
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   Apocalypse Asunder
 
   By David Rogers
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Apocalypse Asunder
 
   Copyright © 2014 by David Rogers
 
   davesworldpublishing@gmail.com
 
   All rights reserved
 
    
 
   Cover Copyright © 2014 David Rogers
 
   All rights reserved
 
   Cover Art created by Jeanine Henning
 
    
 
   This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.  This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.  If you’re reading this ebook and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased or lent for your use, then please purchase your own copy.  Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
 
    
 
   This is a work of original fiction.  Some real locations and businesses have been used to set scenes, but all such trademarks are the respective property of their owners.  All depicted characters are fictional and not intended to represent specific living persons.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Table of Contents
 
   Foreword
 
   Chapter One – Moving Day
 
   Chapter Two – Winter is Coming
 
   Chapter Three – Surprise
 
   Chapter Four – Good Fences
 
   Chapter Five – Road Trip
 
   Chapter Six – Gas and Go
 
   Chapter Seven – Best Laid Plans
 
   Chapter Eight – The Waiting is the Hardest Part
 
   Chapter Nine – Pit Stop
 
   Chapter Ten – Now what?
 
   Chapter Eleven – On the road again
 
   Chapter Twelve – Moving on up
 
   Chapter Thirteen – Strange Neighbors
 
   Chapter Fourteen – Now it feels like home
 
   Afterword
 
   


 
   
  
 

Foreword
 
   Zombies


 
   
  
 

Chapter One – Moving Day
 
   “Mom, your hair is still crooked in the back.”
 
   Jessica set the box of food next to the other one in the back of the SUV, then turned with a smile and swept her daughter up in a hug.  “Ooof, you’re getting so heavy.” she said as Candice giggled and draped her arms around her mother’s neck.
 
   “And my hair is crooked because neither you or Austin know how to cut straight.” Jessica added as she bent her face close, rubbing her nose across Candice’s a few times to punctuate her words.
 
   “I tried.” Candice protested, still giggling.
 
   “I know Candy Bear.  It’s just something I’m going to have to put on the list to teach both of you.”
 
   “Teach both of us what?” Austin asked as he emerged into the garage carrying a backpack.
 
   Jessica swiveled slightly and shifted Candice, so they both could see the man better.  Candice really was getting heavy, she had to be nearly eighty pounds now.  Before much longer she’d be too big for Jessica to pick up, even though her sprained knee was fully healed.  Even now she could only hold her up with Candice helping to hang on.
 
   “Teach you and the giggler here how to cut hair straight.” Jessica told him.
 
   “Hey, I was shot you know.” Austin grinned as he walked gingerly to the SUV.
 
   “Still milking that one for all it’s worth.” Jessica sighed, rolling her eyes dramatically at him.
 
   “Twice, plus the ribs.  Don’t forget the cracked ribs.”
 
   “You’re tough.” she sniffed.  “If you weren’t going to make it, you wouldn’t have by now.”
 
   “Just because I’m healing doesn’t mean it feels good.  Tough guys can’t cry when it hurts?” he demanded cheerfully.
 
   “Everyone cries.” Candice said, her voice so matter-of-fact it momentarily startled both adults into silence.  The girl looked from Jessica to Austin, then back to Jessica again.  “I mean, don’t they?”
 
   “They do.” Jessica confirmed, though she kept her tone light.  She had resolved to not place the burden of her sorrow on Candice, and was determined to keep that silent promise.  No matter how much it hurt sometimes.  “But some tough guys enjoy crying a little too much.” she continued, sticking her tongue out at Austin as she covered the dark thoughts swirling behind her impish manner.
 
   Austin shook his head sadly.  “Still enjoying this I see.”
 
   She smiled at him, unrepentant.  “I need to enjoy it while it lasts.  Soon you’ll be back together and I won’t have any advantage on you.”
 
   His eyes crinkled merrily.  “Don’t be so sure about that Mom.”  Then he winked, holding his head in profile so Jessica was fairly sure Candice hadn’t seen it.  Jessica blushed lightly, but the girl seemed to miss the byplay between them.  At least, she gave no sign she’d noticed anything beyond the ‘normal’ back-and-forth.
 
   “Austin, we’re a team.” Candice declared.  “Mom just likes teasing you.”
 
   Jessica laughed and bounced Candice once more on her hip with a groan of effort.  “I do, almost as much as I like having crooked hair.”
 
   “We’ll get better.” the girl protested.
 
   “Sure about that?”
 
   “It’s like Austin says, practice, practice, practice.”
 
   “If I let you two practice on me much more, I won’t have any hair left.” Jessica said wryly.  Her hair was actually a little shorter than it usually was, just above the middle of her back.  The cutting and recutting as both Candice and Austin had tried to keep it even had taken a toll that left her more amused than anything else.
 
   “Can’t have that.  Maybe we can find a tasseled rug or something at the next house to spare you some inches while we learn how to cut properly.” Austin said as he set the backpack in the backseat of the black SUV.
 
   “It’s not hard.” Jessica pointed out.  “Take the scissors, cut straight across, presto, done.”
 
   “Sure, make fun of us now.”
 
   “Is Candice’s hair straight?” she demanded, bumping her head against the girl’s.  “Yes.  Is yours cut straight?  Yes.”
 
   “Mine is a crew cut.” Austin pointed out.
 
   “I could just slip with the scissors the next time you need a trim and leave you with bare spots.”
 
   “Mean.  Girlie-girl, you hear how mean mom’s being to me?”
 
   “It’s because you like it.”
 
   Both adults burst out laughing again, and leaving Candice to look at them curiously.
 
   “Okay, I’ll practice.” Austin said, still chuckling.  “And hopefully girlie-girl will too.  Between the two of us, we’ll get you straightened out.”
 
   “Finally, some good news.” Jessica said, turning back and rubbing her nose across Candice’s a few more times before leaning down to deposit the ten-year-old on the floor.  Straightening, she flipped her crookedly cut hair behind her shoulder and looked in the back of the SUV critically.  “What else is left?”
 
   “The water jugs from the bedroom, and the other two bags of clothes.” Austin replied.  “Kitchen, dining room, bathroom, back porch are all clear.”
 
   “Hmm, okay then.  Candy Bear can manage the clothes, and I’ll get the water.” Jessica nodded.  “Think you can hold the fort here for a minute?”
 
   “The garage door is still closed.” he observed, his tone grave but amused irregardless.  “I can shoot just fine even if I can’t move around all that well.”
 
   “I’ll take that for a yes.  Good thing the door’s closed though; I guess hurt tough guys need all the help they can get.” she teased him.
 
   “Just for that I’m definitely not going to help load anything else.” he said, folding his arms and sticking out his lower lip like he was pouting.  The mischievous gleam in his eyes spoiled the effect though.
 
   “Hah!” Jessica laughed.  “Come on Candice, let’s save Austin another trip up the stairs.”
 
   “I was shot you know.” Austin called after her as she led the way back inside, heading for the stairs to the house’s second floor with Candice in tow.
 
   “I know.” she called back.
 
   “Austin is getting better though, right?” Candice asked as they went up the steps; once they were out of earshot of the big man.
 
   “He is.” Jessica confirmed, glancing around automatically.  The habit of checking constantly, of never assuming something dangerous hadn’t appeared even though the house was closed and locked up tight, was almost second nature to her now.  She had a lot riding on making no mistakes.  Candice might be holding up well, but Jessica didn’t want to put the girl through losing her mother on top of everything else.
 
   And Jessica knew she wouldn’t come through losing Candice well, at all.  Honestly, there wouldn’t be much point in . . . anything . . . if she lost Candice after everyone else who had been ripped away from her by the damned zombies.
 
   “Good.  It’s fun teasing him, but it’ll be more fun when he isn’t really hurt anymore.” Candice said as they went up the stairs.
 
   The second floor was as empty as they’d left it.  Jessica checked down the hallway toward the one bedroom that was ‘behind’ the top of the stairs, then headed for the big bedroom at the other end of the corridor where they’d been living for the last five days.  “He’s getting better.” she repeated.  “He’s tough.  He just likes being teased.”
 
   “Good, because I like it when you tease him.”
 
   Jessica paused a few seconds in the bedroom doorway to make sure the room was still quiet – still empty of anything hungry and dangerous – chuckling as she looked around.  “You do?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “And why would that be?”  Everything was fine; nothing malicious had materialized in the couple of minutes since she’d last been in the room.  Jessica crossed to the corner where the ‘water stick’ waited; a pair of shovel handles duct taped together with six gallon jugs attached to the combined length with pieces of two foot long rope.  The plastic jugs – both the jugs themselves as well as their handles – had been strengthened with more duct tape wrapped around them to lessen the chance of their breaking or splitting when they were full and hanging from the stick.
 
   “Because . . .” Candice fell silent.  Jessica glanced at her curiously.  The girl was picking up the two backpacks stuffed with folded clothes.  She caught her mother studying her, and shrugged awkwardly.  “I just do.”
 
   Jessica considered, then left the water stick where it was and crossed to the bed.  “Sit with me a minute Candy Bear.”
 
   “But Austin’s waiting.”
 
   “Austin’s fine down there.”
 
   “But he was shot.”
 
   “He’s tough and he knows what he’s doing.” Jessica said, stifling the urge to chuckle at the way Candice echoed Austin’s favorite way to pull a rise out of mother and daughter these last two months.  “Come over here and sit down.” she said, patting the bedspread next to her as she sat on the corner of the bed.
 
   Candice brought the backpacks with her, piling them in her lap as she joined Jessica.
 
   “Sweetie, is it because me and Daddy used to tease each other?”
 
   Candice squirmed, looking at the packs held in her lap, then finally nodded.
 
   Jessica smiled sadly and put her arm around her daughter, hugging her to her.  “I miss Daddy a lot you know.”
 
   “So do I.”
 
   “I miss everyone who’s gone.” Jessica went on, keeping her voice level.  She’d shed many tears over Brett, Joey, Sandra, and mom and dad, but she had shed those tears.  It still hurt.  Brett had been dead for over two years, and she still missed him fiercely.  Her other two children, and her own parents, had been dead going on seven weeks, and that pain was still sharp enough to cut deep when she let it.
 
   But with everything that was happening, with all there was to do just to get by as the days went on and the zombies refused to go away and end all the chaos they’d caused; she’d had a crash course in emotional pain management.  She’d shed her tears, more than once, where Candice couldn’t watch her mother disintegrating into a hysterical pile of sorrow.  The girl had enough to deal with without needing to feel like she had to prop up Jessica as well.
 
   She knew Candice had done some crying as well, but she continued to amaze Jessica with her emotional resilience.  A few sad moments, some other periods of morose moods, and a couple of mild nightmares seemed to have been the extent of Candice’s sorrow.  Jessica envied the ten-year-old’s ability to keep going despite all the pain and horror they were stuck in the midst of.
 
   “But they’re gone, and we’re still here.” Jessica said, giving no sign of what was flashing past behind her level tone and calm expression.  “The people we love wouldn’t want us to give up, and they wouldn’t want us staying sad forever.”
 
   “I know.” Candice nodded again.  “We’ve got to keep being brave.”
 
   “That’s us, brave.”
 
   “And tough.”
 
   “And tough.” Jessica agreed.  “I’ll let you in on a secret.  A mom secret.”  Candice looked up at her, and Jessica smiled quietly.  “I like teasing Austin too.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Jessica considered how to handle that one.  After a moment she shrugged lightly.  “Austin is the kind of man who likes to laugh.  And I like to laugh too, especially now, when there’s so much happening that isn’t so funny.”
 
   “No, zombies aren’t funny.”
 
   “No they aren’t.  But just because they’re so scary doesn’t mean everything else has to be scary.  I mean, not all the time anyway.  When Austin and I tease each other, it helps us remember that.”
 
   “Is it because you like him?”
 
   “I like Austin quite a lot.  You do too, don’t you?”
 
   Candice nodded, but while the girl was ten, she wasn’t so young to have entirely missed the building signals the two adults had been trading for weeks now.  Her observations of her departed older sister, back when everything had been normal, had given her enough of a basis in how relationships worked to not be completely naïve about it.  “I think he likes you too.”
 
   “That’s okay isn’t it?” Jessica asked calmly.
 
   Her daughter put on a serious expression, clearly thinking the question over.  Jessica waited patiently.  Finally the girl nodded.  “Sure.  I don’t want him to leave.”
 
   “I don’t want him to leave either, but that’s not why I tease him, or why I want him to like me.”
 
   “You like him because . . . because he’s Austin.”
 
   That was as good an explanation as any, Jessica realized.  “I do.”  She’d long since realized Austin was a good guy.  He was interested and patient, but he wasn’t play acting about his feelings just to buy time to heal.  And before he’d gotten hurt, he’d been helpful and solicitous with just as few strings; namely, none.  He was just a nice, helpful guy.
 
   She’d known a lot of men – a lot of people – who would’ve tied their help to favors.  Or, at least, some form of quid pro quo.  Austin hadn’t, and wasn’t now, and showed no signs of shifting to that in the future.  Every read she made on him seemed to indicate he was genuinely interested in sticking around, in staying as a trio with her and Candice, simply because he wanted to.  Not because he had to, or because he thought it might lead somewhere, or even because he felt guilty about what might happen if he struck out on his own.
 
   But simply because he wanted to stay.
 
   That counted for a lot in Jessica’s book.  That he didn’t give the slightest indication of expectation for his continued presence sealed it as far as she was concerned.  She liked him.  Quite a lot.
 
   “Then I’m glad.” Candice decided.
 
   Jessica shook herself out of her thoughts.  “It doesn’t bother you?” she asked her daughter.
 
   Candice shook her head.  “No, I like Austin.  I’m glad he likes us.”
 
   “Okay then.” Jessica said, hugging the girl.  “So let’s get downstairs.  We’ve kept him waiting long enough I guess.”
 
   Candice slung the backpacks over her shoulders, and Jessica carefully lifted the heavy water stick with its six gallons of boiled water into place across hers.  Austin had told her a gallon of water weighed something like eight pounds, which put the stick’s total weight around fifty after all the rope and wood were added in.
 
   She wouldn’t want to carry it far, but the water was critical, and she’d gotten used to fetching it about as the weeks had gone by.  There were a lot of things she was used to now; physical exertion was probably the least of them these days.  She was still grateful for the thick padding of towels taped around the stick that cushioned the load.  Even though the last two months had been hard, carrying six gallons of water was quite a chore for her.
 
   Maneuvering down the stairs required walking mostly sideways as she eased down between the wall and railing, but she was used to that too.  When she got back to the garage, she found Austin had opened the big rolling door in preparation for departure.  He had a pistol in his hand though, standing next to the big SUV and watching for any sign of trouble.
 
   “You two okay?” he asked without turning as she set the water stick in the back of the SUV with the rest of their supply cache.
 
   “Fine.” Jessica answered as Candice went past and put the backpacks in the back seat.  “So, let’s see, three boxes of food, six gallons of water, one box of toiletries and bleach, three bags of clothes, weapons, ammo, gas cans, tools and miscellaneous stuff  . . . is that everything?”
 
   “Sounds like it.”
 
   “Okay then.” she nodded unconsciously, pulling the back hatch down and making sure it latched properly.  “We’re off.”
 
   They took their seats; Jessica driving, Austin in the passenger seat, and Candice climbing into the back seat behind Jessica.  The SUV started as smoothly as ever, the big engine rumbling to reassuring life.  She adjusted the holstered pistols on her belt – the stainless steel Taurus on her right hip and the black M&P Shield at the small of her back – so she could sit comfortably, then pulled slowly out of the garage.
 
   “Which way?” Austin asked as they bumped down the dirt driveway of the rural house toward the paved road.  She was trying to avoid the worst of the potholes in the poorly maintained drive, but the going was too bumpy for her to give him a completely smooth ride.  He gave no sign the jouncing and juddering was bothering him, even though she knew it had to be causing him pain.
 
   Taking two bullets that left wounds running right through someone from front to back was going to hurt until they finished healing; and those kinds of wounds needed a lot of healing.  The bruises from the other bullets that had been stopped by his gear harness and armor vest were long since faded, and even his cracked ribs seemed almost completely normal . . .  but the two bullet wounds were continuing to mend.  Seven weeks had helped him recover quite a bit, but the wounds were still there.  Inside, beneath the circles of scar tissue on his skin, where they weren’t readily visible; but there.
 
   “I still like south.” Jessica said, turning left in that direction.  This was their eighth house in six weeks, and she had been steadily drifting south and southwest with each change.  She never said why, and Austin never mentioned it, but she still wanted to put more distance between them and Knoxville Georgia.  It was as simple as that.
 
   She didn’t like thinking about Knoxville, and she liked thinking about running into the people who’d started all the trouble there even less.
 
   The frequent changes were partially due to the need to keep scrounging up food, but mostly because without water pressure, they kept going through bathrooms in the houses and turning them foul.  Closed doors, air fresheners, and even liberal use of cleaning supplies could only hold the smell of an unflushed toilet at bay for so long.
 
   One of the many problems the zombies had caused in the collapse of society and civilization was services Jessica had used to take for granted.  Being without power was one thing; she’d endured that on occasion in the pre-zombie era the same as everyone did from time to time.  Dealing with a lack of electricity wasn’t that bad, once you got used to it.  She would prefer it be working, but she could manage without it.  At least, for the basics of day-to-day living.
 
   But not being able to just turn a faucet and get water out was a massive chore.  Even with only her and Candice and Austin to supply, she needed to come up with at least three gallons a day for drinking and cooking.  Usually more like four, truth be told; and at least another couple gallons was needed for cleaning and washing the dishes and utensils.
 
   And every drop of it had to be boiled at length to render it safe for consumption; which had the effect of requiring her to carry and fetch a decent bit more than actually ended up in the water jugs and pots.  Their supply cache included several gallons of bleach she’d found along the way – a few drops of that into a gallon of water would render it safe to drink – but she was trying to save it for emergencies where boiling the water wasn’t practical.
 
   Fetching water meant going outside and running the car to whatever creek or pond they’d found that was close.  And doing that meant having to run the car some more to fill it back up with gas.  She was having to do enough of that just for the basics without also needing to find an extra five or ten gallons a day to cover toilet flushing.  Coming up with a few extra gallons every couple of days for sponge baths was already taxing enough.
 
   Every trip was a risk.  The area was fairly quiet, zombie-wise, but rarely a day went by without seeing at least one or two.  On the trips, they usually spotted a handful along the way.  Filling and loading water jugs while zombies were around was not her idea of fun.  Stressful didn’t even begin to describe how nerve wracking it was to keep alert and observant while squatting and splashing around near a stream.
 
   “You still up for some more scavenging while we look for another place to stop?” Austin asked her, his breath coming easier once they were on smooth pavement rather than lumpy dirt and gravel.
 
   Jessica nodded as she accelerated to forty miles per hour and held the vehicle’s speed steady there.  Even though the zombie count out here was pretty low compared to what it had been back in Atlanta, she didn’t want one appearing in the road unexpectedly and possibly damaging the vehicle.  She and Candice and Austin needed a working vehicle, and the SUV was a good one to have on hand with its tough construction and roomy interior.
 
   “Okay, you’re the boss.”
 
   Jessica glanced at him briefly, giving him a narrow eyed look, though she smiled slightly.  “You like saying that too.”
 
   He grinned at her.  “It helps take my mind off having been shot.”  She groaned, and Austin laughed carefully, clearly going easy on his ribs.  “I was you know.  Twice.”
 
   “We know.” Candice said from the back seat.
 
   “Oh great, double teaming me again.”
 
   Jessica rolled her eyes.  “You started it.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   “That looks pretty good.” Jessica said, bringing the SUV to a halt in the middle of the road.  Everyone looked out the left side windows.  The house was another rural two-story structure, of a sort with the others they’d been staying in.  This one looked a little better maintained than most; fresh paint, tight gutters, a roof that showed no loose or dislodged shingle sheets.  Like someone had taken care of it before the apocalypse got in the way.
 
   It was comfortably far back from the road, but had only a faded stretch of weedy overgrown grass outlined with rocks for a driveway.  If there had been wheel tracks through the grassy ‘driveway’, they had yielded to the unchecked growth of grass and weeds.  The usual scattering of trees was present across the large expanse of land surrounding the house, mostly old growth trees that towered above the structure.  Leaves were on the ground, with those still hanging on in the trees showing the browns and rust reds that foretold they would soon start letting go as well.
 
   “What about the cars?” Austin asked.  There were two vehicles parked in front of the house.  While neither was late model, they matched the house in that their bodywork and general appearance seemed to indicate regular maintenance.  Except . . .
 
   “They look abandoned to me.” Jessica disagreed.  “See the leaves piled up across the roofs and on the windshields?  If they’ve been driven anytime in the last couple of weeks I’ll eat both of those cans of okra we’ve been hauling around.”
 
   Austin smiled when she glanced at him, but his eyes remained on the house.  Jessica studied him a few moments, recognizing he was thinking hard.  His color and energy were better these days, and he had more to say when she sought advice.  That, she understood.  Pain had a way of getting in the way of thinking; and he had been in a lot of pain during the initial stages of healing.
 
   “Okay, that’s a point.” he finally said.  Austin moved his gaze from the driver’s side window to look directly at her.  “But we should start with a long knock before just busting in this time.”
 
   “I always knock.”
 
   “Hah!” he laughed.  “Sometimes your knocking is rather, ah, energetic.”
 
   “It’s not like I can kick the door in.” she protested.  “I have to shoot through it.”
 
   “Let’s start with a normal knock though.”
 
   Jessica nodded and turned up the grass drive.  She considered for a few moments as she got near the house, then curved to one side and drove slowly around the house.  The back yard was as empty as the front, though there was a brightly colored playset with swings and a slide, along with a sandbox and a large open topped wooden box with plastic yard toys piled visibly up in it.
 
   Stopping near the back doors, she set the brake and put the transmission in park.  “Okay Candice, you play lookout from the car.  Hit—”
 
   “—the horn if I see any zombies or people.” Candice finished.  “I know Mom.”
 
   “Good.”  Jessica put one hand on the door handle and the other on the holstered Taurus pistol on her side before giving Austin a serious look.  “Don’t suppose you’re willing to sit out here too?”
 
   “I can walk.” Austin said, lifting the MP5 from the seat next to him.  “I can back you up.  Two sets of eyes are safer than one.”
 
   She nodded, her expression slightly exasperated, but secretly relieved.  She was concerned for him, not opposed to help when she had to go into a strange house.  “Okay, we’ll take it slow then.”
 
   “Slow and careful.”
 
   “Those are two of Austin’s middle names.” Candice remarked.
 
   “Two of many.” Jessica grinned.  “Stay in the car Candy Bear.  Okay Mr. Slow and Careful, etcetera, etcetera, let’s do this.”
 
   She looked around the yard one more time, then popped her door and glanced back along the side of the SUV before stepping out and moving quickly away from it, slamming the door behind her.  Taking a careful full turn in place, she studied everything, especially under the SUV.  She didn’t expect a zombie to have materialized beneath it, but she was not taking any chances.
 
   Everything was quiet now though; nothing with teeth and no dietary scruples was in view to cause problems.  Austin was doing the same on the other side, more slowly, then he eased around the front of the vehicle.  He wasn’t limping, but he moved gingerly, holding himself carefully.  She knew the bullet wounds in his side looked better on the surface, but that they were still healing within him.  It was obvious in how cautious he was with his movements, trying to avoid straining the mending tissue.
 
   Jessica waited for him to join her on the concrete slab that fronted the double doors leading into the back of the house.  They weren’t glass, which she was a little surprised to see, but they had glass panes that still made them somewhat inviting.  Drawing the stainless steel pistol from her holster, she double checked the safety, then reversed it in her hand and used the side of the grip to bang loudly on the wood.
 
   Stepping back, Jessica worked the pistol’s slide to load the first bullet, then waited.  Seconds turned into half a minute, and nothing happened except a steady rustling of wind in the trees overhead.  The yard was littered with leaves, not as heavily as a lot of yards in Georgia got in the fall, but that was probably more due to the fairly open expanse giving the wind more to work with to move them along than was usually the case.
 
   “Knocking again.” she said, moving up and pounding louder and longer on the door.  The metal of the gun’s frame hitting the door created an unmistakable sound that reverberated across the yard.  Jessica glanced around the open space behind the house as she stepped back, but nothing moved except grass and leaves.  This time she waited a full minute, counting in her head, and still all was quiet.
 
   “Okay, let’s take a look.” Austin finally said.  He had the MP5 at the ready, though he hadn’t slung it into place across himself.
 
   Jessica moved up and used the gun as a club again, this time on the glass.  The noise was sharp and abruptly musical as she shattered one of the panes, followed by a scraping and tinkling sound as she used the pistol’s barrel to clear out the opening of any stray shards.  Peering through the other panes, she saw only an empty dining room and a piece of a kitchen on the left, with part of what looked like a fairly typical living room beyond the dinner table.  Nothing active, nothing in motion.  She counted off another half-minute, giving anyone who might be inside time to react, then transferred the pistol to her left hand and reached carefully through to feel for the locks.
 
   There were two; a dead bolt and a standard knob lock, she disengaged both before withdrawing her arm.  Taking the gun back up in her right hand, she used her left to open the door and pull it open.  It swung back noiselessly on oiled hinges.  Jessica let it open fully, then eased up without going through and checked in both directions before finally stepping inside.
 
   The house smelled stale.  The air had that still scent of having been undisturbed for some time.  It was neatly kept, but dusty with disuse.  Nothing was present on the table, counters, or in the sink to indicate someone was actively living there.  She went left, through the kitchen, and checked the laundry that was off of the kitchen.  Washer and dryer, a handsome wooden shelf that looked custom, but no clothes.  And no problems.
 
   Reversing, she slid past Austin and headed into the rest of the first floor.  The living room had more heavy wooden furniture, again looking purpose built to fit the space; with shelves and tables that she was sure hadn’t come from any store.  Pretty good ones, actually; not cheap boards chopped and hacked into shape.  The construction had been executed with care and skill, from the sanding and stain down to some scrollwork and edging that added an extra touch.  Someone here had been a carpenter, or had hired one.
 
   After making certain nothing was behind or under any of the furniture, she checked left and found a large parlor with more wooden appointments; though a feminine touch was more evident here with brighter and patterned fabrics on the curtains and coverings.  Moving past the living room revealed a pair of rooms that were a kid’s play room and someone’s idea of a game/TV room; both packed with toys and electronics, but nothing else.  No people, no zombies.
 
   “So far so good.” Jessica told herself as she retraced her steps to the stairs leading up.  Austin made room as she went in that direction, then followed her two steps back.  She took them slowly, mindful of Austin’s injuries.  As she neared the top, she felt herself tensing a little.  This was always the part she hated the most; none of the houses ever seemed to have stairs that opened out on just one end of the second floor.  They always emerged into the middle of a hallway, once a three-way intersection of corridors.  Having that many directions to keep an eye on made her incredibly nervous.
 
   The downstairs had been carpeted, but the upstairs floor was beautiful old hardwood, burnished to a handsome sheen with layer after layer of stain and decades of feet moving across it.  Jessica checked behind herself twice, and forward three times, before leaving the stairs and heading away from them in the rear direction.
 
   There were three closed doors here.  The first bedroom looked like a spare, lacking any of the personal effects it would have if someone had been using it.  Just the bed and furniture, all neatly made but bare and sterile.  Its closet was standing open, but she checked that carefully anyway, to make sure it really was empty, before moving on.
 
   The moment she opened the second door, Jessica smelled it.  An old smell, but not innocuous or idle.  This was a fouler scent, with a musty tang and a stomach turning odor of decay.  It hung in the air like a warning.  Instinctively she stepped back from the door as it continued swinging open from the push she’d given it.
 
   There were . . . bodies . . . inside.  Bodies, or at least pieces of them, and a lot of blood.  Old blood, dried to a rust brown crust.  It coated the floor around the bed, though the furniture and sheets hadn’t been spared.  Splatters were visible across the expanse of sheets on the mattress, and the fabric hanging down to the floor had sucked up blood unevenly from the floor in climbing vertical stain patterns.
 
   She wasn’t sure how many people had died in here, but Jessica guessed no fewer than three just from how many bones she saw.  There were pieces of tissue and softer bits clinging to them, and the whole mess was surprisingly ordered.  It was as if each . . . person . . . had been eaten piece by piece, with the bones laid down before the next part of the meal was started.  And meal was the word; some of the bones had damage – marks – that looked like they’d been chewed on.
 
   “Get—” Austin started to say, then Jessica caught movement on the right.  She barely had time to notice a fleeting glimpse of something upright and coming at the doorway from behind the wall and the dresser flanking the inside of the door.  Not even pausing to think, she fired the Taurus without bothering to try and properly aim.
 
   Her reflexive snapshot sent the forty-five caliber slug tearing through a bloody figure’s chest; a man with pale, bruised, dried out skin showing signs of scratches and tears.  Whatever color its clothing had been, it was now old blood and decay, with a side of ripped abuse.  Every inch of the fabric clinging to its dead form was rust brown.  In some places it was caked so thick it was crumbling off as it lurched forward at her.
 
   The zombie rocked back as the heavy bullet ripped into it, but only for a moment.  The hands and arms were coming up, dead and empty eyes fixed on her.  She saw the teeth were almost gleaming, in stark contrast to his grayed and desiccated face and gums.  The only thing she figured could do that was a lot of use.  Whatever had happened in here, the zombie had clearly finished disposing of the bodies.
 
   But that was all trivia, irrelevant in the face of the threat.  Jessica stepped back quickly, bringing her own hands up as she got her left on the pistol in the two handed grip she preferred so she could aim properly.  She bumped into Austin and almost tripped as he tried to move out of her way.
 
   Stumbling, Jessica’s left hand went out and caught against the wall as she staggered, trying to steady herself and keep from going down.  Ahead of her, the zombie was staggering as well, but mostly forward.  It was now in the doorway, and looked like it was having no problem at the moment staying on its feet and coming after her.  “Too close, too close!” her mind screamed at her as she pointed the gun one handed and fired again, then a second time as well.
 
   The recoil hammered against her forearm and shoulder, but she barely noticed in her alarm.  Not quite panicking, but she wasn’t calm about things either.  It was too damned close!  Maybe a step and a half away from being in reach to grab her.  One of her bullets had missed it, but the second shattered the corpse’s shoulder, causing its arm to drop abruptly and hang limp.
 
   Zombies seemed to feel no pain, but physical damage that dismantled bone or ripped muscles apart could slow them down.  A broken leg or a shredded muscle worked the same for both humans and zombies alike; it was a problem.
 
   It was just that zombies didn’t mind the damage.
 
   This one was no different; it ignored the non-functional arm as the limb swung down limply at its side.  The other hand stayed up and outstretched, clasping the fingers at her.  Its next step was a lot more lurching than before, since it had lost one of its upper limbs for the minimal amount of balancing the zombies seemed to concern themselves with as they staggered about, but it was still coming right for her.
 
   Jessica had open hallway behind her now, with Austin on her right side.  She stepped back again and got both hands on the gun, finally bringing it up and laying her eye along the sights.  The MP5 in Austin’s hands spat several bullets, but she ignored that as she put the trio of dots on her Taurus into alignment on the zombie’s chin and fired.  Its head was snapping back as she squeezed the trigger.
 
   The creature’s skull shattered explosively.  A wide mist of bits and pieces, all of them crumbling and surrounded by a surprising amount of what looked like dust or powder, erupted backwards.  Pulling her gaze back from the sights, she saw the zombie was collapsing.  There was nothing left above its neck but a ragged ruin of misshapen bone.  Very little blood – just a scattering of red gel that was almost too dry to do more than color things – but no less horrific.
 
   Jessica watched the zombie hit the beautiful wood floor, then glanced behind herself quickly.  The rest of the hallway was quiet and empty; all the other doors were closed, and nothing was coming up the stairs.
 
   “Good shot.” Austin said.
 
   “You too.” she replied, her voice far more calm than she really felt.  Her heart was hammering away in her chest, and she forced herself to take a long, slow breath as she gripped the shiny steel pistol in both hands and studied the doorway.
 
   “I think—”
 
   “—we should find another house.” Jessica finished for him.  “Right there with you.”  The bedroom was decorated in pastels and had Disney posters on the wall.  Two of the skulls she could see inside on the floor were very small.
 
   There was no way she was sleeping in this house, and she sure as hell wasn’t bringing Candice inside either.  It didn’t matter whether the rest of the rooms were clear or not . . . even out here in the middle Georgia sticks there wasn’t a lack of empty houses to choose from for shelter.  They could find one that hadn’t hosted this level of horror.
 
   “I’ll lead the way down.  You cover behind us.” Austin said, moving past her, heading for the stairs.  Jessica nodded, knowing he couldn’t manage the stairs and twist to look to the rear at the same time.  Not without pain that meant he’d be undoing days of healing.  She backed from the door, still pointing the gun at it, then followed Austin downstairs.
 
   The SUV was right where they’d left it, engine idling calmly.  Jessica looked around, but the yard was still empty and quiet.  The vehicle’s window tint kept her from seeing Candice, but when she opened the door she saw the girl was pressed right up against the rear passenger window.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “We’re both fine.” Jessica said levelly, far more calmly than she felt.  She checked the safety on the pistol twice, then got in and closed the door.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Zombie problem.  We’re leaving.” Jessica replied as she opened the center console’s storage compartment and pulled out her purse.  Heaving it into her lap, she dug inside for the box of forty-five caliber bullets.  Moving them up to the top of the bag, she ejected the magazine in the Taurus, then toggled the safety and racked the slide back to clear the live round in the chamber.
 
   “Oh.” Candice said in a disappointed tone as Jessica started reloading the partially empty magazine.  “I wanted to maybe play on the swings some if we stayed.”
 
   “Sorry Candy Bear.”
 
   “It’s okay.” the girl said, her voice now colored with a more matter-of-fact tone.  She was adapting to the living nightmare of their situation fairly well in some ways; better than Jessica herself.  Candice seemed to not find the whole set of circumstances quite as surreal as her mother did.
 
   Jessica managed to finish fitting fresh bullets into the magazine before Austin was able to get around to the passenger side of the SUV and open the door.  She slid the reloaded magazine back into the Taurus and made sure it was on safe before putting the gun into the holster.  “You okay?” she asked him as he got in.
 
   “Tired.” he said.
 
   “We’ll find something else.  Plenty of daylight left.”
 
   “That’s why we do this first thing in the morning when it’s time for a change.” he agreed as he closed the door behind himself.
 
   “I didn’t think one bullet could do what . . . happened in there.  Even a forty-five.”
 
   Austin shook his head.  “I put a burst in too, but your shot was on target.”
 
   “Oh.  Good.”
 
   Jessica hit the button that locked all the doors, then shifted into reverse and backed up in a U-turn before driving around the house and heading for the road.  Austin produced some loose nine millimeter rounds from his overall pockets and efficiently replaced the three he’d expended from the MP5’s magazine before she reached the pavement.
 
   “What was in there?” Candice asked.
 
   “Just a zombie.  Don’t worry about it sweetie.” Jessica answered without turning.  “Seatbelt.”  Then she glanced at Austin briefly.  “Glad you were there.”
 
   “You barely needed me.” he said easily, his tone light.
 
   “A little support never hurts.” Jessica said as the tires left the grass and she turned onto the road.  Despite her casual words, she was still working to calm down.  If she’d fallen, she might have been delayed in getting her shot off.  Or she might have missed.  Or both.  The zombie could have gotten its hands on her.  Worse, it could have gotten its teeth on her.
 
   One mistake was all it took.  Too close; the whole encounter upstairs had been far too close for her comfort.
 
   He chuckled softly.  “I’ll mention that the next time you sniff when I point out I was shot.”
 
   “Oh God.” she rolled her eyes, but the smile on her lips told the truth when she glanced across to him.  “Thank you.” she mouthed silently when he met her gaze.  He winked at her.
 
   “Austin, maybe you should go back to using the cane.” Candice put in, missing the silent exchange.  “You were moving really slow when you got back to the car.”
 
   Austin barked a burst of laughter, then cut himself off and gripped at his ribs.  Several had been cracked, and while they were far more along than the more serious bullet wounds, they were clearly still tender.  “I’m tough girlie-girl, remember?”
 
   “I remember.” she was silent a few moments, then she giggled.  “I think we should start writing down how many middle names you’ve got.”
 
   “There are a lot.” he agreed, turning carefully and winking at her.
 
