. I'll be back in a minute.”
Amy climbed through the back door and into the cupola. There was a dull roar of shouting and people angrily honking their car horns on the far side of the bridge. She could not imagine what it was like over there: the heat, choking on car exhaust, kids crying, hoping to outrun whatever this new hopped up bug was that brought on this panic... Frays shuttered at the thought. 
The crowd started across the bridge, perhaps pushed forward by the crush of people and vehicles behind them. Amy braced herself, preparing to rip open the Velcro of her gas mask carrier and stuff her face into the stifling plastic and rubber mask. She hated wearing the thing, but it beat catching a lung full of CS gas by accident. 
Frays crouched down inside the vehicle. “Move over into the driver's seat and get ready to put on your gas mask.” she told Jacobson. She stood back up and maneuvered her M4 into position and slid the breach of her grenade launcher open. “Just stay calm.” Amy added as she inserted a CS grenade into the launcher’s chamber and pulled the action closed.
Sgt. Emery came back to the Humvee on the run. “Wait for the green light from command.” he said loudly. The man shaded his eyes and watched the mob coming towards them on the bridge. “They appear to be unarmed, so hold your-”
The unmistakably heavy bark of a Browning M2 .50 caliber heavy machine gun cut him off. Amy watched in horror as perhaps two dozen people at the front of the mob tumbled like bowling pins. Screams rent the morning air as the mob tried to disperse, but for the ones in front were in the middle of the bridge there was nowhere for them to go because the people behind them would not let them pass. In their panic they civilians started shoving each other into the river, crushing one another under foot. 
Frays looked helplessly at Sergeant Emery. “Gas 'em, Frays!” he shouted, pointing furiously towards the terrified mob. “Gas 'em!” Amy raised her M4 to her shoulder and prepared to fire as some people across the bridge who were not as unarmed as Intel had indicated returned fire. A bullet whined off the Humvee as Frays' M203 thumped a grenade back at them. White smoke billowed, causing all nearby to choke and gag as the CS did its work. Amy ducked down inside the truck and tore open her mask carrier, preparing to strap on her gas mask. Her nose and eyes started to burn a little as the wind blew some of the gas inside the vehicle.
Sergeant Emery opened the rear driver's side door, digging out his own gas mask as he started trying to climb inside the vehicle. His face was perhaps a foot or so away from Frays’ own when it disappeared in a red mist. A bullet seemed to have found the gap between the door and the body of the Humvee, turning the man’s face into hamburger from the bridge of his nose down. Amy leaped across the inside of the vehicle, caught the big sergeant’s arm and tried to haul him inside. The blaring of an air horn distracted her momentarily from her task: a large green dump truck smashed a smaller car out of its way, black-gray smoke billowing from its chrome exhaust pipes as its driver floored the accelerator. 
Amy forgot about Sergeant Emery for a minute. She stared dumbly at the dump truck as it barreled down on her, smashing everything before it to pulp. Bodies flew through the air like rag dolls. Blood glinted red on its shiny chrome bumper as a handful of .50 cal rounds peppered the truck. There was time for only one last thought before the massive vehicle crashed into the Humvee: This is it. I'm gonna die.
The truck slammed into the Humvee like the hammer of Thor, sending the vehicle spinning into the cement guardrail. The force of the impact threw her into the rear seat of their truck. Frays lay there in a heap against the rear passenger’s side door as little sparks floated across her vision for a minute. Grey dust and tiny chunks of debris filled the air. Amy was vaguely aware that the Marines had started falling back as the civilians rushed forward around them. The shattered Humvee teetered, its front wheels tottering off into space. She carefully pulled herself towards the front of the Humvee and tried to get Jacobson’s attention.
“Jacobson!” she hissed as she cautiously leaned forward and shook the man's shoulder. “Jacobson! We've got to get out of here!” Jacobson's head lolled towards her, his face spider webbed with cuts, blood dribbling down his chin. He tried to tell her something, but no words seemed to come out. A few droplets of blood spattered on her face instead. “Come on, Airman! Can you open your door? Try it for me.”
The bridge groaned under the weight of the Humvee. The truck leaned farther over the edge, showing her more of the bluish-green water roiling around the bridge’s support beams. Amy struggled to keep the panic welling up in her chest out of her voice. “Come on, Jacobson.” she said quietly as Frays tried to get her hands under the man's arms. 
Amy pulled as hard as she dared, hoping to extract the man from behind the steering wheel. A bloodcurdling scream in her ear made her stop. She peered over the Jacobson's shoulder. “Oh no. Oh God no.” Frays whispered. A tangle of metal and wire had speared through Jacobson's legs from about the mid thigh down. “I’m so sorry, Jacobson.” she whispered in his ear and brushed his cheek with the palm of her hand. Amy dug in her heels, got as good a grip as she could manage on Jacobson's torso and pulled for all she was worth. 
The Humvee lurched as the bridge beneath it groaned, louder this time. Pieces of cement and rebar splashed into the water below as Jacobson screamed and started clawing at the back of Frays' neck. Flesh and bone began to separate as blood sprayed against the inside of the vehicle's windscreen. Something hot and metallic smelling stung her eyes as it ran down her face. “God, I'm so sorry.” Amy whispered as she braced herself to try again. “I’m so so so so sorry.” 
The bridge squealed and crumbled. Amy's stomach launched into her throat as the Humvee finally lost its battle with gravity. She scrambled for the cupola, twisted, somehow managed to climb onto the top of the truck and jumped free. The world whirled crazily as Amy plummeted towards the water. She was only vaguely aware that she was screaming and felt a warmth on her crotch a half second before the river slapped her in the face. 
Amy crashed into the river, the cold surface of the water stinging her face and driving the air out of her lungs. The current grabbed her as Frays struggled to the surface, gasping and choking. She had always been the active, outdoorsy type and a strong swimmer but the weight of her gear threatened to drag her to the bottom. 
The tail end of the Humvee jutted from the water, bobbing along in the current as it slowly started to sink. Amy made an ungainly attempt at a doggy paddle, hoping to reach it before it went under, fighting the current all the way. “Jacobson!” she gagged as water splashed into her open mouth.
More water found its way up her nose and she sputtered, coughed. The Humvee disappeared below the surface with a shuddering fart as the trapped air inside escaped through a shattered window. Amy kicked her feet as hard as she could; trying to push herself out of the water as much as possible and hoping to see that Jacobson had somehow managed to escape. She took in a big lungful of air and dove under the surface. Frays swam as fast as she could but the Humvee's taillights vanished into the murky water as it sank out of sight.
On the verge of exhaustion, Amy scrabbled to the surface and leaned back. She let the current carry her downstream while she rested and tried to look for a place to get out of the water. There was a frustratingly large amount of cement retaining walls along the river's west bank. Frays felt a little sick when she noticed that several dozen bodies kept pace with her down the river. 
She finally spied a boat landing coming up. Amy gently steered herself into a position to snag one of the landing's low docks and pulled herself along it until she reached the slimy cement of the boat launch. She lay there gasping for breath and coughing for some time before Frays managed to gather the strength to try and sit up so she could look around. The world faded to grey as Amy’s eyes rolled up into her head.
**********
Private Adam Lacey, 1/8th 3rd battalion United States Marine Corps Reserve, stood near his squad’s Humvee wondering for the hundredth time why he picked up the phone when it rang at six yesterday evening. He cursed himself for getting in his car and driving to his unit in the middle of this shitstorm, leaving his wife and kids alone. Only twenty six of the two hundred or so guys in his Combat Engineer unit bothered to show up. Of course Lance Corporals Reynolds and Holder, the two biggest asshats in his platoon, answered up. They were bullies who, once all the bullshit was stripped away had (at least in Lacey’s opinion) enlisted because they liked pushing others around. Private Lacey, who was physically smaller and weaker than them, was their favorite target. There were rumors making the rounds about what the two of them got up to during the unit’s last deployment as well: beating civilians, stealing, worse than that…
“Yo! Chickenshit!” Reynolds shouted as Holder waved the Air Force Humvees into position on their right flank. “Get your skinny ass up here and watch those dickheads. I gotta take a piss.”
“Roger that, Lance Corporal.” Lacey grumbled as he climbed into the cupola. He shook his head and muttered “Fucking pig.” under his breath as he watched Reynolds go to the edge of the bridge, open his fly and piss over the edge.     
There were people across the bridge and they started to get closer. Lacey glanced over his shoulder to see Reynolds and Holder talking to one another for a minute. Holder went towards the Air Force Humvee and Reynolds started ambling in the direction of the command vehicle behind them. Lacey felt his hands start to tremble as they closed around the spade grips of the fifty cal. 
“Stop right there or I’ll shoot!” the scrawny Marine shouted. The mob advancing across the bridge obviously either did not hear him or just plain did not care because they did not even pause. “Shit…shit…shit…Corporal! What do I do?” he screamed. His thumbs slipped down to the trigger of the machine gun, ripping off a burst at the crowd. A big sick lump welled up in his throat when people at the front of the pack crumpled to the ground.
He looked at his hands as if they belonged to someone else. “Oh no.” he whispered as he scrambled out of the cupola and ran down the street. The deep staccato of the blockade’s crew served weapons interspersed with the hollow pops of gunfire coming from the mob chased him as he leapt over the concrete barrier at the edge of the bridge and hid in the brush. The skinny man cringed at what sounded like a massive car accident and the machine guns went silent.
He crept along the riverbank, keeping to the scrubby brush that grew there for about half a mile. Thankfully the sound of gunfire died off a few minutes after he left, but this also left new doubts clawing at him. Who got hurt? How many? Did anyone die? Lacey pushed these thoughts out of his head and set about taking as a direct route as he could manage towards his house. With luck they would be too busy to look for him and he could get out of here…
**********
Amy stared at the sky for a moment. For one long crazy minute she wondered what somebody did to her dorm room, why she smelled like dead fish and why her entire body felt like one big ache. Even her hair hurt which was something she did not think was even possible. She stood slowly and stumbled tiredly towards a squat brick building perhaps two hundred meters from where she had come out of the water. The small parking lot next to the building was empty, her boots scraping on the poorly maintained blacktop as she crossed it. 
The building proved to be a small convenience store that probably sold bait and snacks to people using the boat launch. Amy was disappointed to see the closed sign hanging in the store's window. Now that the adrenaline was beginning to wear off, Frays realized that the river was still far too cold to be swimming in. A nice hot cup of coffee would have helped get rid of the shivers making her teeth knock together. 
Amy settled for leaning against the leeward side of the building as she ripped up an empty trash bag she found on the pavement. Frays huddled under the improvised blanket for warmth in a patch of sun as she tried to piece together exactly what happened. She patted herself down and was glad to see that her recent misadventures had only seemed to do any real damage to her pride. The left side of her face was swollen, her neck and right shoulder were painful and stiff, but other than the crust of dried blood under her nose she seemed unhurt.
Amy took a quick inventory of her gear. She dug her cell phone out and groaned when she saw the blank screen. The radio clipped to her LCS was similarly wrecked, both apparently ruined by the water or by the crash. She broke down the M4 and M9 to clean and dry off the weapons as best she could. The map in her cargo pocket was a good news/bad news situation: the good news was that the map was somehow still there. The bad news was that the river had washed off all the reference points she had drawn on it. “Figures.” she mumbled to herself as she took in her surroundings. “I live half my life in this stupid city and never got around to seeing the sights.” 
She spent the better part of an hour simply resting and trying to get her bearings. Nobody pulled in to the parking lot but then Frays reflected that going for a nice cruise on the river was probably pretty far from everybody's mind right now. Still, if the owner of the store wanted to show up, she would gladly buy a coffee and a sandwich from him. Visions of slices of hot pastrami piled onto homemade rye bread and slathered with spicy mustard, maybe with a nice dill pickle or pickled egg on the side danced in her head as she dozed. Sergeant Emery's wife, Maria, made the best hot pastrami sandwiches. 
This thought brought all the happy ones about food to a grinding halt as Amy curled into a tight ball. She fought back tears, knowing that she had to keep her wits about her right now. She also loathed the idea of somebody (or worse yet, one of her fellow airmen) catching her bawling her little eyes out like a kid who dropped her ice cream cone. After several minutes of sniffling she finally gave in as huge sobs wracked her torso. Above all else she found herself growing angry: to lose her best friend after all they had been through together, at the truck driver, at herself, at her fellow airmen who went AWOL and even at Jacobson for not trying harder to get out of the Humvee.  
After some time she managed to catch hold of herself. Amy wiped at her cheeks with the palms of her hands, scraped the snot away from under her nose with her sleeve and stood up. By her best guess, she had washed up about a mile and a half mile or so downstream from the checkpoint. There was about four or five miles between where she was now and the nearest staging point (or so she hoped). The most direct route would take her through what looked like a largely residential neighborhood. She made one last check of her weapons and gear before moving out; hoping that if anybody was home they had not heard about what happened on the bridge.
Amy walked quickly, keeping off to the side of the street. Her eyes scanned the sidewalk, the windows of the buildings as she mentally prepared herself to run at a moment's notice. Most of the people seemed busy packing up their belongings and trying to evacuate to look around much. Nobody seemed to be paying her much mind (which was good) until she made it about a mile or so into the city. The neighborhood slowly became a little more upscale as she left the river: the houses were a little bigger and better maintained; there was something closer to actual yards in front of some of them. 
A cute little Asian girl in shorts and a Pokémon tee shirt stood by her parents' Honda, watching a twenty something white couple trying to cram everything they could into the back of the hatchback. Her eyes lit up when she saw Amy across the street. “Mommy!” the kid said excitedly and ran to the woman's side. “Mommy, look!” Now the little girl began tugging on her mother's sleeve and pointing. “Mommy! Look!” the girl pointed directly at Amy. “Look, Mommy! Army lady!” The little girl hopped around and waved with that frenetic type of energy only those under the age of six can muster. “Hi army lady!”
Amy picked up the pace, her eyes scanning for any potential threat. The neighborhood was certainly close enough that they probably heard the firefight back at Checkpoint Twelve. Heck, there might have been a news helicopter overhead showing the whole thing live on CNN for all she knew. All at once she felt very, very naked. 
Amy smiled and waved to the child with her non firing hand. Two men stood on the front steps of a house three doors down. One of them picked up a baseball bat and they started walking towards her like they meant business. Frays moved diagonally across the street, her M4 in the ready position as she fixed the two men with as hard a look as she could manage under the circumstances. Her hand slid from the grip of the M203 to the carbine's magazine, her finger poised to flick off the launcher's safety at a moment's notice. The two men halted perhaps sixty meters away, shooting daggers with their eyes. A weapon with a bore the size of small child’s fist had that effect on people.  
She walked quickly down the street, getting more and more nervous as others started to notice her too. Relief slapped Frays in the face: a young man in what looked like Marine camo and combat gear was helping a woman with two crying babies load supplies into a big red Chevy minivan a block and a half up the street. Another pudgy man with a bushy beard, who looked like he was in his early to mid thirties wearing an EMT's uniform glanced at them as he seemed to be checking the babies. He had some kind of large black rifle slung over his shoulder that looked like a Kalashnikov with elephantiasis. Amy hurried over to them and smiled when she saw the words “US Marines” on the man's uniform. The name tape on his Kevlar read “Lacey”.
“Hey, Marine.” she said happily, stopping a little ways from their vehicle. Something struck her has odd. The man was in full battle rattle, complete with his M16, yet if she remembered the information she had gotten this morning correctly there should not be any troops in this area. “What's shakin'?” 
“I gotta get my wife and kids outta here.” he said quickly. The man was maybe twenty, certainly no more than twenty five and built like he was made of twisted wire. He appeared kind of short for a man: he seemed only a few inches taller than Amy’s five feet, five inches. He also looked scared as hell. His wife was tall and thin with straw colored hair that looked like she might have been in her senior year of high school. As Lacey moved to shield his family Amy spotted the subtle movement of the man's thumb as he flipped the safety off his weapon. 
The EMT stood up and looked nervously from Amy to the Marine. “Let's take it easy, everybody.” he said quietly, holding his hands up as he took a few steps towards the two of them. 
“Hey, listen.” Frays said carefully as she turned slightly. Now the muzzle of her M4 was pointed well away from him and his family. “Let's make a deal. I'll help you pack your stuff” Amy studied the man's face for a minute, trying to see if he was one of the Marines from Checkpoint Twelve “If I can hitch a ride with you back to the supply point. It's only a few miles west of here and we're really shorthanded.”
The man paused, thinking over what this Zoomie was offering. He glanced at his wife, who gave him an urgent look. The little girl behind him started crying again and that seemed to make up his mind. “Alright. Grab those boxes over there.” he said as he reengaged his weapon's safety and motioned towards a pile of cardboard boxes. 
Amy walked toward them, hand extended as the young woman smiled as widely as she could manage. An odd thought occurred to her: I’m gonna have a heckuva shiner in the morning. “I'm Senior Airman Amy Frays.” she said as she shook Lacey’s hand. “Nice to see a friendly face.”
“I'm Private Adam Lacey.” he moved aside as the two women shook hands. “This is my wife, Laura and our kids Paul and Becca.” 
“I'm Eamon Teeling.” the EMT volunteered as he shook Amy's hand. “Come on, let's get packed up.”
They stuffed as much food, water and necessities for the kids as the SUV could hold the lot of them piled in. Laura drove while Adam rode shotgun. Amy and Eamon sat in the back seat with the two kids. As much as she tried to stay serious she found it next to impossible in the face of the two small children. She just could not bear seeing the two little kids upset.
Amy tried to keep the kids from crying and give directions at the same time, but it didn't work very well. “The supply point is just off I-80.” Frays said at last as she gave the nearest child’s belly a gentle rub. The little boy giggled and smiled at her from his booster seat. “Who's a handsome little guy?” 
Laura smiled over her shoulder. “They like you.” she said quietly as she carefully watched the two strangers. “Normally the kids are pretty shy around new people.”
The four of them rode in silence until they came to a hastily erected barricade manned by a half dozen soldiers. Amy gave the kids one last tickle before climbing out of the vehicle. She and Eamon stood off to one side while Lacey said goodbye to his wife. Once they kissed and Laura climbed back into the car Amy hurried back over.
“Thanks again for the ride.” she said quickly and gave the woman's hand a gentle squeeze. “If you can get to Holden, my parents' house is at 372 Walnut Street. Tell my dad that I'm okay and you're a Marine's dependent. He should let you stay there till this thing blows over.”
“Thanks.” Laura said, still looking at her husband. “I'll do that.” 
Lacey stood there staring after his wife for a few minutes. Finally, Amy walked over and put a hand on his shoulder. “Come on, man.” she said carefully. “Let's get back to work. She'll be fine. My mom and dad will look after them.”
The three of them walked up to the barricade. Three soldiers stood between them and a blocky black command trailer. The soldiers eyed them suspiciously. “Halt!” commanded one of them. Amy saw that he looked like a Private First Class in the Army. “What are you doing here?”
“We got separated from our units, PFC.” Amy said quickly. She held her hands up, palms towards the soldiers. “Who's in charge here? We need to report in and try to find them.”
Two Five Tons rumbled up to the supply point and more soldiers jumped out. “Come on in.” he said, waving the three of them inside their perimeter. “Police Lieutenant Guzman's in the trailer. Sergeant Williams just got back.”
Amy thanked the soldier and led Eamon and Lacey past the barricade. She stood between the Five Tons and the trailer and frowned. “Could you guys go see if they need any help over there?” she asked, motioning towards the soldiers unloading cases of MREs and bottled water. “I'll go report to this lieutenant and be out in a second.”
Thankfully the young Marine seemed to defer to her higher rank (even if it was from a different branch of the service) and Eamon joined him. Amy grunted, surprised and satisfied that the very first official order she had ever given actually got obeyed. She walked quickly to the trailer, climbed the two metal stairs and knocked on the door. 
“Enter!” shouted a muffled voice. Amy opened the door and found herself in a cramped room stuffed full of all kinds of communications equipment. The air in the trailer stank of cigarette smoke, stale coffee and unwashed bodies. A tall, skinny Hispanic man in a black policeman’s uniform turned in his chair and regarded her little interest. “What do you want?”
Amy came to attention and saluted. “Senior Airman Frays reporting, sir.” she said sharply. The man stared at her a moment and eventually she let her hand fall awkwardly to her side. “Um…as far as I know Checkpoint Twelve has been overrun, sir.” 
The lieutenant's face twitched. “So?” he muttered angrily as he swiveled back to answer a phone. The man's jerky movements and dilated pupils told Frays that the policeman was flying high on something. She took a few steps closer to the lieutenant, her nose wrinkled at the smell of dirty diapers coming from the man. Cocaine and strong coffee: not a good combination.
Amy cleared her throat, suddenly a little uneasy. “I think one of the Marine Combat Engineers opened fire.” she recounted as the policeman looked as if there was little she could say that would interest him, yet she pushed on with it anyway. “The crowd went crazy. A handful of the civilians had guns and they started shooting. At each other, at us, all over the place.” 
“So?” the lieutenant grumbled. “You got your machine guns and stuff don't you? What the hell happened?” 
“Somebody on the other side of the bridge drove a dump truck through the crowd, sir.” Amy answered, shivering slightly at the memory of the people flying in the air, the screams. “The driver struck the Humvee I was in hard enough to send it into the river.” 
“You got away.” The policeman spun back and forth in his chair, eyeballing the young woman in front of him. “You left your buddies, didn't you?”
Anger flared up and Amy felt her cheeks become flushed. “Sergeant Emery, my Flight Sergeant, got shot in the head when the crowd started shooting.” she said bitterly, her hands clenching into fists at her sides. “Another guy in my flight, Airman Jacobson, was trapped in the Humvee when it sank. I-I tried, sir, but I couldn't get him out.” She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment then opened them slowly.
“I'm sure you did.” the lieutenant said. A condescending grin spread across his face. “You may go now.”
It took every ounce of willpower she could muster to not slam the door on her way out. She took a half moment to regain her composure before joining Eamon and Lacey were unloading the trucks. They were helping a handful of Army privates stack supplies: boxes of MREs, cases of bottled water, tents, and medical supplies. A large white man with sergeant's stripes on his sleeve walked around barking orders at the lot of them. When he noticed her he started off in her direction. 
“You just reported to Lieutenant Guzman?” he asked as he came within speaking distance. The man looked her up and down. “Hurry up and help your guys get these trucks unloaded so we can get these tents up. We're expecting wounded soon.”
She hustled over to the trucks. “How many wounded?” Amy asked loudly as she took a case of water that one of the privates handed down to her. 
“I dunno, Zoomie.” he said quietly as he slid a pile of rough pile of tent poles towards the end of the truck. “Sounds like a whole bunch.”
The next half an hour or so passed in a flurry of activity: setting up tents and cots, dumping the bottles of water into big coolers on wheels and setting up tables to distribute the MREs. A Deuce and a Half pulled up just as Frays and Lacey were showing Eamon how to cook a Meal Ready to Eat. “It's three lies for the price of one.” Adam explained before opening his meal packet. “It’s not a meal, it’s not ready and you can’t eat it.”
“Hey! Give us a hand over here!” cried a soldier as he leaped from the back of his truck. “We’ve got wounded!” 
The three of them hurried off to help unload the stretchers. Eamon snapped on latex gloves and checked each of them as they were unloaded, directing the soldiers where to put them. He could not help but notice that at least two of the eight casualties had bite marks on their hands, arms or faces. The others had more conventional injuries: they had been stabbed, shot or hit by cars and stuff like that. 
Amy put on a pair of rubber gloves in her Combat Life Saver kit and did what she could to help. The first man she came to looked like he had been badly mauled by some kind of animal. “Don't bother with him, he’s already dead!” Eamon called as he struggled with the injured man he was working on. “I’ve got a sucking chest wound down here!”
Thirty or forty minutes later they had done what they could for the wounded. The Army sergeant let Eamon and Frays take a break outside one of the tents. The two of them snapped off their gloves and tossed them in a garbage can that had the international biological hazard symbol on it. Amy and Eamon crashed onto a low bench. “That was...somethin' else.” Amy muttered as she opened a bottle of water. She chugged half of it at a go then offered the rest to the EMT. 
He waved off the water and felt something in his pocket. “We did good.” he said, digging a packet of M&Ms out of his pocket and tore it open. “We need to get them to a hospital, but we bought them a couple hours anyway.” He offered some of the candy to the woman seated next to him. 
Lacey approached wounded men tentatively. Some of them lay there moaning, still in pain even though Eamon had given them a little of his precious stash of painkillers. The dead lay silently staring up at the bright afternoon sun. 
He espied a blanket on the back of one of the trucks and picked it up. The Marine unfolded it as he approached, preparing to cover the dead man with it. He was inches away from the corpse when it moaned, rolled onto its side and reached for him. Lacey screamed and fell onto his backside, scrabbling away from the stretcher like a crab.
All at once everybody in the supply depot crowded around. Once they saw what was going on, the privates hung back near the trucks. “What the hell is going on here?” the sergeant bellowed as he stared down at the man on the stretcher. Now the man on the stretcher made a strange kind of croaking noise as he reached for those around him. They all recoiled as the wounded man attempted to drag himself after Lacey. 
The sergeant stomped over to the stretcher. The wounded man groaned and rolled over, his hand now grasping after the NCO’s leg a few feet away. “I thought you said he was dead!” he roared, glaring at Eamon. “Where the hell did you go to medical school?”
“Princeton.” the EMT said coolly. “And yes, he was dead.”
The sergeant glared at his soldiers then at Frays and Lacey. “Restrain him before he hurts himself.” the man ordered as he waved the others towards the groaning figure. When none of his subordinates moved he marched over, grabbed one of the privates and pushed him towards the man on the stretcher. Eamon and Frays took a couple steps closer to the man but balked at the last moment. His skin was a sickly gray, his eyes covered in a pall of milky white. 
Nausea roiled around in Amy's stomach. She desperately wanted to be somewhere, anywhere else than right here with some crazed NCO expecting her to hold down a diseased man. She took a deep breath and gathered her courage. “Eamon, on the count of three you grab his arm.” she said carefully as to try and keep what she had eaten earlier where it was. Frays handed the EMT a zip tie from the suspender of her LCS. “I'll grab the other one. Once we've got him held down, use the zip ties to tie his arms to the stretcher.”
The two of them knelt beside the stretcher as the man groaned and tried to reach for them. “Onetwothree!” Amy shouted. The two of them grabbed the wounded man's limbs and pinned them to the earth, struggling to keep the man under control as they tried to restrain him. Lacey pounced on the man's legs while the sergeant screamed at them, the NCO standing by the man's head. 
Amy pinned the man's arm to the ground and after a little struggle managed to zip tie the limb to the aluminum pole of the stretcher. Eamon seemed to be having a little more trouble restraining the man. Amy took a deep breath, squeezed her eyes shut and threw herself across the diseased man’s chest, trying to use her weight to pin the man so the EMT could tie him down. A gurgling sound grew in the patient’s stomach. Apparently Eamon heard it too because they both scrambled away as a jet of vomit erupted from the man's mouth. 
“Aw! God! Fuckin’ shit goddamn!” screamed the sergeant as he pawed at his eyes. Amy smirked until she saw the chunks of sticky looking stuff and thick fluid spattered across the legs of her trousers. She staggered to her feet and made a knock kneed run for the trucks. Frays propped herself up against the nearest Five Ton and retched so hard she half expected to see her liver lying on the grass.               
One of the privates walked over to Amy, looking at the young woman with a mixture of concern and disgust in his eyes. “Are you okay?” he asked, reaching out and putting a hand on her back. “Would you like some water?”
Once she felt she was capable of opening her mouth without blowing chunks Amy straightened up a little, turned to the young man and asked “For the love of God, can you get me a water can? I gotta get this crap off me!”
The sergeant stumbled off towards the command trailer, bumping into Lieutenant Guzman as the policeman came out to see what was going on. The wounded man crawled towards the policeman, now trying to drag the stretcher with him. “Gotta shoot 'em all.” he muttered as he drew his pistol from its holster and casually blew half the man's head off.
One of the casualties, a young black man with a horrific head wound wrapped in thick bandages, scrambled awkwardly to his feet and stumbled away from the sound of the shot. Amy completely forgot about her own nausea and chased him down. “Hey there.” she said calmly as she caught up to him and took him by the hand. “Come on back and lay down, alright?” Frays made little calming noises as if she were talking to an upset child. 
Two gunshots rang out and the man fell like a puppet with its strings cut, his life pumping away through a pair of holes in his chest. Frays stared numbly at her hand then started across the supply depot towards the policeman. “W-what the heck is wrong with you?!” she shouted, her fingers curling tight around the pistol grip of her carbine. “Why…why would you do that?”
Guzman pointed his Glock at Frays, a little red dot dancing on the center of the woman's flak jacket. “Gotta shoot 'em all.” the policeman muttered, suddenly aware that Eamon and Lacey were closing in on him. “GOTTA SHOOT 'EM ALL!” 
He wheeled about, trying to cover all three of them at the same time. This worked out as well as one might expect: as soon as the policeman started to turn towards Eamon, Lacey jumped him. The Marine knocked the pistol from the policeman's hand and pinned his arms behind his back. Frays ran up and smacked Guzman on the temple with the butt of her M4. Lacey lowered the man to the ground as Frays pressed the muzzle of her weapon into the back of the man's neck. “Here, secure his hands.” she growled as she passed the Marine one of her zip strips. 
Eamon picked up the policeman's Glock as Lacey searched the man for more weapons or anything he could use to escape. “Here ya go, man.” he said as he handed the EMT the two spare magazines he took from the lieutenant's belt. 
“Okay.” Amy said carefully. She looked at the privates peering around the corners of the nearby trucks. “Can you guys get the wounded loaded up on that Five Ton, please? Eamon, make sure they're squared away. Lacey, keep the lieutenant covered and make sure he doesn't hurt himself or anybody else. I'm gonna go see where they set up a Medivac point.”
With that Frays walked quickly to the command trailer, straining her brain to see if she could remember the radio frequencies for the different people she might have to talk to. Hopefully they were all already programmed into the trailer's various communications systems. If she couldn't remember them, hopefully the little notebook in her ABU pocket was not too badly wrecked...
She barely noticed the sergeant standing in the hall at the other end of the trailer. The man growled, his boots clomping on the steel floor of the trailer as he rushed towards her. Amy screamed when the big sergeant grabbed the collar of her body armor and flung her against the wall. She tumbled out of the door and went head over heels down the stairs. Amy ended up sitting a few meters away from the door and pointed her M4 at the man as the sergeant scrambled after her. The carbine boomed in her hands as the 5.56 NATO round smacked solidly into the center of his plate carrier, knocking the man onto his back.
The two of them scrabbled to their feet, the man’s eyes crazed and bulging in their sockets as he started to come after her again. Amy readjusted her aim and squeezed off a second shot, blowing the man's brains all over the entry way of the command trailer. Amy stood there, ears ringing, blood pounding in her temples as she watched the sergeant's foot kick and twitch uselessly against the doorjamb. 
“What the hell was that?” yelled Eamon, his eyes wide as he took in the whole scene. He went quickly to the young woman's side as she stood there looking pale and shaken. “What happened? Are you okay?”
“H-He attacked me.” Amy said quietly. She slowly lowered her M4 and looked around cautiously as she flicked the weapon’s safety back on. Her hands trembled and her legs felt a little funny. “I went into the trailer and he attacked me.” 
“Are you hurt?” asked the EMT. “I wonder why he did that, anyway.”
“I'm fine.” Frays said quickly. She was having trouble catching her breath. Amy felt him looking at her. “I’m fine, alright! Quit your gawking and go see if they've got the wounded loaded up yet!”
Amy picked her way carefully around the corpse in the entryway and sank into the chair the lieutenant had occupied. There were banks of computer terminals and radio equipment at her fingertips and all of it seemed to be screaming at her at once. Amy picked up the handset of a radio that looked the most similar to the radios she was familiar with, took a deep breath to calm herself and keyed the hand mike. 
“Break. Break. Break.” Frays said quickly as she leafed through a pile of papers on the desk in front of her. “This is Bravo Three Four. I am at um...break...Supply Depot Blue One Zero. I have a lot of casualties and I need to know where to send them, over.”
“Who the hell is this?” a voice demanded. “Where is Lieutenant Guzman?”
Amy rolled her eyes and keyed her mike. “My name is Senior Airman Amy Frays, 35th Wing, 35th Mission Support Groups, 35 Security Forces Squadron, Charlie Flight.” she said quickly and took a look around the trailer. 
“Clear the net, Senior Airman!” demanded the same voice. “This is Chief of Police Gordon Banes!” 
“Well Chief, tell you what” Amy nearly screamed into her mike “I'll turn myself in if you'll tell me where you are. You are at the Medivac point, right? Or better yet, send a squad car over to bring me in.”
“Break. Break. Break.” said a new voice. “This is Joker Six Actual. Airman, stand down. Look at the screen farthest to your right. I'm sending you the coordinates to the Medivac point. Put it into your PLGR and get going.”
Amy wished the 35th had the money for individual GPS receivers. The unit's brand new M4 carbines and a dozen M240 general purpose machine guns had eaten up the bulk of the unit’s equipment budget for the year. She pulled out her map, unfolded it and quickly plotted the coordinates out with a grease pencil. 
“Roger that, Joker Six Actual.” she said when she had finished. “Be advised that an Army National Guard PFC will be the highest ranking person at this supply point once I leave. Requesting reinforcements, sir.”
“Roger wilco, Blue One Zero.” squawked the radio. “Get those casualties loaded and bring them up to the evac point. Reinforcements are on the way.”
Amy paused, calculating the distance between where she was and the new dot on her map. “We're bringing up the wounded time: now, sir.” she said quickly “If the streets are clear we'll be there in fifteen to twenty mike. Can I get an ETA on reinforcements, sir?”
The radio was silent long enough for Frays to become concerned that something had happened to it. “We're stretched pretty thin, Blue One Zero. Break.” the device squealed. An ear piercing shriek came from the speakers. Amy cringed in her chair and covered her ears. “Should be there in an hour or so.”
Amy shook her head and hurried outside. After relaying command's orders to the new commander of the supply point she walked quickly to the Five Ton. “We ready to go?” she asked Eamon as he helped the Army guys secure the last of the stretchers in the bed of the truck. 
“Yep.” he said as he hopped down. “Find out where we're going?”
“Yeah. Do you live around here, Eamon?” Frays asked as Lacey joined them at the back of the truck. When the EMT gave her a nod she smiled. “Good. I'll drive. You can ride up front with me. Lacey, could you ride in back with the casualties and keep an eye on them for us?”
After they got Lacey into the bed of the truck and situated, Amy showed Eamon the map and listened to his suggestions as to the quickest route. Once they had it settled, the two of them climbed in the cab and she fired up the engine. “One quick thing before we move.” Frays said before putting the truck in gear. “While we're going I need you to keep an eye out. There might be bad guys who'll want to steal the truck or what have you.
“If you see anybody suspicious, let me know. If you see anybody pointing a weapon at us, let me know. If somebody starts shooting at us, return fire out of your window. We're not getting out of the truck unless we have to. If we come to a road block or an obstruction, I'm going straight through it as fast as I can, alright?”
They pulled away from the supply point and set off down the road as quickly as possible. Amy looked across the cab at the EMT. “I just realized something.” she said quietly, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth.
“What's that?” Eamon asked. He was trying to look for anything that might qualify as 'suspicious' outside his window. 
“You're a doctor, aren't you?” she asked, turning her attention back to the road. This part of the city seemed relatively clear so far, but there were still some cars and trucks on all sides of their vehicle. The little hairs stood up on the back of her neck.
“Yep.” Eamon said with a small grin. His response drew peals of laughter from the young airman. Amy's laughter verged on the hysteric as it continued. The man looked at her like she had cracked. “I'm sorry!” she said once she could catch her breath. “I'm sorry! It's just that I’m close to graduating from MIT. My mom was all excited when I got accepted because she thought I'd meet a doctor.” Frays started to crack up again. “I don't think this is how she wanted me to meet a doctor!” Laughter sputtered out of Eamon until it erupted into a belly laugh.
The ride to the evac point was relatively uneventful. When they got there some policemen quickly checked that they were supposed to be there then directed them towards a medical treatment center. After a flurry of activity they got the wounded off their truck and in to see a harried and exhausted medical staff. The three of them stood near the Five Ton, all of them feeling like the medics looked.
“Okay.” Amy said after a brief pause. “Eamon, go see if the medics will let you refill your bag of tricks there.” she tapped the satchel slung over the man's shoulder. “Lacey, see if you can take the Five Ton over to the fuel point and get it topped off. I'm gonna see if I can find somebody in charge around here to see where they want us.” She fumbled in her pocket for her pack of cigarettes and, finding them a mush of paperboard and soggy tobacco, she left them there. “Let's meet back here in half an hour, alright?”
Amy wandered aimlessly through the camp, stopping every person in an Air Force uniform she could find. She asked all of them the same questions: “Do you know where the 35th SF is?” or “Seen anybody from the Three Five SF?” 
After some time she received a small ray of hope: Major Grossman, her battalion flight commander, was supposedly in the Emergency Operations Center. The young airman who told her this was even helpful enough to give her directions to the EOC. Frays was so happy to hear this that she could have kissed him but instead thanked the young man and took off at a trot in the direction he pointed.
Amazingly, nobody even stopped her as she wandered around the interior of the EOC. The place was absolute bedlam: papers strewn all over makeshift desks, people running to and fro, men and women shouting at each other... “No wonder everything's so screwed up.” she muttered under her breath as she dodged an aide hustling past with a cardboard cup holder full of coffee.
She found Major Grossman, a grandfatherly man of perhaps fifty five, crouched over a handful of laptop computers. Information crawled across the screen, reflecting on the man's thick glasses. “Senior Airman Frays reporting, sir.” she said, giving the man a quick salute. 
The older man barely acknowledged her, his attention fully focused on the screens in 
front of him. “Be quick, Frays.” he said quietly, his hands tap dancing from computer to computer. “I’m busy. What’s your status?” 
“I think Sergeant Emery is dead.” Amy said as she locked her trembling hands behind her back and stood at ease. “Airman Jacobson drowned when our Humvee got knocked into the river. The civilians in the quarantine zone overran Checkpoint Twelve.”
“I know, Frays.” he muttered. His hands continued their intricate dance, occasionally clicking a mouse here or there. “Who do you have with you?”
“I found a Marine Private, a Combat Engineer named Lacey and a civilian EMT named Teeling, sir.” Amy said quickly. The man was obviously busy and she did not want to disturb him any more than she already had. “They're getting a Five Ton we found gassed up and resupplying. Where do you need us, sir?”
The man paused in what he was doing. He removed his cap and rubbed the palm of his hand against his silver brush cut. “Things are pretty bad out there.” he said, sparing the young woman a rueful smile. 
Amy's heart sank. “How bad is bad, sir?” 
Major Grossman ignored the airman's question. “Go see Chief Walters from Alpha Flight.” he said slowly as he turned his attention back to the monitors. “He’ll give you an assignment.” 
“Yes, sir.” Amy said quickly, coming to attention and snapping a salute.
The old man smiled and returned the gesture. “You're a good kid, Frays.” he said as he started tapping again at his computers. “I'll do something for you and that jarhead you got working for you once this all blows over.”
Amy left the Emergency Operations Center and swiped an ammo can filled with loaded M4 magazines from supply before hurrying back to the medics. Luckily, Lacey pulled the Five Ton up to the medic's tent as she walked up and Eamon was just coming out of the big canvas tent. “Lacey, get down here.” Amy said, waving for the man to join them on the ground. 
The Marine threw open the door and hopped down. “What's up?” He looked nervous, excited and scared all at the same time. “We gonna see some action?”
Amy snorted. She had seen enough action for today but they still had a job to do. “Dunno.” she said as she unfolded her map and spread it on the ground to show the two men. “This circle is us.” Frays traced a circle with her index finger. “This dot is Checkpoint Eight and they need reinforcements. We've been tapped.” She gave the EMT a small, apologetic smile. “Sorry, buddy but it looks like you've been drafted.” Frays pointed at the little red grease dot an inch and a half away from the circle. She pointed to Eamon. “I want you up front with me, same as before. Lacey, you're in the back. I'm gonna be haulin' so hold on tight. When we stop I want everybody locked and loaded, ready to kick butt, right?”
Amy tore through the streets, the big Detroit diesel engine belching gray smoke as she swerved to avoid a stalled car or hopped the curb and drove on the sidewalk. Frays struck a mailbox, sending a flurry of letters all over the place. Eamon whooped and pounded on the dashboard, clearly enjoying the ride as he shouted directions over the roar of the vehicle. The heavy ripping thump of a heavy machine gun played back beat to the popping noises of an M4 being fired on full auto as they got closer to the checkpoint. 
The Five Ton lurched to a halt, its air brakes squealing like a stuck pig when Frays smashed the pedal to the floor of the cab. “Come on!” she cried as she opened her door and jumped to the ground. The three of them ran to a makeshift barricade formed by two stalled vehicles placed end to end across the bridge. The two soldiers manning the checkpoint parked their Humvee perpendicular to the barricade, one of them firing the vehicle's crew served weapon into a crowd of people and a small group of dogs while the other fired his M4. 
Amy was horrified by the sight until she took a second look at the people attempting to cross the bridge. It was obvious that they were diseased and several of them sported what should have been fatal wounds though they were still on their feet. The dogs yelped, barking as they charged forward. Amy flicked the selector lever on her M4 to all the way around and snapped the weapon to her shoulder, triggering a burst. 
The lead group of dogs collapsed, riddled with bullets as Amy advanced to the barricade. Their weapons joined the chorus, though their fire seemed to have little effect. The crowd moaned and groaned as they stumbled forward. Amy fired her weapon dry, pushed the M4's magazine release and reloaded with a fresh magazine from her LCS then slapped the weapon’s bolt catch with the palm of her hand. Still the infected kept coming, the closest of them now less than ten meters from the barricade.
“Fall back!” she ordered, hoping the others could hear her over the ringing in their ears. “Fall back!” The barricade's original defenders stayed in place, firing wildly into the infected. Frays ripped off a burst, hurried over to the Humvee and banged on the roof with her non-firing hand. “Fall back! Would you fall back already?!”
The infected still closed the distance in spite of the heavy .50 caliber rounds chewing the blacktop to bits all around them. Lacey ran to the edge of the river and leaped into the water, hugging his demo kit to his chest. “Oh, Jesus Christ! Lacey!” Amy screamed, spraying the crowd on the bridge before sprinting over to try and see what the Marine was doing. “Lacey! Stop!”
Lacey swam to the nearest pylon supporting the bridge and set about strapping a large brick of plastic explosive to the grimy cement pillar. Amy saw what the man was doing and ran to the Five Ton. “Cover me, Eamon!” she shouted as she leaped up onto the cab, frantically digging through the vehicle's contents. “There's gotta be a rope or something in here somewhere!”
Eamon's weapon boomed. “What?” 
“He's gonna blow the bridge!” Amy shouted over her shoulder. “Crap!” Frays jumped down and sprinted to the back of the truck, madly climbed into the bed and started searching. By some miracle she found a large ball of discarded 550 cord forgotten under one of the vehicle's bench seats. 
A handful of the infected were now a stone's throw from the barricade. Amy raised her weapon to fire, but the two soldiers were in the way. She shook her head angrily and ran to the water's edge, tying a loop in one end of the thin cord as she went. Lacey had finished with whatever he was doing, which was good because some of the infected took notice. They walked off the edge of the bridge and fell into the water, where they promptly seemed to sink to the bottom. 
Frays threw the loop down to the Marine. “Put it around you under your arms!” she shouted while pantomiming the action. When he was secure in the loop Amy ran back to the truck and tied the other end around the front bumper of the Five Ton. 
“Eamon!” Amy shouted to the EMT “Get in the truck and back it up when I say!” Thankfully, the man heard her and was scrambling into the driver's seat by the time she returned to the water's edge.
Amy wrapped the 550 cord around the Five Ton's bumper and tied it off as fast as she could and ran back to where the Marine was frantically trying to scramble up the cement retaining wall. Frays picked up the 550 cord in one hand to keep it from fraying while waving for Eamon to back up the Five Ton. The vehicle's diesel engine roared as the EMT slammed it's transmission into reverse and smashed the accelerator to the floor. Lacey flew over the edge of the retaining wall like a very surprised camo clad jack in the box. Amy screamed as the thin cord quickly cut through her gloves and into her hands, leaving an angry red mark on her palms. 
Amy barely dodged the amazing flying Marine and chased him down, hissing and flapping her hands as she went. Eamon dragged the man along the ground before bringing the Five Ton to a stop. Amy stooped and helped Lacey loosen the thin rope around his chest. The guns of the two soldiers on the bridge started to fall silent. 
Frays looked on in horror as the infected on the bridge closed on the barricade, started to climb over it. The soldier manning the .50 cal started swinging the red hot barrel of the machine gun back and forth, attempting to ward them off as two of them dragged the other soldier down. 
“Oh, God!” Amy whispered, bile tickling the back of her throat. The two men screamed as Frays snapped her M4 up to her shoulder and ripped off a burst at the infected crawling over one another to get at the soldier sticking out of the Humvee's cupola. Eamon's weapon boomed behind her, taking the head clean off one of the infected attacking the soldier on the ground.
The infected lay strewn like discarded puppets across the bridge, on the barricade, across the hood and roof of the Humvee. It seemed eerily silent after the gunfire, the terror. Amy slowly lowered her rifle and flicked its safety back on. All at once she felt like someone had tried to pull the blacktop out from under her feet as the concussion of the blast smashed into her chest. A cloud of dust and water vapor flew in the air, the blacktop cracked as the bridge sank into the river. 
Frays spared a glance at Lacey and said “That was amazing, but please don’t do anything that again. Your wife seems like a really nice lady and I’d hate to have to explain to her why I let her husband blow himself to tiny little bits.”
Eamon wandered over, his ears ringing like a church bell roundhouse kicked by Chuck Norris. “I guess this checkpoint's closed, huh?” he shouted, staring at the destruction before him. Amy snorted and walked over to the barricade. She hauled the soldier out of the Humvee and laid the man on the ground next to his companion. 
The three of them gathered around, looking at the corpses. Amy thought she should say something but all the words seemed to catch up in the back of her throat and not want to come out. One of the corpses made a choking noise as its foot twitched. When the one on the right started reaching for her leg Frays made the sign of the cross, drew her M9 and put a single 9mm round in each of their temples. 
“Right.” Frays muttered unhappily as she collected the dead soldiers' dog tags. “Eamon, could you be so kind as to collect up whatever gear these two have left?” she looked at Lacey “And could you back that Humvee away from the edge, say about twenty feet or so and pull some overwatch? Thanks, guys.” Amy stuffed the little pieces of metal into her pocket and moved towards the Five Ton. “I'm gonna report in then I'll be right back to give you a hand.”
Lacey shivered as he climbed into the driver’s seat of the Humvee and started the engine. He could make out dozens of figures across the river shambling towards the edge of the bridge, moaning like tortured souls as they walked mindlessly into the river. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
13 May 2011 12:11 hours, Checkpoint Eight, Memorial Drive Bridge Boston, Massachusetts
Amy pulled herself up into the cab of the Five Ton. As soon as she sat down and her ears stopped ringing a little, Frays became aware that the vehicle's radio was screaming at her in a hundred different panicked voices:
“-Six! Checkpoint Four is a free fire zone, re-fr-one.”
“We need reinforcements, over!”
“Where's that air support!? We need CAS time: NOW!”
“Did an-dy fire ison.”
Amy took a deep breath and keyed the radio's handset. “Break, break, break. This is Bravo Three Four at Checkpoint Eight.” she said quickly, sparing a glance all around “Combat Engineer has blown the bridge. Checkpoint Eight is closed. Repeat, Checkpoint Eight is closed. Moving to the supply point to resupply Checkpoint Ten time: now.”
“This is Liberty Six.” said a rough voice. “Good job, Bravo Three Four.”
Now that her hearing was starting to come back, she could hear all manner of gunfire and explosions a little to her west, including the mechanical WHIRRRRRRP of A10s working and the familiarly terrifying CRUMPCRUMPCRUMP of mortar rounds detonating. Frays took a moment to wipe the frightened look off her face before jumping back down to the street and taking off towards the others at a run. Eamon and Lacey looked both looked like they were scared out of their minds. 
“Lacey, is there a spare barrel for that fifty?” Frays asked as she quickly donned her pro mask and rubber gloves. “Eamon, what weapons and ammo did you find?” Amy began patting down the first of the half dozen or so infected corpses scattered along the shattered edge where the bridge used to be attached. 
“They don't got one, Frays.” Lacey said quickly. “There's only about forty or fifty rounds left.”
“I found six clips for your rifles.” Eamon volunteered as he snapped off a pair of rubber gloves and tossed them on the ground. “Three for their pistols, a pair of night vision goggles, a GPS thingy and these.” The EMT held up two M67 fragmentation grenades in each hand.
She found what she was looking for in the breast pocket of the third corpse's bathrobe: a cell phone similar to her own damaged one. “Thank you, stranger.” Frays whispered as she brushed the corpse's eyes shut. Amy stashed her protective gear back in its carrier then swapped out the SIM card in the dead man's phone for the one in her own. She groaned in frustration: now her phone worked perfectly save for the fact it did not get a signal.
Amy took three of the rifle magazines and handed the others to Lacey. “Checkpoint Ten is getting overrun.” she said quickly as she stuffed one of the mags into the empty space in her carrier and tucked the others into one of the cargo pockets on her trousers. She dropped two of the green metallic baseballs into a dump pouch on her LCS and indicated that Lacey should take the other two. “Eamon, you drive the Humvee. I'll man the crew served. Lacey, bring up the rear in the Five Ton. We might have to help evacuate the friendlies, so be ready to pick them up.” 
Their little convoy took off like a shot towards the other bridge. Eamon seemed to be enjoying himself, though Amy wished he would try to avoid some of the potholes. Lacey didn't seem to have any trouble keeping up with the pace Eamon set, the larger truck knocking obstructions out of its way with ease. Some of the voices on the radio started to shout that they were running low on ammunition. Frays keyed the radio. “This is Bravo Three Four.” she said quickly, looking back over her shoulder at Lacey through the windscreen of the Five Ton “I've got an empty Five Ton. You guys up there just hold out a little longer. We're on our way to the supply point and we'll be right there with resupply. How copy?”
Several voices affirmed that they had heard her when she had Eamon head back north. Thankfully, Lacey had been listening to the radio traffic and followed suit. Ten minutes of driving like lunatics brought them to the nearest supply point. “Oh, no...” Amy moaned as they entered the compound. 
Piles of garbage blew around the ruins of what, up until recently at least, had been the EOC. They motored slowly towards where the supply tent was, every nerve standing on end. The air was thick with the smell of burning rubber and canvas: what used to be the mess tent was now a smoldering pile of canvas. When they came to the supply tent, things weren't that much better. Containers, papers and cardboard boxes littered the ground around the tent.
“Let's get all the water, food and ammo we can find loaded up in the Five Ton.” Amy said as she snatched up a carton of MREs. “Put the ammo up front so they can get that unloaded first.” 
Lacey gave her a sour look. “Why don't we just take this stuff and bug out?” he asked, slinging a cardboard container of bottled water into the bed of the Five Ton. “What the hell are we staying her for?”
Amy walked up to the man. “I'm not gonna argue with you, Lacey.” she said angrily, stopping a few paces away from him. “We're gonna help those people, got that?”
They had scrounged up three or four metal ammunition cans of 5.56 NATO ammunition along with a full can of .50 cal rounds and about four hundred rounds of 9mm NATO. There were also three M16A3 assault rifles (one of which had another M203 mounted on it) that did not have a current owner, two M9s and a couple Glock 17s they found on some policemen who wouldn't be needing them anymore. Just as important, they managed to find a couple boxes of empty magazines for the M9s and AR-15 pattern rifles. On the food front, they managed to turn up about a pallet and a half or so of MREs and two pallets of bottled water. Eamon helped himself to one of the dead policeman's Kevlar vests. 
Once they were on their way Lacey stared at the young woman sticking out of the cupola of the Humvee ahead of him. He kept one hand on the steering wheel while the other slipped down to the butt of his pistol, his index finger pushing the button that released the holster's locking mechanism. The weapon slid out almost on its own and found its way to his lap. 
Frays was scanning the buildings in front of them, not paying any mind to him. He 
pointed his pistol at her and flicked the weapon’s safety catch off. The radio squawked, startling him into snapping the M9 back into its holster as he felt around for the handset. It seemed that everybody and their brother were falling back. However, where exactly they were falling back to seemed to be anybody's guess. 
“We're joining them!” Frays called over the radio. The Humvee's wheels squealed as the vehicle spun around. Lacey could not quite maneuver the Five Ton as well; the truck smashed into a light pole and backed into a parked car. The light pole groaned and fell, shattering the window of a storefront. He glanced in the rear view mirror and saw what had changed Amy's mind. Dozens of figures lurched towards the trucks, the air filling with a low moan. Lacey wished Eamon would hurry up and drive.
Fifteen or twenty blocks went by when the Humvee slowed. “Any station this net, Any station this net, this is um...break... hey, Lacey can you read me the bumper number off this Humvee?.” Amy said as calmly as she could manage into the radio's handset. 
“HQ Five Niner.” said Lacey. He somehow managed to keep the growing frustration roiling around in his stomach out of his voice. 
“This is HQ Five Niner.” Amy said quickly. Eamon knocked a stalled sedan out of his way, making Frays' head snap back. She winced and squeezed her eyes shut for a second, biting back a shout. “Where is the rally point, over?”
A voice cut through the babble. “This is Liberty Six.” it said, taking Amy by surprise. Whoever Liberty Six was, he was at least a brigade commander or higher. “How did you get that Humvee, HQ Five Niner?”
A chill ran down Amy's spine. He did not sound happy. “This is HQ Five Niner, sir.” she said, her mind racing to search for the right way to put what could be sensitive information over relatively open communications. She decided on the direct approach. “There was nothing we could do, sir. The assigned personnel are KIA.”
The radio was silent for a moment. “Roger that, HQ Five Seven.” said Liberty Six. Somebody, probably Liberty Six, keyed their mike two or three times. “This really is a soup sandwich. The rally point is Hanscomb Air Force Base. I say again, all personnel on this net fall back to Hanscomb Air Force Base.”
Amy got Eamon to hurry along, the Five Ton keeping pace. Once they were about a mile and half or so from the edge of the city, Frays called their little convoy to halt. “Group meeting, everybody.” she said, motioning for Lacey to join the two of them near the Humvee. Once the Marine got there, Frays looked around nervously. “Okay, the way I see it, we've got two options.
“We can go to the AFB with everyone else” she said, still looking around. “Or we can make for my parent’s hunting camp about ten or twelve miles north of Holden. It's back in the woods and well off the road.” Amy leaned against the cupola, though still keeping an eye on their surroundings. 
Eamon looked at the two soldiers. “I think we should go to your hunting camp thing.” he said carefully. There was something strange in the man's voice. 
Amy sighed. “Just to let you know, when this mess gets sorted out, we'd all be in a lot of trouble.” she said gravely. The woman wiped at a drop of sweat rolling down her forehead. “Lacey and I could be charged with desertion and hung.”
“That sucks for you, but I'm a civilian.” Eamon said quickly. “I don't have to do anything I don't want to.” 
Amy gave the EMT a wry smile. “Don't worry.” she said, pausing to maneuver the straw of her hydration bladder into her mouth and take a drink. “Technically, you're stealing government property right now. Get caught driving this thing without us and I hope you don't have any plans for the next ten years or so. If you’re not shot on sight for looting. I don’t know if they’ve change the ROE regarding that yet.”
“So, why did you call a stop?” Lacey asked. He turned his back to the Humvee and pretended to pull security. “Did you just want to threaten us or something?”
“The way I see it, this is a decision that I can't make for you.” Amy said sharply. She dug into her pockets then remembered that her cigarettes were ruined. This did not improve her mood. “You should know the consequences of your actions.”
“Fine, fine.” Lacey grumbled as he ambled back towards the Five Ton. “Let's get going. It's a long drive to the Air Force Base.”
The roads out of the city were almost impassible in places, causing their merry band to drive on the shoulder or alongside the road to get around the various traffic jams and accidents. They were perhaps ten miles outside the city when a lone figure approached their convoy, waving her arms over her head. 
Eamon slowed the Humvee to allow them a better look. “Hey, it's a little old lady.” he said and brought the vehicle to a full stop. “We can't leave her out here.” 
Amy frowned. “You're right.” she picked up the handset and told Lacey to keep his eyes open. She looked the old woman over critically. The dirt smeared on her clothes concerned her less than the M16 slung over her shoulder. Frays pointed the .50 cal in her general direction. “Hold it right there. Were you bit? Did one of them throw up on you?”
The old woman halted perhaps fifty or seventy five meters away. “No. No.” she said, raising her hands over her head. “I'm Jean Ann Lewis. They tried busing us out of the home before everything got too bad. I don't think it worked out quite as well as they planned.” 
Amy studied the woman. “You talk funny. You’re not from around here, are you?”
Jean smirked. “I'm British.”
“Get in.” 
Eamon looked at the old woman out of the corner of his eye as she climbed into the passenger's seat of the Humvee. Once they got everybody situated the convoy started off down the road again. The EMT looked at the old woman in the back seat. “English.” he snorted. 
The road became clearer as they left the city behind and drew nearer their destination. The shoulder of the road was torn up where the treads of heavy vehicles shoved stalled cars out of the way and into the ditch. Amy got Eamon to stop the convoy for a moment.
“Hey, Eamon.” Frays said as she ducked down inside the vehicle. “Can you get up here for a minute?”
“I don't know how to use that big ass thing.” he said from the driver's seat. The man scratched his chin and pulled something out of his beard. He flicked whatever it was out the window.
Jean Ann piped up. “I can. I used to be in the army back home, Airman.”
Amy frowned down at the older woman. “Fine.” she said and dropped down out of the cupola. “Keep an eye out. I'll be right back.”
Amy kept her eyes peeled as she approached the crumpled rear end of a Crown Victoria. Nobody appeared to be inside, though Frays still pointed her M4 at the inside of the vehicle. She tried the door handle of the car and found it locked. The young woman frowned and smashed in the window with the butt of her rifle. The others looked on curiously as she pulled open the door and leaned inside. They could hear loud noises coming from the car.
Frays came back a few minutes later, a pile of electrical parts clutched in her hand. “What's all that there?” Eamon asked as the woman came around to his door.
“Once we get to the AFB I'll hook us up with a cell phone charger.” she answered as she pulled open the driver's side door. “Why don't you take a break? I'll drive for a little while.”
Strangely, the road seemed reasonably clear as they made their way back to Hanscomb Air Force Base. She steered the truck on autopilot, barely even paying any attention to the road ahead. A silence settled over them as they drove. Frays found herself trying to block out the voices coming in over the radio after awhile. Listening to the people screaming for help left her feeling cold and numb inside. From the look on Eamon’s face he was feeling about the same way. They sat listening with morbid fascination as a hot mike brought the voice of someone, they could not make out the gender of the speaker, whimpering for his or her mother. Eamon reached over to try and turn off the radio but Frays caught his wrist. “We need to stay in touch with everybody.” she said quietly. 
“STOP!” Jean screeched. Eamon braced himself against the dashboard as Amy instinctively slammed on the brakes. Behind them the Five Ton’s brakes squealed as it tried to stop before rear ending the Humvee. Amy looked around, trying to see what made the woman in the cupola so upset. 
An Abrams tank sat at the highway exit that would eventually lead them to Hanscomb Air Force Base and a squad of infantrymen advanced on them, M4s at the ready. “Keep your hands on the dash and don’t make any sudden movements.” Amy advised as four of the soldiers broke off and came to their vehicle. 
“Out of the Humvee!” the soldier closest to Amy’s door demanded. Frays watched as three of the soldiers went to the Five Ton and tried to pull Lacey out of the truck. Eamon jumped when a bullet spanged off the blacktop outside the Humvee. “DO IT NOW!”
Jean climbed out of the cupola as Amy and Eamon opened their doors and exited the vehicle. “Okay!” Amy said loudly as she exited the vehicle with her hands over her head. “Okay! Look, I’m Senior Airman Amy Frays, 35th Wing, 35th Mission Support Groups, 35 Security Forces Squadron. The man over there is Private Adam Lacey, US Marine Corps. I think he’s a reservist too, but I’m not sure what unit he’s from.”
One of the soldiers, a big sergeant, grabbed Frays’ shoulder and shoved her against the Humvee. Eamon shouted and started to rush to her defense as two of the soldiers pointed their carbines at him. “Show me some ID, lady.” the Sergeant demanded. He swung his carbine around his torso on its two point sling but put his hand on the butt of the pistol in his thigh rig. “Why do you have those civilians with you?”
Amy slowly reached down the front of her undershirt and carefully pulled her dog tags out, holding them out with her left hand so the soldier could read them. “I have my ID card in my wallet.” she said in a measured voice as the man examined the metal ovals on the chain around her neck. “I am getting my wallet out of my hip pocket with my left hand, okay?” Frays spared a glance at Lacey, who seemed to be enduring the same treatment. 
When the sergeant nodded Amy did what she told the man what she was going to do. Frays slowly and carefully produced her US Air Force Reserve identification card and gave it to him. “Sergeant, with all due respect, we don’t have time for this.”
One of the soldiers called to the sergeant from the back of the Five Ton. The sergeant ambled over to the back of the truck, casting wary glances at Frays all the while. When he saw the contents of the truck the man’s eyes widened for a second before he returned. “Where did you get all the stuff, Airman?” he asked as he handed Frays back her ID card. 
Amy glanced at Eamon and Jean. “Scavenged it from an overrun supply point, Sergeant.” the young woman said coolly. “We’re on our way to Hanscomb AFB to help with evac and aid operations. Sergeant, please, we don’t have time for this. There are a lot of people coming this way that are going to need help. Let us go so we can get started.”
The sergeant nodded. “On your way, Airman.” the big man grumbled. A brief expression of embarrassment ghosted across his face. “I’m sorry for roughing you guys up. There’s been a lot of looting going on.” 
“No harm, no foul Sergeant.” Amy said with a hint of empathy as she climbed back in to the Humvee. She fired up the engine and motored away from the checkpoint once everybody was back in their respective vehicles. 
Eamon spared a glance at the soldiers in the side view mirror of the Humvee. “Asshole.” he muttered under his breath and busied himself with something in his pocket. “Are you okay?” 
Amy spared at glance at the man sitting next to her and smiled at the concern on his face. “I’m fine.” she said quickly then turned her attention back to the road. “Keep your eyes open. The next people that surprise us like that might not be so friendly.” 
At long last they made their way to the gates of the base. Amy groaned inwardly: there was a great snarl of traffic along the half mile or so of road leading from the highway separating the post from the housing section to the gate. “Geez…” she muttered and rubbed her forehead. A handful of men in uniforms were making half hearted attempts at inspecting the vehicles of people trying to get on the base. Some of them had working dogs that they used to search the cars. “Eamon, switch with me a minute. I’m going to go talk to those guys.”
A cacophony of honking horns, shouting people and crying children competed for Amy’s attention as she approached one of the airmen on gate guard. She gave the dog handlers a wide berth, eyeing the large German Shepherds they worked with a mixture of fear and suspicion. Frays would never ever admit it, but she was so terrified of dogs that she had taken advantage of her DI’s open door policy to plead with her Drill Instructors at the academy to get reassigned to a law enforcement section. 
An old woman rushed to her side and clutched her arm with a frantic intensity. “Please! Please! Can you get us in?” the woman pleaded with tears gathering in the corners of her eyes. “I have my grandchildren with me. Please let us in!”
Amy’s voice clogged up in her throat as she let the woman lead her to her car. “I’m sorry, ma’am.” she managed at last as the two of them stood next to a beat up Ford Fiesta. Two small, tired and scared faces gazed hopefully at her from the back window of the car. Amy took a bottle of water from her cargo pocket and handed it to the children’s grandmother. “Here, take this. It’s the best I can do for now.” she said as she peeled the old woman’s hands from her forearm. “I’m sorry.” 
Frays found it very hard to not look back at the woman as she approached the airmen checking the cars. She gripped her carbine tightly, willing the image of the children’s faces out of her mind. Frays recognized three or four people from the Base Security section by sight but didn’t know them. After a brief conversation the highest ranking man agreed to let their two trucks pull around the line of civilian vehicles and onto the base. Amy hurried back to the Humvee and Five Ton and told the others what was going on. Much to the anger of the civilians waiting in line, they pulled their trucks out of the queue and went through the gate and pulled up to the supply depot set up at the southeast corner of the runways that intersected the large open field on the south side of the base. 
Amy’s heart sank as they pulled up and started to unload their truck. The field was rapidly filling up with civilian cars and trucks. A great many people seemed to be wandering around lost and there did not seem to be enough food, water and other supplies at the makeshift depot to care for them all. “Great idea coming here, Frays.” Lacey grumbled under his breath as the two of them each added two cases of MREs to the base’s stores. “We had enough to see us through for awhile.”
Frays scowled at the man. “Do you have a cell phone?” she asked as she went back to the truck and hopped up into the bed. “Go call your wife. I’ll bet she’s here.”              
A fit of pique overtook him and Lacey stomped after the woman. “Why are you giving up our supplies? What gives you the right?”
“This stuff isn’t ours to keep, Private.” Amy said sharply as she wheeled about and jumped down from the truck. She pointed at the dozens of civilian cars parked around them. “Take a look around you, Lacey. These people need our help. Don’t you remember what you swore when you raised your hand? ‘I will defend my country against all enemies, foreign and domestic’. Does that ring a bell?”
The man glowered down at her. “Don’t talk to me like that, you little bitch.” he growled as he seemed to grow a few inches in Amy’s vision.
Frays could not have looked more shocked if the Marine had reached out and slapped her. It took her half a second to regain her composure. “Look, just calm down.” she said quickly, lowering her voice and backing away from the man. Her left arm went across her stomach while her right hand stroked her chin thoughtfully. “It’s like this. I put coming here to a vote. You agreed, so let’s not pretend like this is my idea. I know we’re all tired and scared, but we’re all going to have to stick together to get through this and to be frank I’m tired of putting up with your gas. You’re more than welcome to try and find your own unit if you don’t like the way I’m running things. Clear?”
The scrawny Marine grumbled something unintelligible under his breath then nodded. “Fine, Senior Airman.” he said in a low voice. Lacey dug his cell phone out of an ammo pouch and turned it on. It rang and rang for a few minutes then switched over to voicemail. He sighed and left a message, choking on his words the whole time, before returning to the truck. The work went quickly because a few more soldiers came over and pitched in. When they were finished they each grabbed a bottle of water from an open case and took five in the shade of the truck. 
“My unit’s armory is near here.” Amy said after a little bit. “I think we should take the extra guns and ammunition over there and lock them up in the arms room.” She collected everyone’s empty bottles and put them in a trash bin marked ‘Empty Water Bottles’ a little ways from the supply depot and started towards the Humvee. “If the supply guy is still there we’ll see if we can get you guys some gear. I need to replace my stuff too, come to think of it.”
Amy drove the Humvee and Lacey followed in the Five Ton as before as they rolled through the makeshift refugee camp. She hopped out when they arrived at the back door of a long rectangular brick building. Jean and Lacey followed, leaving Eamon to watch the trucks. A narrow hall made by steel mesh coated in black rubber bolted from the floor to the ceiling divided the room with a large door like a bank vault a few feet on the left. 
The lights were on but Amy’s heart sank when she saw that the arms room door was open. She frowned and crept towards it, already picturing the empty ready racks bolted to the vault’s walls and the cabinets thrown open. Much to her surprise and delight two men, one a skinny black man and the other a heavy set Latino, stood inside the cage with Mossberg 590A1 shotguns at the ready. “Tanner! Gomez!” she exclaimed with a huge grin on her face “I should have known you two would be shamming in here! Come on and help us get some stuff locked away in here.”
“Alright, alright.” Gomez muttered as he stood up with a key ring in his hand. “What you got anyway?”
“We found some M16A3s, a couple M9s, a Glock 17 or two and a couple thousand rounds of ammunition.” Amy answered as the Latino unlocked the inner door to the vault. “Oh! And a 203 grenade launcher.”
Between Tanner, Gomez and the rest of them they managed to get all the gear inside the arms room in one trip. When it was all locked up Amy brought up a subject that gnawed on her mind. “Hey, Tanner.” she asked when she set down a case of 5.56 ammunition in the corner of the arms room. “Is there anyone else here? I mean…are we it?”
The man looked at her like he was trying to think of what to say. He reached into the cargo pocket of his ABUs and pulled out a pack of Newports as he walked towards the back door. Frays followed and asked him again. 
He handed the young woman a cigarette and lit it for her before lighting one of his own. “I was going to ask you the same thing, Frays.” he said at last. Something strange tugged at the corner of his mouth. “What happened out there?”
Amy took a deep breath and paused then took a long drag on her cigarette before launching in to recounting as much as she could remember of what happened after she had left the motor pool. Thankfully nobody stopped her or interrupted because she honestly did not know if she had it in her to tell that story one more time today. By the time she was done her cigarette had burned down almost to the filter. Unthinking, she took one last long drag off it, dropped it to the concrete and ground it out with the heel of her boot. Frays took her helmet off and hung it off her LCS by her remaining canteen. 
“Look, Tanner, we need some gear.” Frays said quietly as she wiped her forehead with her sleeve. “Most of my loadout is either inopp or at the bottom of the Charles River or God knows where.”               
After having to risk their necks to scavenge half a Five Ton full of MREs and bullets, Tanner’s supply closet seemed like Christmas had come early. They each signed for a brand new rucksack, sleeping bag, poncho, GORE-TEX field jacket and wet weather gear as well as canteens and LCS for those who didn’t have them already. Eamon wrinkled his nose as Frays and Lacey showed him the best way to stuff his gear into the rucksack. “Don’t suppose you’ve got any clean clothes or anything like that?” he asked, drawing a slightly puzzled look from Frays. 
She scowled at him then sniffed the sleeve of her uniform. The reek coming off it made her eyes water. It smelled a lot like the streets of the neighborhood near their FOB over in Iraq. The sewage system had gone down hard sometime in the late nineties and been replaced by a ditch where everyone tossed their refuse and dumped their chamber pots every morning. 
Gomez outfitted them with fresh uniforms and sent them on their way. After a brief stop off to the post’s small PX to buy some packages of undershirts, socks and underwear as well as a few other essentials (mainly instant coffee, a big bottle of Ripped Fuel, talcum powder and all the energy drinks they could lay hands on) they made their way to the front gate. 
A lieutenant colonel from the Army Reserve named Jenkins seemed to be nominally in charge of the circus. When a Navy lieutenant became aware that Frays was in the Security Forces he sent the lot of them over to a squat brick building nearby. The building contained a dozen holding cells where the soldiers were quarantining people who seemed to be infected. Despite the mess, things seemed to be going on in as much of an orderly fashion as possible at first. 
At the front gate near the guard house, Lacey and Jean were among the soldiers, airmen and civilian volunteers set about giving the newcomers a once over looking for injuries and illnesses. Then Eamon and other medical personnel tended the wounded and, if the injury came from a bite or scratch, would pass them off to the Security Forces, Military Police and civilian law enforcement for quarantine in the guardhouse. 
In theory, buses would be coming to take the people from the guardhouse for treatment at area hospitals and the county jail north of the base off of I-95. In practice, Amy had seen one of these buses. It was getting scary because the quarantine detail was running out of places to put all the people passed off to them. The twelve cells in the guardhouse were meant to hold between six and eight people each. They quickly ended up with at least two or three times their intended maximum capacity. In short order the whole thing kind of ran together and sort of faded into flashes of a horror movie that she could not turn off.
A few hours in Frays saw the people in a cell reach through the bars and grab a passing policeman, probably trying to get the keys to their door. A SWAT officer simply walked up, put the barrel of his MP5 submachine gun through the bars and emptied his weapon into the cell. He then reloaded and put a single round into the heads of the people lying on the floor. That policeman killed twenty three people: Frays knew because she was one of the airmen put on a detail to bag the bodies, drag them outside and then sanitize the cell. She kept count. Sometimes one or two of the people in the cells would flip out and start attacking the others. The police and soldiers ended up shooting them too. And, for some reason, they shot the people that got attacked too…
After that they started loading people into Five Tons and transporting the people in quarantine that way. Anybody who tried to make a break for it was shot. Strangely, most of the trucks returned way faster than they should have with the vehicle crews looking pale and shaken. 
Some of the people on the quarantine detail started to lose it after awhile. Frays saw this policeman sitting outside the back door of the guardhouse crying and muttering in what sounded like Russian or something. While they were on a twenty minute break a female MP walked to a portable latrine outside the back door and ate her M9. She had been in charge of Frays’ detail cleaning out the cells after people had been shot. 
This process went on for two grueling, heart wrenching, exhausting days. Amy found herself glad that the uniform for the personnel running the quarantine area required her to wear a full complement of protective gear despite the sweat constantly streaming down her face and pooling in her rubber overboots. There was a little comfort in the fact that the people packed like sardines in the holding cells could not see her face. Even though she could sort of understand the necessity of the whole quarantine thing, Amy couldn’t help but feel like some kind of horrible monster or a guard in a Nazi concentration camp or something. 
Sure, she might have pointed her M9 and thumbed the hammer back once or twice or shoved a prisoner a little too hard, but she was just so terrified and frustrated and thirsty and exhausted that she just could not help but lash out. She never shot anyone but on the other hand she did not try to stop the ones doing the shooting either… 
She could not get the look on this one boy’s face out of her head. He could not have been more than four or five and she had pulled him out of his mother’s arms and carried him to a cell, the screams of the child’s mother chasing her into the guardhouse. The medics had said the boy’s father had bitten him on the arm. Frays held the squirming boy tight and stroked his hair, trying to comfort the child as she carried him inside. He was just so small and scared, screaming for his mommy…
Amy ducked into the latrine where she peeled off her rubber gloves and gas mask. She splashed a little cold water on her face, leaned against the sink and gripped the porcelain till her knuckles turned white. Frays squeezed her eyes shut and took deep breaths. “This isn’t happening. This is not happening.” she told herself over and over again, hoping that she would eventually believe it.
A hand tapped her on the shoulder and Frays yelped as she leapt away, her hand instinctively going to the butt of her pistol. Jean stood a few feet away with her hands up and a nervous half smile on her face. “An army sergeant said we can have the next ten hours off.” said the older woman. She slowly lowered her hands and gave Amy an apologetic look. “Sorry I startled you.”
After a forty five minute wait the four of them sat lumped together around the end of a long table in the corner of the dining room. Lacey snored like a chainsaw next to Jean, the skinny Marine’s arm wrapped protectively around his tray. Amy plunked down next to Eamon with a groan as she pulled off her Kevlar. She interlaced her fingers behind her head and pulled her chin to her chest. “Cripes, hungry Amy?” the EMT asked with an astonished look on his face. Frays had two cheeseburgers, a dozen chicken nuggets and a small mountain of fries as well as a brownie with a massive scoop of vanilla ice cream on top and two big glasses of chocolate milk on her tray. 
She smiled and stuck out her tongue then crossed herself and bowed her head in prayer. Frays picked up one of the cheeseburgers and took a bite. Her eyes rolled with pleasure. “Best. Cheeseburger. Ever.” she pronounced and then set about surrounding and destroying the burgers and chicken nuggets, pausing only to gulp down the milk. 
Jean smiled and shook her head. “It’s alright but I don’t know about the best.” the older woman said as she eyed her plate suspiciously. “I mean I think I’ve seen this liver before.”
“Hey I don’t know about you, lady.” Amy said after hurriedly swallowing a chicken nugget “I almost died like six times in the past week or so and I haven’t had anything to eat in about three days. BEST. CHEESEBURGER. EVER.”
Eamon and Jean laughed, startling Lacey. “I’m not asleep, sir! I swear!” the Marine shouted as he tried to jump to his feet. He recovered, but it only made his companions laugh harder. Amy made a snorting, gagging sort of noise then grabbed a napkin and covered her mouth. “I just squirted milk out of my nose!” 
That did it. All four of them lost whatever sort of marbles they might have had left. People walking by and sitting next to them started to look at them like they might be cracking. A few shook their heads in disgust when they saw Frays’ armband. “Okay…okay.” Amy said once she was able to breathe. Her chest actually hurt a little bit, but it was a good kind of hurt for once. “Let’s hurry up and get out of here. Other people are waiting to eat.”
Once they were out of the dining facility Amy grabbed Eamon’s arm. “Can I bug you for a minute?” she asked carefully. 
“Sure, what’s up?” he asked. He frowned at the concerned look on the young woman’s face. He looked around, watching Lacey and Jean walking towards the hangar where they were going to spend the night.
Amy paused, took a deep breath and said “I’d like you to check me out.”
“I’ve been checking you out since you ran in to us.” the young man said with a cockeyed grin and moved a little closer to the woman’s side.
Frays stepped back and scowled harshly at the man. “I was in a car accident a couple days ago, you jerk!” she grumbled as she slapped his arm. “A Mack truck hit my Humvee and knocked it into the river. I nearly drowned to boot! Get your mind out of the gutter!”
“Alright! Alright!” Eamon shouted as shied away from the woman, grinning as he raised his hands to ward off any further blows. His shoulders heaved with an exaggerated sigh. “Come on, spoilsport. You’re no fun, you know that?” 
“So I’ve been told.” she smiled then quickly hid it. “I wasn’t that popular at school.” 
“You?” he looked her up and down as he sat her down in a folding chair near the entrance to the tent. “Hard to believe.” Amy was glad the lights were getting turned down so he could not see her blush. “Anyway, take off your gear so I can take a look at you.” Frays dutifully took off her helmet then unbuckled her LCS and pulled her body armor over her head while Eamon dug around in his medical bag for his stethoscope and a pair of latex gloves. He spared a glance at the young woman. “Your outer top thing too.”Amy scowled slightly at the medic but did as she was told. 
He took the woman’s wrist in his hand and took her pulse. “Didn’t get on well at school, huh?” Eamon asked as he monitored Amy’s respiration. 
Frays gave him a rueful smile. “Yeah.” she said quietly as Eamon stuck a digital thermometer in her ear. “Especially after I got back from Iraq.” 
Eamon seemed to look at her with new eyes. “Turn sideways like, if you please.” he said, making a circular motion with his index finger. “I need to listen to your lungs. I want to make sure you don’t got a chest infection or anything.” He put on his stethoscope and instructed her to breathe deeply a few times as he shifted the metal disk around on her back. Eamon nodded to himself as he listened. “What happened?” he asked then added awkwardly “I mean if you feel like talking.”
“I chucked my roommate’s laptop at the wall. Broke it into a million pieces.” Amy muttered with a self depreciating chuckle. She fidgeted uncomfortably in the folding chair then looked at her boots and frowned. “Her boyfriend popped a bag next to my head when I was sleeping. Then, of course, I became ‘that crazy…you know…on the third floor’. Never mind I’d been back in the world about a week and a half and we got incoming between six and ten times a day for around four months.”
“That guy sounds like a dick.” Eamon said matter-of-factly, bringing a quick smile to Amy’s face. “Okay, I’m going to check for broken bones and stuff like that, okay? I’m going to have to touch you all over but you let me know if anything hurts, alright?”
Eamon ran his hands around Amy’s head then down her neck. He noticed the woman tense up and heard a sharp intake of breath when he reached a point near the base of her neck. “That hurt?”
“It’s a little sore, yeah. I felt it all the way down my arm.” Amy said as the EMT ran his hands along her shoulders then along her arms. “Luckily my RA was going to college on the American Plan too. Got the jerk and my roommate to not call security if I agreed to talk to my parish priest a couple times a week. That, of course, ate up more time I didn’t have and…well, as horrible as this is gonna sound, this whole thing is almost a relief.”
“How do you mean?” Eamon asked. Amy was aware of his hands running down her back and along the front of her torso, putting gentle pressure on her ribs. Eamon felt a tenseness seize the woman’s chest that he guessed had little to do with pain.
“Well, I don’t have to try so hard to act like a regular person anymore.” she said with a wry smile. Her breath caught in her throat as Eamon’s hands moved down her torso, creeping towards her belt line... Amy leapt to her feet and quickly gathered her gear. “Okay! That’s enough. Am I alright, doc?”
Eamon did a bad job of hiding his disappointment. “You should have said something about this earlier. Working two days straight after being in a car accident?” he said, shaking his head as he rooted around in his bag for a minute. Eamon pressed a small bottle of pills and one of his precious cold packs into her hands. “Here’s some ibuprofen. Take two of those with a little water and it should take the edge off. No more than two every four hours, mind you. The cold pack will bring down the swelling on your face and help with your neck some. I wish I could send you to the hospital for an MRI. Sounds like you might have a little nerve damage in your neck.” The hospital across the highway was currently full to capacity and trying to send their overflow to the Aid Stations at the Air Force Base and the Aid Stations were trying to send their patients to the hospital… It was all a huge mess.
“Thanks, Eamon.” she said and hustled off in search of Jean and Lacey.
“One last thing” Eamon said as he packed away his things and stood up. “Don’t wear your helmet for about a day or two. If anybody gives you any problems tell them to come talk to me.” He picked up his own things and followed after her with a frustrated snort.
Somebody nudged Eamon in the ribs. “Get up, dude.” Adam grumbled as he scratched the side of his nose. “Eamon, get up. Time for work!” The Marine kicked him harder, this time knocking the man onto his stomach.
“Fuck off.” Eamon muttered and pulled his blanket around his shoulders. Adam grabbed him under his arm and hauled him rudely to his feet.
“I’m sorry. I think you meant to say ‘Good morning, Adam!’” he said as he clapped the EMT on the shoulder. Lacey stood around while Eamon packed away his gear and slung his pack over his shoulder. “We’ve got twenty minutes to try and get some breakfast out of the mess hall. Hurry up.”
The two of them ended up grabbing an MRE from a nearby aid distribution point which they ate while they walked towards the gate. “Eamon, what did you do with Frays last night?” 
Eamon put on his best innocent face. “What do you mean?” he asked then cleared his throat. “She just wanted me to give her a medical exam.” 
“Ssssurreee.” the Marine said with a sly grin. “Look dude, she’s cute and all but seriously, I had to spend an hour or so last night listening to her toss and turn so keep your hands to yourself, copy?” The two of them went on a couple more paces when Adam unexpectedly added “So how was it?”
Eamon raised an eyebrow. “She’s the picture of health.” he said with a suggestive little grin tugging at the side of his mouth. “Must do a lot of sit ups and stuff.”
The two of them shared a laugh but abruptly bit their tongues as Amy came towards them at a trot. “Hurry up you guys.” she said quickly as she wiped a droplet of sweat off her brow with the back of her hand. Eamon frowned at her when he saw that she was wearing her Kevlar. Frays gave him an apologetic look. “A bunch of supply guys are late and we got tapped to go check on ‘em.
“An Army lieutenant asked for our help. I thought you guys would rather go for a ride than spend another day working the gate.” Amy explained as they walked north towards the gate. “Can you guys get the Five Ton and our Humvee gassed up and ready to go? Jean and I are off to grab us a couple cases of MREs and some bottled water. Pick us up at the aid distribution point by the north gate and we’ll hit up my unit’s arms room for some extra ammo.” 
Forty five minutes later the four of them rolled out with about a half dozen soldiers from the 1/21st US Army National Guard Civil Affairs Battalion under the command of a First Lieutenant named Jenkins. Amy had found herself a little unimpressed with the man: he was short and skinny with a big nose and he seemed unable to close his mouth. Sergeant Barnes, the next highest ranking person on the convoy, actually conducted most of the briefing because the lieutenant seemed almost wholly out of his element.
“What’s the deal with your LT?” Amy whispered to a PFC named Moore standing beside her. He was a handsome Latino or Pilipino man with dark hair and eyes. 
“They put him in supply where they thought he couldn’t hurt anybody.” the man mumbled with disgust. “The company clerk let him make the coffee.”
“Jesus Christ.” Amy muttered under her breath. Her face turned red and quickly crossed herself. The other National Guardsmen standing nearby bit down hard on laughter or hid their mouths with their hands.
From what Amy could gather from the lieutenant’s attempt at a briefing, a convoy of trucks from the 1/21st’s supply company was due back from a pickup from a Wal-Mart warehouse about eighty or ninety miles to the northeast. There were reports of looting and banditry along the highways where people fleeing Boston started running low on gasoline and other supplies, so it stood to reason that the convoy might have run into trouble. Amy did a hands on check of her ‘flight’s’ gear and the four of them piled in to their vehicles to wait for the rest of the convoy to get going.
A tense atmosphere settled over the convoy once they were outside the wire and on their way. There was still a line of cars on the freeway headed towards the AFB and a number of the people who noticed them either threw things at the convoy or screamed and cried for help. Eamon and Jean exchanged uneasy glances as they rolled past in the Five Ton. 
Eamon drummed his fingers nervously on the steering wheel as the convoy rolled down a back road where the supply trucks were supposed to be coming from. He wondered how people like Amy, Adam and the other soldiers did it. They seemed so cool about everything: the looting, the fires and the general chaos. “Where in England are you from?” he asked quietly. The radio occasionally let out a burst of static or yammering that he could barely understand.
“I was born in London. Did a bit of traveling and decided to settle here in the States.” Jean Ann said with a hint of a grin. The man behind the wheel was young enough to be her grandson. “Did you grow up in Boston?”
“Yeah.” Eamon answered. He spared a glance in the old woman’s direction. “Traveling where exactly?”
Jean sighed and ran a hand through her short grey hair. “Let me guess, you’re an American with relatives in Ireland. Grew up listening to stories from Da or your uncles or what have you about us mean ol’ English oppressing your people, right?”
Eamon hesitated, looked down at the truck’s instrument panel. “Yeah…”
“I put a little time in there, son.” she said quietly and took a drink from her canteen. “Trust me, it’s not as black and white as all that. From what I’ve seen there’s little in the way of good guys in the situation anymore, just a bunch of ignorant pustules without the sense to stop. On both sides.”
“How do you mean?”   
Jean ran a hand through her short grey hair. “Your ‘freedom fighters’ sell drugs to kids and/or take them themselves” she paused to put the canteen back in its carrier “then they’d put a bomb filled with rusty nails and screws on the street outside the local constabularies’ office. Kill a bunch of the evil ol’ peelers, right? Maybe some squaddies? Not to mention anybody that just happens to be walking by at the time. Then after the dust settles, their mates go out and surprise! A couple of your side ‘resist arrest’ and they’re dead…and the folks who just want to live their lives in peace end up ducking bullets or the family car gets torched because Dad left it in the wrong car park on the wrong night.” Jean shook her head “It’s all a load of bollocks.” 
Eamon was quiet for a long time as the convoy rolled down the road. After the panic and fear of the city, this quiet was unnerving. He glanced at the side view mirror to see Amy and Adam in the Humvee behind them. “What do you think of the others?” he asked, allowing an extra moment to try and see if he could make out Amy’s face. “There’s something off about that Adam guy.”
Jean considered the question, a slow smile spreading across her face as realization hit her. “Are you jealous?” she asked and laughed when the younger man’s face reddened. Thankfully, the radio squawked something about finding the lost convoy and the taillights of the vehicle ahead of them flashed as it started to slow down. 
Amy felt a little cold in spite of the thick humidity in the air when she saw the supply trucks: the Five Tons were sitting on shredded tires, their sides riddled with bullet holes…and there was blood on the seats. It was the only sign of the soldiers driving the trucks. She locked that away to deal with later as she helped the other soldiers loaded what the looters did not get into their trucks. The lead vehicle of the convoy used to be refrigerated but a combination of small arms fire, summer heat and the robbers being kind enough to leave the doors open left most of the vegetables inside just on the edge of spoilage. They would have to hurry back to base and get the fruits and greens into the fridge or they would be inedible. After a furtive glance, Amy snatched up an orange and hid it in the cargo pocket of her ABUs. 
Jean saw Amy staring at a road sign at the side of the highway that read Holden 64 Miles. “We’re about ready to go, Airman.” the older woman said quietly, hoping to draw Amy’s attention away from whatever was bothering her.
Amy was quiet for a moment. “My family lives there.” she said absently, turning her head to glance at Jean. “I hope their okay…I haven’t gotten a chance to talk to them since I got recalled to go to Boston.”
Jean put a hand on the younger woman’s shoulder and gave her a gentle shake. “I’m sure they’re fine.” she said with as much hopefulness as she could muster. “Come on, we’ve got a long drive ahead of us.” 
It took the convoy a couple more minutes to get loaded up and on the road. Apparently there was some debate going on between Sgt. Barnes and Lt. Jenkins as to what route the convoy was to take getting back to the Air Force Base. The lieutenant wanted to simply turn around and come back the way they came but Sgt. Barnes wanted to take a more circuitous course, continuing east on the thruway then getting off at the next exit and doubling back through back roads then coming to the base via its less busy east gate. Amy felt a growing agitation because whoever shot up the original convoy might not have gone very far away. She was relieved when the lead vehicle started rolling away from the remains of the ambushed convoy. 
After a brief ride on the thruway they got off at the next exit and turned started ambling towards the south for a few miles before beginning to head off towards the base. Amy wondered if the Army guys were watching the culverts and ditches choked with weeds like she was: nervously and expecting somebody to jump out and yell “Surprise!” with a hand grenade or a Kalashnikov. The sight of the blood inside the cab of the refrigerator truck stuck with her…it was not something she expected to have to deal with once she got off the plane from Iraq. Frays took out the orange, peeled it then split it into thirds and handed the larger parts to the others.
The road they were on led to a small town. Lt. Jenkins in the lead vehicle radioed back that the town looked abandoned but everybody should still keep their eyes open. Sgt. Barnes told the crew served gunners to make sure their weapons had a round chambered. Amy swallowed nervously and spared a glance at Lacey’s legs sticking down from the cupola. 
The town was indeed as abandoned looking as Lt. Jenkins had warned. Paper and other litter from overturned garbage cans blew across the street as the convoy rolled through town. There was the somewhat surreal sight of three cars parked outside what looked to be a diner. The cars looked like their owners would be inside enjoying a meal but the building was burned almost to the ground. The few storefronts visible from the main drag had broken windows. A churning feeling squirmed around in Amy’s stomach in the eerie stillness. She was almost comforted by the blood curdling scream that echoed off the empty buildings. It sounded like it came from the row of shops just off the main street to the right.
Amy dove for the radio’s handset and scooped it up. “Command Element, this is HQ Five Niner.” she said quickly. “I just heard somebody screaming off to my right. Breaking off from the convoy to investigate, over.”
“HQ Five Niner, this is Whiskey Bravo Six.” Sgt. Barnes said from the command vehicle at the head of the convoy. “Roger that, Zoomie. We can’t stop the convoy here so be quick.”
Amy wrenched the wheel to the right and sped up. “Roger that, Whiskey Bravo Six. We’ll just be a minute.” Eamon started to follow the Humvee in front of him. “Stay with the convoy, Eamon. I promise we’ll catch right up.”
Amy pulled into the parking lot of the strip mall just in time to see a black woman come running out of the shattered store window of a Chinese restaurant about two hundred meters away. Adam swung the barrel of the fifty cal towards the sudden movement. The woman screamed for help and ran towards the Humvee, stumbled over the curb, caught herself and scrambled for the Humvee. A dozen or so men and women crashed out of the restaurant and ran after the first woman.
“STOP RIGHT THERE!” Lacey screamed, swiveling the big machine gun at the crowd. “STOP OR I’LL SHOOT!” 
The mob chasing the woman did not appear to be paying Adam any mind. Amy leaned across the Humvee and opened the passenger side door. “LIGHT ‘EM UP!” the airman shouted as she brought the butt of her fist down on the toe of Lacey’s boot.
Two quick bursts of machine gun fire knocked the woman’s pursuers down leaving them strewn across the parking lot like a child’s forgotten toys as the woman jumped into the truck. Amy mashed down the accelerator before her passenger had even had the door shut. Perhaps five minutes later their truck was back in the convoy. They were a quarter mile down the road before she could loosen her grip on the steering wheel. Amy extended her hand to the woman in the passenger seat. “Hi. I’m Amy.” she said, suddenly feeling a little absurd. “Are you okay? Did any of them bite or scratch you?”   
The woman took her hand and shook it so vigorously that Amy was having trouble keeping the truck on the road. “Thank you! Praise Jesus you came!” the woman nearly shouted as she continued shaking Amy’s hand and tears coursed down the woman’s cheeks. Her shoulder was starting to smart so she carefully extracted her hand from the woman’s grasp. “Thank you! Thank you!”
“It’s nothing.” Amy said with a small smile. Her cheeks felt warm as she picked up the handset to the radio and informed the convoy of what had happened. The woman was nearly hysterical so trying to get any information out of her was kind of pointless. “Are you thirsty?” Frays asked, offering the woman a bottle of water that had been rolling around on the floor of the truck. 
“All stations this net.” squawked the tinny voice of Lieutenant Jenkins over the radio “We’re going to circle up for a couple minutes. HQ Five Niner, bring that civilian over to my Humvee. I want one man pulling security behind their crew served weapons.” The convoy started veering off into a field to the left side of the road. “Once the perimeter is established, smoke ‘em if you got ‘em.”
Amy steered the Humvee into a position close to one of the Guardsmen’s gun trucks and dismounted, slipping the sling of her M4 over her head. “C’mon ma’am.” she said encouragingly as she helped the civilian out of the truck. “Lieutenant Jenkins wants to meet you. It’ll be okay.”
Eamon came puffing over, his first aid kit at the ready. “Is everybody okay?” he asked, studying the new arrival carefully. “Did anybody bite you?”
Frays, Eamon and Lacey escorted the woman over to Lieutenant Jenkins and Sergeant Barnes’s Humvee. The woman kept dissolving into piles of tears, gibberish and Praise Jesus. It took several minutes for her to calm down enough to give her name as “Alice”.
“Nice to meet you, Alice.” said Lieutenant Jenkins. He smiled and sat down in the grass across from the woman. “Listen, what happened out there?”
Alice spared a nervous glance at the soldiers surrounding her. “Me and some friends and my kids tried to get out of Boston on I-93. Got stuck in traffic…my boys…Jesus…” she said then melted into a sobbing mess for a minute. Lieutenant Jenkins took her hand and tried to comfort her until she could continue. “We heard the Air Force base was still safe so we thought we’d try for there…”
Eamon cleared his throat. “Alice, if it’s alright with you, I’d like to give you the once over to make sure you’re not hurt before we get back to the base.”
“I’m fine.” Alice said nervously. “I just got a couple little scratches from broken glass and stuff.” Her eyes started to flit from one soldier to the other. “I didn’t get bit, I swear!”
“It won’t take a minute, I promise.” Eamon said, trying to sound reassuring. “We aren’t going to hurt you, but we have to know if you’ve been infected before we bring you back.”
A pang of sorrow and guilt struck Amy in the gut like a kick from a mule when she saw the naked fear in Alice’s eyes. Her hands started to tremble so she hid them in her armpits. “I told you nobody got me, no way!” the woman nearly screamed as she scrambled to her feet. “This is crazy. You ain’t laying a hand on me, no sir!”
“Come on, Alice.” Lacey said in a quiet, even voice. He slung his rifle over his shoulder and took a step towards the woman. “We aren’t going to hurt you. I swear…now just let the doc check you out and we can get back.”
“No way!” Alice shouted, backing away from the Marine. “I heard what you folks were doin’! Shootin’ anybody you thought had it! Well, I don’t!”
Lacey produced a pocket sized copy of the New Testament that some of the chaplains had been passing out at the staging area and showed it to the woman. He did not know why he took it at the time, but now he was glad he had. “Alice, look.” he said carefully as he tried to move a little closer to the woman. “I swear on the Bible that we’re not going to hurt you. We need to check you out so we can get going and get you to the Air Force Base safe and sound, understand?”
Alice allowed Eamon to get a little closer. “Now then, were you bit or scratched by one of the infected?”
“One of ‘em caught my arm.” Alice admitted shamefully. “I’m not sick though. I feel fine.” 
Amy felt like she was going to throw up. She felt like she could not breathe and she swallowed hard as she looked at the others. A sharp pain in her stomach came out of nowhere, like heartburn but worse. “I…I’m going to go provide security.” Frays said under her breath as she started to move back towards the Humvee. She flinched when the shot rang out behind her followed by a wounded, mewling noise. Frays turned to see Alice with her eyes bugging out as she clutched at the bloody mess that, up until a moment ago, had been her belly.
“God damn it, Private!” roared Lieutenant Jenkins, staring in horror at the woman groaning and bleeding her life away at his feet. “What the hell is wrong with you? Frays! Get back here and put this man under arrest! Teeling! Help that woman!”
“Sir, she was infected.” Lacey tried to explain as the lieutenant blew by him to try and catch up to Frays. “In an hour she would have tried to kill us all!”
“It’s true, lieutenant.” Eamon tried to explain. He tried to put himself as far from Alice as he could but still stay near Adam and the lieutenant. “I don’t know how, but there’s some kind of an infectious agent spreading via bites and scratches…it causes those exposed to it to attack other, healthy individuals.”
“Oh, bullshit!” pronounced Lieutenant Jenkins. Whatever he said and his tone, Lacey and Eamon noticed that he eyed Alice with suspicion. “Teeling, help this woman right now! That’s an order!”
They were all so busy arguing that they didn’t notice Alice climb painfully to her feet. The woman groaned and reached towards the lieutenant as Amy snapped her carbine to her shoulder. “DOWN!” she screamed as she quickly put the red dot of her Aimpoint on Alice’s forehead and squeezed the trigger twice. 
Adam and Eamon looked at each other then at the lieutenant. “Believe me now, sir?” Lacey asked loudly. Frays’ shots had passed close enough to him that he could feel the wind on his face. “She would have tried to eat your fuckin’ face off.”
The lieutenant looked a little green as he ordered the convoy back on the road. Jean, who had stayed with the trucks, noticed the way Amy and Adam glared at each other as they climbed into the Humvee. She got a full report from Eamon as to what had just happened. Jean shook her head. “That explains why they looked like they were trying to light each other on fire with their minds.” she muttered, pinching the bridge of her nose. 
The conversation between the trucks of the convoy was subdued as they made their way back to the base. According to Frays’ map they would be coming up to another small town soon. Much to Amy’s surprise, a police car appeared in her side view mirror with its light bar flashing. After everything that happened the sight seemed so surreal that she had to ask Lacey “Hey, look behind us. Is that a cop back there?”
Lacey laughed and shook his head in disbelief. “Hey, yeah! Looks like we’re getting a ticket!” he shouted down into the vehicle. 
Amy smirked and keyed the hand mike to the radio. “Whiskey Bravo Six, this is HQ Five Niner.” she said, still watching the police car in her vehicle’s mirror. “I’ve got a civilian police car with its lights on coming up behind us. I think he wants us to pull over. How copy?” 
The radio was silent for almost a minute. The police car’s siren blared. “How copy, Whiskey Bravo Six?” Frays asked as she watched the cop speed up and pull parallel to her truck. “Sir, the policeman really wants me to pull over. Please advise.”
The convoy rolled past the first buildings on the town’s main street. Frays glanced nervously from the cop, who was now vigorously motioning for her to pull over, to the rear of the Five Ton in front of her. She looked at the policeman and held up the radio’s handset and gave an exaggerated shrug. Brakes squealed and smoke rose from the tires of the larger vehicle as it fishtailed and turned sharply to the right. Amy stood on the brake pedal and wrenched the wheel to the left, narrowly avoiding the police cruiser which skidded to a halt and boxed her in from behind. 
Lacey nearly slid down inside the Humvee when it screeched to a stop. Once he recovered he stuck his head down inside the vehicle. “What the hell is going on?” the Marine asked. He looked around, seeing several people coming out of the houses on either side of the street. A Massachusetts State Trooper exited his cruiser and walked quickly to the truck. Amy thought nervously of the cop she had run into earlier on her way from school to the Air Force Base.
“Hi there, Trooper.” Amy said with an uneasy smile. She was glad to see that the man did not have his hand anywhere near his pistol. 
“What’s going on, soldier?” the policeman asked, casting a glance at Lacey behind the giant machine gun. He moved quickly towards the Humvee and leaned towards the window.
“Airman.” Frays corrected helpfully, moving her arm and gesturing towards her Security Forces armband. “I don’t know, Trooper. Talk to Lieutenant Jenkins in the vehicle at the front of the convoy.”
The radio squealed loudly. “Any station this net” said Sergeant Barnes, sounding a little irate. “Any station this net, this is Whiskey Bravo Six. Who has a map of the area, over?”
Frays felt inside her cargo pocket and pulled out her map. “Whiskey Bravo Six, this is HQ Five Niner. I have a map.”
“Roger, HQ Five Niner, break.” A long couple of seconds passed before Sergeant Barnes continued. “Bring your map up here, Zoomie. Everybody else, stay near the vehicles but smoke ‘em if you got ‘em.”
Amy rolled her eyes, pulled her M4 out of the rack and climbed out of the truck. “Well, c’mon.” she said quietly to the state trooper as she made her way towards the front of the convoy. “You might as well talk to the lieutenant. Back in a minute, Lacey.”
It was obvious to Frays why the convoy had stopped the way it did as she walked up to Lieutenant Jenkins’ vehicle. A county sheriff’s cruiser, complete with light bar flashing, was parked perpendicular to the Humvee’s crash bar. The lieutenant and Sergeant Barnes both appeared to be quite irate with a short, stocky cop. Amy chuckled and shook her head. “This trooper wants to have a word with you, sir.” she gestured towards the state trooper standing next to her. “What’s going on here?”              
“Sheriff Yates here pulled out in front of us.” Sergeant Barnes said bitterly. He spared a glance at the man standing near him. “Fool almost got himself shot full of holes.”
“Hey sergeant, maybe if you mooks woulda pulled over I wouldn’ta had to do that.” Sheriff Yates grumbled. He was a rough, fit looking man with wrinkles around his eyes and the corners of his mouth. The sheriff had a thick New York accent, which explained to Frays why the other men took such an instant dislike to him. “We might just be local yokels, but we’d kinda like to know what the hell’s goin’ on around here too.”
Amy handed her map over to Sergeant Barnes. “What seems to be the issue here?” 
“We’re just trying to get a little more information, ma’am.” the sheriff said quickly. “All we know is what we’ve heard on the civilian radio and TV. Trooper Halloran saw your convoy on the highway and tried to get you to pull over so we might be able to find out what’s going on.”
Amy’s eyes brightened. “What’s the problem with your radio?”
“It doesn’t have much range.” Sherriff Yates muttered with disgust. “The town council would never give us the budget to replace it. Damn thing’s probably older than you are.”
“Sir? Can you spare me for half an hour?” Frays asked hopefully. The hint of a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “I’d like to take a look at their setup and see what I can do with it.”
“Are you some kind of tech or something?” asked Lieutenant Jenkins. He cocked an eyebrow at the young woman as if he were trying to figure out a puzzle.
“I was a hair’s breadth from getting my Master’s in Electrical Engineering from MIT, sir.” Frays said quickly. She already started to move towards the sheriff and felt around in the pouches on her LCS for her multi-tool. “I helped my unit’s commo sergeant out sometimes.”
“Fine.” the lieutenant said as he turned back to his Humvee. “You’ve got half an hour. Everybody else, just hang tight.”
Sheriff Yates led her to a small building a couple blocks down the street. The older man looked at the Airman appraisingly out of the corner of his eye. “You really goin’ to MIT?” he asked, still looking the young woman over. “Seem a little young for that.”
Amy smiled as they entered the sheriff’s office. “I got to skip high school and go to Bard College for my BA in Engineering. Got that and my driver’s license in the same month.”
Yates let out a low whistle. “Maybe you might be able to fix this thing then!” he said, looking down at the wad of keys in his hand. “Can never seem to remember which one it is…here we go.”
He let Amy into the dispatch office revealing a radio sitting on a desk across the room. “Oh wow.” she whispered as she took off her helmet and crossed the room to get a closer look at the radio. “You weren’t kidding when you said it was older than I am!” 
The young woman broke out her multi-tool and carefully unscrewed the case so she could get a closer look at the radio’s internals. Amy blew layers of dust out of the radio’s circuit boards and sneezed, hiding her face in her elbow.  “The good thing about these older units is that there’s usually plenty of room inside for more modern components. Don’t suppose you’ve got a Radio Shack or something like that in town?”     
“No, but there’s one in Lincoln.” one of the deputies working the phone banks volunteered in between answering the phones. 
Amy shook her head. The town of Lincoln was about ten minutes away under normal circumstances. “Might as well be on the moon.” she muttered, the woman’s face scrunching up as she thought for a minute. “Can I borrow two pads of paper and a couple pens?”
Somebody handed her what she asked for and she flipped open the pads of paper. “Okay. I’m making you a shopping list for when one of your guys can get over there and instructions on how to make the upgrades.” Frays said carefully as she took a pen in each hand and started writing. A small crowd of cops and office staff gathered around to watch, making Amy feel like some kind of circus performer. When she finished she handed the papers to the sheriff several of them actually applauded. “I put my name and contact info on there too, so if you need a hand you can get a hold of me.”
“Thanks a lot, Frays. You’ve been a big help.” Sheriff Yates said and extended his hand. “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.” 
Amy shook his hand. “Glad I could help, Sheriff.” she said with a small smile and turned to leave. Frays paused at the doorway. “Sheriff, do you have any way to get in contact with the police in Holden?”
“Sure. What’s up?” Yates said quietly. The young woman was trying to keep her face impassive but he could see the edges starting to pinch up. “Could you have them check in on my family? They live at 372 Walnut Street. I haven’t been able to call them yet and they don’t know I made it out of Boston. They’ve got to be worried sick.”
“Say, Freddy why don’t you put in the Airman’s call for her?” the sheriff said to of his deputies as he escorted her out of the building. They said their goodbyes on the steps and Frays walked quickly back to the convoy. When she got there she told Lieutenant Jenkins and Sergeant Barnes what she had told the sheriff before climbing back inside her Humvee. A few people stood outside their houses or shops along the main drag. A couple of small boys waved and cheered as if they were watching a Fourth of July parade. Eamon waved back as he drove by.
Forty five minutes or so later the convoy was back on the expressway. “Awww shit.” Eamon muttered under his breath. A good quarter mile or so of the two lane blacktop was clogged with stalled cars and irate people. The convoy veered to the right and rolled along the shoulder of the road. Amy felt her gut tighten up as the people stuck in traffic started to notice the convoy. They started shouting at the soldiers and a few of them threw rocks. One thumped off her window. The radio started going nuts as the others started getting the same treatment.
The convoy slowed and eventually came to a stop. Amy picked up the handset to the radio. “Bravo Whiskey Six this is HQ Five Niner, over.” 
“This is Bravo Whiskey Six Actual.” Lieutenant Jenkins said loudly. She leaned as close as she dared to the window as another rock bounced off it. There was a small knot of people crowded around the front of the convoy. No wonder the LT sounded panicky. “Go ahead, HQ Five Niner.”
“Bravo Whiskey Six, HQ Five Niner. Break.” Amy flinched involuntarily as something heavy clunked into her door. She glanced up at Lacey and said “Stay cool, Lacey. It’s gonna be okay.” Frays keyed the mike. “Listen, we’re getting a lot of static from the locals. Why don’t we just throw a couple cases of MREs at them so we can get the heck outta here?”
“HQ Five Niner, Bravo Whiskey Six Actual.” the lieutenant paused a couple seconds. “Negative that, repeat negative. Do not distribute any aid. How copy, over?”
Frays muttered a few creative curses under her breath. “Sir, we’re about an hour away from home. It’s ninety five degrees in the shade and there’s no shelter out here. Let’s give them some of our food and water, maybe try to get a fuel truck out here so they can stop blocking the highway.”
The radio was silent for a couple minutes. “Alright, every vehicle toss out one case of MREs and a couple water cans.” Sergeant Barnes ordered. Frays thought about trying to push her door open, but Lacey was already slinging a cardboard box of rations into the crowd and unlashing a water can from the side of the Humvee. All at once the convoy started moving and Amy was relieved and sad to see the crowd fading in her rearview mirror. She pinched the bridge of her nose for a second, wishing it would all just go away…
A dull roar distracted her from her thoughts. A pair of F-18 Hornets streaked by on the right, barely three hundred feet off the deck and headed east towards Boston. Amy’s mind raced. Where did they come from? There wasn’t another Air Force base in the state and Hanscomb did not have any Hornets just now, so maybe there was a carrier parked in the harbor. Hanscomb could support that kind of aircraft but they did not have much in the way of spare parts or munitions, not to mention the fact that there were probably cars parked on the runway. Were the pilots running sorties in support of the evacuation from a carrier in the harbor? That seemed like the most logical explanation. “Whiskey Bravo Six, this is HQ Five Niner. Did you see those fast movers, over? They looked like a couple F-18s.”
“We saw them, HQ Five Niner.” Lieutenant Jenkins answered. It was hard to tell over the radio, but it sounded to Amy like the guy was nervous about something. “Keep an eye out and let us know if you see anything else.”
About ten minutes later the air shook with the sound of a massive flock of helicopters overhead. It looked like every airworthy chopper at the base was in the air and flying away. Lacey could only stare numbly at the birds as they scattered to the four winds. There were a lot of them, Chinooks and Black Hawks mostly, along with a couple different ones that he could not name off the top of his head. 
As they got closer to the base they could see why the choppers had fled the base in such a hurry. Almost half the base was covered in a miasma of thick, oily smoke. Small fires burned here and there like tiny orange pinpricks in the dark. A handful of figures stumbled by the convoy as they drove through the gaping hole where the main gate and most of the base’s southern perimeter had been when they left, dodging around the charred skeletons of the vehicles that had clogged the road outside. The small line of trucks stopped outside the gates and formed a perimeter around the smoldering remains of the guardhouse. Amy’s breath came out in panicky, shuddering gasps: Sergeant Emery’s wife and two kids lived in the on base housing units across the highway that looked like they had been hammered flat and firebombed by the fast movers.
Amy sat in the Humvee listening to Lieutenant Jenkins frantically trying to contact anyone on the radio for a good five minutes. “Lousy good for nothing little so and so.” she grumbled to herself as she jumped out of the truck and ran to Eamon and Jean in the Five Ton and climbed onto the side of the truck. “Hey guys, we’re gonna go take a quick look around, see who’s left and get them outta here. Sound like a plan?”
Frays saw fit to inform the lieutenant of what they were doing after their flight’s vehicles had left the perimeter. The other vehicle’s crew served weapons started to bark at the scattered handfuls of infected that seemed attracted to the group. Amy shook her head angrily as the Humvee rolled over the debris scattered across the compound.
There was a small section of the base where they had set up tents for the refugees still intact. Roughly two dozen heads poked up when their vehicles rumbled up. Amy jumped out of the Humvee and ran to the Five Ton. “Try and get everybody to pack up their things and let the ones who can’t walk ride in the back of the truck. Me and Lacey will go see how many of the civilian’s cars are still working. Once we got everybody ready we’ll get everybody in their cars and get the heck out of here.”
Fortunately, most of the civilian cars and trucks were right where their owners had left them and still reasonably intact. Amy picked up the radio’s handset. “This is HQ Five Niner. The civilian vehicles look alright. Eamon and Jean, get everybody over here time now. How copy?”
“Roger that, Amy.” Jean said quickly. Frays could hear the Five Ton’s motor fire up over the radio. “We’ve got most of them ready to go. Be there in five.”
Amy sat in the Humvee, nervously drumming her fingers on the steering wheel. “Roger that, Jean. Hurry up.”
“Oh shit!” Lacey exclaimed and kicked Amy in the shoulder. “Frays, take a look at our eight o’clock!” Amy tried to turn and look where Lacey was trying to draw her attention. She grumbled and climbed out of the truck then immediately kind of wished she had not done that: almost three dozen moaning figures shambled towards them. A few of them were still smoldering from the ordinance dropped on the base. 
Amy dove inside the truck and grabbed the handset. “Jean, hurry up! We’ve got about three dozen…break” she paused and did another head count “Make that fifty plus infected coming our way. Get those civilians here time: now!” Frays brought her carbine up to her shoulder, slapped the Aimpoint’s magnification module into place with the heel of her hand and centered the red dot on the nearest infected’s forehead. She took a deep breath and pressed off a shot, dropping the creature in its tracks. Ma Duce started booming out her deep backbeat to the sharper crack of her M4. 
The Five Ton rumbled across the compound and stopped behind the Humvee. A handful of people that Amy did not know jumped out of the back of the larger truck and sprinted towards the closest civilian vehicles. Frays scrambled for the radio in the Humvee. “Whiskey Bravo Six, this is HQ Five Niner. We’ve got the civilians to their vehicles and we’re coming back to you. How copy?”
“Good copy, Zoomie.” answered Sergeant Barnes. There was a slight pause. “HQ Five Niner, I’m sending Rattlesnake Five to provide covering fire. Get those civilians towards the front gate TIME: NOW, over.”
“Roger that, Whiskey Bravo Six.” Amy said quickly. A tight, relieved grin came to her face when she heard the Poomph! BOOM! Poomph! BOOM! of Rattlesnake Five’s Mark 19 fully automatic 40mm grenade launcher as the other soldiers cleared a path for them through the infected. She marveled at one of them as it did a cartwheel through the air just in front of the vehicle. Frays mashed down the accelerator and steered the Humvee towards the front of the base. “We’re going to be at your location in about a minute, Whiskey Bravo Six. Let’s get out of here.”
The Five Ton and Humvee along with their civilian counterparts arrived at the guardhouse to find the others still forming a circle around what was left of the structure. Amy felt like pounding her head against the steering wheel. “Whiskey Bravo Six, what’s the hold up?” she nearly shouted into the radio’s handset. “We’ve got to go, over.”
“W-we have to wait for orders from higher, HQ Five Niner.” Lieutenant Jenkins muttered into the radio. The crew served weapons on the vehicles were firing almost continuously now. “Just hold on, I’m sure somebody will answer soon.”
“Whiskey Bravo Six, our southern perimeter is GONE! We CAN’T stay here, sir!” Amy screamed into the radio. “Let’s head back to Concord and set up a FOB there, if they’ll let us.”
The radio was silent for a long, tense minute. “All stations this net, this is Whiskey Bravo Six.” said Sergeant Barnes. “We are out of here. Follow us. If there is anyone monitoring this transmission, we are going to regroup in Concord.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three                          
13 May 2011 15:36 hours Route 2A Concord, Massachusetts 
The ride to Concord was almost eerily quiet after the noise and confusion of their flight from the remains of Hanscomb Air Force Base. The convoy halted along the main street. A few people peeked at them out of their windows or spared the soldiery nervous glances as they passed by. Amy rested her head against the steering wheel, trying to catch her breath. “C’mon…wake up.” Amy whispered as she gently rapped the rim of her Kevlar on the wheel. “Wake up…wake up…you’re going to wake up safe in your bed any minute now.”
A knock on the window startled her. “C’mon, Zoomie.” said Sergeant Barnes. A strange little smile tugged at the corner of the big black man’s mouth. “LT wants us to meet with the mayor and the sheriff.” 
Frays followed the two men up the stairs. The sheriff’s office was the same maelstrom it had been when she left it a few hours ago. Sheriff Yates waved the three of them towards a room in the back of the stationhouse. The building’s air conditioning was a welcome relief from the heat outside as Amy dodged between the cops and civilians between her and the conference room.               
Mayor Howard Nichols was a fat middle aged guy with long greasy looking hair and rumpled suit gave the man the air of a sleazy used car salesman. Amy disliked him immediately and she could tell from the way Sheriff Yates treated him she was not alone. Once they were seated around a long wooden table and the mayor’s secretary brought a carafe of coffee on a tray along with a stack of Styrofoam cups the five people stared across the table at each other for a long, awkward moment. Lieutenant Jenkins told the mayor and the sheriff about what they saw at the Air Force base. The two men seemed stunned.
Amy poured herself a cup of coffee and cleared her throat. “Sir, do you have anywhere we can put up our refugees?” she asked and sipped the tepid liquid. It was strong and just warm enough to cut the shivers from the air conditioning. “Have you given any thought to putting up any barricades around the town or anything like that?”
The mayor and the sheriff looked at each other for a minute. “I guess you can put your people up in the high school, Frays.” the sheriff answered. He poured a cup of coffee for himself and glanced at the mayor. “Most of the other public buildings are full up. There’s a handful of people staying at the churches and the firehouse so there isn’t room there.”
Sergeant Barnes nodded. “Sounds good. Sir, why don’t we get that place squared away and then see what we can do to secure the town.” The lieutenant nodded and the big man stood up. “C’mon, Zoomie. Let’s get to work up there.”
Their ragtag convoy rolled up to the school about twenty minutes later. Walter Raleigh Senior High School was a single story brick building near the edge of town. The building seemed in good repair, but then Sergeant Barney Barnes only had PS 104 in Mattapan to compare it to. He decided to ride up with Frays and that jarhead, Private Lacey he remembered his name was and leave the lieutenant their Humvee. Barnes called the convoy to a halt outside the school’s front doors and called a meeting at the Humvee. 
“Alright, people.” Sergeant Barnes said once everybody arrived. “Before we let these people in we’re gonna do a quick sweep. We’re gonna go in through the doors here” he pointed at the front doors “and make sure that none of those things have wandered in here. We’re gonna check every classroom, every fuckin’ nook and cranny of this place. Once we get that done we’ll get these people in and get them to work helpin’ us board the windows and doors up, roger?”
“Where do you want my people?” Frays asked. She looked as if she expected to help Sergeant Barnes go through the building, much to Eamon’s unease. The fat medic gripped his shotgun tightly and tried to put a more confident look on his face.
The big sergeant considered the question. “Your squad will keep an eye on things out here. Keep the civilians calm. Have your medic there give everybody he can the once over.” 
Amy nodded, biting back on a retort. “We can do that.” 
She mumbled angrily under her breath as she watched the soldiers file into the school and went to tell Eamon, Lacey and Jean what they were supposed to do. Eamon and Amy would check the refugees for injuries while Lacey and Jean handed out MREs and water.
Eamon walked casually beside Amy as the two of them went from vehicle to vehicle asking people if they were injured or knew anyone who was. He went on a few paces before he noticed that Frays had fallen back a couple steps. A brief flash of unease passed over the woman’s face before she could hide it as she stared at the rusty Toyota about thirty feet away. An olive skinned face poked out of the driver’s side window. 
He fell back beside Amy and acted like he wanted to put a hand on her arm. It was then that he noticed how tightly she was holding the pistol grip of her carbine and thought better of it. “Are you okay?”  
“I’m fine, why?” Frays said sternly, shooting the fat medic a hard look as she walked towards the cars. “C’mon, Eamon. Let’s get this done.”
They finished about the same time the soldiers came out of the school. Thankfully, nobody seemed to have been hurt by the infected but there were plenty of cuts, scratches and minor burns from the aerial bombardment. Amy approached Sergeant Barnes. “Hey Zoomie.” the big man said as he wiped his brow with a handkerchief. “Everybody okay?”
“Yeah, more or less, Sergeant.” Frays answered and pulled her notepad out of her pocket. “Out of twenty five people we’ve got six people with minor burns to extremities, seven with cuts and bruises…nobody looks like they’ve been bitten or anything like that.”
“Good.” the sergeant said and then continued on towards the refugees. “Alright, folks! Let’s get inside. Frays and Lacey, congratulations you’ve been promoted to foremen. Let’s get these windows boarded up and the doors barricaded.”
Frays and Lacey made a quick tour of the building. “What do you think, Lacey?” Frays asked as they walked through the school’s wood and metal shop classrooms. Between the two workshops there was a large supply of power tools and, more importantly, an entire closet full of every sort of bolt or nail imaginable. Since the power was largely out in town, they were all glad to find out that the school had a large emergency generator with a generous fuel tank.
“Well, we can take the gym’s bleachers apart and anchor bolt the pieces over the windows.” he said carefully as he examined the stores of tools and hardware. “We can use the doors from the classrooms too.”
Amy nodded as she looked around. “I’ll take a couple people and we’ll shut off the breakers to the parts of the building we won’t be using.” she said. The young woman stretched the stiffness out of her neck. “Then we’ll go around and unplug everything in the areas we are. When we’re done, we’ll come help your crew board everything up. Sound good?” 
The building rang with the sounds of cordless drills, circular saws and air wrenches for hours. The generator thrummed away in its bunker all the while, making the work go by so much quicker. Nobody really wanted to think about how hard it would have been to drill holes in the building’s thick masonry walls with the school’s collection of hand tools. Eamon was also kept busy treating blisters and the occasional slip up with a drill or saw. 
It took the thirty of them a little over seven or eight hours to complete boarding up the school’s windows and doors. A middle aged woman with curly salt and pepper hair named Alexandra recruited a couple of the other women to help her make dinner for everyone while they put the finishing touches on the barricades. Frays and Lacey were taking the classroom doors off their hinges and using them to seal off the last few windows when PFC Moore popped his head in the room and called out to them. Frays found herself reassessing her opinion of the guy once she got to know him a little: he reeked of that typical jock alpha male attitude that Amy had grown to hate. Lacey noted that while the rest of them looked sweaty and tired, the man looked practically fresh as a daisy. “Hey, Frays!” he said as he leaned on the doorjamb. “Chow’s on in five. LT and Sergeant Barnes want to talk to you.” 
Amy and Adam gave each other a sidelong glance. “What’s up?” she asked carefully. She had been around enough to grow suspicious when the higher ups wanted a sit down. “And what’s for dinner?”
“I think they’re gonna try and work out a guard schedule and start assigning people jobs.” the soldier said quickly. He leaned inside the room, his gaze drawn by something. It took Amy a half second to realize what it was: her body armor, LCS and ABU top were piled on a desk a few feet away. “I think they’re cooking up a bunch of frozen pizzas they found in the freezer.”
Amy gave Moore a sarcastic, irritated little grin as she laid her carbine on the desk and threw on her ABU top. “Thanks, PFC.” she grumbled as she turned her back to the man and started buttoning the garment up. “We’ll be along in a minute.”   
“Alright.” Moore said quietly as he pushed off the wall. There was something in the man’s tone of voice that told Amy he was now trying to get a good look at her butt. Thankfully, ABU trousers were pretty far from flattering.
“Jerk.” Adam muttered under his breath as he shrugged into his plate carrier and picked up his M16. Amy snorted laughter out of her nose as the man followed her out of the room. The two of them walked quickly down the hall towards the cafeteria.
Adam spotted Jean and Eamon in line ahead of them. They collected plastic trays and flatware from the front of the line then got their food: two slices of thin crust pizza, a serving spoonful of corn and a spoonful of green beans. A woman with a kind, grandmotherly face snuck the three of them an extra half spoonful of the canned peaches for dessert. They also got a little carton of milk like they gave you with your lunch in grade school. Amy said hello to Eamon and Jean before going to sit down with the lieutenant and the sergeant. 
Eamon grumbled something under his breath as he forked the last of his peaches into mouth. “What’s up?” he said at last. “She too good to eat with us now or something?”
“It’s some kind of command meeting, Eamon.” Lacey explained as he devoured his pizza. He glanced at Amy for a second before turning his attention back to his food. “They’re going to work out a guard schedule and stuff like that.”
Jean smirked behind her hand as she finished the last of her milk. “Come on now, Eamon. Don’t be like that.” She gathered her trash and started off towards the garbage can when Lieutenant Jenkins stood up and pounded on the table to get everybody’s attention. 
“Alright folks.” the man began nervously. “Settle down for a minute. We’ve got to work some stuff out. There’s going to be a duty roster posted on the board across the hall from the cafeteria tomorrow morning. Everybody’s going to have a job and I expect everybody to do it. For right now, Sergeant Barnes’ squad and Senior Airman Frays’ squad are going to split guard duty. There will be two people on radio watch in a vehicle at the back of the building, too. You guys can help there, since it mainly involves sitting and listening to the radio in the trucks. Somebody might be looking for us and they need to know where we are. The rest of us are going to turn the classrooms closest to the inside of the building into sleeping quarters. We’ll work out who’ll sleep where once everything’s set.”
Amy stood up. She smiled nervously and brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “I’m sorry, I know everybody probably wants to watch the news or whatever, but the emergency generator only has so much fuel and we don’t know how long we’re going to be here.” she said  as she looked around the room. Frays started to feel oddly nervous with everyone looking at her. “I’ll turn on the generator for one hour every day at noon, but I think there’s a couple battery operated radios floating around. I’ll pick a couple people and show them how to use the generator, but until then, please leave it alone. You can get electrocuted or start a fire if you’re not careful and I don’t want to see anybody get hurt.
“One last thing: nobody goes anywhere alone. Everybody pick a ‘battle buddy’. Don’t go anywhere, even to the bathroom or whatever, without letting them know where you’re headed. It’s your job to watch your buddy’s back and it’s their job to watch yours, alright?”
The next three or four days passed in a blur. They had gotten busy again after dinner: Frays and the rest of her ‘flight’ (such as it was) went around to the town’s two churches and collected a dozen or so cots to set up in the classrooms and helped square away the sleeping quarters. On top of that there was making sure the barricades on the windows and doors were good and reinforcing the ones that were not quite up to snuff and helping Eamon as he gave the refugees a more thorough examination in the nurse’s office. Then Lacey helped Amy make sure the building’s emergency generator was working properly. 
Two of the civilians got tasked out to go around to the cafeteria, classrooms and teacher’s lounge where they would gather up all the empty soda bottles and other sealable containers they could find. These would be washed out and left on the windowsills to air dry then refilled with water from the sinks and stored in the refrigerator to cool. If things were as bad as they looked it was only a matter of time before the water coming from the tap became not safe to drink. 
Lieutenant Jenkins appointed a young woman named Dolores Anderson their vehicle maintenance person, as she was an automotive mechanic. Dolores got a detail together to strip the civilian cars of their useable parts, gas and fluids to help keep the three SUVs and two pickups running. This left them with a sizable pile of spare parts and twenty five gallon gas cans full of varying grades of regular gas. There were also eighteen buses that could have their tanks drained later to fuel the military vehicles.
Amy was also busy in the workshop: she manufactured homemade suppressors for their AR pattern rifles and Eamon’s shotgun. She also wired a switch into the school’s walk-in refrigerator and freezers so they could power the units off of a couple heavy duty batteries meant for the school buses in the back of the building. A couple hours with an exercise bike from the gym and some fan belts from the buses produced a dynamo to recharge the batteries after swapping them out every twelve hours.  
The sleeping arrangements had been decided: there were two married couples that would have their own rooms. The single personnel would have to share rooms segregated by sex with females on one side of the building and males on the other. These rooms they partitioned off with sheets or tarps so the occupants could have at least a little bit of privacy if they wanted. Eamon, as the de facto unit medic, would room in the nurse’s office. Lieutenant Jenkins would sleep on the couch in the principal’s office, which was designated as the XO’s office. The only difficulty was that there was not enough cots to go around, however that was more or less worked around via creative work scheduling. 
Eamon also advised that the former teacher’s lounge be turned into a quarantine room where anybody who came down with a cold or if they had been bitten by one of the infected would be kept separated from the others while they received care. All this was set up by the ‘unskilled labor’: mainly the civilians who did not get tasked out to help barricade the school’s doors and windows.
Later in the evening of their third day at the school Adam leaned against the low wall along the edge of the school’s roof. His entire body had long since settled into a dull ache from head to toe but he felt little right to complain: he had grabbed some rack time for a couple hours three or four times over the last few days. As far as he knew Frays had somehow kept working the entire time. 
Lacey glanced at the woman snoozing with her head resting on her rucksack a few feet away and smirked. She looked kind of silly lying there with her mouth half open and snoring like a chainsaw. Lacey had found himself having to reevaluate his opinion not only of the Air Force but females in the military in general. He had heard all the jokes about both groups (and told a few himself) but after his brief contact with Frays, he thought her a much better leader than most of the male Marines he had known. The fact that she had also worked his ass into the ground upped his opinion of her considerably. A brief ripple of shame went through him when he thought about how he had come dangerously close to shooting her.
Adam put the squad’s set of night vision goggles to his eyes and flicked them on. The world became shades of green and black punctuated with bright white dots as he scanned the fields behind the school. There were the uprights for the football field, the goalposts for the soccer fields, and the bleachers on the sidelines… Something made his breath catch in his throat. Something was moving on the grass in the middle of the track about one hundred and fifty meters away. He studied the spot for a moment, unsure if what he had seen was a trick of his tired brain or not. Not just one but several things were moving out there. “Oh, God…” he whispered.
Lacey rushed over to where Amy and Eamon were sleeping. He put a hand on Amy’s shoulder and shook her awake while kicking Eamon with the toe of his boot. She sat up with a gasp. “There’s somebody coming!” he said quickly before returning to his position. The two others dropped onto the rooftop beside him, Amy squinting through the scope mounted to her M4. 
She held out her hand. “Let me see the NODs, Lacey.” Frays said. There was a note of uncertainty in her voice that made Eamon’s mouth feel dry. The Marine handed the black device over and Amy snapped the goggles onto the swivel mount on her Kevlar. She lined up the end of the NODs with her Aimpoint and paused. The air seemed to grow thick around them until the corner of Amy’s mouth curled upward slightly. “It’s a herd of deer, man. Looks like about six.” She narrowed her eyes and shifted slightly. “That one off to the far left has a nice rack. He looks like he’s about an eight point or so. Wouldn’t mind seeing him walk by my stand this fall.” 
Eamon and Adam laughed. “You jerk.” Eamon muttered as he playfully slapped Adam’s Kevlar. “Woke me up for deer. Jeez!” The EMT got up and went back to his spot. After a few tosses and turns he settled back down.
Amy handed the NODs back to Adam, grumbling under her breath. If she were packing a rifle of a heavier caliber or if it were daylight, they could have fresh venison for dinner. Having a barbeque would be awesome compared to eating out of cans for a change. Unfortunately, the ‘Geneva Convention friendly’ full metal jacket M855 round would not mushroom like a hollow point and probably could not put down a deer in one shot without precise shot placement. Given the way things were, she did not feel like tracking a wounded deer all over creation, especially in the middle of the night. 