   “Yup.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two – Winter is Coming
 
   “Why am I wearing this jacket when I’ve got the blanket?”
 
   “Because you like to push the covers off in your sleep.” Jessica explained patiently as she made sure the jacket was zipped at least halfway closed.  “And it’s already cold tonight.”
 
   “I’m warm.” Candice protested.
 
   “Once you lay there for a few minutes and stop moving you’ll cool down.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Jacket stays on.” Jessica said firmly.  “Humor me, okay?”
 
   “Fine.” Candice said, subsiding with surprising good grace considering the strength of her initial protests.
 
   Jessica smiled.  “Okay, nosy kisses.”
 
   Candice giggled sleepily as Jessica leaned down to rub their noses together several times.  The girl hugged Jessica’s neck, then rolled over on her side and snuggled into the pillows.  Jessica draped the blanket into place over Candice’s shoulders and moved to the door of the big bedroom.
 
   There she paused with one hand on the knob, gazing at her daughter in the scattering of moonlight streaming in through the window as Candice finished getting comfortable and was still.  Jessica knew the girl wouldn’t be fully beneath the blanket when her mother came to bed, but that was fine; the jacket would hold her until then.  Jessica would tuck Candice back in a second time, before going to sleep herself.  After a few moments, Jessica slipped out and closed the door softly behind her.
 
   Moving down the hallway, she reflexively checked the big bookcase she’d moved to block the top of the stairs.  It was not a true barricade; if she could move it, then most anyone else could too.  But it would slow anyone – or anything – trying to come up the stairs down; and moving it would make noise.
 
   The furniture itself would scrape and groan across the floor if it were shoved aside, but she’d also set a ‘noise trap’ as Austin called it; two little pyramids of drinking glasses stacked on the floor next to the bookcase in either of the directions it could be moved.  If it was shoved aside, the glasses would fall, break, and make more noise.
 
   As usual, she hoped it would be enough.  So far it had, but it only took one bad night for things to go terribly wrong.
 
   Forcing herself to shrug mentally, like everything was going to work out fine, she turned to the bedroom nearest the stairs.  It was directly adjacent to the big one, and lit with a pair of candles.  Austin was sitting on the bed, leaning back against some cushions propped up before the headboard.  He had the MP5 broken down neatly on a towel spread out next to him, with the contents of what he called his ‘travel gun kit’ at hand.  As she entered, he was using a long handled wire brush to scrub the inside of the weapon’s barrel.
 
   “She asleep?”
 
   “She will be in a few minutes, I think.” Jessica nodded as she sat down in one of the chairs.  The three of them still slept in the same bedroom, in the same bed since they’d never yet found a master bedroom that had twin beds; but she’d begun reestablishing a set routine for Candice after some cranky moments.  And others where attention and attitude wavered, when she realized the girl was still growing and needed more sleep than her mother or Austin did.
 
   Letting Candice out of her sight had been a big decision for Jessica, especially when the girl was going to be unconscious; but they were on the second floor of an isolated house.  It was secure.  Candice was behind a closed door, and Jessica could see and hear the hallway from where she sat.  It was that, or Jessica and Austin would keep the girl awake if they were in the same room with her when she was trying to sleep.  Or both adults would have hours of sleepless boredom while they tried to keep quiet.
 
   Small steps.  Everything these days was small steps.
 
   “You want me to clean your Taurus when I’m done with this?” he asked as he finished with the barrel and laid it aside.
 
   “You keep telling me I need to keep practicing everything, so I guess that means I’d better do it.”
 
   “I don’t mind.” he shrugged.  “I mean, I know you know how to break the gun down and put it back together.  That’s the important part, the hard part.  The actual cleaning is easy.”
 
   “I won’t twist your arm to make you let me do it.” she said teasingly.
 
   “Good, because that would hurt.” he grinned.
 
   “Poor little tough guy.”
 
   “I was shot you know.”
 
   “I know.” she laughed.  “I think I’m due for my every-three-hour thank you for that, so thank you.”
 
   “Three hours now?  It used to be a lot more often than that.” he said as he used one of the greased cleaning rags to oil some little part of the submachine gun’s innards that she couldn’t name.  The first time he’d broken the weapon down for cleaning, she’d been just short of goggle-eyed at how many bits and pieces were inside it.
 
   “So, I’ve been thinking.” she said, purposefully changing the subject, though she made sure to smile when he glanced up at her again.
 
   “One of my favorite things about you.”
 
   “Thinking?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “One of us needs to be doing the heavy lifting.”
 
   “That’s a little low, but I’ll take it as a joke.” he grinned.  “Okay, let’s have it.  What’s on your mind?”
 
   Jessica stretched her legs out and let herself slump in the chair into a disgraceful – though disgustingly comfortable – slouch.  “October is half over.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Fall is well and truly underway.  Temperatures are already down enough to be nippy at night, and even mid-afternoons are kind of cool these last few days.”
 
   “Yeah, I’d guess probably around seventy or so; and that’s with the sun soaking into everything all day.” Austin shrugged  “Winter’s coming.”
 
   “Oooh, I miss that show.” she said, her expression twisting sorrowfully.
 
   Austin laughed.  “The books are better.”
 
   “Well if we find a set, I’ll read them.  It’s not like they’re going to keep making episodes with all this going on.”
 
   “Probably not.  I’ll keep my eyes open.”
 
   “Thanks.  I never had much time to read the past, oh, seventeen years or so.  Barely had time to collapse into the bed or on the sofa after I got the kids into bed.”  Her expression darkened further, but she shook her head briskly before he could offer a condolence.  “Never mind.  I’ve got time to read now, if we find any good books.  Even moms need some R&R on occasion.”
 
   “But about winter . . .” he prompted her.
 
   “Oh, right.” she banished the memories of a life lost to the apocalypse and frowned thoughtfully.  “Next month, we’ll be lucky if it’s in the upper fifties on some of the colder afternoons.  And by December it could easily be down in the forties.”
 
   “It had occurred to me.” he admitted.
 
   “Well, Candice and I aren’t as built to withstand four or five months of weather that cold; especially not Candice.  She’s not just ten, she’s also under a hundred pounds.”
 
   “You’re more than a hundred pounds.” he said with a wink.
 
   “Not much more.” she protested, though she managed a grin even as she felt herself blushing lightly.  She’d always been reasonably slim, even after three children, but years as an office worker had left room where she felt she could improve a little.  However, seven weeks of surviving a zombie apocalypse, constantly moving and scavenging for enough to eat and drink, had put her in the best shape she’d been in for years.
 
   “Don’t talk about my weight.  Didn’t y– don’t ask a girl what she weighs.” Jessica continued, catching herself just in time.  One of the standard subjects-to-avoid was talking about family.  Especially the ones whose fates were unknown.  Austin’s parents were in that category.  If they were alive, they were somewhere in the mid-west.
 
   “You brought it up.” Austin pointed out.  His voice was calm and normal, showing no sign he’d noticed where the thread of conversation had almost gone.
 
   “Shush.” she said, keeping her tone and manner light and teasing.  “Candice doesn’t have the body mass to handle being cold all the time, and I’m not sure just bundling her up like an Eskimo is going to work.  Not for three or four months straight.  We need heat.  This is Georgia.  Fireplaces are rare – real ones that work anyway – and I doubt we’re going to find one on the second floor of a house we can take over for the winter.”
 
   The second floor was crucial.  So far, zombies didn’t climb or fly.  They could barely make it up stairs when something drew their attention to make the attempt.  But they could batter through doors and windows if something motivated them to notice a reason to, and houses everywhere in America were festooned with plenty of ground-floor windows.  Every one an open invitation for a wandering zombie to show up and help itself to dinner.
 
   “If we try hard enough, we might be able to rig something up.” Austin said.  “Figure out a way to vent a makeshift stove or firepot or something and still keep the air clean.”
 
   “How?” Jessica wondered.
 
   “I don’t know.  Appropriate some dryer ventilation tubing maybe.  Get another barbecue grill, or a big wok.”
 
   “Do you know anything about metal working?”
 
   “I took shop, but it was wood shop, and it was back in high school.”
 
   “I might not be a doctor or nurse, but I worked in medical administration for over a decade.” Jessica sighed.  “I know what carbon monoxide poisoning can do, and how fast it can take everyone in a building down without warning.  If we get something like that wrong, when we’ve got a fire in the room with us, we could die in our sleep.”
 
   Austin started reassembling the MP5.  “We’d need a lot of wood to keep it going anyway.  Off the cuff, I’d guess we’d be looking at something like an hour or two of gathering and sawing a day.  At least.”
 
   “On top of finding enough food and water, keeping the car fueled, cooking, dishes, clothes . . .” she nodded regretfully.
 
   “I thought about maybe trying to look around for a generator.” he said as he snapped and slotted metal back together into the shape of a gun.  “That, plus an electric heater, and we’d just be down to having to fetch gas in.”
 
   “Same problem.” she said unhappily.  “Less risk of poisoning the room air, but I remember the figures I ran back in Knoxville.”
 
   “Those were big generators.” he interrupted.
 
   “True, but even if we can find a small one around here somewhere, it’ll still go through gallons a day.  A hundred and twenty days at even three gallons a day, which I doubt will be what we really need, is approaching four hundred.  That’s a lot of trips back and forth to a gas station.
 
   “Plus Isaac said something about how gas can go bad.  Brett mentioned something about it too.  I can’t explain it, but if that’s how it works, we could get into December or January and be stuck trying to keep the generator working with gas that won’t do the job anymore.
 
   “And even if neither of those are insurmountable problems, we’re still faced with the noise of running a generator all winter.”
 
   “It’ll attract zombies.”
 
   “Probably.” she agreed.  “And if not zombies, then other survivors for sure.  Anyone out and about who notices a working generator is almost certainly going to investigate.  And they might not be in a merely curious mood when they get here either.”
 
   Austin nodded again.  “All excellent points.  So spill it.”
 
   She blinked at him.  “What?”
 
   “I know you far too well by now.  You’ve always got a plan.”
 
   Jessica felt her cheeks heating a little again.  “You’re the one who knows what he’s doing.”
 
   “We’ve already had that conversation a bunch, and I won every time.  You’re in charge.” he smiled as he fitted the last few pieces of the submachine gun into place.  “And you don’t bring something like this up unless you’ve got an idea about how to resolve it.  Not without starting the conversation with something like ‘give me an idea here’.”
 
   She shot him the finger, and his grin broadened.  He finished with the MP5, loaded and safed it, then laid it next to him on the bed.  “Come on Jessica, spill.  We don’t want to rely on a generator, die in our sleep from carbon monoxide, spend the entire winter cutting and chopping wood, or draw a lot of attention; so what’s the plan?”
 
   “I think we should leave Georgia.”
 
   Now it was his turn to blink in surprise.  After a moment of consideration he spoke calmly.  “Where?  Head for South Dakota, look for the source of that signal we heard last week, try to find safety with the government’s rebuilding effort?”
 
   “No, south.” she said.  “The Dakotas are a long way from here, and we’d be heading into worse winters, not better.  If that message doesn’t pan out, then we’ll have taken a lot of risk and effort for a net loss.”
 
   They had turned up a wind-up weather radio in one of the houses; it was powered by turning a crank that generated electricity.  While fiddling with it, Jessica had heard a transmission that purported to be what was left of the government broadcasting out of South Dakota.  She hoped it was, and that they stuck with their stated plans to work on clearing the zombies from the country; but she couldn’t rely on it.  Even if they were serious, she couldn’t count on help just materializing to save them.
 
   Not a chance.  She’d take help if it showed up; but between now and then, she’d do everything she could to hang on until it got here.
 
   “South.” he mused.  “How far?”
 
   “Central Florida, at least.” Jessica answered.  “Past Tampa, at a minimum.  Maybe all the way down somewhere level with Miami.”
 
   “Florida still has winter you know.  I spent a little time near Tampa over the years, before I got out of the service, and I remember it getting below forty once.”
 
   “I’m not saying it might not get cold down there.  But we won’t be looking at four months of it.  Conditions will be milder.  And we can always just move further south if a problem comes up.  A couple of days here and there of jacket weather I can get Candice through; five months of it could be a problem.”
 
   Austin shrugged.  “We’re basically near Macon right now; and off the top of my head, here to Tampa is something like five hundred miles.  We’re going to need fifty or sixty gallons of gas to run the SUV that far, which means we’ll probably have to stop twice to scrounge up more from stations along the way.  At least.”
 
   “Unless we find a lot of cans and a way to carry them all with us, yes.” she nodded.  “Which I’m not counting on.  If we can come up with a way to haul an extra twenty gallons along I’ll count that as a lot of luck.”
 
   “Then there’s the time involved.” he went on.  “If everything was normal, we’d hop on 75 South, set the cruise control, and be there in seven or eight hours.  With detours and caution, I bet we’re looking at making no better than forty; which throws an eight hour trip time right out the window.  We’re talking two days, minimum.  Even without the need to find more gas.  Plus who knows what kind of detouring we might have to do to route ourselves around trouble along the way.”
 
   Jessica sighed.  “So you don’t think we should go?”
 
   “Oh hell no.” he shook his head.  “I didn’t say that.  I think it’s a great idea.  I’ll follow you anywhere.  You know that.  I’m just helping you figure out what we’re going to have to do to make the trip.”
 
   She smiled, relieved at his response.  “I wasn’t sure if it was a good move or not.”
 
   “Yes you were.”
 
   “Okay, maybe I was leaning toward doing it.” she admitted.  “But we’re in this together.”
 
   “Yup.  You call the shots, and I do my best to make them.” he laughed.
 
   “Austin!”
 
   “Okay, maybe I need to heal a little more.” he grinned again.  “But you’re in charge.  A Florida winter will be easier without power than a Georgia one, so if we can make it down there, then let’s do it.  The sooner the better.”
 
   “I want to take a day or two to shore up our supply situation, as best we can.” Jessica said, gesturing broadly in the direction of downstairs.  “Gas and gas cans, obviously, but some more clothing, some more water jugs if we can find them, more food, things like that.”
 
   “You thinking about maybe hitting up a store?”
 
   Jessica shook her head quickly.  “No . . . I don’t think we need to take that kind of risk.”
 
   Austin frowned slightly.  “We might find something off the beaten path.”
 
   “If we do, and it looks okay, then maybe.” Jessica allowed.  “But honestly, what’re the odds of finding a store anywhere away from a town?  And if we do, one that someone else with a pulse hasn’t already stripped bare?”
 
   “We are out in the middle of the sticks you know.” he pointed out.  “It’s not like we’ve had a lot of problems avoiding people.”  Jessica had shied away from contact every time though.  She still wasn’t quite ready to trust people.
 
   Maybe not ever, but definitely not yet.
 
   “I remember what Vanessa said as well as you.” she said instead.  “And I remember those broadcasts coming out of South Dakota.  I don’t think the country’s been depopulated; people, survivors, are running around doing things.  A remote store with useful stuff still on the shelves would be fortune well past the point of suspicious if you ask me.  I’m not counting on something like that, and I don’t want to spend time driving around looking for it either.”
 
   “So more houses and gas stations?”
 
   “That’s my plan.”
 
   “I like it.” he nodded.  “We’ll start tomorrow.”
 
   “Sure you’re feeling up to it?”
 
   “I’m tough, remember?”
 
   Jessica rolled her eyes.  “And careful, cautious, loyal, I know, I know.”
 
   “Good.  I’d hate to think you were taking me for granted.”
 
   “Never.” she assured him.  “Not in a million years.”
 
   His smile turned mischievous.  “Okay.  So, strip.”
 
   “What?” Jessica blurted, sitting up quickly.  She could feel blood rushing to her face as she blushed.
 
   “The Taurus.” he said, pointing at the holster on the right side of her belt.  “One of us is cleaning it, and if I’m the guy, then you’re gonna strip it down.”
 
   Jessica drew the gun and hit the magazine release.  “Your choice of words is a little forward.” she said, eyeing him merrily.
 
   “What’d you think I meant?” he asked slyly, then made an ooof sound as she tossed the magazine at him.  “Hey, I was shot, remember?”
 
   “How could I forget?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three - Surprise
 
   “Stop pouting.” Jessica said as she turned onto US-80 and headed west.
 
   “You have any idea how much fuel we could fit in those tubs?” Austin asked reasonably.
 
   “I know their lids aren’t water tight.” she replied.
 
   “Fuel, not water.”
 
   “Same difference.” she told him.  “If they spill, we’ll have gas all over everything.  Including the food.”
 
   “The food’s mostly canned.”
 
   “Some of it isn’t.  The pasta is just boxed, and the flour bags are just double layered paper.”
 
   “We’ve got those three cases of ramen noodles that are double wrapped in plastic; per package then each case.” Austin said in the tone of someone looking for a bright side.  “And we can make do without the flour if worse comes to worse.”
 
   “Food is food; what happens if we get down to our last meal and are thinking about gas soaked flour?”  Jessica frowned.  “There’s also the clothes, the boxes, and the odds and ends back there; none of it needs to be drenched in gas.  We’re not driving around with two thirty gallon storage tubs full of gas in the back unless the lids are water proof.”
 
   “Nothing says we have to fill them all the way up.”
 
   “Austin!”
 
   “Okay, I’m just pointing it out.”
 
   “You pointed it out.” she said, glancing over and trying to soften her expression so he wouldn’t think she was mad at him.  It wasn’t a totally bad idea – fuel was the difference between riding and walking, and between the supplies and having no means to bring them – but she was serious about not wanting to carry unsecured fuel inside the SUV.  The gas cans made her nervous enough, and they had solid caps that went on tight.  And were designed to carry fuel, so their plastic was thicker.
 
   “Well we’ve got that five-gallon can we found a few weeks ago, and the four little dinky two-gallon ones we’ve picked up along the way, so that’s thirteen, which isn’t even half a tank in this beast.” Austin said.  “I never would’ve guessed people living in the sticks wouldn’t have gas cans in their garages.”
 
   “Maybe they took them with them when they left?” Candice said.
 
   “Doesn’t help us much though girlie-girl.” he sighed.  “But I guess you’re probably right.”
 
   “That’s a lot of people who left.” Jessica muttered.
 
   Austin glanced at her, but when she darted her eyes toward the back seat, he just nodded slightly.  She was both grateful, and surprised, to see so many of the houses in the area were vacant.  It wasn’t that many houses – this was the middle Georgia sticks after all – but she would have assumed more of them would have stayed put since they weren’t near cities.
 
   Apparently that hadn’t been the case.  She was past wondering where they’d all gone, but it was a little curious.  Whether they were dead or merely evacuated, they weren’t around now.  The area wasn’t deserted, but only about one in seven or eight houses they checked showed signs of activity.  Those they skipped – she wasn’t interested in opening a dialog with anyone at this point – but even allowing for the few people they did see, the area was quite depopulated.  Even by its pre-apocalypse standards.
 
   “Stop!” Austin said suddenly, reaching across and putting his hand on the steering wheel.  His voice was loud enough to rebound off the windshield commandingly.
 
   Jessica wasted almost two seconds trying to interpret the single word, then her startled thoughts got out of the way of her reflexes.  Jamming her foot on the brake, she felt her seat belt lock and hold her in place as the SUV slowed rapidly.  There was no skidding, the anti-lock brakes took care of that, but she felt the pedal vibrating under her foot as the system dragged the big, heavy vehicle to a halt.
 
   “What?” she demanded, looking around quickly.  The simple two-lane road looked deserted, lined with trees and scrub vegetation; all of it getting quite overgrown with no one tending to it.  No wandering corpses in view, and nothing on the road that looked like it could be a problem.  She had a last fleeting thought that maybe he’d spotted a deer or something, then his next words registered.
 
   “Get off the road.  Now!” Austin ordered, staring forward.  Jessica followed his gaze.  The gas station they’d been visiting the past several weeks was just in view a couple hundred yards ahead.  Then she looked closer and saw a pair of big black vehicles in the parking lot.  Black SUVs . . . exactly like the one she was driving.
 
   “Oh shit!” she blurted, feeling her blood ice up inside her.  She was dozens of miles west of Knoxville, at least.  In the opposite direction of Macon, where the settlements and scavenging would be much richer.  What were they doing this far out?  Fumbling for the gearshift, she hauled it upward, too hard.  The transmission clicked into park, and she had to pull it back down into reverse before she looked over her shoulder and started backing up.  “Where?”
 
   “Find a spot where you can fit between the trees.  I see movement up there.  I think they’re getting back in the vehicles.  They might come this way.” Austin said without taking his eyes off the barely visible gas station.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Candice asked, sounding scared.  The tension between the two adults was obvious, and the girl was worried.
 
   “Just sit tight sweetie.” Jessica said anxiously, trying to hold the heavy SUV steady as she looked for a place to pull off.  “Okay?”
 
   “The stop hurt me when the seatbelt tightened up.” the girl half-complained.
 
   “I know, I’m sorry.  Just keep it on though, and let me focus.”
 
   Raking her gaze across the trees to either side of the pavement, Jessica finally found a spot where they were spaced far enough apart.  There was a lot of tall scrub grass filling the area between them, but it looked good to her.  She halted just past it, put the transmission in drive, and hauled the steering wheel quickly over.
 
   The SUV bumped as it left the road, then bounced some more as the engine powered it over the uneven ground beneath the grass.  Jessica spun the wheel left to follow what there were of the gaps between the tree trunks, then back right to avoid still more trees and continue following the spaces she could fit through.  The vehicle tilted as one of the wheels encountered a rock or something else big enough to make it sway heavily back and forth, and she let her speed drop further.  She was running out of room; the trees were thickening up as she left the road behind.
 
   “There, stop there.” Austin pointed, indicating a thick stand of bushes.  “Behind those.”
 
   “We won’t fit.” she protested, eyeing the trees.
 
   “We’ll fit.” he said, looking over his shoulder.
 
   “It’s too tight.”
 
   “It’ll be fine.”
 
   Jessica didn’t agree, but her darting gaze didn’t spot anywhere else that she thought she could go.  She curved around the last tree in the way, then cut hard right and braked to stop behind the bushes, just short of a trio of closely spaced trees.  The driver’s side mirror ripped off as she skated past the trees on her left, and she heard the bushes scraping down the passenger side in a series of screeching scratches that told of a lot of damage to the paint.
 
   She didn’t care about any of that though.  She was looking right, at Austin and at the bushes, and at the road beyond them.  What concerned her was what happened next.
 
   Austin had the MP5 in his hands.  “You remember the last three houses we’ve slept in?” he asked as he pulled on the handle to rack the bolt back, loading the weapon.
 
   “Yes.” Jessica nodded.  She was reasonably confident she’d be able to find them if necessary.
 
   “Okay.  If anything happens, and we get separated, get to any of them that you can.  I’ll find you at one in no more than three days.  If you change to one of the others, leave a note under the big bedroom mattress.  Three days.  I’ll find you.”
 
   “What?  Where are you going?” she said, unable to help the rising alarm in her voice as he opened his door.
 
   “I’m going to lose myself nearby as a surprise in case they spot the car.” he answered, using his foot to force the door open against the bushes as he felt in his pockets, making sure he had extra ammo for the MP5.  “Turn the engine off, so the exhaust doesn’t draw attention.”
 
   “Austin!”
 
   “Trust me.” he said, giving her a very serious look.  “If they come in here after us, stay in the car as long as you can.  Whatever you do, don’t shoot at them until I do, or you have no other choice.  If you do have to fight, treat them like zombies if it gets that far.”
 
   Jessica nodded, feeling sick, and watched unhappily as he stepped out of the vehicle.  She twisted in the seat as he closed the door and went back the way they’d come until the big stand of bushes ended.  He was moving quickly, bent over with the submachine gun clasped before him, but she saw the stagger in his normally graceful movements.  His injuries were still bothering him.
 
   “What’s Austin doing?” Candice asked timidly.
 
   “He’s going to try to help.” Jessica answered as she watched him plunge into the undergrowth past where she’d driven in, and then she couldn’t see him anymore.  It was an impressive trick, especially for someone as big as he was; one moment she saw his broad back, and the next he had just vanished out of sight like an illusionist wowing an audience.
 
   “How?”
 
   Jessica had an idea, and she didn’t like it.  Two SUVs could easily mean eight or ten people, even if they were on a scavenging run and planned on hauling things back with them.  Eight to ten men who were likely to be trained and dangerous, with the skills and weapons to cause a lot of trouble.
 
   “I think he’s going to try and be the cavalry in case there’s trouble.” Jessica said as she tried to convince herself there was no need to panic.  Her pulse was thudding loudly in her ears, and she could feel a swirl of terrified concern urging it on.  She had to stay calm.  “Candy Bear, take your seat belt off.  Get down on the floorboard back there.  Stay still, stay quiet.  Can you do that for me, please?”
 
   Candice unlatched the buckle and slid down off the seat.  Jessica drew the Taurus and worked the slide, then checked the safety before laying it on the passenger seat.  The leather there was still warm from Austin’s body.  She reached behind her and pulled the Shield out, loading and re-safing it as well before replacing the nine millimeter pistol in the holster at the small of her back.  Picking the Taurus back up, she checked the safety three more times, then made herself hold it in her lap.
 
   The waiting was horrible.  As the seconds became a minute, then two, she felt like they should have stayed on the road.  The SUV was a big vehicle, heavy with armor, but it also had a powerful engine.  If she’d put her foot down, they could have been ripping along at eighty or ninety.  The last turnoff hadn’t been that far back.  They could have been to it by now, and headed away from the ‘main’ road, such as it was.
 
   But . . . what if the pair of vehicles at the gas station weren’t the only ones out here?  What if there were others on the road to the east, waiting or checking cars or coming to join them or something?  She would have trapped the three of them between a bunch of, very probably, hostile groups.
 
   As usual, despite all she’d learned the hard way since the world turned to shit; she needed to rely on Austin’s training.  He was the tactical expert.  At least, compared to her.  If he thought trying to hide and avoid contact was the right move, that was the play.  But the waiting was . . . hard.
 
   She knew what he meant by treating them like zombies.  The men who’d taken over the Eagle facility in Knoxville were all like him; ex-military, and further trained as professional bodyguards.  They wore body armor, which she knew would defeat either of her pistols.  She thought about the big rifle that was tucked away in the back of the SUV, but she didn’t know how to use it very well.  At all, actually.  She wasn’t even sure she knew where all the controls – like the safety and magazine release – were.
 
   She’d stick with the pistols, which she was at least confident she knew how to fire properly.  But if she had to try to shoot anyone, she’d have to aim for the head.  Just like against zombies.  The rifle could punch through body armor.  It had against Austin’s.  But the pistols would be effectively useless against someone wearing a vest.
 
   “But zombies don’t shoot back.” she told herself.  “Zombies don’t run, or take cover, or think, or know what they’re doing in a fight.”  She’d killed once already, and didn’t want to again.  She really, really, really didn’t want to.  Zombies . . . that wasn’t killing.  They were already dead.  People weren’t.
 
   But she knew if it was a choice of death or killing, she’d choose the latter.  If it was a choice between Candice and herself being put through . . . 
 
   Shaking herself, Jessica focused on taking slow, deep breaths.  Hyperventilating was not going to help.  Constantly turning over bad things in her head was not helping.  Focus on the now, focus on surviving.  She couldn’t see the road through the bushes on the right, but that was more comforting than frustrating.  If she couldn’t see the road, then hopefully anyone on the road couldn’t see her either.
 
   Minutes turned into ten, then a quarter hour.  Jessica kept catching herself fingering the Taurus’ safety, which she knew was a bad habit.  Not as bad as playing with the trigger if she wasn’t ready to fire, but still dangerous.  She finally put the gun back on the seat next to her and made herself put her hands on the lower curve of the steering wheel to stop herself from fiddling with the weapon.  The SUV was armored; and if something happened so quickly that she didn’t have time to pick up the pistol, it probably wouldn’t matter anyway.
 
   When she saw movement behind the SUV, it made her heart jump toward her throat.  Jessica stopped herself from grabbing for the pistol when she saw it was Austin returning.  Tearing her gaze away from the rear view mirror, she looked over her shoulder at him.  He was carrying the MP5 in one hand, and was walking normally.  His head was swiveling steadily around as he kept an eye on his surroundings, but nothing about his body language signaled that he was alarmed or concerned about anything.
 
   Waiting until he was nearly to the SUV, Jessica pressed the button to pop the locks.
 
   “What’s that?” Candice asked.
 
   “Austin’s back.  I’m opening the doors for him.” Jessica said.
 
   “Can I get up?”
 
   “Yes, get back in the seat and put your belt back on.”
 
   Austin squeezed through the bushes and forced the door back against them so he could get in.  He closed the door behind him and laid the MP5 in his lap with the barrel pointing at it.  “They went by a few minutes ago, east, toward Knoxville.” he said in response to her raised eyebrows and demanding expression.  “They didn’t stop, and they didn’t see me.”
 
   “We can leave?”
 
   “If we go west, yes.”
 
   Jessica twisted the ignition key and brought the engine back to life.  “Okay, hang on while I get out of this mess.”
 
   It took her four times longer to back out than it had to pull in; both because she was driving backwards as well as because she was forcing herself to go slower now that the danger was past.  Finally – after smacking the rear bumper into two different trees, and adding fresh scrapes to the paint on both sides – she made it back to the pavement.  She immediately headed west, toward the gas station, and away from Knoxville.
 
   “What’s your plan?” Austin asked calmly as the SUV’s speed built past where she normally kept it.  The engine wasn’t roaring at full power, but it was obvious the SUV wasn’t going to be cruising at a simple forty or fifty the way it was sounding.
 
   “Check the map for me.” Jessica said, concentrating on the road ahead.  She was gripping the steering wheel tightly to still the quivering in her hands.  Everything inside her felt jittery, cut clean through with a high thread of steady alarm.  Taking a deep breath, she went on.  “Find a route south so we don’t waste time spinning around through loop roads that come back to this one.”
 
   Austin produced his well folded Georgia state road map and opened it to the middle of the state.  Jessica finally realized what she was doing to the accelerator and eased off, holding her speed to seventy.  There was a limit, even for her panic, even though she felt like flooring it as they whipped past the gas station.  The two lanes of pavement were clear, without a car, zombie, animal, or person in sight.  She kept checking the rear view mirror, but nothing was behind them either.
 
   “Okay.” he said as he studied the map.  “If the next road is Maxwell, then take that.  It’ll hit Route 208, where I’d recommend we backtrack a little east before following it southwest for a few miles.  Then we’ll be able to get to Route 90, and from there I think we can just barely pick our way south if we keep tacking back and forth to stay out of any towns.”
 
   “Got it.  Keep me on the right path.”
 
   “Who were we hiding from?” Candice asked.
 
   “Is your seat belt on?” Jessica asked, realizing she didn’t remember if she’d heard it click.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Bad people, Candy Bear.” Jessica answered.  “The ones from Knoxville.”
 
   “They didn’t see us Austin?”
 
   “Nope, we’re in the clear for now girlie-girl.”
 
   “Good.” Candice said.
 
   “Yes, good.” Jessica echoed, trying to get a grip on something other than the steering wheel.  She wasn’t completely lost to panic – that had happened a number of times since the zombies had first appeared – but she was far from calm.  No matter how unsettled and tense she felt right now, she knew that was just nerves and emotion.  She was short of full panic.  Experience with that had given her enough to recognize she was still in control of herself.
 
   “Keep telling yourself that girl.” she thought as she stared through the windshield.
 
   The encounter had been too close for her state of mind.  She had been reckless.  They should have left the area entirely, weeks ago.  She’d let the rural quiet, with all the isolated roads and deserted houses, lull her into thinking the Knoxville episode was behind them.  That, and the need to give Austin time to rest, to heal.  Moving around too much would have hurt him.  And then, after he’d gotten a couple of weeks of rest in, she’d let herself be lulled by how routine shifting around without incident was becoming.
 
   It was inexcusable.  Completely.  Utterly without excuse.  Staying had nearly gotten them . . .
 
   “Are you okay?” Jessica asked, glancing briefly at Austin, trying to wrench her thoughts out of the loop of recrimination and terrified anger.
 
   “Me?  I’m fine.”
 
   “Your side’s not bothering you?”
 
   “Hurts, but that’s nothing new, and nothing I can’t handle.” he shrugged.  “What about you?”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Relax.  We’re fine.”
 
   “I’ll relax when we get far from here.” she said levelly, though it took effort to keep her voice from quavering as she thought of what could have happened if the team of scavengers had spotted them.  The SUV was very noticeable, to anyone who knew what it was.  Somehow, she didn’t think anyone who recognized it, certainly not anyone from the Knoxville Eagle facility, would be in a forgiving live-and-let-live mood.
 
   Not after she and Austin had left the group’s leader laying dead on the street and fled into the night.  That the asshole deserved it likely wouldn’t matter to his friends or subordinates or however they thought of themselves.  Baser emotions would be guiding their reactions if they spotted the trio that had done the deed.
 
   “Try.” he said softly.  “We’re fine.  As soon as we get to the first turn, I’ll know exactly where we are, and from then on I can keep us on course.”  Austin craned his head over to look at the dashboard gauges.  “We’ve still got two-thirds of a tank.  We’ll put some distance between here and us, then find a station and pull some gas out of the tanks so we can fill up.”
 
   “Right.” she nodded, trying to listen, to believe, him.  She still felt like panic would be a good option; even though she knew calm decisions were the right choice.
 
   But it had been way too close a thing.  If they’d driven up to that gas station . . .
 
   “There, see, that’s Maxwell.  Turn left.”
 
   Jessica slowed as the crossing with its dark signal rushed up.  She made the turn, heading south.
 
   * * * * *
 
   “Zombie.” Candice announced.
 
   “Got it.” Austin said as Jessica straightened, still holding the rope that went down into the gas station’s underground tank.  She looked around quickly.  The rural gas station was the smallest one she’d yet seen; literally two pumps, one each for 87 octane regular gas and diesel.  But it was quiet, and deserted.
 
   Except for the occasional zombie, apparently.
 
   But this was only the second one since they’d stopped.  As Jessica turned her head, looking for the problem, Austin fired past her in the direction of the gas station’s store.  He was sitting atop the roof of the SUV, where he had a good view of the area, and a clear field of fire in every direction.  Helping him climb up there took some effort, but once he was in place, he could see everything without having to move further.
 
   She heard him cut off a curse.  Completing the turn of her head, Jessica saw a small zombie next to the building.  It looked like it had been in its teens before it converted, maybe fifteen or so.  As she took in the tattered jeans and bare scraps of a t-shirt that still doggedly clung to its upper body, Austin fired again.  This shot took the zombie in the face, sending it to the ground.
 
   “Sorry.” he said, clearly embarrassed at having missed.  “It staggered at just the wrong time.”
 
   “It’s okay.” Jessica shrugged as she resumed hauling on the rope, pulling it up hand over hand.  He was tired.  Riding around in a car didn’t seem all that taxing, until you did it while hurt.  And while helping pay attention to the surroundings for both zombies and monitoring a map.  Then it was clearly enough to take a chunk out of even someone as fit as Austin.
 
   But despite his burning his candle hard on both ends, she still trusted him.  He’d let her know if he couldn’t hold his share up.
 
   The metal can at the end of the rope emerged from the opening to the storage tank, and she grasped it by the thick doubled-wire handle.  Carefully she poured it into the waiting gas can next to her, adding another gallon to their reserves as the liquid gurgled down the funnel she’d rigged up from cardboard, foil, and duct tape.  As she fed the can – an old paint can that had been scraped and scrubbed clean – back down into the tank, she glanced around again.
 
   They were nearly a hundred miles from Knoxville, somewhere north of Albany.  Bypassing any sort of actual town or village or whatever made the going slower than she’d expected, but there had been no problems.  Tracking back and forth, sometimes having to go south two miles before north-east three just to then be able to go south some more was a little frustrating; but she was willing to pay that price.  So long as it kept them away from any heavy concentrations of . . . anything.  At this point she was fearful of people as much as zombies.
 
   She knew it was an unrealistic attitude; the world wasn’t full of rampaging marauders.  Not full.  But she was only just now starting to breathe easier.  Maybe once they cleared Georgia she’d be able to finish compartmentalizing Knoxville and its bad memories.  Maybe then she’d be able to put it behind her.  But she’d had proof of what some people were capable of doing when there wasn’t any rule of law to rein them in.
 
   “It only takes one mistake.” she thought tiredly.
 
   “You okay?” Austin asked.
 