“You did the right thing.” she said quietly. The woman looked back at her rucksack then settled against the wall. She felt around in her pockets for a minute and looked hopefully at Lacey. “I don’t suppose you smoke?”
Adam shook his head. “Nope, sorry.” he said sympathetically. Lacey smirked when Frays groaned and rolled her eyes. She shot him a sour look and went back to her spot on the roof.
“Well, remember that we’re planning to do a little recon and foraging tomorrow.” Amy said quietly as she stretched and shivered a little. “I guess I’ll have to keep my eyes open. Wake me if anything else happens, alright?”
The next morning Lieutenant Jenkins and a couple of the refugees along with Frays and her people stood gathered around the hood of a Humvee parked next to the school’s automotive shop. Jean looked up to see two of the soldiers standing guard on the roof studying them from above. The older woman smiled and waved then turned her attention back to the safety briefing. 
Jenkins traced a purple line on the map. “We came right up Route 111 here.” he said, stopping at a small dot. “Once you guys get to the little strip mall east of here, your objective is the Walgreens located in the strip mall about a quarter mile inside the town. Infill point will be the parking lot.” 
Amy frowned at the map. “What are we looking for? I don’t know about you guys, but I don’t want to spend any more time there than I have to.”
 Eamon spoke up first. “We’ve got a couple people here with some pretty serious medical conditions.” he said slowly as he produced a folded sheet of paper. “I’ve got a shopping list made up of the meds they’ll need. All the antibiotics and painkillers we can find wouldn’t go amiss either.”
Amy nodded. “Alright, that’ll be your job once we get inside.” She struggled to remember the names of the two civilians. They were both about her age but neither one of them knew how to use a gun, leaving Frays and Lieutenant Jenkins somewhat at a loss as to how to put them to use. They looked like they were either college students or cubical rats, but they were the only two people to volunteer to give them a hand. “Josh and Dana, you two grab shopping carts and get all the canned food and bottled water you can find as quick as you can and throw it in the back of the Five Ton. I’ll be doing the same in the first aid section.”
Once they agreed on the plan Lieutenant Jenkins went back inside and Amy did a hands on check of her flight before they moved out. The convoy started down the road at eight thirty by her watch, putting them about five minutes behind schedule. Amy sat in the passenger seat of the lead Humvee, watching the world go by. Lacey was driving and Jean was manning the fifty caliber machinegun. Eamon, Josh and Dana rode in the Five Ton behind them. She spared a glance at the Marine in the driver’s seat. He stared ahead at the blacktop, his face unreadable. Then he yawned. After the adrenaline rush of the planning phase and moving out, the inevitable crash was starting to set in.
Amy dug around in her rucksack for a minute and came up with the canister of instant coffee she had bought in the PX and stuffed a spoonful of the freeze-dried granules in between her cheek and gum. “Here, man.” she said as she carefully held out a heaping spoonful to Lacey “Stuff this in your face like its dip. It’ll help you wake up.”
Adam grinned and carefully tried to do what Frays said. A good portion of it ended up in his mouth where it got stuck between his teeth and soaked up all his spit. “I never had dip before.” Lacey muttered as he took a quick drink from his camelbak. 
“A day for firsts, I guess.” Frays said quietly. She started to wake up a little more as the concentrated caffeine started to claw its way into her bloodstream. “I don’t think instant coffee counts, though.”
Adam laughed. “Is it supposed to make my jaw go numb?” He wrinkled his face and swallowed the bitter juice in his mouth. The two of them were quiet awhile as they drove down the road. Amy warily watched her side of the road cautiously, her carbine resting across her lap with the rifle’s muzzle pointed out the window. She started humming a tune quietly under her breath. It took Adam a moment to place it: the hymn Onward, Christian Soldiers.                  
“Nervous?” he asked quietly. He bit down on the valve of the straw to his camelbak and took another drink. The water in it was already starting to get warm, but that wasn’t too surprising. It was close to nine thirty in the morning and it was already in the low seventies with clear blue skies. It was going to be a beautiful day.
Amy cracked open a bottle of water and drained half of it. “Of course.” she said quietly as she screwed the cap back on and set the bottle on the floor between her feet. “We’re going to go rob a drug store because of a near complete breakdown of social order caused by some kinda weirdo superbug or something. Is there any part of that sentence that doesn’t make you nervous?” 
Adam laughed. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.” He turned his attention back to the road for a moment. “Did you go…er…overseas?”
Frays nodded, still looking out the window. “Yeah, I just got back about a month ago.” she said quietly. Amy glanced at him a moment before turning her attention back to the road. She put out a hand against the vehicle’s dashboard to brace herself as Lacey took the Humvee around a stalled out car. “My sunburn barely stopped peeling and this crap had to happen.”
“Hey, I bet I can guess what you’re thinking.” Adam said after he had washed the instant coffee out of his cheek and swallowed it. 
Amy arched an eyebrow at him. “Oh, yeah?”
“Yep.” Lacey broke out a wide grin “Why, oh why did I answer that goddamn phone call?”
Frays burst out laughing as they were coming up on the objective. Amy grabbed the radio’s handset and keyed the mike. “All stations this net, this is HQ Five Niner.” she said quickly then keyed the mike again “We’re about five minutes out. Everybody remember their jobs and get ready. In and out, easy peasy.” 
The two trucks squealed to a halt about fifty meters or so from the front entrance of the Walgreens. Frays and Lacey bailed out of the Humvee while Eamon backed the Five Ton up to the store. Josh and Dana let down the back of the truck while Eamon hurried to join Adam and Amy by the door. “Door’s locked.” Adam said as he tugged on the handle. 
Eamon frowned. “Does anybody know how to pick a lock?” he asked, clearly getting nervous about sitting out in the open like this. He looked apprehensively at Jean in the cupola of the Humvee a little ways away.
Amy spared a glance at the heavy garbage can a few feet away. “Got it.” she said as she slung her M4 behind her back and grunted as she hefted the receptacle. Frays struggled forward a couple steps then threw it at the store’s glass door as hard as she could. 
The door shattered in with a loud crash as the store’s alarm started screaming. “Smooth, Amy.” Eamon scolded as the three of them hustled inside. He ran towards the pharmacy and started piling things into a cart. “Real smooth.”
“Didn’t see you doing much.” Frays grumbled as she pushed a shopping cart towards her assigned part of the store. Once at the First Aid section she started dumping armloads of disinfectants, band-aids, first aid kits and other odds and ends into her cart. 
The five of them quickly filled up carts from the front of the store, ran out to the Five Ton emptied them and ran back to the store a couple times. The M2 started barking outside. Frays guessed the alarm must be drawing infected from the surrounding stores and the area around the strip mall. “Make it fast, people!” Amy shouted as she dumped a cartload of water, canned food and the last of the first aid supplies left into the back of the Five Ton. 
“This storage closet is locked!” Eamon shouted from the back of the store. He tugged desperately at the door, hoping to pull it open. “What do I do?”
“Shoot the lock off!” Lacey shouted as he emptied the shelves of toothpaste, razors and other personal hygiene supplies into a shopping cart. “Keep your muzzle an inch or so from the door so you don’t blow up your barrel!”
Two loud booms followed as Eamon fired his shotgun at the deadbolt securing the door, pulled it open and started scooping armloads of prescription drugs into a plastic shopping basket. The Humvee’s crew served weapon started firing with alarming frequency. Amy stood at the front of the store and cupped her hands to her mouth. “Two minutes, people!” she shouted, sparing a glance around the building “Come on, let’s go!” 
Eamon, Adam, Josh and Dana filed past her and tossed the contents of their carts into the back of the truck. Amy spared a glance at the counter nearby, grabbed a couple plastic baskets and sprinted over to it. She nimbly hopped over the counter and started filling the baskets with cartons of cigarettes from the shelf behind the register. Frays paused, scribbled a note apologizing for the damage on a piece of paper on the counter then took out her wallet. She folded her debit card inside the note and stuck it under the corner of the register before heading back towards the exit. Once outside, she slung one basket into the bed of the Five Ton then sprinted over to the Humvee. A half second after that the convoy was pulling away and leaving the strip mall behind. Amy saw a half dozen figures chasing after the trucks as they pulled back onto the highway. The figures stopped and stared after them once they were about a quarter mile or so down the road.
Jean dropped down into the truck and moved to the back seat behind Lacey. “Take over, will ya, mate?” Adam carefully wriggled into the back and climbed up into the cupola. She thanked him and glanced at Amy. She was slapping a pack of cigarettes against her thigh as she drove then tore open the cellophane. “Spare a fag?”
Amy looked over her shoulder with a startled expression on her face until she realized that Jean was asking for a cigarette. She smiled and handed the older woman a pack out of the carton she had just opened. “How many were there?”  
Jean looked thoughtful as she lit a cigarette. “Dunno.” she said around a plume of smoke “I think maybe five or ten before we finally scarpered.” The older woman frowned and took another drag. “Thought I saw maybe fifteen or twenty more in the other stores.”
Amy felt a cold shiver run down her spine. “Twenty.” she said quietly as she crossed herself. “Jesus Christ.” 
Jean gave the young airman a grave look. “Somehow, I don’t think He’s taking requests today.” 
Frays shot her a look in return. “No smoking in military vehicles.” 
The few buildings they passed by looked deserted and they only found a handful of stalled vehicles along the road. Amy wasn’t actually that surprised because, while Massachusetts was not exactly the Hindu Kush, they were pretty far off the beaten track. She thought again of the bloody, shot up trucks on the highway and shuddered. “This is the United States of America.” she whispered, gripping the steering wheel. “That isn’t supposed to happen here.”
“Did you say something?” Jean asked. Amy spared a glance over her shoulder before turning her attention back to the road. She became aware of the fact that she was gripping the steering wheel so tightly that her fingers were aching.
“Sorry.” she said as she slowly loosened her grip “I was just thinking out loud I guess.” 
Something caught her attention alongside the road. “Hey, I recognize this intersection.” Frays announced as she pulled the Humvee over to the shoulder. “There’s a gun store about five miles down the road.” Amy saw Eamon coming in the Humvee’s side view mirror. “Do you guys want to check it out? We might be able to find more ammo and weapons.”
“How far is it?” Adam asked. He shifted to see what Frays was looking at. “If it’s only a little ways I don’t see why we shouldn’t check it out.”
Amy pinched her face up as she tried to recall the way. “If I remember right, it’s only about four miles or so out of our way.” she said slowly as she opened the Humvee’s door. “I’ll see what Eamon and the rest think. Back in five.”
Eamon watched the way the young woman walking towards him: she looked at him then turned a little, keeping an eye on the surrounding landscape with her carbine at the low ready. He did his best to imitate her. “What’s up?” he asked as he approached the Humvee. “Why’d you stop?”
“I think there’s a gun store about four or five miles from here.” Amy said quickly, letting her eyes flit across the ditch across the road, the bushes and long grass just beyond that. “You guys up for going to check it out?”
Eamon looked at the young woman. “Sure.” he said carefully. Something about the way Frays was acting made the hair stand up on the back of his neck. “Shouldn’t take that long, so let’s get going.” 
The two of them piled back into their vehicles and the convoy started rolling down the road. After a couple minutes Adam pointed out a hand painted sign nailed to a telephone pole ahead of them. “Bubba’s guns. Next right.” he announced happily. “Looks you were right, Frays.”
The convoy swung to the right and drove down the road. Amy could not get over how strange it felt to be leading a combat patrol down a road she had driven with her dad and brother on their way to deer camp every fall. All of a sudden she felt very small and very scared and, just for a second there mind you, she really really wanted her Daddy or the comforting bulk of Sergeant Emery in the Humvee’s cupola. Amy shook herself as the road curved and revealed a familiar two story building amongst a stand of trees on the right side. 
Frays slowed and picked up the radio’s hand mike. “Just hang back, guys.” she said carefully as she brought the truck to a stop. “I don’t know if there’s anybody here, but let’s not make a scene if we don’t have to.”
“Alright, Amy.” Eamon said over the radio. Even over the radio Adam could tell the man sounded worried. The building seemed quiet, with no cars parked in front or any lights on inside. Still, something did seem a bit off about it. 
Amy turned in the driver’s seat to look at the other people in her vehicle. “I’ll go up and knock on the door.” she said quietly as she motioned towards the store’s heavy wooden door. Amy guessed that it might even have a steel core with a thin veneer of wood laminated onto it. A gun store in the middle of nowhere would be a tempting target for burglars… “If somebody’s there I’ll try to convince them to go with us. If not, I’ll signal for you” she motioned to Adam “to join me on the porch. We’ll try and get in and sweep the building. Once we’ve got it cleared we’ll do like we did at the Walgreens, alright?”
Frays took a couple deep breaths before swinging open the Humvee door and climbing out of the truck. Her throat felt tight as her boots crunched on the gravel, her eyes searching every shadow and ready to dive for cover and return fire at a moment’s notice. Half way across the parking lot Frays spotted a shadowy figure crouched over something inside the center window of the second floor. She stopped immediately, raising her non-firing hand as Adam swung the Humvee’s fifty caliber machine gun around and pointed it at the building. He had obviously sensed something was wrong and moved to back her up.   
A rifle shot rang out, the bullet whining off the parking lot. Amy flinched, but she was somehow able to keep her cool. “Hi there, sir!” she said as calmly as she could manage. “Stand down, Lacey. Look, we don’t have a lot of money but we’ve got some stuff we can trade. Antibiotics, first aid stuff. A lot of food, too.”
“Stop fucking around, Frays!” Eamon shouted out the window of the Five Ton. “Lacey, shoot that asshole!”
Amy half turned towards the convoy of trucks behind her. “Lacey, you will do no such thing! Eamon shut the heck up!” she snapped angrily “This is his stuff and if he doesn’t want to share that’s his business. I don’t know about you, but I’m not robbing anybody.”
She turned back towards the rifleman in the window. “Come on, sir.” Amy said cautiously. Frays became keenly aware of the fact that she was probably going to get shot in the next few minutes. She wondered if it would hurt as much as everybody said it did. “I just want to talk. Let me come inside and we’ll see if we can’t work something out, alright?” She took a tentative step forward when a second shot rang out. This one whined off a largish rock a foot or two away from Amy’s left boot. She bit down hard on a scream. “Alright, sir. Message received. Have a nice day.” 
Amy hurried back to the truck and climbed into the driver’s seat. Jean glared at her as the younger woman fired the engine up. Once they were all safely on their way back to the school she slapped Amy on the back of the head. “Are you stupid?” she shouted “You could have been killed you fuckin’ muppet!” 
Amy felt a small, nervous little smile come to her face. “Gee, I didn’t know you cared Mom.”  
The convoy came to a halt in the bus loop in front of the school. Eamon waved at the three soldiers on the roof. Sergeant Barnes and a couple of the others came out to meet them as they started lowering the tailgate. “Hey, guys!” Josh cried happily as he climbed up into the bed of the truck and started stacking cases of water where people could get them. “We got all kindsa good stuff! Water, food…all kindsa stuff!” 
Dana looked at the others for a minute. “What’s wrong?” she asked. An alarmed look crashed onto her face like a wave. “What happened?”
“You know that skinny little white girl, Jane something-or-other?” Barnes said quietly as he took an armload of supplies from the back of the truck. “She drank some shit she found in the janitor’s closet.”
“What?” Frays asked as Eamon ran inside. “Oh, no. That’s terrible! Is she…” She could not quite bring herself to complete the statement. Amy stood there for a moment, paralyzed with the feeling that she should do something but she was not exactly sure what it was. 
“Whatever she drank it wasn’t enough to do the job.” Barnes said disgustedly as he stomped off towards the front door of the school. “Come on! This shit isn’t going to unload itself. The medic’s gonna take care of it.”
 It took them about forty five minutes or so to get the supplies unloaded and stored in their proper places. “Okay, folks.” Barnes said as Dana and Amy put the last boxes of medical supplies on the shelf in the nurse’s office closet. “It’s getting close to lunchtime, so go line up for chow. Frays, go report to the lieutenant first.”
Amy stuck her Kevlar’s chinstrap over the cap of her canteen. “Where is he? Down at the mayor’s office?” she asked as she stretched her neck. The base of her neck made little popping noises as she pulled her head to the side. 
“No, last I saw him he was setting up in his office.”
“OOOO!” Eamon chided from his place beside Jane’s sickbed. “Have to go to the Principal’s office? Have you been bad?”
Amy looked offended and shook her head disgustedly. “Grow up.” she muttered as she turned and stomped out of the room. Somehow she managed to not slam the door behind her.
Frays grumbled to herself all the way down the hall. A couple of the refugees smiled and said hello to her as she passed them by. Amy returned the gesture but she couldn’t remember if she knew their names or not. She shook her head and took a moment to collect herself before knocking on the lieutenant’s office door. 
“Come on in!” said a muffled voice on the other side. The short man greeted her with a smile. “What do you think, Frays? Starting to shape up, yeah?” he asked as he motioned towards the desk. There were a couple maps and three or four clipboards piled on top of the desk. 
Amy found herself wanting to grab the lieutenant by his plate carrier and shake him until his nose bled. I come back from risking my butt to find that somebody tried to commit SUICIDE and you want to show off your office? Frays thought angrily. She stood at attention, her hands suddenly trembling with barely suppressed rage at her sides. “Very nice, sir.” 
Jenkins nodded and sat down in the plush red leather chair behind the desk. “Have a seat, Airman.” He motioned towards a low backed chair on her side. “I’m told you found some cigarettes.”
Amy produced her pack of smokes and offered him one. The man accepted with a grin as he dug a brass Zippo and an ashtray out of his desk. “Would you believe I found these in the bottom drawer?” he said as he lit his cigarette. “Go ahead, smoke ‘em if you got ‘em.”
Amy quickly gave him the rundown of everything that happened after the convoy left the school. “We found maybe an additional month’s worth of canned goods and water if we’re careful.” Frays said as she lit up. “Eamon, the medic, managed to snag a pretty good supply of meds. Enough to treat the folks here that need ‘em and deal with emergencies for a couple months or so. No casualties taken on our side, maybe ten or twelve infected KIA. Jean Ann, the person I had pulling perimeter security, reported to me that there were an additional estimated twenty or more infected converging on our location. I wouldn’t recommend another mission in that area for awhile, sir. The infected seem to be attracted to loud noises. If that alarm’s still going off there’s no telling how many it’ll draw from the countryside.”
The lieutenant listened intently to everything Frays had to say and waited for her to finish. “Very good, Airman.” he said and butted out his cigarette. “Your squad has the rest of the afternoon off. Report for guard duty on the roof at 2000 hours. Dismissed.” 
 “Roger that, sir.” Amy said and stood up. She saluted and took a step backward before exiting the office in two quick strides. Halfway down the hall she kicked a half open locker and bit back a scream. 
Amy limped into the cafeteria with a tray of beans and rice in her hand. Dana and Josh sat with the rest of the flight at a table across the room, talking excitedly amongst themselves. The room was empty except for them. “Hey, there she is!” Josh exclaimed when he saw her “Our fearless leader!” 
“Come on, fearless leader.” Jean said, laughing at the color creeping into the younger woman’s cheeks “Sit down and eat. What did the lieutenant have to say?”
Frays sat down, said her Pater Noster quietly as she crossed herself then shoveled a spoonful of rice into her mouth. Amy paused a moment as she chewed a mouthful of food. “Not much.” she said at last. “Though I just wanna tell you guys while we got a minute that I’m real proud of everybody. We did real good today. We got about another month’s worth of food and about three months’ worth of medicine. Not bad for a morning’s work.” Amy paused to crack open a bottle of water on the table and take a drink. “Jean and Lacey, Lieutenant Jenkins said we can have the rest of the afternoon off until 2000. Dana and Josh, well, he didn’t say anything about you so I guess you can go about your business.”  
Adam looked at his watch. “Holy shit, that’s like nine whole hours!” he exclaimed as he wolfed down the last spoonfuls of his food. “I think I’m gonna swipe one of those cots for awhile.” 
Jean laughed. “That doesn’t sound like a bad idea.” she said. There was something about that statement that made Amy raise a suspicious eyebrow at her. “Get your mind out of the gutter, young lady. What would your mother think?” Everyone laughed at that.
“A couple hours sleep in something similar to a bed does sound good.” Amy said quietly. Now that her stomach was sort of full she decided that she could use a nap. “You two go on ahead. I gotta take care of something real quick. Good night.”
Amy slipped quietly into an empty office down the hall from the one claimed by Lieutenant Jenkins and closed the door. After a brief look around to make sure she was alone, Frays pulled her carbine’s sling over her head and sat down in the nearest chair. It was cool, dark and quiet in here. Amy contemplated just putting her head down on the desk and sleeping here or maybe finding a comfy spot in the corner or under a desk. She picked up the phone from its cradle near her elbow. Amazingly, the handset still had a dial tone. 
She briefly considered trying her parents’ cell phones, but rejected it. Her own mobile phone did not have any service, so it stood to reason that her parents’ phones would not either. Frays quickly dialed her parents’ home number, her mouth going dry when the phone actually started to ring. “C’mon, pick up.” she implored as she pressed the handset to her ear. “Please, please, please pick up…” 
After a couple minutes she regretfully pressed the switch hook and dialed the landline at the hunting camp. “Thank God!” she whispered when the phone started ringing. “Mom, Dad. Carl…somebody pick up. Come on, just pick up the phone. Come on…come on…pick up the damn phone.” Amy felt her cheeks get warm and looked around guiltily even though there was no one there to hear her swear. The phone rang…and rang…and rang.
Amy listened to the handset until the phone switched off and went back to a dial tone. She slowly pulled the handset away from her ear and hung it up, feeling like she had just been punched in the stomach by Brock Lesnar. Amy put her head between her knees and pressed her elbows against the sides of her head; her fingers interlaced behind her head and started taking deep breaths. A sliver of light stabbed into the semi-dark when someone opened the door.
“Is somebody in here?” a voice asked. A figure Amy did not recognize poked its head inside the room. “I thought I heard somebody in here.” The person opened the door and came into the room as Frays sat up sharply. The figure noticed the movement and jumped, pressing a hand to its chest. “Oh! You startled me!” 
“Heh. Sorry.” Amy said sheepishly. She noticed that there were a couple tears on her cheeks so she quickly wiped them away with the palm of her hands. “I was…um…just trying the phones.”
The figure revealed itself to be an older woman, one of the refugees. She smiled kindly at the young airman and pulled up a chair. “Hi, I’m Casey.” she said and extended her hand “I don’t think we’ve been introduced.”
Amy pulled off her glove and shook the woman’s hand. “Senior Airman Amy Frays.” She looked nervously at the floor for a minute. “Um, look…er…” 
“Were you trying to call somebody, Amy?” Casey asked tentatively. She rooted around in her purse for a moment and pressed a small square of foil wrapped hard candy into Amy’s hand. “Did you get through?”
“My family’s out there.” Amy choked on the words a little bit, suddenly finding herself on the verge of tears again and hating herself for it. “My mom and my dad and my little brother Carl. They’re like an hour away and I can’t talk to them. I don’t know if they’re alive or hurt or…” She pinched her mouth into a tight, trembling line. “You know Adam Lacey? The Marine? I met his wife and kids in Boston. I told them to go meet up with my parents in Holden. That it would be safe.”
Casey’s eyes started to look a little moist in the dim light. She pushed her chair next to Amy’s and put a sympathetic hand on her shoulder. “You couldn’t have known, Amy. You did what you thought was best at the time.” She let the younger woman rest her head on her shoulder for a second. “Don’t you worry so much. I’m sure they’re all just fine. Maybe nobody could get to the phone in time.”
“Maybe.” A few tears squirted out of the corners of her eyes. “It’s just…” Amy let out a few shuddering breaths. “Aw, man…” She pulled away and wiped her cheeks. “I...um…I’m sorry. I don’t even know you and here I am getting your shirt all wet.”
Casey laughed and squeezed Amy’s hand. “It’s no problem. Don’t worry about it.” she said quietly, tightening her grip for a second. “It’ll dry. The way I see it, the good Lord sent you and your friends to save our bacon in our hour of need, so I figure giving you a shoulder to cry on if you need it is the least I can do.”
Amy wiped her cheeks again. “Thanks. Um…listen...don’t tell anybody, okay?” she asked as she stood and picked up her carbine. Frays looked at Casey, suddenly feeling even more awkward than she did just a minute ago.
“Hey, I’m a priest.” Casey grinned and patted the young woman’s shoulder. “Anything you tell me stays between you, me and the man upstairs.” 
A small ray of hope glimmered in Amy’s mind before it went out. “Not Catholic.” 
“No, sorry.” Casey grimaced at the crushed expression that came to Amy’s face. “I’m a Baptist. Though we all worship the same God, don’t we?”
Amy laughed a little. “Yeah, I guess so.” she said and started towards the door. “I was hoping that I could at least give Confession.”
“I don’t know about that, but any time you need to talk I’m here.” Casey said, still smiling as they went back out into the hall. “You look exhausted. Go get some rest. Everything looks a little better after a good night’s sleep.”
Amy wandered down the hall towards the female sleeping quarters. She stopped at the intersection where the hall divided off to her right and left. The male dormitories were to her left and the female in the other direction. Frays scratched the back of her neck for a second, took a deep breath, put on a resolute face and set off towards the male dorms. 
After a couple tries she found Adam lying on a cot in the corner of the room. “Hey, Lacey” she called from the doorway “Can I talk to you for a minute?” Frays bit her lip as she heard the man groan, mutter something under his breath and pick up his gear.
“What is it?” Lacey grumbled. He held his rifle and plate carrier in one hand and rubbed some gunk out of the corner of his eye with the other. “I just got to sleep, damn it.”
“I’m sorry, Lacey.” she said carefully. Amy nodded towards the room across the hall. “Can I talk to you outside for a minute? It’s important.”
Lacey looked at the woman beside him as they made their way towards the exit at the front of the building. She looked nervous and this, in turn, made him forget all about the fact that she had woke him up. “What’s going on, Frays?” he asked. Amy’s face tightened up but she did not answer him. 
Once they were outside she dug her pack of cigarettes out of her pocket. She offered him the open pack which he waved off. “Are you going to answer me?” Adam demanded, nearly knocking Amy’s smokes out of her hand. She snatched her precious tobacco out of the way just in time, pulled one out and lit it. 
He almost regretted his tone when she finally managed to look up at him. Amy exhaled a plume of smoke with a sigh. “I haven’t been able to get a hold of my parents.” Frays began carefully, watching the man’s face for a reaction. “So, I don’t know if you’ve talked to your wife or not, but I have no idea where anybody is.”
“What?” he asked, his brows furrowing as he stared at her. “What do you mean you don’t know where anybody is? Your parents aren’t home?” Adam dropped his MOLLE vest and rifle with a clatter. “Where the fuck are my kids? Where’s Laura?” His face twisted up with rage. 
“Calm down and listen to me, alright?” Amy said sharply. She continued once the man seemed to settle down a little bit. “Look, do you have some way to call your wife? I’m not sure if the cell phones are working right now.”
“I don’t know if my wife has her cell phone with her.” Lacey ran a hand over his hair and grumbled. “We gotta go find them. Come on, Frays. Don’t you care about your folks at all? What are you waiting for?”
Adam grabbed up his plate carrier and rifle then started towards the parking lot. Amy caught his arm. “Look, let me talk to the lieutenant. Him and Sergeant Barnes are taking their squad out tomorrow.” she said, her voice an intense whisper. She gave the man a brief, compassionate sort of half hug then held him at arm’s length for a second. “I promise you, we’ll go look for our families first chance we get after they get back, alright? Can you hold out till then?”
Adam’s face did an amazing impression of the way Amy felt: fear and anxiety with a hint of nausea. “Roger that, boss.” he said at last. Lacey put a hand around the back of Amy’s head and gently clunked the rims of their Kevlars together. “We got this, right?”
Amy smiled, making the cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth flip up. “Dang right, buddy.” She took a long drag then knocked the cherry off the cancer stick and stuck it back in the pack. “C’mon, let’s get some rack time. We gotta be on the roof in eight hours.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
18 May 2011 0543 hours Walter Raleigh Senior High School Concord, Massachusetts              
Frays had left her post on the roof for a moment to speak to Lieutenant Jenkins before they left and when she first heard the mission brief she thought it had to be some kind of sick joke. She stood a few feet away from the group, barely resisting the urge to pull the LT away and scream him stupid. Frays blinked and shook herself. What happened to me? Amy wondered absently as she watched the grunts I used to be such a nice person…
“Alright everybody.” Jenkins had said as he spread the map on the hood of the Humvee. “We’re going to hit up the strip mall east of here on Route 111. Rodriguez, Powers you’re going to clear the Walgreens and scrape the bottom of the barrel. Sergeant Barnes, Evans, Moore you’re with me. Our objective is to clear the Dollar General on the north side of the lot. I only want to spend twenty mikes onsite, so don’t waste time window shopping.” 
“Intel indicates that we should expect heavy enemy activity in the area.” Sergeant Barnes added. Amy caught a hint of uncertainty in the man’s voice. “Everybody stay sharp. Remember twenty mikes so once your AO is clear grab whatever you can: food, water, batteries and medical supplies are the priority. If I catch one of you lifting a six pack I will smoke your ass till you look like one of those goddamn things. Hooah?”
A chorus of hooahs answered back as the soldiers broke up and started climbing into their vehicles. Amy hurried to catch up to Lieutenant Jenkins. “Sir, I think the strip mall’s still gonna be too hot.” she said as she walked quickly beside the man. “There was a swarm of them there before and that alarm was drawing more in. Sir, there will be too many. Scrub the mission.”
Jenkins gave Frays a condescending smile. “You worry too much, Frays.” he said as he climbed into the passenger seat of his Humvee. “We’ll show you how it’s done! Aim high, hope you hit something!” 
Frays felt a slow, creeping horror claw its way around inside her gut as she watched the soldiers pull away from the school and head off down the road. She found herself wondering if she would ever see any of them again.
**********
The trucks squealed to a halt in the middle of the parking lot in the hazy first light of dawn. “Let’s go! Move out!” shouted Lieutenant Jenkins as he, Sergeant Barnes, Specialist Evans and PFC Moore fanned out and crossed the parking lot towards the entrance of the Dollar General store, their M4s at the ready. Specialist Rodriguez shook her head as she spared a glance at the man. 
“Come on, Powers.” she said as they exited their Humvee. The two soldiers looked at each other for a long second. He looked as scared as she felt. “We’re gonna be alright. Let’s just get this done.” 
Rodriguez and Powers ‘Groucho walked’ the distance, about two hundred meters or so, from their vehicle to the entrance of the Walgreens. They paused and crouched behind the trunk of an abandoned car somebody had parked in front of the building. Rodriguez peeked around the vehicle. They communicated briefly via hand signals. “I’ll go first. Cover me, follow in five seconds. I’ll go right, you go left.” she said. 
“Okay. Good.” Powers answered. Rodriguez started out but he caught her arm. “Be careful, alright?” he whispered, giving the woman a nervous smile.
She smiled back and gave his shoulder a slap. “You too, man.”
The two of them entered the building, their weapons at the ready. The store was dark so they activated the illuminators clamped to their rifles as they moved down the aisles. The hollow rattle of an M4 startled both of them. Several low groans came from the back of the store. “Aw, shit…” Powers whispered. Rodriguez was in the aisle to his left. There was a clatter as something fell off the shelves somewhere off to their right. They heard the crunching noise of somebody stepping on broken glass just outside the limits of the white lights. 
Half a dozen shadowy figures lurched towards him, their groping hands clawing the air as they came. “AW SHIT!” he shouted as he started walking backwards towards the store’s entrance. He put the red dot of his Aimpoint on the nearest creature’s head and pressed a shot, dropping it in its tracks. 
“Powers!” shouted Rodriguez as he heard her M4 go off. “Fall back! Get back to the truck!” The woman’s carbine rattled off two short bursts as they started breaking contact. Powers reached the door first and fired at a form emerging through the storefront window, shattering the glass and splattering the zombie’s brain all over the white shelf behind it. Rodriguez was close behind him, nearly to the door. Powers watched in horror as she turned to exit the store and slipped on something. A zombie crashed through the shelf and fell on her as she scrabbled away, screaming. 
Powers flipped the selector lever on his M4 all the way around and started firing randomly into the store as he advanced. The zombie nearly on top of Rodriguez caught a short burst with its face and upper torso as Powers closed. The rifle clicked on an empty chamber as he reached out and caught the drag handle on the back of woman’s plate carrier. 
Rodriguez sprayed the storefront with 5.56 rounds as Powers pulled his M9 with his free hand, firing a handful of barely aimed shots at their pursuers. Several zombies twitched and jerked as they gave chase, the 62 grain projectiles smashing into their bodies. A couple, struck in the legs or spine crumpled to the ground and started crawling after their prey. Two fell and stopped moving.
Once they had some distance, Powers stopped and helped Rodriguez to her feet. She screamed an obscenity and almost fell, but he caught her and started half dragging/half carrying the wounded specialist towards their truck. It was then that he noticed Sergeant Barnes fireman’s carrying someone towards the other Humvee, firing his M4 wildly with one hand at a large group of infected swarming out of the Dollar General. Both teams reached their vehicles at about the same time. 
Powers opened the passenger’s side door and helped Rodriguez get inside before sprinting around to the truck and diving in himself and firing up the engine. “Rattlesnake Five, this is Whiskey Bravo Six. We’re bugging out, how copy?” 
He saw that there was a lot of blood coming out of a good sized wound on Rodriguez’s right leg when he grabbed for the radio’s handset. Her face was an alarming pale olive color. “Roger, Whiskey Bravo Six.” Powers yelled into the radio. “Don’t wait for us, we’re right behind you.” The PFC threw down the handset, tugged a pressure bandage out of a dump pouch on Rodriguez’s plate carrier and wrapped it around her wounded leg as best he could. 
He gave Rodriguez a wry grin as he put the vehicle in gear and mashed down on the accelerator. “I’ve always wanted to get my hands on you.” he said, drawing a weak laugh from his passenger. 
Rodriguez shifted a little and winced when she banged her ankle on the vehicle’s transmission hump. She felt a nervous twinge when she saw the way Powers was looking at her. “I have a boyfriend.” she said carefully, then looked at the floor. “Or…had…or…you know…” 
The static coming over the radio stopped a couple times. “Rattlesnake Five, Whiskey Bravo Six.” said Sergeant Barnes. “What is your status, over?”
“Codename Rodriguez is wounded, Whiskey Bravo Six.” Powers said after he managed to find the radio’s handset. “Codename Powers is unhurt. How are things on your end, Whiskey Bravo Six? Over.”
The radio hissed, clicking three or four times as Sergeant Barnes keyed his handset. “Codename Moore is KIA. Whiskey Bravo Six Actual is…break.” There was a long pause before the static went away again. “Whiskey Bravo Six Actual is inopp. Codename Evans is uninjured as is Codename Barnes. We are returning to base.” 
Powers and Rodriguez looked at each other, their mouths hanging open. Powers swallowed hard and keyed his hand mike. “Roger, Whiskey Bravo Six. Good copy.”
They were silent most of the way back to base except for the occasional radio check between them. Powers was a little surprised to see Frays and her squad waiting for them. As soon as they stopped Eamon, the fat medic, came puffing over to their truck with his kit in his hand. “What happened?” he asked as Powers helped Rodriguez get out of the truck and make her way towards the school. Frays ran over to meet Sergeant Barnes by his truck. 
“I think she might have got bit.” Powers said loudly as he hustled Rodriguez inside. “I think she might have got bit!” They struggled through the front doors with the medic in tow. A scared, confused look came to Rodriguez’s face as the three of them left the foyer.
“No I wasn’t!” she shouted hysterically as they made their way to the nurse’s office. “Why the fuck would you say that? What the fuck is wrong with you?” Rodriguez pushed away from the man and hobbled over to the nearest bunk, barely keeping in a scream every time she put even the slightest amount of weight on her left foot. She scowled angrily at Powers as Eamon entered the room.
“Right.” Eamon said as he crouched beside Rodriguez. “Powers, was it? Why don’t you go help the others. I’ll take care of this.” He smiled at the woman as he carefully started to untie her boot. He snapped on a pair of rubber gloves. “Hey there. What happened?”
Rodriguez bit down hard on a yelp as Eamon removed her boot and examined her foot. “I twisted my ankle and fell down.” she said carefully. It hurt like hell when he started squeezing her foot and ankle. “I think I cut my leg on a piece of glass or something.” 
Eamon carefully removed the pressure bandage and cut Rodriguez’s trouser leg up to her knee with a pair of shears then rolled the fabric out of the way. “Oh, yeah.” he whispered as he examined the gash in the woman’s calf. “That’s a pretty nasty cut. It’s gonna need a couple stitches. I’ll clean it out and get you sorted, alright?”
Frays watched Eamon and Powers take Rodriguez inside. “What happened out there?” she asked as she approached Sergeant Barnes. The big man climbed out of the truck and started hurrying towards the school. Amy felt sick when she noticed that there was one less person in the convoy.
“Ask the lieutenant.” Barnes practically growled as he blew by her. The man disappeared inside, leaving Frays alone on the sidewalk. Jean peered down at her from the roof, standing there making an exaggerated motion like she was scratching her head. Amy shrugged back. 
It took her a moment to notice that Lieutenant Jenkins sat in the front seat of the Humvee Sergeant Barnes had just gotten out of. She approached tentatively, wondering why the man was not getting out. “Sir? Are you okay?” Amy asked as she reached out and rapped on the vehicle’s window. The man stared ahead through the vehicle’s windscreen, seemingly completely oblivious to her presence. When she got a better look at the man through the glass Amy immediately tugged the door open and pulled a pair of latex gloves from her Combat Life Saver kit.
“Sir? Are you okay?” she asked again as she pulled the man’s Kevlar off and dropped it into the driver’s seat. Frays gently examined the lieutenant, starting at the top of his head and working her way down. She looked over her shoulder and shouted, hoping to catch the attention of the roof sentries. 
Jean came back. “What’s up, Amy?” she shouted down as she shaded her eyes with her hands to see what was going on. 
“Get Eamon out here!” Amy yelled as she continued checking Lieutenant Jenkins over. “I think Lieutenant Jenkins is hurt!” Frays patted the man’s shoulders down and checked her hands, looking for blood. “You stupid fool. I warned you.” Amy muttered angrily as she focused her efforts on his torso and legs.
Eamon put a hand on her shoulder. “What’s wrong?” he asked as he leaned over Amy’s shoulder and watched her work. “Where’s he hurt?” There was an awful lot of blood all over the front of the man’s plate carrier.
Amy frowned as she finished checking the man over. “I dunno. He doesn’t look like he’s hurt at all.” she said slowly as she stood up “I don’t think this blood is his.” Frays scratched her nose with the back of her wrist and looked down at the lieutenant. “I’ll hold onto this for you, okay sir?” she asked as she dug the lieutenant’s M9 out of the holster. He did not say anything as Amy checked the weapon’s safety and tucked it away between her LCS and stomach.
“Help me get him inside.” Eamon said as he took hold of the lieutenant’s arm and started hauling him from the vehicle. Amy put Jenkins’ other arm over her head, put her arm across his back and shouldered part of the lieutenant’s weight. Together they started dragging him towards the school. 
“What happened to Rodriguez?” Amy asked as they got Jenkins into the nurse’s office and on an empty bed. Frays cast a glance at the other woman lying on a bed at the other side of the room. She had her hands folded behind her head and stared at the ceiling.
“That Powers guy said she might have gotten bit.” Eamon said quietly as took off Lieutenant Jenkins’ boots and started unbuckling the straps on his plate carrier. “It looks to me like she just sprained her ankle and got a pretty bad cut on her leg.”
Amy frowned. “So you don’t think she was.” She helped Eamon get the lieutenant’s armor off and put it next to his bunk. “Is she gonna be okay?”
Eamon nodded. “I had to give her a couple stitches and she should keep off that foot for a couple days.” he said quietly as he stole a glance at the woman. “I gave her some pain meds to sort of keep her quiet. I didn’t know what we were gonna do.”
Frays crossed her arms across her stomach. “I think that we should try and get Rodriguez into that quarantine room, just to be safe.” she said quietly. There was something about the situation that she did not like. “I’m going to talk to Sergeant Barnes and see what he thinks about this when we’re done here.”
Amy walked over to Rodriguez’s bunk. “Hey, Rodriguez.” Frays said as she crouched slightly and put a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Look…um…would you come with me? We’re gonna put you up in the quarantine room for a little while.”
The color drained from Rodriguez’s face. “He’s lying, goddamnit!” she shouted as she half rose from the bunk. “I didn’t get bit! Powers is fuckin’ lying!” Amy noticed that there was a small crowd gathering outside peering in through the tiny window set in the door. 
“Take it easy, Rodriguez.” Amy said, intentionally lowering her voice. She moved to the side, allowing the specialist to see the faces peeking in the window. “I know there’s something fishy going on. Eamon knows there’s something going on. But they don’t, alright? It’ll just be for like twenty four hours so everybody will feel better.”
The woman looked unhappy. “Oh, alright!” she eventually grumbled, drawing a tight little smile from Amy as she helped the woman stand up. 
“Look on the bright side.” Amy said as she helped Rodriguez walk down the hall towards the former teacher’s lounge. “You get twenty four hours off. Think of it as a vacation. Heck, somebody’s even going to bring your food so you won’t even have to wait in line for chow. You just relax and get healed up, alright?”
The teacher’s lounge was a relatively small room with a few round tables set up in the middle. Upon entering the room, there was a row of scratch and dent countertop with a sink in it next to an archaic fridge on the left hand side. There was a large two pot coffeemaker as well as a toaster oven on the counter along with about a dozen coffee cups dangling from hooks over the sink. Directly across the room was a sofa of indeterminate age and color, followed by a couple dinged up and scratched lockers along the right hand wall. The paint on the walls and dingy tile on the floor completed the ‘this is where dreams come to die’ aura that the room seemed to radiate. The room’s only redeeming feature seemed to be an LCD television mounted to the wall in the corner next to the refrigerator. 
Fifteen minutes later Rodriguez was resting comfortably in the teacher’s lounge and Jean was in the infirmary with Eamon looking after Lieutenant Jenkins. Amy was outside the back door of the building, sitting on her Kevlar a few feet away from Sergeant Barnes with a cigarette dangling off her lip. The big black man sat on the ground against the side of the school in the shade. Lacey sat with his legs crossed a few feet away. She had just told Barnes about Rodriguez and the three of them settled into a thoughtful silence. “I’ll talk to Powers about it.” Sergeant Barnes said at last. He stood up and brushed the dust off his uniform and started towards the entrance. “I’ll get one of the civilians to keep a watch on the quarantine room.”
“Sergeant Barnes…” Amy said quietly as she swiveled on her helmet to face him. “What happened out there? I mean…um…if you can talk about it.”
The big man’s face soured. “You were right, Zoomie.” he said flatly. Barnes paused just outside the door and turned back to face the woman. “There were way too many of those things there. Moore and the LT went into that Dollar General first, I was pulling security. A bunch of those things jumped on Moore…started tearing him to bits. I ran in, the LT was just…standing there, watching.” He shook his head in frustration “I tried to get him to follow me ‘cause there was about twenty more of those things coming at us. I threw him over my shoulder, got us to the truck.” Barnes turned and went inside. “Don’t ask me about that again.” he added over his shoulder.
Amy sat there, looking at the door for awhile. Her cigarette burned down to a crooked finger of ash on the filter. Lacey frowned as he watched the woman. “Come on, Frays.” Adam said as he helped Amy to her feet. “Let’s hit up that library. I’ll bet Rodriguez will be practically bored to tears stuck in there all that time.”
Amy stood with her hands on her hips, surveying the shelf of books in front of her with a small, ridiculous smile on her face. She could not help but feel a little out of place with her filthy ABUs, combat gear and weapons. “What do you think she’d like to read?” she asked. Frays picked a book at random and flipped open the cover to glance at the synopsis printed on the inside of the dust jacket. “She strikes me as a fiction person.”
“I dunno.” Adam said as he picked over the Sci-Fi section. “Ooo! Asimov!” He tucked a book under his arm and continued along the wall. “Let’s just grab a couple things from all the sections.”
Amy thrust a fist in the air, holding her other arm at an angle to her torso with a wild expression on her face. “GRAB ALL THE BOOKS!” 
Lacey looked at her with an exaggerated frown, hunched over a little and let his arms dangle. “Carry all the books?” The two of them looked at each other for a couple seconds and burst out laughing. They laughed so hard that they hunched over, grasping at the shelves in an attempt to stay upright. 
“Come on, Lacey.” Frays said once she could take a breath without giggling like an idiot as she took a look at her watch. “We’ve got guard duty soon. Let’s get a couple things and get our shift over with.”
“I miss the internet.” Lacey said quietly. He walked away and started perusing the nonfiction section. A loud noise caught his attention and he whipped his head around. Amy stood where he left her, the books she had been holding in a heap by her feet.
“Of course! Geez, how could I be so stupid?” she said as she hurried across the room to a row of a half dozen computers set up against the far wall. Frays dove into the nearest chair and moved the computer’s mouse. She sent up a silent prayer and clicked on the desktop’s internet browser. The browser opened as Lacey joined her. His hand trembled on her shoulder as they watched the school’s homepage appear on the screen. Lacey whooped joyfully. 
 Her fingers danced over the keyboard as she navigated to her email inbox. The two of them laughed sarcastically when they saw that her Spam box had thirty four new messages. “Nothing stops the pornbots!” Lacey observed. He turned away when Amy clicked opened her inbox. Whatever was in there wasn’t his business.
Amy stared at the screen, frantically opening and deleting emails. Lacey listened intently, hoping that whatever noises his friend made would give some indication of what was going on in the world outside. She stopped clicking and typing for almost a minute so he turned around. 
Amy sat staring at the terminal’s screen. It took him a moment to realize that her shoulders were shaking slightly so he crouched beside her. When he put his hand on her shoulder and leaned over to see the screen he noticed a handful of tears running down the woman’s cheek out of the corner of his eye. His heart sank but he read the screen anyway, hopes and dread chasing each other around in his stomach.
There was a simple message on the screen:
Amy some chick with kids showed up. Y u send them? Dad’s pissed cause they got broken car and like no gas. I think we’re going to the camp soon.
NE way be safe,
Carl
“That message was dated two days ago.” Lacey whispered aloud as he read the timestamp on the email. He clapped Amy on the shoulder, feeling his own eyes getting moist. Adam felt like he was smiling for the first time since this whole thing started. “So it looks like they’re safe or well, they’re gonna be.”
Amy wiped at her face and glanced up at the ceiling. “Must be a leaky pipe or something.” she muttered under her breath as she stood up.
Adam caught her in a big bear hug and nearly lifted her off the ground. “Yeah, sure boss.” he said once he set her down. “We’ll have to take a look up there later.” Frays scowled at him for a half second before giving him a good natured slap on the shoulder.
Twenty minutes later Amy and Adam got Johnny and Allen, the two guys watching Rodriguez’s door, to let them in. The woman inside sat up with a startled expression when she saw that each of them had a small pile of books under their arms. “How long am I gonna be in here?” she asked when Frays and Lacey set the piles of books on the small round table within arm’s reach of the couch.
“Just twenty four hours, like I said.” Amy said. She dropped onto one of the four plastic chairs positioned around the table. “We just weren’t sure what you’d want to read, so we decided to grab a little of everything.”
Rodriguez smiled awkwardly. “Um…thanks, guys.” she said in a quiet voice. Her face scrunched up and she felt around underneath where she was sitting. After some fidgeting Rodriguez produced a television remote that had apparently become wedged between the couch cushions. “I wonder what’s on.” 
The television mounted to the wall came to life when Rodriguez pressed the power button on the remote. She flicked from channel to channel, mostly getting either static, a blank blue screen or a test pattern. Finally, the image of a highly disorganized newsroom flashed on the screen. A thin black man stared into the camera; his tie loosened and the sleeves of his sweat stained shirt rolled up around his forearms as he mouthed words to his audience. “Sorry.” Rodriguez said, almost as if she were talking to the newscaster rather than the people in the room with her as she turned up the volume on the set. The newscast cut to a terrified young man in a rumpled blazer, his brown hair scattered all over his head. 
“-ing. We’re low on food and water.” said the man. The terrified, exhausted eyes flitted to something off camera and he started fiddling with the stack of papers in front of him. “There are eight of us here in the YMCA on Huntington Avenue in Boston. We’ve barricaded the stairs but they’re breaking them down. 
“Please, if anybody can hear this, we need help. I don’t know if the streets are safe, but we marked the roof. Somebody, please, we have women and children here. We…we need help.”
Amy became aware that most everybody near the teacher’s lounge was trying to push their way through the door. All of them were trying to talk at once before the whole crowd started running towards the cafeteria. She remembered that there was another TV mounted on the wall in the corner.
The three of them in the room turned their attention back to the screen. A rhythmic pounding off camera brought a look of animalistic terror to the face of the man on the screen. Amy swallowed hard as she thought she heard a low moan. Rodriguez crushed the power button on the remote and the screen went black. “I don’t need to see that!” she said softly as settled back onto the couch with a shiver. 
Amy patted Rodriguez on the shoulder as she stood up. “Come on, Lacey.” she said quietly, marching purposefully towards the door. “We’ve got guard duty.” Adam offered Rodriguez a weak smile, waved and started after his squad leader. He paused at the door and frowned as if he were going to say something then closed the door behind him. 
Adam hurried to catch up as Frays marched down the hall. “Frays, wait up!” he called and jogged towards her. “Frays, let’s go. Right now. You and me, we’ll grab a Humvee and go look for our families.”
Amy kept walking, opened the door to the generator room and started up the stairs to the roof. “Think about what you’re saying, Lacey.” Frays said carefully. She turned to face him and sighed, her shoulders sagging. “We won’t do anybody any good if we go running off half cocked and get killed. Look, tomorrow morning I’m going to suggest to Sergeant Barnes that we go on a supply run to Holden. There’s a county sheriff substation there should be more or less intact. While we’re there we can check and see what’s going on at my parent’s house. If they already went up to the camp then they’ll be just as safe there as we are here.”
“But…but…they’ve been out there for a really long time.” Lacey said indignantly. He half turned away from Frays and rolled his eyes. He stabbed an accusing finger in the woman’s face. “I swear… It’s like you don’t give a shit. Goddamnit…what the hell’s wrong with you?”
Amy’s mouth pressed into a thin line as look of utter fury leached into her eyes. “How dare you say that.” she growled once she had managed to gain some kind of control. “It’s because I love my folks that I don’t want to go out unprepared. We can’t help them if we’re dead!”
Lacey looked like he was about to pop her right in the mouth. “They could be in trouble.” He turned on his heel and stomped up the stairs and onto the roof. He paused in the doorway long enough to turn and spit “I hope your little brother got his fucking brain eaten.” before slamming the metal door in her face.
A few hours later Amy stood staring out over the athletic fields at the back of the school. Adam was watching the front, which suited her just fine. Every so often she stole a look at man and it just set her blood boiling all over again. “Stupid idiot.” Frays muttered under her breath. “Why can’t you just see things my way?”
A heavy set black man with salt and pepper hair wandered up. “You talking to me, Airman?” A gold tooth twinkled in the sun when he smiled at the embarrassment on the young lady’s face. He lifted the binoculars that hung around his neck to his eyes and scanned the tree line some nine hundred meters away. 
“No, sir.” Amy answered. She considered lighting a cigarette but reached for the bottle of water in her cargo pocket. After taking a short drink she offered it to the man who waved it away.
“I haven’t been a sir for a long time, little lady.” Alex Smith said, still smiling. He gave the woman a sideways glance and whispered “I will take one of those smokes if you can spare one. Just don’t tell my wife, alright?”
Amy laughed quietly and produced her cigarettes. “Roger that, sir.” she said as she lit his then her own. “All quiet on the western front?”
He frowned. “Casey Williams wants to hold a service for that boy who died this morning.” Alex said around a plume of smoke. They were quiet for a moment, silently puffing away on their cigarettes. “It’ll be tomorrow after breakfast so his entire squad should be able to make it.”
Amy nodded. “That was considerate.” she said in a low voice. A sudden wind stirred the grass, moving like a green wave across the overgrown athletic fields. “Look, sir, if you’ve got something to say I’d appreciate you getting to the point. No offense, sir.”
“You don’t have to call me that.” Alex said as he knocked the cherry off his cigarette and dropped the last quarter of it in his pocket. “My name’s Alex.”
“Well, Alex.” Amy muttered as she looked coolly at the old man. “You’re a retired pilot, right? That makes you an officer. Which makes you a sir. And even if you weren’t you’re still old enough to be my grandpa. Which makes you a sir.”
He laughed. “Alright, fine. Have it your own way, Airman.” Alex said, his gold tooth flashing again. “What happened between you and your friend, Lacey over there? Seemed to me that the two of you were getting along like a house on fire.”
Amy frowned with a sigh. “Our families are probably at my house. His wife and two little kids along with my parents and little brother.” She rolled her shoulders and head, enjoying the little pops the cartilage in her neck made. “He wants to run right out and get them but I said to wait so we could plan things out a little better. I can understand that his kids are in danger, but why can’t he listen to me?” Frays took off her helmet and sat down on it. “You know what he said? ‘I hope your brother gets his effing brain eaten.’ Can you imagine that?”
Alex looked at young woman and frowned as well. “That is a tough decision to make.” he said carefully as he regarded the fields behind the building. “I won’t get in the middle of that one. I’m not an officer anymore, thank God.” He extended his hand. “All I’ll say is we all might be dead tomorrow. Personally, I’d apologize to my friend while I had the chance.” 
  Amy finished her cigarette, twisted the last burning embers off the filter and dropped the butt in her hip pocket as she ground out the cherry with the toe of her boot. “Sir, with all due respect, I’m really not in the mood to do anything like that right now.” With that, Frays stood up and put her helmet back on as she walked away.
The hours passed slowly, an uneasy tension hanging between the people keeping watch on the roof. Around noon Jean lugged a heavy cooler full of bottled water fresh from the refrigerator up the stairs. A couple people wandered over, mumbled thanks and helped themselves as she stretched a kink out of her spine. “Hey, Alex.” she asked as he came over to the cooler “what’s up?”
Alex opened the cooler, grabbed a bottle and cracked it open. “Those two hard headed kids.” he muttered after gulping down a couple big swallows of the cool liquid “Nobody wants to be up here with ‘em. They had a fight earlier and everybody’s scared shitless ‘cause they’ve been glaring at each other all morning. I think they’re all afraid somebody might start shooting.”
Jean laughed and looked at the man like he had just sprouted a second head. “You’re nuts. Amy and Adam?” she shook her head and looked at him anew. No second head presented itself. “What on earth happened?”
He shook his head. “The Airman there found out that their relations are probably holed up together somewhere.” Alex said quietly as he motioned towards the young woman standing at the far end of the building. “The jarhead wanted to rush off and grab them up. They got into an argument over what to do.”
“Blimey. Bloody kids.” Jean whispered as she scratched her head and looked at the sky. “Going to give me grey hair, the lot of them.” She gave Alex a sidelong glance. “More than I’ve already got.”
Alex laughed. “Listen, there’s gotta be something we can do.” he said quietly, scratching his chin as he started pacing slowly towards the edge of the building. “Everybody’s wound up tight, not just those two damn stupid kids.” He paused, a slow smile coming to his face. “Say, Jeanie ol’ girl, I think I just might have something.”
The morning of Specialist Kyle Moore’s memorial service was appropriately overcast with a slight chill in the air that promised rain. Since they did not have a body to bury there was no need to dig a grave but Josh nailed together a rough cross made from a couple pieces of scrap wood. Another one of the civilians, a woman named Terri Turner, stained it and carefully painted the dead man’s name and age on it. The cross would be stuck in the ground under an oak tree that grew near the school’s baseball diamond, as the young man had been an avid Red Sox fan.
Sergeant Barnes led Rodriguez (who hobbled on a pair of crutches out to the spot) and his other soldiers, PFC Bob Evans and Private Powers, to the tree. They stood at attention holding their rifles at port arms while the others came out of the school’s rear door and made their way across the field. Once everyone reached the graveside, Pastor Williams gave a brief sermon then asked for the assembled to bow their heads as she led them in prayer. 
A statuesque young woman named Theresa opened a violin case at her feet and tucked the instrument under her chin as Sergeant Barnes cleared his throat and shouted “Specialist Francesca Rodriguez!”
“Here, Sergeant!” the woman at his left shouted in response.
“Private First Class Robert Evans!” 
“Here, Sergeant!”
“Private Maxwell Power!”
“Here, Sergeant!”
“Specialist Kyle Moore!”
Silence…
“Specialist Kyle Moore!”
 Again silence…
“Specialist Kyle Moore!”
When Theresa started playing Taps Amy, Adam and Jean saluted the wooden cross while those who were wearing hats removed their headgear. Some of them had tears in their eyes. 
“Ready!” shouted Sergeant Barnes and the soldiers next to him charged their weapons.  
“Aim!” The soldiers pointed their weapons into the air.
“Fire!” The hammers clicked on empty chambers in unison. They had no blank ammunition and, out of respect for their new neighbors, the squad decided to not use live ammo and risk accidentally hurting someone. Sergeant Barnes issued the series of commands two more times. 
When Theresa finished playing and put the violin back in its case Casey ended the service. Sergeant Barnes dismissed his soldiers after the mourners had left the graveside. Powers watched Rodriguez struggle along on her crutches out of the corner of his eye as they walked back to the school. She stumbled and almost fell when one of the crutches sunk into a soft spot in the turf and he pounced on the opportunity. He caught the woman and helped her steady herself. When he was reasonably sure she was not going to fall over, Powers bent and picked up her other crutch. Rodriguez snatched it back without a word, giving the man an acidic look over her shoulder as she limped her way across the field. Max looked after her helplessly.
Sergeant Barnes watched the scene unfold. “Don’t expect her to forgive you overnight, Private.” he advised as he loped past the man. “You could have gotten her killed because you got your feelings hurt.”
“Hell I know, Sarge.” Powers muttered under his breath. Sergeant Barnes could have sworn the kid sounded like he was going to cry. He did not look to see. “I wish I could take that back. I…I just got…hell, I dunno…”
“You acted like a damn fool is what you did, Powers.” Barnes picked up his pace, trying to put a little distance between him and the private. “Just ease off and give Rodriguez her space. She might come around eventually. And just so you know, pull any shit like that again and I’ll fucking kill you.”
Later that afternoon Jean and Alex put forward their idea while most of the school’s residents were eating their one meal a day. The move to cut back in order to conserve supplies was, to say the least, not helping anyone’s morale. “I think we should have a movie night.” Alex said as stood up and motioned towards the doors leading to the hall. “There’s a PowerPoint projector hooked up to a computer in the auditorium. Maybe we could even spread the word in town as kind of a thank you for letting us borrow their school for awhile.”
A murmur spread through the people gathered in the cafeteria. “What about food? We don’t have enough to waste. What if a bunch of people show up?” 
“We’ve thought of that.” said Jean as she stood up beside Alex. “We have two showings of the movie, one in the afternoon and the other at night so the people on guard duty don’t get left out. We only fire up the generator long enough to play the movie so we don’t use up any more petrol than we have to. Since the stoves run on gas they don’t need the generator and we can warm up the food everybody brings. We have a pot luck dinner.”
Josh grinned. “So I guess that really only leaves what we’re gonna watch first!” he said happily. “I’ve got my laptop in my backpack. There’s a bunch of movies on my hard drive…as long as nobody minds pirated stuff.”
That evening Jean wrote out a list of the movies that Josh had and a few others found squirreled away in the school’s library. The idea was that everyone would have two days to make a check mark next to the movie they wanted to see first and then at noon and ten o’clock at night on the seventeenth the chosen movie would be shown. The whole idea hinged on the honor system and, if it was a hit, would happen once a week on Sunday (weather and fuel supplies permitting, of course). 
The voting concluded and soon the promised day rolled around. Josh estimated that five or six families had come from town to fill up the middle rows of the auditorium. He smiled nervously from the wings of the stage at the audience. He covered his mouth and let out a deliciously meaty burp: their guests brought venison and real fresh vegetables that, when combined with some rice, cans of tomatoes and broth, turned into an amazing stew. After a deep breath he plunged out onto the middle of the stage. “Good afternoon, everybody!” he said with a wide smile, getting wild applause from the audience. Josh felt like one of those cheesy late night talk show hosts but he pressed on anyway. “Glad to see everybody. Thanks to everybody for bringing some food and stuff to share. No offense meant, but that was the best meal I’ve had in awhile!” 
Everyone gave each other another round of applause. “Anyway, without much further ado, start the movie.” He hopped down from the stage and took a seat beside Dana. Josh put his arm around the woman’s shoulders a few moments after that, smiling as she squirmed into a more comfortable position against his chest. “This is so awesome. I missed catching Iron Man at the theaters!”
Francesca sat near the back of the crowd with Eamon, trying to concentrate on the movie. Her eyes kept darting towards Fatima, the Arab woman that was staying at the school with them. She blinked and took a few deep breaths, trying to relax. She knew she was being stupid and probably more than a little racist like the store employees that followed her around all the time but she just could not help it. Rodriguez frowned at herself then turned her attention back to the screen and watched Robert Downey Jr. making small talk with some soldiers in the back of a Humvee. She laughed at his clumsy attempt to flatter the single female soldier…and then bullets riddled the vehicle.
It felt like there was a heavy lead weight on her chest, crushing the air out of her lungs. Francesca’s fingers gripped the armrests so tightly her that her fingers ached as she struggled to catch her breath. On screen, Mr. Downey Jr. was bleeding from a handful of shrapnel wounds, ruining his crisp white shirt. “I…I gotta u-use the latrine.” she told Eamon as she stumbled to her feet and started toward the door as fast as she could manage. Rodriguez pushed her way through the doors and, once she was out of the auditorium, sprinted towards the front doors of the school. She slid down the wall near the door and sat with her head in her hands, frantically trying to catch her breath as she sat in the shade. Rodriguez felt like she was having a heart attack. 
“Are you okay?” the Zoomie, Frays, asked from her hiding spot in the corner on the other side of the doors. There was a look of genuine concern on the woman’s face as she took a couple steps closer, the cigarette seemingly forgotten in her hand. “Do you need me to go get Eamon?”
“N-no.” Francesca gasped as once she had enough air in her lungs to speak. “I…just…get panic attacks sometimes.” Rodriguez sputtered and rested her elbows on her knees. She pressed her back against the cool brick wall and rubbed her forehead in small circles with the palms of her hands. “Stupid movie.”
“Why do you think I needed a cigarette?” Amy asked quietly. Francesca could hear the woman’s sarcastic little grin. When Rodriguez peered between her fingers at Frays she saw that the Zoomie was holding out a pack of Marlboros. Rodriguez smiled and held her hands out to catch the cigarettes. “And don’t blame me. I voted for The Princess Bride.”
“Where were you?” Francesca asked once she had lit up. She concentrated on blowing smoke rings and watched them drift up to the top of the entryway. “I was at Camp Victory, Afghanistan.”
Frays smiled at the grunt’s efforts. “Camp Freedom, Iraq.” Amy frowned and tried to do it too but only succeeded in choking on the smoke that went up her nose and made her eyes burn. It made Rodriguez laugh though, so it was worth a little embarrassment in her book. 
“The Duce and a Half I was in hit a IED.” Francesca said suddenly. She swallowed hard and shuddered as she took a drag on her cigarette. “We were going to a meet and greet at this little village to talk to the elders, get to know the locals, you know…standard shit. The route was supposed to be clear but…one minute we’re all smokin’ and jokin’ in the back the next…” 
Rodriguez paused, choking on the memory. Frays crossed the entryway and sat down next to her, putting a reassuring hand on her arm “I-I was bleeding all over the place. The doctors at Walter Reed said that they pulled some pieces of some of my friend’s SAPI plates out of my face. If the fragment that hit me here” she lifted her chin and pointed to the jagged scar on her throat after pausing to wipe a tear off her cheek with her thumb “had been just a couple millimeters either way I would have bled out before they got me out of the wreck.”
“That’s rough.” Frays said quietly. She rubbed Rodriguez’s shoulder, unsure of what else to say. Amy pursed her lips and took a deep breath, trying to decide if she wanted to talk more. “I was lucky I wasn’t hurt. Not serious anyway.” Frays said as a self deprecating look came to her face. “I was on my way to the chow hall with my roommate and my flight sergeant. Forgot my flash drive so I could stop by the computer center and email some stuff home and next thing I know my connex explodes in my face. Everything abnormal one second the next I’m looking up at the sky, my ears ringing and I’m wondering why my arms and legs don’t work.
“I was far enough away that it just knocked me on my butt. I actually think I got knocked out for a second or two. We all thought it was an incoming mortar but it turns out that this contractor on the FOB had a AD with a rocket propelled grenade. The worst part? When I was at the medics the guys next door put a video up on the internet of what was left of our place. Scared my parents half to death when they saw it.”