   Jessica realized she’d been day dreaming a little, and shook herself.  “Fine.  Just . . . I’m fine.”  She started hauling the paint can back up, once more full of gas.
 
   “I could spell you some you know.” he offered.
 
   “No, I need you healthy.”
 
   “I’m okay.”
 
   “This isn’t as easy as it looks.” she said as she pulled the rope up, bringing the can with it.
 
   “I know, that’s why I’m offering.”
 
   “Right, which is why I’m telling you to sit your . . . butt up there and play watchman.  Where are we going to be if you pull something open and start bleeding internally?”
 
   “Okay Mom.” he said.
 
   Jessica paused with the can finally in hand once more to give him a narrow look of wry amusement.  “You love that don’t you?”
 
   “I’m just keeping watch.” he said innocently.
 
   “Right.  Candice, you’re doing a great job helping him.”
 
   “Four eyes are better than two.” the girl said from the hood of the SUV.  She could easily scramble down and duck into the SUV, or up on the roof with Austin, if something really dangerous developed; and her presence reduced the amount of twisting and turning Austin had to do for a complete watch on their surroundings to be maintained.
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   Jessica emptied the can into the gas container, then lowered it for another measure.  Twenty-two gallons for the SUV, then nine out of thirteen so far to refill the gas cans they had on hand.  One gallon per ‘trip’ with the paint can, more or less; which was thirty-one trips so far.  Thirty-one times hauling up roughly six pounds per trip.  Austin had helpfully informed her gas weighed less than water.
 
   She’d already hauled more gas than her body weight, and still had another four gallons to go before the cans were full.  Her arms and back were aching, and her knees were bruised from kneeling on the concrete for so long – even with the pair of folded towels she’d positioned as cushions – but she kept at it.  It wouldn’t get done if she didn’t do it.  Candice might be able to haul a few cans up, but Jessica would be surprised if the ten-year-old had the endurance to keep at it for very long.
 
   And Jessica was quite serious about Austin pulling something.  That she was sweating so hard was proof this was rough work.  He was tough and determined, but willpower didn’t keep flesh from tearing when you abused it.  The sooner he was returned to full health, the better for all three of them.  She’d be happy to let him go back to being big tough he-man when he was healthy; until then, he could sit back and feel guilty over letting her do all the hard stuff.
 
   Well, a lot of it anyway.
 
   The good news was the gas station seemed to have taken a fuel delivery just before the problems had started; the gas level in the underground tank wasn’t that far below the ground.  The other gas station they’d been previously using had been much lower, which meant further to haul each gallon up.
 
   And she’d gotten a crash course in how to tell diesel apart from gas.  Smell; gas was sharper, and more familiar after twenty years of filling her cars up.  Color; diesel was darker.  And if all else failed either spill some of each and see which evaporated first – which would be the gas – or set both spills on fire if she was in a hurry but had to be sure.  Austin said the gas would burn off much quicker than the diesel.
 
   She was reasonably confident she’d picked the right tank after investigating both, so they hadn’t set anything on fire, but it was useful information.  Jessica had learned all sorts of things in the past seven weeks; some of which had just never come up, and others that she would have never guessed in a million years she’d need to become adept at.
 
   Guns were big on that list, along with cleaning and caring for bullet wounds, storing and purifying water, cooking and managing food without electricity or refrigerators, and now telling fuels apart without labels.  What was the world coming to?
 
   “Stupid question.  Zombies.” she told herself as she poured the last can into the remaining two gallon container, topping it off.  Sitting back on her haunches, she rested a few moments, then checked all the cans.  She hadn’t missed one; they were all full.  Finally.  That had only taken half an hour.
 
   Screwing the caps on the containers, she heaved herself to her feet and started carrying them over to the SUV;  the little ones first.  The five gallon can made her groan some, but she got them all lined up against the sides of the cargo compartment’s interior and began securing them in place with bungee cords so they didn’t slide around or tip.  She finished by stuffing the rope, funnel, and paint can into the garbage bag she kept them in to contain the fumes and keep gas from soaking into the back of the SUV.  It went in the back with everything else, and she stepped back gratefully.
 
   “Okay, now I am coming down.” Austin said when she closed the SUV’s back hatch.  “You’re not going back into the store alone.”
 
   “Fine.” Jessica nodded, too tired to argue.  And, truth be told, she wouldn’t mind the backup.  They’d already checked it once, just to make sure there weren’t any lurking zombies or people camping out inside – and also looking for gas cans – but had then left it alone in favor of fueling up before anything else.  Gas meant they could flee if worst came to worst.  Food wouldn’t make the SUV run; and gas would let them find food.
 
   Now they were full up on fuel, but there had been quite a bit still on the shelves inside.  The station wasn’t a big convenience store like she was used to from Atlanta, or as were commonly seen along the Interstates, but it still had a few aisles of shelves of the typical sorts of snacks and such.
 
   Up to a point, calories were calories.  They had room, and weight capacity, in the SUV to spare.  Even allowing for what she was reserving in hopes of finding more fuel cans.  Potato chips and candy weren’t healthy, but she’d rather bring them than not.
 
   “Candice, in the car, lock it behind you.” Jessica said as Austin started easing himself down.  Her daughter scrambled down without complaint and got in the back seat of the vehicle as Austin came down across the hood, then to the ground, moving gingerly.  Jessica listened for the click of the SUV’s locks, then drew the Taurus and headed for the store.
 
   The building was small.  Even without power, it was well lit with sun scattering in through the windows.  With Austin trailing and covering her, she re-cleared the whole building once more, then snapped open a pair of garbage bags and doubled them up together.
 
   This being backwoods Georgia, and a gas station, there was plenty of jerky, in a variety of flavors and types.  All of it went into the bag, followed by all the snack crackers and pretzels she could find, then hard candy and bagged soft candies that hadn’t deteriorated in nearly two months of no air conditioning.  The days might be cool, and the nights cold, now; but before that un-air-conditioned interior temperatures had been in the 80s and 90s on some days.  There was no way the chocolate bars had survived those conditions, not without disintegrating into melted messes, so she left them alone.
 
   She topped the bag off with whatever potato chips would fit, then hefted it over her shoulder and lugged it out to the car.  Jessica didn’t care if any of the chips got crunched up due to rough handling; she’d already started experimenting with potato chip stew.  The concoction was bolstered with whatever kind of canned soup she might have on hand from the latest scavenging, but the chips helped stretch it and bulk up the calories.  And it wasn’t bad if the chips didn’t go in too soon, and if more were reserved to sprinkle across the top while eating.
 
   “Potato chip soup.” she thought as she stuffed bags of Lay’s and Ruffles into her sack.  “What hell my mom would raise if she knew that’s what I was feeding my daughter.”
 
   She burned a few more trips hauling out some two liter bottles of soda, plus a few cases of bottled individual sized sodas, just because they would count as cheap calories that would yield more water bottles once drunk.  But other than some packs of lighters and a double handful of batteries, that was the extent of what was on offer.  Not much.  Something, but not much.
 
   As she was scooping the batteries and lighters into a plastic bag from the store’s stock, Austin spoke up.
 
   “We’ve got maybe two hours until dark.”
 
   Jessica nodded.  “Probably.”
 
   “What’re you thinking?”
 
   She doubled the bag into another, then tied its handles off in a firm shoelace knot so the contents wouldn’t escape.  “After what happened earlier, definitely get the hell out of Georgia.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   “What then?”
 
   He gestured upward.  “Traveling after dark is stickier than daylight, especially when we’re going to have to stop for gas.  Even if we don’t have any problems with visibility, driving through the night is going to mean we have to do another fuel stop before morning.  Or we’ll have to stop and stay in the car, without a lot of fuel left in the tank to keep us going.”
 
   Jessica left the bag on the counter and leaned back against the shelves behind her.  “Yeah, that had occurred to me.”
 
   “We’re quite a ways from Knoxville.  One night around here somewhere won’t hurt.  Unless you want to sleep in the car; but we should probably still take a look around and pick a spot to stay until morning.”
 
   Jessica nodded unhappily.  She really wanted to keep going, but being out after dark was dangerous.  Zombies were quiet, with nothing but the scrape of their feet on the ground and the occasional bit of rustling clothing to announce their presence.  Moaning and growling; that was the movies.  When a body died, the heart and lungs stopped.  Without air moving through the throat, there was no Hollywood soundtrack or Foley artist to announce the monster’s presence.
 
   How the zombies kept walking and eating without the use of their heart and lungs was an entirely different question; but she had to work with what she knew.  They walked, they ate; they killed.  Why, how . . . irrelevant, and they weren’t in any sort of question-answering shape.  Seeing them was the only defense.  In the dark, that was much harder.
 
   “We’re . . . what, a hundred miles from Florida?”
 
   Austin considered, then shrugged.  “About that, I think.  I didn’t count it up.”
 
   “So tomorrow we can do our next fill up south of the border.”
 
   “No sweat, unless we get seriously stuck back tracking and side tracking as we go.”
 
   Jessica sighed.  “It’s been a while since I drove it, but if I remember correctly, once you’re south of Valdosta, I-75 is pretty dead until you get a good ways into Florida.”
 
   “Sounds about right.  Easy enough to check on the map.”
 
   “And the GPS.” she pointed out.  They had a GPS picked up from an abandoned car a couple weeks earlier.  However completely screwed the Earth was with zombies rampaging around eating and destroying whatever they got their teeth into; satellites in space were working quite normally.  As far as she and Austin had been able to tell; the little unit was functioning without problems.
 
   “Yeah, but we’ll still need to stop somewhere and get a paper map that covers Florida.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   He shrugged.  “Call it habit.  Never rely on things that plug in.  Batteries go flat, get lost, go bad, whatever.  Don’t worry, we can probably combine it with the gas stop.”
 
   “Fine.” she said, deciding arguing about procuring a road map for the other state to back up the GPS wasn’t the worst idea she’d ever heard.  “So here’s my plan.  Find a spot to sleep in, same as we’ve been doing.  If dark comes and we can’t find something safe, we’ll park and sleep in the car.  Tomorrow, we head south and keep our eyes open for anything useful in the way of supplies, until we get south of Valdosta and can swing over to the Interstate.  If it holds up, we take the fast lane south.
 
   “With any luck, by the afternoon we’ll either be somewhere around, I don’t know, Gainesville or something, or we’ll have hit the jackpot on food and gas.  If our luck doesn’t hold, then we’ll just deal with it as it comes; but we keep heading south.”
 
   Austin nodded.  “Sounds like a plan.”
 
   She studied him, but – as usual on something important– he didn’t seem to be making fun of her.  He only did that when it was harmless fun, never when it was important.  “You know, you don’t have to go along with everything I say.”
 
   “I know.  And if you said stupid things, I’d speak up.  But your decisions are generally solid.  And, like I keep saying, you’re in charge.”
 
   “Austin, this is a team.  I’m not some warrior princess you’re sworn to protect.”
 
   He grinned.  “Now there’s an image I’ll enjoy.”  His grin widened as she turned a little pink, then he sobered enough to give her a calm look.  “Jessica, I’m not just sticking around because I’m hurt.  There’s nowhere else I need or want to be.  Honest.”
 
   “It’s just . . . I guess I’m not used to someone . . . someone like you being so . . .” she said haltingly before finally trailing off, her thoughts stumbling to a halt as she realized she couldn’t find the right word.
 
   “Accommodating?” he finally suggested as the pause went on long enough for it to be obvious she was stuck.
 
   “Patient.” Jessica replied.  “You’re just so damned patient it’s . . . strange.”
 
   “That’ll make Candice laugh, another middle name to add to my collection.”
 
   Jessica smiled.  “If all this ever goes back to normal, I’m going to make you print business cards.  Just so you can see how ridiculous having seventeen hundred middle names looks.”
 
   “Threats?” he taunted.
 
   “Promises.  I remember someone told me promises are a lot worse than threats.”
 
   He winked.  “That does sound familiar.  Well, we’ll file that one away for better days.  In the meantime, come on Your Highness.  We’re losing sunlight.”
 
   “Oh you are so not calling me that.” Jessica said as she grabbed the bag off the counter.  “Don’t even.”
 
   “Your Worship?”
 
   “Stop.”
 
   “Her Royal In-Charge-ness?”
 
   Jessica couldn’t help her giggling as she followed him out of the store.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four – Good Fences
 
   “You’ve got to decide.”
 
   “I know.” Jessica told Austin without looking at him.
 
   “Come on Mom.” Candice said after several moments of silence.
 
   “You guys are just trying to get me to make another mistake.” Jessica said as she studied her cards.
 
   “Life moves pretty fast.” Austin said with a laugh.
 
   Jessica eyed him briefly.  “Where have I heard that before?”
 
   “I’m going to point out that I’ve never said one of my middle names is ‘Original’.”
 
   Candice giggled as Jessica rolled her eyes at him.  “You’re the one that’s taking too long.” the girl said in a cheerful tone.  Jessica turned her gaze to her daughter, but she couldn’t summon enough resolve to keep her smile from leaking in as she tried to glower at Candice.  The ten-year-old just giggled again.
 
   Austin produced a second deck of cards from one of his pocket and opened the flap.  “Come on Candice, let’s play something else on the side while Mom takes her time.”
 
   “Okay!” Jessica said abruptly, realizing that staring at her cards wasn’t making them any better.  “Okay, okay, okay!”  She pulled the four of clubs free and dropped it on the discard pile.  The problem was the three of them were all about even in tricks at the moment, and she was having trouble remembering what had already cycled through the discard pile and been picked up.
 
   Austin was just about as good with cards as he tended to be with all things violent and lethal; but Candice had proven a remarkably quick study.  To be fair, the girl had gotten a lot of practice in.  Without power and with only a limited number of books she found interesting, cards were about the only fun activity available.
 
   Jessica’s fears were confirmed when Candice reached out and snagged the four off the discard pile.  “Hah!” her daughter crowed, dropping it next to her other tricks along with the two, three, and five of clubs.
 
   “I blame Austin.” Jessica announced.
 
   “Why is this my fault?” he protested with a chuckle.
 
   “One, because I said so.  Two, because it usually is.  And three, you encouraged her to rush me.  Again.”
 
   “Mom’s just unhappy she’s losing.” Austin said to Candice in a stage whisper.
 
   “Mom is still up twenty points.” Jessica said archly.
 
   “No way.” Candice protested, looking at the matched sets arrayed out next to them.  “I just scored twenty.  We’re tied!”
 
   Jessica glanced at the cards and did swift mental arithmetic.  “Hmm, I guess we are.”  She switched her gaze back to Austin.  “And four, you cost me the lead.”
 
   “Your turn Austin.” Candice said brightly as she dropped the nine of hearts into the discard.
 
   “Now I’m scared to get near you.” Austin said as he slowly reached for the cards in the middle, drawing the motion out like he didn’t want to come into range of Jessica.
 
   “I promise I’ll bite.” Jessica said with a mock scowl.
 
   “See how she’s trying to intimidate me?” Austin asked Candice.
 
   “Mom does that to you a lot.” the girl observed.  “She likes being mean sometimes.”
 
   “Hah!” Jessica snorted.  “Austin likes being naughty.”
 
   “Naughty?” he asked, raising an eyebrow at her.  “Naughty is it?”
 
   Jessica saw something more than simple amusement in his expression and felt herself starting to blush.  But before she could summon a response, a heavy thumping came from downstairs.  It was muffled and slightly distant, but the house’s structure carried it clearly enough for her to hear.  Before she even fully realized what she’d done, the cards had fallen from her hands and she was on her feet with one hand on the holstered Taurus.
 
   “Front door.” Austin said, rising to his knees.  That put him nearly as tall as her even though she was standing.
 
   Jessica drew the stainless steel pistol and clicked the safety off.  “Are you sure?” she asked as she pulled on the slide to load it.
 
   “Yeah, pretty sure.” he grunted as he pushed himself from knees to feet in one swift motion that left him upright but swaying slightly.  She caught the wince that went across his face as he rose, even though he tried to cover it with a brisk expression.
 
   “Okay, I’ll check it out.”
 
   “We’ll check it out.” Austin corrected her.
 
   “What happened to me being in charge?”
 
   “Jessica, it’s dark with a new moon.  What kind of squaddie lets his leader wander around in that alone?”
 
   “I need—” Jessica began, but she cut herself off and settled for a fast eye flick toward Candice.  The girl had risen with the adults, slower to be sure, but now she stood watching and listening.  Another thumping came from downstairs, followed by a splintering sound of breaking wood.
 
   “Not after dark.” Austin said as he produced one of his pistols and clicked off the safety.  Covering and protecting Candice had been discussed, frequently, but actual incidents had been rare in the weeks since leaving Knoxville.
 
   Jessica studied Austin for another couple of seconds, then looked at her daughter.  “Candy Bear, lock the door after we leave.  Hide under the bed.  Stay there until me or Austin get back.  You understand?”  She leaned down and blew out the candle they’d been using for light, plunging the room into near darkness.
 
   “Yes.” Candice said, nodding once.
 
   “Stay quiet, stay hidden.” Jessica repeated.
 
   “I got it Mom.” the girl insisted.
 
   Another complicated breaking and splintering sound came from downstairs, followed by some more thumps.  “Door just got broken down.” Austin said.
 
   “Okay, back me up.” Jessica said, moving to the bedroom door.
 
   “Right with you.”
 
   Jessica paused long enough to crack the door open – with her foot and shoulder planted to keep it from opening more than that bit of a crack – for a quick look and listen.  She didn’t see anything in the upstairs hallway, but she heard someone moving around downstairs.  “Something.” she thought as she heard the loud, uncoordinated footsteps.  “Several somethings.”
 
   She kept a small flashlight in her pocket these days, and now she pulled it out and arranged it in her left hand, then settled both hands to put flashlight and pistol next to each other like Austin had taught her.  It felt weird, and the mass of the gun was uncomfortable in only her right hand, but it was that or shoot blindly in the dark.  The flashlight couldn’t control itself.  Drawing a slow breath, she stepped back and nudged the door fully open with her foot.
 
   The hall was still empty.  She moved out and headed for the stairwell, staying on the balls of her feet and moving as quietly as she could.  Behind her Austin moved with silent grace that still amazed her; even hurt, even as big and tall as he was, he was scary good at this sort of thing.  Her feet were making slight noises on the floor, but she couldn’t hear him at all.  His presence was reassuring as she edged toward the top of the stairs.
 
   Then the bedroom door closed behind her.  Not loudly, but it was definitely a door being closed, and the sound carried in the darkness.
 
   “Hello?” a man’s voice called from the first floor.  Obviously the door’s closing had carried all the way downstairs.
 
   “Larry!” a woman hissed.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Don’t do that.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Jessica reached the stairwell and put herself against the wall as she looked down.  Austin was right, it was quite dark in the house without any serious amount of moonlight filtering through the windows.  But there was just enough weak and begrudged illumination for her to recognize a humanoid shape approaching the stairs.  A long, different shape was in its hands, some sort of weapon.  A long gun.
 
   “Stop right there.” Jessica said loudly before crouching down behind the shelving unit she’d pulled out of a bedroom and tipped over across the top of the stairs earlier.  “Don’t come upstairs.”
 
   “Hey, we’re people, just people.” the man said.  She heard a scraping as the couch she’d moved to block the bottom of the stairs started shifting, as someone pushed on it.  A metallic clicking sound went off behind her, to the left some, as Austin thumbed back the hammer on his pistol.  She couldn’t do that – her thumb never seemed to have enough strength or leverage or whatever to pull it off – but Austin had been shooting for twenty years.  She wasn’t even two months in yet.
 
   “If you even think about pointing that weapon up here you’re dead.” Austin said, and his voice was utterly devoid of the relaxed cheerfulness it had held during the card game.  “Stop moving.”
 
   “Jesus!” the woman blurted.
 
   Jessica’s eyes were starting to adapt to the near dark.  She registered three people downstairs, not two.  One was right at the bottom of the stairs.  Another was off to the side of that one, and the third was just barely in view at the edge of what she could see before the stairwell cut off her line of sight.
 
   The one at the bottom of the stairs was standing very still, directly behind the blockading couch.  He spoke very slowly, very carefully, as she kept her pistol pointed at him.  “Let’s not nobody do anything drastic.”  She was fingering the button on the flashlight, but kept it off for the moment.  Another Austin tip was how having the only light source in a dark area could make you a target.  She didn’t know enough about what was going on down there to chance the light just yet.
 
   “The house is occupied.” Jessica said.
 
   “I know.  We saw the window upstairs, lit from inside.”
 
   “Then why’d you break in?”
 
   “Our car ran out of gas down the road a ways.  We just need a place to rest for the night.”
 
   “Sorry, but we’ve had some bad experiences with sudden visitors.” Jessica said.
 
   “Well we didn’t mean to be sudden, but it ain’t like there’s exactly a ton of places around here to bed down in.”
 
   Jessica frowned.  She wasn’t unsympathetic, but she really didn’t like the idea of sharing the house.  Maybe during the day it might be one thing, but not when she and Candice and Austin were about to sleep.
 
   All of her standard ‘security’ measures were geared mostly toward zombies, and with the primary purpose of keeping anyone else from being able to surprise her.  Someone who was already inside would only have to get through the bedroom door and they’d be in a position to cause problems.  And, contrary to what the movies and television showed, Austin had assured her most guns would shoot right through the doors and walls of a regular house.
 
   “No.” she said firmly.
 
   “Hey—”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Nothing personal, but we were here first.”
 
   “We’ve been on our feet for hours.” the woman said.
 
   “Hours?” Jessica asked skeptically.  This was the middle of nowhere, as best she could tell, but houses weren’t that far apart.  It had taken Jessica half-an-hour to find this one, but only because she refused to compromise on her requirement of a second story for safety and security reasons.
 
   “Yeah, hours.” the man insisted.  “We’re not from around here.  I think we’ve been walking mostly in circles.”
 
   “Go back to your car, or climb a tree, or keep walking, but you’re not staying here.”
 
   “It’s not like there’s a lot of other places we can go.”
 
   “Sure there are.  Just about everyone’s dead.” Jessica answered.  “There’re several more houses north on this road.”  She thought quickly back to what they’d passed while looking for this one.  “At least four within three miles.”
 
   “Three miles?” he asked, sounding desperate.
 
   “Oh my God!” the woman moaned.
 
   “Look—” the man started.
 
   “No.” Austin said commandingly.  “Like the lady said, we’ve had some bad experiences with strangers.”
 
   “We’re not like that.”
 
   “We don’t know that.”
 
   “Oh come on, we just need to rest in a safe place.  At least until tomorrow, when it’s light again.”
 
   “We—” Jessica began, but a new voice interjected itself into the argument.
 
   “Mommy?”
 
   Jessica closed her mouth with a nearly audible click as she saw the shadowy shape of the woman downstairs turn and bend over as a smaller shape joined her.  The woman whispered something, but the child didn’t pick up on the cue to be quiet.
 
   “Me and Hanna are tired.  Are we staying here?”
 
   The woman whispered something else, something that raised a whine of complaint from the boy.  Jessica stared as the woman reached for the child, and Jessica found she couldn’t maintain her resolve in the face of . . . that.  She still had a few soft spots, and it sounded like she and hers had more options than the luckless folks downstairs.
 
   “We’re not going to bother you at all.” the man at the bottom of the stairs was saying.  “We just—”
 
   “Wait.” Jessica said suddenly.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m not comfortable staying here with you, but we can leave.”
 
   “What?” the man said in surprise.
 
   “What?” Austin asked, levelly but with a clear note of question in his voice.
 
   “We’ll leave.” Jessica repeated.  “But . . . we need five minutes to clear out.  And . . . you need to get out so there aren’t any accidents in the dark.”
 
   “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” the man demanded.
 
   “Are you sure?” Austin asked Jessica.
 
   “Yes.” she nodded.
 
   “Accidents?” the man downstairs asked again.
 
   “Look, everyone’s tired and on edge.” Austin said.  “Go out into the front yard and wait.  We’ll clear out and then you can do whatever you want in here.”
 
   “Just like that?”
 
   “Wait, how are we going to know when you’re gone.” the other man downstairs asked, speaking for the first time.
 
   “You’ll know.” Jessica said.  “Front yard.  Five minutes.”
 
   “You have a car?” the woman asked.
 
   “I bet they do.” the second man said.
 
   “What we do or don’t have is our business.” Austin said.
 
   “Can . . . we need a ride.” the woman said quickly.
 
   “No.” Jessica said immediately.
 
   “But—”
 
   “We’re in the mid—”
 
   “No!” Jessica said in a voice just a few steps short of a full on scream.  Her tone cut through the objections and echoed from the house’s walls in the abrupt silence it imposed on everyone.
 
   “No.” she repeated, more levelly.  “We’ll let you have the house, but that’s where it ends.  Now get out into the front yard so we can be on our way.”
 
   “If you’re up there, and we’re down here, what’s to say we don’t just go looking for your car our—” the second man started, but he was cut off by a gunshot as Austin fired.  Jessica felt the bullet whiz past her, but she hardly flinched.  She trusted Austin.  There were three screams from below; two childish ones, and an older, more feminine one; plus some alarmed shouts from the men.
 
   “Fuck!” the other man downstairs shouted.
 
   “Oh God!”
 
   “Wait, wait!”
 
   “Ten seconds for everyone to get out into the front yard and stay there.” Austin commanded, using a harsh tone Jessica had never heard from him before.  The patient, mischievous, skilled man she’d come to know had suddenly been replaced by one that was cold, professional, and so confident it was scary.  “Anyone does anything I don’t like, the next shots don’t miss.”
 
   “Bob, shut up!” the woman said.  “Just shut up and come on.”
 
   Jessica felt seconds crawling past in slow motion, like a bad dream that kept getting worse.  She realized she was squeezing hard enough on the pistol and flashlight with her hands to hurt, and tried to relax her grip.  But she couldn’t get her fingers to unclench.  Instead she made sure she had a firm bead drawn on the guy she could see best, the one at the bottom of the stairs.
 
   “Seven, six, five—” Austin counted methodically.
 
   “We’re going.” the man Jessica was aiming at said.
 
   “Just stand in the middle of the yard.” Austin ordered.  “Right in the middle between the house and road and driveway, where I can watch you.  I’ll be watching.  Just stand out there and in a few minutes you’ll have this place to yourself.  Try anything and I’ll start shooting.”
 
   “Shut up Bob!” the woman ordered again.  “We’re going.  We’re going.  Please, don’t.”
 
   Jessica watched nervously as the people moved toward the front door.  She shifted sideways, staying on her knees, so she could keep them in view as they reached the door and went back outside.  She heard their feet scrape across the front stoop, then they were gone.
 
   “Get Candice.” Austin said.  “I’ll cover the door from here until you two get back.”
 
   “What about after?”
 
   “When you’re back, you’ll move the barricades and we’ll get downstairs.  I’ll keep covering while we go out the back the way we came in.” Austin said.  She nodded and rose, but he spoke again.
 
   “Jessica.”
 
   “What?” she asked, looking at him.  The upstairs hall was very dark, and even as close to him as she was, and as adapted as her eyes were to the dimness, she couldn’t make out anything of his expression.  Just a slight glint of his eyes, not even a real glint; just two little spots where what light there was shimmered ever so slightly rather than doing next to nothing.
 
   “When you go out the back door, take your time.  Make sure you check out the yard back there very carefully.  Someone could be hanging around to try something.”
 
   “I’ll be careful.”
 
   “Right.” he replied.
 
   Jessica went past him and opened the door to the master bedroom.  “Candice, come on.”
 
   “What’s going on?” Candice asked, poking her head out from beneath the bed.
 
   “Grab my backpack.” Jessica ordered, looking around the room quickly.  They hadn’t been planning on doing more than spending the night, so she hadn’t unpacked anything from the SUV.  In fact, they hadn’t even gone through the kitchen for anything useful yet.  That had been her plan for tomorrow morning before getting back on the road.
 
   Shrugging mentally, she put it aside.  Whatever might be downstairs was the strangers’.  Jessica saw the cards had been picked up and assumed her daughter had already collected them.  Except for the candle, everything else they’d brought in was in the backpack.  Three partially drunk liter bottles of water, peanut butter and crackers as a cold dinner, and a few odd ends and sundries like wet wipes and such.  “Come on sweetie, we’re leaving.”
 
   Candice scrambled out from beneath the bed and grabbed for the bag.  She picked up the candle as well, and joined Jessica at the door.
 
   “Stay behind me, stay with me.” Jessica said.  “And stay quiet.”
 
   “Okay.” the girl agreed, nodding once.  Jessica had learned to recognize the tone and nod as Candice’s serious one, which she used when she realized things were very dicey.
 
   “Okay.” Jessica nodded back.  “Come on.”
 
   Moving back to the stairs, Jessica slid the shelves out of the way enough for the three of them to fit past.  Turning on the flashlight, she went halfway down and checked the living room over quickly.  Except for the front door, standing half open with a ragged chunk of the doorframe on the floor just inside it, the room looked as it had a couple hours ago when they’d arrived.
 
   She turned the light off and descended to the couch and shoved it aside.  Cautiously, she clicked the light back on and swept it across the dining room and kitchen, but both were empty.  Once more she turned it off and headed for the back door.  Without looking she could feel Austin several steps behind her.
 
   At the backdoor she stopped and peered through the windows, taking her time about it as Austin had instructed.  The new moon didn’t cast much light down on the night, but it was enough to see by.  At least, she hoped it was.  The grass was tall and well on the way to being more than merely out of control, but she didn’t think she saw anyone hiding in it.  The SUV was parked very close to the door, only a few steps away.
 
   “Candice.” she said softly.
 
   “Here.”
 
   Jessica reached into her pocket and traded the flashlight for the key to the SUV.  “Take this.  When we get to the car, open the door and get in.  Leave the door open and climb in the back.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Candice took the key from her fingers.  “Austin, we’re going out.” Jessica said.
 
   “Careful.” he replied.
 
   “Count on it.”
 
   Jessica eased the door open, then knelt down just inside it and to one side behind the wall.  Bending, she looked outside along ground level so she could see beneath the SUV.  The grass made it hard to be sure, but she didn’t think anyone was lurking behind the vehicle.  Rising, she poked her head out and took another long look around.  Everything still seemed quiet; just a seriously unkempt rural yard in the middle of nowhere.
 
   Steeling her nerve, she stepped outside and looked around.  A slight breeze was rippling across the yard, but its effects on the grass tops was the only motion she could see.  She moved over to the SUV and stood with her back to it, looking around.  It took Candice several seconds to get the key fitted into the lock, but it finally went in and clicked as Jessica waited and watched.
 
   Candice pulled herself up into the big vehicle using the steering wheel.  Jessica felt it rocking slightly on its shocks as the girl climbed over the center console between the front seats to reach the back.
 
   “Austin, come on.” the woman called, glancing through the open back door at him.  He was standing with his back to it, watching the front of the house.
 
   “Start the car.” Austin said.
 
   “Come out here first.”
 
   “Just get in and start the damn car.” he said again, but he also started backing toward the door.  His right hand reached behind himself to feel for the door and the frame as he came, and she shrugged mentally.  Standing around arguing about the order of what happened when was as stupid as it was dangerous.
 
   Turning, she hopped up into the SUV and turned, but Candice was already reaching forward holding out the key.
 
   “Thanks.  Seat belt.” Jessica said, taking the key.
 
   “What’s wrong with the house?” Candice asked.
 
   Jessica put the key in the ignition and twisted it.  The engine caught immediately, still smooth and steady.  “We’ll sleep in the car tonight.”
 
   “All three of us?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Austin had made it outside by now.  Jessica pulled her door shut and hit the button that lowered the window.  With the barrel of her Taurus laying across the window ledge, pointed at the house and the doors, she waited while Austin turned and moved swiftly around to the passenger side.  His own pistol was moving in a back and forth motion as he checked the area ahead of himself.  She jumped when he pulled on the passenger side door, a hollow thumping sound rising as the door didn’t open.
 
   “Shit.” she swore, remembering and hitting the button that triggered the locks.  His door opened, and she hit the window button again to put hers back up as she turned her head to look at him.
 
   “Not getting rid of me that easily.” he chuckled as he got in.
 
   “Sorry.” Jessica said.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.”
 
   As soon as he closed his door, Jessica dropped the transmission into drive and spun the wheel.  The SUV came about in a tight U-turn as she got turned around, then drove around the side of the house.  As she drove into the front yard she saw the other group of survivors standing in the yard; three adults and two kids who looked even younger than Candice.
 
   “Are they bad people?” Candice asked as Jessica guided the SUV across the yard toward the road.
 
   “I don’t know.” she answered.
 
   “Then why are we leaving?”
 
   “Because they need a place to stay for the night.”
 
   “But why does that mean we have to leave?”
 
   Jessica frowned, unsure how to tackle that one, but Austin stepped in to rescue her.
 
   “They might be good, they might be bad, we just don’t know.  And not knowing is dangerous girlie-girl.  Especially when we’re going to sleep.  It’s not worth the risk to figure out for just one night, so we’re moving on and they can do whatever they want there.”
 
   “Oh.” Candice said after several moments.
 
   Jessica turned south as the SUV’s wheels hit the pavement, accelerating once it was stable and pointed in the right direction.  She was starting to relax a little, now that they were away from the other group, and behind the reassuring bulk of the SUV.  After a few moments she realized she was driving with the Taurus still in her hand, and clicked the safety on.
 
   “What’s the plan?” Austin asked as she fitted the pistol back into the holster.
 
   “South, at least half an hour.” Jessica said once the gun was put away.  “Then we’ll find a place to stop.”
 
   “Another house?”
 
   “Not sure I feel like clearing another one in the dark.” Jessica said after a few seconds of reflection.  “It won’t hurt us to sleep in the car tonight.”
 
   “That works.”
 
   “Candice, you should try to get to sleep.” Jessica said, turning her head slightly to project her voice into the back seat.  “The same rule about potty breaks still applies.”
 
   “I’ll wake you up.” the girl confirmed.
 
   “Okay.” Jessica nodded.
 
   “You know, I might want some company if I need a potty break.” Austin said in a sotto voice.
 
   “Oh please.” she said with a half-giggle, rolling her eyes.  “I think the scared of the dark thing works in reverse when it comes to you.”
 
   “Meaning?”
 
   “Meaning I think it’s afraid of you.”
 
   “Hey, I’m still fragile.  I was shot you know.”
 
   “You’re the biggest fragile man I’ve ever met.” Candice said from the backseat.
 
   Jessica couldn’t help her giggling this time.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five – Road Trip
 
   “Bingo.” Austin called, holding up a pair of big five gallon gas cans.
 
   Jessica looked up from her study of shelves and bins on the far side of the warehouse – overly large garage, really – and saw him displaying the red plastic cans.  “Okay, okay, you were right.”
 
   “Did I tell you it was worth taking a look around in here or what?”
 
   “You were right.” she repeated.  “So that gives us . . . twenty-three gallons worth of storage.”
 
   “Almost a complete fill up.” he nodded.
 
   “Okay, let’s get rolling then.” she said, making a shooing motion toward the big roll up door that was open to admit plenty of sunlight into the space.  And to allow a quick getaway if necessary.  And so Jessica could keep an eye on the SUV, with Candice inside.
 
   “What, we’re done?”
 
   “You think there are any other finds around here?” Jessica asked him.
 
   He glanced around, but shook his head slowly after a few seconds.  “No.  The good stuff was probably on their trucks, and since those are gone, I guess this is probably as lucky as we’re gonna get.”
 
   “So let’s get with the getting then.” she said.  “Next stop, Florida.”
 
   Austin led the way outside.  The SUV was parked twenty feet from the small landscaping company’s workshop; Austin’s idea, so it wouldn’t cover the approach of any zombies by completely blocking their view of the surrounding area.  Candice was normally a studious scout, but she was also only ten-years-old.  There was no sense taking chances.
 
   But the area was quiet; no zombies in sight.  They’d come across the building last night just as Jessica was about to give up and park on the side of the road.  The grass and gravel parking lot behind it had sufficed for an overnight camping spot – all three of them sleeping in the SUV – that kept them out of view of any traffic that might pass on the road.  Last night it had just been a quiet, out-of-view spot.  First thing in the morning though, after bathroom breaks and some more peanut butter crackers, had been a quick check of what was inside the building.
 
   But now it was time to get moving.  She’d checked the GPS last night, and they were pretty close to Valdosta; maybe twenty or so miles northwest of it.  She trusted the unit, Austin still seemed unsure.  Every time they passed a landmark that Austin checked on the map, the paper map matched with the electronic one.
 