Rodriguez could not help but chuckle. “Sorry. It’s not funny. What happened to the contractor?” she asked. Frays was glad to see a somewhat amused little smile creeping onto the other woman’s face.
“I think he got transferred.” Amy said quietly. She sniggered, remembering the quiet fury that came over Sergeant Emery when he found out. “Probably to keep him the heck away from my flight sergeant. He was a friggin’ giant that used to play professional hockey. He hated those mercs worse than just about anybody except the bad guys.” 
Amy frowned and took the last drag off of her cigarette then ground out the cherry on the cement. “Gotta use the latrine. Be right back.” Frays said as she gave Francesca’s shoulder a pat before going back into the auditorium and slipping into a seat behind Eamon. “I think Rodriguez really needs you right now. She’s by the front door.”
Eamon stood and hurried out of the auditorium, finding Rodriguez right where Amy said she would be. “Hey, Frannie.” he said as he came through the doors. “How are you?” When he saw the look in the young woman’s eyes he felt like an asshole for not following her out of the auditorium. The scars on her face and the movie… To his surprise the woman slowly got to her feet, wrapped her arms around his torso and buried her face in his chest. She was trembling like a frightened rabbit stuck in a trap. 
“Just shut the fuck up you dumb mick and hold me a little while.” she said into his shirt. He put his arms around her and squeezed her tight, unable to think of something else to do. Eamon’s hand moved in small circles on her back, easing a knot he found near the base of her spine. 
“Shhh... It’s alright, baby. It’s alright…just relax. It’ll be okay.” Eamon murmured in her ear as he continued rubbing her back. He carried on like that for awhile until the woman stopped trembling. “Are you alright? Ya know we don’t have to go back in to the movie if you don’t want to.”
Rodriguez smiled into his chest and gave him a peck on the cheek. “You’re a nice guy.” she whispered as she looked into his eyes. “Do you want to go back to the movie?”
“I think we might be able to come up with something fun we could do on our own.” the chubby medic whispered suggestively with a dirty little grin as he arched an eyebrow at her. Frannie giggled when he tickled her ribs. “What do ya say, huh?” 
He held the door open for her and the two of them slipped off in the direction of the nurse’s office, grinning like school kids sneaking off for a little fun while the chaperones are looking elsewhere at the prom.  
Afterward Eamon lay on his cot in his office, watching Francesca as she got dressed. There were more scars on her arm and shoulder that he had not seen before as they had been covered by her uniform. “Don’t think this means anything, Eamon.” Rodriguez said quietly as she tugged a sand colored tee shirt over her head and tucked it into the waistline of her trousers. “I’m really not trying to have a relationship or anything.” She shook her head and kept her face away from the man.
Eamon rolled onto his back and looked at the ceiling. “Fine.” he muttered as he picked something out of his beard. The man looked at it a second before flicking it away then groaned and flipped onto his side. He opened his mouth to say something then closed it again.
“Don’t sound so disappointed.” Rodriguez said sharply, allowing herself to steal a quick look at the man over her shoulder. “Look, I…just got out of a bad relationship. This was fun and everything, but I’m not ready for anything like that.”
Eamon put a hand on Frannie’s shoulder and pulled her to the bed. He rested his chin on the woman’s shoulder, tickling her cheek with his beard. “No pressure, babe.” the EMT whispered in her ear. “I had fun too.”
A little later Eamon went looking for Lacey. The medic found him stretched out on a cot in one of the male dormitories. “Hey, Adam.” he said as he sat down on one of the cots next to him “We need to talk about Amy.”
“What do you mean?” the Marine grumbled as he sat up a little. He scratched behind his ear and took a drink of water from his camelbak. “What’s up with Frays?”
Eamon shifted his weight a couple of times and looked around the room for a second. “I’ve heard from like three different people that she hasn’t been sleeping. Like at all. Do you know anything about it?”
“She’s been busy.” Lacey said after thinking it over for a few minutes. “She’s the only one who really knows electrical stuff, so she had a lot of work to do. If it doesn’t get done, the food goes bad.” He rolled over onto his back and looked at the ceiling. “What do you mean ‘at all’?”
“I’ve heard Amy hasn’t slept for about a day and a half or so.” Eamon said slowly. He grumbled and scratched at something in his beard. “It’s not healthy, man. People are starting to get a little freaked.”
Adam let out a low groan. “What about me getting any sleep? Does that bug you at all?” he asked angrily. He sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the cot. “Look, let her do what she has to do to deal, alright? She’ll be okay. Frays is a lot tougher than she looks.”
Eamon wrinkled his brow. “If she hasn’t slept in thirty six hours it’s basically the same as if she’s walking around drunk. Forty eight? She’ll start hallucinating. Do you want me to go on?” The medic shook his head. “She’s walking around with a loaded gun. Drunk. How long do you think it’s going to be before there’s an accident? Never mind that she’s rewiring the fucking building.”
“So, what are we gonna do?” Lacey asked after a few minutes. Eamon told him his plan. Adam decided he did not like it, but eventually agreed to go along with it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
23 May 2011 2332 hours, Walter Raleigh Senior High School Concorde, Massachusetts
Lacey pulled the bottle of water from his cargo pocket as he bent over the cooler and looked at it like he was holding a hand grenade with the pin missing. He crossed the roof and handed it to Frays. “Thanks.” Amy said as she took the water, unscrewed the cap and took a sip. Lacey smiled weakly and moved off. 
Amy waved goodbye to Alex, Adam and the rest of the people as she headed off towards the section of classrooms they had turned into the female dormitories. By her count it had been almost four days since she had slept for more than twenty or thirty minutes at a time. Amy went from room to room, peeking inside to see if she could find an empty bunk. The good thing about there being so few women at their…whatever they were going to eventually call this place…was that she did not have to elbow her way to a bunk.  
Frays set her M4 on the bunk, took off her Kevlar and dropped it on the floor, shrugged out of her LCS then kicked the entire mess under the bed. She stifled a yawn and sat down on the bed then loosened the laces of her boots. After a quick prayer, Amy slipped her carbine’s sling over her head and lay back, shifting around to try and find a more comfortable position. It took a couple minutes, but she at last started to drop off to sleep.
Amy woke with a sharp intake of breath that might have been a suppressed scream. She looked at her watch and groaned. “Twenty three fifty five hours.” Frays grumbled blearily as she rubbed her eyes. “Perfect. Wonderful.” She sat up and ran a hand over her hair, knowing that trying to get back to sleep again would be more or less a waste of time. She dug through her pack and brought out the bottle of Ripped Fuel she kept there. Amy frowned as she shook the last couple pills into her hand and washed them down with a sip of lukewarm water from her camelbak. Her teeth felt funny in her mouth and her back ached, probably from having to pee seemingly every five minutes due to the ‘dietary supplements’.
There was somebody asleep in the bunk across the room so Frays quietly tied her boots up and shrugged her LCS on before picking up her carbine and going to the library. Frays decided to spread her map on an empty table and look it over by the light of her small flashlight. She saw something that made a smile start to spread across her face as she hurried out into the hall.                 
Sergeant Barnes looked at the woman in front of him incredulously. “Did I hear you right?” he asked as he dropped down on the bunk and pulled off his boots. “Zoomie, I really hope you’re not just screwing with me.” He was beginning to wonder if she ever slept or if she was some kind of weirdo psycho Zoomie robot thing that escaped from a secret government lab someplace. She had pulled two six hour guard shifts today and helped in the kitchen for awhile after spending an hour riding the exercise bike to recharge the batteries on the refrigerator.
“I’m not, Sergeant.” Amy said with a small grin. She crossed the room to sit on the bunk against the opposite wall and spread her map out on the floor. Frays pointed to a small dot about three and a half inches from their current position. “Fort Devens is the next closest base and if there’s anyone left around here, that’s where they might be. If not, well, it’s got a supply depot and not exactly a tourist destination. Chances are really good that it’s more or less untouched.”
Barnes frowned at the map. “It’s pretty far. Almost twenty one miles.” he said as he traced the most direct route with his index finger. “How are we going to do it?”
“I’ll take my people out along with some volunteers from the civilians.” Amy said quietly. Her eyes flicked to the man’s face before looking back at the map. “You took the last one. I was thinking we take the two Five Tons and maybe a Humvee. It will probably take us a day and a half or so, with the roads being what they are.”
Barnes shook his head. “I don’t like it. The trucks are getting pretty low on gas.” 
“We can scrounge along the way.” Amy countered. She rested her forearms on her knees, looking at the man across the room. “Most of the way has some pretty major roads so there will probably be lots of semis and such to get diesel from. Not to mention gas stations and truck stops that will have a good bit of diesel fuel in their bunkers, even if they’re out of regular gas. We might even come back with more gas than we left with.”
The big sergeant was quiet for a long minute. “Is it worth it? You’ll be way too far out for us to come back you up if you get in trouble. Not to mention trying to get across I-495 is going to be a bitch and a half.”
“Okay, forget about the gas.” Frays said, meeting the man’s gaze with an expression of utter seriousness “They’ll have cold weather gear, fresh uniforms, food…more than that there might be cases and cases of ammunition just waiting to be picked up. And winter will be here soon enough. If we get more cold weather gear than we need we can give the rest to the townies that need it.” Amy frowned at the map and added “I wish there was a way around the interstate too. I’m not looking forward to it.”
He immediately grasped the implications of her statement. A bunch of cold, desperate people would be dangerous. A danger that could wreck everything they were trying to build and possibly be prevented with a little forethought and careful planning. He nodded. “Alright. We’ll pack enough food and water for two days for your guys first thing in the morning.” Barnes said as he stretched. A small smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “You don’t miss a trick, do you?”
Amy smiled. “Can’t afford to anymore.” she said as she pulled her head to her shoulder. Frays folded up the map, put it in her cargo pocket then stood up and started to leave but paused at the door. “I’ve got another idea for a raid too.” she added, turning around and leaning on the doorframe. “Do you know Holden? It’s a little town maybe thirty miles from here.”
“You’re from there, right?” Barnes looked at the airman for what seemed like a long time. She looked at her feet and rubbed the back of her neck. “I asked a question.” he said sharply.
“Yeah, Sergeant, I am.” Amy said quietly. She looked hard at the man sitting on the bunk and shoved off the wall. “My mom, dad and little brother might still be there. Private Lacey’s wife and his little kids too.”
He removed his cover and rolled over onto his bunk. “Look, Zoomie.” Barnes said as he studied the pattern in the fire retardant paneling in the ceiling. “Way I see it, if you want to go look while you’re out, go ahead. I’m not really your boss, you know.”
Amy stopped a couple paces outside Sergeant Barnes’ door. The man’s words rang uncomfortably in her ears for some reason she could not quite put her finger on. A strange feeling wormed around in her head as she sought out Eamon, Lacey and Jean. She had only had half a beer in her entire life so she had never been drunk, but Amy imagined this is what it must feel like: thick and groggy and kinda dumb. Frays blinked and made a startled noise when she almost ran smack into Adam as he came around the corner of the hall.
“Um…” Adam said and cleared his throat. “Sorry. Um…for everything.” 
“Me too, you dumb jarhead.” Frays said with a small grin. She gave the man’s shoulder a light punch. “Look, do you know where Jean and Eamon are? I had something we should all talk about.”
Adam was quiet a minute. “I think Eamon’s with that Rodriguez chick…er…grunt.” he said, turning a little red in the cheeks. He cleared his throat again. “I think Jean was in the nurse’s office.” 
Frays snorted at the man’s unease, the corners of her mouth curling up a little. “Well, let’s go find them.”
“Um…Frays, it’s like midnight.” he said, suddenly giving the woman a strange look. “We’ve just been on guard duty for six hours. We did KP for like four before that. No offense but I’m going to bed.” He looked a little harder at Frays, trying to get a better look at her face in the shadowy hallway. “How long has it been since you slept?”
“I just went to bed.” Amy answered indignantly. “You saw me.”
“Shit, that was only like half an hour ago.” he said under his breath. Lacey ran his hand over his head and sighed. “How long has it been since you actually had any sleep?”
Amy was thoughtful for a moment. “I…um…think it’s been about three days or so.” 
“Tell you what, Frays.” Adam said as politely as he could manage. “Let’s go see if we can find Eamon.” 
Eamon sat up in bed when Lacey and Frays came into his room. “What the hell’s going on?” he said as he glared at the intruders. Frays turned red to the ears and spun on her heel to face the door as Eamon tugged on his pants. “What the hell do you want?”
Amy cleared her throat. “Are you decent?” she asked, sniggering as she glanced over her shoulder. Frays turned around slowly, keeping her eyes on her boots until the man finished buckling his belt. “I’ve got a plan for a raid.”
“So…why couldn’t it wait exactly?” he asked irritably as he dug a chunk of something out of his eye with his pinky “It’s twelve thirty in the morning and I’ve got guard duty in three hours.” He motioned them towards a row of beds positioned against the wall nearby.
They down and Amy pulled out her map. “There’s a supply depot wesht” Frays looked confused for a minute “West of here at Fort Devens. It’ll be a log thwip” Amy scowled and grumbled under her breath as she wiped her uncooperative mouth with the back of her hand. “Wesht!” she mumbled and frowned again. Suddenly everything started to get all wobbly, like somebody was playing with the vertical hold of her vision. She glanced from Eamon to Adam, a look of confusion and alarm on her face.
“Sh…sh…” Eamon said as he knelt beside Amy and helped her lie down on the bed as Adam caught her. “It’ll be alright. Just relax, alright?” He held Amy’s hand and rubbed her shoulder as the woman blinked up at him. She mumbled and thrashed a few times before her eyes slipped shut and her breathing became slow and even.
“Wow, I feel like a shithead.” Adam said as he watched the woman sleep. He smiled uneasily down at her. “There’s gonna be hell to pay when she wakes up. She’s gonna be super fucking pissed.”
“Don’t I know it.” Eamon muttered under his breath. “Not our fault, though. If she’d gotten some sleep on her own we wouldn’t have had to do it for her.” 
Jean came in a couple minutes later. She looked at the men standing by the bed and shook her head. “So it worked then?” she asked, pushing her way past the men. Jean unhooked the sling from Amy’s M4 and pulled the carbine out of the sleeping woman’s hands. After a moment’s thought she also took the woman’s pistol from its holster and stuck it in her pocket. “You guys go on. I’ll keep an eye on things here. Hell, I don’t know if you guys should be here when she wakes up. I mean anywhere near here.”
Once they had left for guard duty Jean unbuckled Amy’s LCS then took off her boots and Kevlar. She shook her head again and went to the closet where she took down a sheet and rough comforter. Once she had made the younger woman reasonably comfortable Jean checked on Lieutenant Jenkins then settled into a chair nearby. She frowned at the sleeping woman. “Don’t be too mad at them.” Jean told her quietly as she patted Amy’s shoulder and tousled her hair. “They were concerned about you, in their own way. Have a good sleep.”
Jean took a chair and set it up so she could watch both Amy and Lieutenant Jenkins. She shook her head slowly as she watched over her charges. The situation with Lieutenant Jenkins was most distressing: he had not moved a muscle, let alone said anything or eaten since Sergeant Barnes had brought the other soldiers back. Eamon had to give him an IV of saline solution a couple times to keep him hydrated. Of course, Amy was worrying in her own way as well. The poor girl had seemed to not be able to sleep for more than half an hour or so since they had set up in the school and it only got worse since the funeral. The fact that she kept shoveling those damnable caffeine pills into her face when she thought no one was looking probably did not help matters at all either.
The watch on Jean’s wrist beeped and she pressed the button to turn off the alarm. Eamon wanted Lieutenant Jenkins’ vitals checked every two hours so she went to his bedside. She was about to take the man’s wrist to check his pulse when something struck her hard in the chest. Jean looked down, utterly surprised to see the handle of what looked to be a knife lodged there. Jenkins looked up at her, a maniacal smile plastered all over his face as she slumped to the floor.
Amy slowly opened one eye. Her head felt funny, like it was a cork floating on the water. “Wuh?” she said carefully and smacked her lips. Her mouth was full of cotton or like it had been shot full of Novocain. Somebody had tucked her in with the utmost care, as if she was a child but the blankets were wet and sticky. When she tried to move she noticed that there was someone lying in the bed with her, but on top of the blankets and curled up against her side.
Jenkins stirred slightly then snuggled tighter against her. For some reason she did not shout, even though the sight of the man startled her. He was trembling like a frightened child, so after some effort, she freed one arm from under the blankets and stroked the man’s hair. It was wet to the touch. Amy studied her fingers in the gloomy light filtering through the boards bolted over the room’s windows. “Oh, God…” 
Her hand had come away tacky with semi-dried blood. Fear, surprise, shock and the need to projectile vomit all over the place all competed in her mind. Please, God let somebody come quick! Amy thought nervously as she continued to run her hand through the man’s hair. “Shh…shhh…” she whispered as she comforted the man as best she could “It’ll be alright…shhh…shhhhh…”
Eamon and Adam crept up to the nurse’s office. Eamon took down the sign he had taped to the wall that read QUIET PLEASE BY ORDER OF THE MEDIC on his way by. “Man, she’s gonna put a foot up our asses.” he said as they stood outside the door. The two of them had told everyone they met on their way to the roof why the sign was there. There seemed to be much rejoicing: Amy seemed to be well liked, but a good number of the others seemed at least mildly worried about her behavior. Something made Adam think that Frays would be moved by their concern. 
“Tell her everybody was worried and they’re glad she finally got some rest.” Adam said as he opened the door. “I’ll bet she’ll forget all about killin’ us.”
Eamon snorted. “Maybe for about two minutes.” he said as he pushed open the door. “Keep your voice down. It might buy us some time.”
The two of them stopped right inside the door. “Oh, my God...” Adam whispered as they surveyed the scene inside the nurse’s office. A badly used body lay across a bed a few feet away, looking like a ragdoll filled with corn syrup that had been hit by a lawnmower. The smell of blood and offal punched the two men in the forehead as they crossed to the bed where they had left Amy just a few hours ago. 
“Shhh...” Amy said her voice barely above a whisper and still thick with sleep “You’ll wake him.” She stroked Lieutenant Jenkins’ hair and smiled nervously. “He’s asleep. Poor guy…I was too hard on him.”
Eamon crept forward and checked Jenkins. The man was clearly dead, his wrists slashed to ribbons, probably by the scalpel clutched in his hand. “Adam, would you help me take Amy outside please?” he asked quietly as he gently started peeling the blankets away from the woman.
“No, you’ll wake him!” Amy protested. She looked fretfully from Adam to Eamon and back again. “Shh! Just leave! You’ll wake him up!” 
“Frays, Frays look at me.” Adam said as calmly as he could, holding the woman’s face in his hands, their noses only millimeters apart. She’s got really pretty eyes Lacey thought crazily and smiled a little. “He’s gonna be fine. We’ll just slip away quick and let Eamon take care of him, alright?”
He pulled Amy out of the bed and slipped her arm across his shoulders as he walked her out of the room. “Come on, it’ll be alright.” he said encouragingly as they made their way down the hall. A couple people started poking their heads out into the hall as they passed. 
“What the hell, guys?” Dana demanded as Adam burst into the first female dorm room he came to and laid Amy down on the nearest empty bunk. Josh propped himself up on an elbow and looked blearily from a tangle of blankets, drawing a confused look from Adam.
He frowned hard, trying to decide on a course of action. “Me and Eamon snuck some sleeping pills into Frays’ water.” he said as he laid Amy on the cot. The woman scowled drunkenly at him as he covered her with a green wool blanket. “Looks like Lieutenant Jenkins killed Jean and then offed himself.” He glanced over his shoulder at Dana and Josh. “Can you guys take care of her? There’s…some cleaning up to do.”
Dana sighed and looked forlornly at Josh. He smiled and pecked her on the cheek. “I’ll go see if I can find her stuff.” Josh said as he disentangled himself from the blankets and put his pants back on. “Everything’s going to be okay, baby. Don’t worry.”
Dana shook her head as she got dressed as well. “No, I don’t think anything will ever be okay again.” she said flatly as she tugged a tank top over her head. “Take a look around you, Josh. Jesus Christ! Do you think we’ll ever go to back to college or…see a new movie…or do any of the shit we used to do? People are dropping like fucking flies! Three people in less than a week!”
Josh sat down next to Dana and put his arm around her shoulders. “I don’t know, but…honey, it’ll get better eventually.” he said, giving her a gentle squeeze. “We’ll get through this. We’re going to be okay.” Josh kissed Dana again and stood after a few moments. 
After about ten or fifteen minutes of searching, Josh returned not only with a rucksack slung over his shoulder, but Amy’s carbine and other gear as well. Dana sat in a chair near the bunk washing Amy’s hands, face and arms with a damp rag and a bowl of warm water after removing her ABU top. “I found her stuff.” Josh said as he set his burden down at the foot of the sleeping woman’s bunk.
Amy woke with a shout, sitting bolt upright in bed and scaring Dana so badly she fell out of her chair. Josh could not help himself: he burst out laughing, earning himself a look that would have curdled fresh milk from Dana. Amy looked at both of them as she pressed a hand to her chest as if she were trying to keep her heart from popping out. “What happened?” Frays asked as she felt the damp skin of her face with the other hand.
Dana and Josh looked at each other cautiously. “There…was an…um…” Dana began, her eyes shifting from Amy to Josh and back again. Her mouth opened and closed a couple times, absurdly reminding Frays of a landed fish.
“There’s no good way to say this.” Josh said quietly. He paused, trying to prepare himself for what might happen. “That lieutenant guy killed Jean.”
Amy felt like she had swallowed a big ball of ice. “That’s not funny, Josh.” Frays said quietly. She was more than a little alarmed when she realized that she had somehow ended up partially undressed in a different room than she remembered falling asleep in. Amy shook her head to try and clear it as she lay back down. “Seriously, it’s not funny. You’re making Dana cry so just lay off, alright?”
Dana stood and hurried out of the room. Josh stood there, looking pitiably at Amy for a long uncomfortable minute before going after her. Frays stared at the ceiling, one hand playing with the stiff patches on her undershirt. Little brown flakes kept sloughing off the fabric and onto the blankets. She scowled at the few pieces of the stuff she held between her index finger and thumb, trying to figure out what exactly it was.
Amy eventually felt well enough to try and sit up again. There was a small dish of pinkish water and a damp rag on the floor near the chair where Dana had been sitting. Frays scowled at it, trying to puzzle out what this meant as she found her boots and pulled them on. She noticed that there was bloodstains on her pants as her uncooperative fingers struggled with the laces. Amy dug the fresher of her three uniforms out of her pack then finished getting dressed and went out into the hall. “I know what I need.” Frays said aloud to herself as she finished securing the buckles and straps of her flak jacket and LCS. “Coffee.”
Frays dropped the small plastic jar containing the last precious spoonfuls of instant coffee into her cargo pocket and headed off to the cafeteria in search of some hot water. Presently she saw Alex coming in from outside. “Hello, sir!” she said as she pulled the jar of coffee from her pocket and held it up for him to see “Buy you a cup of coffee?”
The old man smiled, but not wide enough for her to see his gold tooth. “Sure, Airman.” Alex said quietly and fell in beside her. There was an uneasy silence as they walked into the cafeteria, where Amy disappeared into the kitchen and put a pot of water on the stove to boil. Once it started to steam she filled her canteen cups and brought them out to Alex. 
The two of them stirred spoonfuls of freeze dried coffee into the hot water. “I’m sorry about Jean.” Alex said at last. Amy simply stared at him over her cup. “I liked her. She was a good woman.”
Frays furrowed her brow as if she did not understand him. “What do you mean?” she asked after she finished a swallow of the tepid stuff in her cup. “Don’t tell me you’re in on it too. I didn’t think it was funny when Josh pulled that same joke, sir.”
Alex’s mouth started to quiver. “He…he wasn’t joking, Airman.” he said as levelly as he could manage. “Lieutenant Jenkins stabbed her to death then killed himself yesterday. We just buried them both a few hours ago.”
Frays scowled and shook her head. “Um…sir, with all due respect, you gotta be wrong.” She started to feel the coffee slowly creeping its way back up her throat. “I’m sure Jean’s around here somewhere. I didn’t see her in the kitchen so maybe she has guard duty. We’ll go look and you’ll see.”
“Amy…” Alex started then swallowed hard. The old man bit down hard on something he was going to say then took the canteen cups back to the kitchen where he dumped out their contents and rinsed them a sink. “Come with me a minute, Airman. I have to show you something.” 
Frays replaced her canteen cups in their carriers and followed Alex out of the school’s rear door and out onto the athletic fields. As they neared the tree where they had held the memorial service for Specialist Moore Amy thought she could see two new crosses sticking out of the ground. Frays stopped a few feet from the freshly overturned earth and stared at the grave markers. “I’m sorry.” Alex said quietly. He walked with her a few more feet, holding her arm encouragingly. Without warning Amy doubled over and vomited.
Alex rubbed her back as Frays dry heaved while she leaned forward with her forearms resting on her knees. Once she recovered enough, he helped Amy walk a few yards away where they sat on the grass. She did not say anything, though her face was drawn and pale. He put his hand in hers and slowly the young woman’s fingers curled around his. Alex winced but did not try to pull away. He could feel her fingernails digging into him through her gloves.
“What happened?” she asked suddenly almost giving the old man a scare. He smiled sadly and helped Amy to her feet. “I need to know…what happened, I mean…if you know.”
The old man looked uneasily at her as they started back to the school. “Like I told you, Amy.” Alex said quietly. “The lieutenant stabbed Jean to death in the nurse’s office and then he did for himself.” He kicked angrily kicked a small rock out of their path. “I know he was sick or what have you, but personally, I’m glad that sonuvabitch saved us the trouble.”
She squinted and shaded her eyes, surprised to see what looked like Eamon and Lacey waiting by the back door of the school. “What do they want?” Frays wondered aloud as they walked. Her stomach started getting angry at her again and threatened to voice its displeasure with a renewed round of dry heaves like getting stabbed in the gut.
“They’re probably wondering where you got to.” Alex said, a little of his usual good humor returning to his voice. “Truth be told, a lot of us were all a little concerned about you. You always seem all sunshiny positive but hell, girl I don’t think I’d seen you not running around doing something for more than twenty minutes over the past week.”
Amy felt her cheeks get a little warm. “I didn’t mean to scare anybody.” she said with an uncomfortable little smile. “It’s just that…” Frays sighed shrugged her shoulders “I don’t know what’s going on or what I’m doing or anything and I’m worried sick about my family and Lacey’s...”
Alex smiled and put an arm around Amy’s shoulders for a brief second. “For somebody who doesn’t know what they’re doing, you sure don’t act like it.” he said reassuringly as he released her. “Looks like your flight wants to talk to you. Next time you want to buy me another cup of coffee just let me know, kid.”
Eamon and Lacey met Amy by the bleachers at the back of the school. “Glad to see you’re up and around, Frays.” Lacey said cheerfully. He pulled an M9 out of his pocket and handed it over to the woman. “T-This is yours. Jean…she had it on her.”
A kind of numbness started spreading slowly down Amy’s spine. “How did she get it?” Frays asked as she glanced at the weapon’s serial number, checked to make sure it was loaded and snapped it back into the holster strapped to her thigh. “I remember talking to Sergeant Barnes for a minute after our guard shift was over.” The two men looked at each other awkwardly; almost like they were little boys caught breaking a window. “Answer me when I ask you a question!” Frays demanded. Eamon and Adam both jumped.
“Look, Amy…” Eamon started and broke off. He looked at his feet for a second before looking the smaller woman in the face. “I don’t know how to say this, so I’m just gonna say it. I…”
Adam cleared his throat. “We.”
Eamon nodded. “We did something we aren’t proud of. I ground up some sleeping pills and slipped them into a bottle of water. Lacey made sure you got it when you were pulling watch together.”
Frays found that her hands were shaking. “YOU DID WHAT!?” she demanded as she turned sharply on her heel. Amy clenched and unclenched her jaw and forced herself to take several deep breaths as she jammed her hands into her armpits.
“We saw that you weren’t sleeping.” Eamon said quietly as he put a hand on her shoulder. “It was only a matter of time before it started affecting your judgment. It could have put us all in danger.”
She pushed the man’s hand off and wheeled around, sticking an accusatory finger in Eamon’s face. “So, naturally, the two guys I have to depend on to watch my back POISON me rather than try and talk to me like grownups!” Frays shouted. She snorted and turned away, shaking her head disgustedly as she mounted the stairs to the bleachers.
Eamon and Adam looked at each other. “Go on inside, man.” Lacey said after taking a deep breath. “I’ll talk to her in a minute.”
“Wow, dude.” Eamon said with a grin. “You’re a far braver man than I. If she shoots you I’ll put you in for a Medal of Honor.”
Adam laughed and clapped Eamon on the shoulder as the medic walked back inside. Lacey took a deep breath and rolled his shoulders, making a determined face as he set out after Amy. Ordinarily, he had the feeling that she would not even consider harming a hair on his head but just now…now he was maybe about eighty or a little over ninety percent certain of walking away unscathed. 
Amy sat on the bleachers staring out over the field at the tree, the smoke from a cigarette lazily wafting skyward from between her index and middle fingers. Adam climbed the stairs and sat down a safe distance away. He opened his mouth a couple times, trying to find the right words. “I’m sorry.” he said at last. Lacey pulled off his Kevlar and slammed it down on the bench in front of him, sending vibrations through the aluminum. “I’m sorry, alright? We didn’t mean any harm…it’s just…” his mouth pinched up into a tight frown “we didn’t want you to…I dunno…fall asleep at the wheel the next time we go out and kill us all. If we knew how you felt about drugs we wouldn’t have done it.”
Amy jammed the cigarette into the corner of her mouth, squinting one eye as the smoke got into it and made it smart. The look of shame on the man’s face moved her towards pity. “I understand why you did it. You were scared. We’re all scared. I’m terrified.” Frays said at last. She leaned back on the bleachers and watched the dark clouds roiling around in the sky. It looked like it might rain later. “I forgive you because I’m a good Christian and…” she sighed as she propped herself up on her elbows “Jean wanted me to not be too hard on you two. I think I kinda remember her saying that. Just…let me be angry for a little while longer, alright?”
“If that’s what you want, Frays.” Adam said with a small smile. He walked over and put a gentle hand on her shoulder. Amy patted it and gave him the tiniest hint of a smile. “You said we’re going out again soon? Something about Fort Devens? I mean, if you think you can trust us.” Amy scowled at him, drawing a look of mock fear from Lacey as he put his helmet back on. “We’ve got guard duty in three hours. You can tell us all about your daring plan then if you want.” 
The rain was drumming down on their heads, making their shift a sodden misery. “Well, Saint Eurosia.” Amy muttered as she glanced skyward “Thank you for keeping the lightning away at least.” She, Eamon and Lacey stood along the side of the school facing the town with Rodriguez, Powers and Evans keeping watch over the fields to the south. Rodriguez and Powers were keeping their distance from each other as usual. Evans paced to and fro between them as if he were trying to keep warm.
Sergeant Barnes took over the lieutenant’s duties, such as they were, and so he was down at the town hall for a meeting with the mayor and the sheriff. Amy felt she could almost put up with the greasy fat mayor if they still had that coffee they served last time. She shivered, sending little rivers running down the folds of her poncho. 
Lacey watched out of the corner of his eye, a small grin creeping ever so gradually to his face as he watched Rodriguez and Eamon slowly work their way closer to each other. If the chubby Irishman and his former patient were going to hook up, it might just help ease things between Eamon and Frays. Things were hard enough between the three of them right now without Eamon’s libido adding a whole new layer of difficulty. Not that he thought Amy would give him the time of day anyway. She seemed to be too much the solid professional type to let anything like that happen. Still, in his opinion it was a complication they did not need.
He wandered over to Amy and peered through the rain. “So what’s the plan for Fort Devens?” Lacey asked. He cupped his hands over his mouth and puffed air into them. “I know the place fairly well. What are we looking for?”
“What do they got there? We mainly need more food and ammo. Some fresh uniforms and cold weather gear would be great too.” Amy said quietly as she blew a raindrop off the tip of her nose “I got the route already planned out.” Something tickled her face and she slapped hard, smiling at the smashed mosquito on the palm of her hand. “I was planning on taking the Five Ton, maybe one of the school busses. Do you know how many fifty cal rounds we’ve got left?
Adam looked thoughtful for a second. “I think we’re down to about thirty or so. I can check later.” he said, looking out over the town. “Do you think Sgt. Barnes would let us borrow his Humvee? Or at least the Mark 19?”
Frays started pacing along the roof. “Maybe. I don’t know.” She made a mental note to bring it up with Sergeant Barnes when their shift was over. “I don’t think there’s that many forty mike mikes left.”
“If we take one of the busses we should spray paint over the name and stuff on the outside.” Adam said. He kept pace with Frays, walking slowly beside the woman. “When are we going to go to Holden?”
Amy sighed and looked down for a moment. “Soon, okay?” she said at last, mentally bracing herself for another go ‘round. “We know they’re headed for my dad’s hunting camp. I know you’re worried about your wife and kids. I am too, but…listen…I really don’t want to argue with you about this anymore, okay?” Frays shook her head and spat over the edge of the building. “You’re a good egg and I’m tired of fighting with you every five minutes.”
Adam looked stunned for a moment. “Sure. Sure thing, Frays.” He turned and looked out into the rain. “Somebody’s coming.” The two of them stopped and watched the set of headlights coming towards the building. Frays’ hand strayed to her carbine’s magazine and flicked the safety catch off her grenade launcher. 
“It’s Sergeant Barnes.” Amy said as she reengaged the M203’s safety. It was easy to get nervous: she thought she had heard gunshots while she was sitting on the bleachers a few hours ago. The Humvee pulled into lot at the front of the school and motored around the corner to the auto shop. A few minutes later Powers came towards them at a trot. 
“Sergeant Barnes wants everybody downstairs in the conference room, time: now!” he said before turning and walking quickly towards the door. Frays and Lacey exchanged puzzled glances as they hurried after him. 
“What’s going on?” Eamon asked as the lot of them hurried down the stairs. It was hard to miss the apprehension in his voice. “Does anybody know what’s going on?” Everybody seemed to ignore him as they made their way towards the conference room. It was on the other side of the building from the roof access so the six of them drew plenty of attention from the civilians. Amy did her best to calm everyone down, but did not stop to chat. 
“Here’s the situation, people.” Sergeant Barnes said quietly once everyone had gotten settled down. His face was grave as he paused to glance at what he had written down in the pocket sized notebook hidden in his palm under the table. “Whatever the hell this disease is, there’s been a couple small outbreaks among the refugees at the fire hall and the Baptist church. Sheriff Yates says he and his deputies got it under control, but three of his eight men went AWOL after that.” Barnes turned the page over and continued reading “The mayor wants us to help take up the slack. I didn’t commit to anything, but it’s obvious that he’s going to keep bugging me about it.”
The others looked nonplussed. “He does know that there’s only the seven of us here that have any real training?” Evans asked carefully. He made a sour face and looked slowly around the table. “I mean, what exactly does he want us to do, anyway?”
“He wants help patrolling the streets.” Sergeant Barnes said as he scratched the side of his nose. “General peacekeeping, making sure the looting and property damage is kept to a minimum, assistance in managing any more outbreaks that might pop up.”
Lacey looked up from the piece of scrap paper he was taking notes on. “Are there any plans on the table to fortify the town?” he asked. Adam tapped his pen nervously on the table for a few seconds before Frays’ hand shot out and made him stop. 
“There’s still no plans as yet.” Sergeant Barnes said, a look of displeasure momentarily flitting across his face. “There doesn’t seem to be much in the way of materiel or heavy equipment in town to do it. The sheriff deputized about twenty of the townsfolk and has them stopping people on the roads into town.”
Adam looked thoughtful for a second. “My unit did training at Fort Devins. Anybody know what a Force Provider Kit is?” Everyone’s ears perked up and Lacey could feel their attention on him. He fidgeted nervously with his pen under the table. “They’re basically a FOB in a box. They have to be delivered via C-17, but if we could get one sent out to us it’d go a long way towards helping us out. Do they have a front end loader in town? If they did, we could try to get them to send us a Force Provider kit and some barrier kits.”
Rodriguez smiled at the man across the table from her. “I knew there was a reason we were keeping this jarhead around.” she said hopefully then her face seemed to fall in on itself a little. “But we haven’t heard shit from anybody over the net since we left Hanscomb.”
Now Frays spoke up. “I was planning on taking my flight to check out Fort Devens anyway.” she said, her own spirits picking up a little bit at the thought of having an entire Forward Operating Base worth of supplies at their disposal. “If it’s overrun we might be able to organize a convoy of flatbed trucks or something to move the stuff we need. If not, we can hopefully at least get on the list for an airdrop or something.”
The meeting broke up a couple minutes later in much high spirits than it started. Sergeant Barnes took his soldiers back out onto the roof to finish their shift on guard duty, allowing Frays and the others to use the conference room to plan their mission scheduled for the following morning. Once they were alone Amy went to the whiteboard mounted to the wall at the front of the room and picked up a red dry erase marker from the tray beneath it. She started to write something on the board then put the marker back and turned around to face the two men seated a few feet away. 
“I’d like to say something before we start.” Frays said awkwardly. She scowled at her boots for a second as if she were trying to figure out how to put something to words. “I’d like to apologize for some of my actions over the past week or so.
“Lacey, I never should have left it for you to…take care of…that woman on our way back to Hanscomb. I’m your Flight Sergeant and I should have been the one to do it, not you.” She looked shamefacedly at the floor before returning her gaze back to the Marine. “I’m sorry for any suffering my lack of action might have caused you.”
Lacey smiled weakly at her. “It’s okay.” he said softly. He swallowed hard as he unintentionally recalled the look on Alice’s face. “I don’t blame you. I didn’t mean to shoot her in the stomach, you know. My hands were shaking so bad I’m surprised that I didn’t miss.”
Amy looked at him sympathetically for a second before turning her attention to Eamon. “I realize now that I should have come to you for help.” she said, meeting the man’s gaze. Frays pursed her lips and exhaled audibly through her nose. “I’m sorry if I worried you guys. I didn’t mean to and in the future please don’t hesitate to say something if you notice a problem. It will be easier on everybody if you would.”
Eamon smiled, shifting his facial hair around his mouth. “Listen, are we going to have a big group hug or get on with this?” he muttered irritably. Frays and Lacey laughed quietly as Eamon stood up. “Do you want me to go see if Rodriguez wants to go with us so you two fellas can go blow each other?”
“Don’t sweat it, Eamon.” Frays said with a small grin as she headed for the door. “I’ll go see if Sergeant Barnes will loan us one of his people. Give you two lovebirds a chance to be alone.”
The two men exchanged looks of mild shock. “D-did that just happen?” Lacey asked. He cocked an eyebrow at the woman as she left the room. “Did Frays just make a joke? I gotta be hearing things.”
Eamon chuffed laughter and ran his fingers through his beard. “If you did I must have heard the same thing.” he said as he watched Frays leave, a grin wrinkling his facial hair. “Stranger things have happened, I suppose.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter Six
25 May 2011 0438 hours Walter Raleigh Senior High School Concord, Massachusetts
It was hot. It was always hot. Not a hot summer day back home kind of hot, more like standing in an oven that was cranked up all the way hot. The worst part was that it was only 0930: the hottest part of the day was still to come. Thankfully, there was a little bit of a breeze but not really enough to kick up too much dust which cut the heat down a little bit. 
They had been in country about a month and a half and between the weather, the constant acrid stench of burning garbage or raw sewage (depending on which direction the wind was coming from at the moment), ginormous camel spiders (they seriously made her wonder why people came here and friggin’ stayed in the first place) and nigh constant mortar attacks life at Camp Freedom was rapidly starting to lose its appeal. 
She struggled up the ladder with a heavy black plastic Pelican rifle case strapped to her back. “Let’s go, Frays!” Sergeant Emery shouted down to her. “Move it, Airman! Come on, you’re almost there!”
The big man reached out, caught hold of the drag handle of her LCS and hauled the woman onto the platform. Frays took off the rifle case and frowned at the broken piece of 550 cord tied to the ladder then turned her attention back to the case. A couple of jokers had apparently broken it in the middle of the night and not replaced it. “You know, one of these days I’m going to make you carry this thing.” Amy joked as she popped the latches and hauled the massive M107 Special Application Scoped Rifle out of its case. She wiped the sweat off her brow and double checked the range card to her right as she got the rifle ready to go on the rest built into the low wall in front of her. 
“Hey, you’re the one who wanted to go to ADM School.” Sergeant Emery said with a small grin. He pulled out his spotting scope and got that set up then got the two folding chairs leaning against the wall next to him. “Besides, shit rolls down hill.” he added, quoting one of his favorite sayings as he handed his subordinate one of the chairs and took a boat cushion out of his rucksack. 
This detail always made Frays think of sitting in a deer stand back home: show up, get comfy and let your eyes get used to the forest (or, you know, a slummy neighborhood in the middle of Iraq, but the principal was more or less the same). If you were lucky, the trophy buck that made that nice scrape would come wandering through eventually (or you would spot the jerkwads that kept lobbing high explosives at you and your friends while you were trying to get dinner).
The two of them passed the time while they watched the same way they always did: puffing on harsh Miami cigarettes while Sergeant Emery grilled his subordinate about the last training manual he had given her (Emery was secretly amazed by how fast Frays could memorize even the thickest and most boring manuals the Defense Department had to offer) and sharing some of the goodies from their latest care packages from home. 
Amy had brought some black licorice and a giant, economy sized bag of venison jerky (her brother had gotten a six point buck, his first deer two weeks ago and sent it with the magazines and candy from her parents) while Sergeant Emery shared a big box of homemade chocolate chip cookies. They were stale enough to be used for doorstops or last ditch weapons to defend their position but they were still very good. 
There was a rumor floating around among the Security Forces personnel that Major Grossman, their commanding officer, had managed to get the money to send somebody from their squadron to go to Fort Dix, New Jersey for training in the Phoenix Raven program once they got back stateside. He was supposedly going to hold a competition: his staff would select the top fifteen airmen in the squadron and then interview them individually. The winner would get to go to the school for specialized training. As Frays had more weapons qualification badges than the other E-4s in the squadron, won the John Levitow Award for her ALS class, done a lot of online classes and had the ADM School under her belt she was a shoe in to get chosen to compete. And Sergeant Emery was going to make sure she was going to win. After all, he was a couple years away from retirement and he wanted to leave the unit more squared away than when he found it.
She was watching a bunch of the local kids playing soccer in their back yards for a minute when Frays’ watch beeped on her wrist. She pulled her face off the rifle and checked her Timex with a frown. “It’s eleven o’clock.” she said grimly as she settled back in. Sergeant Emery grumbled and started looking very hard at the buildings across the road.
“Keep your eyes open.” he reminded her as he helped himself to another small handful of his subordinate’s jerky. “Everybody’s going to be lining up for noon chow. I hope those KBR fucks open quick today.” 
Maybe ten minutes later a handful of women came out of the back of the houses across the street and hurried the kids inside. “Uh oh.” Frays said quietly. She had a sudden sinking feeling as one of the kids, who he looked to be maybe six, broke away from one of the women and ran out to get his ball. “Mom’s bringing the kids inside. Something’s up.”
Sergeant Emery’s jaw worked over a thick chunk of jerky as he peered through his spotting scope. He stopped chewing and squinted. “Frays! Ten o’clock, the house with the blue roof. Looks like there’s three guys setting up a mortar. Confirm.”
Frays swung her rifle around and searched for the building. She dialed up the magnification on the rifle’s optic and saw what Sergeant Emery described. “Roger that, confirmed.”
Sergeant Emery picked up the field telephone. “Whiskey Romeo, this is Tower Twelve. I have an enemy mortar team setting up on a roof thirteen hundred meters away from my position. How copy?” He was quiet for a few moments, listening to the phone with the utmost intensity. “Roger that, Whiskey Romeo. Wait one.”
Frays spared a glance at the man out of the corner of her eye as she ran the data through the ballistic calculator mounted to the top of the rifle’s scope. Her hands were shaking as she made the necessary adjustments to the weapon and got back on target. Sergeant Emery put his eye back to his spotting scope. “Shooter ready? We are cleared hot on target.”
Frays flicked the huge rifle’s safety off with her thumb. “Roger that. Shooter ready.”
“I have control of the shot. Fire on my command.” Sergeant Emery said in a clear voice. The air seemed to become thick and hot and close around them as Frays watched the men through her sights. “Take the one on the right.”
“Roger that, the one on the right.” Frays confirmed as she moved the crosshairs over to settle them on the middle of the man’s upper torso. Amy could make out something that looked like a mortar round in his hands, preparing to drop it down the tube once the others got the adjustments right. She forced herself to take slow, calm breaths. Her finger started to curl around the trigger.
“Send it!”
The M107 boomed, the massive rifle’s recoil almost knocking the small woman right out of her chair. She recovered quickly, tucked the rifle’s stock in tighter against her shoulder and brought the sights back on target. The two insurgents stared at their comrade: the 761 grain projectile had struck him high in the torso, ripping the upper left quarter of his chest clean off. “Good kill! Good kill! Take the one on the left.”
Frays put the crosshairs on the man’s neck, took a deep breath and slowly started to exhale. Her mind was somewhere far far away as she let her hands do their work.
“Send it!”    
The top of the man’s head flew off and splattered all over the roof, dead and partying with Allah and his allotment of seventy two virgins before he even knew what hit him. The third man turned and ran for the door on the other side of the roof. “Shit, third guy’s rabbiting.” Emery grumbled. “Weapons free. Take him if you think you can.”
Frays got the fleeing man in her sights just as he reached the door and threw it open. The rifle’s muzzle blast slapped Sergeant Emery in the face, making him flinch. When he got back on the scope he saw a hole in the door. He watched intently, his eyebrows rising as his jaw dropped. Frays’ third shot had struck the insurgent through the door, leaving the man in a crumpled heap on the other side. “Holy fuckin’ shit, Frays!” Sergeant Emery exclaimed and laughed with disbelief. The man was down and not moving. “You fuckin’ got him! Way to go. Good job, Airman!”
Amy flicked the safety back on and pulled her face away from the rifle. She leaned back her chair and rubbed her shoulder. “Whiskey Romeo, this is Tower Twelve.” Sergeant Emery said into the telephone’s handset. “The mortar team is down. Looks like two enemy KIA, one probable.” He was quiet for a second and nodded as if he were actually face to face with the person on the other end. He saw Frays’ face going pale out of the corner of his eye. “Roger that, Whiskey Romeo. Will provide overwatch. Over and out.”
Sergeant Emery clapped his subordinate on the back. “Good job, Frays. A squad of grunts are on their way to mop up.” He put a hand on her shoulder and gave it a shake. Maybe five or ten minutes later a half dozen men in ACUs and combat gear rushed onto the roof. The first one onto the roof had fired two shots into the man by the stairs before the rest of his men fanned out to secure the mortar and police up the bodies. 
Sergeant Emery got off the scope and shook her hand. She smiled weakly at him as she shook a cigarette out of the pack on the rifle rest and lit up. For some reason Frays thought about when she had bagged her first deer when she was twelve. She had thrown up when her father made her field dress the little four point buck.
A plume of smoke squirted out of Frays’ nose as she turned to face him. “Sergeant, I just killed thr-” Amy’s voice died a squeaky death in her throat, the cigarette falling forgotten from her mouth. The lower half of Sergeant Emery’s face was gone, his left eye dangling from the optic nerve and brushing against his ruined cheek. Liquid bubbled out of his ruined jaw, dribbling down his front. She sat there frozen in place as the big man struggled to his feet and started towards her, his hands grasping for the young woman. Frays tried to catch her breath but it wasn’t working…
Amy sat up on the cot, her heart thrumming away like hummingbird wings in her throat. She lay back down and made herself take deep breaths as she pressed the palms of her hands over her eyes. Sweat plastered a few strands of hair to her forehead. The room was cast in a sort of semi-darkness: Rodriguez was on the cot across the room, reading a book with a flashlight. Amy could make out the hint of a concerned expression on her face. Frays figured that Rodriguez must have just come off guard duty up on the roof or something.
“You okay, Amy?” Francesca asked as she set aside her book and sat up. Rodriguez shined her flashlight towards the other woman and winced before covering the gesture with a half hearted smile. “It’s weird seeing that from the outside.” 
Amy smiled, folded her hands behind her head and pulled her chin to her chest. “Yeah, I’m okay Frannie. Thanks.” she grumbled as she tried to get comfortable again. Frays frowned at her watch. “Alright! Almost an hour. A new record!”
Rodriguez laughed as she switched off her light. “Good for you, Zoomie.” she muttered as she pulled her blanket up to her chin and shifted around to get comfy. The cots were not the best, but they beat the floor or the roof (especially when it started to rain). Her eyes snapped open and she dug a small bottle of pills out of her pocket. 
Francesca shook one into her palm and swallowed it with a swig from the water bottle by her cot. Her ‘little blue battle buddies’ were a blessing and a curse: they generally kept her so level (save for the stupid, fucking embarrassing panic attack at the movies awhile ago) that the everything going on seemed…sort of disinteresting, but at the same time Rodriguez kind of wished that she could fucking feel something now and again… 
Then again, not taking them was really not an option as far as she was concerned. There were the constant fights with her mother, her squad leader, a series of increasingly shitty and violent boyfriends and not to mention the other anonymous guys she let take her home… She probably should have made staff sergeant by now, she reflected, if she did not get Article 15ed every couple months over stupid shit like insubordination or getting a DUI. Frannie shifted uneasily on her cot: after the last one, where she pissed hot for LSD and come close to getting chaptered out of the Army, her mom had finally had enough and thrown her out of the apartment. 
A small, rueful smile slipped across the woman’s face for a moment. Not knowing what else to do, she had called Sergeant Barnes at 2200 hours to ask for a ride to a hotel. The next morning he picked her up from the Motel Six and drove her to the VA Hospital. “Get your shit squared away, Private.” he had grumbled as she got out of his hatchback “I’ll be out front.” 
Things were finally starting to turn around after that: Frannie landed a good job, the docs at the VA put her on meds that were at least helping and she found a decent apartment with a friend from high school… Fucking figures she thought with a sigh as she stared at the ceiling for awhile before dropping off to sleep.
Amy lay awake listening to Rodriguez’s breathing for some time. She fought the urge to get up and find something else to do and made herself lie still and take deep, calming breaths. She had managed to get almost forty five minutes of sleep at a time over the last two days and, thanks to a few breathing exercises Casey taught her, she was able to calm down enough to get back to sleep after waking from a nightmare. Francesca was a big help too. It was great to have someone with similar experiences to talk to and Frannie seemed to be glad for it as well.  
The downside was, now that her mind was beginning to clear, Frays found that she could at least partially able to remember what she was dreaming about. It took awhile but she was able to get back to sleep. Mercifully, she did not dream this time.
Adam woke up when the alarm on his watch went off. He sat up and got dressed then packed up his gear before leaving. Their flight…squad…thing had been busy the last couple days prepping the two Five Tons they were going to take for their trip to Fort Devens. Lacey was more than a little surprised to see that Frays was not waiting for him outside his door. 
He walked around the corner to the female side of the building. Adam frowned, wondering how he was going to find Frays with a minimal amount of trouble. There were six doors to choose from and he wished that there was some way that they could actually settle who was sleeping where, however there was not enough room in the building. Lacey was about to pick an end and just start sticking his head in the rooms, consequences be damned, when Frays came out of the room two doors down from him.
“Hey, Lacey.” Amy said cheerfully as she put on her Kevlar. “Ready to go?” The two of them walked towards the cafeteria and each picked up two cases of MREs from the locked storage closet in the back of the kitchen. He looked her over appraisingly as they made their way to the auto shop. She seemed much better for whatever rest she had gotten over the last few days, which he was glad to see. Lacey felt a little more confident about going out, but he could not help still being nervous. The trip should only take about two hours there and back under ordinary, ideal conditions but conditions were pretty fucking far from ideal.
The Five Tons were parked just outside the open bay doors. Amy was mildly put out with herself because she had overslept a little and the others were already waiting for the two of them by the trucks. Private Powers from Sergeant Barnes’ squad volunteered to come with them. Amy had been tempted to refuse the man’s help at first, given what had happened between him and Rodriguez. “You gotta give me a chance.” he’d pleaded as he clutched at her sleeve. “I need to prove to the others that they can trust me again. Please.”
So, in the end, Frays had frowned and let the man come along, in spite of her personal misgivings. She shook her head as the man turned and went to help load the trucks, her mind unintentionally wandering back another kid (she was probably at most a year or two older than Powers, but something about him made her feel much older) in another parking lot only about a week ago.
Frays and Lacey divvied their burdens up between the vehicles and Amy made a last check of the gear stowed inside them. In addition to the standard issue took kits stowed in the vehicles they tried to think of everything that could be spared from their shelter that they would need: a big ball of 550 cord, a giant roll of olive drab one hundred mile an hour tape, bolt cutters, a cordless drill with a diamond carbide drill bit and spare batteries, some coils of nylon rope, empty jerry cans, two spare five gallon water cans per vehicle and three four foot long pieces of garden hose in addition to the water and the MREs. They could shelter in the vehicles but, in a pinch, the people that had them could snap their ponchos together and make improvised tents. 
Once Frays finished her checks of the vehicle Adam produced his contribution to their kit: a half dozen soda cans, each with a fuse stuck in their open mouth in a green and black nylon satchel he had stuck under the front seat of the lead Five Ton. Lacey smiled at the questioning look on the woman’s face. “They’re homemade TH3 grenades.” the combat engineer explained as he held one up for the group to inspect. Adam laughed when Eamon looked frightened and backed away. “Relax! It’s Thermite, you know, like on Mythbusters. I made some up in the chemistry lab yesterday. Figured we could use some if we have to open a vault door in a hurry or something.”
Amy could have hugged him. She had not even thought of that. “You know something?” Frays said as she took one of the soda cans out of the bag and stuffed it into one of her cargo pockets “You’re pretty smart for a jarhead.”
Lacey smirked as he scratched his chin with his middle finger. “Are you gonna ride your bike, Zoomie? I didn’t see it in any of the trucks here.” They all laughed, but Eamon giggled as if he did not quite understand the joke. 
“Okay, fall in guys.” Amy said still smiling as her flight lined up shoulder to shoulder. She walked up to Adam and started her hands on checks. Frays made sure he had enough ammo and his hydration bladder was full and had the rest of his gear. Satisfied he had all the stuff he would need, Frays moved on to Private Powers. 
He looked at her gratefully as she checked over his gear. “Don’t worry, Senior Airman.” Powers whispered as the woman checked the grenade pouches on his plate carrier. “I’m not gonna disappoint you guys. I promise.” Amy simply gave him a discomforted half smile before moving on to Eamon.
Once the hands on checks were done Frays went over the route and the rest of the plan with everyone to make sure they all knew what they were going to do. “Okay, guys.” Frays said once she had finished her briefing. “Lacey, you’re with me. Eamon and Powers in the other truck. Be careful and keep your eyes open once we get outside town. Remember, everything that isn’t us is hostile until it proves otherwise.”
They piled into the vehicles. Once she was in the passenger seat of the lead Five Ton, Frays bowed her head. “Saint Joan, please help me get these people where we have to go, find what we need and get back safe. In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost, Amen.” she prayed quietly in Latin. Amy made the sign of the cross before reaching over and grabbing the radio’s handset. “Alright, everybody. Let’s go.”
Lacey looked at her strangely as they pulled away from the school. “You speak Latin? Who speaks Latin anymore?” he asked then snickered under his breath. 
“After nine years at Saint Mary’s I should.” Frays said with a small grin. She shifted around into a more comfortable position on the bench seat. “They used to give Mass in Latin at the church I went to as a kid. I still love the sound of the language.”
About a half mile down the road Amy noticed a pair of big pickup trucks parked across the road with perhaps six or seven armed men hanging around them. She could not help but notice the hateful looks some of them gave her as their truck went around the townies’ makeshift barricade. Frays smiled and waved at them and the youngest one, a guy who looked like he was about sixteen with sandy hair and a bolt action rifle slung over his shoulder, returned the gesture. A few of the others glared at him so he looked guiltily at the ground and let his hand fall to his side.
They rolled down the road in silence. Amy let her eyes play over the surrounding landscape, keeping a look out for anything that might be dangerous. It was going to be another hot, humid day today if the sweat already rolling down her back was any indication. Frays sighed and wiped a drop of sweat out of her eyes. “You know something, Lacey?” she said quietly, still scanning their surroundings “I don’t know a thing about you, really. Tell me something.”
Adam glanced at her from across the cab of the truck and chuckled under his breath. “What do you want to know?” he asked. Lacey steered the truck around an overturned car. “Ask me anything.”
“Anything says you?” Amy’s lips curled up into a mischievous little smile as she contemplated the question. “How did you meet your wife?” Frays looked down at her lap for a second before turning her attention back outside.
“I was going to Bunker Hill Community College.” Adam said quietly, a smile growing slowly on his face as he remembered. “Laura worked at a pizza joint off campus. Best pepperoni and mushroom pies north of Brooklyn. I’d go in every time I had two nickels to rub together. Eventually I got up the nerve to ask her to a movie.
“We’d been together a year or so when she got in a family way.” Lacey recounted. He spared a glance at Frays, who was looking back at him out of the corner of her eye with an interested expression on her face. “We got married and I had to drop out of college to support my new family.”
“Is that why you signed up?” Amy asked. She paused to roll up the sleeves of her ABU top over her elbows, drawing a snicker from Lacey. The skin of her forearms was pale as a sheet compared to that of her hands, neck and face. 
“Yeah.” Adam said this time swerving the Five Ton around what he really hoped was the carcass of a deer or something lying in the middle of the road. “Laura didn’t want me to. She was scared I’d get sent to Iraq or Afghanistan or someplace like that and leave her with two little kids to take care of.” 
Amy nodded. “I can understand that.” she said quietly. Frays pulled her head towards her shoulder with her left hand. Lacey grimaced at the audible pop her vertebrae made. “A…friend of mine has…had two kids.” She exhaled hard, choking on the memory of Sergeant Emery and his family saying goodbye to each other before they got on the plane to Iraq. “I couldn’t imagine what they went through all those times he got deployed.” 
He was quiet for a minute. “My dear old dad was a loser and a drunk.” Lacey said spat. There was a strange, faraway look on his face as he spoke. “He dropped me off at my grandparents’ house when I was nine months old and disappeared for the next sixteen years. The bastard blamed me ‘cause my mom died bringing me into the world.” He wiped at something on his face and looked at the truck’s instrument panel. “Why am I talking about this? I never talk about this.” Adam muttered under his breath. Frays put a hand on the man’s arm and gave it a sympathetic squeeze.
Amy noticed the light bar of a police cruiser up ahead. It looked like the vehicle’s front end had gotten up close and personal with a light pole. “Hey, pull over a minute.” Frays said quietly as she pointed to the cop car. “Let’s see if there’s anything in the police car we can salvage.” 
The convoy pulled to a halt beside the police car and descended upon it like a pack of vultures. Lacey ran up to the front of the car while Powers approached from the rear, weapons at the ready in case the figure behind the wheel was hostile. At the same time Amy hopped down from the truck cab and sprinted to the back of it where she grabbed a couple jerry cans and a length of garden hose while Eamon provided security.
Adam smashed in the driver’s side window with the butt of his M16, knocked the broken glass out of the window frame and reached in to open the door. The smell emanating from the corpse seated behind the wheel made him stagger back and cover his mouth with his hand. The corpse was so bloated with decomposition that it was impossible to guess what gender the peace officer had been in life.
“C’mon, Lacey.” Frays called encouragingly as she set down the gas cans near the rear of the car. “You can do it. Breathe through your mouth, buddy.” He looked like he was going to be sick but took a deep breath, held it then grabbed the corpse by the sleeve of its uniform and hauled it out of the car. The corpse made a belching noise when it hit the pavement. Adam jumped back and pointed his rifle at the body. “They do that sometimes, man. Just ignore it.” Amy said as she got ready to siphon the fuel out of the cruiser’s tank. 
He nodded dumbly and rushed back to the car and pushed the buttons next to the steering column, popping the trunk and the cover to the fuel tank. “One of these days you’ll have to tell me how you know some of this stuff.” he said as he started searching the inside of the car. 
“No, no I don’t think I do.” Amy muttered with a frown as she unscrewed the gas cap and jammed the garden hose into the tank while Powers rooted around in the trunk. Powers let out a whoop. “Got an M4 here!” he announced as he pulled the rifle out along with a small olive drab bag, which he slung over his shoulder. “Looks like some ammo too!”
“That’s great, dude.” Adam said as he groped around inside the front of the car. His hand closed around something under the dash that brought a smile to his face. He tried to tug the shotgun out but it seemed to be locked in place. Lacey raced back to his Five Ton and came back with the cordless drill. After a couple minutes of work under the dash, he managed to ream out the core of the lock and release the weapon. Clutching the shotgun, he ran back around the front of the car as Frays made a gagging sound and stuck the hose into the jerry can.
Frays glanced at the Marine and smiled weakly. “I hope you guys won’t lose respect for me because I’m good at sucking gas through a hose.” Amy said as she stood up carefully and walked towards the corpse. She felt a little nauseous and unsteady on her feet from inhaling the gasoline fumes.
Lacey and Powers laughed so hard that their eyes watered. “I don’t think you’ve got to worry about that, Frays.” Adam said as he set his new shotgun on the ground and started pulling on the rubber gloves out of his gas mask carrier. He unbuckled the pistol belt around the corpse’s waist and threw it over his shoulder. 
“Check around the ankles.” Amy advised as the first jerry can started to fill up. She pulled the hose out and put a thumb over the end and switched out the cans. “He might have a backup piece in an ankle holster.”
He did as Frays suggested and grunted with surprise when he found a small automatic in an ankle holster. Adam felt around for some way to get the holster off the corpse’s leg, but the flesh was so swollen it was hard to even find where it was exactly. He jammed the little pistol into his pocket and stood up.
The three of them stood nervously around the car, waiting for the jerry can to fill up. “What do we got?” Frays asked as she glanced at the two men. The gas can sounded like it was starting to get full. “Looks like eight or nine gallons of regular gas.”
“A semi auto only M4 and…” Powers paused to dig around inside the little bag he found in the trunk “looks like three mags for it. A couple pistol mags, probably for the pistol on your new belt there, Lacey. There’s a little first aid kit and a radio too.” 
“I found a shotgun, a couple Glocks and this belt. We can take a closer look later.” Lacey said as the jerry can began to overflow. “Let’s get out of here.” The three of them hurried back to the trucks, threw their new acquisitions into the back and started off again. 
They switched drivers, this time Powers and Frays taking turns behind the wheel. They stopped three more times to siphon diesel fuel from semi trucks or cube vans along MA-62 between Concord and the Concord Turnpike, scrounging enough to nearly fill up the tanks of both vehicles. The convoy was about a quarter mile or so from the turnpike when Amy stopped the truck and frowned out of the windscreen. “I was afraid of this.” she said quietly. There was a line of vehicles clogging up both lanes of the road. “Come on. Let’s go talk to the others. I got a plan.” Lacey’s sphincter tightened up as he looked around the area. The houses looked like they had been looted as far as he could see in all directions. Some of them looked like they had recently been lit on fire, their charred skeletons still smoldering and the trees along the street reduced to blackened sticks. He swallowed hard, his mouth going dry. He looked anxiously at Frays as she got out of the truck.
Amy hurried over to Eamon and Powers in the second Five Ton. “The road’s pretty blocked up.” she explained as she climbed up the side of the truck and stood on the step. “I need a volunteer to go with me and see if we can find a way around and get across the turnpike.”
Lacey spoke up first. “I’ll go.” he said, looking around nervously as Powers was just about to open his mouth. “What are we going to do if we can’t find a way around here?”
Amy scowled as she thought about the question. “If we can’t find a way across here, we’ll have to backtrack and try to find another way around. We might be able to find a way down Dee Road.” Frays said, pointing towards the intersection the convoy had just passed. “The road is smaller that way, so I don’t want to try it unless we have to. Easier to get stuck.”
“I should go instead.” Powers volunteered as he started climbing down from the truck. “If we need to go, it might be in a hurry. We can do that better with one guy from each vehicle keeping the motor warm.” 
“Good thinking, Powers.” Amy said, drawing a small grin from the Army private as he grabbed his rucksack and climbed down from the cab. She and Adam started back towards the lead vehicle. “We’ll only be about half an hour or so at most. Stay in the trucks and be quiet. See you in a few.”
Adam smirked as he swung up into the cab and handed Amy her rucksack. “At least you didn’t say ‘I’ll be right back’.” Lacey said as Frays put on her rucksack and made sure the straps were tight enough. He handed her a pair of folding binoculars from under the seat. Frays smiled and shook her head then waved and started off up the road with Powers in tow.
Lacey sat in the truck, drumming his fingers nervously on the steering wheel. He glanced in the truck’s driver’s side rearview mirror to see if Eamon was still behind the wheel of the other truck then let his eyes wander across his field of view to look in the passenger’s side mirror. It was still and quiet except for the rumbling of the Five Ton’s diesel engines. Adam dug around in his pockets and came up with one of the little things of gum from an MRE. He tore it open and popped the gum in his mouth. “C’mon, c’mon…” he grumbled as he looked around. 
Adam thought he heard a noise off to his right. “Aw, no.” Adam said as he rolled down his window and stuck his rifle out of it. A lone figure shambled towards the trucks then stopped and looked directly at him. The man was tall, pale and flabby with a big beer gut hanging over the elastic band of a pair of whitey tighties. Lacey lined up his sights on the man’s head and flicked the weapon’s safety off. The creature fell like a puppet with its strings cut when Adam’s bullet cracked into its skull. He hoped Frays and Powers came back quickly. Adam thought he saw something moving in the house on the left side of the street.
Frays and Powers walked quickly on the sidewalk, constantly scanning their surroundings. Amy frowned and climbed up on the roof of a sedan. She shaded her eyes to try and see ahead of them and peered through the binoculars. Powers looked around nervously. “Do you see anything?” he asked, his voice raising a couple octaves and sounding like it might actually crack. “What’s going on up there?”
“Easy, Powers.” Frays said quietly. She fiddled with the binoculars’ focus as she tried to make out what lay ahead. “I can’t quite see. Looks like this traffic jam goes all the way to the turnpike.” She sighed and started to climb down when a face slammed itself against the rear window of the sedan. Amy screamed and scrambled down off of the car then lost her balance and fell on her butt. Powers brought his carbine up and snapped off three quick shots, one of which splattered the creature’s head all over the back of the car. 
Powers flicked his M4’s safety back on, keeping a suspicious eye out as he offered Frays his non firing hand. “Thanks.” Amy said quietly as he helped her to her feet. She dusted herself off and looked around. “Well, let’s get back. I think, if we manage to build up a good enough head of steam, we can push our way through and across the turnpike.”
Powers looked grateful as they headed back towards the trucks. He heard a noise and turned around, his eyes growing wide with shock. He hurried up to the airman and pushed her down, forcing her to hide beside a car. “Frays!” he hissed through clenched teeth and pointed to the other side of the road. “Look over there!”
Frays slowly peeked over the hood of the Crown Victoria as she heard a thump followed by a number of dragging footsteps. Almost a dozen people shuffled after them, drunkenly weaving their way around the vehicles obstructing the road. She dropped back down and squeezed her eyes shut for a second, willing herself to calm down. Once she opened her eyes she leaned close to the private. “Okay, Powers.” she whispered, insanely thinking of when she used to play hide and seek as a kid. “We’re gonna stay low and move fast. It’s only a couple hundred more meters to the trucks. Don’t worry we’re gonna be just fine, alright?” She rose to a crouch and prepared herself. “Ready? Let’s go.”
Frays and Powers hurried along as they tried to keep out of sight. Amy prayed silently to Saint Joan of Arc as they went along, asking the patron saint of soldiers to keep the infected looking somewhere else. Please, please Saint Joan she begged as they stopped to look around for a second help me get this kid back in the trucks so we can get outta here. 
Powers screamed. A waxy skinned Hispanic boy had his hands wrapped around the man’s arm, grunting like an animal as Powers tried to pull his arm away from the kid’s open mouth. “GOD! FRAYS!” he shouted, one hand pressed on the boy’s forehead as he tried to keep his arm out of the infected child’s jaws. “HELP ME! PLEASE, FOR THE LOVE OF GOD HELP ME!”
Frays slid over a little and kicked the boy in the mouth, shattering most of his front teeth with the heel of her boot. She kicked again and again, somehow managing to give Powers the opportunity to escape the boy’s clutches. “Come on!” Frays shouted, giving up on any attempt at stealth. They were within sight of the trucks anyway. They sprinted down the road, their boots clomping loudly on the blacktop. The only things they could hear were the wind rushing by, their own panicked breathing and the pounding of blood in their ears. 
She stopped a few feet from the Five Tons and let Powers dash back to Eamon’s truck. Amy brought up her M4 and scanned the area they had just fled from, hoping they had outrun the infected hot on their heels. When no targets presented themselves Frays scrambled into the cab of the truck. “Go off to the right!” she shouted at Lacey as she slammed the door and belted herself in. “What are you waiting for? DRIVE!”
The truck started off slowly, nudging the Chrysler Le Baron in front of the truck out of its way and gathering steam as Lacey pressed the accelerator all the way to the floor. Frays cringed when a couple of the infected that had been chasing them stepped out in front of the truck and got flattened, their bodies making a series of sickening thuds as they bounced off the front bumper. 
The two of them bounced around the inside of the cab like super balls as Lacey steered the Five Ton onto the turnpike, smashing into a green VW Beetle and sending it flying. Somehow the convoy managed to force its way across the four lanes of the turnpike, knocking the stalled cars and trucks out of the way like they were toys and crushing a couple more infected that rushed out in front of the truck. 
Lacey steered the Five Ton up onto the curb once they got to the other side of the turnpike and made it clear of the guardrails. “Well, I don’t think that did my neck any favors.” Frays said glumly from the passenger’s seat once the truck reached somewhat level terrain. She rolled her head around her shoulders, hissing at the cramps in the muscles at the base of her neck. Adam started giggling at first before erupting into a full belly laugh. He started laughing so hard that tears streamed down his face, still keeping the accelerator pressed to the floor.
“It’s alright, man.” Amy said after they were well away from the turnpike. He narrowly avoided hitting a tree but took out a mailbox instead. “We’re okay, Lacey. Slow down.” Lacey looked at her with eyes as big as saucers. Frays sighed with relief as Adam started to slow the vehicle down and pull over. “We’re alright, buddy. Switch with me, okay? I’ll drive for awhile.”              A couple minutes later they started off down the road again, the drivers of both trucks switching with their passengers. Frays looked out of the corner of her eye at Lacey. “How you doin’, Lacey?” she asked as she steered the truck over the curb and onto the sidewalk. They were rapidly approaching West Concord and, given how things had been trying to cross the turnpike, Frays was beginning to wonder if they would get through alright.
“I’m alright.” Adam said quietly. He frowned out at the landscape around them, a cold terror roiling around in his guts like a big fat greasy eel made of ice. The thought of Laura and the kids out there by themselves… He shook himself and tried to get his head back in the game. Lacey could feel Frays’ eyes on him. “Really, I’m okay. I’m sorry if I lost it a little bit back there.”
“It’s alright, buddy.” Amy said, a small smile plucking at the corner of her mouth. A line from the movie Psycho sprung to mind. “We all go a little mad sometimes.” 
Adam snorted laughter out of his nose. “Do we got any of those MREs up here?” he asked as he started rooting around in the cab. He frowned when his efforts came up goose eggs and thought about asking Frays to stop so he could break open the case in the bed of the truck.
“There’s one in the front center pocket on my rucksack.” Frays said as she steered the truck around a couple smashed up cars. She thought she could make out a bloated, destroyed body launched through the windshield of one of the vehicles, catapulted there by the force of the crash. Amy swallowed hard, her mouth going dry so she took a drink from her camelbak. 
He grinned as he pulled the MRE out of Frays’ pack. “Spaghetti with meat sauce.” Adam said, reading aloud the printing on the plastic bag. He spared a suspicious glance at Frays as he tore it open. “I kinda thought you might be holding back some of the good stuff on us.”
“Hey, it’s like my flight sergeant always used to tell me.” Frays said, flashing a quick grin at the Marine. “Rank has its privileges, Private.” She chuckled at her own joke, but Lacey thought he could perceive a deep sadness hidden behind it. He handed the foil packet containing the meal’s dessert, a dense lump of chocolate chip fudge pound cake, to Frays then set about trying to get the jalapeño cheese spread onto the vegetable crackers. It was harder than you would think because everything kept bouncing all over the place.  
He glanced at Amy out of the corner of his eye every now and again as he ate and kept a watch on their surroundings. Her mouth was a thin line in between bites of the pound cake. Lacey frowned as he squirted a little water from his camelbak into the plastic bag containing the MRE’s main entrée and heating element. A cloud of foul smelling steam started billowing out of the bag as he folded the open end shut and jammed it back into the cardboard box the entrée came in. Adam leaned the box against the vehicle’s transmission hump and blew on his fingers. The box was already getting hot. 
Amy wrinkled her nose at the stink and rolled down her window as much as she dared. “I would have told you just to sit on it.” Frays said, furrowing her brow at the man in the passenger seat. “That heating element stinks up the place something awful.”
Lacey smirked and pointed to a sign up the street for a place called Vincenzo’s Restaurante. “Well, we can always see if they’ve got an open table.” he said as he picked up the box and carefully extracted the piping hot foil packet. “Somehow I don’t think they’re that busy today.”
Amy laughed bitterly. “That’s alright.” she said around a mouthful of pound cake. “I’m not that big a fan of Italian food anyway.” She noticed a liquor store on the corner and one for a supermarket just beyond the restaurant’s billboard. “Give me a good ol’ American burger and fries any day.” The road forked and they would have to take a right to get to the stores but their route took them left.
The streets were deserted, giving the place the feeling of a graveyard. The convoy rolled down Main Street. The air seemed close as Frays rolled up her window and asked Lacey to do the same. There were vehicles parked along the sides of the street along with sitting either on flat tires or out of gas in the lanes. Amy steered around obstacles where she could and used her vehicle’s bulk to force their way through where she could not. Lacey shuddered when he thought he saw a few shadowy forms turn to face them in the recesses of the storefronts.
“What happened to your flight sergeant?” Adam asked as he pulled the plastic bag of spaghetti out of the hot water. He shook it for a moment to try and cool it. Lacey’s eyes darted towards the woman in the driver’s seat. She was blinking rapidly, her face creased into a frown. Adam immediately felt like the world’s biggest asshole for bringing the subject up.
“He…died. I think so, anyway.” Frays said quietly. She wiped at the corner of her eye with her thumb. “I’m not sure. Things went all sideways at our checkpoint. A dump truck knocked our Humvee into the river. That’s all I’m gonna say about it.”
A bullet spanged off the roof of their truck a half second after the sound of a shot reached them. Amy mashed down the accelerator, smashing their way past a stalled SUV. The impact drove the Five Ton into the parked vehicles on the right side of the street with a shower of sparks as metal shrieked against metal. 
She spared a glance in the rearview mirror and was glad to see that Powers was doing an admirable job of following their truck. Frays spotted a spark as a round ricocheted off the hood of the Five Ton behind her. Lacey was shouting obscenities as they tore through the streets. Someone walked out in front of the truck. Amy stomped down on the brake pedal with both feet and wrenched the wheel to the left in an effort to avoid hitting the person then mashed the accelerator to the floor again. 
The truck nearly flipped on its side when she horsed the steering wheel back the other way. She narrowly avoided the person but Frays heard a fleshy thud told her that Powers did not. When Amy glanced at the rearview mirror again there was a thick reddish stain on the bumper of the truck behind her. 
After a couple more minutes of frenetic driving it seemed to Frays that they had gotten through the city of West Concord. She sighed with relief. “Lacey, can you get Eamon or Powers on the radio, please?” she asked as she fumbled in her pockets, her numb fingers trying to find her cigarettes. “Tell them we’re going to pull over at the first place I can find so we can take a break for a minute.”
                     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
26 May 2011 0343 hours, Shirley Road (3/4 mile north of MA-117)
It had been almost dark when they made it near Fort Devens a few hours ago. Amy brought the convoy to a halt alongside the wooded lane leading to the base. She decided that there was going to be a fifty percent radio watch: one person sleeping in each vehicle while the other one stood watch and tried to raise someone on the radio every hour on the hour. Hopefully, if there was anybody on the base sitting near a radio, they would answer and come out to meet them. 
Eamon did not hold out much hope of there being anyone on the base. Everywhere they had seen so far was only full of infected, save for that assclown that had been shooting at them earlier in West Concord. He wished that Amy had them stop in the town or continued on to the army base and let them hole up someplace there. He was a city kid born and bred and the strange sounds of the night animals around them was creeping him the hell out. The chubby EMT frowned and looked at his watch then picked up the handset to the radio.
He keyed the mike. “Hello? Hello?” he asked, pausing for a response. He grumbled under his breath and pressed the button on the side of the handset again. “Is anyone there?” Eamon put the handset back and stared out of the window. He wondered what Adam and Amy were up to in the cab of the truck in front of him. He smiled as he thought about what he and Frannie would be up to if she had been able to come with them.
“Looks like it’s just us still, Eamon.” Amy said, her voice sounding tinny and slightly distorted because of the radio. He had seen her climb out of the truck and lean against the side of the vehicle while she spent about five minutes or so smoking a cigarette maybe forty five minutes ago before scrambling back inside. Eamon did not blame her: even if everything was not falling to shit he would find this place unsettling. Personally, he really had to take a leak but he was not about to leave the cab of his truck until sunrise unless the fucking thing started on fire.
Eamon spared a glance at the man sleeping across the cab from him and, not for the first time, found that he was fighting back the urge to smother the cocksucker with his blanket. On top of all the bad shit that Frannie had been through, the fact that one of her own had turned on her had really shaken the poor woman up. He found that he hated Powers with an intensity that he did not know he was capable of because of it. The power of it actually frightened him a little bit. Eamon made a mental note to ask either Amy or Adam to switch trucks with him on the way back.
The radio squawked in its mount under the dash, startling him. “Stand to, guys.” Adam said over the radio. Eamon shook himself and scowled at the truck ahead of him. “C’mon, guys. Answer up.” Eamon reached over and shook Powers as he picked up the handset.
“Okay, okay.” he muttered into the mike and stuck it back on the radio. Powers was slowly waking up. Eamon found it hard to resist the urge to kick him again as he grabbed his gear and climbed out of the truck. He relieved his aching bladder beside the vehicle before walking over to meet the others.
Frays had her map spread out on the ground between the two trucks. Lacey and Powers had parked themselves on either side of her, the three of them hunched over the laminated sheet of paper. Powers took a chemlight off of his vest and cracked it, illuminating the map in the early morning gloom after he shook the small plastic tube. Eamon took a knee and looked at the others. 
Lacey traced the road they were on with his index finger. “Okay, this is the road we are on right now.” he said, running it up the line to an intersection. The road branched off in three different directions. “If I remember right, this is the way to the supply point.” Lacey’s finger went off to the right fork then north again after about a mile and a half or so. “That’s where they had the Force Provider kits. I didn’t get a chance to look around all that much, but I can only imagine what’s in the other buildings.”
“Sounds reasonable.” Frays said as she studied the map. It had been the better part of a year since she had set foot on the post. It had been a marathon weekend on Fort Devens’ ranges to qualify with her pistol, M4, M203 and a M240 Bravo general purpose machine gun as part of her pre-deployment training. It had been a lot of fun until it came time to clean all the weapons afterwards. “Alright, folks. We’ll drive right up to this supply point. If there’s anybody home, hopefully we’ll run across them. If not, then we’ll see what we can find. Are these warehouses big enough to pull the trucks inside?”
Adam nodded. “That should work.” he said as he stood up. “That would make it easier to get the trucks loaded without getting swarmed.” 
Frays stood up and brushed a clump of dead grass off of her leg. “Okay.” Frays said as she checked to make sure there was a round in the chamber of her carbine. “Make sure you’re weapons are loaded and be ready for anything. After what happened in West Concord, I don’t want to take any chances on the locals being friendly.”
After a couple minutes the two trucks started off, their big diesel engines blowing exhaust up into the leaves hanging over the road. Powers found himself trembling with excitement as they passed through the open gates that were supposed to be blocking the road leading onto post. There was pile of wood and sandbags that probably used to be a makeshift machine gun nest in the middle of the road about a hundred meters or so past the gates. He decided that, if the post was overrun or abandoned (as he was rapidly beginning to suspect), he would suggest that they stop and see if there were any weapons or other supplies buried beneath the rubble. 
Their Five Ton followed the lead vehicle down the road as the sky slowly started to brighten around them. Powers judged that it was probably going to be a nice enough day out as he looked out the window of their truck at the thick stand of trees. “Pretty country.” he said conversationally. He had never been here before. Eamon merely grunted and kept his eyes on the road.
After twenty minutes of driving Eamon was rapidly beginning to suspect that Lacey had gotten them lost. He frowned as they passed by what appeared to be the same gun range for the third time. Powers picked up the handset. “So…you guys planning on having us drive all over the base or what, Echo Two Zero? Over.” 
“Don’t sweat it, HQ Niner.” Frays said over the radio. “We’re almost there.” Not three minutes after she spoke the convoy came to a compound of buildings surrounded by an eight foot high fence with spools of concertina wire on top. There were three large white barnlike warehouses in the center of the fence with a pair of short squat little four story office buildings on the north end. The gates were shut and locked, a sight that Frays found encouraging. Lacey started inching the truck forward towards the fence. “LACEY STOP!” Frays shouted, making Adam stomp on the brakes. Amy was somehow able to get her hands up to catch herself before her forehead bounced of the dashboard of the truck.
“What? What’s wrong?” he asked. Lacey looked around frantically, trying to see what made Frays yell. When nothing immediately presented itself he turned in his seat and narrowed his eyes at her, half suspecting the woman of trying to play some trick on him.
“Those gates have center poles sunk into the pavement. If you ram the gate you’ll knock down half the fence and probably shred the tires on the concertina wire.” Frays said as she felt around under her side of the bench seat. Amy frowned when she could not find what she was looking for. “I’ll cut the chain holding the gate shut and open it up then shut it behind us.”
Frays hopped down from the cab of the truck and sprinted around to the back of the Five Ton. She caught a glimpse of Eamon and Powers’ faces as she let down the tailgate and scrambled into the bed of the truck. Frays frenetically searched the truck bed and found what she was looking for: the huge pair of bolt cutters they had packed before they left the school. She held them up so the two men in the other truck could see what she had been looking for.
Once Frays had the gates open the trucks rolled through. Lacey stayed behind and picked her up after she had closed and latched the gate behind them. Amy grabbed the handset and keyed the mike. “Okay guys, let’s go to the warehouse farthest on the left.” she said as the trucks started off towards the building. “Me and Powers will get down to open the door and you guys and close it behind you. Once we clear the building, grab everything useful you can find and throw it in the trucks. How copy?”
Amy shook her head and rolled her eyes when Powers responded with “Hooah.” She looked at Lacey out of the corner of her eye as she prepared to jump out of the truck. “What is it with you grunt types and that word?” Frays asked as she pushed her door open and leapt down as soon as the Five Ton started to slow. Powers ran to the warehouse door and looked at the padlock securing it. 
“Eamon!” he shouted as he ran back to the truck. “Get me the tire iron out of the tool kit under the seat!” The flabby medic leaned across the cab of the Five Ton and started rooting around in the green canvas bag on the floor. Powers threw open the truck’s door and started scrabbling around in the bag as well. “Found it!”
Amy stood a small distance away from the man as he struggled to pop the latch off the warehouse door, her carbine at the low ready. She spotted a figure about six hundred and fifty meters away coming towards them. The airman frowned and slapped the magnifying module into place with the heel of her hand as she brought her M4 to her shoulder, pulling the rifle butt in tight. The figure revealed himself to be pallid with a large festering open wound on his face. His formerly white starched shirt was spattered with dried blood.
“Frays!” Lacey called as he pointed at the figure. “Four o’clock!” 
Amy took a deep breath and slowly started to exhale as she squeezed the trigger. Her carbine went off with a sound like if she had snapped a thick tree branch over her knee and the figure fell. “Got it.” Frays said as she lowered her weapon and reengaged the safety with her thumb. 
“I got it too!” Powers shouted as he pulled the bay doors open. Lacey and Eamon drove the trucks inside as Amy started backing her way towards the warehouse, covering the open lot behind the group. Powers hauled the door shut once Amy was inside the building.
Frays switched her illuminator on and scanned their immediate area as Lacey and Eamon flicked on the white lights on the Five Tons, filling the building with shadowy light. “Alright. 
Kill those engines and pair off by battle buddy teams to check the building. Quick and careful.” Amy said as she joined Lacey by the truck. “Let’s go, people.” 
The four of them split into two teams and made as through a search of the building as they could in about minutes. Lacey was happy to let Frays take point as she seemed to know more about this sort of thing than he did. He followed an arm’s length or two behind, mainly trying to keep his eyes and ears open without muzzle sweeping Frays too many times. 
There were six rows of tall metal shelves inside the warehouse, so it did not take that long for the four of them to search the place. The only major incident was when the two teams made it to the end of their first row: Frays paused at the end, peeked around then came out to find herself staring down the barrel of Private Powers’ weapon eighty meters away as he simply came plowing around the shelf on his team’s side of the building. 
“Watch where you’re pointing that thing, you jerk!” she hissed at him from across the building. If Powers’ behavior did not result in one or both of them almost being accidentally shot, Lacey would have found Frays’ reaction humorous. He scowled at the Army private in the gloom and was not looking forward to the rest of the search.
Thankfully, Powers learned his lesson and the rest of the search passed without incident. “On me!” Amy called as she walked towards the trucks. Lacey, Eamon and Powers gathered near the young woman and waited for her orders. She looked thoughtfully at the shelves. “This one looks like it’s full of MOLLE.” Frays pointed towards the shelf directly in front of them “Lacey and me will look for cold weather gear. Powers and Eamon, grab up a big pile of the uniforms off the shelves. Don’t really look, just grab armloads of the crap and throw it in the trucks. C’mon, let’s go.”
They found piles of Army issue ACUs, rucksacks and GORE-TEX parkas. Lacey and Frays found bundles of cots and huge piles of green woolen blankets which they added to their acquisitions in the bed of the truck. “It’ll be good to sleep on one of these!” Adam said as he slung an armload of cots into the Five Ton. Amy chuckled as they sprinted back to the shelves to grab more gear. Eamon and Powers helped themselves to a shelf of gas masks and charcoal impregnated MOPP suits. 
Once they had grabbed everything that they could find and loaded it into one of the Five Tons, Powers and Eamon climbed up into the vehicles’ cabs and started them up. Lacey and Frays pulled open the doors and moved outside, sweeping the area with their rifles as the trucks pulled out of the warehouse. Once the doors were closed again, those on the ground grabbed the passenger’s side mirrors and clung to the side of the Five Tons as Eamon and Powers drove up to the next warehouse in line.
Frays covered Lacey as he pried the lock off the warehouse door and pulled it open. Once the trucks were inside with the doors shut the four of them searched the building. There were sleeping bags, poncho and liners and several shelves of Army Field Manuals on the rows of metal shelves. Frays frowned as they loaded the gear and books into the second Five Ton. The clothing was helpful and there was bound to be good information in the manuals, but she could not help but notice that she had lost more than a few pounds since Boston. There was that uncomfortable sense of always being sort of hungry all the time, too.
The sound of slow, mechanical fists pounding on the sheet metal door made them all stop what they were doing and look at the south end of the building. Another joined the first on the east side of the building. “Shit.” Powers whispered as the sleeping bags he was holding fell to the floor. “Shit. Shit. Shitshitshitshit!”
“Powers!” Amy said as she picked up the fartsacks and pushed them back into the man’s arms. “Calm down. It sounds like it’s only two or three of them. We can handle this.” She flashed a reassuring smile and pushed him towards the nearest Five Ton. “Okay Powers, you get in the truck and get ready to roll out. Lacey, Eamon on me. 
Eamon, go on over and grab that door and slide it open.” Eamon looked at her like she had suggested he go jump on a bicycle with its seat missing. “Don’t worry. Lacey and me will cover you. Once we deal with the infected on the door, get in the other truck. Powers and Eamon will pull the trucks out.”
“What about the ones on the side of the building?” Lacey asked. Something told him he would not really like to hear what Frays would have to say in response. He searched the airman’s face hoping that she was not thinking what he thought she was thinking.
“We’ll take care of it.” Frays said with a small smirk. “C’mon guys. We gotta get it done.” Eamon and Adam looked at each other before moving into position. 
This is fuckin’ crazy Eamon thought as he grasped the door handle, waiting for the signal from Amy. I’m out of my goddamn mind for doing this! Lacey and Frays got into position and flicked the safeties off on their weapons. “Ready Eamon?” Frays shouted. She brought her carbine to her shoulder and got prepared herself.
The fat medic wiped his hands on his shirt and gripped the door handle again. “Ready!” 
“Do it!”
Eamon strained at the door, tugging it on its rollers as three figures appeared as silhouettes in the doorway. The figures started towards the two people standing in front of them in a lurching, shambling run. They moaned horrifically, their hands groping for the living flesh finally just within their reach. Lacey dropped the one of the left as Frays put a round through temple of the one in the middle. She shifted her fire towards the one on the right as it bore down on her. Amy’s shot went wild by only a few inches, grazing the side of the man’s skull. Frays fired again as she backpedaled towards the truck, this time punching his nose through the back of his head. He fell to the ground practically at Frays’ feet, spattering the front of her body armor and LCS with brownish black liquid and bits of tissue.
The trucks rolled out Lacey and Frays hustled towards the door as Eamon ran over to the remaining Five Ton and scrambled into the cab. As soon as the truck was out of the warehouse, Frays pulled the door shut while Lacey provided cover. They could hear the fists pounding on the sheet metal getting closer and closer to them. Frays whistled to get Lacey’s attention. 
Frays communicated with him via hand signals. “On me. I’ll take point. We’re clearing the corner.” Lacey bit back a groan as he hurried over to the woman and got behind her as she turned to face the corner of the building where the noises were coming from. He put his non firing hand on Frays’ shoulder and squeezed, signaling Amy that he was in position and ready to go. 
The two of them crept to the corner of the building, Frays carefully sidestepping to keep her body square to the unsecured area and allowing her to see as much of the space around the corner without presenting too big of a target. Lacey was right behind her, backing her up. She transitioned her carbine from her right shoulder to her left to further lessen her profile as she came around the corner.
She heard the two men a half second before she saw them. Frays somehow got her carbine up in between the first one’s torso and used it to hold it off. Panic hit her like a bucket of liquid nitrogen: Frays was really only aware of powerful clammy hands grabbing at her arms, her shoulders, pulling at her ABU top trying to pull her towards its pale rotten face, its pallid eyes locked onto her own as it struggled to push her to the ground. She could see chunks of bloody flesh stuck between its teeth. Its breath smelled like death left soaking in a ditch for a week.
The creature’s head disappeared and her ears were ringing. There was something kind of thick like grape jelly on her face, running down her neck as the second one stepped over its comrade and reached for her with outstretched hands. Frays was strong for her size and pumped full of adrenaline when she lashed out with the butt of her M4, smashing the creature’s jaw with a sickening crunch and snapping its head around to one side. 
The force of the blow gave Frays time to step back and bring up her rifle. Her mouth fell open when she saw that creature’s jaw hung off its face at an appalling angle as it turned back to face her. Its jaw made a cracking sound like somebody grinding a pile of twigs under their heel as it tried to open its mouth and charge her again. Frays and Lacey pulled their triggers at about the same time, evaporating the creature’s head. 
Frays blinked stupidly at the dead creatures, a dazed expression on her face as if she were trying to comprehend what just happened. “C’mon, Frays!” Lacey shouted as he caught her by the arm and started pulling her towards the nearest truck. Amy climbed into the truck with Powers and slammed the door as Adam ran up to the other Five Ton and climbed inside. 
The trucks roared across the compound to the gates, where Lacey and Frays got out. Lacey opened it while Frays covered him and, once the trucks were through, closed them again. Powers wrinkled his nose as the convoy made its way south towards MA-117. It only took him a second to figure out where the stench was coming from. “Oh holy shit, Frays!” the man exclaimed when he saw the bits of gore and tissue on the woman’s face and clothing. “Are you alright?”
“I’m fine!” Frays said shouted as she turned sharply towards him. Amy winced at the cramp in the base of her neck and went back to watching the surrounding landscape. She noticed that her hands were shaking so she sat on them. “Keep your eyes on the road!” 
Powers leaned across the seat and grabbed the handset to the radio. “Echo Two Zero, hold up.” he said as he cast a nervous glance across the cab at Frays. She did not seem to hear him. “We need to stop. I think there’s something wrong with Frays.”
Powers almost rear ended the other Five Ton when Eamon slammed on the brakes in the lead vehicle. Eamon and Lacey were out in a flash and sprinting up to the other truck as Powers leapt down from the cab and joined them on the other side of the vehicle. Adam opened the passenger’s side door and scrambled up on the step. “Hey, Frays.” he said quietly as he put a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “You okay?”
Frays scowled at him. “I’m fine!” she snapped. Amy reached out for the door and tried to pull it shut. “Let’s get going, already!” Her voice became weaker and she looked around. Lacey was disturbed by the glassy look in her eyes “More of those…those things are probably already after us.”
Eamon stood on the ground nearby and put his hands on his hips. “Right, look.” he said indignantly, his beard shifting around a little as he frowned up at the woman. “At least get down here and let me clean you up a little. That shit on your face can’t be doing you any good.” The two of them glared at each other until Frays finally let out a groan of frustration and climbed down once Lacey was out of her way. Eamon broke out some alcohol pads and put on a pair of latex gloves. “Close your eyes and keep your mouth shut until I’m done. I might get a little alcohol in your eyes. Sorry about that.”
Amy grumbled under her breath as Eamon gently wiped the skin around her eyes and mouth with one of the pads. Adam smirked at the two of them then turned around. Powers stood a few feet away staring at the medic as he cleaned the gobbets of brain, flesh and coagulated blood off of the woman’s face. He did not like the strange look in the man’s eye. “Hey Powers, you alright man?” he asked conversationally. Lacey wished he smoked or something so he could offer the guy something.
“I’m fine. It’s her I’m worried about.” Powers muttered under his breath. He gestured towards Frays with the muzzle of his M4. “Look at that fuckin’ mess. She’s gonna get sick, isn’t she?” 
Lacey snorted and shook his head. “Frays is gonna be just fine. Eamon’s gonna take real good care of her.” he said, putting his hand on Powers’ shoulder and trying to turn the man back towards the lead vehicle. “I’m gonna be just fine. You’re gonna be just fine. We’re all gonna be fine.”
“Stop blowin’ smoke up my ass, you dumb fuckin’ jarhead!” Powers shouted as he jerked free of Lacey’s grasp and turned to face Eamon and Frays. He shot suspicious glances from the medic to Adam and back again. “You’re fucking her, aren’t you? That’s why you’re protecting her.”
“No he’s not, Powers.” Frays said quietly. Eamon glared at her, but she could not see it because the airman still had her eyes closed. He was not quite done cleaning her off yet. “I’m not sleeping with anyone and to be honest, I don’t really like being accused of it.”
The young man looked around confusedly then tromped off towards the other truck. Eamon and Lacey watched Powers climb into the truck. “I wonder what brought that on.” Eamon asked before finishing cleaning Amy’s face off. “There you go.”
Frays sighed and stood up. “Great. Thanks. Can we go now?” she asked, motioning towards the trucks with an annoyed look on her face. “We’re going to drive all day and into the night if we have to.” She glanced at her watch for a second “I want to be back at the school in time for dinner. Eamon, you’re riding with Powers. Lacey, you’re with me.”  
Eamon looked like he was going to say something then thought better of it. Amy was already climbing back up into the cab of the truck. “Come on, guys. Let’s go. Eamon, let us get around you and take over on point, alright?”
The convoy got moving again as Frays looked over her map. “There’s a fork in the road coming up to a tee intersection in about a quarter mile or so.” she said quietly, tracing a new route with her finger. “Take a right. It will take us a little longer, but we won’t be crossing the turnpike at the same point we did yesterday.”
“What about West Concord?” Lacey asked. The turn that Frays mentioned was coming up so he signaled to the truck following them and slowed down to take it. “I don’t know about you, but I’m really not all that keen on getting shot at again.”
Amy snorted and continued studying the map. “I’ve got a way around.” she said after a couple minutes. “Unfortunately, there really doesn’t seem to be a way that doesn’t take us either through suburbs or on a highway. Lousy urban sprawl.”
Adam swerved around a stalled car. “I’ve been thinking.” he said quietly, as if he were measuring what he was about to say out in his head. “How is your parents’ place outfitted? I mean winter isn’t that far away.”
“The house is on a private road, so the town doesn’t plow it in the winter.” Amy said as she started to carefully fold up her map and put it on the seat next to her. “My dad started stocking the place up after the whole 9/11 thing. There’s a wood fired boiler for heat and a generator for electricity. I think my dad was going to have some solar panels put on the roof, but I don’t know if he got around to it or not. I was sending them cases of MREs too.”
Adam raised an eyebrow. “How did you get cases of MREs?” he asked. The fact that Frays did not answer right away but instead looked out the window with a tight lipped smile on her face only increased his curiosity. 
“When I was on deployment people traded me stuff to make…um…improvements to their vehicles.” Frays said at last. She shook her head and pulled her chin to her chest. “I put cigarette lighters from old cars in your Humvee or what have you so you could plug in a car charger for your CD player or wired a hookup into your vehicle’s speakers so you could run your iPod through it.”
Lacey chuckled under his breath. “No way.” he said quietly, looking at the woman seated next to him as if he were seeing Frays for the first time. “Aren’t you a cop? I mean, isn’t that sort of…I dunno…illegal or whatever? What do you mean ‘stuff’?”
“Sort of. I prefer to think of it as using my skills to improve the morale of my fellow soldiers and airmen while on deployment in a war zone.” Amy said with a small smile. “I mainly got MREs so I could send them home to my folks, like I said. Some of the other stuff though? Oh, man…I don’t think you’d believe me if I told you.”
Now his interest really was piqued. “Try me.”
Frays sighed. “Let’s see…there was a little piece of gold about the size of a baby’s fingernail that this grunt said came from one of Saddam Hussein’s solid gold toilets but I don’t know how true that was. A jarhead lieutenant offered me a Kalashnikov he got from somewhere, but I said no. I didn’t have a clue how I’d get it home and I didn’t want to get in trouble for having it. An EOD tech gave me a disarmed Soviet era hand grenade that made a neat paperweight. Got a couple tee shirts, a set of Operation Iraqi Freedom beer glasses for my dad, a hat for my little brother... That’s about it that I can think of right off the top of my head.”
 Adam shook his head in disbelief. “Geez. I can only imagine the look on the face of the TSA guy when that hand grenade showed up in your duffle bag.”
“I had a friend of mine weld it to a piece of old steel plate.” Frays said matter-of-factly as she gave the Marine a sidelong glance. “You just go ahead and prove that it wasn’t always a paperweight.”
Frays felt an immense sense of relief when the convoy pulled into the parking lot at the back of the school just before 1700 hours. Somehow they managed to get there well ahead of schedule, probably due to the fact that they avoided the towns and found a place where they could cut across the turnpike was clearer of traffic. A couple people came out to help them unload and divvy up the supplies. “We grabbed way more stuff than we need.” Amy muttered absently as she wandered away towards the open bay doors. “I say we take the extra gear down to the churches since they hooked us up with the cots.”
Powers noticed the lost, dazed look on the woman’s face and chased after her. He caught her by the arm and smiled a little. “Hey, Zoomie.” he said, attempting to get Frays to stop but she twisted free and gave him a withering glare before she continued on her way. “Frays, where you going?”
“Keep your FUCKING hands off me!” Frays shouted as she entered the bay. “I need a fucking shower!” The woman stormed off and slammed the door that led into the school behind her. Everyone within earshot stopped and stared at Powers, looking at him with alarm or surprise.
Lacey stopped dead in his tracks when he heard Frays drop the F-bomb. He could not remember if he had ever heard her cuss, let alone cut loose with one of the legendary Seven Dirty Words. Adam decided to hurry up and help the others get the stuff out of the trucks after he anxiously watched her go inside. Once that was done, he pulled Eamon and Sergeant Barnes aside. 
By the time she was inside Amy’s hands were shaking so badly that she gave up trying to keep a grip on her M4. The carbine dangled from its sling across her chest as she meandered towards the showers located in the women’s locker room. Frays turned the water on scalding hot and walked into the stall, letting the steaming liquid soak into her ABUs and field gear. The water pooling at her feet turned a sickish shade of light brown as the dried blood and tissue washed out of the fabric and sluiced down the drain. 
Her legs felt weird, like the bones in them had been replaced with rubber. Frays’ back found the side of the stall and she slid down it. She started to feel really lightheaded and she gritted her teeth. I’m not gonna pass out Amy thought determinedly when she realized that she was hyperventilating and made an effort to slow her breathing down. She and Jacob had spent a lot of nights in his room watching those old so-bad-they’re-good horror and sci-fi movies from the fifties and sixties. She always found it deeply irritating that the female lead always seemed to fall the heck out whenever the monster so much as looked at her funny. Frays took off her Kevlar and let it thump to the tile as she tried to take deep breaths. I’m not some dumb bimbo. I’m not gonna pass out.

“Hey, Frays.” Lacey called from the doorway of the locker room. He sounded like he was in the doorway, anyway. She thought she could hear footsteps working their way closer over the water drumming on her spinning head. “Are you in here?”
Adam peeked around the corner and looked into the stall. He turned off the water and smiled uneasily at the woman curled up in the corner. “Here, let me give you a hand.” he said as he leaned into the shower and helped Frays to her feet. The two of them made their way to a bench bolted to the floor a few feet away where he helped her take off her LCS and body armor. “C’mon, Frays. You’re alright.” He remembered that she had hurt her neck... Oh, holy shit he thought guiltily as he started to massage the stiff, obviously painful muscles at the base of Frays’ neck Oh, Jesus Fucking Christ.

For some reason, even after hearing what little Frays had said about what happened to her flight sergeant, he did not connect the dots until right this very second. She might have been in one of the Air Force Humvees that pulled up to the checkpoint he had been manning back in Boston.
“They’re dead, you know.” Frays said suddenly, a tremor running through her body and into the palms of his hands. “I-I kinda knew…but...” She shook her head and shivered at the memory of the infected slumping towards her across the bridge, dragging their bullet riddled bodies towards the checkpoint, the cold clammy impossibly strong hands clutching at her. 
They were quiet for awhile as Amy let him get the knots out of her neck and shoulders. Adam felt like he was going to throw up as he looked at her. He knew that he had hurt innocent people that day but shit, this was going to get complicated if Frays found out. If he had killed her friends and almost killed her…all the mental and physical pain she was going through was his fault. What the hell was he gonna do? If he said anything about it, he was reasonably certain that she would kill him. Or at least there was a really, really good chance of it. She did not seem the violent type, but aw holy fuck one of the best people he had ever met was hurting so bad and it was all his fault. A hundred guilty little salt encrusted knives covered with fire stabbed away at his insides.                  
Frays let her chin droop towards her chest. “I’m not gonna die here.” she said quietly, enjoying the sensation of Adam’s hands kneading the stiffness out of her neck and seemingly putting whatever was wrong with it back to rights somewhat. She tensed as a knot in her shoulder loosened sending a twinge down her spine. “I’m going home. I’m done here. I’ve done enough. I wanna go home.”
He smiled weakly down at the back of her head. “Sure thing, boss.” Lacey said quietly as he worked a particularly stubborn knot loose. Amy groaned with pleasure and shifted around on the bench a little bit. “Sure. I can’t wait to meet your family. You already met mine, so I mean it seems only fair.”
Amy snorted a small laugh into her sodden ABU top. “Right. Fair’s fair.” she muttered quietly. The two of them looked up when somebody else came into the room. Sergeant Barnes, Eamon and Rodriguez stood in the doorway, the two men looking at each other as if they were somewhere where they knew that they should not be. The five people looked at each other for a long minute.
“The medic wants to see you, Frays.” Sergeant Barnes said, breaking the awkward silence. “Leave your weapons with Lacey and come on.” 
“What’s up?” Amy started to stand up but Lacey gently pushed her back down to the bench. The young woman slowly realized what was going on here. “You think I got bitten or something, don’t you?” Frays sighed and shook her head, a slow crawling horror coming to life in her stomach. 
“C’mon now, Zoomie.” Rodriguez said, casting a slightly chary glance at Lacey. She took a half step towards Lacey and Frays, an uneasy little smile on her face. “Don’t be like that. We just want to make sure you’re okay. A little break’ll do you some good.” 
Frays looked at the floor. “I’m okay, guys.” she said quietly as she scratched an itch behind her ear. A few strands of hair had gotten free again and she tucked them out of the way behind her ear. “Eamon, Lacey tell ‘em. If I got…sick…from the stuff on me I wouldn’t have made it back.”
Eamon swallowed hard. “Truth be told, Amy” he began and swallowed again “I don’t know what happened with that Army guy. All I know is you said he attacked you and you shot him. You never did exactly give us a chance to hear his side of it.”
Frays rolled her eyes, a hurt and exasperated expression on her face. She tried to look at Lacey behind her. “C’mon, man.” she said quietly, hating how much she sounded like a whiny child. Amy leaned forward, her forearms on her knees. “I’m not sick and you know it.”
Lacey ran his hand slowly over Frays’ shoulder. It took him a couple seconds to find the words. “It’ll be okay.” he said at last. “I’ll go with you over to Eamon’s office. I’m sure Rodriguez wouldn’t mind taking a couple minutes to hang out while he looks you over.”
She grumbled resignedly and stood up. “Fine.” Frays said unhappily as she pulled her M9 out if its holster then cleared the weapon and handed it over to Lacey. Her M4 was across the room leaning against the dividing wall between the shower stalls. 
“Don’t worry, boss.” Adam said as he accepted the pistol. “I’ll clean ‘em up real good for you and square away the rest of your gear as soon as I get a chance.”
Frays smiled gratefully as they left the locker room. Her feet squished in her soggy boots as they walked around the building to the nurse’s office, leaving a trail of wet footprints behind. She did not like the way the others looked at her as they passed them in the hall, as if even making eye contact might somehow make them sick or something. Even Alex gave her a wide berth, which hurt. Rodriguez and Sergeant Barnes followed a few paces behind her and Eamon, their weapons at port arms. She felt inexplicably ashamed, like she had done something wrong.
Sergeant Barnes waited outside while Rodriguez and Eamon took Frays inside the office. The fat medic took a box of latex gloves out of the cabinet and snapped on a pair. “Okay, Amy.” he said quietly as he turned around “I’m sorry about this, but I need you to take off your uniform.”
“You’re kidding.” Frays said quietly. She arched an eyebrow at him and frowned, the memory of his hand working its way down her abdomen only adding to her fear. Amy crossed her arms across her stomach and took a couple trembling steps backwards towards the door. 
“It’ll be alright, Frays.” Rodriguez said reassuringly. She tried to smile but the expression died an awkward death after a few moments. She sensed an ebb and flow in the room that she did not quite understand. “It’ll just take a couple minutes then we’ll take you over to the teacher’s lounge for a little while.”
Frays’ frown deepened into a full on scowl but she started to take off her ABU top. “If I’m giving you a show, the least you can do is give me some more Tylenol.” she grumbled as she removed the sodden and gore spattered outer garment and tossed on the back of a nearby chair. “My neck is still sore as all get out.”
“Sure thing, Amy.” Eamon laughed quietly as he watched her kick off her boots and unbuckle her belt. Frays did everything she could to will her limbs to stop shaking as the medic started his examination. The clammy impersonality of the latex gloves reminded her a little too much of the cold hands that had hungrily tried to wrestle her to the ground, the snapping mouth inches from her face, so terrified she could not even release the scream welling up in her chest… Amy squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath then let it out slowly.
Eamon frowned at the yellow black bruises on Frays’ arms and shoulders. The creature that had attacked her must have been a big fellow: the hand prints clearly visible on her pale skin were bigger than his. He was glad to see that Amy was telling the truth when she said that she had not been bitten. Eamon pulled a penlight from his pocket and used it to check Frays’ pupils. “Looks like you’re gonna be okay, Amy.” he said quietly as he flicked the light into and out of her eyes. “Still a little shocky maybe, but I guess that’s to be expected. To be honest, I’d be more worried if you weren’t.”
There was a knock at the door. Rodriguez crossed the room and spoke to someone outside for a minute before coming back with one of the sets of ACUs they had rescued from a moldy fate at Fort Devens folded over her arm along with a fresh undershirt and a pair of dry socks. There was a green wool blanket over her shoulder and a pillow under her arm. “Lacey brought you these.” Francesca said with a small grin. She thought it was really sweet the way the Marine looked after her. She considered suggesting to Eamon that he should take some notes.
Amy thanked her and got dressed; pausing only to peel her nametapes and rank off of her old uniform then put them on the new one. She glanced at her reflection in the stainless steel cabinet across the room. “God, I think I can actually feel my IQ dropping.” Frays muttered with a small frown as she looked at herself. 
Rodriguez smiled and made an obscene gesture. “Very funny, Zoomie.” she said as she gathered up the other woman’s dirty clothing in a trash bag. The plan was to take Frays’ contaminated clothing outside, throw them in a hole and burn them rather than try and wash the goop and clotted stuff out. “I should make you take care of your own filthy panties.” Amy and Frannie laughed at each other’s jokes.
Once she was decent Rodriguez, Lacey and Eamon escorted her over to the teacher’s lounge. “Don’t worry, Zoomie.” Rodriguez assured her once they were in the room “The couch is way more comfortable than it looks.”
“I’ll come by with some stuff for you to read in a little while.” Adam volunteered. He gave her a strange look and glanced at his feet. “Any requests? I don’t feel like lugging half the library over here again.”
Amy laughed and clapped the man on the shoulder. “Surprise me, buddy.” Frays said quietly as she tossed her blanket and pillow onto the couch across the room. He chuckled and returned the gesture. The four of them exchanged awkward looks for a minute. “It’s been a long day.” Frays said at last as she dropped onto the couch “I could use some rest. I’m sure the rest of you could too. See you later, guys.” When the others had left Amy frowned at the empty room, already feeling a little bored, lonely and strangely somewhat naked without her weapons. 
Maybe an hour and a half later Lacey came back to the teacher’s lounge with a couple paperbacks tucked under his arm. He had gotten Sergeant Barnes’ permission to turn the generator on for an hour after he had cleaned Frays’ weapons for her and locked them up in the workshop’s storage closet. “Hey guys.” Adam called as he walked up. One of Sergeant Barnes’ people, Specialist Evans and one of the civilians some guy named Jack something-or-other, were standing guard on the door. I’ve really gotta start learning these people’s names Lacey thought and frowned slightly. He held up the books for them to see as he walked up. “I brought Frays some stuff to read while she’s in there. Mind if I drop it off?”
Evans gave the younger man a weird little smile. “Sure, man. Just be quick.” he said as he opened the door. “I don’t think she’s been to sleep yet. Casey was here earlier with an MRE for her.”
“Thanks, guys.” Lacey said as he knocked on the door. Adam frowned slightly and strained his ears, trying to hear what was going on in the room. He knocked again, harder this time when he could not hear if he got a response or not. Adam felt his heart sink as he looked at the two men guarding the door. The grin faded from the older man’s face as they waited. 
Evans drew his M9 as Jack tried to get the door unlocked. “C’mon, shit for brains!” Adam growled as he watched the two men struggle with the door. “Get the motherfuckin’ door open!” 
A wave of relief crashed over him when he thought he heard a toilet flush inside the teacher’s lounge. “What’s going on out there?” they heard Frays ask, her voice muffled by the heavy wooden door. The three men laughed nervously as Evans put his pistol away. Jack got the key in the lock and opened the door.
“Brought you some stuff to read.” Adam said, feeling a discomfited smile coming to his face as he produced the books. “Can I come in for a minute?”
“Sure. C’mon in, man.” Frays said through the door. The woman smiled awkwardly at him from a few feet away just inside the room when he entered. It seemed that she had been in the little latrine in the corner of the room next to the coffee machine. “How are you, Lacey?” Amy wiped her hands on her trousers and took the books Lacey offered her. Her ACU top was lying across the back of a chair at the table across the room.
“I’m alright. Are you…okay?” Adam asked as he looked the woman over carefully. She still looked like she was still a little pale and Frays had lost a good bit of weight since he had first met her. Then, he reflected, his own uniforms were getting a little baggy too. The two of them looked at each other for a minute, as if both of them wanted to say something but they were not sure what. 
Frays smirked uneasily. “I had a bean burrito MRE for dinner.” she confessed with an awkward little smile as she motioned towards the table. “I forgot how much my insides don’t like those stupid things. And they taste like I’m eating the TP.” Adam sat down at the table but Frays stopped a pace or so from the nearest chair. “Do you want a cup of coffee? I think there’s some in the cupboard here.” She gave the Marine an uneasy smile “It’s the one good thing I can say about being locked up in here.”
“Sure. Thanks.” he said with a small grin. Adam took a deep breath and looked at his hands folded up on the table in front of him while Frays busied herself with the coffeemaker. “Look…I hate to ask, but…”
Amy turned around and leaned against the counter as the coffeemaker started to sputter, a stream of fresh hot liquid piddling into the carafe. The look on the man’s face brought a weird little smile to her face. “What’s up?” Frays asked, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. 
Lacey took a deep breath and steeled himself. “How did you get separated from your unit?” he asked. Adam looked at the table as if he were trying to see through it. He was aware of the woman crossing the room and sitting down at the table across from him.
“What’s so important about that?” Frays asked, furrowing her brow as she regarded the man on the other side of the table from her. The troubled expression on the man’s face worried her. “I mean…why bring that up?”
Lacey ran the palm of his hand over the slightly overgrown crew cut on the top of his head. “Look it’s important, alright!” he said sharply, his voice rising in frustration. Amy blinked at him, as if trying to puzzle out what had brought on this change in behavior. Adam groaned and put his elbows on the table, resting his head in his hands.
The coffee was done so Frays got up and poured each of them a cup. “How do you take it?” she asked as she rooted around in the cupboard and found little containers of powdered creamer and sugar. Once she had fixed their coffee Amy brought the steaming mugs back to the table and sat down. She held her coffee up to her mouth and inhaled the steam rising from the liquid, a small smile playing across her face before she sipped her drink.
The two of them regarded each other from across the table for what seemed like hours. Frays got up after a little while and came back to the table with a soda can half filled with water from the tap. Amy dug out her cigarettes and frowned at its contents: there was only about half a pack left. She pulled one out and lit it. “I know I’m not supposed to smoke inside, but I doubt they’ll let me out.” Frays said with a wry grin. She frowned when her joke fell flat. This must be serious she thought worriedly as she regarded the man across the table from her. Usually she could at least count on getting a smirk out of the guy.
She sighed uneasily and started telling Lacey all she could recall about what happened at Checkpoint Twelve. Amy was shocked when she reached the part about someone on her side of the bridge opening fire with an M2, which had kicked off the riot. Lacey started making low, inarticulate groans into the palm of his hand, tears standing out on his cheeks. She looked at him uneasily, unsure as to why exactly the Marine was crying. Frays got a strange sinking feeling telling her that told her something was very, very wrong.
Frays stood up and started coming around the table to comfort him when he muttered three words: “It was me.” Amy stopped in her tracks as if struck with a two by four between the eyes. “I shot those people, Frays.” Adam mumbled as he wiped at his cheeks. “God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it. I didn’t mean it. I swear to God I didn’t mean it. I was scared and they wouldn’t stop and my thumb hit the trigger. I didn’t mean it. Please, please…ya gotta forgive me. I swear I didn’t mean it!”
Amy’s right hand balled into a fist, seemingly of its own accord as a strange sort of numbness ran through her. She took two steps towards the man and threw a right hook at the man’s face with every ounce of strength she could muster. A white light exploded in Lacey’s left eye, knocking him sprawling to the carpet. “GET OUT!” Frays screamed as the man started to try and pick himself up off the floor and scramble towards the door. She lashed out with a boot and kicked him in the butt hard enough to send a shockwave up her leg. “GET OUT RIGHT NOW!” 
Adam ran for the door as one of the books he had brought Frays fluttered past his head and struck the wall with a thump. He bolted out of the door, drawing laughter from Jack and Evans. “Is the honeymoon over, Lacey?” Evans called as Adam hurried down the hall and headed for the back door. 
“EAT SHIT AND DIE, FUCKHEAD!” Lacey shouted back as he threw open the door. He stalked out into the night and sat down against the wall a few feet outside the door. Adam hugged his knees to his chest as he tried to block out the hurt, bewildered expression on Frays’ face. After a little while his watch beeped and he looked at it. He sighed and pulled himself to his feet. “Time for guard duty.” he grumbled to himself as he went back inside.   
                  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
27 May 2011 0546 hours Walter Raleigh Senior High School Concord, Massachusetts
Casey woke with a horrid taste in her mouth. She looked around in her nice new Army backpack for her toothbrush and the travel sized tube of toothpaste and started off towards the showers to get ready for the day. It was looking to be another busy day. Unfortunately, ‘mother hen’ was almost always busy. There were lots of people here that needed help, either for body or soul. She had volunteered to fill in for poor Jean helping Eamon in the nurse’s office, helping fix their daily bread (so to speak, there was very little actual bread or anything else to be had) in the kitchen and she had started holding Bible study in the library every Friday in addition to having services in the auditorium every Sunday.
Casey walked into the locker room and started. That nice Marine, Private Lacey, sat curled up in the corner with the side of his face pressed up against the cool tile. She blinked at the young man and walked back out into the hall and laughed at herself: she had been half asleep and accidentally walked into the men’s locker room. 
“Are you okay in there?” she called softly into the room. There was a loud intake of breath and a groan, indicating that she had woken the man. Lacey appeared in the door about a minute or so later and Casey gasped. The skin around his left eye was a deep angry purple with yellow around the outside. 
“My God!” she said quietly as she dropped everything she was carrying. “Come here, you poor boy. Let me see to that eye.” Casey took him by the sleeve and led him towards the cafeteria. “What happened to you?”
Adam looked nervously at the floor then the walls as his mouth opened and closed a few times. “I slipped. Hit my face.” he said quietly. He sighed and jammed his hands in his pockets.
Casey felt her heart sink into the pit of her stomach. She had heard that excuse and seen those mannerisms before when she had done volunteer work at a home for abused children. 
Once they were in the kitchen with a bag of frozen peas pressed over Lacey’s eye she put a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Okay, who hit you Adam?” the older woman asked sternly. 
The man sighed and frowned bitterly. “Frays did.” He smiled a little and snorted. “I can’t say I didn’t deserve it.” Lacey hid his face in his hands and started taking deep breaths, finding himself on the verge of tears again and hating himself for it. Casey put her arms around the young man and held him, making him think of when he was a little boy and he had fallen off his bike or something. His grandmother had tried her best to fill in for the mother he had never known, but by the time he was fourteen he and his grandpa taking care of her. Between her bad heart and the Early Onset Alzheimer’s Gramma Lacey was out of his life by his fifteenth birthday. By the time he finished high school he was all alone in the world, as far as he was concerned. It all came pouring out: the checkpoint, the fight, the guilt, the fear, everything. 
“Listen, Adam.” Casey said at last. She released the young man and held him at arm’s length. “I think I might have an idea on how to take a step in the direction of fixing this. You just leave it to me and stay away from Frays for right now, okay? We don’t want her to black your other eye, right?”
After Lacey had run from the room Frays threw herself down on the couch and stared at the ceiling. She had tried to read a little of one of the books Adam had brought but ended up throwing it to the floor. After the initial fury had subsided Frays just felt so…drained, like she did not really have the energy for anything. She wrapped herself up in her blanket and slept like a rock for almost two and a half hours. “I might have to punch Lacey more often.” Frays muttered aloud when she looked at her watch. She frowned guiltily at the ceiling, trying to convince herself that she had not really crossed that line. The skinned knuckles on her right hand proved otherwise: she really had finally lost her temper so badly that she had hurt someone. 
Frays groaned and stretched then propped herself up on her elbow. She looked at the blank television screen for a moment and decided against trying to turn it on. A horrid feeling of shameful self-reproach roiled in her belly, adding to the anxiety already there.
Amy stood up and decided to do some PT instead to burn off a little energy. She did pushups, sit ups and calisthenics until she reached muscle failure. Once she could scrape herself up off the floor Frays went into the little latrine in the corner of the room and washed herself off in the sink as best she could. 
She could hear someone talking just outside the door as she pulled on her undershirt and tucked it into her trousers, the door to the hallway opening as she came out. “Hi, Casey.” Frays said with a halfhearted smile. “What’s shakin’?”
The older woman held up an MRE and a battered Holy Bible. “Thought you might want a little food.” Casey said as she tossed the plastic bag to Amy. “Also, it’s Friday. Since you can’t come to Bible study tonight, I thought you might like to talk a little.”
“Sure, thanks.” Amy said quietly as she motioned to the table. Frays eyed the writing on the MRE’s package and somehow managed to not groan aloud. “Awww yeah! Bean Burrito!” she said as she tore open the bag and started dumped its contents out on the table. Amy frowned as she turned around to take the entrée and its heating element to the tap to get it started warming up.
Frays found that she was ravenous, as always, even though she knew that she would be spending the next hour on the pot. She jammed the foil packet of white rice between her thigh and the chair to warm it then tore open the packet labeled fruit cocktail. “So, what did you have in mind?” Amy asked after she had wolfed down the fruit portion and stuffed the empty foil envelope back in the bag before starting in on the bean burrito.
Casey’s face was impassive as she leafed through the dog eared pages of the Bible. “Here we are. ‘Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, along with all malice. Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you.’ Ephesians 4:31-32.”
Amy frowned and wiped her mouth with the tissue from the MRE’s condiment packet. “He talked to you didn’t he?” she asked darkly. Frays leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her stomach, the food before her suddenly forgotten despite the protests of her belly.
Casey looked at the young woman across the table from her and sighed. “He really is sorry, Amy.” she said quietly. There was a long quiet moment between them. “Like it or not, your opinion of that young man matters a lot to him. I don’t know if he could bear you staying mad at him.”
“Well what about me, huh?” Frays asked resentfully. She rubbed at something next to her eye and shook her head, her hands suddenly trembling. “I almost got eaten alive yesterday and then he comes in here and drops that in my lap? I haven’t been able to have a good night’s sleep since that day because of him. Every time I close my eyes I see my friends dying. I see bodies floating in the water. I hear people screaming…” Amy started picking at the food on the foil packet on the table. “I can only forgive so much, Casey. I mean…I’m only human.”
“I’m not saying you have to forgive him.” Casey said quietly. She came around the table and put a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “I’d just like you to try. The two of you were such…good friends.” 
Frays caught a glimpse of something odd in Casey’s eye. “Not you too!” she muttered. A frustrated chuckle escaped her lips as she hid her face in her hands for a second. “Look, he’s married! I don’t know who started these rumors, but I say again I am not sleeping with him or anybody else here.” Amy shook her head angrily and pressed her face into her palms, elbows resting on the table. “I don’t need to put up with this crap again.” she grumbled under her breath.
“Again?” Casey asked, suddenly curious. “What do you mean?”
Frays looked like she wished she had kept her mouth shut. She rolled her eyes and jumped to her feet, crossing the room to lean against the wall next to the battered lockers. “Just about everybody in my squadron thought I was sleeping with my flight sergeant.” Amy grumbled, clearly upset. The young woman crossed her arms over her stomach and stared at her lap. “I wasn’t. I-I couldn’t. He was married and…I mean…” Frays pinched the bridge of her nose with her right hand, her mouth scrunching into a thin line. “I’m…er was…” Amy took a deep breath and shuddered as she let it out; barely holding back tears “friends with his wife. She worked at this Air Force research lab and was going to help me get a job there when I got done with school. While we were on deployment his son’s elementary school class sent us letters and stuff. His daughter set up a box at work to collect donations to send us care packages. They let us stay in their house on post so we didn’t have to sleep in the barracks when we had drill. He was the most honest, decent, honorable man I’ve ever met. I mean, neither one of us could have ever looked Maria in the eye again if we had.” 
Casey smiled and went across the room where she sat on a table in front of the younger woman. “I can see where that would get annoying.” the older woman said warmly. “Would you like me to bring Adam by later? How does about noon sound?”
Amy frowned at the remains of the MRE on the table on the other side of the room. “Can I do anything to stop you?”
Frays and Lacey sat next to each other at the table in the teacher’s lounge that afternoon. Amy scowled at the floor near Casey’s feet with her arms crossed across her stomach, drumming her fingers on her bicep. Lacey looked at the floor too, but his left eye was nearly swollen shut. His hands dangled between his legs as he leaned forward resting his forearms on his thighs.
Casey sat across from the two of them. There was an uncomfortable silence that filled the room. She was so far out of her league on this one that it was not even funny. Casey was used to dealing with marital disputes, family problems…not mass murder or anything like this.              
“He killed my friend.” Frays spat suddenly. She hugged herself and shivered. “He killed Jacobson. He…drowned like a rat in a trap because of you.” One trembling hand took a cigarette out of her pack and lit it. She only had four left. “How on earth do you think you can just apologize for something like that?”
Lacey tried to put a hand on Frays’ shoulder but she scooted out of reach. The man’s face twisted up in rage as he pulled his hand back. “Fine, be that way you self righteous bitch.” Adam grumbled heatedly, his hands clenching into fists. “I wish I was perfect like you. I mean, shit, it was my first time getting called up and I gotta deal with THIS? Jesus Fucking Christ, Frays.” He jabbed an accusatory finger at her face as he spoke. “My wife and kids could be FUCKING DEAD right now. My friends? DEAD. My neighbors? DEAD.” Adam was on his feet, glowering over the woman seated next to him. 
“You’re the closest thing I have to a friend right now and I’m sorry for what I did and I’d trade places with your friends if I could.” Casey was relieved when Adam returned to his chair and sat back down in his chair. The man resumed scowling at the floor. Lacey turned back to the woman seated next to him. “I saved your ASS at least TWICE since this thing started so if that hasn’t earned me a little bit of consideration then you can FUCK OFF!” 
The two women looked pitiably at the man. “I’m sorry I hit you.” Amy said at last. She exhaled a plume of smoke into the air and blinked back tears. “It’s…just…I dunno...” a tremor ran through her body and she took a couple deep breaths “He was right there one minute and…gone the next. And Jacobson…he was screaming. There was blood everywhere. I tried to get him out but he was stuck and we fell in the river. I told him me and Sergeant Emery would look after him and he died. They both died and I can’t make any sense of it.” Amy bitterly shook her head and wiped at a tear on her cheek “I can’t make sense out of any of this. I mean…I kept thinking that this was all just some…horrible nightmare and I was gonna wake up. I’d be in my bed at school or on my parents’ couch…and I’d wake up. I’d wake up and everything would be okay again.” 
Casey felt a little smile creeping onto her face. The three of them had been sitting here for an hour before the two of them had even looked at each other. “Okay, I think that’s enough for right now.” she said quietly as she stood up. Lacey and Frays both looked at each other for a second before Adam stood up.
“I-I’ll be around if you want to talk more.” Lacey said quietly. He looked like he was going to put a hand on Frays’ shoulder but thought better of it and let it hang at his side. “Just ask.” 
Amy frowned at the table. “Maybe.” she said quietly. Frays sighed and shook her head. “Look…just don’t push, alright? Everything’s gotten all turned upside down and sideways on me over the last couple days…” Her voice trailed off for a moment but she shook herself out of it “Let me try and work some of this stuff out on my own, okay?”

Sometime after Casey and Adam had left, Amy still sat at the table with her head in her hands. A cigarette burned indolently between the fingers of her left hand. Her mouth trembled in her palms as she thought about that day and everything that followed. The night before she had to report to Hanscomb for deployment overseas the entire family went out to dinner at her favorite restaurant for a combination farewell/birthday dinner because she would turn twenty in Iraq. When the manager found out he came out to shake her hand, wish her good luck and tell her that the entire family’s meal was on the house. Amy had been kind of embarrassed when Mom started to cry again.
She had gone to the bathroom and come out to find Dad waiting for her. He gave her a big hug, which was sort of unusual for him. “You’re probably gonna see some horrible things over there, kiddo.” he whispered in her ear as he held his daughter “Just put it all in a box in your head and put the box on a shelf in a closet so you can do your job and deal with it later.” 
Amy sighed and finished her cigarette, the butt hissing in the water when she stuffed it into the can at her elbow. I think the box is getting a little full, Dad she thought as she went to the couch and lay down. She folded her hands behind her head and stared up at the ceiling, lost in thought. She was fine, so why did her friends lock her up in here? A horrid thought crept slowly into her mind: that Sergeant Williams, the man at the supply point had not actually been sick at all. That she had scared him when she entered the trailer. That she had committed murder. Amy felt sick to her stomach as she considered the idea.

Who am I to judge Lacey? Amy thought guiltily. Her mind wandered back to those Army privates, who she might have robbed of their NCO at a time when they needed him most. No, no…he was…sick she told herself, remembering the crazed look in the man’s eyes as he stood in the doorway seconds before she had put a round through his forehead. She hoped that those three men had made it out of the city alright. She rolled onto her side and pulled her blanket over her face, weeping bitterly when she realized that if they did not their deaths were on her head too.    
**********
Powers found himself growing more and more frustrated. It was not just that everybody else seemed to be pairing off. That zoomie and the jarhead, Rodriguez and that fatass medic, Dana and the other guy there…what was his name? Josh? Right, it was Josh. There was that scrawny bitch that tried to kill herself, but he was not all that interested in her. The mechanic chick was more or less bottom of the barrel too, as far as he was concerned. She was too old for him, or at least she looked way too old. Nobody would talk to him after the whole thing with Owe One and all the shit that went down, like it was all his fault or something.