   Surety, he’d tell her when she asked why he kept verifying the GPS readout.
 
   “More gas?” Candice asked as the two adults returned to the SUV.
 
   “Just cans.” Jessica said as she finished opening the back of the SUV and took the pair of cans from Austin.  “We’ll have to fill them.” she added as she started fitting them into place.  “And won’t that be fun.” she sighed mentally.  Her arms were still a little sore from all the lifting the previous day.
 
   “That’s good isn’t it?” Candice said a little uncertainly, picking up on something in her mother’s voice.
 
   “Yes.” Jessica agreed.  She was being petulant, unnecessarily.  Ten more gallons of storage meant ten more gallons she had to haul up, but it was ten more between stops too.  Fewer stops was safer, and allowed more rest.  “Sorry, I guess I’m just tired.”
 
   “A day or two, tops, and we’ll be south of Tampa.” Austin told her as he stood keeping watch while she fussed with the supplies.  “We’ll find someplace safe and quiet, rest up, then start building up some supplies to tide us over on a more long term basis.”
 
   “I know.” she agreed.  “I’m just worried about getting to that part first.  Isn’t that what you’re always telling me; one step at a time?”
 
   “Well, yes.” he admitted as she stepped back and closed the hatch.  “But it’s okay to allow yourself a little bit of brightness every now and again.”
 
   “I’ll be more cheerful when we’re making time on 75.  I promise.”
 
   “Well let’s do it then.” he grinned, gesturing at the SUV.  “We’ve got enough gas put over three hundred miles behind us before we do a refueling stop.”
 
   “Let’s hope most of those miles can be pointed south.” Jessica said as she opened the driver’s door.
 
   Austin gave her a look as he opened the door on his side; an expression of calm reassurance in place as he met her eyes.  She nodded slightly, and he gave her a wink as he settled himself in the passenger seat.  “Candice, you buckled up?” Jessica asked, glancing over her shoulder.  The girl twisted and pulled her legs out from beneath her so she could drop into the seat and sit properly before reaching for the seat belt.  When it clicked into place, Jessica put her own on, then started the SUV’s engine.
 
   The day had dawned overcast and grey, with a lot of sullen looking clouds overhead that hardly moved.  It didn’t exactly look like rain was necessarily imminent, but neither did it appear that it would be all that much of a stretch if any fell.  Pulling back out onto the road, Jessica held the big SUV to just under forty miles per hour as she tracked east toward I-75.
 
   The three of them had driven through half of Georgia via back roads by staying off I-75, and even now it was arguable whether or not it would just be quicker to cross into Florida directly rather than cutting over to the interstate; that’s how close to the border they were.  But she wanted to try the Interstate out.  It wasn’t that close to Valdosta.
 
   The back roads dumped her out onto State Route-376, which fed over to I-75 without issue except for about ten wandering zombies they passed along the way.  She kept her eyes moving – checking out the windows and in the rearview mirror – as she made the turn onto I-75, but nothing appeared to menace or obstruct their progress.  The pair of lanes heading southeast were clear, with only the odd abandoned vehicle off to the side – plus those that had been left in the middle of the road, and the lack of other active cars – marking it as anything other than just another day driving from Georgia to Florida.
 
   “We’re doing good.” Candice remarked as Jessica slowly started to relax, letting the SUV’s speed creep up toward sixty.
 
   “So far.” Austin nodded, refolding the paper map and frowning at it thoughtfully.  “This cuts off a little south of the border, but when we refuel we can look for one that covers Florida.”
 
   “We’ve got the GPS.” Candice said.
 
   “Yup, and what happens if it breaks?  Or if we lose the car?  Or if something goes wrong with the satellites that it needs to work?” Austin pointed out calmly.
 
   Jessica glanced at him, then over her shoulder at Candice and nodded.  “Austin’s right, we don’t need to rely on just the one thing.  Having a backup is good.”
 
   Catching his eye, she saw the mingled approval and amusement, and stuck her tongue out at him before she continued speaking.  “It’s mid-morning now, and if the interstate stays clear, in two or three hours we should be past Gainesville and ready to do a fill-up.  We’ll find a replacement map then.”
 
   “You still want to try to skate past it on 75?” Austin asked as he got the map settled to cover the interstate’s corridor down to the Georgia-Florida border.
 
   “I played with the GPS a little this morning while you were taking a bathroom break.” Jessica nodded.  “The city looks to be off to the east of the highway, not right on it like Atlanta and most cities in Georgia are.  I’m willing to take a look at it when we get down there.  With any luck, things will be in good shape, and we can just keep going.”
 
   “Worth a look, sure.” he agreed.
 
   “If that’s the case, we can find a quiet exit somewhere between Gainesville and Ocala.” she said as she held the SUV right astride the dividing line between the two southbound lanes.  It felt a little unnatural to her to be double driving them like that, but it gave her extra room between the emergency lanes and the grass and scrub undergrowth that lined the pavement to either side.  This far south the trees were getting thinner, but she still didn’t want to chance a zombie abruptly staggering out in front of the SUV.
 
   “If we can skip right past Gainesville, it’ll only be early afternoon.” she continued.  “That’ll give us hours to find something and fill back up.”
 
   “Are we going to sleep in the car tonight?” Candice asked.
 
   Jessica shrugged lightly.  “If we have to, we will.  But if we get past Gainesville and find gas, then I’m thinking we’ll still have some time to find a house or something we can stop at.  Maybe even fit in a little scrounging before we lose the light.”
 
   “And tomorrow we finish the trip?”
 
   Jessica gave Austin a slightly worried look.  “The GPS screen isn’t that big, but while I was scrolling around on it earlier, I noticed there’s a big line of cities and towns that seems to stretch across most of the middle of the state.”
 
   “How solid?”
 
   “That’s what I’m hoping the paper map will make clearer.” she admitted.  “But south of Ocala, 75 angles southwest toward Tampa, and State Route something or another goes southeast toward Orlando.  Between them, it looks like a nearly solid barrier of civilization.”
 
   “I’m sure we’ll be able to pick a path through it.”
 
   “I hope so.” Jessica said.  The look of all the densely packed city areas on the GPS’s little screen when she’d scanned across the area she’d found had worried her.  A lot.  There was another interstate, I-95, that went south; but it ran right along the state’s east coast.  Driving directly through a number of major towns, and most of them beach towns at that, didn’t strike her as a particularly better option than just staying with 75.
 
   Towns almost certainly meant zombies; because that’s what had happened.  She wasn’t sure if it would be better for the city-fueled zombie populations to have spread out in the weeks since it all had started, or to have stayed concentrated where they’d . . . turned, or whatever.  If they spread, they carried the danger with them.  If they stayed, less danger elsewhere; but where a handful of zombies was one thing, a whole bunch together could be a serious threat.
 
   Even if you saw them coming and were armed.
 
   And towns might also mean people.  She knew she was going to have to get over that sooner or later.  Everyone wasn’t out to do evil.  But the close encounter with the Eagle deserters from Knoxville, and the shortchanged standoff last night, had reignited her fearful shyness with a vengeance.  The problem was she couldn’t afford to take chances.  And, for better or worse, people were a risk.
 
   And bad people could be a lot more dangerous than even a whole crowd of zombies.
 
   “So you looked across Florida?” Austin asked idly, pulling her out of her thoughts.
 
   “You took a while this morning.” Jessica said.
 
   “I was taking advantage of the fact that we were leaving.”
 
   “Ugh, did you wreck another bathroom?” Candice asked from the backseat.
 
   Jessica craned her head to angle her view down as she looked in the rearview mirror, just in time to see her daughter wrinkling her nose up in dismay.  Austin ate a lot – more than both mother and daughter combined – because he was a big and athletic man.  When he ‘used the facilities’, he tended to use the hell out of them.  A rule had sort of developed that sectioned off one bathroom just for his use, and he tended to abuse it when they were leaving a residence.  Or, in today’s case, a shop bathroom.
 
   Jessica laughed as Austin chuckled.  “Afraid so girlie-girl.” he said.
 
   “That’s really nasty.”
 
   “Facts of life.” he replied in an unconcerned tone.
 
   “When mom and I use the bathroom, it doesn’t smell so bad when we’re done.”
 
   Jessica laughed again.  “She’s got a point.”
 
   “I weigh more than the two of you put together.” Austin said, turning a little so he could shoot a wry look at the girl behind them.  “Actually, I bet if we added you two up and doubled it, I’m most of that number as well.”
 
   “So?” Candice asked.
 
   “So,” he said patiently, “that means I eat more.”
 
   “Don’t I know it.” Jessica sighed mournfully.
 
   “Hey, I can’t help it.” he told Jessica.  “Plus, I was shot you know.”
 
   “We know.” Candice said, echoing Jessica.
 
   “I promise I’ll do most of the scrounging when we get settled in after the trip.”
 
   “Good.  Feeding you is a lot of work.” Jessica said merrily.
 
   Austin rolled his eyes at her.  “You know you love it.  You can’t wait for me to be back on my feet and healthy.  You’ve got plans for me.”
 
   “I do?” she asked innocently.
 
   “I’ll bet you do.”
 
   “What makes you think that?”
 
   He gave her a wink.  “You’ve always got plans.”
 
   Jessica blushed lightly, then cleared her throat quickly.  “Help with supplies and chores would be good.  Having you healthy would be good.”
 
   “It’s all good.” Candice chirruped.
 
   “Got it in one Candy Bear.” Jessica nodded.
 
   “Speaking of plans, what’s your plan for our destination?” Austin inquired.
 
   Jessica blinked.  “We’re not even in Florida yet.”
 
   “Come on, spill it.” he said encouragingly.  “You said you were looking at the GPS map, so I bet you came up with at least a couple of ideas.”
 
   “Mind reading again?”
 
   “You’re not as mysterious as you think.” Austin teased her.
 
   Jessica felt her cheeks heating a little further, and spoke quickly; trying to distract herself.  “Well, even though it might be tricky, I want to get south of Tampa and Orlando.  Once we do, there are a lot of big lakes right through the center of the state; including the big one, Okeechobee.”
 
   “Ok . . . Oki . . . Okie what?” Candice stumbled over the unfamiliar word.
 
   “Oak-a-choo-bee.” Jessica said, drawing the syllables out to make the pronunciation more clear for the girl.  “It’s an Indian name.”
 
   “Lake would be a good spot.” Austin nodded.  “Fresh water, maybe some fishing.  I might even remember some of the hunting my dad tried to teach me when I was a kid.”
 
   “You hunted?”
 
   “A few times.” Austin shrugged.  “I’m not so worried about the hunting part as I am the cleaning and dressing part after bagging something.”
 
   “Squeamish?” she asked.
 
   “No, but I have to admit I don’t think I remember much of anything about how to do the butchering.”
 
   “Butchering what?” Candice wanted to know.
 
   “Things I hunt.  So we can eat them.”
 
   “Like what?” Candice persisted.
 
   “Whatever I can get.” Austin said carefully, giving Jessica a quick look.
 
   She understood his reluctance to give a straight answer.  “Candice, you know the food we eat starts out on a farm, right?  Both plants and animals.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Well, hunting is when you find an animal that’s not on a farm.”
 
   “Oh.” Candice said.  Jessica was half expecting some sort of distaste or distress over the concept of killing and eating something, but the girl only sounded thoughtful.  After a few moments, Candice shrugged.  “Like birds and stuff?”
 
   “Whatever I can get.” Austin repeated.  “But, like I said, I don’t remember anything about how to handle things after the hunting part.”
 
   “Well, if you’re not too squeamish with it, I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” Jessica said lightly.
 
   “Oh, that part’s on me is it?” he demanded.
 
   “If I’m doing the cooking part, then yes.” she admitted.  “I know where meat comes from, but I think I’d have to be quite hungry to consider going to work on . . . something with a knife, after the fact.”
 
   “Wimp.”
 
   “Domesticated.” Jessica agreed.  “Cost of living in a civilized society.”
 
   “I’m not so sure how civilized things are anymore.” he replied.
 
   “You’re not wrong.” she sighed.  “Who knows.  Maybe after you’ve brought in a couple of things, I might learn enough to help with the butchering part.”  He burst out laughing, and she gave him a stern look.  “What’s so funny now?”
 
   “I’m just . . . did you ever read the Little House books?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Little House on the Prairie.” he elaborated.
 
   “Oh.  No, but I watched the show when I was little.” she said, then blinked at him.  “Wait, you read those?”
 
   “Why’s that surprising?”
 
   Jessica eyed him dubiously.  “You’re seven foot a million, built like a linebacker, a soldier, an Army Ranger, a professional bodyguard, and probably know how to kill with your eyelids.  You’ll have to forgive me if I find it odd that you read those books.”
 
   “Why?  You didn’t.”
 
   “I read other things.” she said.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   Jessica blushed again, thinking of the dozens of teenage romance series she’d torn through during middle and high school.  The last time she’d checked, there’d still been box after box of sweet and innocent tales of coming-of-age and school era love in the attic of her parents’ Dalton house.  “Never mind that.”
 
   “Now I’m really curious.” Austin said, clearly amused.
 
   “And I said never mind.” she insisted.
 
   “Well, I read lots of things.  It’s not all that rare for soldiers to read.  You tend to find yourself with idle time when you’re on deployment.  Being in the Army isn’t just shooting and getting shot at.  Sitting around on transports and at bases can get pretty boring if you don’t have a portable hobby.” he said, smiling slyly at her as he let the issue of her own reading habits go.  “But I read the Little House books when I was younger than the girlie-girl here.”
 
   “And what about me made you think of them and laugh?” Jessica persisted.
 
   “It just struck me that if all this chaos goes on long enough, you, me, and a lot of other survivors are probably going to turn into pioneer people.”
 
   “What’s a pioneer person?” Candice asked as Jessica sighed unhappily.
 
   “Austin means we’ll get used to doing things without stores and stuff.” Jessica answered.
 
   “That’s kind of hard.” Candice said solemnly.  She didn’t do a lot of helping with most of the scavenging and chores – because Jessica wouldn’t let her – but she was around for some of it, and she’d seen how hard it was for her mother to gather and carry things like food, water, wood, and anything else that might be needed.
 
   It wasn’t that Jessica didn’t want Candice to help; but she wanted Candice safe more than anything else.  And so far, everywhere they’d gone hadn’t been ‘secured’ behind a safe perimeter, as Austin put it.  Plus, the girl wasn’t strong enough to be a lot of help in most of the chores.  She served as an extra set of eyes sometimes, like when Jessica cooked out in the yards of the houses they stayed at; but that was about as far as Jessica was prepared to go.
 
   “It is.” Austin agreed.  “And the longer we do it, the better we’ll get at it.”
 
   “You know, if we get somewhere warm, figuring out how to keep or eat any fresh meat before it spoils is going to be an adventure in and of itself.” Jessica said, wrinkling her forehead in thought.  “There have got to be ways . . . right?”
 
   “I know smoke and salt are what they used before refrigeration became a thing.  But figuring it out . . . I dunno.”
 
   Jessica sighed.  She knew salt had something to do with preserving meat, and smoke rang a bell, but she was in the same boat as Austin about how to do it.  She had no idea what too much of either would do to something – other than too much salt would render it effectively inedible – but she knew pretty much exactly what would happen if they botched up a preservation attempt and ended up with something that was going to cause food poisoning.
 
   That could kill.  And even if it only sickened, that would be dangerous.
 
   “I don’t know either.” she said after a few moments.  “Guess we’ll have to take it slow like everything else.  Maybe that radio broadcast is for real though.” she sighed, struggling to keep the wistful longing from her tone.  “Maybe they’ll be able to clear things up so everyone can start rebuilding.”
 
   “Maybe.  But if they’re serious about spearheading a coordinated sweep of the entire continent, it isn’t going to happen anytime soon.  And they’re all the way up in South Dakota, so however organized they might be, clearing their way from there all the way down to us will take quite a while.” Austin said neutrally.  The look he gave her clearly indicated he wasn’t prepared to hold his breath waiting.  “But back to us, something near a lake in south central Florida.  That’s your plan?”
 
   “That’s my plan.” Jessica confirmed.
 
   “Any thoughts beyond that?”
 
   “Two story house, as close to the water as possible.” she said, thinking.  “A second floor balcony or deck would be nice.  Lots of clear space around it.  Maybe with a town or something no more than a few miles away for supplies.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound too complicated.”
 
   “I hope not.”
 
   “You know, most people don’t retire to Florida until they’re older.”
 
   Jessica eyed him.  “Is that an age joke?”
 
   “No, I’m still young.” he said innocently.
 
   “You’re not that young.” she retorted.
 
   He opened his mouth, his grin twisting a touch malevolently, and she spoke quickly.  “Don’t you dare finish that thought.”
 
   “I didn’t say a word.”
 
   “I know what you were thinking.” she told him severely.  She was five years older than Austin, something she’d let slip a few weeks ago when they were chatting idly after Candice had already been asleep.  He’d about – literally, due to his gunshot wounds – split himself open laughing at that, and clearly hadn’t forgotten.
 
   “Okay, so you’re twenty years too early.  Look at it like this; you’ll have plenty of time to practice your shuffleboard before everyone else catches up with you.”
 
   “I’m going to hurt you.” Jessica told him darkly.  “I know where you sleep.”
 
   “You wouldn’t.” he teased.
 
   “Try me.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six – Gas and Go
 
   “We don’t have to stop here.”
 
   Jessica frowned unhappily as she coasted along the exit ramp.  They were just north of Ocala; probably technically already in the town’s outskirts.  Gainesville had been no problem, but two forced detours since then had sent them back north along I-75 to find alternate routes around massive wrecks that had blocked off the interstate.  That had cost time.  And gas.  She had figured on filling up somewhere around here, but she’d also figured she’d have more than half a tank when she did.
 
   “Jessica?”
 
   She shook herself away from her inspection of the surroundings and glanced at him.  Austin’s expression was serious, and she smiled tightly.  “This doesn’t look that bad.”  Indeed, it was a little cheerier than the area around Valdosta had been; they’d left the sodden looking clouds behind and had clear skies and lots of sun overhead.
 
   Unfortunately that was the extent of the welcome.
 
   “We’re going to have to do some shooting.” he pointed out.
 
   “Probably true anywhere.” she shrugged.  There were nearly thirty zombies in view, and the SUV wasn’t even to the end of the exit ‘ramp’ yet.  It wasn’t a ramp, but it was a long stretch of pavement that was steadily diverging from the interstate as it headed toward the crossroad.  The interstate itself was rising, angling up a steady incline to an overpass that let the surface street cross beneath it.
 
   The good news was this arrangement, different from how Georgia’s interstates were generally laid out, made for lots of clear sightlines.  Not only were they already at the level of the side street, there weren’t the usual thick stands of pine trees and underbrush that were everywhere in Georgia.  As a result, there was plenty of open space around, making it easy to see the walking corpses.  Even for a vaguely rural part of Florida, or at least a lightly urbanized section, the area was not densely packed with buildings or structures.  But it had somehow collected itself a rather unhealthy amount of zombies.
 
   “The last place that was clearly marked for gas was ten miles back.” Jessica said unhappily.  “And we didn’t stop to take a close look at it.  This is doable isn’t it?”
 
   “Probably.” Austin said.  “And we can always pile into the car and take off if we don’t like how things are going.”
 
   Jessica scowled again.  “Let’s just get it over with here.  If we can.”
 
   “Okay, we’ll take it nice and calm then.” he said, racking the bolt on the MP5 back.
 
   “What’s nice and calm in this situation?” she asked, glancing at him as the SUV’s speed fell to just above a walking pace.
 
   “I’d recommend we do a lot of shooting from the car.” he said, hitting the button on the armrest to start his window rolling down.  “You focus on driving, I’ll focus on shooting.”
 
   “How close do you want to get?” she asked, looking around the scene ahead.  The intersecting road was four desolate looking lanes separated by a very thin median of flat grass.  The first handful of zombies were already looking at the approaching vehicle.
 
   “Fifty feet or so.” he said, opening the flap on one of his equipment harness’ pouches.  He tucked the flap behind a row of magazines for the submachine gun, each of them poking up past the top edge of the pouch, so he could get at them more easily.  “When you stop, pull a little curve to the left so I’ve got a clear line of sight.”
 
   “Sounds easy.” she said, pushing her thighs up against the lower half of the steering wheel to hold it steady.  That freed her hands to draw and work the slide on her Taurus, pulling a live round into the chamber.
 
   “It’ll be loud.” he warned.  “I’ll try to hold the gun out the window as much as I can, but it’s going to be loud.”
 
   “Great.  Candice, you hear that?” Jessica asked as Austin produced a pair of bright orange ear plugs from one of the other pockets on his harness.
 
   “Shooting the guns from in here is going to be loud.” she said calmly.
 
   “Loud enough to hurt.” Jessica confirmed.  “Really hurt; as in break your eardrums so you can’t hear anything hurt, understand?  Whatever happens, stay back there and keep your fingers in your ears.  You got that?  Fingers in your ears or you’ll be deaf.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Candice.” she persisted.
 
   “Mom, fingers in my ears.  I got it.” the girl assured her.
 
   Jessica nodded tightly and lowered her own window, then safed and holstered her pistol.  It always made her a little nervous to do that when it was loaded, even though she’d had more experience with the gun in the past two months than she’d ever guessed she’d even come remotely close to.  She knew what the safety did, but she didn’t like having the gun only a trigger pull away from going off.
 
   But she figured if she needed it during this stop, she might not want to need to take the time to rack the slide on the pistol.  Not liking it didn’t factor in except that it made her uncomfortable.  Discomfort she’d get over.  The consequences of needing the gun and not having it ready in time would likely be a lot more permanent.
 
   Looking around the interior of the SUV, she took a paper napkin from the thick sheaf in the center console’s compartment.  Tearing it in two, she rolled the halves into cylinders and stuffed them into her own ears.  She didn’t expect it would help a lot, but it should cut the worst of the impact from slamming directly into her eardrums.
 
   “Ready?” she asked loudly when she finished.  Austin already had his orange plugs in place.  He gave her a thumbs  up.  She nodded and hit the accelerator.  The SUV picked up a little speed, but she held it to twenty.  Austin settled himself against the door and open window as she eyed the zombies, judging the distance.  When she was close enough, she swung the SUV to the left and braked smoothly.
 
   Austin fired barely a second after she halted.  He was right – it was loud – but the windows and her makeshift ear plugs helped.  Especially the open windows.  There was no way she’d open the ones in the back; not with Candice back there.  But the lowered driver’s window gave the sound somewhere to exit, rather than continuing to bounce around the vehicle’s interior.
 
   Though he was hurt and not up to his full strength, there was nothing wrong with Austin’s basic marksmanship skills.  At least, not that she could tell.  And he didn’t even have to kneel or sit flat on the ground; here he had a nice comfortable passenger seat to sit in.  He worked his way through the closest zombies methodically, hardly seeming to pause, and not taking more than two shots for each.
 
   The zombies tangled others near and behind them when they took bullets to the head; causing those to stagger and stumble.  Some even went down.  The heads bobbed and wove as they teetered and toppled, but the MP5 in Austin’s hands spat out rounds steadily regardless of what the targets were doing.  From this distance it wasn’t a complete horror show, seeing what the bullets did, but she’d seen enough to fill the gaps in.  Actually seeing it wasn’t necessary.
 
   She knew how gruesome it could get.  A little distance was nice for a change.  What mattered was the way was being cleared, the threats eliminated.  As soon as the closest creatures were down, she got the SUV moving again.  She tried to avoid the worst of the carnage, but she still winced a little and forced herself to not think about what was happening beneath the heavy vehicle’s wheels as they ran over zombie bodies and crushed them into the pavement.
 
   The signs back on I-75 had indicated there were at least three gas stations at this exit, but she saw one only a block to the right.  The others must be on the east side of the interstate, which put them behind the raised bridge that I-75 ran over the cross-road on.  She went with the close station, the one already in view; turning right and heading toward it.
 
   Another stop in the middle of the intersection, then again just short of the station, gave Austin a chance to shoot another dozen and a half zombies.  He produced a couple boxes of bullets from one of his pouches and gestured toward the gas station parking lot.  “Pull in, roll up the windows, and wait near the front curb.”
 
   “Draw them away from the store?” Jessica guessed, eying the still dozen strong grouping of zombies in and around the front parking lot.
 
   “And the pumps.” Austin nodded as he opened one of the boxes and ejected the magazine from his weapon.  “Better safe than sorry.”
 
   Jessica hit the buttons that raised the windows before rolling the SUV from the road to the station’s lot.  Austin stuffed bullets into the magazine while she watched the zombies wrench themselves around and stagger after the SUV.  He got the magazine reloaded and reinserted into the MP5 long before the closest of the zombies could get near the vehicle.  She let the zombies get within a few steps, then pulled away, heading for the rear of the property.
 
   It was a large gas station, one specifically designed to service the interstate’s traffic.  The pumps closest to the road were normal ones, laid out and arranged identically to most any other gas station she was familiar with.  Further back from the road were ones set up for fueling semi-trucks, with oversized awnings and plenty of room for the large vehicles to maneuver.  Dividing the two halves of the fueling operation was an equally oversized convenience store.
 
   Taking advantage of the space behind the store, Jessica led the clustering pack of zombies well clear of the semi-truck pumps.  Austin finished loading his second empty magazine with fresh bullets and dumped the remaining loose bullets from the box into the pouch with the magazines.  The empty boxes he tossed on the floorboard.
 
   When she was almost out of pavement, she swung the SUV around so Austin could face the hungry horrors once more.  Lowering his window again, he opened up with the MP5, spacing his shots quickly and calmly across the pursing zombies.  Jessica lowered hers as well and sat with her foot on the brake, cringing a little under the aural assault, until the last creature finally dropped.
 
   “That it?” she asked loudly, looking around carefully.  There were still zombies in view, but they were all out past the road.  And it was only a handful or so.
 
   “For the moment.” he shrugged, pulling out another box of bullets.  “Let’s not waste a lot of time though.”
 
   “Agreed.” she said, accelerating back around to the front of the store.  She spotted the metal covers on the underground tanks and parked with the SUV’s rear cargo door right next to them.  “Candice, watch from inside the car.  You can sit up front so you can honk the horn if you see anything, but stay in the car.”  As she spoke, she was raising the windows again.  The whole point of all this was to protect Candice.  Leaving the windows down would not help that goal.
 
   “Keep an eye on the front for me.” Austin said as Jessica shut the SUV’s engine off and pocketed the keys.  “I’ll cover the back and sides.”
 
   “You’re going to watch mom?” Candice asked as she leaned forward into the space between the seats.
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “Good.” the girl said, sounding relieved.
 
   “Yes, good.” Jessica muttered, looking around outside the windows before hitting the button that popped the rear hatch open.  It clicked, ready to be lifted.  She didn’t see anything close enough to be a danger, so she opened the driver’s door and stepped out with her hand on the holstered pistol’s grip.
 
   Without pausing, she moved ten feet from the SUV and looked quickly beneath it, then straightened and turned in place for a slightly slower three-sixty scan.  Eight zombies in view, some close enough to be a problem in another twenty or thirty seconds, but as she looked she heard the MP5 crack off a pair of rounds.  The first zombie folded to the ground as its face crumped inward.
 
   “Very good.” she muttered, leaving her pistol in its holster and hastening around to the back of the vehicle.  Lifting the hatch, she quickly unfastened the cords securing the empty gas cans in place.  She had them freed in seconds, lined up on the pavement almost as quickly, and the tools she’d need for the refueling in hand a few moments after that.
 
   Austin had not been standing idly while she got ready; he’d shot his way through the remaining close zombies.  She ignored the shots, trusting that he or Candice would warn her if something went wrong.  The towels went down next to the tank’s cap, then she dropped down on her knees atop them and used the big screwdriver to lever the lid up enough for her fingers to fit beneath it.  Pulling it up, she dropped it out of the way and looked inside.  There was a shimmer liquid visible in the afternoon sun.
 
   Jessica opened the gas cans up, set the makeshift funnel into one of them, then grabbed for the paint can.  First she tied the very end of the rope around her wrist, then got started.  After feeding the can down into the storage tank, she hauled it back up steadily and took a look at the fuel; reminding herself to be careful as she checked it.  Pouring diesel into the SUV’s tank would seriously screw them all over.  None of them, especially not her, knew the first thing about how to fix the car if the engine got corrupted with the wrong kind of fuel.
 
   The liquid looked and smelled like gas to her; with the distinctive aroma she was familiar with.  She spilled a little on a patch of reasonably clean concrete pavement nearby and examined it further, but she saw no dark stains or coloration in it to make her change her mind.  It was gas.
 
   Emptying it into the first of the waiting gas cans, she fell into the pattern of lowering and lifting.  Lower the paint can into the tank on the end of the rope, wait for the can to fill and grow heavy, then haul it back up without letting it swing or sway.  When it was out of the underground tank, pour off the gas into one of the cans, then repeat.  The SUV’s gauge was a little below half at the moment, so she had some work to do..
 
   She was going to have to fill most of the cans twice; once to pour into the SUV, then a second time to carry as backup fuel.  She knew it, but as she kept with the rhythm of lower, wait, lift, pour . . . the seconds – and effort – began adding up.  In minutes she was breathing hard, and by the time the last of the cans was topped off she was sweating heavily.  Austin had climbed up on the SUV’s roof again, and she heard him shooting often enough that it was fairly nerve wracking; but she tried to ignore that and keep working.  She trusted him.
 
   “Keep telling yourself that.” Jessica said silently as she kept working.  Every shot made her flinch, and she had to resist the impulse to look up and check what was going on.  The need to hurry, to shorten how long she was out here and they were stopped, kept her focused on what she was doing . . . but every so often while she was paying out the rope down into the tank, she’d snatch a quick glance around.
 
   Austin seemed to have designated a line across the parking lot roughly twenty feet in from the road.  Zombies on the far side he left alone; but when they staggered across it, they were shot.  She was too busy, and catching only glimpses, to look closely; but there was so much carnage that she was still getting an eyeful.
 
   The zombies never bled.  That, she already knew.  For whatever reason, when they died and became walking corpses, their bodies went through a lot of desiccation that rendered most of the ‘juicy’ and ‘sticky’ bits within more like powder.  Bone was still bone, but even the tough skulls were no match for bullets; and Austin’s nine millimeters were more than sufficient to open them up like piñatas.
 
   “Maybe more blood, more sticky stuff, would be better.” she thought as a gust of wind swirled across the line of twice-dead zombies, stirring up dried out brain tissue into visible uplifts.  For some reason, seeing brains spiraling around in mini-tornadoes was a lot more disturbing than she imagined seeing a couple dozen dead Eckert skulls would be.
 
   That image, though, wasn’t helping; and she thrust it from her mind.  “Focus.” she told herself.  It wasn’t like what she was doing could be sped up all that much by narrowing her attention down to just the actions; but involuntary shivers of disgust and twitches as she flinched against distasteful images slowed things down.  “Do it and get done.”
 
   When all the containers were full, she got up and left the paint cant and its rope laying a reasonably safe ten foot distance from the open tank lid.  Losing the makeshift contraption of ‘can-on-a-rope’ into the station’s underground tank would be more than enough to screw up the entire refueling effort.  When she carried the first pair of two-gallon cans over to the SUV, she saw she’d forgotten to pop the latch on the vehicle’s gas cap.
 
   Swearing silently, Jessica went around to the driver’s door and opened it long enough to reach in for the button.  Emptying the gas into the big vehicle’s tank was almost like resting after filling them, at least with the small cans.  The five gallon cans, though, took real effort to lift and hold in place as they gurgled their contents into the SUV, and she had to use her knee to help steady them as they poured out.
 
   “You okay?” Austin asked when she finished topping the SUV off and flopped back down next to the open station tank, audibly panting.
 
   “Fine, just tired.” she said, wheezing a little.  She’d had time to look around while filling the car up; there were over a dozen ‘fresh’ zombies in view.  Austin seemed to be waiting for each to get as far as the paved lot before shooting them.  Nothing was close enough to be a real danger, but she wanted to be done and back on the road as fast as possible.  Without waiting to take a breather, she looped the rope back around her wrist and started pulling more gas up.
 
   Minutes had long since turned into a good chunk of an hour, but she purposefully didn’t check the watch in her pocket.  No point.  She also realized she hadn’t heard any shooting in quite a while, but she ignored that too.  The sooner she got the gas, the sooner they were on their way.
 
   Jessica tried to keep from slipping into an exercise fugue state – letting her attention drift, even with Austin watching over her, could be dangerous – but she was still a little startled when she finally finished.  The latest paint can of gas spilled over from the full container she tried to empty it in, and when she looked for another to pour the rest into, she realized they were also all full.
 
   “Finally.” she muttered, staggering to her feet.  Dumping the last few ounces of gas in the paint can back into the tank, she began capping all the containers.  It took her longer than she liked to get them all lifted up into the back of the SUV, but she was tired, and five gallon cans of gas were heavy.  She made herself slow down and double check the cords as she fixed them into place so they wouldn’t spill; wary of the danger of the cans falling over inside the SUV.
 
   Plus, it would waste the fuel.
 
   “Okay, we’re out of here.” she announced loudly when she finished with the bungee cords.  Scooping the tools and paraphernalia up, she rolled it all back into the garbage bag and threw it in the SUV.
 
   “Watch out, I’m coming down.” Austin replied.
 
   “Don’t hurt yourself.” Jessica nodded.  She used her foot to slide the tank lid back into place.  Leaving it open would allow evaporation and rain to ruin the tank’s contents; but, honestly, she only cared in case they had to come back through here for some reason.  She couldn’t think of what that might be, but all she could think of was needing gas again and finding it was bad because she’d left the tank open.
 
   There were still zombies in view when she took her first really good look around since before starting the fill up; but none were close enough to be a threat.  Jessica waited for Austin to step down to the hood from the roof, then sit and slide off the front of the SUV to the ground.  When he was down, she opened the driver’s door.  “Back seat.”
 
   “I’m going.” Candice said, scrambling back over the center console.  Jessica waited for her daughter to vacate the seat, then got in and closed the door.  She had the engine started by the time Austin made it around to the passenger door and joined her.  The fuel gauge was pegged at the top, which was reassuring.  And the engine was turning over as smoothly as ever, which was equally comforting.
 
   “One more fill up done.” she sighed, taking a long breath as Austin closed his door.
 
   “Sorry.” Austin apologized.  “You did it fast though.”
 
   “We’re done.” she shrugged, dropping the transmission into drive and ignoring the slight exertion-induce quivering in her hands and forearms.  “Let’s check the store real quick, then we’ll see if we can’t find a house or something.”
 
   “Early stop?”
 
   “After yesterday, I’d like to leave enough time to really look for something good.” Jessica said.  “This isn’t a race.  We’ve got time to do it right.”
 
   “Good call.”
 
   She spun the SUV around in a long arc that brought it up to the gas station’s convenience store, triple parking right in front of the doors.  They were broken out, along with a number of the other glass panes that made up the majority of the frontage.  She could see merchandise on the floor, most of it free of its packages and scattered or leaked out into a jumbled mess.
 
   “I guess it’s a good thing we’re only looking for a map.” Jessica said as she eyed the scene.  She couldn’t think of why anyone would trash the station like that.  Zombies would beat on things and make a mess, but only when pursing someone.  Maybe that had been it.  She hoped so; the thought of people running around destroying perfectly usable food and supplies wasn’t reassuring.
 
   “Wait for me.” Austin said as she drew the Taurus.
 
   “I can see the maps.” Jessica said as she tugged the pistol’s slide back a little so she could check the chamber.  Yup, there was still a bullet in it.
 
   “Wait.” Austin repeated.
 
   “Mom, wait.” Candice said anxiously as both adults reached for their door handles.
 
   Jessica made herself pause for another slow breath.  She was just tired.  Both of them were right.  She was sure she could be in and out in less than ten or fifteen seconds; but there was no sense in pushing providence.  “Sorry.  Go ahead Austin, but you’re backing me up, not the other way around.”
 
   He got out without replying, moving gingerly around the front of the SUV with the MP5 at the ready.  Jessica waited until he was past the driver’s side corner of the bumper, then looked over her shoulder to make sure the area was clear before she opened her door.  She wanted to go quick, but she still closed the vehicle’s door behind her.  The SUV was guarding Candice for her.
 
   “There’s a whole bunch of them right there.” Jessica said, gesturing toward the rack of maps visible on the front counter.  The station was set up with an island that dominated the center of the store, and wire shelving racks were bolted into place everywhere a register wasn’t positioned.  Most of them were empty, but she saw the plastic wrapped maps.  They looked picked over, but she only needed one.
 
   “Right in, right back out.” Austin said.  “I’ll cover you from the door.  Make sure you check your sides.”  There was a broad corridor of open space from the store doors to the cashier’s island; but flanking it were some shelf aisles.  The whole building looked deserted, but some of the sightlines from out here to in there were a little blocked up.  That made it possible something could be lurking.  She didn’t think so, but it only took one mistake.
 
   “Thanks.” Jessica nodded, gripping the pistol in both hands and easing forward.  Her loafers crunched glass shards into the concrete as she stepped on them, but her footing felt good.  She glanced to either side as she crossed the threshold, then again as she slowly moved in deeper toward the island.  The aisles were clear, of zombies at least.  The mess of damaged and discarded food and drink continued along either aisle, but she didn’t care.  She didn’t even mind the sticky, tacky residue of sugared soda that pulled at her feet.
 
   When she was close enough, she paused and lifted herself on tiptoes for as good of a look over the counter as she could get.  Still clear; nothing hiding behind it to make a grab for her.  Making a grab of her own, she clutched a couple of the maps with the vaguely gun shaped outline of Florida into her left hand, then backed away quickly.  She almost tripped when she tried to turn – the sticky floor resisted her attempt to spin her foot across it – but she caught herself with a stumble that merely looked awkward.
 
   “All good.” she said as she made it back to the concrete past the doors.
 
   “We’re gone.” Austin nodded, turning and heading for the other side of the SUV.  Jessica didn’t hesitate, she holstered the gun and got right in.  While she waited for Austin to join her, she pulled at the plastic wrap on the road map.  It resisted her efforts.  There wasn’t a convenient corner she could get a grip on to pull on, with either fingers or teeth.  She studied it unhappily, but Austin interrupted before she could decide what she wanted to try.
 
   “Give me one of those.” he said as he slid in on the passenger side.
 
   Jessica gave up and handed him the sheaf of maps.  As he unsnapped the catch on the big survival style knife sheathed upside down on his right shoulder, she put the transmission back into drive and headed for the street.
 
   She wove around a number of zombies getting from the gas station’s lot to the on-ramp of I-75, ran over a couple of bodies missing their heads courtesy of Austin’s shooting, and rammed a few more out of her way.  The SUV’s bulk was up to the task, but she winced every time she saw an unavoidable impact coming.  By the time she was back on the interstate, Austin had opened one of the maps and was busy unfolding it for a better look.
 
   “Where are we on that?” Candice asked, leaning forward for a better look.
 
   “Are you wearing your seat belt?” Jessica asked sharply when she felt the girl’s breath hitting against her elbow.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Jessica looked over her shoulder and saw her daughter was telling a half-truth; the belt was on, but Candice had slipped out from beneath the shoulder portion so she could lean up.
 
   “We’re . . . here.” Austin said, tapping a spot.  Jessica spared a quick glance at the map, but she couldn’t make out much detail from this angle.  Not while she was busy driving.  I-75 had been more or less clear so far today, with only the occasional roaming zombie, but she didn’t like not paying attention to where she was going.
 
   Wrecking would put a serious wrench in their travel plans.
 
   “And where are we going?”
 
   “Somewhere down here.” Austin said, moving his finger down the floppy fanfold of paper.
 
   “Sit back, wear the seat belt properly.” Jessica interjected.
 
   “Awww.”
 
   Jessica made herself count to three, reminding herself that she was just tired and stressed.  Even before everything had erupted on Labor Day weekend, the girl had been generally well behaved.  Since then, she’d only rarely been even somewhat difficult to manage.  And Candice was wearing the belt, just not all of it.  There was no sense in making a huge ‘Mom’ scene out of this.
 
   “Candy Bear, please, sit back.  We’re in motion, remember the rule about that?”
 
   “Sorry.” Candice said, sounding reasonably apologetic.
 
   Jessica tossed a smile over her shoulder.  “Thank you sweetie.  It really distracts me when you’re not buckled in.”
 
   “I know.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Here.” Austin said, breaking the wrapping on another map and handing it back.  “Look for yourself.  We’re just north of Ocala, and we’re headed south for Lake Okeechobee.  They teach you how to read a map in school?”
 
   “Sort of.  We learned how to read the globe.” Candice replied as she took the map.
 
   “Same thing.  This is just flat, and folds up.”
 
   “So it’ll fit in your pocket easier.”
 
   “Got it in one girlie-girl.  Pretty hard to lug a globe around when you’re out and about.”
 
   Jessica reached for the GPS she’d stuck to the top of the windshield, but Austin put his hand out and covered the little screen.
 
   “I’ll do it.  I know you don’t like dividing your attention when driving.”
 
   “Thanks.” she said, still trying to force herself to relax.  The interstate was three lanes here, and she wasn’t even going that fast, but she put her hand back on the wheel and let him fiddle with the navigation unit.  Without asking what she wanted, he adjusted the zoom level and scrolled south so it showed what was ahead of them.  Namely, Ocala.  Jessica let her eyes flit back and forth between the road and the screen, frowning at the layout of streets that came up as Austin panned the unit’s focus south along I-75.
 
   “The west side looks settled, but spread out some.” Austin offered after letting her have a good look.
 
   “And is further from Ocala proper.” Jessica nodded.
 
   “Yeah, it looks like most of the core of the city is to the east from 75.”
 
   “I think we’ll the next exit.  Take a look around in that direction.”
 
   “Why are we stopping so soon?” Candice asked, listening to them.  “It’s the middle of the afternoon.”
 
   “And we don’t want to be hunting around in the dark for a place to sleep.” Jessica replied.
 
   “We can’t get anywhere near where we want to go today anyway.” Austin told her.  “Tomorrow we’ll keep going.”
 
   “Oh.” Candice shrugged.
 
   Jessica sped up some and, after a few miles, saw the signs for the next exit.  Preceding the actual notice were several of the ‘what you can do here’ signs; three of them this time, one each listing gas stations, restaurants, and hotels.
 
   “Hotel might work.” Austin remarked.
 
   “Maybe.  Do we want to park that close to the road though?  What if someone comes by and tries to steal the car?”
 
   “Hmm, I’d have to think about that one . . . but this thing isn’t as easy to break into as a normal vehicle.”
 
   “Why not?” Candice asked.
 
   “Well, for one thing, the windows aren’t windows.  They’re armored, so they won’t break unless you really work them over.”
 
   “We’ll take a look when we get there, see what’s available.” Jessica repeated as the actual exit came up and she drifted right to take it.  Letting her speed drop as she coasted along it, she tapped the GPS to recenter the screen on the car’s position.  A five car wreck partially blocked the intersection at the end of the exit lane, with some bodies laying next to, or half pulled from, the vehicles.
 
   “Those . . .” Jessica said slowly.
 
   “Yeah, I see.” Austin nodded.
 
   Since the nightmare had begun, Jessica had become more inured to horror than she would’ve ever guessed possible.  She’d seen all sorts of terrible and stomach turning thing; the kinds of sights that would make a splatter-horror fan cheer in excitement, and made her reach for her resolve.  Bodies were on that unpleasant list, and she’d seen them in all stages and degrees of decay in her travels and scrounging.
 
   Judging from the condition, she’d guess these people had died very early after the zombies had appeared; skin dried and stretched, eyes heavily sunk back in the sockets, and what tissue there was left considerably worked over by the elements.  Since their deaths, they’d clearly been ravaged and snacked on by hungry creatures.
 
   What was making her wonder a little was why there was anything at all left.  She’d seen the remains of zombie meals, and it was typically only bones.  Once a zombie started eating, it usually kept going until there was nothing chewy left.
 
   Unless something distracted it.
 
   “Where’d the zombies go?” she muttered.
 
   “What?”
 
   “That . . . looks like it wasn’t finished.” she said, pointing unobtrusively at the bodies.  “Where’d the diners go if they didn’t finish?”
 
   Austin considered for a few seconds, then shrugged.  “They’re not here now.”
 
   “I can see that.”
 
   “I guess they were interrupted.”
 
   Jessica sighed and turned right, away from the interstate.  There was a sign pointing left that indicated a hospital was in that direction; she wanted no part of whatever had gone on there.  Hospitals had been hit hard in the beginning.  “Well, it’s odd.”
 
   “Everything about all of this is odd.” he teased gently.
 
   She shook her head with a smile and refocused her attention, taking in the surroundings.  He was just reading her mood again, and trying to help ease her mind.  She appreciated the effort, but it didn’t change the decisions that needed to be made.
 
   Two of the hotels were in view; both in bad shape.  One looked like it had been set on fire, and the other had taken a crashed semi-truck right through the center of the building.  She figured there was probably one hell of a good story behind that incident, but if anyone was left to tell it, they weren’t here now.  The one that hadn’t burned might have some usable rooms away from where the truck had rammed it, but Jessica decided to hold it as an emergency reserve in case nothing else turned up.
 
   The main road was lined with widely spaced rural businesses, mostly fast food joints and chain stores closer in.  As they got more than a few blocks from I-75, the bigger outlets began to be replaced by assorted independent stores, primarily gardening, and little craft and hobby establishments.
 
   Every building, no matter what its function or supposed purpose, was in bad shape.  No windows were intact, some had suffered fire or crash damage.  A supermarket they passed had a small plane’s tail sticking out of its roof; and a helicopter laying on one side in the parking lot near the building’s main doors.  Even from the road, with only a few quick glances as she drove, Jessica could clearly see the large number of bodies and fire damage around that particular piece of unpleasantness.
 
   Based on the look of the roads in the areas beyond the one she was on, she turned south seeking something more residential and soon found herself amid what looked – on the GPS screen – an awful lot like neighborhoods.
 
   The first section she toured through were trailers; not a trailer park exactly, but lot after lot with a house trailer positioned on it.  Some were ramshackle and untidy, but most showed some thought and care had gone into their positioning and upkeep.  The lower end ones rested on bare concrete blocks; but those were the minority.  The rest tended to have trellises of wood, borders of hedges and bushes, and a few even had low stone walls that concealed whatever the trailer rested on.
 
   There were also a number of zombies.  Not an overwhelming number, but more than a scattered handful here and there.  They were roaming and ambling around in threes and fours in some spots, and twice she saw tight groupings numbering past ten.  As Jessica guided the SUV through the loop of a side road with its tightly spaced cross-streets, she had to weave around a number of interested undead.  At one point there were more than twenty in view.
 
   “There are a lot of zombies here.” Candice remarked.
 
   “Too many.” Jessica sighed.  “Austin, play with the GPS again for me please.  Anything look good further west?  Maybe if we shift over some we’ll find a quieter spot.”
 
   Austin tilted the GPS on its little stand and poked at the screen; changing the screen’s focus to drag it around.  Jessica slowed down as she started running out of room to weave.  Both sides of every street, even the little cross-connects in the trailer-park neighborhood, had drainage ditches that dropped several feet down before rising back up to level.  The driveways all had ribbed culvert pipes beneath them linking the ditches on either side of the concrete slab.
 
   Finally she had to run over a couple of zombies, doing it at less than ten miles per hour.  The SUV’s mass was more than sufficient to knock them down, and its shocks absorbed the bumps as the tires rolled over their bodies without major incident.  The only real concern she had about doing that was maybe breaking the headlights – which were needed if night driving came up – and the sickening, squishy thumps hitting the zombies made.
 
   “Ewww.” Candice said.
 
   “Them be the breaks.” Austin said without looking away from the GPS unit.
 
   “Breaks is right.” Jessica frowned as she straightened back out and kept heading for the main road.
 
   “Ewww.” Candice said again.
 
   “The front grill isn’t set up for ramming, but it’s reinforced.  If you keep the speed down, it won’t be a problem.  And the bumper can take quite a lot regardless.” Austin shrugged, sounding unconcerned.
 
   “Tires?” she asked, mostly to distract herself from the thought of what happened to the zombies after getting run over by the big vehicle.  She’d heard the inventory of the SUV’s assets before, but she’d take any distraction she could to avoid dwelling too much on the horror show.
 
   “Run-flats.” Austin grinned.  “Even bullets would have to work at it to disable one.”
 
   “Reassuring.”
 
   “It’s supposed to be.  Okay, turn right up here, then left when we’re back on Brickton.  Follow that a mile west, and look for Highway-225.”
 
   Jessica looked at the GPS when he turned it back to face her.  He’d set a destination, with a purple line stretching out along the route he’d just described.  The little strip on the bottom of the screen indicated she had a right turn coming up in a tenth of a mile, which was the road leading back to the one that connected to I-75, Brickton Road.
 
   “Why are the ditches so deep around here?” Candice asked as Jessica headed for the turn off Brickton.
 
   “Flood control.” Austin said.
 
   “Floods!” the girl blurted.
 
   Austin grinned.  “Rain really.  Florida tends to get quite a bit of rain when the clouds show up, a lot of rain in a really short period of time.  When that much water falls so quickly, it can be a problem to get rid of.  The ditches are for drainage, so it doesn’t pool on the roads and turn yards into lakes.”
 
   “Georgia doesn’t have that problem.”
 
   “We didn’t usually get heavy rain up there.” Jessica answered as the GPS indicated she was close to the turn north of Brickton.  “Not like what Austin’s talking about.”
 
   “If it rained for, say, most of the day in Atlanta; take that and compress it into a shower that lasts only an hour.” Austin told Candice.  “That’s the kind of rain that Florida usually sees.  It’ll be a nice day, then in the afternoon it’ll switch from sun to clouds to rain in about half an hour.  The rain doesn’t last very long, then everything clears up and the sun comes back out.”
 
   “Weird.” Candice said, sounding puzzled.
 
   “Florida’s not called the sunshine state for nothing.” Austin laughed.  “But even the sunshine state needs rain.  It just gets it really fast.”
 
   Jessica found the turn, then slowed and cleared the destination from the GPS so the screen was less cluttered.  The road pattern indicated another batch of neighborhoods up ahead, and she left Highway-225 and started investigating them.  There were still zombies present, but not as many.  After fifteen minutes of touring through the side streets, she was frowning though.
 
   “Is everything around here a single story ranch layout, or a trailer?” she fretted.
 
   “I didn’t spend a lot of time puttering around in the suburbs when I was stationed in Tampa.” Austin shrugged.  “And we’re still several hundred miles north of Tampa.  I do have an idea if it comes to it though.”
 
   “What’s that?” Jessica asked as she wove around the latest couple of zombies eager to investigate the big black vehicle.
 
   “We could try an attic or roof.”
 
   “Roof?” Candice said in surprise.
 
   “I think I’d rather sleep in the car than on a roof.” Jessica told him with a stern look.  “And how are we going to get you up on a roof in your condition?”
 
   “I was thinking ladder or something.” he shrugged.
 
   “Points for effort, but the roof idea is tabled.”
 
   He shrugged and unfolded the road map.  “Well, assuming you don’t want to backtrack . . . hang on.” Austin trailed off as he found Ocala on his paper map and oriented himself.  “Okay, assuming you don’t want to look somewhere north, we can sort of drift south some.  That’ll keep us moving in the right direction, to the west of the city.
 
   “Either we find something, or we pull over and just sack out in here.  Either way, we’ll be in a good position to get as far as the Tampa-Orlando line you’re worried about before noon tomorrow.  That would give us over half the day to take a look and figure out if continuing south is going to be an issue.”
 
   Jessica sighed with a little frown in place.  She really didn’t want to sleep in the car again, but she didn’t want to be at ground level in a building with doors and windows either.  She remembered . . . whatever it was . . . breaking through the glass back door of her Lawrenceville home the second night of the outbreaks.  Stairs offered safety; they were a single route up and down that could be blocked, defended if necessary.
 
   And the houses down here were actually worse on the window front than most styles she was familiar with back in Georgia.  The abundance of sunshine and nice weather apparently encouraged residents to select for lots of windows.  Everything, even the trailers, had plenty of glass.  She looked at it all and didn’t see something warm and inviting.  Not anymore.  She saw threat and danger.
 
   “If this keeps up, we might have to spend some time fortifying something near the lakes.”
 
   “One thing at a time.”
 
   “I know, I know.” Jessica sighed.  She reached Highway-225 again and turned south, heading back for Brickton Road.  “Okay, let’s start drifting south, as you put it.  South and west, until we’re well clear of Ocala, then mostly south until we either find something or run out of daylight.”
 
   “What are we going to do about dinner if we have to sleep in the car?”
 
   Jessica glanced over her shoulder at Candice, then shrugged.  “We can eat crackers and peanut butter.”  She half expected the girl to offer some sort of protest over that – the most friction Jessica had experienced with her daughter since all this began was the odd meals they ate at times – but Candice just nodded.  Jessica would like something closer to a proper hot meal herself, but if the worst that happened until they got where they were going was a steady diet of peanut butter and crackers . . . that wasn’t that bad.
 
   “Good thing you filled up all the water jugs.” Austin remarked.
 
   “We’ll need to work a water stop in somehow tomorrow, one way or another.” she replied.  “And dealing with bathroom visits could be interesting if we’re on the side of the road.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I never look.” he said too quietly for Candice to hear.
 
   “I’m concerned about the zombies you goof.” she smiled.
 
   “Oh.” he said, winking at her.  “Yeah, I guess those might be a problem too.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven – Best Laid Plans
 
   “I know, I know.  Stay in the car, keep a look out.” Candice said.
 
   “Thank you Candy Bear.” Jessica nodded as she checked outside the SUV’s door again.  Nothing dangerous was in view, so she opened it.  The yard was clear except for a scattering of trash and debris caught amid the foot high grass.  She’d never seen Bermuda grow so high, but other than making her footing a little spongy, and dragging at her feet as she got out of the SUV, the unmaintained and out-of-control grass was mostly just a curiosity.
 
   The house set back in the yard was actually three stories, not two.  With the sun getting uncomfortably low in the sky, Jessica had finally found a neighborhood that was upscale – or contrary enough – to have built up rather than out.  The houses were all Spanish style split levels, though a couple were a little bigger.  Actually, Jessica was pretty sure the neighborhood was a moneyed one.  In addition to the nice big houses, each also had a sturdy fence of maintained wood or brick.
 
   “Why’d you pick this one?” Austin asked as he came around the front of the SUV.
 
   Jessica finished her initial survey and straightened from checking beneath the vehicle.  “The extra story.” she admitted.  “And if it wasn’t just a status symbol for a working couple without a family, there might be a decent sized pantry we can clean out.”
 
   “Three stories is one more to clear.” he pointed out as he settled the MP5 on its strap.
 
   “And one more for you to climb, poor baby.”
 
   “Hey, I’m doing okay.” he pointed out with a laugh.
 
   “For someone who got shot you mean?”
 
   “It was you who brought it up this time.” he teased.
 
   Jessica shook her head.  “You’re a real trooper, but I’ll still make you climb the extra flight.”
 
   “I’ll follow you anywhere, you know that.”
 
   “Famous last words.” Jessica smiled as she regripped the Taurus and looked around again.  “But enough chit-chat, we’re losing light.”
 
   Austin nodded and fell into place behind her, about five steps back, as she moved slowly toward the front door.  The wind was rustling overhead, briskly enough that if this were Georgia she’d be worried about incoming rain.  But Austin didn’t seem concerned, and the sky was still both sunny and clear.  The sun was low on the horizon, but it was still out, and there were no troublesome looking clouds.
 
   The house was built up on a half-story brick foundation, so the front door was up some steps.  Austin stopped at the bottom to cover her from a distance while Jessica went up to the door and knocked.  The house looked deserted, but there was no sense taking chances.  Last night was still fresh on her mind, and things were too dicey to chance someone else being less restrained than she and Austin were about opening fire or otherwise responding to intrusions violently.
 
   So she knocked; first politely, then loudly, then finally with the handle of the Taurus.  The pistol’s metal frame echoed from the door’s wood as she went for volume on her last set of knocks.  The seconds were now up to nearly three minutes by the count in Jessica’s head, and nothing had happened.  No one came to the door, or peered out from a window.  The house was either empty, or whoever was inside had to be stone deaf.
 
   “Okay, trying it.” she said, reaching for the knob.  It turned, but the door didn’t open.  Jessica pushed harder on it, then gave up and stepped back.  “You want the honors, or me?”
 
   “We’ve still got tons more nine mil than forty-five, so clear out of the way and I’ll take care of it.” Austin said, hefting the MP5.
 
   Jessica retreated down the steps and stood behind him, scanning the yard.  The submachine gun barked two short bursts behind her, then Austin grunted.  “Okay.”
 
   Turning, Jessica saw the door swinging open slowly.  The bullets had ripped through the wood around the knob and deadbolt, fracturing it enough to give the locks nothing to hold onto.  She moved up the stairs and nudged the door open with her foot so she could look inside.  The entry hall was broad and airy, with stairs right there that led up to the second and third floor.  A skylight on the roof was well positioned to admit light down into the entry.
 
   “Okay, heading right.” Jessica murmured.
 
   “With you.” Austin said in response.
 
   The entry hall ran into what was obviously a kitchen; but several open doorways lined it before it got there.  Jessica slid up cautiously, the Taurus held before her in a two handed grip, and peered cautiously into the first room.  Some sort of very comfortable looking living or sitting room; with seating for ten and an enormous flat screen television on the wall between two windows.
 
   “Definitely a rich neighborhood.” Austin remarked quietly.
 
   “Didn’t save them.”
 
   “Maybe they got out.  You’re just assuming they’re dead.”
 
   Jessica shook her head and shrugged as she started edging close enough to the couches along the wall to check behind them.  “The whole area seems dead.  That can’t be a good sign.”
 
   “How lively do you think the Atlanta suburbs are right now?” he asked.
 
   “I’m not sure lively is the right word considering how things were the last time we were there.”
 
   “Exactly.” he said.
 
   Jessica shook her head and kept checking the room.  Atlanta was, literally in this case, dead to her.  There was nothing left there, and she had no intention of going back.
 
   Ever.
 
   Here in this house, she saw nothing behind the furniture; only some accumulated dust on the carpet and walls.  The whole house had a smell she was starting to get familiar with; that of being unoccupied.  Air got stale and musty when a building stayed shut up and undisturbed.  It was easy to tell the difference when they moved into a new place; the first time she left it for a few hours to do some scavenging or water fetching, upon returning it smelled fresher just from being occupied.
 
   “This might work, don’t you think?” he asked as they eased toward the next room.  “Unless something turns up, obviously.”
 
   Before Jessica could answer him, the SUV’s horn sounded from outside.  It honked several times unsteadily, then settled into a solid blast of noise as Candice leaned on it.  Jessica inhaled sharply; that was the panic signal.  Austin was already in motion, having reacted much quicker than her despite his ginger, injury-induced movements.  He was out of sight behind the entry hallway wall before Jessica could take the first step.  Before she could make it to the doorway, she heard his MP5 firing.
 
   Jessica reached the front door and went out, covering to either side reflexively as she stepped through in case something was lurking along the walls.  But the sides of the house were clear.  When she moved clear from behind Austin, who stood centered at the top of the steps down to ground level, Jessica felt her blood run cold as she saw what was happening.
 
   This house, like most of the others in the neighborhood, had a wall closing it off from the street.  The gate had been standing open, which was one of the other reasons she’d picked it to have a look.  Some of the gates were closed; not all, but some.  It was going to be tough enough to break into a house, she didn’t want to fool around with an exterior gate if she didn’t have to.
 
   A few of the gates had showed signs of damage, but the area had seemed quiet.  Driving in had shown only a very few zombies wandering around.  That was another reason she’d decided to take a look at a house.  Three stories or not, if it had been packed with hungry undead she would’ve kept right on driving.
 
   Now though, there were dozens of zombies flooding in from the street.  And dozens more behind them.  It was an avalanche of apocalypse staggering in from the street.  Austin had his weapon up on his shoulder, his eye aligned with the sights, and was firing in a rapid series of barely spaced out shots; but she didn’t see how it could make a dent.  There were just so many.  Zombies were tumbling to the ground as the ex-soldier put rounds through faces and skulls, but for every one he put down, there were plenty more pushing forward behind it.
 
   “Get in the car.” Austin shouted between shots.  Jessica realized she’d moved up next to him and raised her pistol.  Austin continued firing as she glanced at him.
 
   “Get in the car!” he repeated, yelling to make himself heard over the crack of bullets. 
 
   “But—” she began, then chopped herself off.  The zombies at the gate were getting tangled up in the bodies on the ground.  Zombies were not renowned for coordination or awareness.  Their single-minded focus on their next meal meant they never paid attention to where their feet went or what was in their way.  She’d seen them step off ledges and walk right into waist high walls without noticing; even after they fell.
 
   That was what was happening here.  Austin was creating a temporary stumbling block for the creatures that would slow them down.  He was shooting to kill, but the bodies were still an obstacle the zombies were unable to gracefully navigate.  He was right; staying wasn’t a great idea.  Jessica went down the steps quickly and was stretching her legs out into a full sprint by the time she hit ground level.  The SUV was only fifteen feet away, so she didn’t have time to reach speed, but she wasn’t interested in dawdling.
 
   Candice was leaned forward between the front seats, from having pushed on the horn, when Jessica opened the door.  The girl sat back, her expression frightened.  “Mom!”
 
   “Seatbelt.” Jessica said tightly as she heaved herself into the car fast and untidily enough to bump her elbow into the center console.  It smarted despite the padding covering the console, but she ignored that as she pulled herself in.
 
   “What about Austin?”
 
   “He’s coming.” Jessica said as she closed her door.  She made herself double check the safety on the Taurus before jamming it back into the holster, then dug in her pocket for the SUV’s key.  The engine started as she twisted the ignition, and she pulled the transmission into drive hard enough for the mechanism to protest.
 
   Austin was down the steps, changing out his magazines as he moved.  Jessica looked over her shoulder, but there was room for him to reach the car and get in before any zombies could cut him off.  The tidal wave of horror was plentiful, but slow.  She kept her foot on the brake and waited anxiously until he opened the door and hauled himself inside.
 
   “Candice, seatbelt.” Jessica repeated.  She let Austin get the door closed – so she could be sure he was all the way in – then pulled away from the front steps.  The yard was more than big enough for her to turn the SUV around without having to back and fill.  She did back and fill partway through the turn though, positioning herself near the house with the vehicle facing toward the gate.  Making a simple turn would have left the SUV near the front wall, and she needed a better angle to get through the gate.
 
   “How many is too many?” Jessica asked as she eyed the zombies.  Now that she was behind a reasonable barrier – the armored SUV – she could get her brain to cooperate enough to help her figure out some sort of an estimate.  There were so many zombies in view already, and the ones entering the yard were still all but shoulder to shoulder as they kept coming.  Triple figures seemed to be a low, a very low, estimate.
 
   “Don’t ram into them like a cannonball.” Austin said, hitting the lock button on his armrest that secured all the doors.  “Hold your speed steady and keep us headed straight for the gate.  Twenty tops.  Let mass and the engine, not speed, do the work.”
 
   Jessica took her foot off the brake again and pressed on the gas.  The SUV surged forward, but smoothly; she made sure not to spin the wheels.  “Candice, sit back.  This is going to be rough.”
 
   “I am.” the girl’s voice came from deep enough in the back seat that Jessica was reasonably sure she actually was sitting back against the seat properly.
 
   “Just hold us steady.” Austin repeated when the leading edge of the building zombie pack was only a few feet away.
 
   Jessica gripped the steering wheel tightly as the SUV’s bumper slammed into the bodies before it.  The vehicle rocked violently forward as the impacts slowed it, even its mass and inertia being absorbed by the density of the zombies.  She instinctively applied more gas, pulling more power from the engine to keep the SUV in motion, even as she braced herself against the steering wheel so she didn’t get flung forward into it.  Then she was hanging on as the uneven terrain of bodies being ground beneath the wheels tipped the SUV back and forth.
 
   As big as the SUV was, the pack of zombies was bigger still.  Some were upright and close enough to either side of the vehicle as it drove over the bodies of their brethren to slam at it.  Hands with grasping, clawing, clutching fingers pawed and thudded against the bodywork and windows as the SUV went by.  Even through the soundproofing and heavy construction, the noise was audible and disturbing.
 
   “Doing good.” Austin said as the SUV stopped losing speed.  The ride was like being in a sadistic tilt-a-whirl, but Jessica clung to the wheel and kept the vehicle moving forward.  She could see road beyond the gate.  The end of the zombie pack was in sight; at least, there was pavement stretching off to the left that wasn’t covered in hungry monsters.
 
   “Now—” Austin began as she neared the gate, then broke off as the SUV lurched.  Jessica was already trying to correct, feeling the left side wheels getting hung up on something that was pulling them off a good line to fit through the gate.  The vehicle lurched as she applied more power.  The rear wheel ‘stuck’ for a moment, then spun on something she didn’t want to think about, then she was back to rocky, bumpy progress.
 
   “The ditch—” Austin said quickly as she drove through the gate at an angle, but she was concentrating on not hitting the wall to either side and didn’t process what he was saying until she felt the SUV drop sickeningly to the left.  Candice let out a scream as the driver’s side front wheel fell off the edge of the driveway spanning the drainage ditch outside the property’s wall.  Jessica just had time to draw half a breath before the fall ended with a violent juddering lurch that flung her about despite her death grip on the steering wheel.
 
   Several bangs went off as the airbags in the steering wheel and dashboard deployed, their sensors telling them the vehicle was having a wreck.  Jessica blinked as the bag exploded into her face, snapping her head back as her chin stung from the impact and her ears rang from the noise of the deployments.
 
   Austin was shouting something she couldn’t make out.  She felt the left rear wheel drop off the driveway, and the SUV lurched again.  It was pulling heavily to the left even as the rear end bounced on its shocks.  The SUV was trying to climb out of the ditch as she kept pressure on the accelerator, but there was a lot of resistance.  And the rear wheels were wasting a lot of time on poor – or no – traction as they lost contact with the ground.
 
   As the bouncing finally stopped, Jessica gave up and put her foot all the way down.  The engine roared powerfully, but the SUV didn’t catapult forward.  Its pull to the left got worse, and she realized she had the steering wheel turned quite heavily to the right.  Despite that, she was still barely keeping them heading in the direction she wanted, needed, them to go; toward the road.
 
   The big vehicle came out of the ditch and onto the pavement.  A horrendous screeching and scraping rose; metal on asphalt.  She realized she was braced against the steering wheel to hold herself off it; the whole car was tilted badly forward toward the driver’s side front corner, and it was still trying to veer left.  She had the steering cranked all the way over to the right.
 
   “What’s wrong?  What’s wrong?” Candice was yelling, her little voice high and thready with fear.  Jessica could barely make the words out though; the ringing in her ears was making everything sound hollow and distant.
 
   “Keep your foot in it!” Austin shouted as Jessica looked over her shoulder.  The zombie pack was just behind them, easily in the hundreds.  Some were down from having been run over, but even most of those were still moving or in the process of getting up.  The ones still, or already back on, their feet were turning and shuffling, staggering, stumbling after the SUV.
 
   “Jessica!  Keep going!” Austin repeated.
 
   “It’s on the floor.” she said loudly, looking at the speedometer.  It was ticking between six and seven miles per hour.  The scraping noise was still dominating, and she could feel the rear wheels trying to spin despite the SUV’s active traction control.
 
   “Try to get to the end of the block.” Austin said, pulling back the charging handle on the MP5 to load it.
 
   “What then?” she asked, looking over her shoulder again.  The SUV was opening a gap between them and the zombie horde.  Not much of one, but some.  Facing forward once more, she saw the end of the block would give them maybe fifty feet of spacing between the zombies and the car.
 
   “This thing is done.” he replied, reaching under the seat and pulling out the box of ammunition he kept there so it was handy.  He started stuffing small cardboard boxes of bullets into his pouches and pockets.
 
   Jessica’s face, already drawn with stress and fear, tightened further.  She discarded several instinctive responses as her mind whirled.  She didn’t know what was wrong with the SUV, but he was right.  It was history.  The immediate choice was to either shelter in it and hope the zombies eventually left, or get out and run for it.  Sitting while the zombies clawed at the car didn’t strike her as an appealing option.  But if they tried to flee . . .
 
   “How fast can you move?” she asked Austin.
 
   “Fast enough.” he said grimly.
 
   “Okay.” she nodded.  “Candice, get your seatbelt off.  Make sure your shoes are tied.”  Reaching down beneath the seat, she found her purse and managed to get it draped into place across her.  She didn’t know why she kept hauling it around . . . all she really needed out of it was her wallet.  And technically, really, only the pictures in it.  The last things she had of everyone she’d lost.  But she still had the purse, and if she was abandoning the car, she didn’t want to leave it behind.
 
   At the end of the block, in the middle of the four-way intersection of two roads, Jessica didn’t even bother to brake.  Simply taking her foot off the accelerator was enough to stop the car.  In less than a second from releasing the throttle the SUV jerked to a stop.  She looked around quickly, then opened her door.  The shuffle of so many feet as the zombies headed for them was ominous; no panting, no breathing, no yelling, only the steady tramp and scrape of stumbling footfalls on pavement.
 
   None were close, yet.  But they were coming.
 
   Jessica drew the Taurus and tugged on the rear door, but it was locked.  She opened her mouth, but as she released the handle, she heard a click as the lock released.  When she tried it again, it opened.  “Let’s go Candice, out.  Stay right with me.”
 
   The girl slid down to the ground to land on both feet, looking behind them at the zombie pack even before she found her balance.  It was a lot of zombies.
 
   Jessica had already looked.  She glanced instead at the SUV as she closed the doors.  The front left wheel was canted inward at a severe angle, badly enough that the tire was jammed against the fender.  The hubcap was in contact with the pavement, that’s how far bent the wheel was.  She sighed; that explained what was wrong with the car.  Next she resisted the urge to curse.  Not only was it their only means of travel, but all their supplies were in it as well.  Enough food to last for several weeks, containers for days of water, and all the hard found gas cans.  Ammunition they didn’t have to collect in drips and drabs.
 
   There was no way to bring even a fraction of any of it with them on foot.
 
   “Yeah, that drop into the ditch did a number on it.” Austin said as he came around the front of the SUV.
 
   “Damnit!” Jessica said, forcing herself to not cry.  The frustration of having to abandon the SUV was intense, but the thing was shot.  Beyond repair.  Even if there weren’t a whole mess of zombies bearing down on them, they’d still have to leave it.  The vehicle was finished.
 
   “Get the key.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Austin wrenched open the driver’s door and pulled the key out of the ignition, then hit the button on the armrest that locked the doors.  Slamming the door closed, he handed her the key.  “Hang on to that.  If we tap dance enough maybe we can get clear of this mess and come back with another car for the supplies.”
 
   “Right.” Jessica said, stuffing the key into her pocket where she always put it.  “Come on.”
 
   “Where are we going?” Candice asked, hovering next to Jessica with one hand on her mother’s belt.
 
   “That way.” Jessica decided, pointing to the west, down the left side of the intersection; away from the encroaching horde.
 
   “Good as any.” Austin nodded.  He started walking quickly in that direction.  It looked odd to see him power walking like he was in the Olympics, but Jessica recognized it as a way to limit the impact stress on his healing injuries.  Jogging and running put a lot of jolting stress on the body, and if he was forced to do that, it was entirely possible he’d be in real trouble.
 
   Jessica caught up with him by jogging a little herself, falling into step on his right side.  Now that Jessica was fully healed, she’d instructed Candice to always stay on her left side in situations like this; and the girl was doing that.  This put her between Jessica and Austin, which suited Jessica just fine.
 
   “Sorry.” Jessica said to Austin as they walked quickly away from the totaled SUV.  His head was swiveling around steadily, methodically sweeping his eyes across everything in front of them.  “I guess I screwed up.”
 
   “It’s okay.” he said without pausing his scanning.
 
   “At least we’re not hurt this time.” Candice said, though she sounded worried.
 
   Austin smiled as Jessica glanced down at her daughter in wry amusement.  “I suppose that’s one way to look at it Candy Bear.” she said after a few moments.  The last time she and the girl had been in a car wreck, Jessica had been limping for weeks.  She forced that memory out of her head quickly; too much to do to linger on old thoughts right now.
 
   “Well, we’re not, are we?” the girl protested, glancing behind her at the pursuing zombies.  Involuntarily, Jessica looked too.  The zombies were stumbling around the corner, flooding across the grass and sidewalk, tripping over the drainage ditches, and staggering into the street as they followed the three humans.  They were insistent and persistent, but falling back as the humans kept walking quickly.
 