It was totally not fair anyway. He saved Rodriguez’s life like some totally over the fuckin’ top Black Hawk Down shit so she totally owed him, dammit. Okay, sure, he could have handled it better but Jesus Christ he wanted her so bad ever since he first laid eyes on her. And she couldn’t exactly be spoiled for choice with her face all messed up like that. Evans said that she had fucked almost everybody in the platoon or whatever but she would not even talk to him anymore. Whenever they had guard duty together she stayed as far away as she could from him totally pissing him off even more. 
He hated that Eamon guy too. What did that fat, hairy cockmonkey have that he didn’t? Sure he was only a private, but he was in way better shape than that dumbass civilian. I mean, sure he was a doctor or some shit, but it did not look like having a fat bank account was going to be worth anything for the foreseeable future. 
Powers grumbled to himself as he and Rodriguez came down off the roof. He could not help but help himself to an eyeful of her ass as she climbed down the steps in front of him. “Hey, Owe One.” he muttered once they were in the generator room and making their way towards the door that led to the hall. “What’s the deal with you and that fat mick, anyway? There are laws against bestiality, ya know.”
Francesca flipped him the bird over her shoulder. “He didn’t try to get me shot ‘cause I wouldn’t fuck him.” she snapped. Rodriguez kept walking, not wanting to give the man the satisfaction of seeing the anger welling up inside her on her face. “He’s a man, not some little punk kid.”
Powers grumbled to himself and gave some serious thought to pushing her down the stairs. “Man?” he asked, chuckling under his breath. “Looks more like some kinda cross between the Stay-Puff Marshmallow Man and a fuckin’ Sasquatch.”
When they got out to the hall, Rodriguez went off towards the female side of the building, leaving him standing around feeling stupid and horny. It was right about then that he remembered the little Arab bitch. “Don’t know how I forgot about her.” Max said under his breath. She was kinda cute, for a hajji. 
 Max wandered the halls, hoping to run into the hajji. He thought about her black eyes and hair, the exotic honey brown color of her skin as he walked. The cafeteria was empty and so was the library. A predatory smile came to his face as he spied his quarry coming out of the female latrine. “Hi there! I’m Max.” he said cheerfully as he walked up behind her. “How are you?” She was wearing a tee shirt and a pair of cut off jeans that did a good job of showing off her ass, which was very nice in his opinion.
“Hey, how ya doin’? I’m Fatima.” she said. Powers was surprised to hear that the woman had a thick south Boston accent. Fatima gave him an uneasy smile but did not really slow down. “I’m okay.”
 “I’m alright.” Powers said quietly. He leaned close to the woman’s side. “Um…listen…” Max chuckled awkwardly as he tried to think of something to say. “Could I sit next to you at the movie this week?”
Fatima looked confused for a moment. “I don’t know. Let me think about it.” she said quietly and tried to get by him and duck into the library. Like everybody else, she had heard what Powers had said about that other female soldier, Rodriguez when she had supposedly turned him down. Something else had happened the last time the soldiers went out for supplies and now the other female was stuck in the teacher’s lounge. 
Powers followed her inside the library. Fatima rolled her eyes, wishing to be rid of the man. A lot of the other soldiers seemed kind of nervous around her and as far as she was concerned the feeling was fucking mutual. She did not do anything but they all treated her like a goddamn criminal or something. Fatima found that she could at least sort of forgive the one woman there, Rodriguez, for the way she acted once she had found out what had happened to her face, but the others could pretty much fucking rot for all she cared.
“Whatcha looking for?” Max asked as he walked behind the woman. There was something about the tone of the man’s voice that started to make her nervous. 
“I don’t know.” Fatima said quietly. He started leaning in closer, almost brushing right up against her. “I’ll know it when I see it.” She stopped at a shelf and let her eyes play over the spines of the books in front of her. With a growing unease, Fatima noticed that Powers was now so close that she could feel the man’s breath on the back of her neck.
She turned and started walking away, but Powers kept following her. “Listen, I said I’d think about it.” Fatima said sharply as she turned on her heel. The man bumped into her, clearly caught a little off balance. “I’ll talk to you at mealtime, alright?”
Max smiled nervously and tried to take her hand but she pulled it out of his grasp. “What the hell is wrong with you?” Fatima asked angrily as she stepped around the man and tried to get away but Powers quickly moved to block her escape. Now she really did start to become frightened. 
“I just wanna talk.” Powers said quietly. He put his hands on her arms and smiled uneasily when she let out a little frightened yelp. Max pulled her in close, putting his arms around the woman’s torso. “That’s all.” The man’s words seemed genuine enough, but there was something about the look in his eye that made Fatima’s unease blossom into full blown fright.
“Okay.” she said quietly and gave the man a weak smile. “Okay. Let’s talk.” When Powers kissed her hard on the lips she kneed him in the groin and tried to run away. He doubled over and managed to catch the woman’s arm, sending her spinning into a shelf. Fatima bounced off the shelf and hit the floor hard. 
She attempted to gain a little distance by crawling on her hands and knees before getting to her feet, but Powers was somehow on top of her in a flash. He pinned the woman to the floor with a forearm and leaned against her. She felt something warm and pulsating against her ass through the man’s trousers. “Guess I’ll have to teach you a lesson, you uppity hajji bitch.” Powers whispered in her ear as he gingerly brushed some of her hair over it. 
**********
It was close to three o’clock when Amy thought she heard someone talking to the people standing guard on the door. She was pretty sure she did not recognize the voice on the other side of the door, but Frays became mildly alarmed when she could make out that one of the voices was beginning to shout in Arabic. Part of her wanted to start looking around the room for something to use as a weapon.
Finally the door cracked open a little bit. “Hey, Frays.” Rodriguez said through the gap. “That ha- er…Fatima Buckley wants to talk to you. Do you feel up for visitors?” 
Frays swallowed hard and looked nervously around the room for a second. “Yeah…yeah, sure.” she said quietly then cleared her throat and repeated herself. She had seen the woman around before but had never had occasion to speak to her. Frays tried to find a justification for that wherein she did not come off like a horrible, racist bitch but could not find one off the top of her head. “Oh, God.” Frays whispered when she saw the look on Fatima’s face. Her hair was a mess and her clothing was ripped up and rumpled. “Come here, ma’am.”
Amy motioned the woman towards the couch. “Would you like a cup of tea?” Frays asked after she had gotten Fatima situated and wrapped up in her blanket. “It’s nothing fancy, but I think I saw some under the sink.”
“You’re a cop, right?” Fatima asked, narrowing her eyes at the airman. Amy turned away from the cabinets under the counter. She regarded the woman curiously and came back to sit on the couch beside her. “I mean…an Air Force cop or whatever?”
“Yeah.” Amy said with an awkward smile. She had not heard her occupation described that way for awhile. “Yeah I am.”
“Good.” Tears started welling up in Fatima’s eyes as she spoke. “I want to report a crime. Private Powers raped me in the library this morning.” 
Amy felt like all the oxygen had been sucked out of the room. Powers? she thought confusedly He seemed like an okay guy. “It will be okay. You’re safe now.” Frays said as she took the woman’s hand and held it. “Do…you think you can tell me what happened?”
Frays listened empathetically as Fatima recounted everything that had happened to her earlier that day. It was all so shocking: the way he followed her into the library then pushed her down and forced himself on her. Amy’s heart dropped into the pit of her stomach as she listened. Sergeant Barnes needed to hear this. What were they going to do? Arrest him? It was not like they could send him off to the brig to be held for trial. Amy went to the door and pounded on it. “Hey! Open up! Get Eamon over here right now!” she shouted, hoping that the guards would hear her. 
“What’s up, Zoomie?” Rodriguez asked cautiously. She had seen Fatima too and had probably guessed that there was something wrong. “I think he’s on guard duty. I’ll go up and take a look. Alex is right here.”
“Just tell him we need him right away.” Frays said quietly. She started to turn away but stopped herself. “I’m okay, but Fatima needs some medical attention. Get Sergeant Barnes too, come to think of it. He needs to hear this.”
Frays sat on the couch next to Fatima while they waited for everyone to arrive. The woman sat there stock still with her hands folded in her lap. “It will be okay.” Amy said trying to sound reassuring as she made sure the woman was well covered with the blanket. “It’s alright. He can’t hurt you anymore.”
Fatima shivered and scooted over to the corner of the couch where she huddled beneath the blanket. “No, it won’t ever be okay again.” she said quietly. Amy opened her mouth a couple times, trying to think of some way to comfort the woman on the couch as Eamon and Sergeant Barnes suddenly burst into the room, startling the both of them.
Amy got up and moved out of Eamon’s way so he could take a closer look at Fatima. “Sergeant Barnes…we need to talk.” Frays whispered as she took the big man by the arm and led him off towards the opposite corner of the room. A look of cold anger came over the NCO’s face as he listened to the airman recount what Fatima said happened to her. He waited until Amy finished then he started towards the door.
Amy made an attempt to block his path. “Wait! What are you going to do?” she asked as Sergeant Barnes physically picked the woman up and tried to set her down out of his way. “Sergeant Barnes, stop! Calm down!”
“Get out of my way, Zoomie.” Barnes said icily as he glared down at the woman. “I don’t want to hit a woman, but right now I’m not in the mood.”
Frays stood between the big man and the door, but moved back a pace or two with one forearm across her stomach and one hand on her chin. “Look, Sergeant.” Amy said quietly as she positioned herself to present a smaller target to the man. “I’m just trying to make sure you don’t do something you’ll regret later, okay? Just calm down and let’s talk about this.”
Sergeant Barnes leaned over and looked the younger woman in the eye, his face inches away from hers. “Out. Of. My. Way.” he said coldly. She could feel the rage radiating off the man like heat. “I won’t tell you again.”
Frays looked him in the eye as if weighing the options. Was the man really willing to go through her to get at Private Powers? What did he think he was going to do when he got his hands on him? “Sergeant, you know I can’t do that.” she said evenly, her eyes never wavering from the big man’s face. “I can’t let you do what I think you’d like to do to that man. Just calm down so we can talk about this like rational human beings, alright? Please?”
The air became tense for a moment. Eamon stood up to face the two people across the room, his hand involuntarily closing around the grip of the Glock pistol in his pocket. It really looked like Sergeant Barnes was about to clean her clock for a moment before he took a deep breath and seemed to settle down a little bit. He shook his head in disbelief. “Fine. What do you think we should do, Zoomie?” he asked with a condescending chuckle. “Put him under arrest? We’re on our own here, Frays. We’re gonna have to settle this ourselves.”
Amy shook her head as Eamon went back to tending to Fatima. “I don’t know.” she said quietly. Frays went to the table and plopped down into the nearest chair. “But I…I can’t just let you hurt him either. He’s got rights too, you know.”
Fatima was up and across the room in a flash, catching Eamon off guard and knocking him out of her way. She slapped Amy’s cheek hard enough to make the woman’s ears ring. “HE’S GOT RIGHTS? HE’S GOT FUCKING RIGHTS!?” Fatima demanded as she slapped Frays again. “WHAT ABOUT MY RIGHTS, YOU FUCKING BITCH? HE FUCKING RAPED ME! DID YOU FUCKING HEAR ME? HE MOTHERFUCKIN’ RAPED ME!”
Amy stood up and held the woman until the sudden rage dissolved into huge, wracking sobs. Frays whispered comforting words into her ear as she guided her back over to the couch. She did not miss the bitter smirk on Barnes’ face as he left the room. 
“Rodriguez, you’re with me.” Sergeant Barnes ordered as he marched past the two people guarding the door to the teacher’s lounge. “Where is Private Powers?”
“He should be on duty in the kitchen.” Francesca said carefully. She had never seen her superior so pissed off and did not want his anger directed at her. “What’s going on? I heard shouting in there but I couldn’t make it out.”
“Powers raped that female hajji.” Sergeant Barnes said coldly. Rodriguez shivered as they made their way towards the kitchen. The sudden realization of how easily it could have been her, how many opportunities Powers had to…do that…to her made bile tickle the back of her throat. Strangely, she had not really ever even considered him a threat in that way. 
“So what are we going to do, Sarge?” Rodriguez asked. She had an idea of what Sergeant Barnes had in mind but she was not sure if she was on board or not. Jesus Fuckin’ Christ this is so fuckin’ fucked up she thought as the two of them burst into the kitchen. Thankfully, Powers was nowhere to be found. 
On a hunch, Sergeant Barnes stomped over to the male latrine across the hall from the cafeteria. He ordered Rodriguez to wait at the entrance and keep everybody out before blowing into the room like a hurricane. The big man kicked in each stall door he came to and pointed his M4 into the space. “Stop right there!” Powers called from the last stall. “I have a gun and I’ll fuckin’ shoot. Go away!”
Sergeant Barnes halted his search of the latrine stalls. “Alright, Private.” he said quietly as he tried to line up his sights on the sound of the voice. “Nobody wants to hurt you. Just put down your weapon and come on out, alright?”
“Just leave me alone, Sarge!” Powers shouted. He sounded like he was crying, but because there was several stalls between himself and the younger man, Barnes could not be certain. “I didn’t mean to hurt anybody! Just leave me alone!”
“I know, Max. I know.” Barnes said quietly as he crept closer to the stall. “Come on out, man. We’ll make sure everybody knows that, alright?”
“You just wanna kill me!” Powers whimpered. Barnes thought he could hear the hammer of the Private’s M9 snick back. “I can hear you coming, Sarge! Back the fuck off or I’ll shoot! I swear to fucking God I’ll shoot!”
Barnes frowned and paused for a moment, weighing his options. “Okay, Max.” he said quietly as he started walking backwards towards the latrine’s front door. “I’m backing off. Just be cool, alright? Don’t do anything fuckin’ foolish, okay?”
Once he was in the latrine’s doorway he glanced over his shoulder at Rodriguez. “Go tell Alex to let Frays out and get her over here with those CS grenades. We might need to smoke Powers out.” He ordered as he turned his attention back to the latrine. Barnes could sense the woman still standing behind him. “Go on, Specialist! Get!”                 
Francesca tapped her foot impatiently while Alex fumbled with the keys to the door and blew by him once he had the teacher’s lounge open. Frays leapt to her feet when Rodriguez entered. “What’s going on?” she asked. It was plain to see that she was worried sick about what might be happening on outside while she was stuck in the teacher’s lounge. 
“Sergeant Barnes wants you to get your shit, Amy.” Rodriguez said quickly as the other woman started to put on her ACU top. “Powers is sitting in the latrine with a gun. Come on, let’s go.”
Frays groaned. “Lacey has my weapons and stuff.” she said as the two of them hurried out of the teacher’s lounge. “I think he locked ‘em up in the workshop’s storage room.” The two women ran down the hall to the wood and metal shop and barged through the door. Frays rooted around in her pockets and came up with her keychain. After a few seconds of searching she got the door open and threw on her field gear. 
“Hey babies.” Amy whispered lovingly as she took her weapons down off the shelf, performed function checks on them and loaded the carbine and pistol. “Did Uncle Lacey take good care of you? Mommy missed you so much!” Francesca looked at her friend like she was beginning to doubt her sanity. “C’mon, admit it. You missed your weapons too.” Frays said as they left the storage room.
“Yeah, but I didn’t talk to them, ya weirdo.” Rodriguez admitted, drawing a little laughter from her friend as they hustled off to see how things were progressing at the male latrine. There was a small crowd gathered around the door behind Sergeant Barnes when the two women arrived. The big man was still crouched in the doorway with his M4 pointed inside the latrine. 
“Hey, Sergeant.” Frays said as she stood off to the side of the door with her back to the wall and peeked inside the room. “What’s shakin’?” She slid open the breech of her grenade launcher, loaded it and snapped it shut. “Heard you might need some help.”
Sergeant Barnes shook his head, a small smile flitting briefly across his face. “Powers is in there with a gun.” he said quietly as he kept an eye on the inside of the latrine. “He’s in one of the last stalls but I couldn’t get close enough to figure out which one. I want you nearby with those CS grenades if we can’t talk him out.”
Amy frowned at the man. “If I gotta use one in here nobody’s gonna be able to be in this end of the building for a couple days. If the CS gets into the air ducts we’ll all be living on the roof until the place airs out. And the grenade will bounce all over in there. Might even start a fire.” she said quietly, as if she were considering other options. “Can I try and talk to him?”
Both Sergeant Barnes and Rodriguez looked at Frays carefully. After a couple seconds of deliberation he stood up to allow the woman space to get by him. “Alright. Just a couple minutes.” he whispered as Amy walked past him. The big man caught her arm. “Five minutes then out. If he starts shooting, hit the dirt and stay there because me and Rodriguez are coming in hot.”
Amy nodded then continued on inside. “Hey, Powers.” Frays said quietly as she crept inside. The young woman held her breath, half expecting the man inside to start shooting the second she opened her mouth. “How’s it going?”
“Fuck off, bitch!” Powers spat angrily. She could hear the man moving around inside the stall. Amy stopped just inside the latrine and froze, somehow certain that she was staring down the barrel of a gun even if she could not see it. “What, are you gonna try and talk me out now too? Fuck you! Fuck that asshole Barnes too! Fuck all of you!”
Amy felt a brief shiver of panic. The man was close to the edge… She moved off to the side and hopped up on the counter across from the stalls, her feet swinging casually over the edge. “Listen, I’m sorry. My first name’s Amy. What’s yours?” she asked, hoping to draw the man into a conversation. 
“M-Max.” he said quietly. “My first name’s Max.” 
A smile came to Amy’s face. “Max Powers? Really?” she asked, trying to keep from snickering. “Your name is really Max Powers? That…that is great.”
“Yeah, my folks have…had…” Frays thought she heard the man make a strangled sob inside the stall at the far side of the room. He was quiet for a long time. “Listen, just get out of here. You think I don’t know what you’re doing?”
“I’m trying to keep you from doing anything we all might regret later.” she said quietly, her feet still swinging back and forth. Frays carefully flicked the safety catch off of her M4 with her thumb as she kept the weapon pointed towards where she suspected Powers was hiding. “Listen, I just wanted to apologize to you for earlier. You were just looking out for me and I yelled at you. That was wrong.”
“Oh, come the fuck on!” Max shouted angrily. Frays wished she could see what the man was doing in there. “You don’t give a shit about me. You’d rather be off fucking that scrawny little jarhead of yours than taking the time to even fuckin’ learn my goddamn name!”
Amy bit down hard on a sudden burst of frustrated anger. “Come on, man.” Frays said once she had caught hold of herself. “We’ve all been a little distracted. I mean…look, you’re not the only one who’s hurting right now. My best friend got shot in the face right in front of me not two weeks ago. I find out yesterday that my new friend started the riot that made that happen.” Amy paused a moment to collect herself. “Please, Max. Put the gun down and come on out so we can talk about this. I don’t want to see anybody else hurt. I’m getting so…tired of seeing people hurt. Aren’t you?”
The latrine was quiet for what seemed like forever. “Yeah, I guess I am too.” Max muttered as he came out of the stall. The man loosely held an M9 in his right hand as he stumbled into the room. Amy smiled at him and hopped down off the counter. “I’m just really tired.” Frays’ eyes went wide when the young man started to bring the pistol up to his own head. 
“NO!” Frays shouted, flinching and hoping that the man would obey. She was surprised when the pistol hesitated half way between Max’s waist and head. “C’mon, Max. We’re talking here. Don’t…don’t do it, man. It’s alright.”
“I did a bad thing.” Max said tearfully. The pistol trembled in his hand as the young man hesitated. Amy’s gut twisted up in knots because the muzzle of the gun was pointed in her general direction. He was shaking like a leaf and his finger was on the trigger. “I-I didn’t mean to. I mean, I dunno what I was doing.”
Amy swallowed hard. “Look, Max…can you do me a favor?” she asked, trying to keep her voice as friendly sounding as possible. Frays even managed a nervous smile. “Would you mind pointing that gun at the floor? I don’t want anybody to get the wrong idea, okay?”
The gun still wavered in the air. “Get rid of your M4 first.”
Frays put the safety catch back on and swung the carbine around to her back. “There we go.” she said carefully. Amy looked expectantly at the man across the room. He slowly lowered the pistol until it was pointed at the floor. “Good! Now we can talk like regular people.”  
“I’m not gonna get out of here. Sergeant Barnes is gonna kill me.” Max muttered despondently. He stood there trembling and throwing nervous glances at the door behind Frays. “He told me he would.”
Frays silently cursed the man. “I’m sure he won’t.” Amy said in a low, calming voice. “He talks tough but he’s really not that bad of a guy.” She slowly started edging closer to the man. “I promise I won’t let him hurt you.”
Max looked at her skeptically. “Right. He’s like five times your size.”
“Listen, you let me worry about that, alright? Barnes isn’t the type to hit a girl.” Amy said with a small smile. She inched a little closer to the man and extended her hand. “Can I have the gun, please?”
Powers smiled and started to bring the M9 up to his temple. Amy threw herself at him, hoping to knock him to the ground before he could pull the trigger. The shot seemed incredibly loud as she drove her shoulder into Max’s chest, knocking the man to the ground and hopefully knocking the wind out of him. The M9 boomed again as Frays wrestled with Powers, both of them trying to get control of the weapon. The gun went off so close to her head that she could feel the concussion of the muzzle blast on her face. Suddenly Rodriguez and Sergeant Barnes burst into the room and joined the fray. Francesca helped her hold the man down while Sergeant Barnes grabbed Max’s gun and twisted it out of his grasp. The big man noticed sickly that he had probably broken Powers’ index finger getting the pistol away from him.
Rodriguez rolled Powers onto his stomach. “Easy! Easy, Max!” she said soothingly as she reached out and grabbed a zip tie out of the MOLLE strips on Frays’ right suspender. “Just take it easy, Max. It’s alright, we’re not gonna hurt you.” She noticed that the man’s Kevlar was sitting on his head at an odd angle and there was a growing pool of blood on the floor. “Come on, buddy. Let’s go see the medics, alright? Everything’s gonna be okay.” She quickly put on a pair of latex gloves and took a pressure bandage out of her CLS kit then used it to staunch the wound on the side of the man’s head.
Amy’s ears were ringing as Sergeant Barnes led Powers out of the latrine and towards Eamon’s office. There was a lot of blood streaming down the side of the man’s head where he had nearly shot himself. Rodriguez’s jaw dropped when she turned around and saw Frays standing behind her, clutching the side of her head with a look of stunned horror on her face. A steady stream of blood coursed from between the woman’s fingers and she looked pale and wobbly on her feet. Her Kevlar was missing. “Holy shit, Zoomie. Sit your ass down.” Francesca said as she took Amy by the arm and steered her into the cafeteria.
Frays slowly became aware of a burning sensation on her left cheek. God, she could barely hear a thing over the ringing her ears and her poor little brains were spinning. Please, Saint Cornelius, don’t let this be permanent! she thought anxiously as Rodriguez sat her down on a chair next to the closest table. “Just relax, you crazy bitch.” Frannie said, softening her statement with a nervous smile as she pulled a pressure bandage and a package of Quik Clot out of her CLS kit. She put the sponge treated with the chemical on the bandage pad and pressed them both against her friend’s face. “Frays! Frays, can you hold on to that for me? Thanks.” She took the woman’s hand and pressed it to the bandage.
Rodriguez wound the bandage around Frays’ head and tied the bandage down snuggly to keep pressure on the wound. “What happened?” Amy mumbled through the gauze packed against her face. The bandage was on so tightly that she could barely open her mouth.
“Looks like you’ve got some powder burns, maybe a little knick from a bullet on your cheek.” Rodriguez said and loosed an uneasy laugh. She pulled up a chair next to her and sat down, holding her friend’s hand tightly. “Jesus fuckin’ Christ, what were you thinking? He almost shot you in the fucking head!”
Amy was quiet for a little while, trying to wrap her brain around what she had just been told. “I couldn’t just stand there and let him shoot himself.” Frays said laboriously. Talking with this bandage on her face was going to be a huge problem, never mind that she could barely stay sitting upright. 
It was not until Eamon showed up with a Kevlar helmet in his hand that she realized just how close she had come to buying the farm: there was a yellow gash along the left side of the helmet right where the strap was bolted to the helmet and its cloth covering was ruined. Frays sat there suddenly blinking back tears and feeling foolish because of it. The man came over to her and put the helmet on the table before kneeling in front of his patient.
“Hey, Amy. How are you?” Eamon asked quietly. He smiled compassionately as he started to unknot the bandage on Amy’s cheek. “I just need to take a quick look at this, okay? By the way, the next time you get shot in the head it had better be fucking serious. I nearly had a heart attack when I got told.”
Amy laughed and winced. “Don’t make me laugh, you dork.” she said in a loud, careful voice. Her face was really starting to smart, but the volume on the ringing in her ears was starting to get turned down a little. “It hurts like heck.” She blinked, a little puzzled as to exactly why it hurt to laugh.
Eamon looked at the woman’s cheek with a critical eye. “Well, it doesn’t seem that bad. Some powder burns and a little scratch that might need a couple stitches. It looked worse than it is because it bled so much. Don’t worry. When it heals it’ll make you look tough.” he pronounced with a smile as he replaced the bandage. “How’s your ears?”
“My head feels all…squishy.” Amy said slowly. She tried to stand up but Eamon put a hand on her shoulder and forced her to sit. “It was louder at first but it’s getting quieter already.”
“Just a second, Amy.” Eamon said quietly as he broke out his penlight and started flicking it in and out of her field of vision again. The man nodded to himself and took her wrist to check his patient’s pulse. “That bullet knocked your helmet across the bathroom. I just want to make sure you don’t have a concussion or anything. Do you know where you are?”
Amy paused for a moment as if lost in thought. “Mashed potatoes?” she said, her face scrunching up with uncertainty. Francesca and Eamon exchanged worried glances before the medic turned his attention back to his patient. 
Eamon dug around in his medical bag for a moment then brought out his otoscope. “I’m just going to check your ears now.” he said carefully as he put the end of the instrument into first one ear, then the other. The fat man grunted and hmmm’d to himself, making Amy grow suspicious until he clicked the end of the otoscope off and threw it in the trash. “Looks like your ears are going to be a little sore for awhile. Try to stay away from loud noises for a couple of days and I’ll take another look. For right now, you’re going to go lay down and relax.” He took a small bottle of pills out of his bag and shook one into the palm of Frays’ hand. She popped it into her mouth and washed the pill down with some water from her camelbak. “You’re probably going to have a killer headache in the morning.” Eamon said as he stood up “If I see you up and about before day after tomorrow, I’ll have Adam help me tie you to your cot, alright?”
 “Don’t tell her that, babe.” Frannie said as a wide, evil grin spread across her face and she gave Eamon a peck on the cheek. “I don’t think we should be giving them any ideas. Lacey might enjoy tying her up.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
28 May 2011 0032 hours, Walter Raleigh Senior High School Concorde, Massachusetts
Eamon grumbled as he watched Powers sleeping on the cot in his office. Sergeant Barnes had brought the man in earlier in the day and stood there while he treated the man’s wound. As soon as Sergeant Barnes left he ran into the bathroom and threw up. The fact that Barnes made him use precious supplies to care for the guy who had raped one woman and tried to kill two of the most important people in his life right now made him physically ill.
“Right. Cock it.” the fat medic mumbled as he crossed the infirmary, pulled open a drawer and dug out a needle. He tore open the syringe’s sterile packaging and drew back the plunger, filling the barrel with air. “I’ll fix you, you rapist son of a bitch.” 
Powers stirred while he was tying off a tourniquet around the man’s arm. “What are you doing?” the man asked suspiciously. His voice was thick with sleep and muffled somewhat by the bandages wrapped around his head. “Stop that!”
Eamon wanted to groan but he somehow managed to give the man a tight lipped grin instead. This would have been so much easier if he did not wake up. “You’re about due for another dose of painkillers.” he said as he tightened the length of rubber hose around the man’s arm. “Don’t worry. You’ll just feel a little pinch and you’ll be alright again.”
He could see half the man’s mouth turn up into a smile. “Thanks, man.” Max whispered as Eamon sank the needle into a vein and pressed the plunger. Powers started thrashing and making a choking sound a few seconds after Eamon released the tourniquet. A troubled expression passed over the medic’s face as the man’s last breath rattled out of his chest and he lay still. He pulled the blankets over the man’s face and crossed the room to his own bed where he lay down and fell into an uneasy sleep until the alarm went off on his watch a few hours later. Eamon curled up on his bed, facing away from the corpse and shaking like a leaf. “Too far.” he muttered quietly “Too far. Too far. Too far.”
Frays stared at the ceiling, feeling dizzy and sort of miserable. Rodriguez had walked with her back to the female dorms where her friend helped her take off her field gear and got her situated on a cot. “What happened?” she asked in a loud voice. Amy ran her hand over the bandage on her face as if she had not felt it before. Frays was starting to suspect that Eamon had given her a narcotic, and a fairly powerful one at that. Everything was starting to get all warm and fuzzy around the edges. She resolved to chew him out the next time she saw him if she remembered to and that was…kind of up in the air right now.
Rodriguez crouched beside her friend’s cot and put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s alright, Frays.” she said quietly as she pulled Frays’ hand away from her face. She had asked the same questions twice before on the way over. It made Frannie think of visiting her grandmother when she was little, having to answer the same questions over and over, but Eamon had warned her to expect it. “You got hurt a little while ago, but you’re going to be okay. Just relax and try to get some sleep.” Once she got Frays on the cot, she did as Eamon had instructed and wrapped her up tightly in the woolen blanket from her rucksack so they did not have to worry about their patient deciding to go for a walk in the middle of the night.
Lacey came in the room and stopped at the doorway, momentarily shocked. It looked like Frays’ head was wrapped up like some kind of half assed mummy costume. “I’ll go get some ice from the freezer.” he said and took off down the hall. Rodriguez shook her head and laughed as she watched the man leave the room. 
“Oh...wow…” Frays whispered and giggled. Whatever Eamon had given her was currently kicking her butt all over the place. She had lived on a college campus since she was fourteen and had known her fair share of recreational drug users in her time but Frays had never understood the appeal of the habit until right now. For the first time in weeks she was not in pain or scared or hungry or sad or worried…as a matter of fact, she felt absolutely freaking great. It felt kind of like she was wrapped from head to toe in a soft downy blanket that had just come out of the dryer, but a million billion times better.  
Lacey returned a couple minutes later with a Ziploc bag filled with what looked like scrapings from the freezer and a dishtowel. Amy was asleep on a cot and Rodriguez was sitting on a chair next to it. “Hey man.” Francesca said as she stood up. She pulled a notepad out of her pocket and started reading off the medic’s instructions. “Okay, Eamon mainly wants one of us to watch her tonight. He said that she’s got a concussion and possible hearing loss, but he’s mainly concerned about the pain meds he gave her. If she has any problems breathing, go get him. If she wakes up and is still in pain, don’t give her anything, go get Eamon. Don’t let her get up and walk around.” She flipped the page and squinted at it in the semi-dark. “She was kinda confused for awhile there. When she wakes up she might ask you the same questions over and over, stuff like that. Don’t let it get to you. Eamon says it’s normal.” 
“But she’s gonna be okay, right?” Lacey asked. He looked a little pale and worried, making Rodriguez smile at him. “It’s not as bad as it looks, right?”
“Right.” she said as she started out of the room, smiling a little at the concern in the man’s voice. Francesca paused at the doorway and turned around. “Can I ask you something?”
“Sure, Frannie. What’s up?” He had an idea of what was coming next. Adam sighed and rolled his eyes, preparing his standard response.
“You two really are just friends, aren’t you?” Rodriguez asked. She crossed her arms across her chest and leaned against the doorjamb. “I’m not judging or anything. Just curious.”
“I’m not sleeping with Frays.” Lacey said slowly and clearly so there could be no misunderstandings. He was getting really sick of these stupid rumors. It was like fucking high school all over again. Adam pressed his hands together like he was praying while covering his mouth and nose. He exhaled into the palms of his hands. “I really like and respect her, but not enough to make me forget I love my wife and kids. And…well…she’s sorta my squad leader.”
“What a Boy Scout.” Rodriguez muttered, smiling in the dark as she pushed off the doorjamb. “What a fuckin’ Boy Scout.” Give it another month, jarhead Francesca thought bitterly. Lots of married guys loved their wives and kids…until they had not gotten any for awhile. “So what? I mean, when I was in Afghanistan I fucked my squad leader once.”
Lacey blinked at the woman and shook his head. “That must have gotten…complicated.” The woman opened her mouth to say something but he cut her off by raising his hand and turning his head away as if whatever she was going to say were a physical blow. “Never mind. I don’t want to know. That’s your business.” He frowned. There was something that he kinda wanted to know, but he was not sure if he really wanted to ask. Fuck it he thought anything to change the goddamn subject.

“Are you and Eamon…doing it?” Adam asked. He knew they had been getting close, but he was mildly curious just how close. It was really none of his business, but then she had asked him about Frays.
Frannie shrugged and scratched the scar on her neck. “It all depends on what you mean by ‘it’.” she said quietly. Adam laughed and pressed a hand over his mouth to stifle it. Amy stirred on the cot next to him. “I mean, sure we’ve had sex a couple times. We’ve gone down on each other a few times too.”
A flabbergasted laugh exploded out of Adam’s mouth before he could smother it. Amy grumbled something and stirred in her sleep in the room. “Sorry…it’s just that…” he motioned Rodriguez out into the hall. As it was still dark, the only sound was people snoring or the occasional groan of the building settling. “I don’t know what’s funnier: you being so plain about it or the fact that you’re doin’ it with Eamon.”
Frannie scowled at him. “Look, he’s a pretty good guy and it’s not like we’re going to get married or anything.” she said defensively as she crossed her arms and scowled at the man. “And it’s not exactly like I’ve got a lot of options. And, well, I’m sure you’ve heard worse stuff from the other guys.” Rodriguez took a couple steps closer to him. “If you’re interested, just say so. I’ll see you around.” she whispered as she went past him and down the hall.
Lacey shook his head as he walked back into the room. He still had the cold pack in his hand so he wrapped the plastic bag in the towel and gently shook Amy awake. “Here ya go, Frays.” he said as he positioned the bag of ice on her face. “Sorry to wake you.” Lacey added as he pulled her blanket up to her chin.
“Shut the window an’ come back to bed.” Amy mumbled around the bandage and cold pack. “Mm cold.” Adam looked around and grabbed another blanket off of the cot across the room then spread it over her. “Mmmm. Thanks.” Frays muttered and settled back into a deep sleep.
He sat up and stretched when the alarm on his watch went off at six o’clock. Eamon turned off the alarm then washed his face in the sink and grimaced at his reflection in the mirror over the porcelain basin. Murderer. You fucking murderer his own face taunted. A little bit after he was certain that he could screw on a reasonable facsimile of an innocent face, he had gone to get Sergeant Barnes and tell him that Private Powers had died of his wounds. The man did not seem to believe him but only gave him a knowing, strangely sympathetic look as the two of them removed the body and took it outside for burial. 
Amy was in the female dorm closest to the nurse’s office. Nobody asked why he did not insist on having her brought to the infirmary, which was a good thing as far as he was concerned. In spite of everything, he could not help but smile a little as he walked over to check on his other patient. She was probably going to be pissed at him again for giving her the Tylenol 4. He was just glad that she was still around to yell at him. 
He knocked on the frame of the door before entering the room. Adam sat on a chair next to Amy’s cot, resting his chin on his hands as he watched her sleep. “She was a little cold earlier.” Lacey said as he stood up and stretched. “I gave her another blanket. Other than that, except for a couple bad dreams, she slept all night.” Eamon leaned over to wake up Amy but Lacey caught him by the arm. “Um…can I talk to you out in the hall for a minute?”
“Listen, I wanted to get out in front of this.” Adam said awkwardly once they were outside the room “I dunno if I understood her right, but I think Frannie might have come on to me. Or she could have been talking about Frays. I dunno.”
Eamon laughed. “Look man, me and Frannie…” he said slowly as he tried to find the right words. “We both kinda know that we’re just ya know…fuck buddies. Friends with benefits? Understand?”
Adam laughed nervously. “Yeah, sure.” he said quietly. “Look, I wasn’t sure and I didn’t want there to be a problem.” He shook his head and grumbled. “By the way, you wouldn’t happen to know how this whole ‘why don’t you two go off and fuck each other’ thing got started regarding me and Frays?”
“I don’t know, Adam.” Eamon said as a small grin rustled through his facial hair. “It wasn’t me, but shit dude, what’s wrong with you? I’d be hitting that good and regular if I thought she’d have me. Oh, right…you’re married. So where exactly does your wifey keep your balls?”
“I left ‘em inside your mom.” Lacey said as they went back inside the room. “Make sure that she sends them back. Your sister likes them too much.” 
Eamon woke Frays. “Hey, how ya doin’?” he asked quietly as he dug in his pocket and came out with his penlight. “Little better today?” The fat man checked Amy’s pupils with the light and nodded with a slight frown. “Looks alright.”
Amy tried to sit up a little. She was not as dizzy as yesterday and the ringing in her ears had settled into a dull hum. “I’m okay.” she muttered as she blinked and looked around. Frays struggled against the blanket for a minute and gave up with a frown. “Can I have some water? Where did my LCS go?” 
Adam took Amy’s gear out from under the cot and held out the bite valve of her camelbak so she could drink. He smiled uneasily as she drained the last of the water out of the container. Adam took a canteen out of its carrier and held Amy’s head so she could chug half of it. The dizziness started to go away a little bit more as she could practically feel the water getting absorbed into her bloodstream. Adam glanced at Eamon out of the corner of his eye. “How is Powers?” she asked.  
“Resting when I left him.” Eamon said as he took a new pressure bandage out of his bag and ripped it open. “Okay, Amy. I’ve got to change your bandage. Let’s have a look.” Adam smirked behind his hand at the way Frays’ hair looked when Eamon unwound the long strip of fabric from around her head. It was a perfect mess: all at strange angles from her head and falling in her face. Frays scowled at Lacey as Eamon examined her wound. “I can get the grains of gunpowder out if you want. You’re going to need a few stitches too.” he volunteered as he looked closely at the burns on the woman’s cheek. “It’ll look better when it finally heals up.”
“Do it.” Amy said quickly. She knew from an early age that the primary sin she had to watch out for was pride, but she also knew that she had good skin and a pretty face. There was not a whole lot that could probably be done about where Max’s bullet had grazed her, but Frays decided that she would really like to try and limit the damage. She tried to sit up, but Eamon stopped her. 
“Just lay back. I can get at it easier this way.” Eamon said as he gently pushed the woman back down onto the bed. He shooed Adam away from the cot then took a small pair of fine tipped tweezers, a few gauze bandages and the other things he would need out of his bag. He put on a pair of latex gloves and looked down at the younger woman compassionately. “This might sting a little. I’m going to give you a local.” the medic said as he ripped open a syringe, filled it with a drug from a vial and injected it into various points on his patient’s cheek. Amy hissed and tensed up a little as he worked.
“Right.” Eamon whispered as he wiped the tweezers down with another pad. “Now comes the fun part. Hold still.” The medic turned to Lacey and said “Put some gloves on and give me a hand. I need you to dab at her cheek with some gauze. She’s gonna bleed a bit and I need to see what the hell I’m doing.”
The area around the wound was red and tender looking, but the cold pack Adam had given her had taken down the swelling. Eamon scowled in concentration as he sutured the gash on Amy’s cheek and plucked the grains of gunpowder lodged beneath Frays’ skin. He wiped them off the tweezers with a piece of gauze. Lacey would gently press a piece of gauze against her cheek for a second and give encouragement to their patient while the medic worked. Frays seemed amused by the pallor creeping up Adam’s face as Eamon dug around in her cheek. She could not help but wonder if it was the sight of blood or the sight of her blood that was making him nauseous.
Once Eamon finished the man replaced the bandage around her head with a fresh one and pronounced the operation a reasonable success. “You’ll still probably have some scarring, but it’ll be less noticeable without the gunpowder in the wound.” he said as he gathered his things and stood up. The rotund medical man looked down at his patient then at Lacey. “See that she stays in bed until at least this afternoon. I’ll be back around lunchtime to check up on you.”
Eamon left the two of them alone in the room. A look of sudden fury came to Adam’s face like a storm cloud. “You fuckin’ idiot.” Lacey spat furiously as he sat down hard in the chair at her bedside. “What the hell is wrong with you? You stupid foolish pigheaded…I leave you alone for five minutes and look what happens! Don’t you fucking do that to us again, Frays.” Amy started to open her mouth in retort but Lacey silenced her with a look “Like it or not we need you too, you stupid bitch. You watch my back, I watch yours. How the hell am I supposed to protect you if you won’t stop taking these stupid fucking risks?”
“Protect me?” Amy muttered angrily, throwing herself at the blanket wrapped around her. “Protect me?” Frays took several deep breaths to try and calm down. “Look, I can take care of myself, Lacey. I’m not some helpless little waif and if you really want to go there, I saved your butt a couple times myself. So what does that make you, hm?”
Adam muttered something into the palm of his hand. “Look, poor choice of words, okay?” he said quietly. The two of them looked at each other for a long moment and suddenly burst out laughing as Amy slowly started to calm down. “Seriously, though. Don’t do that to me again, alright? You scared the shit out of me.”
Frays’ face pinched up a little bit around the edges. “I wasn’t all that afraid until I saw Eamon with my Kevlar.” she mumbled around the bandage. It would be wonderful to get rid of the thing. Amy paused for a minute, looking at the man seated next to her cot. “But…listen, Lacey. I couldn’t just stand there and let Max shoot himself. If I did, his soul would burn in hellfire forever.”
Adam shook his head and laughed. “You’ve got to be kidding.” he muttered under his breath, drawing an angry look from the woman on the cot. Lacey frowned and looked tired. “I’m sorry.” He laughed bitterly. “Why do we keep fighting all the time?”
Amy shook her head. “I dunno.” she mumbled. She managed to get a hand free and reached out to him. She put a hand on Lacey’s forearm and squeezed it. “I’m sorry I was mean to you earlier. You’re a good guy who panicked and did something horrible that he didn’t mean to. Remember the sergeant I shot at the supply point? I don’t know if he really was…sick…or if I just scared him and he reacted. I killed him and I don’t know if it was right.” She paused, trying to think of what Sergeant Emery would have said in this situation. He had always seemed to know just what to do. “You aren’t the same green kid that made that mistake. You aren’t going to let that happen again.”
He squeezed her hand on his arm, feeling as if a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders. “It’s alright, Frays.” Adam said with a gentle smile. He snorted a small laugh out of his nose. The two of them were quiet for a little while, simply enjoying each other’s company. “So, when am I going to meet your folks?” Lacey asked at last.
Frays blinked a couple times. “I’d like to start out as soon as Eamon says it’s alright.” she said at last. She could not wait to get better because it felt like she was trying to think her way through cold molasses. “The question is how are we going to get away?”
“Well, who’ll stop us?” Adam asked in response. He scratched behind his ear and leaned forward. “I really don’t think anybody will have much to say about it.” 
Amy frowned guiltily. “I’m sure there’s people around here that wouldn’t want us to leave.” she said quietly. Frays stretched and shifted around on the cot. “Not to mention the people in town. There’s going to be trouble here eventually, once people start getting hungry.”
“All the more reason to go now.” Adam whispered urgently. He moved closer to Frays’ bedside and leaned a little closer to her ear. “I’ll start squirreling away a little food and stuff. As soon as you’re well, we’ll grab a Humvee and make a run for it.”
“Here’s a better plan.” Frays said quietly, turning her head a little to look at Lacey. “I’ve already gotten permission from Sergeant Barnes to make a raid on the police station in Holden.” She paused, hating herself a little for bringing up this idea “We could just sort of…not come back.”
Somebody cleared their throat at the doorway. They both started and turned towards the noise only to see Rodriguez standing in the door, smirking at the two of them as if she had caught them at something. “Hey, Lacey.” she said still wearing that smirk as she came into the room “I’m here to relieve you. Didn’t interrupt anything, did I?”
Lacey and Frays both looked surprised. “No you didn’t, Frannie.” she said at last as Adam stood up to let Rodriguez have the chair. “How have you been?” Frays asked as she tried to push herself up onto her elbows. 
Rodriguez took off her Kevlar and sat down. “I’m good.” she said as she watched Lacey leave. That boy looks tired she thought as a small smile played at her face. “You’re looking better. By the way, Sergeant Barnes wanted to me to give you this.” Frannie took an Army patrol cap out of her cargo pocket and tossed it on the bed. 
Amy lifted her head and glanced at the cover. She could see that Barnes’ name was embroidered on the back of the cap and there was sergeant’s rank sewn on the front. “It’s his?” she asked. She was curious to see if it would fit. It would probably go over the bandage wound around her head with room to spare. “Want to hear something funny? I was supposed to get my E-5 but I think my LT screwed up the paperwork. Tell him I said thanks.”
Rodriguez gave the woman a small, knowing grin. “Did you and Lacey have a good time?” she asked, getting a good laugh out of the embarrassed and frustrated look on her friend’s face. 
 “I slept a lot.” Frays grumbled almost to herself. She shifted around again under the blanket, all of a sudden feeling oddly sort of claustrophobic. “I need to have a word with your boyfriend. The jerk doped me up again. He knows I don’t do drugs.”
“You don’t sound all that mad at him.” Frannie said with a small grin. There was a sort of twitchiness in the woman’s face that was not there earlier. Rodriguez guessed that it was probably a combination of nic fitting and coming down from whatever Eamon had given her yesterday. “He means well.”
Amy sighed and tried to frown. “I don’t know what he gave me…but it felt really good.” she admitted guiltily. She shifted around on the cot again as she tried to break free of her blankets. “For the first time in a really long time I didn’t care…if that makes any sense.”
“Yeah, I get it.” Frannie said quietly. She vaguely remembered a hellish week spent sweating, puking and trembling in a hospital room that stank of shit and piss as she detoxed from all the pain meds the doctors gave her on the trip from Afghanistan to Germany to the States for surgery. Her mom had risked her job at the cannery to stay with her at Walter Reed…the excruciating physical therapy, speech therapy… She decided to change the subject. “So anyway, how’s things between you and Lacey? I heard you guys had a fight.”
Amy narrowed her eyes a little at her friend. “I won’t say we’re back to normal, but we’re getting there.” Frays frowned thoughtfully for a second. “Disregard last. We’re talking again but arguing a lot. That seems normal for us.” A distressed look came to the woman’s face. “Listen…I gotta pee.” 
Rodriguez laughed and helped Frays get out of the blankets and to her feet. Amy blinked and shook her head before taking a couple uneasy steps. “You okay?” Frannie asked. She followed a little behind the other woman, tensed to catch her if she stumbled. 
“Yeah, I’m good.” Amy said after a couple seconds. She half smiled over her shoulder at Frannie and steadied herself on the doorjamb. “Just doesn’t seem like I’m firing on all cylinders yet.” Rodriguez moved to help but Frays held out a hand to stop her. “Don’t. Thanks. I’m okay but just let me do it, alright?”
After she had relieved herself, Rodriguez and Frays started making their way towards the dorms. Amy looked around and asked “How’s Powers doing? Is he okay?” She looked at the floor for a second and focused on getting down the hallway. Something told her that Eamon would be ticked if he caught her out walking around. 
“Eamon said he’s sleeping.” Rodriguez said quietly. She looked at her friend uneasily as they continued on their way. “I can’t believe what happened…I mean, he was kind of an asshole but I didn’t think he’d just…I dunno…snap like that.” A shudder ran down her spine as they came back to the room where Amy had been staying. Francesca pulled the curtain hanging across the doorway behind them and looked guiltily at the floor. “I can’t stop thinking that it coulda been me, ya know? I mean…Christ…he had all kinds of chances to.” 
Frays eased back down onto the cot with a groan. “I know.” she muttered quietly as she settled into the blankets. Amy chuckled awkwardly and folded her hands behind her head. “It’s weird…there’s a zombie apocalypse going on and we’re both way more freaked out by the possibility that we might’ve been raped.” 
Rodriguez let a nervous laugh out as well. “Yeah. Thanks for putting it in perspective.” she said as she sat down in the chair again. Frannie stretched and rested her forearms on her thighs. She glanced at her watch with a frown. “Where is Eamon? He should be here by now.” 
“I’m sure he’ll be here soon.” Amy said quietly. A look of unease passed over Frays’ face for a half second. “Could…you stay?” 
“I have to get back on duty soon. Why?” Rodriguez asked. She regarded the other woman with a slight frown. Lacey had suggested that she go with Eamon while he examined her the other day. “Is there something going on?”
Amy exhaled slowly through her nose and picked at the bandage around her head. “I-I got into a pretty bad car wreck on 13 May. When we got to Hanscomb…my flight and I spent two days working the gate. I worked at the guardhouse.” Frannie’s eyes went wide for a second and she put a sympathetic hand on Frays’ shoulder. She had heard rumors about the murderous insanity that had gone on over by the main gate. “When we finally got a break, we all went to eat at the chow hall. After we ate I asked Eamon to make sure I wasn’t hurt. He…touched me. You know…down there.”
“You’re shitting me.” Rodriguez said in a low hiss. “You’ve gotta be shitting me.” She stood up and paced around the room and ran her hand over her hair as she looked at the woman on the cot across the room. 
“Look, I think he thought I was hitting on him or something.” Amy said as she tried to catch Frannie’s arm, but the woman was just out of reach. It took her a second, but Frays realized how she sounded: like she was blaming herself or, worse yet, trying to make excuses for Eamon’s bad behavior. She shut her mouth and rolled onto her back, where she stared at the ceiling feeling very, very stupid all of a sudden. 
They were quiet for a moment. Rodriguez sat down in the chair again, resting her face in her hands and silently stewing. Amy’s stomach churned as she continued staring at the ceiling. Why couldn’t I keep my mouth shut? Frays asked herself. If there was one good thing that seemed to be coming out of all this madness, it seemed to be Eamon and Frannie’s relationship and now that looked like that was all screwed up too. “I’m sorry.” she whispered quietly.   
Rodriguez’s face toughened. “Don’t you fucking dare apologize for him.” she said harshly. Frannie took a deep breath and her expression softened a little. “It’s not your fault. You didn’t do anything wrong.” 
Eamon rapped his knuckles on the doorframe and came inside the room. “Hey, Amy. It’s time to take your bandages off.” the chubby medic said as he approached. He stopped after a couple paces when both women fixed him with icy glares. “What’d I do?” he asked, glancing from Frannie to Amy and back again. 
Rodriguez stood up and moved across the room, where she leaned against the wall so she could keep a close eye on Eamon as he worked. Eamon sat down in the chair and helped Amy sit up. “Okay, we’re going to take the bandages off.” he explained as he unwound the linen from around the woman’s head. “How’s the ears?”
“Okay I guess.” Frays said apprehensively. The bandage covered her left ear, the one that had been closest to the muzzle of the gun when it went off. If there was going to be any permanent damage it would be in that ear. There were a few drops of blood on the pad of the pressure bandage. She concentrated and tried to see if there was a difference in what she could hear now that her other ear was uncovered.
Eamon cupped his hand over Frays’ right ear. “Can you hear me?” he asked, trying to keep his face impassive as he spoke. Truth be told, he was worried about the poor woman being rendered deaf. Amy blinked repeatedly, her eyes tearing up. She wiped at her cheek. 
“A little.” Frays said, a look of joy and relief flooding onto her face. “There’s still a loud ringing, but I can hear.” The woman folded her hands and bowed her head in prayer. “Thank you, Saint Cornelius. Thank you thank you thank you.”
Eamon could not help but smile. “I think I deserve at least a little credit here.” he said quietly as he put his hand on the back of Frays’ neck and pressed her forehead against his. Amy laughed and wiped at her cheeks again. The salt made the tiny burns and scratches on her face sting. 
Well, that’s settled Rodriguez thought with a mixture of relief and anger. “We need to talk, Eamon.” Frannie said quietly as she crossed the room and put a hand on Eamon’s shoulder. “Outside. Right now.” She forced a smile at Frays, leaving the woman alone as she pushed Eamon ahead of her out the door.



“The fuck is wrong with you, you goddamn pervert?” Frannie demanded heatedly, backing Eamon up against the wall as soon as they were outside. She shook her head with disgust and shoved him hard. 
Eamon looked shocked. “What the hell are you on about?” he asked as he looked around. There did not seem to be anyone around, but he could not be sure. “Look, can you just calm down and tell me what’s got you so upset?”
“You put your fucking hand down Frays’ pants, you fucking pervert!” Rodriguez hissed angrily. She glared at the man like she would have liked to break his fucking jaw. “You were there with her. You saw what happened. How the fuck could you do that?”
Eamon frowned and took a deep breath. “I dunno. Look, maybe you guys are used to this shit but it’s all new to me.” he mumbled as he moved to step around the woman. “I’m just a goddamn civilian. I get stuck in the middle of this… I mean…fuck! Up until three weeks ago my biggest goddamn concern was…fuck, I dunno, trying to get a decent fucking cheese steak sandwich around here. 
“I mean, I’ve seen people die. Car accidents, muggings, stabbings, bar fights over bullshit… Then all of a sudden I’m on my way to work and people are fucking eating each other. Maybe I should have stayed to help but I fucking ran. I ran the fuck home and my next door neighbor was packing up his family. I’m helping him out when this crazy lady with a big ass gun comes up asking for a ride. We end up at this loony bin that was supposed to be safe and they’re fuckin’ shooting people. Fuckin’ shooting people right there in front of me.” The man paused, choking on the lump in his throat
“And I couldn’t stop it. I wasn’t supposed to stop it. I got to be alone with Amy, well sort of anyway, and…shit, I thought she might need to be close to somebody too.”
She looked at the man, feeling the righteous fury leeching out of her. Goddamnit… Frannie thought as she stood there shaking her head again. It was easy to be mad at him when he was a slimy little deviant, but his revelations took the wind right out of her sails. “Just don’t do that again, you fat jerk.” Francesca muttered as she hugged him tight. “Now go in there and tell her that.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
31 May 2011 0948 hours Bedford Street Concord, Massachusetts
The Humvee rolled down the street, its powerful Detroit diesel engine echoing off the houses on either side. Rodriguez anxiously popped a stick of gum into her mouth as she looked warily out of the passenger side window as Evans drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. Sergeant Barnes stood in the cupola behind the Mark 19. He and Sheriff Yates had worked out a patrol route with the lawman’s remaining deputies, giving Barnes and his people a circuitous path around the northeast side of town. 
There was a palpable tension in the air as they rolled around town. A lot of homes had been broken into in the last couple days, bringing the situation to a head between Sergeant Barnes and the mayor. If the people at the school were not willing to make an effort at contributing, Mayor Nichols was going to order Sheriff Yates to evict them. Yates had thought the idea stupid at best and suicidal at worst, but managed to convince Sergeant Barnes to help out. It did not help things at all that the shelves in every supermarket, convenience store and specialty shop in town was bare. People were starting to get really hungry and desperate.
As the Humvee went down the street, Norman Tailor opened the window at the back of his house facing Bedford Street. Norman’s clothes hung off him like a scarecrow. He had not eaten anything in the better part of a week, not that he had all that much to begin with. 
Since he had nothing better to do since everything went to shit, Norman had been spending the better part of the day drinking Jack Daniels and thinking about how fucking miserable he was since his wife, Josephine, had gotten her throat ripped out by a guy over at Holy Family Church down the street two weeks ago. When he saw the Humvee coming he stumbled across the room and took his deer rifle off the gun rack on the wall. 
It took him a couple tries, but he managed to get a round in the chamber and get back over to the window before the truck went by. Norman rested the rifle on the windowsill and settled the crosshairs on the soldier behind the stubby black machine gun. Nobody was more surprised than him when the rifle went off in his hands. His hands started to tremble when he saw that the soldier was not sticking up out of the truck anymore.
Sergeant Barnes collapsed when the shot rang out. Rodriguez’s eyes went wide as she scrambled between the front seats. She did not bother to check the man’s vitals: his helmet was broken in half and his brains were all over the rear seat on the driver’s side. She climbed up behind the Mark 19 and spun it around as Evans got them away from the ambush. Rodriguez spied the rifle barrel sticking out of the window of the house at their four o’clock and brought the grenade launcher up. A half dozen grenades thumped out of its barrel and obliterated the side of the house facing the street. 
They roared around the corner, plowing into a parked car. Another bullet whizzed by Rodriguez’s head and she brought the launcher around, seeing a couple men leaning across the hood of a car on the opposite side of the street. She fired twice, sending the car up in a fireball as Evans backed the Humvee away from the car and slammed its transmission back into drive. A couple errant shots skipped and whined off the road behind them.
A sledgehammer smashed Rodriguez in the chest and she dropped down inside the vehicle, suddenly unable to get air into her lungs. “You hit, Rodriguez?” Evans shouted as he spared a glance over his shoulder at the woman. He narrowly avoided another accident and swerved, sending a shower of sparks into the air. “You alright?”
All of a sudden the vehicle veered hard to the left and started to slow. Rodriguez sat up a little and gasped in horror. A bullet had punched a hole through the windscreen and strait into Evans’ throat. She grabbed her M4 and bailed out of the vehicle as soon as it crunched into a streetlight, sprinting for the cover provided by a narrow alleyway a couple hundred meters away. About half way down the alley she came to the back door of what looked like some kind of shop and ducked inside, glad to see that someone had broken the lock off it at some point. Once she verified that the shop was empty Frannie pushed a desk in front of the door she had come in and sat down in a darkened corner where she could watch the front and rear doors.
Rodriguez let out a sigh of relief when she felt the front of her plate carrier. The bullet had buried itself in her front SAPI plate but failed to penetrate the vest, at least temporarily saving her life. She keyed the mike on her radio. “Any station this net, any station this net.” she whispered into the throat mike “This is codename: Rodriguez. Our truck took sniper fire and is currently disabled. Barnes and Evans are KIA. I am dismounted in, break.” She kept low but hurriedly looked for something, anything with the store’s logo on it. Rodriguez could not help but roll her eyes when she saw where she was “The North Bridge Inn. I need an extraction, how copy?”
There was a brief pause. “Roger that, Rodriguez. We’re on our way.” said someone, it sounded like it might have been Lacey or maybe that civilian kid who helped out sometimes, Josh. “It’ll be about five or ten minutes before we leave. Just hold on, alright?”
Frannie muttered a curse under her breath. “Just hurry, guys. Not gonna lie, I’m in the shit out here.” she said quietly. There was somebody walking by on the street outside. Rodriguez brought her M4 up and put the dot of the weapon’s Aimpoint on the figure’s chest.
**********
Amy glared at the potato in her hand. “I’ve got you now, you filthy little tuber.” she told the wrinkly brown lump as she started to peel it. It had slipped from her grasp a couple times and fell with a thud to the counter. Eamon had okayed her return to light duty the day the bandages came off but Frays was getting a little frustrated with her progress recovering from the concussion. Her hand eye coordination and hearing were getting way better (probably because one of her ears was no longer covered up) and the memory problems, while embarrassing, were getting fewer and farther between. But they were still there, like the sand in her boots in Iraq and just as irritating.
She had gone twice to Eamon’s office to see Powers and make sure he was alright only to remember just outside the door that she had been at his memorial service. She had stood there staring at the door for a couple minutes, feeling useless and like a big failure all over again because she could not save him. Or Jean. Or Sergeant Emery or Jacobson or anybody else that mattered. 
She jumped a little when she heard the faint booms of what sounded like explosions. Frays swallowed hard and looked around nervously, hoping it was just another minor overreaction on her part. The other people on KP looked startled too. Aw, crap Amy thought with growing apprehension they heard it too. She felt her guts starting to twist up in knots again.
Josh came running into the kitchen shouting her name with his rucksack slung over his shoulder and carrying another. “C’mon! We gotta go!” he yelled as he tossed Frays her rucksack and the two of them ran out into the cafeteria. “The townies shot up Sergeant Barnes’ Humvee. Rodriguez is stuck out there. We gotta go get her!” 
She sprinted after him through the school and out to the maintenance bay. The flood of adrenaline brought a tight smile to her face because she suddenly felt like her old self again. They met Eamon and Lacey in the hall outside the maintenance bay and the four of them hurried inside. “I’m up top. Lacey, you’re driving. Eamon ride shotgun. Josh get in the back seat. Where is Rodriguez? What happened to everybody else?” Frays demanded as they hustled over to the other Humvee. 
“She’s at The North Bridge Inn.” Lacey said as he snapped his rifle into the rack and climbed into the driver’s seat. The engine roared to life. “Barnes and Evans are KIA.” The truck pulled away as soon as the doors were shut. Amy checked the M2 to make sure it was loaded as the Humvee’s tires screeched around the front of the building.
Lacey gunned the engine and crashed through the trees in the park on the opposite side of the street. “Keep your eyes open!” Amy shouted down into the truck “Safeties off!” Tree branches whipped her face, pulled at her sleeves and slapped her on the head as they barreled through the stand of oaks. When they came out on the other side, Frays noticed a man pointing a rifle at them as they rounded a bend in the corner. She swiveled the fifty cal in his direction and pressed the trigger down, sending a short barrage of lead at the man. He disappeared as the truck roared off towards the inn. 
The Humvee lurched as Lacey cranked the wheel and started eastward across the field. He there was a stand of trees ahead but there was a gap between them leading to the street. Adam put the hammer down and steered towards it, the big truck bumping and hopping over the grass. Someone fired at them again and Frays shot back with the heavy machine gun, disintegrated links and hot brass raining into the vehicle. 
“Rodriguez! Get ready to move!” Eamon shouted into the radio’s handset. He could not believe what he was seeing outside of his truck. “We’re only a couple minutes away, baby. We’ll be right there, just hold on!” The truck tore up Lexington Road towards the traffic circle at the south end of Monument Square. 
The truck tires squealed as Lacey zigged right around one side of the circle and then zagged left around a large elm tree at the end of the grassy park in the middle of the square. Amy felt her boots leave the platform between the two rear seats when the truck bumped over the curb, the only thing keeping her in the vehicle was her death grip on the M2’s spade grips. A pickup truck tried to pull in front of them but she leveled the machine gun at the cab and triggered another burst, nearly cutting the vehicle in two as Adam steered around it.
A shotgun boomed near the steps of the Concord Town House at their four o’clock. Amy spun the turret around to return fire and pressed the trigger. Instead of the loud booming report of the machine gun she was greeted with a dead click. A look of panic spread over her face as she reached forward on the gun and pulled the charging handle to the rear then released it. When the gun clicked again she realized that she had used up the last of the weapon’s ammunition.
She dropped down inside the truck. “Give me my M4!” Frays shouted over the ringing in her ears. Josh, terrified, dug around in the back seat and eventually came up with Amy’s carbine. “Thank you!” she yelled as she stood back up. There was a group of people off to their right so she flicked the M203’s safety off and thumped a CS grenade in their direction. 
The truck screeched to a halt outside the inn. “Rodriguez! Where are you?” Eamon screamed into the radio’s handset. He looked around, hoping to see the woman running towards them. Time seemed to stand still as they waited for a response. A bullet whined off the hood of the Humvee. 
“Eamon! On me!” Amy shouted as she climbed down out of the cupola and jumped out of the rear passenger side door. She ran around the vehicle to Lacey’s door. “We’re going to check the building. If we’re not out in ten, bug out.”
Lacey was about to say something but she and Eamon hurried over to the inn. Josh sat there frozen in the seat behind him. “Get up in that cupola and return fire, damn it!” Adam shouted angrily. He turned around and cuffed the younger man on the head. “Do it!”
Amy kicked in the front door and scanned the large dining room, covering the area with her carbine as she moved inside. Eamon was close behind her. He stepped over a dead man just inside the door. “Frannie! Are you in here?” he shouted, making Frays grimace. She was about to yell at him to shut up when she heard a groan from the back corner of the room.
The two of them moved quickly towards the source of the noise. The metallic scent of blood reached them as they got closer, making Eamon rush forward in a panic. “Oh, God.” he muttered quietly. There was a deep gash in her left thigh about six or eight inches below her hip. He dropped to her side and tried to set to work. “Don’t worry, baby. I got you. You’re gonna be alright.” the medic said quickly, fighting back the panic rising in his chest. There were two bullets in her vest, but neither one seemed to have gotten through the Kevlar. Eamon dug around in his medical bag and pulled out a big roll of gauze which he stuck inside the wound and secured with a pressure bandage from the woman’s plate carrier. The woman was disturbingly pale and weak from blood loss. Amy pressed her mouth into a thin line and turned around to provide security for Eamon while he struggled to patch Rodriguez up.
“Amy!” Eamon shouted once he had staunched Frannie’s wound as best he could “Is there a stretcher in the truck? We gotta get her out of here right now!” Amy rushed back outside, swinging the muzzle of her carbine around as she tried to secure the area then grabbed the stretcher and returned. Josh’s eyes widened as he saw a police car come barreling towards them with its lights on and sirens blaring. Several more police cruisers converged on them from opposite directions. He brought his rifle up and started pointing it at the policemen.