   “You’re right, we’re not.”
 
   “She’s got a point.” Austin said.  “As wrecks go, that one was fairly forgiving.”
 
   “Now all we need to do is lose the zombies.” Jessica said, eyeing the horizon unhappily.  The sun was getting very low; there couldn’t be much daylight left.  She didn’t want to be getting chased around in the dark by a horde of zombies; but she didn’t want to go to ground in a siege situation either.  “How much ammo do we have on us?” she asked.
 
   Austin glanced at her.  “Not that much.” he said.
 
   Jessica opened her mouth, then hesitated.  She thought back to the trip from Atlanta to Knoxville just after the outbreaks had started.  That trio of people they’d rescued on I-75, who’d been trapped by a zombie horde because they were out of bullets for their guns.  She knew she and Austin weren’t out of ammunition, but she didn’t know how much he might have crammed into his pockets before they’d bailed on the vehicle.
 
   “While I’m thinking about it, here.” he said, reaching into one of his pouches and producing a box of bullets.  “Keep these.”
 
   Jessica took them and dropped them into the purse she had hanging in front of her waist.  “That’s it?”
 
   “No, have some more.” he said, producing several more boxes one at a time and handing them over.  They were all nine millimeter, but at thirty rounds per box, in short order she had over a hundred more spare bullets on her.
 
   “Sure we don’t have enough?” she asked, glancing behind them again.
 
   The zombie horde was still spilling around the intersection; so many that they were continuing to round the corner even as the leaders and middle-of-packers came straight after the humans on the road.  Some were not managing the shortcuts they tried to take over the curbs and through the ditches very well; tripping and falling flat on their faces.  As usual, even when it was nose or forehead first into pavement, the zombies didn’t seem to mind the shocking damage the falls caused.  All that happened was zombies behind them started tripping and falling as well.  But not enough; there were too many that kept their feet and maintained the pursuit.
 
   “I’m sure.” he said.  “Unless you want to burn up everything we’ve got on this here, and be down to nothing.”
 
   “No.” she said after a moment, shaking her head.  “Let’s not go there unless there’s no choice.”
 
   “My thought exactly.”
 
   Jessica safed the Taurus and holstered it, then reached behind her and drew what was supposed to be her ‘backup’ pistol; a M&P Shield 9mm.  Since she had less than two boxes of forty-five caliber bullets for the Taurus, she needed to stop thinking of the Shield as the backup.  It was her first choice now.  Racking the slide, she put the safety back on, then glanced around ahead of them.  “Maybe we can cut through one of the yards?”
 
   “And hop a fence?”
 
   “Great minds.  Can you manage that?”
 
   “Yes.” he said.  Jessica didn’t ask the clarifying question she wanted to.  She gave him a lot of crap about it, but he really was a tough guy.  His being hurt didn’t change that.  He’d been an Army Ranger, and she knew that meant he’d proven – repeatedly – that when the going got tough he’d keep going.  If he said he could climb over a fence or a wall with her, then he meant it.
 
   He had to mean it.  She just hoped it wouldn’t leave him so debilitated that he collapsed.  Iron will was good up to a point, and then it just became academic when the body gave all the way out.  It was like the zombies; they’d keep going with single minded clarity of ‘thought’; but if their bodies gave out, it didn’t matter that they still wanted to eat you.  At that point they couldn’t do anything to actually get at you.
 
   There was a limit.  Everyone had a limit.  She just hoped hers, Candice’s, and Austin’s weren’t going to be found anytime soon.
 
   “Okay, that might be a good way to get clear.” Jessica said, trying to sound confident instead of worried.
 
   “Just pick one.”
 
   “How are we going to climb a wall?” Candice asked fearfully.
 
   “Very carefully.” both adults said almost in unison.
 
   “You’re trying to make me feel better, aren’t you?” the girl said in a brief moment of an almost normal tone.
 
   “Yes.” Austin said.
 
   “No.” Jessica replied right over Austin’s comment.
 
   “Great.” Candice said, bumping into Jessica as she squeezed the hem of her mother’s shirt into her fingers in a tight grasp.
 
   “Sweetie, just keep walking.” Jessica said, looking behind them again.  Austin was making better time than she had when her knee had been banged up.  The gap between them and the horde was steadily opening.  Facing forward again, Jessica started eying the houses for a likely candidate as she absently patted her daughter on the back.
 
   “That one.” she said, pointing with the Shield at a house that had a chain link fence enclosing it on two sides.  The open style fence meant she could easily see the front and side yards, confirming they were empty of any zombies.  At the back of the back yard, she could see a solid fence bordering the yard of the house behind it.  It looked climbable to her; it wasn’t too tall.
 
   Austin nodded.  Jessica stayed in step with him, resisting the urge to ask him if he could go any faster.  She knew it was just nerves that made her feel like she should be running.  She’d been here before, on foot, being followed by zombies.  Then she’d been less armed, less able, and in almost too much pain to keep moving.  This wasn’t as bad.  Austin was faster than she’d been in the same circumstance, and she’d learned a lot about how to handle zombies since then.
 
   “We’re getting out of this.” she thought fiercely.  “The hell we aren’t.”
 
   Right as she thought that, she noticed movement at the end of the block they were proceeding down.  Squinting a little, she suppressed a groan of frustration when she saw more zombies.  She didn’t bother to count; it was dozens.  Maybe not a full on ‘horde’, but more than enough to be a problem.  And they were already headed in this direction; rounding the corner from two directions and aiming unsteadily right down the street at she and Candice and Austin.
 
   “Come on.” Jessica said, tugging the gate open and holding it from closing for Austin to go through.  The big man didn’t stop; he just kept moving for the house’s back yard.  Jessica shooed Candice in after him, then went through and tugged the gate closed behind her.  Dropping the latch, she looked around quickly but didn’t see anything that she could use to help jam it closed.  Maybe it wouldn’t matter.  She hoped not anyway; they only needed to slow the zombies a little.  And zombies were already slow as it was.
 
   But there were so many of the persistent bastards.
 
   “Contact, five, forward.” Austin said loudly.  She turned from the fence just in time to see his first shot.  She couldn’t see what he was shooting at – it was behind the house and she didn’t have the angle to spot it – but he fired several more times as he slowed to an even odder looking tactical walk.
 
   The power walk he’d been using was fast and rolled his hips back and forth; this was slower, and involved him mostly bending from the waist and walking only from the knees down.  His upper body was very stable, which let him fire smoothly and cleanly.  She’d seen him do it before.  As strange as it looked, she knew it worked.  Unfortunately it was something she hadn’t gotten the hang of yet.
 
   Jessica felt Candice’s hands fluttering around the left side of her belt as the girl jogged along next to her mother; heard the girl’s breath coming fast and high, making little panting noises of anxiety.  Catching up with Austin, Jessica spotted the zombies.  Two were down, and a third toppled as she stopped and raised her pistol.  Her first shot missed, and the next two ripped a pair of ugly looking holes in the dead woman’s shoulder, but by then Jessica had calmed down and found her center.
 
   The fourth shot snapped the zombie’s head back, punching through just to the side of the creature’s nose.  A shower of things erupted from the back of its skull, but Jessica scarcely took note.  It was down, and not moving.  That’s all that mattered right now.
 
   “Clear.” Austin said as he killed the last zombie in unison with her finally dealing with her target.
 
   Jessica pulled her attention from the pistol’s sights and looked around.  There was a pool back here that had a scattering of trash and debris in it; some floating, some sullenly submerged at the bottom.  There was a body in the water as well, face down and looking like it’d been there for quite some time.  She figured it was probably a dead zombie, judging by how unchewed on it looked.  Its flesh was heavily bloated though, and stained an odd color from the long exposure to the pool water’s chemicals.
 
   “Reload the magazine.” Austin said as she completed her check of the yard and saw nothing else wrong.  Just foot high Bermuda grass that was trampled some, but no other active zombies.  Nothing that looked like a threat, not even on a second check.
 
   “Right.” Jessica nodded, reaching behind her and pulling the extra magazine from the loop on the Shield’s holster.  With it in hand, she fingered the release on the pistol and caught the partially spent magazine as it dropped clear.  Replacing it with the fresh one, she safed the pistol and holstered it to free her hands, then dug in her purse for extra bullets.
 
   She’d practiced all things gun related – a lot – but it still took her longer than she liked to feed four fresh bullets into the magazine.  By the time she had them in place, Austin had made it to the back fence and was gesturing at Candice.  “Come over here girlie-girl, take a look at the other side for us.”
 
   “What?  No!” Jessica said in alarm when she heard that.  Candice had tightened her fingers on Jessica’s shirt, and was shaking from head to toe as Jessica glanced up from the magazine.
 
   “Just a look.” Austin said reasonably.  “Just a quick look to tell us what’s on the other side of the fence.”
 
   “I’ll look.” Jessica said, stuffing the reloaded magazine into the carry slot on the holster and jogging over to him.  Candice was not going over the wall first.  No way.
 
   “Fine.” he said, putting his back to the wall and bending some so one of his legs formed a sort of stepping point.  Patting his thigh, he gestured at her.  “Hurry up though.”
 
   A creaking groan of bending metal came from the front yard.  Jessica didn’t look; she knew what that was.  The chain link wasn’t going to hold up against hundreds of bodies pushing on it.  Not for very long anyway.  Zombies did things their own way.  A human crowd might take some time to figure out they had enough combined mass and strength to knock the fence down; zombies just kept right on rolling without pause.
 
   Single minded bastards.
 
   Stepping up on Austin’s thigh, Jessica felt his hands close in around her waist and lift as she stretched for the top of the wall.  Her fingers got a grip and pulled as he assisted, getting herself levered up to where she could find purchase with one of her elbows.  That let her heave herself high enough to see over the wall.  He grunted, but his strength didn’t falter as he lifted and held her up.
 
   Several dozen dead faces stared back at her from the yard beyond the wall, hands upstretched in her direction.  The eyes were fixed on her with a familiar intensity that she still hadn’t gotten used to; unsettling with determination. Devoid of everything but hunger.  Jessica let out a scream and slipped as her grip loosened.  Austin’s fingers tightened on her waist and he grunted again as he took her full weight to keep her from falling.
 
   “Let me down!  Let me down!” Jessica yelled.  She barely even remembered that, however light she might be, putting him in a position to need to carry her like this wasn’t likely doing his bullet wounds any favors.
 
   He lowered her to the ground, breathing heavily.  She knew it had to be from pain – he’d lifted her before, and in more awkward positions, without showing the slightest sign of strain – but there was too much going on for her to consider how well he might be doing.  He was still on his feet, that was all that mattered at the moment.
 
   As long as he stayed up, that’s what mattered.
 
   “Zombies.”
 
   “How many?” he panted.
 
   “Too many.” she said tightly.
 
   “We either hop over and take them on, go sideways over one of the other fences, or make a break for the house and fight from in there.” he told her.
 
   Jessica looked at the side yard as the first of the pursuing zombie horde came into view and headed toward the humans.  The zombies were staggering along the side of the house, across the side yard to the back.  There were maybe, maybe, ten seconds to decide.  The house had big sliding glass doors opening out onto the back porch.  Getting inside quickly wouldn’t be a problem.
 
   She still didn’t like the idea of being trapped though.
 
   “Can you climb the chain link if we go this way?” Jessica asked, pointing at the other side of the yard, the one furthest from the encroaching zombies.
 
   “Yes.” he said.  His voice was firm, but she heard an undertone of pain in it.  And his face was a touch pale.  But there was nothing for it.  Staying was death.
 
   “This way.” Jessica said breaking into a run for the escape route she’d indicated.  “Candice, can you go over, or do you need me to go first and help you down?”
 
   “I can do it.” the girl said, her voice afraid, but intent.
 
   “Be careful.  Don’t fall.” Jessica said, bending and lifting her daughter up.  She grunted herself as she took her daughter’s weight, but adrenaline was an amazing thing, and she managed without faltering.  Candice grabbed onto the top bar of the chain link fencing as Jessica steadied and held her high enough.
 
   “Hang on to the fence, climb down, don’t jump down.” she said as the girl gripped the bar and went over.  One of them twisting an ankle would not help matters.  Especially not Candice.  The ten-year-old had proven to be remarkably resilient in the face of a lot of horror, but expecting her to walk through the pain of a turned ankle might be asking too much.  Jessica didn’t want to find out unless there was no other choice.
 
   But Candice got down on the far side without incident.  Jessica, though, jumped as Austin spoke from almost directly behind her.  She kicked herself as she realized she’d stopped paying full attention to what was going on behind her while she helped Candice.
 
   “Your turn.”
 
   “Jesus.” Jessica breathed, trying to keep her pulse rate from spiraling out of control.
 
   “Sorry.  No time though, up you go.”  Austin linked his hands and put his back to the fence.  “Up, use my shoulder if you need to, and get over so you can climb down like she did.” he said.
 
   Jessica stepped into his hands and grabbed for the top of the fence as he lifted her with a painful grunt.  When she had hold of it, she planted one foot on his shoulder like he’d said, then got the other on the bar.  Balancing against him, she managed to swivel around and get herself hanging from the far side of the fence.  It was taller than she was, but not so much that she couldn’t just drop down easily.  She had nearly two feet in height on her daughter.
 
   The zombie horde was rounding the pool, with plenty more behind the leaders.  Some of them were going over the pool’s edge and into the water, but many more were flooding around it and making right for the three juicy humans.  Jessica’s hand closed on the Shield and drew it from the holster at the small of her back.  “Austin, hurry.” she said, stepping to the side and bringing the pistol up in both hands.
 
   “I know.” he grunted, moving sideways in the opposite direction, toward one of the fence posts.  He grabbed for the top of the fence and planted one of his feet against it as he started pulling himself up.
 
   “Mom . . .” Candice said, sounding more than a little panicked as zombies closed toward them.
 
   “I know.” Jessica told the girl as she lined her sights up on a zombie in the front edge of the pack, commanding herself to ignore everything except where the three dots on the pistol were pointing.  Two in the back, one in the front, align them and squeeze.
 
   Nothing else mattered at the moment.  Not what to do next, not how bad things looked, not how angry or scared or alarmed or disappointed she was over what was happening.  Aim, point, fire.  Just do it.  The pistol bucked lightly in her hands almost of its own accord, and the swarthy skinned zombie she’d been aiming at went down.  She tried to find another one, but everything she aimed at that was already in line was stumbling and falling.
 
   Pulling her gaze back from the sights just a bit, she saw zombies were tripping over the one she’d shot.  Feeling foolish – that was just about the best possible result, and she should have been expecting it – she tracked left and found a zombie that was walking steadily.  Well, as steadily as any zombie really got.
 
   Just as she fired, she felt Candice plucking at the hem of her shirt.  “Mom, come on.  Mom.  Mom!”
 
   Jessica looked around as another zombie toppled – taking several more behind it down as well – and saw Austin was on this side of the fence.  His breath was coming with difficulty, and despite the tough front he was putting to the fore of his expression, she could see the pain he was in.  It was visible in the way his face creased, in how the skin at the corner of his eyes crinkled and the way the back of his jaw was clenching.
 
   “We should have gone for the house.” she said quickly, feeling bad.  If he’d pulled something inside, if he’d started bleeding internally . . .
 
   “Chain link’s harder to climb than a regular fence.  It moves more.” Austin panted.  “Easier to get a grip, but harder to hang on to without having to stabilize.”
 
   “This way.” she said, indicating the front of the house.
 
   “Gate?”
 
   “Yes.  Let’s avoid any more climbing if possible.” she said, heading for the front yard at a jog.
 
   “What about that second pack?”
 
   “Maybe they’re slow.”
 
   “They might have us boxed in.”
 
   “Not yet.” Jessica answered tightly as Candice made a whimpering noise.
 
   “I might be slow—” he started but she cut in.
 
   “We’re not leaving you.  Just gonna have a quick look ahead to see if we can get back out okay.”
 
   “Just keep going.” he called after her.
 
   “You too.” she called back without looking behind her.
 
   “Mom, what are we going to do?” Candice asked, running alongside Jessica.  The girl’s voice was breathless with fear, dialing into higher tones that took years off her age.
 
   “I don’t know.” Jessica answered honestly as she went up the side of the house well clear of its front corner, guarding against something that might be lurking just beyond where she could see.  The yard was empty though, and she saw the zombie horde had thinned considerably.  No, that wasn’t quite accurate.  Most of them had spilled into the other yard, and didn’t seem to grasp the concept of going back toward the street and into this yard.
 
   Instead, the zombies were pressing against the fence single mindedly.  As stupid as zombies were, it was a proven strategy; even if they didn’t know it.  A large section of the front facing fence line was flat on the ground where the horde had pushed through it, and they were already starting to bring pressure to the side fencing as well.  Jessica didn’t bother trying to shoot any; they were already at the fence.  It wouldn’t help.  There was no way she could speed-shoot enough of the zombies to make a difference.
 
   The gate on this house’s front fence was broken, its latch heavily bent so that it was impossible to close it properly.  None of the zombies ahead of them had reached the yard yet, but they were close enough that the street in both directions was blocked off.  Jessica glanced back at Austin, but he was grimly and gamely power walking toward her.
 
   “They’re getting close!” Candice cried, bringing Jessica’s attention back to the street again.  Sure enough, the closest zombies were maybe fifteen seconds from sealing the humans into this yard.
 
   When Austin joined her, Jessica led the way out into the street once more and right across it.  Before they reached the opposing house she saw more zombies staggering into view in either direction down the street.  They were already looking at the humans, and it was obvious when they saw the three warm, inviting, to-go dinners trying to find a way out of this mess.  Every head stopped lolling and wobbling, locking on like the zombies were missiles on a mission.
 
   “Godda—Jesus!” Jessica said in frustration.
 
   “I think this area only looked quiet.” Austin panted.
 
   “Where the f—where are they all coming from?”
 
   “Yards?  Jammed up in the houses?  We managed to find the perfect storm of a path in that’s closing up on us?”
 
   “Fu—fuck it!” Jessica said, pointing at the house ahead of them.  “In here.” she said as she looked over the gate, then led the way toward it.
 
   “Forting up?”
 
   “Yes.” she said, glancing over her shoulder.  “If there are hidden hordes around here, then if we keep running while being chased, we’re going to get cornered sooner or later.  Better to pick a spot we can defend.  Give us time to figure something out.”
 
   “Yes ma’am.” he grinned, though it was more grimace than grin.
 
   “They’re going to get us!” Candice said.
 
   “No they’re not.”
 
   “If we stop running they’ll get us!”
 
   “No they won’t.” Jessica said again.
 
   “You mean they’ll all leave if we hide?” the girl asked timidly.
 
   “Come on.” Jessica said, purposefully ignoring the question.  There wasn’t time to debate, and not even for her to calm Candice down.  There was only moving and going.
 
   The house she’d picked was enclosed with a fairly low wall, not even tall enough to keep her from seeing over.  She could see the yard was clear, but even though they had zombies coming at them from three directions she made herself take the moment and look very carefully in a second check before she tried the gate.  The yard was clear; she was sure.
 
   And the gate swung free at her touch.  With the Shield held straight armed before her, she went through and swung it around quickly, feeling like she was a cop on television.  The yard was still empty.  Nothing materialized or rose out of the overgrown grass to menace them.
 
   Jessica looked around quickly as Austin came through the gate, again hoping to see something that she could use to jam it behind them, but the area was too landscaped to have any stray sticks or abandoned tools laying about.  The yard was as overgrown as all the others; but there was nothing planted that could yield something conveniently handy she could have pressed into service to stopper the entrance to the yard.
 
   “Get the house open.” Austin panted as he came through it.  “Hurry.”
 
   “I know.” she scowled, giving up on the gate.  Sprinting over to the house, she spared one second to try the knob, then stepped back and pointed the Shield at the door.  Her first three shots gouged the wood around the knob, and the next two splintered it badly; but the door didn’t move.
 
   She holstered the nearly empty nine millimeter pistol and drew the Taurus.  The bigger rounds carried more energy, and every second that passed while she screwed around with the door was setting her nerves that much more aflame with tension and fear.  Leveling the stainless steel automatic at the door, she used two bullets to finish ripping the knob and its latch free of the door.  Four more rounds fractured the wood around the deadbolt badly enough for her to finally get the door open.
 
   “Candice, stay right behind me.” Jessica said as she ejected the magazine and stuffed it into her pocket next to the SUV key.  A full magazine came out of her back pocket, and she jammed it into the pistol before reholstering it and exchanging the Taurus for the Shield once more.  She reloaded the nine millimeter with its spare magazine, then edged forward into the house behind her outstretched gun.
 
   This was another Spanish style domicile, with a big and inviting entry hall.  The stairs weren’t right at the door, facing it, this time; they were down the hall a little ways.  Jessica waited just long enough to hear Austin’s boots on the porch, then moved.  Candice was clinging to her shirt with another death grip, tugging on the fabric as she followed her mother.  Jessica paused at each open doorway long enough for a quick look to confirm there was no imminent threat, then continued.
 
   At the stairs, she went up without delay until she was near the top.  A fast check around at the second level to see that it was clear, then she stepped out into the upper hallway and looked around a second time.  Still clear.  Picking a door, she opened it and stepped back in anticipation of something hungry coming out.  But the bedroom beyond was empty.  She went inside and checked it out; closet, under the bed.  All was quiet.
 
   “Candice, in the corner.” Jessica said, pointing.
 
   “I want to stay with you.”
 
   “Candice, Rule Two!” Jessica half-snapped.
 
   The girl went past her, visibly unhappy and shaking, but Jessica contented herself that her daughter was obeying and safe for the moment.  It was up to her to keep Candice that way.  Jessica grabbed for a dresser and started sliding it toward the door.  She got it into the hallway by the time Austin made it to the top of the stairs.  As soon as he was out of the way, she shoved it past him and put it against the wall in front of the stairwell.
 
   “No, like this.” he said, planting his foot against the bottom and pulling against the dresser top with one hand.  It tilted, and she stepped back as he removed his foot and let it crash down on its side with a thud.  When it was down, he used his foot to adjust its position.
 
   “Why?” she asked, looking around quickly.  The hallway had no visible furniture; just light fixtures and pictures.
 
   “More stable, harder to knock over.” he answered.
 
   “We need some more furniture.”
 
   “I’ll check this way.” Austin said, starting to turn.
 
   “No.” she said quickly.  “You’ve done enough.  You’re hurt.  Stand here and see if you can’t clog up the bottom of the stairs with dead zombies.”
 
   “Yes ma’am.” he nodded, lifting the MP5 and settling it against his shoulder.  Downstairs, the tramp and scuff of feet on the floor, the thud and thump of staggering bodies cramming themselves into the hallway, was getting quite loud.  She saw the first shadow of an approaching zombie appear at the bottom of the stairs as she headed for the next bedroom door.
 
   Jessica opened it and cleared the room as quickly, but carefully, as she could before pulling a second dresser out into the hallway.  She heard Austin shooting, but made herself relax.  Zombies could not force their way up the stairs faster than he could kill them.  The problem was what happened when he ran out of rounds.
 
   She got the dresser out into the hallway and near the stairs.  When she tried to copy his trick of trying to push it over while blocking the bottom with her foot, she found she wasn’t strong enough to manage it.  She couldn’t get the damn thing to tip over; it wanted to move toward her instead of tip.  Austin noticed the problem almost immediately.
 
   “Here, I’ll handle that part.” he said, safing the submachine gun and reaching for the dresser.
 
   “Don’t hurt yourself.” she said, still struggling with the dresser.
 
   “Too late.”
 
   “I’m serious!” she said, but stepped back as he shouldered her out of the way.  The dresser tipped over as soon as she was clear, so she drew the Taurus and headed for the second bedroom again.
 
   “So am I, but it’s okay.”
 
   “Not if you pass out, or die, it isn’t.” Jessica muttered as she stepped back in the room.  There was a low bookcase, three shelves that barely came up past her waist, that looked like a good candidate.  The stuff on the top two shelves she just swept right off with her arms, not caring where it all went or if anything broke; just so it was out of the way.  When she tried to move the bookcase, it came easily enough.  She slid it out into the hallway, kicking CDs and books aside, then over to the stairs.
 
   She realized she couldn’t hear it scraping across the floor over the ruckus of the zombies downstairs.  The house was filling with a macabre imitation of a heavy metal concert’s slam dancing as the creatures below bumped and walked and crowded into the first floor.
 
   As she arrived with the bookcase, she saw the closest zombies were already halfway up the stairs.  They were climbing and clawing their way up; she couldn’t tell with a quick glance which were still ‘alive’ – or at least, dangerous – and which were ‘dead’ after being shot by Austin; but there were a lot of them.  As he changed magazines in his gun before reaching for the next piece of furniture for the barricade, Jessica heard Candice screaming.
 
   Her blood ran cold, and Jessica spun.  She managed to crack her knee painfully on the bookcase as she turned, but she ignored that; darting for the bedroom where she’d left Candice.  Bursting into the doorway, filling her hand with the Taurus, she swept her gaze wildly around the room.
 
   Nothing; just Candice huddled in the corner next to a computer desk.  The girl had sunk down, sitting against the walls with her knees drawn up and her hands wrapped around her head to block her ears.
 
   “Make it stop!  Make them stop!” she screamed, fastening her eyes – bright with tears and wide with panic – on her mother.
 
   Jessica heard Austin shooting behind her, but she ignored that too; jamming her dead husband’s pistol back in the holster at her side as she darted across the room toward Candice.  She managed to slide across the carpet, she went down on her knees so fast, which earned her another bump on her shoulder when she hit the wall; but then she was next to her daughter.
 
   “We’re fine.  We’re okay.” she said quickly, trying to pitch her voice soothingly but loudly so there was a chance the girl might hear it over her cries.
 
   “Make it stop!” Candice said, grabbing for Jessica.  She almost bowled Jessica over, she hurled herself into the woman so wildly.  Her little hands clutched at her mother, squeezing her tightly as if she were afraid to let go.  “Make them stop!”
 
   “We’re okay.  Candice, we’re okay.” Jessica tried again, patting the girl on the back.  She heard Austin grunt, followed by a thudding as he presumably tipped the bookcase over to reinforce the furniture barricade.  “Relax.  Calm down.” she said.  Out in the hallway, Austin resumed shooting again.
 
   “They’re going to get us!” Candice cried, burying her face against Jessica’s side.  “They’re going to keep coming!”
 
   “We’re going to stop them.”
 
   “There’s too many!”
 
   “Candice—”
 
   “Mom, make them stop!”
 
   “Candice—”
 
   “Oh God!”
 
   “Candice!” Jessica shouted, shaking the girl sharply.  She hated it, hated herself for having to do it, but she had to break through the swirl of panic her daughter was clearly lost to.  Not only was it going to endanger her, but Jessica was having a hard enough time keeping her own head on straight.  Fair or not, trying to deal with Candice as the girl lost it was making it harder for Jessica to hold it together.
 
   Candice looked up at her, face messy with dust streaked through with tears, blotching with swelling and redness from where she’d rubbed at it, or pressed it into Jessica’s shirt.  The girl was terrified; every pore of her expression made it plain.  But in the back of her gaze, just barely visible in the furthest back edge of her eyes that was visible, Jessica could see a heart-breaking glimmer of hope.  That mom could fix this, could make it all better.
 
   “You’re the mom.” Jessica told herself sternly, forcing her own expression to maintain a steady look that was more intense than afraid.  “Calm down.  Breathe.  Stay here, okay?  Stay here and just breathe.  I have to help Austin.”
 
   Candice just kept staring up at her, not even blinking as more tears welled up and spilled down her face.  Jessica bit her lip and tried again.  “Can you do that for me?  Can you stay here and be brave?”
 
   “I’ll try.” Candice whispered.
 
   “Okay.” Jessica said, leaning down and kissing the girl on the forehead, hugging her in tight with so much pressure she expected Candice to squirm in objection.  But Candice just squeezed back.
 
   “Can you do that?  Can you try to keep calm and be brave for me?” Jessica asked with her head right next to the girl’s ear.  Austin grunted loudly, and she heard something wooden splinter and break.  Several loud thumps came next, and he grunted again.
 
   “You’ll make it better?” Candice asked, looking up at Jessica hopefully.
 
   “I promise.  Nosy kisses promise, okay?.” Jessica said, leaning down further so she could rub her nose across the girl’s.  It was wet and slick with tears, smelling of salt and dirt, but she knew it would help settle the girl.  Every advantage was needed right now.
 
   “Okay.” Candice said, her voice scarcely audible.
 
   “Be brave.” Jessica said, pushing Candice back so she could disentangle herself and rise.  Candice scooted back reluctantly, and Jessica flashed a smile she didn’t feel in the slightest before she turned to the door.
 
   “You’re the mom.  Fix it.” Jessica told herself.  “Famous last words.”
 
   She went out into the hallway.  Austin had, somehow, converted one of the dresser drawers into a makeshift club.  She couldn’t figure it out, but regardless he had a piece of wood about three feet long in his hand that he was using as a club.  With it, he was beating at the zombies from behind the safe side of the barricade.  They didn’t have the coordination, or inclination apparently, to even try to dodge his blows; but the stairs were so jammed with walking corpses that the club wasn’t making much headway.
 
   Jessica looked around, biting her lip again.  Behind her, she heard Candice whimpering.  Ahead of her, Austin was breathing hard; with a sharp note of wheezing that told he was not just winded, but in pain.
 
   And the club didn’t seem to be carving a swath of destruction through the zombies.  He’d bring it down or sweep it sideways at them, and heads would roll; but the zombies usually came back up and kept pressing forward.  In the moments she watched, she saw one zombie go down as its neck seemed to break under the blow – the creature vanishing as the rest of its brethren trampled up over it – but three others ignored impacts that would send humans reeling in agony.
 
   “Think.  You’re the mom.  Fix this.” she thought, trying to force her mind to organize and order through the alarm that was tearing at it.  They didn’t have enough bullets to shoot their way out of here.  The area seemed covered in zombies.  Shooting would keep drawing the zombies in.  Austin wasn’t in good shape, Candice might not even be ready to run, and if the big man couldn’t take a zombie out with a club Jessica sure as hell knew she probably couldn’t.
 
   She looked around in frustration.  The house was furnished, there were pictures on the wall; people had lived here.  Florida wasn’t quite as ‘redneck’ as Georgia; but it was still a southern state.  Maybe the owners had been gun nuts; maybe there were weapons and ammunition in one of the bedrooms.  Maybe there were things she could use to fashion up a hand weapon, something better than a piece of a dresser.
 
   Austin swung his club again, but he over balanced this time and sagged forward over the barricade.  One of the zombies got a hold on his wrist, and pulled.  Austin grunted as he resisted, flexing his arm to keep his hand away from any of the zombies’ teeth.  Jessica leaned forward in alarm, starting to reach to help him pull himself free, but he pointed the MP5 with his off-hand and fired several single shots.
 
   One of them smashed through the forehead of the zombie who’d seized him, and the thing’s grip went slack.  Staggering backwards, Austin caught himself against the wall and pushed himself fully upright after a moment where he drew one deep breath.  He reached for another of the dresser drawers.
 
   Jessica looked at the bedroom doors.  Beds meant sheets.  Sheets could be tied together.  It was only one story down.  Maybe they could rig up a makeshift rope, hold the barricade long enough to attract all the local zombies inside the house’s first floor.  Then she and Candice and Austin could climb down through one of the windows, and make a run for it.
 
   It wasn’t much, but it was something.  Yeah, something was a word alright.  Jessica rolled her eyes at the patheticness of the idea.  As she did, she noticed the hatch in the ceiling at the far end of the hallway.  She frowned slightly, then her eyes widened.  Attic.  Her house in Lawrenceville had a hatch just like that, and it went up into the attic.  Hers had a little cord that hung down, but . . . 
 
   “Austin.” she said, turning back to him.  He had a fresh drawer in his hand, and as she watched he slammed it into the head of the closest zombie.  Wood splintered, clothing sort of sprayed out across the zombies, and she began to get an idea of how he’d ‘fashioned’ the last club; beat on zombies until the drawer converted itself into a single stick of wood.
 
   “We stand here, they’re going to keep coming.  They do that, we have to keep defending the barricade or they’ll batter their way through because we’re here.  If they’re trying to get through, we’ll have to keep shooting and fighting and making noise, which means they’ll keep coming, and we have to keep defending the barricade.  They never give up.” he said as he slammed the drawer down again.
 
   “I know.  I have an idea.”
 
   “I’m all ears.” he said as he thrust the drawer forward at a zombie, knocking it over backwards.  Two more pressed forward over the flailing body.
 
   “Attic.” she said, pointing.
 
   He leaned back with the partially disintegrated drawer held up out of the zombies’ reach so they couldn’t pull it from his grip, and looked where she was pointing.
 
   “If we hide, they’ll forget about us.” she said, half hopefully and half certainly.  “We just need a safe place to hide, where they can’t get at us.”
 
   “They can’t reach that.” he said slowly.
 
   “My thoughts exactly.”
 
   “Hold them off while I get it open.” he said, dropping the dresser on the hallway floor behind the barricade.  She stepped back against the wall as he slid sideways past her, reaching up for the door in the ceiling.  He was more than tall enough to reach the hatch; she’d have needed to find something to stand on to get at it.  There was a little hole that let him hook a finger in and pull.  A trap door, hinged and weighted with an extending set of ladder stairs, unfolded down as he tugged.
 
   Back in Atlanta, Jessica had been trapped once before by zombies; chased into a building.  There had been a lot more separation, and fewer zombies; but otherwise it was the same.  After some time, the zombies had given up or forgotten or gotten bored or . . . she didn’t know, but maybe it didn’t matter.  The point was she and Candice had been trapped, then after waiting, the zombies had left, and so had she and her daughter.
 
   It might work again.
 
   It had too.
 
   “It’s clear.” Austin said, standing on the second step and looking around inside the attic.  He stepped back down and gestured at her.  “Come on, it’s clear.”
 
   “Candice, new plan!” Jessica called, moving so she was in front of the bedroom where her daughter huddled.  “Let’s go, get out here.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight – The Waiting is the Hardest Part
 
   Jessica checked Candice again, taking her time about it, until she decided the ten-year-old was definitely asleep.  The girl was curled up on her side, with her head pillowed in her arms.  She hadn’t moved in quite a while, and her breathing was slow and even, so Jessica took that as a sign her daughter was finally out cold.  It was for the best.
 
   Candice had held up so well, even during the initial outbreaks back in Atlanta; but being on foot and chased into a strange house by a horde of hundreds and hundreds of zombies had apparently been the last straw for her.  It had taken everything Jessica could manage to keep the girl quiet, so the zombies weren’t attracted to the ceiling separating them from the attic.  Eventually, thankfully, Candice had eventually cried herself out and fallen off into sleep.
 
   The attic didn’t have much to offer; just some flattened cardboard boxes of various sizes – most of them with markings indicating they’d held appliances and furniture – along with a bunch of old shelves.  And not furniture shelves either; the older style kind Jessica didn’t see a lot these days.  The kind with metal rods that screwed into the wall, then had shelf supports hooked into them so boards could be laid to create usable space.
 
   Candice lay on a lattice grid of the wall rods, with boxes across them to support her.  Jessica had been sitting next to her on a similar setup.  Austin, though, had claimed the thin wooden shelves out of necessity to create a platform that could support his weight.  The problem was the ceiling was thin and flimsy; only the roof rafters could bear any real weight.  Jessica had put a hole through the plasterboard, near the attic trapdoor, learning that.
 
   Cautiously, moving very, very, slowly, she shifted and started crawling her way across the rafter supports toward where Austin waited.  He was stretched out flat on his back, but his head turned almost as soon as she started moving.  She saw his eyes glinting in the fitful amount of moonlight filtering in through the two small windows that were on opposite sides of the house.  Only one of them partially faced the moon’s position, and even it wasn’t letting much light in.
 
   But it was just enough to, barely, see by.  Jessica got close to Austin and carefully settled herself down across a couple of the rafters right next to him.  By sitting on one, with her legs stretched out across the adjacent ones, she could stay off the plasterboard and not have to crouch.
 
   “That doesn’t look that comfortable.” Austin said quietly, gesturing to her position.  He’d already explained to her that whispering had a pitch and tonality that tended to carry; oddly making it less quiet than simply talking in a very low voice.
 
   “Think they’re gone?” she breathed back.
 
   “Maybe.” he shrugged.  “Hard to say unless they’re banging around.”
 
   “Haven’t heard much banging for a while.” she said hopefully.
 
   The zombies had seemed to take quite a while to batter their way through the barricade of furniture she and Austin had created at the top of the stairs.  Then the hungry undead had apparently milled about on the second floor for a couple of hours.  Listening to them pound and bang and break things was nerve wracking.  They bashed at the walls and doors seemingly at random.  There didn’t seem to be any design or rhyme to their ‘search’ of the floor below.
 
   Probably, they didn’t even know or remember why they were up there.  Something had drawn them, obviously, but what it had been eluded the hungry nightmares.  All she knew was nothing hit the attic floor – the second floor ceiling – even once to indicate some industrious zombie had figured out where the three meals-on-feet had disappeared to.  She wasn’t even sure they were trashing or destroying the second floor for any particular reason beyond their usual single-minded inability to do anything except move forward and get physical with anything in their way.
 
   She thought the three of them were probably safe up here, but that didn’t make it any easier to sit and wait to see what happened.  Candice had taken listening to the zombies below very well, and had spent most of the time while the zombies hammered on the blockading furniture at the top of the stairs huddled in Jessica’s arms crying hysterically.  Jessica didn’t blame the girl a bit; nothing about this wasn’t scary.  Tears and fear were warranted.
 
   In some ways she envied her daughter.  Candice had Jessica to lean on, to put all her panic and terror upon; who did Jessica have?  Herself, and Austin.
 
   She missed her mom.
 
   “It could take them a while to lose interest.” he shrugged again.  “And there’s no telling what they’ll do when they forget about us.”
 
   “Will they?” Jessica asked.  She thought the zombies would.  At least, she’d seen it happen before.  Or, she hoped that was what it was.  She was really hoping the incident back in Atlanta hadn’t been because something else had happened by to draw the zombies away.  If that was the case . . . huddling up here was not going to solve the problem.
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “What if they don’t?”
 
   “Hey, I’m just the muscle.” he grinned, his teeth flashing white in the near dark.  “You’re her Royal Supreme In-Chargeness Extraordinaire.”
 
   Jessica caught herself before she laughed reflexively, settling instead for a smile.  “Well, in that case, I’m asking for suggestions.”
 
   “We see about making some noise outside the house maybe.” Austin said after a moment’s thought.  “Figure out a way to throw stuff out the window or maybe shoot the guns some to create echoes outside that draw them off.  Or we come up with a way to climb down the outside of the house and sneak away.  Or we wait for something to happen that distracts them and make a break for it then.”
 
   “Or we have to fight.” she said when he fell silent.
 
   “Or we fight.” he agreed.  “But let’s give it at least until morning.”
 
   “Not too much past morning though.” Jessica said unhappily.  “Maybe if I’d thought to grab my backpack, but since it’s still in the damn wreck with the rest of our stuff, sometime tomorrow we’re going to have to figure something out.”
 
   “Relax.” Austin said calmly.
 
   “Austin, we don’t have any water.”
 
   “Deep breath.”
 
   “Yesterday was pretty warm.” she said, struggling to keep her voice from rising in frustration and fear.  “I mean, that’s the reason we’re headed south, but it had to be near eighty.  It’s only just now cooling down as it is.”
 
   “Jessica.”
 
   “When the sun comes up,” she went on, ignoring his attempts to break in, “it’s going to heat back up in here.  When it does, without water, we’re going to have a problem.”
 
   “Jessica.”
 
   “We can’t just sit in here for a couple of days waiting for rescue.” she said.
 
   “Jessica!” he said sharply but quietly, pushing himself to a sitting position with a wince as his abused and tender innards protested.
 
   “This is my fault.” she said miserably.
 
   Reaching out, Austin seized hold of her arms just above the wrists and shook them several times.  “Stop it.”
 
   “All we had to do was stay in Georgia, stay in the quiet areas, and none of this would be happening.”
 
   Austin abruptly pulled her toward him.  Her butt had slid along the rafter and was on the shelving boards he’d arranged before she realized what was happening.  He crossed his arms, which crossed hers too since he still had a firm grip on them, and pulled her in close.  It wasn’t a hug – their arms were between them – but she had little choice but to be held face to face with him.  He was far stronger, plus she didn’t want to create noise by trying to fight uselessly.
 
   Or worse, end up falling off the rafters and going right through the ceiling.  Even if there weren’t any zombies down there, she couldn’t imagine a sudden seven or eight foot fall would do her a single bit of good.
 
   “Jessica.” he said very quietly.  “Take a breath.”
 
   “Austin—” she began, but he cut her off by leaning his head in very close to hers.  Very close.  Their foreheads touched, and she could feel his breath on her face.  He rearranged his arms; shifting the right to encircle her waist so she had to stay, while his left hand came up so he could lay two fingers across her lips for a moment.
 
   “Take.  A.  Breath.” he said again.
 
   Jessica looked into his coal black eyes.  They were locked on hers, and even from a distance of only an inch or so, seemed almost depthless, like nothing could ever push them past any limit of what they could hold.  She grabbed at the steady resolve she saw there and closed hers.  Slowly, she drew a deep breath, filling her lungs and letting the inrush of air start chasing away the swirl of panic and doubt and uncertainty within her.
 
   “Let it out, then try another on for size.” Austin said quietly, his words puffing air gently against her skin.  She was reminded of how reassuring she’d always found his presence– feeling his forehead against hers, his arm around her waist – and complied.  She exhaled steadily, letting the air spill out of her in an extended outrush, then breathed in even more slowly.  The fresh air filled her a second time almost of its own accord, chasing away the last bits of panic that were still hanging around.
 
   “Better?”
 
   “Better.” she said, opening her eyes.
 
   He leaned back and relaxed his grip on her waist.  “We’ll figure it out.  That’s what we do, what we’ve been doing, and what we’ll keep doing.”
 
   “Sorry.” she said, suddenly embarrassed.  By her outburst and hysterics, by her needing him to step in so physically to calm her, and – in a rush that surprised her when she realized it – by the thought that she hadn’t bathed in two days, nor brushed her teeth in nearly fifteen hours.  Or even her hair, for that matter, which she was suddenly hyper aware of in its loose tail with strands and locks that had escaped the band to hang about her face and shoulders.
 
   “Sorry.” she said again, sitting back some.  She wanted to reach up to do something about fixing her hair, but that just made her think of how she also hadn’t thought to reapply any deodorant this morning.  Which, she reflected, she definitely should’ve done if she was going to skip even the little bit of cleaning a washcloth rubdown could provide.
 
   “It happens.” he said calmly.  “Even to me.”
 
   Jessica caught herself just in time, once again heading off the impulse to laugh and turning it instead into a silent smile.  “No way.”
 
   “Yes way.” he disagreed.  “My second detached patrol as squad leader, me and my guys were pulling security in an urban area.  I was such a busy-body, checking up and asking about every little detail over and over, my lead E-5 finally pulled me aside and asked what was wrong.”
 
   “Sometimes it sucks being in charge.” Jessica said with a sigh.
 
   “Yes, it does.” he agreed.  “And believe you me, as many times as I had when I wanted to lay my CO out for being such a moron, there were more where I was glad as hell to have him there to make the decisions.  Even if I didn’t like the ones he made, sometimes it was better to let him make them instead of having to figure shit out on my own.”
 
   Jessica sighed again.  “I just . . . okay, you’re right.”  While it had been something of a point of amusement for Austin, she had put her foot down after Knoxville and decided she was through following.  Sitting around waiting for . . . she didn’t even know what now . . . in Atlanta had come this close to getting her and Candice killed.  Then following the Morrises down to Knoxville had come just as close to getting her and Candice . . . well, she wasn’t sure exactly what would have happened, but death might have been on the mild side for what could have been in store if the two of them had stuck around at the Eagle facility.
 
   But this was the other side of being in charge.  Refusing to follow meant she had to lead.  And when life was on the line, she was finding those decisions came hard.  And came back even harder.  The little voices of doubt and uncertainty and worry were constantly in her head, challenging and confronting the path she chose.
 
   It was one thing to wonder if maybe not doing a little more scavenging, or checking a few more houses, or maybe looking a little harder for extra containers or whatever would have been a better choice.  That could cost her a few minutes of sleep some times.
 
   But being stranded, on foot, treed in the crawlspace of a sweaty house by zombies, lacking even basic supplies to make standing a siege feasible, wondering if Candice was going to be any calmer when morning came . . . that was all driving her half-crazy.
 
   “I’m sorry.” she said again.
 
   “Relax.” he repeated.  “We’re going to get out of this.”
 
   “Got any suggestions?”
 
   “Sleep, for starters.” Austin said.  “It’s been a long day, with a lot of stress and activity.  So I’m going to stretch back out on these boards, and you’re going to go join Candice on the boxes over there, and we’ll both get some sleep.”
 
   “Sounds like a good start.”
 
   “Yup.” he nodded.  “And tomorrow, we’ll wake up and take a good look at what we’re facing.  We’ll make some decisions, and then do the best we can.  But one way or another, you’re going to get through this.”
 
   Jessica nodded.  “You’re right.”
 
   “Finally.” he grinned.  “Now rest.  Tomorrow’s going to be a big day.”
 
   Jessica nodded again and crept carefully back across the rafters to Candice.  The girl hardly stirred as Jessica slid herself onto the boxes next to her daughter.
 
   It wasn’t until Jessica was laying there next to Candice, feeling and drawing reassurance from the ten-year-old’s steady breathing, that she realized Austin had said “You’ll get through this.”
 
   “What about us?” she wondered as she lay there, trying to force herself to drop off into sleep.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Sun on her face was what made Jessica open her eyes.  No, not entirely.  The light had helped, but what had brought her far enough toward consciousness for the light to work had been the heat.  The attic was warm, even after the hours of cooler overnight, of no sunlight heating up the roof and house, and thus the air within.  Now that the sun was back up, things were getting uncomfortable.  She was already sweating.
 
   Raising her head sleepily, Jessica first checked around the attic.  The hatch was closed, the stepladder folded up into a thick bundle on top of it.  Candice was right next to her, still asleep.  The girl lay a few inches from her mother, no doubt a restless attempt to get away from the body heat.  And Austin was still on his shelves nearer the trapdoor hatch, his chest rising and falling steadily as he lay on his back.
 
   He’d been right, as usual; the sleep had helped her mental state.  Sleeping on the rafter supported boxes wasn’t the most comfortable spot she’d ever slept in – by a long stretch – but the rest had helped physically as well as mentally.  She was a little stiff and sore, but felt ready to tackle the issue of getting away from the zombie infested area.
 
   And, as she’d decided in her less panic-edged state, that would have to be soon.  She was thirsty.  Jessica didn’t want to think about how long it had been since she’d had a drink.  A long time.  Perversely though, she had a strong need to pee.  Her bladder was full despite the cotton lining her mouth and throat, and that was another problem.
 
   Jessica listened carefully, straining her ears toward anything going on beneath her.  The silence was oppressive.  She’d gotten used to that; power was out everywhere, and the last real news she’d heard back in Knoxville had indicated somewhere between half and three-fourths of the population, of seemingly everything, was dead.  Or undead.  Combined, it made for a suddenly very quiet nation.  Few cars driving around, no hums of transformers or air conditioners, no radios or televisions blasting away, no airplanes overhead.
 
   But she also didn’t hear any zombies.
 
   She sat up, then startled as Austin did too.  He was blinking sleep from his eyes, and his hand was on the holstered pistol on his belt, but he was awake.  They stared at each other for a moment, then he smiled slightly.  “Sorry.  Morning.”
 
   “How are you feeling?” she asked quietly, matching his low tone.
 
   “Sore.  Thirsty.” he replied, shifting carefully to a full sitting position to ease the strain on his midsection.
 
   “It sounds quiet down there.” Jessica said, gesturing toward the floor.
 
   “Yeah, but I bet there are still probably some stuck in the house.” he sighed.  “And getting out of here past them could be tricky.”
 
   “We can’t . . . oh, right.” Jessica began, her hand drifting to the Taurus, then she frowned and nodded reluctantly.  Lots of noise would start attracting the zombies again.  She had no idea what had happened around here during, or since, the outbreaks to have caused so many zombies to stack up and swarm like they had yesterday; but it was a painfully academic reason that didn’t matter.  At all.
 
   However it had occurred, there were a lot of zombies nearby.  Bad luck had landed she and Candice and Austin smack in the middle of them; and they couldn’t squat in here forever.  The attic was already uncomfortable; by noon it could be hot enough to be dangerous if they didn’t have water.  Food was a problem that could hold off for at least another day or two if it came to it; but water, especially under the Florida sun, wasn’t negotiable.
 
   Her prior panic over the situation didn’t invalidate the conclusion; staying up here would kill them as certainly as getting caught by zombies.
 
   “Are you up to some running if it comes to it?” she asked him.
 
   “Some, but not much.” he admitted, feeling his left side, at the healing bullet wounds.  The last time she’d seen them, they’d looked a lot better, but she knew a lot of healing had to happen to knit all of the tissue back together within him.  Two holes clean through from front to back did not mend swiftly.  “I don’t think I pulled anything loose, but I definitely strained something that hurts.”
 
   “If we can get out and clear of any immediate threats, the rest of it should just be regular walking.  Maybe a little power walking.  But you saw how many are in the area.”
 
   “Right.” Austin said, moving carefully and shifting around on his hands and knees.  He winced, and moved slowly in deference to the discomfort, but still with most of the customary grace she’d come to expect from him, as he made his way across the rafters to the rest of the shelving wall rods.  Picking one up, he examined it experimentally.
 
   “I think I can convert these into something usable as a weapon.”
 
   “Hand to hand?” Jessica asked, wincing herself.
 
   “Quieter than a gunshot, and easier on the ammo too.” he shrugged, reaching into one of his pouches and extracting a roll of black tape.
 
   “Great.”
 
   “Wake Candice up so she can shake the sleep off.  We need to keep from using the guns unless we’re out of options.” he told her as he started picking up more of the shelf mounting pieces.  “Shots could put us right back where we were yesterday; pulling a horde down on us from all directions.”
 
   Jessica nodded as he got to work.  She put her hand on Candice’s shoulder and shook once, then had to clap a hand over the girl’s mouth quickly as she startled.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Candice cried out, muffled just in time by Jessica’s hand.
 
   “Shhhhh, quiet.” Jessica whispered urgently.  “It’s me, it’s mom.  Quiet.”
 
   “What’s wrong?” Candice repeated, lowering her voice to a barely audible whisper as she stared wildly around at the attic.
 
   “We’re okay for now.  We’re going to try and sneak out of here.”
 
   “I’m thirsty.  I have to go to the bathroom.”
 
   Jessica sighed, not in exasperation, but just from unhappiness.  There was no water.  That seemingly simplest of things, she couldn’t provide for her child.  And Jessica had to go too.  That had come up last night though.  They’d designated the far side of the attic, over next to the other window, as the bathroom spot.  The smell was barely noticeable, but that was probably because it had all dried overnight.
 
   “We still don’t have any water; that’s why we’re going to try and move soon.  And we’re going to have to pee on the floor again too.” Jessica said calmly.
 
   “Ick.” Candice said, her voice unhappy.
 
   “Nothing for it Candy Bear.” Jessica replied, trying to brace Candice up.  “Come on, you want to be running from zombies with me and pee your pants?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Okay then, so you go over there and do what you need to.  And be careful; remember, stay on the boards, not the floor.”
 
   “I remember.” Candice nodded reluctantly.  “The floor can’t hold us.”
 
   “Right.” Jessica nodded back.  “Come on, get going.”
 
   Jessica helped the girl shift onto her hands and knees, then watched as Candice started crab walking across the rafters.  After seeing that the girl was staying off the plasterboard, Jessica slid the flattened boxes aside and picked up the shelving rods before making her way over to Austin.
 
   “Bathroom?” he asked without looking away from what he was doing.  He was busy turning a handful of the shelf rods into a big bundled metal stick, using the tape to bind them together for added heft and strength.  She wasn’t sure how much that was going to help; they weren’t really designed to serve as levers or weapons.  The metal was easily bent.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You should go too.”
 
   “What about you?” Jessica asked him.
 
   “I’ll go last.”
 
   “Why can’t this be like the movies?” she sighed.
 
   “What, where no one ever has to take care of bodily needs?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   He shrugged.  “Right now I think I’d trade that one for the endless ammunition guns movie stars always seem to have.”
 
   Jessica stopped herself from laughing just in time, settling for a quiet chuckle instead.  “That would probably be more useful, yes.”
 
   “Don’t worry about the bathroom thing.  It’s not our house, we’ve got no choice, and trust me; I’ve done far worse in the field before than pee in the corner of an attic.”
 
   “I don’t want to know.” Jessica said quickly.
 
   “No, you probably don’t.” he agreed as he finished with the tape and checked the constructed stick over.  “What do you think?  Good enough to knock some zombies around?”
 
   Jessica reached out and ran her hand over the rods.  The tape had wound them firmly together, and they seemed solid.  Surprisingly.  The bundle was quite thick now, thick and heavy.  She wouldn’t want to be hit by it.  Maybe it would work okay.  “Should do some damage.”
 
   “We’ll see.” he said, starting on another with the rods she’d brought over.
 
   Candice finished in the corner, and Jessica took her own turn, then Austin.  None of them mentioned the strong smell of urine that was wafting through the attic.  Jessica was just counting her blessings that no one needed to void their bowels; there wasn’t any toilet paper, and she wasn’t sure if any of them had enough clothing to spare for that use.  Austin finished, then crawled over the rafters to the hatch.
 
   “Okay, you back me up.  Shoot only if I tell you to, or if there’s no choice.” he whispered.  He had the makeshift sticks in his right hand, leaving his left free for the moment.
 
   Jessica drew the Shield and nodded.  He took hold of the pull cord for the hatch, which they’d made sure was still up after they’d gotten into the attic, and carefully pushed the hatch itself down.  It was weighted and hinged to just barely have an upward bias; so it didn’t take much to open it.  Austin used the cord to hold it open only a few inches and leaned down to take a look as best he could.  Jessica waited, Candice huddled behind her.
 
   After ten seconds, Austin tipped the hatch open some more; enough to get his head all the way out.  After taking a long look around, he sat up and caught her gaze.  Pointing in the direction of the far end of the hallway, he flashed two fingers.  She nodded.  He pointed to himself, then at the taped up sticks, and mimed swinging.  Jessica nodded again.  He returned the nod, then lowered the hatch the rest of the way.
 
   The step-stairs unfolded quietly on well-oiled hinges, but they creaked under his weight as he went down.  Jessica shifted across the rafters to follow him, but she heard a heavy and almost hollow sounding thud come from below before she could get her feet on the steps.  Another thud followed by a more muted rolling thump then sounded.  Then a third thump before she could descend far enough to duck below the level of the attic and see what was happening in the hallway.
 
   Austin was just past the stairs down to the first floor.  A zombie was sprawled out on the floor ahead of him, with a second slumped sloppily against the wall.  As she watched, Austin stepped back and swung the rods like a baseball bat, angling his swing somewhat vertically to have enough room to sweep his weapon around in the fairly constricted hallway.  The metal slammed into the partially upright zombie’s head; compressing it against the wall sickeningly.  There was a crack of something breaking, but the zombie was still moving, trying to push itself back on balance.
 
   Winding up again, Austin hit it once more; this time in the side of the neck.  She heard another crack, the zombie’s head rolled sideways sickeningly, and this time it collapsed.  Jessica made it down to the second floor and looked behind her.  There was a bathroom and a bedroom very close to the attic access.  The open bathroom door she simply closed, but the bedroom door had been battered off its hinges.
 
   She raised her left hand over her head and made a stay back motion that she hoped Candice was watching for.  Stepping into the doorway with the gun outstretched before her, Jessica saw a knocked over and smashed table lamp, and smudges on the carpet from lots of dirty feet, but no zombies.  She double checked, then turned back into the hallway.
 
   Austin had drawn his knife, and as she watched, he went down on one knee next to the remaining zombie and stabbed with the blade.  It was a ‘Rambo’ style knife; nearly as long as her forearm.  She flinched as it entered the zombie’s head through one of the eye sockets.  Austin twisted the weapon savagely, then pulled it out and stepped back as he rose.  The zombie lay motionless on the ground.
 
   “Candice!” Jessica said quickly, her voice barely above a whisper.  “Let’s go!”
 
   Austin pointed at himself, then downward.  When Jessica nodded, he pointed at her, then with two fingers at his eyes before gesturing broadly at the rest of the floor and finishing with a jab of the knife blade down at the floor where he stood.  Jessica nodded again, thinking she caught his meaning.
 
   As Candice clambered down from the attic, Austin ghosted down the main stairs, past the shattered boards and wreckage of the blockading furniture.  Jessica moved near the mess, clear of the two zombies, keeping an eye on the upstairs hallway.  The zombie he’d hit in the neck was still moving; at least, its jaw was.  It was making chewing motions as its eyes fixed on her and Candice, but its arms and legs were motionless.  Jessica shuddered as she took that image in, trying to put it out of her mind to focus on the rest of the hallway.
 
   There were three more doors up here, all open and damaged.  Any of them might have a zombie behind them, or in the room beyond.  She waited, listing and watching for trouble.
 
   “I’m here.” Candice whispered quietly, just before her hands clutched at Jessica from behind.  As soon as she felt her daughter, Jessica moved to follow Austin.  She and Candice weren’t as quiet crossing the remains of the furniture at the top of the stairs as Austin had been, but she heard the sounds of a fight from below that maybe meant the crunch of their footsteps on the shattered wood didn’t matter very much.
 
   Whatever was going on downstairs, there was a lot of it.  She heard a heavy thump that sounded like a body hitting a wall, followed by two more similar thuds that could have been anything from a zombie going into a wall or the floor, or Austin hitting them with his clubs, or probably some sort of combination.  She heard him grunt, a painful exhalation of air, followed by the loudest impact yet.
 
   Quickening her pace, Jessica kept descending.  From the shifting shadows and sounds of fighting, she knew he’d turned right, toward the front door.  When she was at the bottom of the stairs, she checked left quickly.  At first she thought it was clear, but a zombie staggered into view at the far end of the hallway just as she looked.  Two more were close behind it.
 
   She frowned and started to bring the Shield up, then scowled harder as she saw the closed door on the left-hand wall between her and the zombies.  A second one was just beyond it.  That gave her an idea.  Two years ago, Sandra had figured out that her closet door could be used as a way to block the bedroom door by opening and jamming the one against the knob of the other.  Candice used to howl about it when she wanted to visit her older sister.
 
   The thought carried a flash of sadness, but it was also useful.  “Stay here.” Jessica told Candice, reaching behind her to push the girl back.  Darting forward, Jessica grabbed for the far door and pulled it open.  As it swung back, she opened the other one and managed to get the first jammed against the second’s knob.  Stepping back, she eyed the makeshift block.  The doors didn’t completely obstruct the corridor; but even Candice would have to work to squeeze past between their edges and the wall.
 
   “Watch that.  Tell me if they get past.” Jessica said, grabbing Candice’s shoulder and moving her to the side so she could see.  Jessica kept herself between Candice and the zombies, however.
 
   “Okay.” the girl nodded.
 
   Turning, Jessica saw Austin was dealing with several zombies.  Three were on the ground; but a fourth had managed to – by design or accident – grab onto the end of the metal sticks.  She couldn’t see how to help short of shooting, but she wasn’t sure if things qualified as ‘desperate’ yet either.
 
   Austin didn’t seem to be panicking though; despite the zombie hanging on to the stick and preventing its further use as a bludgeon.  He kicked at one of the zombie’s knees.  There was a loud pop-crack, and the creature sagged sideways to the floor.  Going down as well, the big man brought his knife down in a slasher movie style stab; scribing a large, powerful arc with it.
 
   The blade crunched into the side of the undead creature’s skull just ahead of the ear, right on the temple.  It was sickening – especially when he wiggled the knife up and down so the blade took a tour around the inside of the skull – but also effective; the nightmare thing went limp immediately, and Austin tugged the knife free with a loud grunt of effort.
 
   A banging and thumping arose behind her.  Jessica glanced back quickly, but the doors were holding for the moment.  They were quivering and vibrating under the pounding of the zombies behind them, but holding.
 
   “We okay back there?” Austin asked loudly as he jabbed the end of his metal sticks at one of the zombies on the floor.
 
   “For now.” Jessica answered.
 
   “The hallway is blocked off.” Candice said worriedly.
 
   “Good.” he said, stepping forward and swinging his leg like he was kicking a ball.  The toe of his boot slammed into a zombie’s skull with a resounding thump, followed by a crack as its head torqued over to one side.  The body went limp, but she saw the mouth still moving; just like the one upstairs.  Austin caught himself against the wall with the hand holding the knife, breathing hard.
 
   “You okay?” she asked, concerned.
 
   “I’ll be fine.” he panted, pushing off and jabbing at the closer of the last two with the sticks.  Both remaining zombies were sitting up.  The one he poked at fell over backwards, and Austin glanced behind himself at her.  “Back out of the way.”
 
   She stepped back, toward the banging and thumping still occurring as the other zombies pounded on the blocking doors, as he hefted the sticks one handed.  When she was clear, he looked forward, then swung the stick overhead from back to front in a large arc that was possible only because the entry hall had an oversized ceiling.  She heard the end whistling through the air, then it smacked into the sitting zombie’s head.
 
   Jessica blanched as the skull fractured violently enough for her to catch a glimpse of grey matter beneath the dirty, tousled hair.  It didn’t explode apart, but the crack was quite broad; enough for the still moving rods to crunch through and lodge in the brains beneath the bone.  The zombie spasmed and fell back, twitching like an epileptic.  Austin jabbed at the last one again to knock it back flat once more, then went forward and down to stab it through the eye with his knife.
 
   “Mom!” Candice said in alarm, tugging at Jessica’s pants.
 
   Glancing behind her again, Jessica saw the door taking the beating had splintered and bent enough so it couldn’t be held open by the second one anymore.  Right as she looked, it gave up the effort and broke completely apart.  She lunged for the rear door, the only one now, and caught it by putting her shoulder against it.  Then her eyes widened as she felt it moving – it and her both – despite her trying to plant her feet and lean her whole body into it.
 
   “Austin!” she said in alarm, grunting as she tried to will her shoes into finding enough friction to keep from sliding bit by bit across the hallway floor.  Behind her, she could feel the zombies pounding on the door; every impact shaking her whole body.  This close – with only a few inches of hollow, thin wood between her and them – the odor emanating from the walking corpses was over powering.  Fetid and foul, cloying and insipid despite her frantic distraction and attempt to ignore it; it felt like a presence every bit as physical as the zombies’ efforts to get past the door.
 
   Austin turned with his knife still in the skull of the zombie he’d just stabbed, and jerked the blade and himself up in one swift motion.  “This way, let it go.  Move!” he said quickly, gesturing to her with the blade.  Its metal was streaked with sticky residue, and bits fell to the floor as he waved it around.
 
   “Candice, go.” Jessica gasped, arching her back as she shoved the door back an inch.
 
   “You can’t hold it.”
 
   “I’m not going to!  Go!” she ordered.
 
   Candice darted past Austin, and Jessica gave one final push at the door before she sprinted forward away from it.  Behind her, she heard the door slam into the wall as the resistance holding it open abruptly vanished; followed by some very obvious thuds of bone on ground as the zombies stumbled to the floor.  She ignored all that to squeeze past Austin and grab for her daughter’s hand.
 
   Austin was using his sticks to push the twitching zombie a little further out of the way; but whatever was wrong with the creature, it wasn’t trying to grab at or eat any of the humans.  Jessica glanced back and saw the zombies coming from the kitchen had fallen, but only the first two; the third was staggering unsteadily through the fallen bodies of its nightmarish companions, somehow keeping its feet as it made right for Austin.
 
   “Go.” he repeated as he swiveled to face down the hallway and stepped back toward her.  He nearly filled the hallway from side to side, especially when he raised his arms up ready to fight.
 
   Jessica pulled Candice away from the trio of pursuing zombies.  She heard a hollow thud-thunk behind her as Austin hit one of the zombies with his stick, but she ignored that as she got to the front door and set herself against it.  With her foot and body planted very carefully, leaning into it with all her weight, she opened it just a crack; barely enough for her to even look out through.
 
   Nothing loomed on the other side; at least, nothing close.  She eased it open a little further and peered out.  About half a dozen zombies were milling about; widely spaced across the unmown grass.  Most of them were just ambling unsteadily about without seeming to have any real direction; but two had clearly noticed or decided something interesting was going on in the house.  They were already shambling around toward it, and she saw their eyes lock on her as she stood looking through the door.
 
   “We can get to the street.” Jessica said, turning her head and speaking as quietly as she dared without feeling certain it would still be too low to carry to Austin.  She would have preferred the yard be clear of any threats, but she didn’t see any real problem with getting past the handful of monsters in the grass outside so she and Candice and Austin could make it to the gate.
 
   He had knocked the first of the new trio of zombies down, and spoke as he kicked its head with his boot.  “Can’t tell beyond that?”
 
   “Not from here.”
 
   “We can always start shooting and break back for the house.”
 
   “Let’s hope we don’t have to.” she muttered, opening the door all the way and double checking that she had Candice’s hand gripped tightly in her own.  She scarcely need to have bothered; the girl was clinging to Jessica with strength far past what seemed possible for a ten-year-old.  “Come on sweetie, stay right with me.”
 
   “O-o-okay.” Candice quavered.
 
   Jessica stepped through the doorway and took another long look around, deciding on her route and how she wanted to move around the zombies.  They were starting to react, staggering around and starting to move toward the door.  She really hoped there wasn’t another huge horde lurking on the other side of the wall at the edge of the property, or waiting in one of the adjacent yards.  She figured there would be some dodging and scrambling, more taking what was given and less what was wanted, on the way out; but she didn’t want to get treed up again.  Or worse.
 
   “What’s the problem?” Austin asked from behind her.
 
   “Just making sure it’s clear.” Jessica answered Austin, kicking herself mentally and getting moving.  “Okay, here we go.  We’re going to be dodging around some.”
 
   “Hurry!”  Candice said in a scared voice as the zombies finally all noticed them.  As Jessica tugged her along, the girl shied away from one that was getting near enough to be eager as it reached for the humans.
 
   Jessica curved around it at a fast walk, then cut toward the center of the yard.  The other zombies were starting to react, but slowly, so very slowly.  The one saving grace of dealing with zombies; well, that and their inability to think clearly.  They were slow, and they were stupid.  She zigzagged through them, struggling to keep her expression calm, and made it to the gate.  It opened at her shove, and she stopped for one look at what lay beyond before heading through.
 
   The street was not deserted as it had been before everything erupted the previous day; but neither was it covered in a hungry mob of undead as it had been when they’d arrived at the house pursued by a tidal wave carpet of horror.  Now, only maybe three or four dozen zombies were in view, milling and ambling aimlessly back and forth around on the road and sidewalks.  That wasn’t great, but it also wasn’t hopeless either.  There was a good chance.
 
   She was betting their lives on it.
 
   “Right looks good.” Austin said as he arrived behind her.
 
   “Right it is.” she nodded, turning in that direction.  Keeping her left hand on Candice’s shoulder, Jessica started moving; constantly plotting and replotting a course through the zombies.  Austin grabbed at her to slow her down once, stepping past and using his sticks to knock a zombie out of the way to open a safer hole for them to fit through, but other than that the going was good.  They picked their way through the zombies by ones and twos, curving back and forth across the street, but staying safely out of reach the entire time.
 
   At the end of the block Jessica turned them north and kept moving.  Mindful of Austin’s increasingly labored breathing, she slowed their pace to a more measured walk whenever there was room to take it slower; but she didn’t stop, and he didn’t complain.  It was hard, but she kept telling herself to not hope too soon.  The escape looked to be working, but could go sour without warning.
 
   So she kept moving, and Austin and Candice stayed right with her.  They started to pick up something of a wake of zombies, the creatures falling in behind them from yards and along the street and staggering out of houses as the trio got past uneaten, but as long as the humans kept moving, the zombies couldn’t catch them.
 
   But the zombies who came after them seemed to be the exception now, not the rule as the day before.  The most noise – which Jessica was starting to think had been the primary exacerbating factor yesterday – came from footsteps and feet on pavement.  Without all the shooting and yelling and engine noises, zombies weren’t being drawn in from all over.  Or they’d wandered off; but as the slow speed dodging and chasing went on, she was starting to believe it was the noise. 
 
   As they walked, Jessica got a good look into as yards they were passing; and most of them showed a lot of lingering and lurking zombies.  Why they were congregating behind the walls she had no idea, but after walking for nearly two miles, she was convinced there had to be hundreds of zombies in the immediate area.  Probably thousands.  But the exact number didn’t matter.
 
   There were a lot.  Far more than she and Austin could have held off.  Certainly more than they could have somehow slaughtered.
 
   “Hiding was the right move.” Jessica said as they finally broke out into a more open area, leaving the neighborhoods behind.
 
   “Looks like it.” Austin said tightly.
 
   Jessica glanced at him.  “How are you doing?”
 
   “I’m okay.”
 
   “You sound like you’re in pain.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “We need to find a car or something.”
 
   “I agree.” he replied, making a show of looking around.  The road was flat and nearly level – like most of the state, in stark contrast to Georgia’s nearly continuous arrangement of hills and slopes – running west away from the neighborhood, and Ocala to the east of that.
 
   “What about the zombies?” Candice asked.  She was starting to sound more ‘normal’; or, at least, as normal as she had since the outbreaks.  The panic and terror of the previous day wasn’t as evident, and there was now a bit of very obvious hope for safety on her face and in her voice.
 
   “We’ll just keep dealing with them the best we can when we run across them.” Jessica answered her daughter.
 
   “No, I mean the ones behind us.” Candice said.
 
   Jessica glanced back.  The trio had opened a gap of over a block between themselves and the leading edge of the pursuing horde, but the zombies were still following.  She looked around, trying to figure something out.  The landscape was much more open, another difference between Georgia and Florida.
 
   Back in Georgia, trees were everywhere; mostly pines.  There was open land, but especially along roadways, trees tended to border the pavement unless it was a settled area like a city or town.  And even there, a lot of the space not occupied by pavement or specific landscaping, or buildings and their cleared yards, tended to have pine tree stands growing.
 
   Here, there were some trees; but they ranged from the occasional pine, through a varied mix of things like scrub oaks and sometimes maples, and even a not infrequent number of palm trees.  None of the palms Jessica had taken note of were the towering examples she saw in movies or on television, but palm trees they definitely were.
 
   But here the trees were an exception, not a rule; mostly singles, and well spaced singles at that.  A lot of the land was fairly open; with grass and other low lying vegetation predominant.  It made for an easier view, and as she took it in, she noticed a less upscale collection of houses off to the southwest.  The trio would have to cross maybe half a mile of sandy ground, but it looked like there were at least several dozen houses over there.
 
   Austin had told her, repeatedly, the best place to find a car and its keys, would usually be a house.  If the car was parked at the house, it probably had belonged to someone who lived there.  Most people had multiple keys for their vehicles, if only because there were usually multiple people residing there that might need to make use of it.  If the people were gone but the car was still there, there was at least a decent chance the house might hold the keys that would go to the car.
 
   “What about over there.” Jessica said, pointing.
 
   “Worth a shot.” Austin said immediately.
 
   She eyed him.  “You’ve been waiting for me to suggest it, haven’t you?”
 
   “Would I do that?”
 
   She shook her head, uninterested in teasing him very much when he was obviously having to dig some for the drive to keep going.  He was tough and determined, but there was always a limit.  Nothing said flesh could keep going even when will demanded it.  “Watch yourselves going through the ditch.”
 
   “It should slow the horde down some.” Austin said, changing course to angle off-road.
 
   “Let’s hope.”
 
   “Ten bucks says we at least double our lead before a decent line of them make it off the road to keep coming.”
 
   “No bet.” Jessica snorted.
 
   “Chicken.”
 
   “I don’t have ten bucks.” she pointed out.  She’d been suburban through and through; living her life via cards.  She still had the cards, in her wallet tucked away in her purse, but they were useless.  Though, to be fair, the money – if she’d had any cash – was equally useless now.
 
   “And we don’t bet with you.” Candice chimed in.  She was starting to look and sound calmer, as the trio continued to outpace the zombies and gained some separation from the hordes.  “You’re too good at betting games.  That’s why we usually play rummy or Nah-Ah.”
 