Amy and Eamon started towards the front door, carrying the stretcher. “Down! Down!” Frays ordered as she started lowering Rodriguez to the ground. She peered over the windowsill at the front of the dining room. There were four or five police cars out front and the cops had their guns pointed at them. Josh was pointing his rifle back at them, waving the weapon back and forth nervously.  
“Josh!” she shouted, hoping to get the young man’s attention. “Josh, stand down!” Frays stood up a little more and cupped her hands over her mouth. “Josh, knock that off right now! You idiot!” She wanted to go out there and stop him, but realized this whole thing could go sideways very easily. If she went rushing out there the policemen might very well misunderstand what was going on and open fire.
A shot rang out, shattering the glass over Amy’s head. She squeezed her eyes shut at the sound of the gunfire Josh and the police exchanged just outside the inn. Lacey ran from the driver’s seat of the Humvee and crashed through the front door as bullets tugged at his uniform and whined over his head. It fell eerily silent after a few moments. Frays cautiously peeked over the windowsill again, trying to avoid cutting herself on all the broken glass on the floor all around her. It felt like there were more than a few shards caught up in her hair.   
She could see the tattered remains of Josh’s body hanging half out of the vehicle’s cupola. Frays took a deep breath, let it out slowly and turned to Eamon, her mouth pressed so tightly shut that her lips seemed to be almost gone. “How is Rodriguez?” she asked and turned to face the police outside. “She okay?”
The fat medic kept low but moved closer to Amy. “She’s really bad.” he said quietly so Frannie could not hear him. “She needs a transfusion bad. She’s lost a lot of blood and she’s in shock. We’ve got to get her out of here. If we can get her to a hospital I might be able to fix her.” 
Amy frowned and looked at the semi conscious woman on the stretcher a few feet away. She nodded gravely, pondering their next course of action. “Center pouch on my left side is my CLS kit. There’s an IV of saline solution in it.” Frays told Eamon before turning her attention back to the window “Sheriff Yates? You out there?” Frays asked loudly. She could sort of hear the people outside talking to each other but she could not make out what they were saying. Eamon crawled over and tugged at Frays’ gear then started to work on Rodriguez.
“Is that you, Frays?” the sheriff shouted back. It sounded like he was right outside, maybe already using the Humvee for cover. Amy peeked over the windowsill again.
“Yeah, it’s me!” she yelled, still trying to see what was going on outside. “Listen, sheriff, one of my people is wounded! We gotta get her to a hospital right now! This whole thing has gotten way outta hand! Can we call a truce and talk about this?”
There was a pause again followed by what sounded like an argument between the people outside. More people with guns started converging on their location. Frays felt a sinking feeling as she watched them encircle the building. She spared a glance at Lacey, who had his M9 out. He had apparently left his rifle in the Humvee. Dumb private Frays thought as she low crawled over to him and tapped the man on the arm. “Lacey, I need you to go cover the back door. Let me know what you see out there, alright? Just keep calm. We’re gonna be okay. Just keep calm, alright?” She was amazed by how composed she sounded.
Lacey nodded shakily, seeming to draw confidence from his squad leader. “Sure thing, boss.” he said as he started to move towards the rear of the building. Amy crouched and looked out of the front windows again, waiting for Adam to get into position. 
He moved to the door that Rodriguez had blocked up when she took shelter in the building and peered out of a small window next to it. There was a small parking lot behind the inn with a handful of cars in it. He could make out two or three people leaning across the hoods or trunks of the cars pointing long guns at the building.
“I can see a couple people with rifles about seventy five meters or so out of the back door.” Lacey said quietly as he leveled his handgun at the closest one. Scoring a hit at this range with his M9 was an iffy proposition at best, but if they tried to come closer he would be ready for them. 
Frays saw somebody pass Sheriff Yates a bullhorn. “Frays!” he shouted through the device “Have your people lay down their guns and come out. You’re right. This has gotten out of hand. Come on out and we’ll see if we can’t work this out!”
Amy surveyed the scene at the front of the building. There were way too many jumpy looking civilians with guns pointed in their direction for her liking. “Have your posse go home!” she shouted back as she moved closer to Eamon. “I’d like to take you at your word, but I don’t want any of those civilians to do anything foolish.”
It sounded like there was more arguing among the people outside. It took a couple minutes but the civilians she could see started to move off. Frays reloaded her M203 just in case. “Eamon, how’s Rodriguez doing?”
The man glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. “The same as before. Bad.” he said quietly as he watched the civilians start to move off. Six policemen stared over the barrels of their weapons at the building. Rodriguez moaned softly on the stretcher so Eamon went to her side. “It’s okay, baby. Shhh…shhh...” he said as he dug out a syringe and injected a little morphine into the Y of the IV line running to Frannie’s forearm. The fat medic held her hand like a shipwrecked man clings to a piece of debris in the middle of a turbulent sea.
“Okay, they’re gone!” Yates said through the bullhorn. “Come on out, Frays.” Frays slapped the magnification module into place on her carbine and scanned the buildings and alleys across the street, looking for any sign that the policeman was lying to her. 
“Lacey, talk to me!” she shouted over her shoulder as she looked through her Aimpoint. “What’s going on over there?” Frays frowned as she continued to scan her sector. “Answer up, Marine!”
“I can’t see anybody. Looks like they’re gone.” Lacey said at last. He glanced over his shoulder towards the front of the building then continued staring out the window. “What are we gonna do, Frays?”
She looked around one last time then folded the magnification module out of the way. “Alright. On me but keep low.” Frays said quietly. She could hear Lacey moving towards her and glanced at the man out of the corner of her eye. “Everybody mask up. I want to go talk to Sheriff Yates and see if we can’t work this out. If things go sideways I’ll put a CS grenade out there. You guys get Rodriguez to the Humvee and I’ll cover you if I can. I might not be able to get my mask on in time, so one of you might have to come get me if I can’t get to the truck. If I remember right, there’s a hospital about two miles from here that’ll hopefully have what we need to patch up Rodriguez.”
The people inside the inn dug their gas masks out of the carriers and fitted them over their faces. Eamon put on Rodriguez’s for her once he had put his own on. “Sorry, babe.” he said quietly when she started to panic a little “It’ll be okay. It’s just your gas mask. I’ll take it off in a minute, okay?”
Amy looked out over the windowsill. “Sheriff! I’m coming out, alright?” she said, tugging a white tablecloth off a table nearby. Frays stood up slowly, holding the tablecloth over her head then started for the door. Lacey could only shake his head as he watched the woman walk cautiously out the door and approach the sheriff.
“What happened today, Sheriff?” Amy asked once she was within speaking distance. She glanced at each of the policemen around her. None of them appeared to be pointing a weapon at her, but they had not put their guns away either. “I got two people dead and another likely unless I can get her medivaced time: now.” 
“I dunno.” Yates said as his eyes flicked from the young woman in front of him to the inn and back again. “There were shots fired and somebody blew up Norman Tailor’s house. Then you guys came tearassing across town shooting everything that moved.”
“I didn’t shoot at anybody who wasn’t shooting at me first, sir.” Frays said, narrowing her eyes at the man. She caught a glimpse of one of the sheriff’s men moving behind one of the squad cars off to her right. Amy shook her head. “We have to get Rodriguez to a hospital. Our medic can help any of your people that need it too. And I came out here to talk like a reasonable person, Sheriff. Tell your deputy there to stop trying to sneak up on me.”
“George, lay off.” the sheriff muttered quietly. He turned his attention back to Frays. “I think you guys just better leave.” The few deputies close enough to hear what he said looked at each other with expressions ranging from mild confusion to anger. “If you stay, it’ll just be a matter of time before something like this happens again.”
Amy looked back over her shoulder in the direction of the school for a second. “The people at the school need us, Sheriff.” Frays said as she shook her head and glanced towards the inn. “Will you guys look after them? I mean I really don’t think they’re any better off than anybody else in town. And there was some…trouble recently. Stuff I really don’t think we have time to go into right now.”
“Fair enough.” Yates said with a small nod. He rolled his eyes and frowned. “Look, Frays. There’s a hospital about two miles down the road. Get on MA-62 Southwest. It’s right on the other side of the turnpike, so you can’t miss it. I don’t know if there’s anybody there now, but your man can find what he needs.”
“Thanks, Sheriff.” Frays said and extended her hand. “I’d like it if you could get our dead back to the school and make sure the people there get their weapons.” The young woman swallowed hard. “I wish things had turned out different.” She looked at the road between her feet for a second before returning her eyes to the sheriff’s face. “This was a huge mess today.”
Yates took her hand and shook it. “I know. Good luck.” 
Five minutes later they had Rodriguez loaded up in the Humvee and Josh’s body secured in a body bag. Amy took Lacey’s weapon out of the rack next to the driver’s seat and handed it back to him. “Next time remember your weapon, you dumb jarhead.” Amy said quietly. She tried to smile to soften the statement, but in light of everything that had happened Frays felt like she was laughing at a funeral. “I’ll drive.”
Eamon jumped in the back to keep an eye on Rodriguez while Frays drove. Lacey sat staring morosely out of the passenger’s side window. He looked at the woman behind the wheel as if seeing a whole new side of her: he had called her stupid (among several other less nice things) for trying to save Powers’ life but he had also seen her shoot (and probably kill) at least two or three people just ten or fifteen minutes ago. He was surprised to see that she seemed relatively undisturbed by this. Lacey’s eyes played over the bloodstains on the back seat, which were already starting to draw flies. He swallowed back bile.
“A-Are you okay?” he asked at last. Frays drove as fast as she dared down the street following the sheriff’s directions. Adam spared a glance at Frays and wondered if she heard him or not. The Humvee lurched around a car in the middle of the road. 
“I’m fine!” Frays shouted, spearing the man next to her with a harsh look. “How many times do I have to tell you to keep your eyes on the road?” Amy swerved around another wreck and ended up smacking into another truck on the other side of the road. Eamon shouted angrily, but they could not make out exactly what he said over the noise of the radio.
The Humvee slowed to a stop when it came to the intersection of MA-62 and the turnpike. Frays slowed the Humvee to a stop at the top of a gentle rise and looked at the crossroads before them. She and Lacey exchanged nervous glances. The turnpike was jammed with cars, just like it was where they tried to cross it before. “Hang on, Eamon!” Adam shouted as Amy started down the road, accelerating gradually as the truck approached the stalled vehicles “This is gonna fuckin’ suck!”
The Humvee careened from one vehicle to the other as it pinballed through the intersection smashing the smaller, lighter civilian vehicles out of their way. The passengers in the truck jostled and bounced around the inside of the Humvee. They somehow made it across the turnpike in one piece and onto the street in front of the hospital. Amy slowed and pulled into the parking lot of Emerson Hospital. 
Lacey and Frays looked around the parking lot through the windscreen of the truck as Amy drove up to the emergency room entrance. “I…don’t think anybody’s home.” Adam said quietly as Amy stopped the truck. She took a deep breath and frowned then got out of the vehicle. Lacey noticed that she left the engine running.
“C’mon, man. Hurry up!” Frays called as she pulled her M4 out of the rack next to the steering column and hustled to the rear of the Humvee. “Eamon, stay here with Rodriguez. Me and Lacey are going to check the hospital out. We’ll be back in about ten minutes. Hopefully, there’s somebody here.”
“Just hurry up!” Eamon nearly shouted as he leaned out of the truck. He ducked back in side for a second and checked Frannie’s vitals again. He squeezed the unconscious woman’s hand tightly before returning to the back of the truck. “She doesn’t have long, Amy. Please, just hurry up and find me an operating room. If you can’t do that, then she needs O positive or AB blood, if there’s any that’s still good.”
Amy put a hand on the man’s bicep and gave him a sympathetic look, suddenly reconsidering her plan. “The building’s too big. We can’t clear the whole thing by ourselves, man.” Frays said regretfully. Her eyes flitted towards her friend lying on the stretcher in the back of the truck then she looked around for a second. “Can you go with me? We’ll need to find some instruments and you’re the only one of us who knows what we’re looking for.”
Eamon looked at Frannie for a second then back at Frays. “I guess I have to.” he said with a frown as he carefully picked his way over Frannie then climbed out of the truck. He glared at Lacey as the two men exchanged places. “Make sure you keep her warm and hang that IV up. Check her vitals every couple of minutes.” 
Adam smiled nervously at the man. “Sure thing, man. You guys just be careful and get back here quick, alright?” 
Frays nodded. “Alright. I’ll take point. Let’s get going.” Amy said as she started moving towards the sliding glass doors of the emergency room lobby. The doors did not open when they came near so Frays slid her M4 around on its sling and pushed them open. The two of them moved inside the lobby and stopped in their tracks. A half second after they were inside, the automatic door mechanism seemed to kick in as the doors whooshed shut behind them.
The lobby looked like a drunken tornado had hit the place and vomited corpses all over on its way through. Eamon tried his best to breathe through his mouth, but the smell of perhaps several dozen month old dead bodies stuck its fingers in his nose and kicked him in the stomach. He gagged a couple times and leaned against the wall just inside the door as he threw up on the carpet. 
Frays grimaced as she entered just behind him and looked around. “You alright, buddy?” she asked quietly while covering the area with her carbine. The dead did not seem to mind the mess the man was making, but the combined stench of the bodies and vomit made her stomach want to do backflips. The sound of Eamon’s retching was not helping at all, either. 
Eamon rinsed his mouth out with water from his camelbak and spat. “Yeah.” he whispered as he recovered. “Let’s go.” The two of them crossed the room and pushed through the double doors across the room in front of them, leaving the lobby as silent as they left it. A few moments after the doors whooshed shut a hand twitched over here, a mouth opened and closed almost reflexively over there. Slowly, agonizingly, a slumped and pained figure pulled itself clumsily to its feet. Followed by another. And another. And another.
Frays and Eamon moved quickly but carefully down the hall down a sort of hall made from the curtains blocking off the examination tables in the emergency room. The florescent lights in the ceiling flickered and buzzed overhead, throwing crazy shadows all over the curtains. The emergency generator must still be working. Amy thought as they made their way through the room. There was hope then that the hospital’s blood supply would still be refrigerated. Thankfully, they seemed to be the only things moving in the ER. The two of them came to another set of doors leading to a hallway that went off to their right and left. There was a number of brass placards mounted to the wall with the names of the various departments of the hospital on them and arrows pointing either way. 
“Which way, Eamon?” Frays asked as she scowled at the signs. She knew what some of them were, but she was not even sure the rest were in a language she recognized. The medic glanced at the signs and pointed to the left branch of the hall. 
Amy nodded and started off, her carbine in the low ready position as she led the way. She could not get over how quiet it was as they moved through the hospital: the only sounds were their footfalls and the buzzing of the flickering lights in the ceiling. They came to another split in the hallway: would they go straight, right or left?
“Amy, hold up.” Eamon said quietly, as if he too was aware of the strangeness of the whole situation. He glanced at the signs on the wall across the way. “Take a right. It looks like we’re almost there.”
Frays cleared the corner and started down the hall when a figure in what looked like dirty nurse’s scrubs stumbled out into their path. The lights in this corridor flickered off and on so Amy squeezed the pressure switch glued to her M4’s handguard. The figure did not flinch as the powerful little light flashed in her bloodless face, revealing a bite mark on the woman’s shoulder as her hands started grasping for the two humans halfway down the hall from it.
The airman took a half step to her left, pressed the light switch again and centered the red dot of her weapon’s sight in the middle of the creature’s forehead. Even with the homemade suppressor, the shot was very loud in the confines of the hall. A loud thump and a shuffling sound like feet on the tile floor reached them from around the corner.
“Oh…fuck.” Eamon muttered under his breath. The two of them looked at each other for a half second before Frays brought her weapon back up and held it to her shoulder with the pistol grip. She pointed from Eamon to the corner and urged him on with an insistent look. She walked backwards to keep the area in front of them covered while Eamon moved up to see what made the noises. 
A dozen figures shambled towards them, groaning and stumbling over debris scattered all over the floor. “Fuck! Amy, little help here!” Eamon shouted as he brought his shotgun up to his shoulder and fired. The nearest creature’s head disappeared in a spray of fluid and bone fragments as Amy backed up, lowered her weapon and pivoted on her heel and brought her carbine back up. 
Eamon fired till his shotgun went dry. He struggled to dig a fresh magazine out of his pocket and reload the weapon but both slipped out of his shaking hands. “Hurry up, Eamon!” Frays shouted over the ringing in her ears “Get your gun back up!” There were more zombies coming out of the woodwork and it was all she could do to keep the panic rising in her chest out of her voice. She was about to tell Eamon to break and run for it when the fat medic screamed.
A zombie had snuck up behind them and had its arms wrapped around Eamon, forcing him to the ground. Blood squirted from under the creature’s jaws, a dark crimson puddle spreading on the floor as it bit and tore at the back of the medic’s neck and shoulders. 
Amy lowered her weapon and snapped off two quick shots into the back of the creature’s head. She quickly glanced around her then shifted the barrel of her carbine over a little. “I’m sorry.” Frays whispered and pressed the trigger, putting a round through Eamon’s head before the man’s corpse could begin to come after her. 
There were still more of them coming down the halls from all directions. She looked around for a second then grabbed Eamon’s medical bag and slung it over her shoulder. There were a dozen or more in the hall leading back to the lobby and six or seven on either side. Frays flipped the selector switch all the way around on her M4 and sent bursts in each direction, at least knocking down the creatures advancing on her as the weapon’s bolt locked to the rear. The carbine’s report became almost deafening as the heat of the expended ammunition burned up the steel wool stuffed into the suppressor. She swung the weapon around on its sling and drew her M9 as she started off towards the Humvee. How she made it back towards the lobby Frays would never know: it was all a blur of gunfire, punching, screaming, grasping hands and running.
“Oh, no...” Amy moaned as she stood to one side of the doors that led from the emergency room to the lobby. There were easily three dozen more zombies crowded into the space between the two automatic doors or pounding on the floor to ceiling windows facing the parking lot. She took several deep breaths as she swapped out the empty magazine in her M4 for a full one, jamming the empty into her cargo pocket. 
Her hand brushed against the pouch on her LCS where she had stashed the fragmentation grenades taken off the dead soldiers at the checkpoint in Boston.
Frays looked around, mildly amazed that she was still seemed to be unnoticed for the moment and took out one of the grenades. Amy frowned at the little metal baseball in her hand for a second and wished she had more training on using them. Still, she reflected, that she had played enough Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 to probably figure it out. Frays stuck her index finger through the ring on the pin and tugged. It took more effort than she thought it would, but she remembered to hold the spoon down. Amy swallowed nervously and moved her thumb, letting the spoon fly away. 
One thousand one, one thousand two Frays counted in her head then she flung it across the lobby and ducked behind the wall. She thought the grenade was a dud for half a second until the wall shook and a cloud of dusty debris blew through the door next to her with a startlingly loud KABOOM! Amy shook her head and blinked a couple times before moving out into the lobby with the butt of her carbine pressed to her shoulder. 
The grenade had blown out not only the doors but shattered every piece of glass in the immediate area. Not only were the windows gone but the space where the automatic doors were a few seconds ago looked kind of like someone had set off an M80 under a big pile of rotten hamburger that had been slathered with old maple syrup. Frays made it out of the lobby, her boots crunching on debris, as a couple shredded bodies started dragging themselves over the broken glass after her. 
There were about a dozen bodies piled up around the back of the Humvee as she ran from the building towards the truck. “Lacey! Lacey!” she shouted, sprinting to the vehicle. “Lacey are you okay? We gotta get outta here!” She skidded to a halt almost falling on her butt and nearly wetting her pants when the Marine jammed the muzzle of his M16 in her face as she came within reach of the truck.
Frays sprinted around the truck, making for the driver’s side door and almost ran right into another zombie as she came around the driver’s side of the Humvee. She somehow managed to get a hold of the creature’s arm and bash it’s skull against the side of the truck, leaving it in a heap on the ground. Amy brought the arch of her foot down as hard as she could on the back of the thing’s neck, dove into the truck and slammed the accelerator to the floor. 
The vehicle responded, its tires squealing, as Amy steered it out of the turnaround and into the parking lot. The vehicle bounded over the flowerbed dividing the exit and entry lanes for traffic coming to or leaving the property. Amy nearly hit her head on the roof of the Humvee, so she could only imagine how little fun it had to be for Lacey and Rodriguez in the back. She hoped that Rodriguez’s stretcher was tied down good and tight…
The truck swerved and almost went out of control as Frays pulled out onto the street. The Humvee roared down the street away from the hospital. There was somebody screaming in the truck. It sounded like there was somebody who was really, really scared in the truck. It took Amy a minute to realize that she was the one screaming. 
The Humvee raced down the road, Frays somehow steering it around the forgotten cars left sitting in the road without even thinking about it until she managed to get a hold of herself. There was a Y intersection coming up with a wide open field right in front guarded by a low wooden fence. “Hang on!” she shouted as she pointed the truck’s crash bar right at the fence. 
The vehicle made short work of the aged wood and Amy found herself driving across the green of a golf course. The flag marking the hole disappeared under the truck and stood wobbling in the air as she steered out onto the fairway. Something about the sight of the yellow flag waving back and forth in the Humvee’s side mirror struck her as strangely funny, along with the ruts the truck was leaving across the carefully manicured grass. 
There was a low house surrounded by a chain link fence coming up on her right so she slowed the vehicle down and made for it. The truck thumped over a curb and she pulled over in front of what looked like the golf course’s clubhouse. Frays pried her fingers off of the steering wheel and took a few deep, shuddering breaths before jumping out of the truck. 
The country club must have been a really swanky place before they showed up. She could see a half dozen tennis courts along with a large patio area and a huge swimming pool on the other side of the fence. Frays shook her head and rushed to the back of the truck as Lacey was climbing out. “Are you okay?” he asked and looked around, confused by their new surroundings and more than a little worried. He had heard his friend screaming in the front of the truck. “Where’s Eamon?”
Amy blinked stupidly at him for a second. “I’m sorry.” she whispered as the color leeched out of her face. “They were all over us. I tried…I tried to get us out. I-I really did. I’m sorry.” Frays shook her head again and started towards the truck then put her hand against the vehicle and stood there for a second. “Let’s get inside. We gotta bring Rodriguez inside.”
Lacey tried the heavy wooden doors at the front of the clubhouse and found them locked up tight. He backed off a few paces to build up a good head of steam and threw himself at the doors, barely even managing to make them shudder in their frame. Frays watched the scrawny Marine bemusedly for a second until she noticed that a stone next to the doors looked a little too much like plastic. She picked up the stone and examined it, finding a small compartment with a key in it. “Hey, Lacey!” she whispered, holding the key up so he could see it. “Work smarter not harder, man.”
She fitted the key in the lock and turned it, opening the door. “Come on, let’s go get Frannie.” Amy said as she turned back towards the truck. Adam shook his head and gave the woman’s back a half smile then joined her at the truck. It took a little time but they got the stretcher unstrapped and carried Rodriguez inside. 
The inside of the clubhouse was just as high end as the outside suggested. Everywhere they looked there was expensive hardwood, plush upholstery and luxurious carpeting on the floor. They pushed two square tables together just inside the door and then hefted Rodriguez up onto it. Adam looked around in awe of their surroundings. They made a quick search of the building to make sure they really were alone. Surprisingly, the back door leading to the kitchen was smashed in but there was nobody and, more importantly, nothing in the clubhouse with them. “Looks like somebody busted in early on.” Frays remarked as they made their way back to the main room.
“What makes you say that?” Lacey asked. He did not really care all that much as long as the place was reasonably safe. He had had enough close calls today, thank you very much. 
“Look around, man.” Amy said, motioning towards the brackets in the corners of the room and behind the bar. “The kitchen area looks untouched but the booze and the TVs are missing. Hopefully, there’s some food and stuff still there.”
“Looks like we can spend the night here, anyway. That fence should keep anybody away.” Lacey said hopefully. The building also had heavy wrought iron bars bolted over all the windows facing the outside. He wondered what kind of food rich people ate and if the rumors about them eating the garbage parts of exotic animals were true as he locked the front door. He started towards what looked like the kitchen at the back of the room.
Amy frowned at the empty IV bag resting on Frannie’s chest and gently pulled the needle from her arm. She checked the unconscious woman’s vitals and was surprised to find that her heart rate and respiration, while still weak, did not seem as bad as Eamon had let on. Frays had no idea what to do for the hole in her leg but it seemed to her that with a little time and rest she would probably recover. Amy sank into a chair and hid her face in her hands, caught somewhere between grief and gladness.
“Hey, Frays…Frays, I think you better come take a look at this!” Lacey called from the other room. Amy jumped up from her chair with her carbine at the ready as she burst into what appeared to be the kitchen. She stalked around the stainless steel ranges and countertops, flicking her illuminator off and on at odd intervals to disguise her location as she moved through the darkened room towards the sound of Lacey’s voice. She found him standing in front of an open wooden door towards the back corner of the room. 
A look of awe slowly crept over Amy’s face as she took in what was on the other side of the door. Adam started to laugh, quietly at first but gradually growing in volume when he saw the look on his friend’s face. “Quick! Let’s get some of this stuff loaded up in the truck!” Frays said with a small grin as she hurried inside the pantry and started gathering armloads of canned food off the shelves. 
“Do you know how to cook?” Adam asked as he picked up a number of enormous cans of fruit. Amy glared at him over the top of the cans piled up in her arms, making him nervously open and close his mouth a couple times. “I-I’m only asking because I can burn water. It seems like kind of a waste if there’s this great kitchen and neither one of us know how to use it.”
Amy snorted, the man’s nervousness bringing the tiniest hint of a smile to her face. “I can a little. I don’t know about you, but I’ve been craving a ham and cheese omelet for days.” she said as she slipped by him and went back into the kitchen. “I hope they’ve got some eggs in this place. Do rich people eat eggs?”
It took a couple trips but they ended up with a pretty good supply of canned goods in the back of the Humvee. They spent the better part of the day fortifying their new temporary home as best they could by piling furniture in front of the front and back doors. Lacey started to realize just how much their physical condition had deteriorated over the last month or so. They had both had to take several breaks, as the chairs and tables seemed heavier than they might have before. He realized then that they had probably been very slowly starving to death. Adam shivered at the thought. 
When they finished that, Adam kept an eye on Rodriguez while Amy went into the kitchen and pulled open a massive refrigerator. She was a little disappointed when the light did not come on but pulled out a flashlight and held it between her teeth as she searched the inside of the cavernous appliance. The air inside it was still chilly, making Amy frown as she rooted around in the refrigerator. Maybe the grid just went down here she thought hopefully. 
Frays could not believe their luck: not only did the stove run on gas (she had to light it with her cigarette lighter, almost burning her hand in the process, but she got it going none the less) but there were unspoiled eggs and cheese in the fridge as well as a good bit of some kind of smoked sausage. Amy found herself munching on some of her ingredients as she did the prep work. The sausage was kind of spicy but very good. She combined these into a massive omelet which she left in a covered pan on the stove and went out to into the other room. 
“Hey, Frays.” Lacey called when he saw her. “What’s for dinner? It smells great!” She was more than a little surprised to see that not only had he set two places at a table near Rodriguez, but he had also opened some cans and put them on the table next to their plates with long handled serving spoons sticking out of them. The Marine and even put a couple candles on the table since the place did not seem to have power and it was starting to get dark. 
“Um…an omelet.” she said quietly. The domesticity of the whole scene seemed disjointed and strange after all the lunacy that happened to them today. “It should be ready in a couple minutes. I’ll bring it out when it’s done.” She backed carefully out of the room and stumbled into the kitchen, suddenly feeling a little short of breath. 
Maybe five or six minutes later Frays carefully folded the omelet and let it cook a little longer before sliding it out of the pan and onto a silver serving platter. She frowned at the eggs and thought for a moment about throwing the whole thing across the room. Frays picked up the platter and carried it into the other room instead. 
Lacey greeted her arrival with a cheer as she set the eggs in the middle of the table. Amy bowed her head, said her Pater Noster and made the sign of the cross before picking up her fork and reaching for her portion of the omelet. A hint of a smile came to her face because Adam looked up when she finished. After so many weeks of living on near starvation rations their little meal seemed a feast: in addition to the omelet there was a huge can of halved Bartlett pears in syrup as well as a big jar of green pitted olives and a bag of pretzels that Lacey had found behind the bar on the other side of the room. Adam also poured them both tall glasses of actual for really and truly orange juice, which they both drank greedily even though it was warm and kind of off tasting.  
Lacey looked at the woman wolfing down a handful of olives across the table from him as he forked a portion of eggs into his mouth. “This is really good.” he said cheerfully, pointing towards the omelet on his plate with his fork as he pushed a string of melted cheese into his mouth that had landed on his chin. “You’re going to make somebody a really good wife some day.”
Amy cocked an eyebrow at him and bit back a retort, choosing to take what he said as a complement since she was reasonably certain that was how he meant it. “Thanks.” she said quietly after she had finished chewing. Frays glanced at her watch and polished off the last of the olives. “I’ll take first watch. I’ll wake you up around midnight or so then you wake me up at seven. We might have to stay here at least a couple days until Rodriguez gets better. In the mean time, we’ve got a good bit of food and we’ve both lost a lot of weight over the last month. We’re gonna sit tight for awhile, get rested up and see if we can’t put a dent in what’s left of all that food in the back.”
Adam looked a little upset but smiled anyway. “Sure, boss.” he said as he cut another portion of his omelet, speared it with his fork and started bringing it to his mouth. “Sounds like a plan.”
Adam stretched out on the floor a little bit after he cleared the dinner table, using his rucksack as a pillow. Once Amy was certain that he was actually asleep she hurried into the restroom near the front door, barged into the nearest stall and crouched over the toilet. Once she had finished being sick, Frays shakily got to her feet and went to the sink where she washed her face and rinsed her mouth out before going back out into the main room. 
After a moment’s thought, Amy got the cleanest of her uniforms out of her rucksack and took it into the latrine to change her clothes. While she changed she carefully looked herself over for any wounds, praying to every saint she could think of that she remained unhurt. Frays nearly wept with relief when she discovered that none of the things had taken a chunk out of her on the way out of the hospital. She turned on the flashlight on her LCS and let down her hair, spending a few minutes to carefully pick the shards of glass out of the thick tangles of hair on top of her head. 
Amy wandered out into the room and sat down well away from the windows with her carbine across her lap, trying to get her hands to stop shaking. All through dinner she had fought back the urge to be sick, struggling to keep a happy face on for Lacey’s benefit and hoping he would not notice. Frays dug around in her rucksack and found a pack of cigarettes in the pouch on the flap closure. She frowned at the red and white box in her hand, debating whether or not she really wanted a smoke right now as this seemed to be the last pack she had. After a few more moments of debate Amy ripped open the cellophane, popped one of the cancer sticks into her mouth and lit it with a flick of her lighter. 
She hid the cherry of the cigarette behind her palm and sat there quietly smoking and trembling like a leaf. After two drags she knocked the cherry off and ground it out on the carpet with a guilty little smile. This was the kind of place a lot of her classmates had hung out in on weekends, the spoiled rotten rich kids who had everything in the world laid out at their feet and did not appreciate it. 
She did not exactly fit in with them before she had gone to war but they seemed positively alien to her afterwards. She remembered listening to one kid complaining about the four hundred and some odd dollar iPhone his parents bought him to his friend as she waited in line at the student union with Jacob. She could only stand there next to him shaking her head in disbelief. The village near her FOB had raw sewage running in the streets and now three weeks later she had to listen to some punk whine about how an expensive toy his parents got him was not exactly the one he wanted. Jacob had given her an understanding look then smirked and mimed slapping the kid in the back of the head. The two of them had giggled like idiots for a good twenty minutes or so afterwards. The memory brought a ghost of a little smile to her face. All of a sudden she missed Jacob, wanted his arms around her so bad it hurt: his black hair, his infectious little smile… 
Frays shook herself free of those thoughts and glanced at Lacey. She wondered how the man could sleep so soundly whenever the opportunity presented itself. If he ever had any nightmares or anything it never showed while she slept like the old joke about a baby: waking every hour or two screaming. She glanced at Eamon’s medical bag hanging from the back of a chair near the table where Rodriguez was resting as she checked her pulse and respiration again then went and sat down. 
The memory of whatever the medic had given her after the incident with Powers called to her. In that bag were the magic little pills that could make it all go away, at least for awhile. She could feel wonderful again and hide in that snug little cocoon and not have to worry anymore it said invitingly. Frays glared hatefully at the bag and turned around in her chair so she did not have to look at it, suddenly loathing the dead medic for giving her the drug in the first place. 
She tried to stay mad at Eamon but could not really keep it up. He had been trying to help and, in reflection, she had not been the most cooperative patient so the heavy narcotics were probably his way of making extra sure she followed instructions and stayed in bed. Frays found that she was wishing that he was still here to help take care of his girlfriend because she had no idea how to treat a gunshot wound beyond what he had already done. 
On reflection, Frays found that she respected the man despite of his personal foibles. He was good at his job and, with one glaring exception, a solid professional when he needed to be. She thought back to when Frannie had made him explain his actions that night, what seemed like years ago. The fat, foul mouthed, ill-mannered hairy brute had actually wept a little as he told her what had been going through is mind. She went into the kitchen for a moment and came back with a roll of paper towels and started to clean her weapons as best she could, grateful to have something to do with her hands. For some reason she really did not want to smoke anymore but she was still nic fitting pretty good.
Her stomach growled, seemingly angered by being filled and emptied so suddenly. She ignored it as best she could until she finished cleaning and lubricating her weapons. The little bottle of CLP in her cleaning kit was almost empty. “Figures. I ate way too much too fast and get sick. Now I’m hungry again.” Frays grumbled under her breath. She walked over to the table where they had eaten dinner and picked up the bag of pretzels, munching on a handful as she walked back to her chair. Oh, sweet Jesus! Frays thought as she chewed the snacks and stuffed another fistful into her face. Amy realized that she had eaten half the bag before she had even gotten halfway across the room.  
Lacey stirred and sat up as Frays stashed the now nearly empty bag of salty bready goodness between her leg and the arm of the chair. “I don’t suppose the head still works in here?” he asked as he scratched his head and looked around. “I’m seriously looking forward to taking a good long shit.” Adam realized what he said and turned red to the ears.
Amy squeezed her lips together to try and smother the laughter working its way up from her belly. When that did not work she pressed one hand over her mouth and pointed towards the latrines with the other, a long series of squeaky little giggles making their way out of her mouth and nose. 
Adam paused when he came back twenty or thirty minutes later, looking at the woman sitting in the middle of the dining room with her face in her hands. It took him a moment to figure out, due to the faint moonlight flooding in through the windows, that she was sobbing with her hands pressed over her mouth and nose to dampen the noise. His own face started wrinkling up around the edges as he stood there looking at her. It had been scary enough in the parking lot of the hospital, but he could not imagine what it was like for Frays to have to fight her way out of the building or to actually have to see what happened to Eamon.
He stood there scratching at something behind his ear and wiping at his cheeks as he tried to decide how to proceed. In the past Frays had gotten angry at him every time he tried to show any concern for her. He thought he understood the reason why: like a good leader she wanted her squad paying attention to their jobs, but it also provided a sort of excuse to create distance between herself and everyone else. And see how well that’s been working out he thought to himself. The skinny Marine crept back to the latrine and closed the door harder then walked back, intentionally making a little extra noise this time. “I wouldn’t go in there for awhile if I were you.” Adam said as walked slowly towards Frays, pointing over his shoulder with his thumb “All that good food, my insides didn’t know what to do with it.”
She had quickly straightened up and wiped her cheeks with her palms when she heard the door shut and smiled at Lacey as he plopped into a chair next to her. “Well, I think there’s a case of MREs still in the back of the truck if you want them.” Frays said with a small grin, despite the slight burning sensation in her cheek. The cut and burns on her face were still a little tender. 
An odd half smile curled up on Lacey’s face and stayed there for a second. “That’s alright.” he said as he shifted around on his chair for a minute. His eyes flitted to Amy’s face, lingered there for a moment and went back to the floor in front of him. “How you doing?” he asked, bracing himself for another chewing out.
“I’m…getting by.” Amy said carefully as she studied the pattern woven into the carpet between her boots. She shook her head a little and looked back at the man sitting next to her. “You?”
“About the same.” Lacey said quietly. He stole a quick look at Amy, glad to see he had given her enough time to at least attempt to hide that she had been crying. He knew she would have been embarrassed and pissed off if she knew he had seen her.
“You know something? I’m actually kind of jealous of you.” Frays said after a few minutes of awkward silence. She scratched an itch on the tip of her nose and looked at Lacey out of the corner of her eye. Rodriguez stirred and grumbled in her sleep across the room, adding a strange counterpoint to the faint sound of peepers coming in from outside.
Lacey blinked, more than a little surprised by what he had just heard. He was about to ask why she would say something like that but instead he reached out and took her hand in his, waiting for her to continue. She squeezed it tight and sighed then took her hand back. “You’ve got a wife and a family of your own.” Frays said quietly. Amy looked at the man and smiled. “The closest thing I’ve ever had to that was a boyfriend who just up and disappeared on me a couple days before I got recalled.” 
Adam was stunned. So THAT’S who she wanted to come back to bed he thought with the slightest hint of a smile. She caught the expression before he could hide it and gave him a questioning look. “It’s something you said in your sleep awhile ago.” he explained, running an awkward hand over his face and hoping he would not have to explain further.
The two of them looked at each other for a second. “Well, are you going to tell me or what?” Frays asked, silently praying that it was nothing too embarrassing. She pulled her hand away from Adam’s and crossed her arms over her chest as she leaned back a little in her chair. “C’mon! Out with it, Private!”
Lacey felt his cheeks getting hot yet again. “I was watching you sleep…er…um…keeping an eye on you for Eamon after Powers had shot you.” Adam said carefully as he watched a strange expression came to the woman’s face. He really hoped that she was not going to punch him again. Frays did not look like much but she had a helluva right hook. “I woke you up for a second to give you some ice for your face and you said that you wanted somebody to close the window and come back to bed because you were cold.”
“Aw, maaan…” Amy said, turning her face to the ceiling. She shook her head and hid her mortified expression with the palms of her hands. Adam laughed at her embarrassment. It took her a minute but she laughed too and shook her head again. “His name was Jacob. He was my R.A. at college, stayed a couple doors down from me.
He was a veteran too, Afghanistan I think. We didn’t talk about the war much. He was really great after I got back.” Frays said wistfully. Lacey found it hard to imagine her with a boyfriend, not that she was not good looking or anything like that…he just actually found it difficult to picture her in civilian clothes, let alone carefree and happy as she hung on some guy’s arm. “I was having kind of a hard time adjusting, spending a lot of my time with my schoolwork…which is kind of a bad excuse. Most of my classes were cancelled a lot of the time. Jacob would take me to lunch at the student union or sometimes we’d pile in my truck and go downtown when his GI Bill payments came in. I’d go for walks in the rain at night when I couldn’t sleep and if he was up he’d come with me. It was…nice.”
Adam smiled, thinking of similar times he had spent with his wife when they were dating. “Sounds like it.” he put a hand on Amy’s shoulder and glanced at his watch. “Holy shit. It’s 0023. Looks like it’s my turn to be on watch.” 
“Alright. See you in the morning.” Frays said as she went to pull a couple big overstuffed cushions off the chairs and curled up under her blanket. “Good night, Lacey.” The woman called from her makeshift bed on the floor.
“Good night, Frays.” he answered. He sat there for a minute then rose and went to Frays and crouched over her. “Amy, promise me you’re not gonna beat yourself up, alright? What happened today wasn’t your fault. You’re a good leader hell way better than the assholes I used to work with. It drives me fuckin’ nuts to see you feeling guilty over something that you had no control over.” Lacey leaned forward a little and put a hand on her shoulder, looking her square in the eyes. “I might be alive right now if we didn’t run into each other, but I know I’m alive right now because we did.” 
Amy paused, a little taken aback by what Lacey had said, not to mention his use of her first name. She tried to smile. “Sure, Adam.” Frays said quietly, already feeling like she was drifting off to sleep. She blinked, trying to keep her eyes open long enough to continue the conversation. “Well, I’ll try anyway. That’s good enough, right?”
Lacey frowned and shook his head. “I suppose.” he grumbled with a sigh. Adam smiled at her before returning to his post across the room. 
Minutes later he could hear the familiar chainsaw like sound of Frays’ snoring. He could not help but snicker under his breath as he went to check on Frannie. It was amazing to him how such a loud noise could come out of such a small woman. He shook his head, still sniggering as he took Rodriguez’s pulse and nodded with a small grin. She should be okay in time. 
He wished that Rodriguez would hurry up and get better. The sooner she got better the sooner they could all be going to Frays’ hunting camp. The sooner they got there, the sooner he would see Laura and Paul and Becca again. The only thing keeping him sane right now was the knowledge that his family had linked up with Frays. That was several weeks ago…. He tried to put that thought out of his head. If the rest of her family was anything at all like Amy they would do everything possible to keep them safe. He spared another glance at the snoring woman a few feet away, knowing now what ‘everything possible’ meant to her. She was willing to kill to protect their little band no matter how discordant that seemed with what he knew about her so far.
After a few hours he wandered into the kitchen and found a stack of what looked like hamburger patties in the walk-in freezer next to the refrigerator. Adam grinned and took the patties to the sink where he put them to finish thawing. He may not be much of a cook, but he could manage to fry up a couple cheeseburgers in a pan. Adam made up his mind to surprise Frays, as he remembered how much she enjoyed the cheeseburgers from the mess hall back at Hanscomb. And, well, after everything she had done for him making breakfast for her was the least he could do.
The world outside was slowly starting to lighten as the sun started to come up outside. He thought about trying to get the coffeemaker to work, but decided against it. It was one of those big stainless steel contraptions and he did not want to break it trying to find out how it worked. He looked at the snoring woman sprawled across the cushions on the floor; her arms wrapped protectively around her M4 and shook his head as he walked by. She had woken only once since he had relieved her, looked kind of embarrassed and then went back to sleep. 
Lacey checked Rodriguez’s vitals then crawled towards the windows, keeping low so that if there was anybody outside they might not see him. It might have been another beautiful day here at this country club. The birds were starting to wake up, chirping and flitting from branch to branch in the trees across the street from the building. The sunlight glinted off of a couple expensive looking cars parked a little farther down the driveway, making their Humvee seem even more out of place with its sand colored paint job. 
Something moved in the trees across the way. Lacey raised his rifle to his shoulder and lined up his sights, hoping that he would not have to shoot. A figure approached the Humvee while another hung back just inside the tree line, both of them armed with what looked like an M4 and some kind of shotgun. Adam dropped out of sight and hurried over to Frays. He pressed a hand over her mouth and shook her awake. “Sorry! Sorry!” he whispered in her ear, wincing at the look of surprise on his friend’s face “There’s two guys with guns outside.”
Amy jumped up and the two of them hurried back to the windows. There were two rough looking men rooting through the contents of their truck but it was not until the taller of the two opened the driver’s door and started trying to turn the engine over that Frays decided to take action. They still had a pretty good supply of food and water, but without that truck they would be carrying Rodriguez half way across the state. “Hold it right there or you’re dead!” she shouted out of the window, using her best command voice as she put the dot of her Aimpoint right on the would-be car thief’s ear. “You two put your hands up and walk slowly towards the building. Do it now!”
The two men hesitated, as if weighing their options. Lacey aimed his rifle at the man standing at the back of the truck, sparing the occasional nervous glance at Frays. There was something familiar about the two men but he could not put his finger on it. They both wore a mixture of military kit and civilian clothes marking them as wannabes, deserters or looters in his mind. He moved his sights higher on his mark’s body until he held right on the center of the man’s head. Adam took a deep breath and flicked his safety off.
The two men looked at each other then raised their hands and did as Frays ordered them to. “Stop. Drop those weapons and kick them away from you.” Amy ordered, which the men obeyed as well. She felt a creeping sensation in her stomach but kept her sights centered on the man’s forehead. Frays could see that the man looked frightened and angry. He looked like he had not shaved in awhile but had been eating well. “Very good. Now, on your knees but keep your hands high.” When the two men had done as she ordered Frays added “Now lay down on your stomachs, keeping your hands out in front of you.”
Once the men had complied Frays moved closer to Lacey. “I’m going to go out there, zip tie their hands and bring them back in here. Keep me covered, alright?” she whispered, nodding towards the men outside. “Keep an eye out. They might have friends in the bushes over there.”
A strange look went across Adam’s face but he nodded. “Roger that, boss.” he muttered as he shifted his weight a little. He could cover both the men and sort of watch the area out of his peripheral vision. He really did not want her to go out there but he knew that he would be wasting his breath in voicing his opinion.
Amy took the furniture piled in front of the door out of the way and unlocked the door. She scanned the area around her as she hurried over to the men, hoping her intuition about there being somebody else out there hiding in the trees waiting to take her out was wrong. Once Frays reached them she swung her carbine out of the way, drew her M9 and pressed the pistol to the back of each man’s neck as she zip tied their hands behind their backs and searched the men for hidden weapons. 
“Alright, on your feet.” Frays commanded as she snapped her pistol back in its holster and brought her M4 back up. The men struggled to stand up and she wanted to help them but she knew better: both the men easily had sixty or seventy pounds on her and were almost a foot taller. Even with their hands tied, they could with little to no trouble get the better of her unless she was very careful. 
Once they men had gotten up Amy moved so that she stood equidistant between them and flicked the safety catch off her carbine, bringing the weapon up to her shoulder. “Walk slowly towards the front door. Don’t turn around. Just walk. Turn around and I’ll shoot you dead and don’t you think I won’t.” she advised sternly as she marched the two men towards the building. 
Once they were inside Amy let the two men sit in the closest chairs and kept them covered while Lacey locked the door again and replaced the barricade. The man on Frays’ left frowned and looked at the man. “Holy shit! Reynolds!” he said as a puzzling expression came over the man’s face. “Look who it is!”
 Lacey bit back a groan when he turned around. Now that he got a closer look at the two men, he recognized them underneath a month’s worth of beard growth and grime. It was Lance Corporals Holder and Reynolds from his old squad. Of course he thought bitterly as he tried to keep his face neutral assholes don’t die.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
1 June 2011 0742 hours Concorde Country Club Concorde, Massachusetts     
Frays glanced at Lacey behind her. “Lacey, do you know these guys?” she asked incredulously, trying to keep her attention focused on her prisoners. There was something about them that she did not like, something about the look in their eyes as they glanced around the room as if they were sizing up the situation.
“Yeah.” Lacey said reluctantly as he joined them. “Senior Airman Frays, meet Lance Corporals Reynolds” Adam motioned towards the beefy dark haired man with a scraggly beard seated on their right “and Holder” he pointed at the other man, who was shorter with blond hair but looked like he had at least made an attempt at shaving some time ago. “They’re part of my squad. Or they used to be anyway. I dunno.”
She glanced at Adam out of the corner of her eye. “So, what happened to you guys?” Frays asked, noticing the man’s unease at the sight of the two men. She made a mental note to talk to him offline about it.
“Your new friend there’s a murderer, Zoomie.” Holder said with an odd little grin, obviously noticing Frays’ armband. Frays immediately felt somewhat vindicated in thinking these men were trouble. “He shot up a bunch of civilians about a month or so ago in Boston.”
“I know.” Frays said impassively. She kept her carbine casually pointed in their direction: they were not exactly staring down the barrel, but close enough for them to get the idea that if they tried anything all she would have to do is squeeze the trigger. “I was there too. He said it was an accident and I believe him.”
“We’ve been holed up in a little house on the other side of the golf course.” Reynolds said as he almost imperceptibly looked Amy up and down. “Why don’t you come back with us? We’ve got it pretty well secured.” 
Lacey suddenly became a more than a little worried. “I don’t think so, guys.” he said carefully, glancing at Frays again out of the corner of his eye. “We’re fine right here.” 
Holder chuckled under his breath. “Lookie here!” he laughed, tossing his head towards the smaller Marine. “Chickenshit thinks he’s giving us orders now.” Reynolds started to laugh as well, the two men seeming to find the whole situation absolutely hilarious. Lacey looked like he was about to walk across the room and crack their heads open with his rifle’s stock but Frays caught hold of him with her non firing hand.
The two Marines stopped laughing. “Look, we’re just hungry.” Reynolds said at last as he looked up at Frays, quietly wheedling her with his eyes. “We saw your truck out there and thought it might have something to eat in it or we might be able to use it to go on a supply run.”
Aw...Goddamnit, Frays! Lacey thought angrily as he looked from her to the man seated a little distance away from her Don’t fuckin’ fall for it! There was little doubt in his mind that Reynolds was trying to run some sort of game on them. The other man knew that Lacey knew them too well to really trust them, but they might be able to trick the ‘little woman’. 
Frays looked at the two men for a minute. “Listen.” she said at last. “We’re going to be out of here in a couple days. There’s other houses and stuff to scavenge from, so don’t come back here. If I catch either one of you so much as even looking at us funny I swear by Jesus Christ and all his saints I’ll end you, hear me?” 
Lacey could not help but shudder a little bit. The woman had the same look on her face that she had yesterday after the gunfight in town. There was little doubt in his mind that Frays meant every word she just said. The question was would Holder and Reynolds? His money was on no. “Frays, lemme talk to you a minute.” he said, nodding over his shoulder. 
The two of them backed off a little ways, still keeping their weapons pointed in the direction of their prisoners. “Look, Frays.” Adam whispered, casting suspicious glances at the two men across the room “These guys aren’t going to let this slide. There’s no way this is gonna end well.”
Amy gave the man an uneasy look. “They’re no threat right now.” she said quietly, glancing from Lacey to their prisoners and back again. “I’m not gonna shoot a defenseless person, Lacey. And neither are you.”
Adam could not help but roll his eyes. “Frays, you don’t know these guys. I do.” he said heatedly in a low voice. He frowned and actually considered just shooting both of them right now in spite of what Frays had just said. If he did, what would she do? “These guys are a danger. Maybe not right now, but real soon. Get me?” 
“We’re letting them go, Lacey.” Frays said in a tone that would brook no further argument. Lacey shook his head and backed off a couple steps, noticeably not best pleased but he looked to be willing to abide by his squad leader’s decision. Amy turned her full attention back to their captives. “Okay, you two! On your feet!”
The two larger Marines got to their feet, the pair of them looking uneasily from Frays to Lacey and back again. “Come on, at least untie us.” Reynolds said quietly, a slightly pitiable beseeching look coming to his face. “You can’t send us out there like this! You might as well shoot us right now.”
Frays motioned for Lacey to follow her. “You two stay still.” she said as she circled around the two men, making sure to give them a wide berth and keeping them covered with her weapon. She pulled the furniture away from the door and unlocked it then waved the muzzle of her carbine towards the door. “Okay. Forward, march!”
“Come on, Senior Airman!” Reynolds balked. He tried to turn and look at the people behind him. “Seriously! What the fuck’s wrong with you? We ain’t gonna do nothin’! Just untie our hands. Those things are out there! You want to keep our guns, fine but untie our hands, please!”
Frays looked somewhat uneasily from Holder to Reynolds and back again. She was just about to take a couple steps back when all of a sudden Holder leapt at her. The next thing Amy knew Holder was behind her, his unshaved cheek crushed against hers and something sharp pressed against the soft flesh of her throat. The man’s other arm was across her stomach, pinning her carbine to her body and holding her tight. She tried to struggle but Holder pressed the knife harder against her throat but not with enough force to break the skin…yet. Frays went limp in his arms to make it harder for the man to move around. 
“Chickenshit, put that fucking rifle on the deck right the fuck now.” Holder ordered, a cruel smile coming to his face. The woman’s tight little ass was rubbing against his groin as he shifted her weight to try and get a better hold on her. An idea occurred to him. “Me and Reynolds are going to take your friend here for a little walk. We’re gonna take your truck and whatever else you’ve got out there.”
“Not gonna happen, Lance Corporal.” Lacey said as he centered his sights on Holder’s forehead. He was more than a little surprised by the iron in his voice. “Put the knife down or I’ll kill you and your boyfriend there.”
The four of them stared at each other cautiously, none of them seeming to want to breathe too hard. The air got thicker around them until all Frays could hear was the blood pounding in her temples. She shot Lacey an insistent look then flicked her eyes towards the man holding her hostage. Both Holder and Frays fell to the floor in a heap when a shot from Lacey’s rifle cracked as Reynolds threw himself at his former subordinate. 
Lacey caught the bigger man coming in with the butt of his rifle squarely on the jaw, knocking him sprawling to the carpet. Reynolds tried to struggle to his feet but his hands were still bound. Adam leveled his rifle at the man and snapped off three quick shots into the man’s chest. Lacey stared at the man as he choked and struggled for a few seconds and collapsed with a gurgle. There was a mesmerizing expanding pool of red soaking into the carpet…
Frays struggled out from under Holder’s corpse and sprang to her feet. She delivered two fierce kicks to the dead man’s groin then stood over the body, shaking and panting for a moment then spared a glance at Lacey. The skinny man stood there pale and trembling, staring down at the corpse at his feet. A lazy trail of smoke rose from the muzzle of his weapon.
“It’s alright, Lacey.” Frays said in a low and comforting tone as she slowly went to the man’s side. “It’s alright, buddy. It’s cool.” She took his arm and gently guided him towards the nearest chair. “You just chill out for a minute and let me take care of this.”
Frays went to the bodies and hesitantly started searching through the dead men’s pockets and gear. She found a handful of 12 gauge shotgun shells in Holder’s gear and not much else save a wallet, some candy bars and the jackknife that he had held to her throat. It was not much longer than her finger when it was unfolded. She took the stuff and put it on a nearby table then returned to the dead man’s side. “Sorry.” she muttered under her breath, wishing he could think of something better to say as he grabbed the dead man’s ankles and pulled him off into the bushes. 
Lacey stood up and crossed the room. “Let me help you.” he said quietly as he took one of the dead man’s ankles. “I’ll be damned if you’re going to clean up my mess.” The man’s face was still pale and he still looked shaken up. 
“It’s okay, man.” Frays said quietly as she put a hand on Lacey’s arm. She smiled weakly at the man and motioned towards a table and chairs close to the windows at the front of the clubhouse. “If you want to help go sit over there and keep an eye out, okay?” 
Frays sort of wished she had taken Lacey up on his offer to help by the time she had dragged Holder’s body all the way across the parking lot. She almost could not believe how much the last month or so had worn her down as she wiped the sweat off of her forehead on her sleeve. Amy drank some of the water out of her camelbak as she trudged back across the parking lot and paused to pick up the two long guns lying on the blacktop before coming back inside. 
Lacey watched Frays searching the dead with morbid interest and kept throwing nervous glances out of the window. Amy could not help but feel a little pleased as she put the guns on the table with the rest of the stuff: one of them had an M4 and the other had carried an M1014. She had seen some of the grunts and jarheads carrying the twelve gauge shotgun and had always wanted a closer look at one but never asked. Such a question could (and probably would have) been taken completely the wrong way, leading to a total misunderstanding and somebody getting his face slapped. 
She turned out the pockets of Reynolds’ gear. “I found four M4 mags. I’ll split ‘em with you. Got about a dozen nine mil rounds too.” Frays said as she set the stuff from Reynolds’ pockets with everything else. Strangely, there was a plastic container of one hundred hollow point .22 LR caliber ammunition in the man’s cargo pocket. She frowned at the box on the table, trying to figure out what it might mean. “How many rounds you got left for your M9? I’m down to one mag and some change plus one in the pipe.” 
Lacey thought for a moment and looked at the woman across the room. “I’m still full up on pistol ammo. I haven’t even fired mine yet.” he said quietly. Waves of nausea crashed around in his stomach and he fought them back. He did not want to throw up, especially not right in front of Frays. “Take them if you want them.” Adam watched out of the corner of his eye as Frays ejected the magazine from her pistol and started thumbing the loose rounds on the table into it.
“Okay, I’ll be back in a minute.” Amy said quietly as she slipped the magazine back into place and slapped it into the butt of her pistol. “Keep an eye out, alright? I’ll take him across the road and dig a hole. See you in a few.”
“Sure thing, boss.” Adam said with a weak grin as he turned his attention back to the window. He noticed a small pile of Holder’s brains on the floor after Frays had dragged the body outside. Lacey leapt up and ran to the head with a hand clapped over his mouth. 
Amy stood glaring at the two bodies, her hands trembling at her sides. She wanted so badly to just leave them for the crows, especially Holder. Not just for holding a knife to her throat but for making her feel so…dirty. She had felt his penis growing hard against her butt, his breath on her cheek… Frays jammed her hands into her armpits and stormed off towards the truck. I’ll do the decent thing and bury them Frays thought angrily as she walked back but I’m sure as heck am not going to take the time and dig two holes for those animals. It took a couple minutes of hunting, but she managed to find a short handled shovel in the back of the Humvee and returned to where she had left the bodies.
She forced herself to think about something else as she dug. How was she going to help Lacey? Amy could tell he was doing his best to put on a brave face but the whole thing had left him badly shaken up. She had unfortunately been there and done that, but Holder and Reynolds had been in his squad. They were obviously not friends, but Lacey still probably knew their families, their friends… Frays shook her head as she continued to dig. He really is a good man Amy thought as she threw another shovel full of dirt on the pile near the foot of the grave He didn’t deserve to have this happen to him. 
That thought brought a fresh wave of anger: Sergeant Emery had been good and so had Jacobson and Jean and Eamon. They were good people and they did not deserve what happened to them, either. She started to dig furiously, trying to concentrate on the task to try and derail that train of thought.
It took almost an hour but she finally stuffed the two dead men into the hole and started filling it in. When Frays finally finished the young woman whacked the shovel against the dirt, slowly at first then harder and faster. A few angry tears sprung from her eyes as she swung the shovel as hard as she could. Frays found herself hating them, hating them more than anything she had ever hated anything in her entire life. Not just because of what they wanted to do to her. No, she realized that she hated them because they had stolen something from her friend. It was something deep inside that he could never, ever get back. She knew. She knew how much it hurt to lose that. She was hoping that he would get to hold on to that…call it innocence or a little part of his soul or whatever for at least for a little while longer.
The handle of the shovel snapped in two. She stared at the head lying on the overturned earth, her chest heaving as she struggled to catch her breath. Frays glanced at the broken handle in her hand then tossed it into the bushes and wiped her brow with her sleeve. Her shoulders sagged as she walked back to the clubhouse.   
An idea occurred to her after a few paces. There had been a box of .22s in Reynolds’ pockets, which meant he had to have had a .22 caliber rifle or pistol but there was not one on him. It was likely that they had ditched their packs somewhere nearby and hoped to steal their Humvee then pick them up again. Frays paused in the middle of the parking lot and looked around. Where did they come from? Reynolds had said they had fortified a house on the other side of the golf course. Amy scowled and tried to figure out where they might have stashed their gear. 
Frays scratched her cheek and grimaced when her hand came away sticky with blood. She continued on her way into the house and locked the door behind her. “Hey, Lacey.” Frays called as she replaced their makeshift barricade “Listen…what direction did they come from? Did you see?”
The skinny Marine nodded his head. “Yeah. They came from the trees a little ways from where you buried them.” he said quietly. Adam was sitting in a chair by the window right where she had left him. “What if they had people with them?”
“I dunno, man.” Frays said quietly. The acrid metallic smell of burned gunpowder and blood hung in the air. She went around opening windows to try and get a little ventilation in the room as she considered what Lacey had just said. “Hopefully they didn’t. They didn’t seem like the sociable types.”
Amy went into the kitchen and came back with some dishrags and a pail of soapy water. She watched Lacey looking out of the window as she put on the rubber gloves in her mask carrier and started trying to get some of the blood up out of the carpet before it soaked in too much. The guy seemed lost in thought, barely paying any attention to what was going on around him. “Lacey, could you check on Rodriguez for me?” she asked as she wrung the rag out in the bucket and sopped up a little more of the blood.  
A strange thing happened as she carefully picked up a piece of skull and dropped it in the bucket. For a brief moment she was breathing through the filter of her gas mask, tasting the salty sweat pooled in the chin of the stifling plastic and rubber mask. Her hands felt clammy in the heavy rubber gloves and she could hear people screaming, children crying…
Frays squeezed her eyes shut and took a couple deep breaths, thankful that she was back in the clubhouse with Lacey and Rodriguez when she slowly opened her eyes again. Where the heck did that come from? Frays wondered as she continued trying to get the worst of the mess out of the carpet. Not that she particularly cared about the carpet, but if they were going to stay here a few more days Lacey did not need to see it the whole time. 
Rodriguez stirred and opened her eyes when Lacey pressed his index and middle finger against the woman’s carotid artery. She squirmed against the straps holding her to the stretcher but Adam put a hand on her shoulder. “Shhh…shhh.” he said quietly, smiling a little bit as Frannie started to calm down a little “You’re alright. Everything’s okay. Just relax.” 
Lacey felt Frays at his side. “Hey, lazybones.” Amy said quietly as she stood by her friend’s head. “I was wondering when the heck you were going to get up.”
Rodriguez laughed weakly. “Thirsty.” she muttered and tried to sit up again, pressing against the straps across her chest and waist. Frays smiled so hard that her face kind of hurt as she put the bite valve from the woman’s camelbak in her mouth. A shocked look came to Rodriguez’s face when she got a better look at Frays.
“Don’t worry.” Amy said quickly as she gave her friend what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “It’s…um…not mine. I’m alright. Do you need anything?”
Rodriguez looked around as much as she could as she was still strapped down to the stretcher. “Eamon? Where are you?” she asked in a weak voice. Frannie looked at Frays and saw the woman’s mouth scrunch up as she blinked rapidly before her friend could hide it. “What’s wrong? Where’s Eamon?”
A cold ball of dread settled into Amy’s stomach. She frowned and looked down at her boots for a second before turning to Lacey. “Lacey…can you go keep watch for a minute?” she asked, doing her best to keep her eyes from tearing up. Frays swallowed hard and looked at her boots again as the Marine moved off to take up a position near the windows. She took her friend’s hand and squeezed it. “You got shot in the leg yesterday. Eamon needed supplies to patch you up. T-there was a hospital near here so I had Lacey watch you while me and him went inside to get them.” Frays swallowed again, paused to catch her breath and try and still her trembling hands “The place was full of those…things.”
Tears started streaming out of Rodriguez’s eyes, already guessing where this story was going. She squeezed her friend’s hand as tightly as she could, feeling torn between wanting Frays to continue and telling her to shut the fuck up. She started to feel strange, like she was miles and miles away. Frannie looked at Amy, who stood there looking like she was barely keeping it together herself. “Shut up.” Rodriguez said quietly and looked away. “Just shut up. I don’t need to hear any more.”
Frays nodded and held her friend’s hand in both of hers. “Sure.” Amy said quietly as she pulled a couple paper napkins out of a dispenser on the nearest table and wiped Frannie’s cheeks for her. Rodriguez thought suddenly of her mother, who had held her hand and done the same when she was in the hospital and cried harder. Amy continued holding her hand and drying her tears until they finally started to stop. “Are you hungry? We’ve got plenty of food.” Frays said as she gently rubbed her friend’s shoulder.
“No.” Rodriguez said quietly as she shifted on the stretcher and let out a small yawn. “Tired.” Frannie blinked several times and yawned again. She just wanted to go back to sleep again. Hopefully this was just a bad dream or maybe some kind of hallucination brought on by the sweet, sweet narcotics she could feel floating around in her bloodstream. 
Frays opened up Eamon’s bag and started digging through it. “Wait just a minute, Frannie.” she said as she frenetically started pulling out the various bottles of pills inside and looking at the labels. “Are you allergic to penicillin?” 
“No.” Rodriguez muttered and stretched again. Damn it Amy, would you just let me get some fucking sleep? Frannie thought with a sudden stab of anger that she was really too worn out to sustain. She heard Frays shake a bottle of pills then woman held something up to her lips. 
“Here, take this.” Amy said quietly as she popped the pill into Rodriguez’s mouth and helped her wash it down with water from her camelbak. “It’s penicillin. Don’t want you to get an infection, do we?”
Rodriguez snorted after she had swallowed the pill and squirmed, trying to get comfortable again. “Can you guys get these straps off?” she asked quietly, frowning as she shifted her weight around on the table.
“I’ll loosen them.” Amy said as she tugged some slack into the straps. “We might need to move in a hurry and I dunno if you can walk just yet.” She gave Rodriguez enough room to move around a little, but they could tug the straps tight again with little effort. “There you go. Better?”
Rodriguez mumbled something and fell back asleep. Amy stood by her side for a moment, that cold ball rolling around in her stomach. This has been a long day Frays thought as she glanced absently at her watch and shook her head. It’s not even freaking noon yet. She went back to cleaning the floor and kept scrubbing until she had gotten up the bulk of the blood and tissue. Frays sat there for a minute staring at the blood on her painful fingers then got up and moved over to where Lacey was sitting. 
Frays knelt beside the man. “I’ve got to go get this crap off me.” she explained as she looked the man over. His color was a little better but he still seemed a little out of it. “I’ll be right back. Shouldn’t be more than half an hour, alright?” 
“Sure, boss.” Lacey said quietly. The two of them looked at each other for a long minute. Amy peeled off her rubber gloves and gave the man’s shoulder a pat before moving off towards the latrine. 
Amy rinsed her hands off then removed her combat gear and scoured her face with handfuls of damp paper towels. She let down her hair and tried to see what she could do about getting it clean but it was kind of difficult. The sink was too small to allow her to really get the job done. She swallowed bile when she noticed that there were several thumbnail sized chunks of bone and grey matter stuck in the drain of the sink. Frays dried herself off and put her hair back up then tried to get the stuff off her gear and ABU top.   
Frays put her flak jacket and LCS on over her undershirt and went back into the main room. “Try doing some of your dirty laundry in the sink, Lacey.” Amy said as she moved over to the Marine. She spread her ABU top over the back of a chair to dry in the sun. “I don’t know about you, but I’ve been out of clean clothes for a couple days. I’ll take over for you.”
Lacey nodded and took his rucksack into the head and filled one sink with a mixture of warm water and soap from the dispensers mounted to the wall. He concentrated on the task of scrubbing his dirty laundry in the soapy water then rinsing and wringing it out. Adam snorted as he worked, wondering what Laura would make of the sight of him washing his clothes in a sink. He rarely did the laundry at home when he had access to their battered old Maytag. 
Adam found himself wanting to see his wife and kids horribly all of a sudden. He missed the feeling of Laura’s arms around him, the smell of his children’s hair… Lacey could not believe how lucky he was to have them in his life. He had promised his children when they were born that there was nothing he would not do to keep them from growing up like he did. Adam shook his head as his hands continued to work seemingly of their own accord. 
He still could not quite wrap his brain around what he had done today. The incident at the bridge back in Boston had been an accident or at least that’s what he kept telling himself. This time he had cold bloodedly pointed his rifle at two men he had known and pulled the trigger. He had killed Holder and Reynolds because they were going to hurt Frays. He knew that. He knew them and what they were capable of in the best of times: the two of them taunted him relentlessly because they could, using any meaningless little excuse to run him down until he lost his temper once and took a swing at Holder. The two of them had beaten him up then gotten UCMJ action brought against him, costing him a chance at a promotion. He had wished those assholes dead a hundred times since but now that they were he wished he could take it back.
He brought his piles of soggy clothes into the main room and set them up to dry like Frays had with her ABU top. Adam suddenly remembered something. “Hey, are you hungry?” he asked as he finished putting his last pair of socks on the table. With luck his clothes would be dry in a couple hours. 
Amy looked at the man for a second. “Um…sure, I guess.” she said, turning her attention back to the world outside the window. Her back and shoulders were sore from digging and she suddenly wished to be at the camp with Mom and Dad and Carl so she could take a long hot shower. Amy groaned and arched her back then rolled her head around in slow circles, making her spine and neck sound like someone twisting rolled up bubble wrap.
“Wait right here.” Adam said as he retreated towards the kitchen with a strange look on his face. “I’ve got a surprise for you.” He disappeared through the swinging doors and started digging around the cabinets until he found a big frying pan and got the stove going with a box of matches he found in a drawer next to the stainless steel appliance. Soon he had four beef patties sizzling in the pan as he hurried over to the fridge and scrounged up a plastic package of cheese slices with peppers in them. There were some rolls that were still good so he grabbed them as well as a couple plastic containers of some kind of fancy mustard and pickle relish as he put the cheeseburgers on a plate and brought them out into the dining room.
Frays’ stomach gurgled when she saw Lacey with the plate of burgers in his hands. She glanced outside then crouched and went to him. “I thought you said you couldn’t cook?” Amy asked as she glanced from the cheeseburgers to the man and back again. Her stomach growled as she put two of the patties on rolls and slathered them with mustard and relish.
“Hey, I’m a guy.” Adam said with a hint of a smile “I can grill a burger and stuff like that. Anything else? Not so much.” He fixed his burgers and sat down while Amy went back to her chair across the room. The two of them ate quickly and quietly, wolfing down their food with all the table manners of starving dogs. 
Amy licked a dollop of mustard off her finger and looked over her shoulder at Adam. “Thanks for lunch.” she said quietly. The burgers had been very good but she found that she was still absolutely famished. She crossed the room and opened the little fridge behind the bar. Frays smiled when she saw another big bottle of green olives and took it out as well as a couple cans of soda. The airman divvied the contents of the jar between two bowls and gave one to Lacey along with a can of root beer. “You make awesome burgers.”
“You’re welcome.” Adam said as he accepted the dish. He was genuinely pleased that she appreciated his efforts. Lacey was silent for a long time while Frays was content to munch on the olives and enjoy the peace and quiet. The birds resumed their tweeting and flying from branch to branch across the street. An amused little smile came to Amy’s face as she watched a pair of red squirrels chase each other around a tree across the lot until a larger grey squirrel showed up and ran the two of them off, barking and shaking its tail at them until they disappeared into the woods. If you didn’t know any better, you’d swear everything’s normal she thought somewhat dejectedly. She did know better. You could not even see normal from where they stood. Amy sighed quietly to herself and spared a glance at Lacey. 
He caught her looking at him. “Say, um…Frays.” Adam said quietly. He fidgeted with something in his lap then put it in his pocket and moved across the room. Lacey pulled up a chair next to her, his shoulders slumped as he scratched his forehead. “Can I ask you something? I dunno if you really want to talk about it.”
She was a little afraid of where this conversation might go, but the guy really looked like he needed to talk. “Sure. What’s up?” Frays asked keeping her voice low as if to not disturb the squirrel outside hopping across the parking lot towards the building. 
“H-How many people have you killed?” Adam’s question hung in the air between them like a fart nobody wanted to admit to letting loose. His face turned a little red and he looked away. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.”
A sad little frown came to Frays’ mouth as she pondered whether or not she really wanted to answer the question. “Three that I know of for sure.” she said, feeling a little uneasy but strangely finding that she in fact wanted to share this with her friend. “Me and my flight sergeant took out an insurgent mortar team when we had to fill in for some Base Security guys that were out sick or whatever when I was in Iraq. I dunno if anybody I shot at the other day died or not. God, I really hope not.” Frays shivered, for a half second remembering how hot it had been that day all those months ago, the strange combination of pride and revulsion at her actions… The woman pushed the thoughts away.
“I didn’t really want to do it.” Lacey said quietly, a single tear working its way down the stubble on his cheek. Frays noticed that he had not shaved in several days. “They were going to…ya know. Or at least Holder was. I couldn’t let them do that to you. I wasn’t…”
Amy put a hand on Adam’s shoulder and squeezed it. “I know, buddy.” Frays said quietly as the cheeseburgers she had just eaten started to kind of creep their way back up her esophagus. She had made every effort to not think about what might have happened if Lacey had not been there. That was the closest she had ever come to…you know… “Thank you. I wish things had turned out different, but I’m really glad you were there.”
“Hey, I’d hate to have to explain to your mom and dad why I didn’t save their daughter.” Lacey said the man’s voice just above a whisper. He frowned and searched Amy’s face for a moment. “Does it ever go away?”
She bit her lip and wished she had something better to tell him. “No, I don’t think so.” Frays muttered under her breath. “I feel bad about what I did every day, but I think it’ll get a little less with time. I dunno.” She paused and frowned again as she looked at her lap, trying to put words to her thoughts “I mean, it’s not as bad as it used to be but it’s still not alright, get it?” Amy sighed and rubbed his shoulder, wishing she could do something to take away his pain. “I dunno if this helps, but Captain Bollinger, the camp chaplain over there, told me that if it hurts afterwards that means you’re still a good person.”
A few more tears trickled down Adam’s face. “Goddamnit.” he muttered as he wiped them away. Lacey seemed to shrink a little as he hugged himself. “How far is it to your parent’s place? I need to see my wife. I need to talk to my wife.”
“It’ll be okay, man.” Amy said quietly as she put an arm around the man’s shoulders. “It’ll be okay. We’ll let Rodriguez get healed up a little bit and we’ll go. We’ll get out there to the camp and our families will be there waiting for us. You’ll see.” Frays smiled a little as she clapped Adam on the shoulder and regretfully left the man to his thoughts. 
They settled into a routine over the next couple of days. During the day Frays taught Lacey how to play spades with a pack of cards she had discovered behind the bar and they played endless hands of the game, pausing only to check the perimeter and make sure Frannie was okay every five or ten minutes. The card game went on hold when they decided it was time for lunch or dinner. They eventually stopped using the food in the freezer and most of the stuff in the refrigerator, as the food started to smell like it was going bad. Lacey could not help but feel a little disappointed every time he went to warm up something out of cans and saw the stainless steel doors across the room. They were still eating very well when compared to their stay at the school so he supposed that he should not complain too much. 
Rodriguez woke and blinked in the sunlight. “Hey! Frays? Lacey?” she called as she tried to look around. She frowned at the straps holding her to the stretcher and tried to see where everyone was. The evil thought that something might have happened to her friends or, worse yet, they had abandoned her slipped its way into her mind. “Where are you guys? Guys!”
Amy put a hand on Frannie’s shoulder and smiled a little bit. “Hey, glad you’re up.” she said as she shook a pill into the palm of her hand and gave it to her friend. “More penicillin. Looks like your leg is healing alright. How are you feeling?”
Frannie washed down the pill with a little water from her camelbak. “I think I could eat something.” she said quietly, still looking around. Rodriguez frowned and looked at the strap across her chest then back to her friend. “Can you let me up? I gotta use the latrine. Like right now.”
“Oh, jeez.” Amy said as a nervous smile crept over her face. She hurriedly undid the straps and helped Rodriguez up off of the table. Frannie screamed and tears welled in her eyes when her left foot touched the ground. Frays caught her friend and put the woman’s arm over her shoulders. “It’s alright, Frannie. It’s okay. I got you. You’re okay. Let’s get you to the toilet, alright? You can do it.”              
Amy could not help but feel bad for her friend by the time they got into the bathroom and situated on a toilet. Tears were streaming down Frannie’s cheeks and beads of sweat stood out on her pallid forehead. “I’ll go see if there’s something in Eamon’s bag to help.” Frays said quietly as she stood at the door to the stall. “I’ll be right back, okay?”
“Hurry. Percocet. Like right now, please.” Rodriguez puffed, her chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath. She looked to Frays like she might pass out and Amy wondered if she would have to get Lacey to help her carry the woman back out to the table. Rodriguez tried to lower her trousers and screamed. She sat there on the toilet panting and sweating, glaring at her friend. 
Amy could only shake her head. “Alright. I think we’ll have to cut off your pants, though. I’ll get some shears and a blanket, okay?” When Frays rushed out into the main room she found Lacey standing there by the door with a spatula in his hand, the other clutching the pistol grip of his rifle. He looked pale and worried.
“What’s going on?” he asked, trying to see over the woman’s shoulder and into the latrine. “Is Rodriguez okay? I heard her screaming.” The Marine followed her as Amy ran to the chair where Eamon’s medical bag hung on the back of it.
“She had to go to the bathroom.” Frays explained as she pawed through the bag’s contents and searched for a pair of shears. “I don’t think Frannie can get her pants down so I’m going to cut them off. Can you grab me a blanket and put it by the stretcher, please? Just go in the kitchen and I’ll let you know when it’s safe to come out.”
Thankfully, Lacey did as she asked and disappeared into the kitchen as Frays rushed back into the latrine. “Okay. I’m back, Frannie.” Amy said as she entered the stall and immediately started pulling off the other woman’s boots. 
“Took you long enough.” Rodriguez panted as she smiled weakly at her friend. “I’m about to piss in my pants here.” Amy snorted laughter as she started cutting the legs of Rodriguez’s trousers. She started to feel a little nauseous when she put on a pair of rubber gloves and trimmed the old bandage on the woman’s leg. Frannie squirmed and bit back a scream when Frays pulled the roll of gauze that Eamon had jammed in the wound when he first patched her up a few days ago. 
“Sorry. Sorry.” Frays said quietly as she tossed the bandage in the garbage. “I’ll put a new bandage on your leg and then let you conduct your business, alright?” Amy dug a new pressure bandage from her CLS kit, tore it open and wrapped it around the wound on her friend’s leg. “There we go.” Amy said, satisfied with her work as she pulled off her gloves. 
Once Rodriguez finished and Frays helped her back to the table. Amy went back to the latrine and came back with a handful of damp paper towels which she used to wipe the sweat from her friend’s brow. Once Frannie was reasonably comfortable, Amy helped her take off her gear and ACU top then covered her with the blanket. “Still hungry?” Frays asked as she made sure Frannie was covered up. “I think Lacey was just making some lunch.”     
“Are you shitting me?” Frannie muttered as she pressed her hands to her forehead. “Trying to take a shit almost fucking killed me. I dunno. We’ll see.” She wiped her cheeks and looked at her friend. “So…about that Percocet…”
Frays chuckled as she looked through the bag and grumbled as she inspected the labels on the different bottles. “Well…here’s your penicillin…” Amy said as she set one off to the side and continued digging. She frowned at a vial in her hand. “I think this will work. There’s some Tylenol Three. That’s codeine, right?”
Rodriguez held out her hand. “Gimme.” she said sternly, her brow furrowed as Amy shook the pills out into her hand and gave them to her. “Thank you.” Frannie muttered as she popped them into her mouth and washed them down with water from her camelbak. They both started to relax when the drugs started to kick in a few minutes later. 
“I’ll see what Lacey’s got for lunch, okay?” Amy asked. She smiled weakly at the woman on the stretcher and patted her shoulder before moving off. Rodriguez nodded as the drugs wormed their way into her mind and dulled the pain in her leg. 
Amy blinked and shook herself as she walked across the room and went into the kitchen. “Looks like we’re going to be here awhile.” Frays said quietly as she went to see what Lacey was doing on the stove. “Frannie can’t even get to the latrine without almost passing out and we can’t carry her if the truck goes down hard.”
Lacey had cut a canned ham into slices and was warming them up in a frying pan. “I kinda figured.” he said as he frowned at the supposed pork sizzling before him. Adam flipped a couple and slid them onto a plate next to the stove. “She’s got a pretty nasty hole in her leg.” 
“It’s about an hour’s drive from here to the camp.” Frays said over her shoulder as she wandered towards the pantry and tugged open the door. She pulled down a couple cans: some corn and green beans and a can of beef broth for Rodriguez. “Do you think we should chance it?”
Lacey glanced at Frays as she came back into the kitchen and pulled a couple pans out of a cupboard and joined him at the stove. She pried open the cans with her multi-tool and dumped it into the pans and lit the burners with a match. “I dunno.” he said, finishing up the canned ham and sliding the last of the slices onto the plate. “I think she’s going to be okay, but we’ve got to be careful. Like you said, we can’t carry her all the way.”
Amy stirred the various things in the pans. “Right.” she frowned at the corn. Frays shot a look at the meat Lacey had cooked and shook her head. “One of these days you’ll have to learn how to cook an actual meal.”
A small smile tugged at the corner of Adam’s mouth. “Why should I? You’re right there.” he said quietly. Adam ducked when Amy made a half hearted swat aimed at his head. The two of them looked at each other and snickered as Amy took the vegetables out of their pans and dumped them into a bowl. “What’s the soup for?”
“Rodriguez wanted something to eat.” Amy said as she went to a cabinet and took out a big coffee mug. “I think she might do better with some broth for right now.” The two of them took the food into the dining room and put it on a table near Rodriguez. 
Frannie looked somewhat disappointed when Amy gave her the mug of broth. “I don’t get real food?” she asked as she took a sip of the hot liquid. Rodriguez started drinking the broth as fast as she could manage. 
“We’ll see how you do with that first.” Frays said with a hint of a smile. She turned and went back to the table with Lacey. “Let me know if you want more.” After she said her Pater Noster Frays cut a piece of the pork and took a bite. Her face wrinkled up and she spat it out with as much manners as she could manage and looked suspiciously at Adam. “I don’t think this is any good.”
Adam furrowed his brow at the food on his plate. “I dunno, tastes fine to me.” he said as he finished chewing a little of the meat. He frowned and stuck his fork into a piece of meat and held it under his nose. “Mine’s okay.”
“I think something’s wrong with mine.” Frays said as she smacked her lips and took a sip of water from her camelbak. The meat left a nasty, bitter oily taste in her mouth. Adam reached across the table and helped himself to a piece of meat from her plate.
“Tastes fine to me.” he said as he chewed the food carefully. Adam scowled thoughtfully at the woman across the table from him. “The can was fine and I swear I didn’t drop yours on the floor or anything.”
Frays gave him a sour look and tried a little bit more of the meat. “Bleh.” she said as she spat it out and shook her head. Amy turned and held the plate out to her friend. “Do you want this, Rodriguez? I can’t eat it.”
Frannie took her friend’s plate and dug in with gusto while Amy sat at the table with a hand over her mouth. Adam studied the woman out of the corner of his eye as he ate. Something started to click in his brain: trouble sleeping plus pretty violent mood swings plus occasional vomiting plus food aversion equaled….
“Um…Frays…” Lacey said quietly as he finished off his corn. The man looked at the table for a moment, unsure of how his friend would react but he frowned and pressed onward. “Can I talk to you in the kitchen for a minute?”
Amy blinked at the man across the table from her. “Um…sure…” she said as the two of them left the table and crossed into the kitchen. “What’s going on?” she asked as the swinging doors closed behind them. 
Adam hopped up on the counter and looked at Amy. He took off his helmet and rubbed the top of his head nervously as he took a deep breath. “Look…um…are you…er…preggers?” he asked timidly as he studied the woman’s reactions. “I dunno, I thought you were just stressed out until just now. I mean, it isn’t like we had a whole lot of pork at the school.”
Frays sank back against the counter behind her. “I…I dunno.” she muttered quietly as she wrapped her arms around her belly. Her mind raced as she tried to do some math in her head, an angry grimace coming to her face. “What are you saying?” she asked, suddenly growing furious with the man in front of her. “Are you calling me some kind of slut or something?”
“No, no!” Adam said as he raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. He frowned and looked at Frays, a low sigh escaping through his nose. “Look, c’mon. You know me. I would never think anything like that about you.” He shook his head and frowned, suddenly wishing he had never brought this up. “I’m just trying to figure out what’s going on.”
Amy shook her head and scowled. “I know.” she muttered under her breath, feeling unbelievably self-conscious as she rubbed under her ear. “I dunno…I might be. I…um…you know…only once, ever, a couple weeks after I got back to school. The doctor said that stress might have messed up my…you know…and that was before all this.” Pregnant? Frays thought, growing frustrated with herself. How on EARTH did I miss that?
Adam felt like the bottom just dropped out. “Jeez…” he grumbled, wondering what the hell they were going to do now. “We need to get you some…some goddamn vitamins…geez, you’re gonna need a fuckin’ doctor…” All of a sudden he was very, very pissed off at Eamon. Here he was being dead when Frays and the fat dumbass mick’s girlfriend needed him.
Frays felt sick. If she was pregnant it would be a minor miracle if her kid actually made it to term. The car wreck in Boston, her smoking (even though, in retrospect, she had not really been able to take more than two or three drags before butting out her cigarette in weeks), the drugs Eamon had given her… If Eamon walked through the door right that second healthy and whole she was not sure if she would want to kiss him or punch is friggin’ lights out.
“Oh, God.” Amy whispered as she felt her legs slowly going out from under her. She sank to the floor and hid her face in her hands, mortified. How was she going to explain this to her parents? How the heck was she going to tell Carl that he was going to be an uncle? “Oh, God…”
Adam felt his friend’s anxiety like a knife twisting in his guts as he went to her side. He crouched over her and pressed his forehead against hers. “It’ll be alright. We got this bitch, right buddy?” he whispered into her face. “We got this. This ain’t nothin’ we can’t deal with. We’ll get through this.”
Frays felt a smile start to work its way onto to her face. “Dang straight, buddy.” Amy said quietly as she let Adam help her to her feet. “We got this. If I am pregnant we can deal with it. I’m going to have this kid and raise it right. Or…as right as I can, anyway.”
A mischievous smile crept onto Adam’s face. “You know…if it’s a boy Adam’s as good a name as any.” he said as he gave her a quick hug. Lacey was actually more than a little surprised when Frays returned the gesture.
She looked at him and shook her head as they started towards the dining room. “Don’t go counting your chickens before they hatch.” Amy said under her breath and gave the Marine’s shoulder a playful smack. “I don’t even know for sure if I’m pregnant or not yet.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve

9 June 2011 0539 hours Concord Country Club Concorde, Massachusetts     
They passed the week or so since the incident with Lacey’s former squad mates mainly eating, sleeping and caring for Rodriguez’s leg. A zombie happened by a couple times but Frays and Lacey developed a system: one of them would cover the other with their rifle while the other bashed the creature in the head with a table leg. This saved ammunition and cut down on their noise signature, keeping the possibility of any unwanted visitors to a minimum. 
Once she was well enough, Lacey and Frays left Rodriguez alone long enough to make quick searches of the immediate area to see if they could find Holder and Reynolds’ gear where they had left it in the woods. It took some time but they eventually stumbled across the dead men’s stuff hidden under some leaves. There was little in their kit of use, save a Ruger 10/22 .22LR caliber rifle with a couple spare mags, some empty M4 mags, a dozen 12 gauge buckshot shells and some wet weather gear. 
They decided to give Rodriguez the rucksack that was in the best condition along with the wet weather gear. Frays did her laundry as best she could in the sink and donated one of her uniforms to her friend, though the clothing was a poor fit as Rodriguez was a few inches taller and more slender around the hips. 
Frannie eventually healed up enough to the point that she could hobble around the clubhouse, as long as she was careful. The codeine helped and Frays or Lacey made sure she got her penicillin three times a day, so thankfully her wound did not seem to show any sign of infection. 
The two of them still made sure their patient got plenty of rest on a pile of cushions on the floor a little distance away from the door. Amy was giving Frannie her morning dose of penicillin when the woman pulled a medicine bottle out of a pouch on her plate carrier and handed it to her friend. There were a couple lonely little blue pills rattling around in the bottom of the brown semi-transparent cylinder. “Is there more of these in the bag?” she asked as Rodriguez gave the plastic container to Frays. 
Frays studied the label on the bottle for a moment then dug around in the bag. “I don’t think so. Doesn’t look like it.” Amy said as she gave the bottle back. “Why? What’s it for?” 
“It’s a mood stabilizer.” Rodriguez said with a small sigh. The woman looked towards the toes of her boots and frowned. Frannie looked around for a moment as if trying to find a way to explain further. “The docs at the VA hospital gave me them. I was getting treated for PTSD. I’ve been breaking the pills in half to try and make them last, but I’m almost out.”
“Well, we’ll put them on the shopping list, then.” Amy said as she shook her head, looking down at the other woman. “We’ve got to get going soon and we’re going to have to find a drugstore or something along the way.”
Rodriguez looked at Frays and raised an eyebrow. “This have anything to do with why the jarhead took you into the kitchen the other day?” She had noticed that Lacey was acting a little strange around Frays lately, or at least stranger than usual. The guy seemed to be making more of an effort to do stuff for her, like trying to figure out how to cook and making sure that she and Frays got the larger shares of whatever he made. He had said before that they were just friends before but still… 
“I-I might be pregnant.” Frays said quietly. She sighed and looked shamefully at the ground between the toes of her boots. “We were planning on trying to find a drugstore or something on the way to my parents’ camp so I could find a test kit to see wither I am or not.”
Frannie laughed and clapped her friend on the shoulder. “Congratulations!” she said happily, drawing a nervous smile to Amy’s face. Rodriguez blinked and shook her head a little then looked uneasy. “Who’s the father?” 
“Um…unless it’s a virgin birth, a guy I was seeing for a little bit after I got back.” Amy said with a titter of tense laughter. She looked around the room as if purposefully trying to avoid making eye contact. 
“So…not Lacey then?” Frannie asked with a small grin. She patted her friend’s shoulder and propped herself up on an elbow. Amy glared at the woman lying on the floor for a minute, making Rodriguez feel like a total shitheel. “Sorry. I didn’t mean that.” 
There was a long, uneasy silence between them. Frays sighed and shook her head. “No, no Lacey is NOT the father.” she grumbled and loosed an exasperated sigh. Amy looked down at her friend and scowled, fixing Rodriguez with a look of utter seriousness. “Promise me when we get where we’re going you won’t even breathe a word of anything like that. Lacey’s wife and kids will be there. It’ll be bad enough because I know my folks will jump to conclusions. I don’t want him catching static from both sides if I can help it.”
Rodriguez smiled up at her friend. “Hey, it’s cool.” she said and grinned as she sank back onto the cushions. “Gotta say, I’m a little surprised. I didn’t think it would be you that would…er…might be having a baby first.”
“Shoot. I kinda hope I’m not…I mean, don’t get me wrong I’ve always wanted kids but…jeez…” Amy said quietly as she sat down Indian style next to Frannie’s makeshift bed and rubbed the back of her neck. “No hospitals, no doctor… What if something goes wrong?”
Frannie shook her head. “Look, Zoomie.” Rodriguez said carefully as she smacked her friend on the knee and smiled. “Let’s worry about getting the test and stuff first. I mean, won’t you feel kinda dumb for stressing out about all this if you’re not even pregnant?” 
Amy laughed and nodded. “Yeah, you’ve got a point.” she said with a wry grin. Frays put a hand on her friend’s shoulder and squeezed. “We’re going to be moving out soon so make sure you get your rest. We won’t be on the road long but it might be kinda uncomfortable for you.”
“When are we going?” Rodriguez asked as she squirmed into a more comfy position on the pile of soft cushions. “I’m ready to go anytime. I can walk a little bit if we have to so let’s get going already.”
“I’m not sure.” Frays said with a small smile. “That hole in your leg hasn’t ripped open in a couple days, but you’re not one hundred percent yet.”
“I’m pretty sure that I’ll never be one hundred percent again.” Rodriguez muttered morosely as she felt the bandage wrapped around her thigh. She sighed and grumbled under her breath as she shifted her weight around again. Frays frowned and patted her friend’s shoulder, unsure of what to say. Without the attentions of a surgeon the damage to the woman’s thigh would probably keep her from being able to walk right ever again. 
It did not seem fair to her, but then Frays figured that if she was pregnant they would both be in the same boat in a couple months. And Frannie would not have to try to pass an eight to ten pound baby through a hole the size of a lemon either. Her friend also would not have a tiny little person relying on her for everything for a minimum of the next ten or twelve years. Frays sighed heavily and moved off to busy herself with helping Lacey pack up what little was left of the food and fill up their water cans with sanitized water from the taps in the kitchen. They got one five gallon can filled and another almost there when the tap groaned followed by the water slowing to a trickle. Frays and Lacey exchanged nervous glances as the Marine screwed the cap on the three quarters full water can.
That evening Frays conducted a briefing for the others over dinner. Lacey had set aside a huge can of SpaghettiOs with meatballs, which they all ate ravenously. She spread her map on the table and pointed towards a dot with her spoon. “Here’s where we are right now.” Amy said then traced a route along a couple back roads to another dot. “This is where my parent’s camp is, or at least near enough.” 
Frannie looked at the little dot that symbolized their destination. “Right on the lake, huh?” she asked then ran her spoon along the bottom of her bowl to get up the last of the red sauce in it. “Sounds nice. Maybe I’ll get to work on my tan.”
Frays snickered and continued. “I wrote down the way I was thinking of going.” she said and took out her notepad, ripped out a page and handed it to Lacey. “Here. Looks like you and me are going to alternate driving, so take a copy.” The Marine studied it a moment then folded it up and stuck it inside his Kevlar. “We’re going to leave first thing in the morning, so take a look around and make sure we’re not forgetting anything.”
Amy ate a spoonful of the tasty little canned pastas. “Once we’re on the road, everybody be careful. There’s the infected to keep an eye out for and other people too. There’ll be traffic jams on most of the major roads as well. I’m sorry, Frannie but it looks like we might not be able to stay on the actual road much.”
“As long as the codeine holds out, I’m not all that worried.” Rodriguez said with a little grin. She finished off her portion of the food and used her cup of water to wash down the two pills sitting next to her bowl. “How much longer do I have to keep taking this fuckin’ penicillin? I’ve been pissing out of my ass for like a week and a half.”
Lacey looked at Rodriguez and shook his head. “Good dinnertime conversation.” he muttered as he looked at his food. “Really nice. It’s like I’m having dinner with my kids but they’re four. What’s your excuse?” 
The next morning after Frays and Lacey made one last check of the clubhouse to make sure they were not leaving anything behind. Amy made a splint for Rodriguez’s leg and the three of them spent a little time trying to find the most comfortable way for her to ride in their truck. Frannie could sit in the back seat of the truck with her injured leg resting across the seats with a cushion held in place with one hundred mile an hour tape over where the person in the cupola was supposed to stand. Lacey and Frays would ride up front and the back of the truck was full of piles of canned food, MREs and their supply of water. 
Lacey helped Frays load Rodriguez into the truck, trying to hide his nervousness from the two women. They were only going to hopefully be on the road for about an hour and a half or so, but if they ran into problems on the way what would they do? Rodriguez could barely walk let alone run if they got surrounded. He knew that if it came to it Frays would not leave her friend behind. What would he do if pushed to it? 
Lacey frowned slightly as he considered the question. The hint of a smile played across Frays’ face. “Ready to go, man?” she asked as she looked the man’s gear over. “If you’ve gotta pee, now’s the time. I don’t want to have to stop once we leave.” 
Lacey smiled and patted Frays’ shoulder. “Nah, I’m good.” he said with a smirk. The Marine considered making a crack about pregnant women having to go all the time but thought better of it. “Do we got everything? I’ll drive.”
“Alright.” Amy said as she walked in front of truck and climbed into the passenger’s seat after stowing her carbine in its rack next to the radio mount. She frowned as Lacey opened the driver’s side door and swung in behind the wheel. He half smiled at her as Frays bowed her head and prayed quietly. Lacey was a little surprised when both Rodriguez and Frays crossed themselves. Adam shook his head slightly as he fired the truck’s engine up.
The three of them were quiet as they pulled away from the clubhouse and drove across the golf course. Amy smirked as she glanced at the ruts their vehicle was leaving on the turf in the side view mirror. “Stay out of the bunkers, Marine.” Frays said under her breath as Lacey steered the truck around a couple oak trees. “Two stroke penalty if you get stuck.”
Lacey and Rodriguez laughed. “Only two?” Adam asked, sparing a quick glance at the airman next to him. “I wonder if I should chance it.”
Frannie scowled at the back of the man’s head. “If you want me to put my good foot up your ass go for it, Boy Scout.” she said, her expression softening into a hint of a smile. “Those damn pills you gave me haven’t kicked in yet.”
“Well, I don’t think you should have any more right now.” Amy said with a frown as she glanced at her watch. She had given Rodriguez some codeine along with her dose of penicillin half an hour ago. “The bottle said one every eight hours. Give it a minute.”
Rodriguez grumbled under her breath and took a drink from her camelbak. Her leg was a mass of throbbing ache attached to her hip from getting banged around trying to get into the truck. An empty feeling settled into her chest as she kept watch out of the opposite window and it took her a minute to figure out what it was. She missed Eamon. Was it just because he knew how to use the good drugs? Or something else? They had a good time together and stuff, but...it was like she had told Lacey. It wasn’t like they were going to get married or anything, right? Right?
Frannie started to feel real loose as the codeine started to kick in a few minutes later. She snorted and shifted around, trying to find a more comfortable position. “Heyyyy…there we go.” Rodriguez muttered and smiled as she sipped from her camelbak again. “Looks like you were right, Zoomie. Hey, can I bum a smoke off you?”
Amy dug around in her pockets for a moment then turned in her seat and handed Rodriguez a battered and half empty pack of cigarettes. “Here. I think I might have a pack or two hiding in my ruck but I’ll have to look later.” she said with an uneasy expression. Frays sighed heavily and returned to looking out the window as the truck rolled onto a street. “I don’t think I really should be having any of those any time soon.”
“Hey, we don’t know anything for sure yet.” Lacey said, trying to sound reassuring. Truth be told, he was worried sick about all the things that might go wrong if Frays was indeed with child. “Don’t go giving away all your smokes.”
“Nah, my dad would kick my butt if he knew I was smoking.” Amy said with a wink as she gave Rodriguez her lighter. “Serious, guys. Kinda hypocritical ‘cause he smokes like a chimney.” 
Frannie snickered as she thumbed open the pack and jammed a cigarette into the corner of her mouth. She flicked the lighter and held the flame a few millimeters from the end of the cancer stick. “Shit. Sorry.” Rodriguez muttered as she stashed the smokes and lighter in the elastic band around her Kevlar. She winced when she wriggled her toes in her boots. “Second hand smoke’s bad for the kid too isn’t it?”
Amy and Lacey looked at each other for a second and shook their heads. “Yeah, Rodriguez.” Adam said quietly as he steered the truck around a line of stalled cars. “That’s bad. Why don’t you try and get some sleep? We’ll be there in a couple hours.”
About forty five minutes later Lacey brought the vehicle to a stop. Rodriguez woke up and blinked when she heard the doors to the truck open up. “Wuzgoinon?” Frannie asked sleepily as she brushed a couple strands of hair out of her eyes. “Are we there yet?” 
Amy smirked as she pulled her M4 out of the rack next to the radio. “No, not yet.” Frays said as she put the sling of her weapon over her head. “We found a drugstore. Just hang tight, we’ll be right back.”
Lacey had parked the truck about a quarter mile away from what looked like a little mom and pop pharmacy at the bottom of a pretty steep hill. The two of them snuck a little closer as Amy slapped the magnification module into place on her carbine and Adam dug out a pair of field glasses. 
“Well, crap.” Amy muttered as she scanned the parking lot of the building and the strip mall around the building. There was easily two dozen or more infected either sitting, standing or shuffling around on the blacktop and in between the cars. “You see this, man?”
“Yeah.” Lacey grumbled as he surveyed the buildings. He shook his head and glanced at the woman next to him. “Know what we need? An Asian kid in a sexy car.” A smile crept onto his face as Frays started furrowing her brow at him. “You know…like on that show The Walking Dead?”
Amy snorted and shook her head. “Oh, yeah. I think I caught a couple episodes online or whatever. It was pretty good. Where’s that guy with the crossbow when we need him?” Her eyes strayed to a couple of the cars left on the side of the side of the road, one of which was a Honda Accord. An idea slowly started to form in her mind. “What about a sexy American chick in an Asian car?”
There was this shiny new silver Toyota Tundra pickup left just sitting there on the side of the road. Amy walked up and looked at the truck as if she were admiring a work of art in a museum. “Lacey, how much of that C4 do you have left? I got an idea.” she said in a low, almost regretful voice.
It took a little searching, but the two of them found some cylinders of propane on the back porch of an empty house and tossed them in the bed of the truck. Amy went to their Humvee and rooted around in the vehicle’s tool kit until she found the tire iron. Lacey stood near the Tundra’s gas tank, waiting nervously with his demo kit held in sweaty hands.
“Ready, buddy?” Amy asked as she readied the tire iron and prepared to swing it. “One…two…THREE!” Frays launched herself at the truck and smashed out the driver’s side window as Lacey took out a hunk of plastic explosive and a radio detonator. The truck’s alarm blared as the two of them went to work: Lacey popped the gas tank door open, unscrewed the gas cap and replaced it with the gob of C4 while Frays smashed open the steering column then pried open the ignition and hotwired the vehicle. 
“I’m ready!” Lacey shouted as he backed away from the vehicle. Amy wedged a stick against the truck’s gas pedal and used a piece of 550 cord to tie its steering wheel in place. At the bottom of the hill, Lacey could see a couple of the figures looking at them and start slumping up the hill after them. “Hurry up, Frays!”
Amy reached in and put the pickup’s engine in gear, sending it rolling down the hill. The figures swarmed the truck and chased after it as it crawled along until it hit an SUV and stopped. Dozens and dozens of creatures swarmed the truck until it looked like a bunch of ants trying to devour a beetle. Frays glanced at Lacey and nodded. 
Even though the truck was almost a quarter mile away, Frays could feel the blast in her chest when Lacey triggered the plastic explosive. There was a big, cherubic smile on the man’s face as the truck exploded. “Holy shit!” Lacey said excitedly as he watched the cloud of smoke drift skyward. The cylinders of gas were thrown from the bed of the truck then several of them shot out like rockets in all directions. Lacey and Frays stood there laughing like they were watching a Fourth of July fireworks display while Rodriguez whistled and clapped from beneath a tree nearby. “Did you fuckin’ see that? That was fuckin’ amazing!”
Amy stood with her hands on her hips surveying their handiwork. “Gotta say, it’s a lot more satisfying being on this side of a car bomb.” she said and tapped the man’s arm as she hurried over to another car. “C’mon, man. Let’s do one more.” Beneath them the vehicle their first car bomb struck burst into flames and caught a number of the creatures around the burning hulks on fire.
Once the second vehicle borne improvised explosive device had been successfully deployed, Frays helped Rodriguez get back in the Humvee. “Let me see your pills, Frannie.” Amy whispered and held out her hand. Rodriguez frowned and dug the pale brown vial out of a pouch on her vest and slipped it into her friend’s palm. “Don’t worry. I’ll get your stuff and we’ll be right back.”
“My stuff?” Frannie whispered, the corners of her mouth curling up as she got settled into the truck seat. “You make it sound like you’re scoring dope for me or something.” Amy smiled as she closed the door for Rodriguez and climbed behind the wheel. She spared a glance at Lacey and started off down the road towards the drugstore.
“Ready?” Frays asked as she brought the truck to a halt. “Okay. Five minutes. Look for a pregnancy test. I’ve got something else to find, but it shouldn’t take long.” She looked at her friend in the back seat. “Stay in the truck, Frannie. We’ll be right back. Those things shouldn’t be able to get in here you’ll be safe as houses, alright?”
The two of them were out of the truck in a flash and headed towards the storefront, their weapons at the ready. The car bombs had blown out all the heavy plate glass display windows, turning them into deadly shrapnel and shredding everything just inside the pharmacy. Lacey picked up a brick and smashed in the head of an infected lying on the floor squirming like a maggot towards them. The bombs had severed the creature’s arms and cut the thing in half just above the waist. He did not really want to know where the rest of the thing was. 
“What are you looking for, anyway?” the Marine asked as the two of them crept through the darkened store, their boots crunching on the occasional piece of glass. The grid had probably been down for some time, at least long enough to drain the power on the store alarm’s emergency power. It was eerily quiet a dozen feet or so inside the store.
“I’ve got to get something. Never you mind what.” Frays said in a harsh whisper. She frowned as she flashed her illuminator at the signs on the ends of the rows of shelves. “It’s none of your business.”
Lacey shook his head and frowned. “There’s where the pregnancy tests would be.” he said as he ducked into the feminine hygiene section. “C’mon, let’s get your shit and get out of here. Remember what happened the last time.” He grabbed the first test he could find and jammed the cardboard box between his harness and torso.
Frays shot the man a hard cold look, her breath suddenly catching up in her throat. “Just a minute. Let’s hit up the pharmacy.” Lacey grumbled but followed after her as she worked her way through the store. She frowned again and thought quickly. “Rodriguez needs more antibiotics.”
They came to the pharmacist’s desk at the back of the store and Frays hopped over the counter. “I’ll just be a second here.” she said quietly and gave the man a quick little smile. “Keep an eye out.” With that Amy disappeared into the area behind the desk. She tried the door and found it locked so Frays had a go at kicking it in. After a couple tries she stood there frowning at the door, her foot throbbing in her boot. Sergeant Emery always made it look so easy. Amy thought then tapped the wall next to the door. 
The door might have been steel reinforced and secured with two deadbolts and a padlock, but the wall next to it was just sheetrock. She kicked a couple holes at first then ripped out a huge section of the wall, more than enough for her to climb through. Frays dug Rodriguez’s pill bottle out of her pocket then went from shelf to shelf trying to find the right drug. She found some penicillin, which she would show Lacey on the way out. 
A hand closed on her shoulder, sending Frays’ heart into her throat. She reached across the hand and twisted it off her as she spun on her heel, pinned the person’s arm behind their back and rammed them face first up against the shelves. It was not until right then that she realized who it was. “Jeez, Lacey!” Amy grumbled as she let the man go. “What the heck, man? I coulda broken your arm!”
“Well I didn’t think I’d be sneaking up on The Hole in the Wall Gang.” Adam said crossly as he rolled his shoulder. He motioned towards the hole she had broken in the wall. “You were taking too long so I wanted to make sure you were okay.” 
Amy smiled and shook her head before going back to looking through the giant plastic bottles on the shelf. “I’m fine, Lacey.” she said, squinting at the tiny writing on a bottle in the gloom. “I’ll be right there. It’s taking longer than I thought.”
“C’mon!” Lacey said urgently as he moved a couple steps closer to Frays. “We don’t have time for this. We have to get going.” He started looking at the bottles of pills near him, dropping some on the floor. “What are you looking for?”
Amy frowned and considered handing him Rodriguez’s pill bottle. “It’s not your problem, Lacey.” Frays said as she picked up another bottle and tried to read the label. “I told you. Go outside. I’ll be right there. Just relax.”
“Why aren’t you telling me what you’re looking for?” Adam asked, scowling at the young woman in the semi-dark. “What’s wrong?”
Frays let out an exasperated groan. “Look, Lacey.” she said, her voice involuntarily becoming a little louder than she liked. Amy paused a second to collect herself then continued on. “I don’t feel right talking about it, okay? I keep telling you that it it’s not your problem, so stop pushing and just trust me okay?”
Lacey turned and stalked out of the storeroom, shaking his head angrily. Frays turned back to the shelves and continued checking the collection of pills until she eventually found what she was looking for. Amy refilled the vial Rodriguez had given her and slipped the bigger bottle into her cargo pocket. “C’mon, Marine.” she said quietly as she climbed through the hole in the wall “Let’s get the heck out of here.”
The two of them stopped just inside the storefront and stared. A half dressed woman stood next to the truck pounding on the side of the Humvee, her blotchy pale skin speckled with blackish liquid and the fact that half her scalp was hanging off made it pretty clear that she was not healthy. Lacey and Frays looked at each other for a moment. “Don’t sweat it, boss.” the Marine said quietly as he looked around on the ground. He picked up a shattered bit of masonry and started across the parking lot towards their truck. “I’ll handle this.”
Lacey crept up on the truck and stopped a few paces from the vehicle. He whistled and shouted “Hey! Ugly!” The creature turned slowly, just in time to catch the brick Adam threw at it with its face and fell against the truck with a thump. Lacey closed the distance, picked up the brick again and smashed the zombie’s head in with two or three sharp blows. He jumped when a shot rang out and looked around. Another zombie lay at the back of the truck with half its head missing.
Frays crossed the parking lot and clapped Lacey on the shoulder. “C’mon, buddy.” she said as she ran around the other side of the truck. “Let’s get going. If we’re lucky we’ll be there by dinnertime!”
Adam spared a glance at Rodriguez in the back seat as they pulled away and shook his head. “Jeez, would you look at that?” he asked in disbelief as he turned around. Frays glanced in the back seat and laughed quietly. Frannie lay snoring quietly with one arm wrapped around her M4, the other dangling off to the side. “She can apparently sleep through anything!”
They drove on through the afternoon, occasionally taking shortcuts across open country or driving along the side of the road where it was blocked with accidents or stalled cars. Amy looked at the man sitting next to her in the Humvee. She opened and closed her mouth a couple times and sighed then stretched a kink out of her neck. “Lacey, look…” Frays began then frowned, cleared her throat and looked at the floor of the truck. “We have to be ready for whatever we find when we get there. I really hope that everybody’s there and safe, but…”
Adam swallowed hard. “I know.” he said quietly then reached out and took Amy’s hand and squeezed it. Frays looked at the man out of the corner of her eye and tried to give him a reassuring smile. He looked like he was going to be sick.
They were quiet for most of the ride. Rodriguez dozed in the back seat most of the time, waking only to stretch and ask where they were. Frays drummed her fingers on the steering wheel as they drove and shook her head every time her friend stirred in her sleep. Amy had to wonder if Frannie had been rooting around in the medical bag while the two of them had been in the drugstore. She made a mental note to check Rodriguez’s leg as soon as they got the house cleared and secured. 
Lacey shifted nervously in his seat as he kept watch out of his side of the vehicle. “So…when were you planning on taking the test?” he asked as he tried to get a good look at Frays’ face out of the corner of his eye. 
“As soon as I get a chance.” she said quietly, giving the man a warning glance and nodding towards Rodriguez snoring away behind them. “God, I don’t know what’s going to happen. I really hope its just stress messing everything up.”
“Will your parents freak?” Rodriguez asked as she shifted around a little. The woman stretched and sat up as much as her restrained position would allow then rubbed the scars on her neck. “I mean, what are we gonna be walking into here?”
Amy was quiet for a long time. “I dunno.” she said at last and twisted her head, the young woman’s neck making an audible popping noise that sounded to Lacey like milk being poured on a bowl of Rice Crispies. He became inexplicably hungry for a second. “Let’s worry about that when we come to it.” 
A little later they saw signs for a gas station and truck stop coming up. “Crap. We’re going to have to stop for gas.” Amy announced as she glanced at the fuel gauge. She eased the Humvee into the parking lot of gas station a mile and a half down the road and killed the engine. Thankfully there was around a dozen semitrailers parked next to a garishly colored building that looked like a diner with a convenience store built onto it. 
The three of them looked around uneasily as Frays and Lacey opened their doors. “Okay. Lacey, pull security.” Amy said as she grabbed her M4 and threw the sling over her head “I’m going to drain some of the gas out of one of those trucks. Rodriguez…make sure that back seat doesn’t get away.” 
Amy grabbed the gas cans and the hose off of the truck then went to the nearest big rig. It took a little work, but in a couple minutes she managed to get the fuel running into one of the cans. When the first can was full Frays switched the hose over to the empty one then carried the full can over to the Humvee while Lacey kept an eye out. This took about twenty minutes or so, but they managed to not only top off their vehicle but come up with a couple five gallon gas cans full of diesel fuel.
Rodriguez glanced from Lacey to Frays and back again as they left the gas station behind. She took off her Kevlar and scratched the back of her head. “So…no more putting shit off, alright guys?” Frannie said with a strange half smile. She winced when the Humvee went over a pothole and grumbled to herself. “We’ve gotta be almost there. You guys are going to find your families and everything’s going to be just fine.” It was pretty hard for Lacey not to miss the resentment in the woman’s voice.
It was late afternoon when Frays steered the truck off of the road and onto a narrow, one lane dirt lane. The branches of the trees on either side of the dirt road practically blocked out the sun overhead, giving the people in the Humvee the impression of driving into a tunnel. Amy felt a wide grin spreading across her face as she carefully maneuvered the Humvee along the road despite her initial misgivings. She could feel the excitement radiating from the others like heat, as if they could read her mind and knew that they were just minutes away from their destination.
She motored up to a small single story house situated at the top of a hill and killed the engine. There was a barn that she knew contained her dad’s workshop and garage in its basement on the left hand side, but what kept her attention was the Chevy Impala and an SUV sitting right in front of them. The car belonged to her parents but it took her a minute to recognize the other vehicle: it was the same van that Lacey’s wife had driven away from the supply point in Boston over a month ago.
Lacey jumped out of the truck and started for the front door but Frays caught his arm. “Careful!” she warned, trying to keep her own excitement in check “We don’t know what’s going on. Calm down and we’ll do this by the numbers, alright?”
A tall, fit figure peeked around the corner of the nearest van with a rifle pointed at the Humvee. “Hold it right there!” it shouted in a voice Amy recognized immediately, even though she could not make out the person’s face due to the sun glinting off the vehicle next to him. She slowly got out of the truck with tears already welling up in her eyes.
“Who said you could use my rifle, you jerk?” Amy asked as she came around the front of the truck towards the other person.  The long barreled rifle fell to the blacktop with a clatter as a wiry teenage boy with sandy hair rushed forward and hugged the airman and then ran into the house shouting for his parents. Amy spared a stunned glance at Lacey and Rodriguez and laughed. “Then the pusbag goes and drops it. Jeez.” she sniffed as she wiped her face with the back of her hand.
Rodriguez found herself a little startled by the number of people running out of the house. There was an older man and woman who she assumed to be Amy’s mom and dad. A scrawny little stick figure of a blonde woman ran to Lacey with tears streaming down her face and pounced on him with a little boy and girl close on her heels, obviously his wife and kids. Everybody was crying, even the big gruff looking guy that she assumed was Frays’ dad (it was kind of apparent to anyone with a brain: Frays had the woman’s build but the same color hair as the man). 
Frannie pressed her mouth into a tight line as she watched the scene playing itself out through the windscreen of the Humvee. She could not help but feel a little sad and lonely watching what was going on right outside the truck. Suddenly Frays’ dad and brother broke off from the group and came to the truck. “Hey there, Army.” the older man said with a small grin as he opened the door “I’m George, Amy’s dad. This is her little brother Carl. You can meet everybody else in a little bit. Let’s get you in the house, huh?”
She could not help but laugh with relief as the two men helped her with the seatbelts and got her out of the truck. Carl and George grasped each other’s wrists and let the injured woman sit on the makeshift seat so they could carry her inside. Amy held the door for them and shook her head when she saw how red Carl’s face was. He was fifteen, just old enough to start to figure out what girls were all about and Frannie had her arm around his neck. She did not want to think about where her little brother’s hands were right now…
There was a lot more crying and hugging when the lot of them got inside as everybody got to know each other a little better. George and Carl helped Frannie get comfortable on this enormous blue overstuffed recliner in the corner of what looked like the living room. Once they went off to help unload the truck, the older woman with dirty blonde hair came over and gave Frannie a big hug and peck on her scarred cheek. Frannie could not help but feel a little embarrassed. “I’m Jessica, Amy’s mom.” she said and kissed her other cheek then helped Frannie out of her combat gear. “I’m so glad you’re here. You just get comfy and we’ll start dinner once we get you kids settled in.”
There was little for Frannie to do but put her feet up and take in her surroundings while everyone else brought in their stuff from the Humvee or rearranged their things in the house. The house seemed to be mainly an open area as George and Carl had brought her through a hall from the front door through the kitchen and dining room to the living room where she now sat. There was a couch across the room and an ancient looking rocking chair next to it. A few feet away on her left was a TV on a stand next to the sliding glass door that looked like it led to a deck on the front of the house, but it was the view out of the big picture windows that caught her attention and held it. 
There were tall pine trees like a fence around the edge of the sparkling blue lake, its surface occasionally curling with tiny whitecaps. The trees swayed in the breeze and Frannie wished that she could get up and go sit on the deck. Hopefully there’ll be time for that later she thought drowsily. Even the air drifting in through the open windows smelled like something out of a fairytale or something: thick with piney smells and flowers, real good fresh country air. The tension of the trip melted from her shoulders and into the chair’s soft cushions. Rodriguez fought to stay awake a little longer, anxious to get to know all the new people but she eventually dropped off. 
Frays came over a little later and spread a blanket over the sleeping woman’s lap.
Amy snuck the box containing the pregnancy test out of her rucksack then opened it and stuck the testing stick in the pocket of her jeans after tucking the blue tank top into the denim trousers. Luckily she had forgotten some things when she had visited last summer. For the first time since it all started she felt safe enough to not only take off her LCS and body armor, but clear her M4 and grenade launcher then put it in the gun cabinet in the back bedroom. She however still had her M9 strapped to her leg as she looked at herself in the mirror and tied her hair back in a ponytail. A wave of nausea roiled around in Amy’s stomach when she saw the condition of her feet: what little skin that did not come off when she peeled off her socks was the color of boiled onions. And the stink…but then it had been well over two weeks since she had taken her boots off let alone changed her socks. 
She picked up the towel and washcloth on the bed and went out into the hall to wait for Lacey to get out of the shower. They were going to let Frannie shower first but decided to let her sleep since nobody really had the heart to wake her up. 
Lacey had to borrow some of her brother’s clothes while their uniforms were in the wash, which Amy had found really, really funny. Her brother was like ten years younger than him but Lacey looked like a scarecrow in a pair of her brother’s jeans and a tee shirt. Mom had collected her squad’s dirty clothes and put them in the laundry machine, a luxury Frays had nearly given up on.
 Right now Dad and Carl were busy with the grill while Mom and Laura, Lacey’s wife, were making other stuff to go with the meat they were cooking. Becca and Paul were busy building a fort out of couch cushions, folding chairs and spare blankets in the corner so that their mother and father could have a little privacy tonight. There was a strange crawling unease in the pit of her stomach as she watched the children playing like a great mass of ugly, squirming boneless creatures under a rock.
Thankfully Lacey exited the bathroom to rescue her from that train of thought. “Jeez, man.” she said with a small grin as she passed him and went into the bathroom “I barely recognize you with all the filth scrubbed off you.” The man’s skin seemed to be about two shades lighter after he had gotten through in the shower. She could not help but notice that he had shaved too. 
Lacey blinked, clearly taken aback by the sight of her then laughed and clapped her on the shoulder as he went into the kitchen where he hugged and kissed his wife before going into the living room and plopping down on the couch. He found himself shaking his head in disbelief as he watched Rodriguez snoozing in the recliner across the room. After everything that had happened in the past month or so, here he was sitting in a nice safe little house with his wife and kids about to enjoy what smelled like was going to be a delicious meal…it almost did not seem like it was actually happening. He just plain could not believe it.
Amy stripped and tossed her clothes in a pile by the toilet across the room. She turned on the water extra hot then dug the pregnancy test out of the pocket of her shorts. Frays glanced at the door and double checked that she had locked it then sat down on the pot. She looked at the little plastic stick in her hands and sighed resignedly as she forced herself to urinate. 
Frays looked at the little window on the stick, her hands trembling with anticipation as she wondered what was going to happen. C’mon…c’mon… she thought, her bottom lip almost disappearing into her mouth and she thought she might be sick. The young woman grumbled and glared at the stick, willing it to hurry the heck up and give her the answer. Having a kid would be great but on the other hand how would she explain it to Dad? Oh, he would be so mad and disappointed… 
She blinked at the test when the result finally showed itself. Amy shook her head and stood on trembling legs as she padded over to the shower. Frays pulled open the stall and climbed inside. The young woman gasped, enjoying the feeling of the hot water on her face and running down her body. She scrubbed herself off and washed her hair then sat down to scour the dead skin off of her feet. 
Amy suddenly found herself blinking back tears. It’s not fair she thought bitterly It’s just not fair! She pressed the palms of her hands against her eyes and sat there snuffling, wishing Jacob was there to hold her. He should be here to take responsibility for his part in…her condition. Lacey got to bitch and moan about his wife and kids, Rodriguez was probably going to be a mess for awhile over Eamon, but she could not even grieve or anything… 
There was a knock on the door a half second before it opened and Amy tried to get herself under control. “Hey hon.” Jessica said quietly from just outside the shower stall. “Your laundry’s done. Do you want me to leave one of your uniforms out here for you?”
Frays took a moment to respond, still trying to calm herself down. “Yeah. Thanks, Mom.” she said quietly as she pulled her sodden hair away from her face. “I’ll be out in a minute.”
Once she heard the door open and close again Amy got out of the shower and toweled off. She could not help but smile at the neatly folded pile of ABUs, socks, underwear and undershirt stacked on top of the lid of the toilet a few feet from the shower. My mom rocks socks! she though as she started to get dressed. On a whim, she stepped on the scale next to the toilet and stood there slack jawed when the dial finally settled on a number. When she last weighed herself after a workout a couple days before she had been recalled Amy had weighed in at one hundred and thirty five pounds. The scale now said she weighed one hundred and eleven. Frays blinked in disbelief then finished dressing and put her hair back up. 
Frays shook him awake. “C’mon man. It’s time for dinner.” she said, smiling a little at the way he jumped when she touched him. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving!” Once they all gathered around the table in the dining room the lot of them all held hands and bowed their heads. Frays felt tears gathering in her eyes for what seemed like the millionth time today as Dad said the blessing. She felt a little bad for Rodriguez, who had to stay in the recliner because of her injury. Carl had, good boy that he was, volunteered to bring her a plate and brought it to her. He looked like he would have set up a TV tray by her chair and eat his dinner with her if he had been given the option. 
There was what seemed to Lacey an enormous amount of food heaped up on the table: a platter piled with venison steaks, a huge dish of mixed greens, bowls of macaroni salad and another filled with baked beans the size of his children’s heads…and a giant pan of cornbread still warm from the oven. “If I had known you guys ate like this every night I would have dragged your daughter here kicking and screaming if I had to.” he joked as he forked a hunk of the meat into his mouth and closed his eyes, savoring the texture and flavor of the juicy tender steak.
“This is a special occasion.” George said with a grin as he put a hand on his daughter’s arm. “Our families are back together again and our new friend Specialist Rodriguez is here, praise be to God. And somebody had a birthday while she was away.” He glanced at the young woman sitting near him with a knowing little grin.
Lacey’s fork clattered to his plate. “Wait, what?” he asked as he shot a puzzled and mildly hurt look at the young woman across the table from him. “Why didn’t you say anything?”
Frays wiped her mouth with her napkin and shrugged as she accepted a dish from her brother “Didn’t seem that important. We were driving to Fort Devins at the time.” Amy took a couple squares of cornbread and spread butter on them before devouring one of the golden brown pieces of bread. “Besides, I’m here with my folks, everybody’s safe and doing pretty well. What more could I ask for, right?”
“How old are you now?” asked Becca. She was excited by the possibility of a birthday party, even if it was one for a grown up. Laura looked at her daughter with a little grin and shushed the girl.
“It’s not polite to ask a lady her age.” Laura said in a low voice as she scooped a little of the macaroni salad onto the children’s plates. Becca looked at the whitish stuff on her plate with distaste, but decided to try it anyway. 
Amy hid a little smile behind her napkin as she pretended to wipe her mouth again. “I’m twenty one.” she said once she had her mirth under control. Frays took a generous helping of the greens after Carl passed the dish to her and dug in with relish. The salad was fresh from Mom’s garden in the little patch of tilled earth on a terrace under the deck on the waterfront side of the house, a rare treat after so many weeks of eating out of cans or MRE packets. 
After dinner Amy helped her mother with the dishes. Rodriguez was resting comfortably in the living room leafing through one of George’s Louie L’amour cowboy books in the late afternoon sunlight while George, Carl and the rest sat around the dining room table playing a game of Spades. Frays looked at her mother and frowned at the soapy water in the sink. Jessica could sense that there was something weighing on her daughter’s mind but knew better than to push. She was stubborn just like her father and pressing the issue would either make her clam up or start an argument. 
Besides, she had seen the bloodstains on her daughter’s uniforms before she put them in the wash and the pink baby skin that would turn into scars on her cheek. She had thought she heard Amy crying while she was in the shower… Her poor little baby was so thin too… Jessica put an arm around her daughter’s waist and gave her a quick sort of half hug.
After they finished the dishes Amy and her mother joined the game for a little while. Jessica and George exchanged uneasy glances, paying close attention to the way their daughter and Lacey interacted. In fact, between the Frays clan and his wife Lacey could not help but feel like a bug in a jar as the game progressed.  He was a little relieved when the game started to break up not long after sundown. 
The children went to sleep in their ‘fort’ while the Laceys and Amy’s parents went to their bedrooms. Carl slept on a cot in the dining room which he set up after Amy helped him move the table out of the middle of the room. Rodriguez occasionally snorted or muttered in her sleep on the recliner while Frays lay sprawled and snoring like a motorcycle with the muffler missing on the bed that folded out of the couch.
Paul woke in the middle of the night, the last vestiges of a nightmare fleeing from the little boy’s mind. There were the Bad People chasing him and the ditch full of bloody people looking up with flies on their faces… He wanted his Mommy and Daddy but knew they might be mad if he woke them up, especially because Daddy had been away so long. He left his sister in their fort and stood in the living room, looking at Daddy’s friends sleeping in the moonlight flooding in through the windows.
The boy frowned at Amy, still kind of unsure of what exactly to make of her. She seemed nice enough and he remembered that she had called him handsome in the car before Daddy went back to work. As he was only four he had little idea what that word meant, but Daddy smiled when Mommy called him that so it must have been something good. On the other hand, she had taken Daddy away for a really long time which made Mommy cry when she was alone.
He crept into the living room and went to Daddy’s other friend who was sleeping on the chair. He thought she was pretty but a different kind of pretty from his Mommy or Amy, who he thought was pretty too but he was kind of mad at her. Paul had a hazy memory of going to the zoo with his parents last spring and watching the lions for hours. Frannie kind of reminded the boy of the mommy lion for some reason, but he could not quite figure out why. Maybe it was because of the scars on her face?
Paul frowned at the woman as she shifted and muttered in her sleep. The boy felt bad for her because out of everybody here she did not have a mommy or daddy or anybody. Frannie was nice too and all alone and it made him sad for her. He mustered all of his courage and touched her hand, making Frannie’s head snap up with a snort and look around. She looked scared for a second before she recognized him. “Hey, Paulie.” she said quietly and groaned as she sat up a little bit. Rodriguez rubbed her eyes and smiled at the boy. “What’s up, buddy?”
The boy’s face scrunched up uncomfortably. He was supposed to be a big boy now and not afraid of anything, just like Daddy. “I…had a nightmare.” Paul admitted quietly as he frowned at the woman.
Frannie chuckled and held her hands out to the boy. “Awww!” she whispered as she helped Paul climb up into the chair with her. She bit back a yelp when his knee ground against her wounded thigh as she helped him get comfortable under the blanket with her. “Comfy, little man?”
Paul nodded, already starting to fall asleep again. Frannie could not help but find herself a little envious of not just Lacey but Frays as well, depending on what the pregnancy test said. Sure it would be difficult if Amy was pregnant, but in the end she would have a perfect little daughter or son… Frays would make an awesome mother. Rodriguez sighed and rested her unscarred cheek against the top of the boy’s head as he snuggled against her chest. Whenever the boy exhaled his breath tickled the soft skin of her neck.
Frannie rubbed Paul’s back in small, slow circles as she contemplated their situation. Somehow she just sort of knew that Frays really was pregnant. She got the feeling that Amy’s dad more than her mom would be the big problem and of course Lacey’s wife would be pretty pissed off, not that she could blame either one of them. If her daughter had been away for months and come back with a strange man she would certainly have a few things to say about it, let alone if she had come back with a bun in the oven. Frannie shifted around a little more, trying to find a position that let the boy remain comfortable but allowed the blood to reach her arm. She smiled sleepily at the boy and held him tight. A couple minutes later she dropped off to sleep again.
Amy rolled onto her side and looked at her friend and the little boy curled up together across the room and smiled a little in the semi dark. The young woman could not help but hope that she was looking at herself in a couple years… She sighed and flopped onto her back, trying to get comfortable again as she stared at the ceiling. Frays lay there listening to the sounds of everyone sleeping throughout the house: the smaller, quieter breathing of the children, her father’s snoring in the other room, Carl muttering in his sleep in the dining room. 
Her hands came to rest on her stomach. Frays lifted her head and looked at her belly as she sighed and slowly traced the topography of her abdominal muscles through her undershirt. Try as she might, she could never get much definition but she could always score one hundred percent on the sit up portion of the PT test and to the male standard not the easier female one no less. Frays grumbled under her breath then shifted around on the mattress again as she folded her hands behind her head. 
She tossed and turned for a few more minutes then pulled the plastic stick out of her pocket and looked at the window on it for a long time. A worried look came to her face then she frowned drowsily. They were all safe (at least for now), with full bellies, comfortable places to sleep and even freshly laundered clothes. She made a mental note to see that they get Rodriguez into a proper bed tomorrow morning so she could continue recuperating. Things are starting to look up she thought as she started to drift off to sleep. A brief shiver of shame and guilt rippled through her mind just before her eyes slipped shut and fell into a deep and peaceful sleep a few seconds later.
Adam and Laura had ripped each other’s clothes off and screwed each other’s brains out about five seconds after she had closed the door behind them. He dozed fitfully for about an hour before waking momentarily. It took Lacey a moment to realize where he was and squeezed his wife to his chest. He smiled and brushed a strand of hair off of her face. God, she’s so beautiful he thought as Laura snorted and opened her eyes. When she lifted her face he noticed a small pool of saliva on his chest.
“Aw, ew!” Laura whispered as she wiped her drool off of her husband with the blanket. “I’m sorry, honey. That’s so gross!” The woman chuckled and snuggled up to Adam’s chest. “God, I can’t believe you’re really back. I love you.”
He kissed her and smiled so widely that it made his cheeks burn. “I love you, too.” Adam whispered and held her tight. His stomach started getting upset as acidic waves started sloshing back and forth in his belly. Lacey let his hand move up and down his wife’s back as he tried to will the feeling away.
Laura frowned at her husband. “What’s wrong, hon?” she asked as she squirmed forward and kissed him on the cheek. Her dark blue eyes searched his face in the dark. He simply squeezed her tight and stayed quiet. “Hon?”
He frowned for a second. “Nothing, baby.” Lacey said quietly and shuddered, suddenly blinking back tears. “Go back to sleep, sweetie.” Laura sighed and shook her head before curling up against him. He lay awake listening to her breathing, unable to get back to sleep… 
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