   “I’d laugh if I wasn’t trying so hard to breathe.” Austin said, though he did flash a smile that held most of his usual good cheer.  “But you’re both still chicken.”
 
   “Less name calling, more breathing.” Jessica said as she went down the front side of the ditch.  The bottom was sandy but gave good footing.  She climbed up the far side and turned in case Austin needed a hand.  He didn’t; his height and long legs gave him an advantage even though he was moving gingerly.
 
   Sure enough, they did double their lead over the zombies by cutting cross-country.  Jessica ignored her growing thirst as the exertion and sun raised a good sweat; anything was better than getting eaten.  As they neared the new neighborhood, she recognized it as definitely a lower income one.  The houses were back to single story, and there was little sign of any carefully cultivated landscaping or grounds keeping.  Some were clearly in need of fresh paint and basic maintenance.
 
   But out of the first half dozen houses she could see, three had cars parked in their driveways.  That offered hope.  She glanced behind at the zombie pack, then eyed the houses ahead again.  She saw only a small handful of milling figures that might be zombies; but nothing that was going to block her off from getting into any of the houses.
 
   “Candice, stay with Austin.” she said as she decided.
 
   “What?  Why?” the girl asked, her voice rising in alarm.
 
   “Stay with Austin.  I’m going ahead to start checking for a car we can use.”
 
   “But—” Candice began, then stopped herself.  “Be careful Mom.” she said, her voice obviously under tremendous control.
 
   Jessica smiled her best reassuring smile; they weren’t out the woods yet, and the girl obviously knew it.  “Always.”
 
   Jessica broke into a jog, pulling away from Austin and her daughter.  She angled directly for the closest house that had a vehicle out front, heading right for the glass doors on the back patio.  She was concerned about Austin, but she also trusted him.  If he couldn’t keep going, he’d figure something out.  Candice was safe with him.
 
   As Jessica neared the house, she noticed a line running from one corner out to a stake planted a good ways from the structure.  Then she saw the bodies close to it; each laying crumpled up and still leashed to the runner cord.  The dogs had suffered a lot of damage from zombies that had clearly caught them, but even after that and the intervening decomposition, the bodies were still recognizable.  She averted her eyes as best she could, and hoped Candice focused on surviving rather than what had happened to the pets.
 
   Pausing only to collect a good sized rock before she entered the yard, Jessica used it to break the glass on one of the back doors by throwing it from the edge of the patio.  Most of the glass fell out in a shattering tinkle of fragments, but she had to use the barrel of the Shield to poke a few stubborn ones free so they fell clear before she could enter.
 
   The house had the same musty smell she’d grown accustomed to; no one had been in it for a long time.  Jessica didn’t bother to clear the house, though she kept her pistol in hand as she ransacked the living room very quickly looking for a rack or a bowl or something that might hold keys.
 
   She didn’t turn anything up, but as she went to leave, she noticed a case of cheap generic bottled sodas on the linoleum next to the kitchen counters.  Bending down, she picked the whole thing up and carried it outside with her.  At the edge of the yard, she set it down and waved at Austin and Candice to get their attention, then pointed at it.  Austin gave her a raised thumbs-up in return.  She nodded back exaggeratedly, then knelt and tore two bottles out of the plastic rings holding them in place.
 
   One she stuffed into her back pocket, the other she held away from herself and twisted open.  The soda foamed up immediately, but she just let the cascade dribble away until it subsided so she could start downing it.  The sugary liquid was warm and really not very pleasant, but it was liquid.  She gulped at what was left of the bottle greedily, then dropped it as she jogged for the next house.  The drink gave her hope that things were starting to look up.
 
   She didn’t spot another rock as she walked; but the house had some tube framed lawn chairs placed around an umbrella-stand table that had seen better days about a decade earlier.  Now the set was just pathetic; weathered, dirty, chipped, and in desperate need of replacing.  But one of the chairs served to let her break through the glass back door just as well as a rock would’ve.
 
   Entering, she found the living room held a shock – the long dead body of a woman who’d been shot twice in the head, judging by the dried and crusty gore splattered on the wall and floor around her – but there was a little wire rack next to the front door that had two sets of keys hanging from it.  Keys!  Jessica dropped the chair and had to remind herself to be careful.
 
   She double checked that the body was really twice dead, and not just an unobservant or tired zombie.  It didn’t move, and the rest of the room was empty of anything humanoid shaped or hungry.  Well, except her.  She was hungry, but that was a problem for later.  Right now, she was only concerned with the keys.  Holding the Taurus at the ready, she darted across the room and grabbed the keys before retracing her steps toward back door.
 
   Outside, she took a wide berth around the house.  She had drawn some zombie attention with her glass breaking, but she had most of a minute before any got near enough to her to cause problems.  A car was also out front, which hopefully she now had the keys to.  It was a battered little Toyota with rust streaks and paint that had not fared any better under the Florida sun than the picnic table out back; but one of the rings had a key that fit the door lock.
 
   Dropping into the driver’s seat, Jessica closed the door and then briefly closed her eyes as she fit the ignition key into place.  “Please God, please oh please oh please.” she prayed before twisting the key.  The engine made a sort of chugging sound, then a longer one, then finally started turning over.  Jessica held her breath as the starter worked, looking over her shoulder to check on the zombies.  She still had time.  The engine kept cranking.  Then, with a surge that spiked through her like a breath of icy artic air, the engine caught and whined to life.
 
   “Thank you.” she said, looking skyward feelingly.  The engine was idling a little roughly, and she heard a faint pinging that told of some sort of fuel problem, but she’d worry about any of that later.  Right now, it was running.  “Please, please, keep running.” she thought.  “Come on, give us this break.  Just this break and we’ll have a shot.”  Shifting into reverse, she twisted and looked over her shoulder again.  There were a few zombies getting somewhat close.  All three were out in the street.
 
   Stepping on the accelerator, Jessica backed rapidly out of the driveway and right into the first two.  They were lined up neatly enough for her to hit one after the other, and they went down without anything more than a few thumps and bumps as the bumper, then wheels, drove over them.  She went several car lengths past the third one before stopping and putting the transmission into drive and running that one down too.  It stuck to the hood for a few moments before falling beneath the wheels.  The car rocked as she drove over it, but other than the body swaying back and forth some, the car held up under the ramming just fine.  She parked in the driveway again and looked around quickly.  Now she had a much bigger zombie-free space to work with.
 
   Lowering the window – using a manual handle that she hadn’t seen in a vehicle in quite a while – she set the brake and left the car running with the transmission in park before getting out.  Jessica was almost around to the back yard between the houses before she spotted Austin and Candice coming toward her.  Austin had the cardboard flat of sodas propped up on his right shoulder – his good side – and was starting to visibly limp a little.
 
   But he kept coming.  The set expression on the big man’s face told her he was in pain, but she could tell it was under control by how he kept moving and didn’t falter.  He didn’t say anything as he went past her toward the Toyota.  Candice, however, threw her hands up like she was signaling a touchdown.  “Mom!  You found a car!”
 
   “I did.  Get in sweetie.” Jessica said, looking around again.
 
   “Yay!” the girl cheered.  She had soda dripping from her chin, and more spilled across her shirt, but Jessica didn’t care.  What mattered was Candice was safe.  Watered, somewhat sticky, in need of a meal and a shower; but safe.
 
   Austin eased himself into the passenger side as Candice piled into the back seat excitedly.  Jessica got in and took the drinks from Austin, half throwing them into the back seat next to Candice.  Then she got the car moving again; following the streets toward the main road that was visible between the houses in the rundown little neighborhood.  She wove around zombies at need, twice changed routes for one that was less hungry, then headed west when she made the six lane expanse that was obviously a major artery for the Ocala outskirts.
 
   “Now what?” Austin asked tightly as he shifted in his seat, trying to find a comfortable position as he pushed it back to the stops.  He was much bigger than the car was really designed for.  He was clearly willing to make do though, however much he filled the space and had to hunch his head to fit in beneath the cramped roof level.
 
   “Two options, possibly with some room to modify them a little if we want.” Jessica said as the reality that they might be okay began to settle in.  She glanced at the dashboard.  The fuel gauge showed about two-thirds of tank.
 
   “Hit me.”
 
   “Option one, we scavenge up some basic supplies like gas cans and water and stuff and head south.”
 
   “And the other one?”
 
   “We find a better vehicle, something big enough to carry more than just us, and see if we can get back to the SUV and grab all the stuff we already found.” Jessica said.  “Then we head south.”
 
   “Do we have to decide now?” Austin asked.
 
   She glanced over at him.  He was holding his left side and controlling his breathing in an attempt to keep from alarming her or Candice, but he was hurting.  She eyed him as critically as she knew how.  His color was good, so if he’d started bleeding somewhere, it wasn’t too bad.  His breath was slightly labored, but already easing as he was able to rest his injuries.  Tough guy or not, however bad she felt for him, she’d seen him worse.
 
   But if he wanted, needed, a break . . . that was fair.  More than fair.  “Hell, I need a break.” she thought tiredly.
 
   “No, we can take some time.” she said aloud.  “Maybe we can look around and find a quiet spot, and catch our breath.”
 
   “Maybe find something to eat?” Candice asked hopefully.
 
   Jessica smiled, trying to keep the moment light and funny rather than desperate.  “Some food would help, definitely.  We’ll keep going east, try to get away from the heavier zombie concentrations, and see what turns up.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan.” Austin nodded.
 
   “Why don’t you take something?” Jessica asked him.  She knew he had some first aid stuff in one of his pouches or pockets; and that there were some pain pills in it.  She knew because she’d given him the pills; from a big family sized bottle she’d pulled out of a bathroom cabinet six weeks ago.  They were only acetaminophen, to be fair, but they would probably help.
 
   “It’s not that bad.”
 
   “Bad enough.” she disagreed.
 
   “The pain lets me know what’s going on.”
 
   “And it slows you down.” she said.  “Anything really bad is still going to get through the pills.  A couple might take the edge off though.”
 
   “Is that an order?”
 
   She blinked at him, then smiled hesitantly.  “If it needs to be, then yeah.  Pop some painkillers and take a breather soldier.  We’re not all the way out of the woods just yet.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine – Pit Stop
 
   “This looks like it might be promising.”
 
   “Only one way to find out.” Austin said.
 
   “You feeling better?” Jessica asked him.  He’d drunk three of the sodas and taken some pills, and sounded better, but she was still worried about him.  Sugar, caffeine, and pain killers only went so far.  But he lifted the MP5 with sure movements when she glanced at him.
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   Hiding her frown, Jessica returned her gaze back outside the car and looked over the little garage again.  It looked intact and closed up tight; not even the windows were broken out.  Neither did she see any sign of damage on the doors or walls to indicate anyone – anything – had been beating on it.
 
   The structure wasn’t very large, even though the roll-up door fronting the garage portion was a double wide.  There were two bays, and both were occupied with vehicles.  There was also a battered, old Ford truck and a well-worn Buick four-door parked out front of it that were similarly unmolested.
 
   “Alright, let’s circle it once and see if anything happens.” she decided.  “If not, we’ll get out and have a longer look.”
 
   “Good call.” Austin nodded, rolling his window all the way down and laying the stubby little submachine gun across the sill.  Jessica drove into the lot and slowly around the side, then the back, of the garage.  It was just off SR-40, west of Ocala.  According to the map in Austin’s pocket, the only things of note in this direction away from Ocala were a couple of fairly small towns to the north and south west; but due west was nothing but rural Florida, some sort of state park, and then along the coast another one.
 
   She supposed she and Candice and Austin were probably still in the Ocala zip codes, but they’d driven far enough west to leave the zombie infested city behind.  The garage was free-standing and spaced a couple hundred feet from anything else along the road; but there were other buildings in view.  Just north was a small and fairly uncrowded looking subdivision of single story houses, and a little further west other buildings with tall commercial signs promised other businesses.
 
   The garage was apparently on the outskirts of whatever little piece of civilization they’d come to, and Jessica was happy to stay distant.  She just wanted a spot to rest up for a little while, and where they could find a better car than the beat up little Toyota.  Preferably something larger, since she knew what she wanted to do after they caught their breath.
 
   Circling around the far side of the garage, Jessica slowed and stopped as she reached the front again.  Aside from wind rippled overgrown grass and weeds beyond the paved lot, nothing seemed to be moving.  Nothing pressed itself against the windows, watching them with dead hungry eyes.  Neither did anything appear from elsewhere, lurching toward them with outstretched arms.
 
   “Looks quiet.” Austin said.
 
   “Let’s hope it is.” she nodded, putting the car in park and setting the brake.  Turning, she looked at her daughter.  “Okay Candice, you stay right with me, alright?”
 
   “I’m not staying in the car?” the girl asked, wearing an expression of surprise.
 
   “No.” Jessica shook her head.  The SUV had been a safe place for Candice to stay, with its heavily armored construction and dark windows that could stop bullets and withstand pounding hands; but the little Toyota was no more than a speed bump for any zombie who wandered up.  Jessica had no illusions about glass holding one off, and any average sized adult who was now pulseless and hungry could reach past the midline of the car from outside.
 
   “You’re staying with me.” Jessica said.  “Stay close, keep your eyes open, and be careful.  Don’t touch things, stay between me and Austin, and just . . . remember the rules.”
 
   “Got it.” Candice nodded.
 
   Jessica shut the engine off and pocketed the keys before checking around outside the car twice.  Still clear, so she got out and started to draw the Taurus, then reminded herself about the ammunition situation and reached behind her for the Shield.  Clutching it in both hands, she turned in a circle, then in another one while crouching so she could look beneath the cars.  The area still seemed quiet.  Austin was out by the time she rose, his head swiveling steadily as he took everything in.  Candice opened her door and slid down out of the seat, moving to join her mother.
 
   Once the girl was with her, Jessica headed toward the garage.  Austin came around the Toyota and moved with her, staying about six steps back with the MP5 leveled.  She checked through the windows when she got near the building, then reached out and tried the door.
 
   “Locked.” she said, glancing around the area again.
 
   “Want me to have a go at it?” Austin asked.  He’d automatically turned to put his back toward her, watching the parking lot and road.
 
   Jessica started to disagree, then stopped herself.  The cache of extra ammunition they’d started with – and added to from what had turned up in house searches back in Georgia – was locked in the wrecked SUV in Ocala.  She could break a window, but as far as forcing the door . . . she’d need tools and some serious sweat to pull that off.  Or bullets; which were loud and not exactly inexhaustible.  Especially not with the bulk of what they knew about locked in a wreck in the middle of the zombie infested city of Ocala.
 
   “Yeah, okay.” she agreed.
 
   When she stepped back, she almost tripped over Candice.  The girl hopped back quickly though, and Jessica kept her feet.  Austin moved past her as she turned, taking up his rear watch duties.  She heard the knob rattle, then a heavy, splintering thump as he hit the door somehow.  Jessica kept her eyes on the road and parking lot, steadily sweeping from one side of the building all the way around to the other for any sign of zombies, as Austin hit the door a second time.
 
   Whatever he was doing to it, the third impact did the trick; the sound of the door flying open and slamming against the interior wall was unmistakable.  A quieter, more muffled thud came next, then he spoke.
 
   “Going in.”
 
   Jessica started to object, then stopped herself.  Arguing was silly.  After her latest sweep of the building’s exterior, she turned and moved in after him.
 
   The interior was dim, but not dark; plenty of sun was streaming in through the windows, and more from the garage next door.  The carpet was worn and all but threadbare, but basically clean and tidy.  Well, except for a thick layer of dust.  But beneath that she saw care had been taken to maintain it despite its age.
 
   The room was obviously some sort of waiting area; hard plastic chairs, a couple of low end tables with magazines, and a small television set mounted up high in the corner behind the little counter.  That was where the register was, along with some little cardboard stands holding brochures for AAA and some travel-tourist locations.  A small mini-fridge stood on the floor at the end of the counter, with a cardboard box of snacks on it.  A sign stuck to the box read “$1.00 each.”
 
   Dominating all of it, however, was the massive bloodstain.  It covered the wall behind the counter, rust brown and bumpy in texture with long since dried and crusted over blood and bits.  Jessica stopped just inside the door, staring, then kicked herself mentally and turned to face out of the door.  Staring at the remains of the inside of someone’s head wasn’t beneficial; or safe.  “Candice, you okay?”
 
   “Fine.” the girl replied.
 
   “Suicide.” Austin said.  “There’s a shotgun back here, and a box of shells.  Body doesn’t look like it’s been disturbed.  Shop clothes, nametag on the shirt says ‘Evan’ . . . I think this maybe was the owner.”
 
   Jessica shrugged slightly; whatever had happened, ‘Evan’ hadn’t wanted any part of it or what came next.  “No threat?” she asked.
 
   “No threat.  Hold tight while I check the bathroom and office.”
 
   Jessica had seen the marked doors, and remained where she was in the doorway to the outside as Austin opened the others.  Everything remained quiet outside as she heard hinges creak and door tongues click and scrape behind her, then Austin spoke again.
 
   “Clear.  Pull that shut and let’s check the garage.”
 
   Jessica stepped back slowly, giving Candice time to anticipate her movements.  When she had room, she nudged the door closed with her foot and pushed it fully shut with her left hand so it latched.  Only then did she back another couple of steps and turn to face Austin.
 
   He had his hand on the doorknob of the last door in the room, the one that separated the office and waiting area from the garage bays.  The large interior window in the same wall let her see out into the garage; showing what she took for a typical mechanic’s scene that was as quiet as everything else was.  When she was ready to back him up, Austin opened the door and went through.
 
   He moved quickly, his head and the gun in his hands swiveling and turning rapidly with almost machine-like movements.  By the time Jessica reached the doorway and took her first direct look at the bays, Austin had moved right, toward the big bay door and the back of an older, but seemingly well maintained, Cadillac with its hood up.
 
   As she watched, Austin checked across the inside of the garage doors at the rear of the Cadillac, then moved behind it.  Jessica bit her lip momentarily, then spoke.  “Austin, I can’t cover you from here.”
 
   “Hold tight.” he said without looking at her, continuing his sweep.  Jessica frowned, but waited with the pistol at the ready as he checked around the other vehicle in the garage – a late model pickup truck that was raised up on a hydraulic lift – and finally circled around and back to her.
 
   “Clear.” he said, straightening from his ready pose.
 
   She didn’t bother to ask if he was sure; confirmation was what he got from her on things like this, not the other way around.  He knew what he was doing.  So did she, mostly, but she was still new at it.  Austin was the expert.
 
   “Step two, let’s have something to eat.” she said, clicking the safety back on the Shield and slowly replacing it in the holster.
 
   “Chips and crackers?” Austin asked.
 
   “Yeah.” she shrugged.  “Unless you saw something better in the office.”
 
   He shook his head as he went back into the office, headed for the outside door.  “Nope.  I’ll go grab some drinks out of the car.”
 
   Jessica looked around the shop area again, then at Candice.  “Stay right here.” she told her daughter.  “I’ll be back in a moment.”
 
   Candice flinched, hesitated, then slowly nodded.  “Okay.” she said carefully, glancing around.
 
   Jessica went into the office and grabbed the entire box of snacks off the mini-fridge.  Returning to the shop, she dragged an old empty milk crate over to the floor just outside the office and deposited the box on it.
 
   “Sit down honey, eat something.” she said, starting to fold herself downward.
 
   Candice grabbed for a package of ‘cheese’ filled pretzel snacks immediately, and had it open and the first handful in her mouth before Jessica could even lower herself to the floor.
 
   “Slow down, don’t choke.” Jessica admonished as Candice crunched loudly.  There had been no dinner in the attic, no breakfast either, and it was closer to noon than dawn; but they had something to eat now, and things were safe for the moment.  “The food’s not going anywhere.”
 
   Candice mumbled something that sounded apologetic, but kept chewing.  Jessica looked at the packages of peanut butter crackers in the snack box, but changed her mind and selected a bag of Chex Mix instead.  Even as hungry as she was, she was tired of peanut butter crackers after the past few days.  She turned as Austin came back in carrying a number of sodas clutched against his chest in his right hand.  His left still held the submachine gun, though it was pointed down at the floor.
 
   “Here.” he said, leaning down so Jessica could reach for the bottles.  Between both of them, they got the drinks transferred to the floor without dropping any, and he sank down to sit cross legged with the MP5 at his side.  He apparently wasn’t bored with peanut butter crackers yet, she saw, because he immediately reached for three of the five packages in the box.
 
   For the next few minutes, there was nothing but the rustle and crackle of wrappings being removed and torn, and the crunching and chewing of junk food.  Despite her admonishment to Candice about not bolting the food, Jessica herself went through the bag of Chex Mix quite quickly.  She followed it up with a bag of corn chips, and then started on a package of Hostess cupcakes.  Candice ate the pretzels, half of a bag of barbecue potato chips, then started on some Oreo cookies.
 
   Finally, her stomach full enough with empty – but welcome – calories to sate her for the moment, Jessica sat back from the impromptu feast and looked around again.  She knew almost nothing useful about cars, but there seemed to be a lot of parts and tools scattered around the engine compartment of the Cadillac.  And a shop light was hanging beneath the truck up on the lift, and an open tool chest was there along with more parts laying about on the floor.
 
   “Think either of these are running?” she asked.
 
   Austin shrugged and followed her gaze over to the vehicles in the bays.  “Maybe, but my guess is they were being serviced.”
 
   “We need something better than the Toyota.” Jessica thought out loud.
 
   “Something with more cargo room, sturdier, right?” he asked.
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Well, there’s another truck outside.” he shrugged again.  “And that sedan.  And if none of those work out, we can check down the road a little ways.  We’ll find something that’ll work.”
 
   “Hopefully without needing to spend the rest of the day looking.” Jessica agreed.
 
   “We’re okay.  And something usable is around here somewhere.”
 
   “Yeah, but the quicker we’re in something more capable, the better I’ll feel.  I want to see about recovering the stuff that got left in the SUV.”
 
   Austin started to say something, hesitated, then grimaced.  “Yeah.”
 
   “What’s wrong?” Jessica asked.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “You don’t think we should go back?”
 
   “It’s a lot of supplies, but a lot of it we can probably replace with some looking.” he said slowly.  “Like the food and clothing; shouldn’t be that tough to look around and come up with some more.  But the ammunition, the gas and water cans, all that bleach . . . that’s some stuff we definitely have a use for.  Especially the ammunition . . . that’s a lot of rounds that we won’t have to scrounge up replacements for in drips and drabs, assuming we can even find replacements.”
 
   “But . . .” she prompted him, reading his face and seeing there was more he hadn’t said yet.
 
   “But, getting at the SUV might take some doing.” he said.
 
   She frowned, but nodded.  Whatever had happened to or in Ocala, now it was well and truly zombie infested.  The events of the past nineteen or twenty hours had made that clear.  But . . . “I’m not intending to go on some heroic recovery mission,” she said slowly, “but if we can get at it, I’d like to recover what got left.  It’ll save us weeks of trying to replace it, which is weeks we won’t have to spend on survival scrounging while looking for somewhere to spend the winter.”
 
   “No argument.” he said before stuffing the last cracker of the third package in his mouth.  He crunched twice and swallowed before lifting his soda for a drink.
 
   “You don’t think it’s a risk?”
 
   Austin held up a finger as he guzzled soda.  When he lowered the bottle, he gasped quietly, belched a little, and took a deep breath.  “Everything’s a risk.”
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   He shrugged and looked at her, his eyes a little tired but clear.  “I do, but the principle stands.  Everything’s a risk.  Is going after a known cache safer than finding replacements for it all in a dozen, two dozen, or more other places?  Places we’ll have to look for?  That we’ll not even know whether or not if they exist?”
 
   “It’s not like what we were carrying means we don’t have to get more besides—” she started, but he shook his head.
 
   “I know.  But it’s a buffer against other problems.  It buys us time to not have to take a lot of other risks.”
 
   “Hello?” a new voice called from behind her.
 
   Jessica spun around on her butt in alarm, reaching for the Taurus, but Austin moved like he was on springs.  By the time she was able to pivot and draw the pistol, the big man was already on his feet with the MP5 in hand and pointed at the window dividing the shop from the office.
 
   Beyond the window, a middle aged man was standing with his hands held outstretched to the side, above his shoulders with the fingers spread.  A rifle barrel poked up past his shoulder, hanging from a sling; and he wore a broad brimmed fedora above a calm expression.
 
   “Surprising people can be dangerous.” Austin said as Jessica scrambled to her feet, clutching the Taurus.
 
   “I know, which is why I called out and made sure I wasn’t moving.” the man replied.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “To talk.”
 
   “About?”
 
   “Survival.”
 
   “We’re surviving just fine.” Jessica said loudly as she kept her thumb on the lever for the Taurus’ safety.
 
   “Huddling in an abandoned auto garage eating snack cakes?” the man said.
 
   “Spying isn’t friendly friend.” Austin said in a matter-of-fact tone that managed to somehow edge itself with harshness despite the lack of any overt hostility.
 
   “Caution, not spying.” the man replied.  “Look, I’m not alone, and I’m not here to cause any problems.  Can we just talk?”
 
   “Who’s with you?”
 
   “Some friends.  They’re outside, watching things.”
 
   Jessica frowned.  “I don’t want to sound unfriendly, but that sort of sounded like it could turn into a threat.”
 
   The man shook his head.  “No threats.  Wandering around alone isn’t the best idea these days.  And, it’s just . . . we’ve had a few bad experiences.”
 
   “Yeah, us too.” Jessica answered.
 
   “Okay, so why don’t we put the guns down and just talk?”
 
   Jessica hesitated.  The man looked perfectly ordinary; like a PTA dad who did his own yard work, or an office worker with outdoor hobbies.  His expression didn’t hold any lurking negative emotions that she could detect; no anger or greed or jealousy.
 
   “Alright, let’s talk.” she allowed.  “But just you.  Your ‘friends’ stay outside.”
 
   “Fine.” he said.  “Okay if I let them know we’re good in here?”
 
   “You do that.” Jessica said, taking her thumb off her pistol’s safety.
 
   The man turned and stepped outside.  “No problems.  Going to talk for a bit.” he called out.  A moment later someone answered, their voice indeterminate from where Jessica stood, but he apparently heard it just fine.  “No, just keep an eye on things out here and yell if anything develops.”
 
   Austin had lowered the MP5 somewhat, but it was still in his hands, and Jessica suspected even without properly aiming it he’d be able to shoot the man if necessary.  She lowered her own weapon, but kept it in her hand as she watched the man turn and start walking through the office.  His hands were lowered somewhat, but not all the way down at his sides; sort of like he was splitting the difference between acting normal and trying to project harmlessness.
 
   “I’m Stuart Bryant.” he said when he reached the doorway between the office and shop.
 
   Jessica dug for what she hoped was, at least vaguely, a neutral voice.  “Jessica, Austin, and my daughter.” she answered, reaching behind her and putting her left hand on Candice’s shoulder.  The girl had risen and was standing with Jessica between her and Stuart.
 
   Feeling Candice using her as a shield, Jessica had to remind herself to dig for her own resolve.  She wanted a shield.  She wanted everything to stop being so complicated and dangerous; for it all to just go back to a normal give and take that didn’t end in pain and violence and despair.  But there was only a step at a time, like Austin had been saying for weeks.  Always take things a step at a time.
 
   For her next step, she still wasn’t sure if she was ready to trust people.  Part of her was beginning to feel like she was being silly, but she couldn’t help it.  Knoxville had just been too close of a thing.  Her priority was safety and survival . . . other people had proven their definitions of safety and survival didn’t necessarily include hers.
 
   On either count.
 
   “What do you want to talk about?” Austin asked.  His tone, while continuing to lack any overtly unfriendly qualities, wasn’t entirely welcoming either.
 
   “We wanted to see if you folks were looking for a place to stay.”
 
   “What?” Jessica asked in surprise, though she felt her expression coloring back over almost immediately with suspicion.  “Why would you want to know that?”
 
   “Hey, we’re just talking, right?” the man said, lifting his hands out and away from his body a little more.
 
   Jessica sat firmly on her impulse toward alarm and made herself consider things calmly.  “Right, talking.  What makes you think we’re looking for a place to stay?”
 
   “We saw you stop to check this place out—” Stuart began, only for Austin to break in.
 
   “Saw us? Who’s we?” he asked, his tone still purposefully not edged with threat.  That just left it sounding that much more dangerous, Jessica noted, as Stuart eyed the big man uneasily.
 
   “We’re from Sandy Summit, over that way.” he said quickly, pointing.  His hand was gesturing at the wall of the garage past the truck, but Jessica took his meaning easily enough; he was from somewhere in that direction.  “We keep folks on watch for anything that might be something to investigate or come handle.”
 
   “What’s Sandy Summit?” Jessica asked.
 
   “Retirement community.” Stuart answered.  “Gated neighborhood, condos and houses, though we’ve basically moved everyone into the main building for safety and to make it easier to help each other.”
 
   “Retirement community?”
 
   “Mostly seniors.” he nodded.  “At least, those that survived the outbreaks.  Some family members who showed up, and some others, like you folks maybe, who joined us looking for safety.”
 
   “I see.” Jessica said.
 
   “How many are you?” Austin asked.
 
   Stuart shrugged.  “I don’t think we’re keeping an exact count, but somewhere around a hundred twenty, maybe a hundred thirty, something like that.”
 
   “And you’re looking to expand?”
 
   Jessica glanced at Austin, but his eyes were on Stuart, who just smiled sadly.
 
   “I don’t know that expand is the word I’d use.  But extra hands to spread the work around is definitely something we’ve been keeping our eyes open for.”
 
   “Getting ready for winter?”
 
   “That, plus the obvious stuff.”
 
   “Obvious stuff?” Jessica asked.
 
   Stuart nodded.  “You know, collecting supplies, guarding the fences, working on defenses, tending to people. . . stuff like that.”
 
   Jessica frowned.  “You said it’s a retirement community?  How ‘retired’ are we talking?”
 
   “I’m afraid I don’t follow you.” he said, though she saw a flash of unhappy tiredness flit past in his eyes.
 
   “Like, are we talking active seniors, or nursing home seniors, or what?”
 
   “A mix.” Stuart said after hesitating a moment.  “But yes, we’ve got a lot of older folks who need some care.”
 
   Jessica’s frown deepened, but she honestly didn’t care.  “I can’t say I’d be all that interested.”  An able bodied group might turn out to be more dangerous to her and hers,  but a dependent group could just as easily become anchors that dragged her down.  Neither interested her.
 
   “We’re not invalids.” Stuart said quickly.  “I mean, I’m out here talking to you now aren’t I?  And my companions outside are with me.  There are only a handful of people who are bedridden.”
 
   “And how many others who can’t do more than sit at a table?” she asked.
 
   “Even sitting there are things a lot of our retirees are helping with.  They handle most of the kitchen duties, they manage and organize supplies, and they’re most of our watch force.  Mrs. Tuttle is the one who spotted you when you pulled up here, and she’s in her eighties and in a wheelchair.”
 
   “That’s—” Jessica started, but Stuart went on speaking.
 
   “Please.” he said, his voice filled with a decent measure of pleading.  “You seem like an able pair.  And Austin here is obviously someone who knows what he’s doing.  We need that sort of expertise, badly.”
 
   “We’re just passing through.” Jessica told him.  “Like I already said, we’ve had some bad experience with other groups.”
 
   “We’re not like that.”
 
   “How do you know what ‘that’ is if you’re so okay?”
 
   A darkness crossed his face.  “Like I already said, we’ve had some bad experiences too.”
 
   “How bad?” Austin asked.
 
   “How much do you want to hear?” Stuart laughed, but it was a harsh laugh lacking in any real amusement beyond the sarcastic.
 
   “Try us.”
 
   “Well, starting with just after the outbreaks, we couldn’t get anyone from the county or state or the feds or whoever else who are supposed to be helping people to, you know, actually come out and help.  That’s when we started collecting family members, at least, the ones who showed up and didn’t load their parents up before taking off for God knows where.
 
   “Then the zombie problem really got thick for a while, as people led them out of Ocala and in this direction.  We held that off thanks to the fences, but then, middle of September there were some gang problems with survivor groups that showed up hungry and looking for aid.”
 
   “How bad did that get?” Austin asked.
 
   “Well, for a while we were a little worried, but we managed to convince them we were too close to Ocala to be worth their while.”
 
   “What, they wanted to take over or something?”
 
   “No, they wanted to evict us and take over.” Stuart sighed.
 
   “What for?”
 
   He looked at her, and Jessica frowned back at him.  “I mean, why would they target you?  Are you sitting on a big stockpile of supplies or something?”
 
   “No, it’s Sandy Summit.” he said.  “See, it’s a planned community, and designed for inclusive privacy.  So the fence is a good one that’s hard to get through, there’s a pretty nice visitor’s building where most of us are staying, and we’ve got an on-site clinic that’s well equipped for routine emergencies.  A lot of the medical equipment isn’t any good without power, but even so, it turned out to tempt this one group who had formed.”
 
   “Yeah, we’ve run into the bad side of that kind of thing.” Jessica said.  “Exactly that kind of thing.” she thought tiredly.
 
   “Well, anyway, that worked itself out without too much damage, and since then we’ve been running hard to keep up.  Couple weeks ago another group showed up, maybe fifty or so people, and they wanted to move in with us – it’s not like we don’t have a lot of room inside the fences to grow – but they were throwing off a bad vibe if you catch my meaning.”
 
   “Like they wouldn’t be interested in playing well with others?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   Jessica sighed.  “Mr. Bryant.”
 
   “Stuart.” he interrupted her.
 
   “Stuart.” she started again.  “I don’t mean to sound unfriendly, but we’ve had our share of problems.  I guess everyone still breathing these days has.  I’m sorry for the ones you and yours are having, and I wish you the best, but I’m responsible for my daughter.  I’m all she’s got left.”
 
   “We’re stronger as a group.” he interrupted again.
 
   “Maybe.” Jessica allowed, but mostly just to be polite.  “However, as you’ve seen, as we’ve seen, the more someone’s got, the more interested someone else seems to get in wanting it.”
 
   “Is that why you’re running?”
 
   “Who said we’re running.”
 
   Stuart held up a hand briefly, like he was acknowledging a scored point in some sort of athletic contest.  “Okay, fair enough.  But you said you’re just passing through, so you’re obviously going somewhere.”
 
   “Where is our business.” she said quickly.
 
   “I’m not asking.” he replied just as quickly.  “That’s not what I was getting at.  But what if you just took a little stopover with us?  Maybe a week, even a few days?”
 
   Jessica frowned again.  That pleading quality was beginning to dominate his expression again.  “Why?” she asked.
 
   “It’s . . . look, nothing personal, but it seems clear, uh, Austin here has some training.”
 
   Jessica glanced at Austin, who merely blinked slowly at Stuart without changing expression.  She waited, as did Stuart, and finally Austin spoke.  “And?”
 
   “And we could use some help figuring out what we’re doing.” Stuart said.
 
   “Doing how?”
 
   “With, well, with all of it  Make sure our procedures and methods are up to snuff.”
 
   “I thought you said you have good fences and places to watch from.” he asked.
 
   Stuart grimaced.  “We do, but . . . none of us are experienced with this kind of thing.”
 
   “What kind of thing?”
 
   Stuart gestured over his shoulder at the rifle he had slung, then broadly around at their surroundings.  “You know, the way things are now.”
 
   “It’s not like there’s a lot to really figure out.” Austin said.  “Anything hungry coming at you, shoot it in the head.  Don’t get eaten.  Stay alive.”
 
   “I think we all know there’s more to it than that.”
 
   Austin nodded, just a slight movement of his head.  “There is, but most of it can’t be figured out in just a couple of days.”
 
   “That’s why I’m asking if you’ll stay a while, and help us learn.”
 
   Austin glanced at Jessica, then shook his head once.  “Sorry, but like the lady said, we’re just passing through.”
 
   “Please.  We’ve got a lot of people to keep safe.”
 
   “And they’re important to you, right?” Austin asked.
 
   “They are.”
 
   He nodded.  “Well, that’s the first step.  You do whatever it takes to keep them safe.  Keep your eyes open, make sure your neighborhood or building or whatever it is you’ve got going on stays secure and solid, and never assume things can’t go bad.
 
   “But these two ladies are important to me.  And here is not where we’re planning to be very long.  We’ve got places to go.”  He glanced at Jessica, catching her eye and smiling slightly.  She nodded, grateful and a little ashamed of how relieved she was to hear him say it.
 
   Stuart looked quite unhappy, and Jessica found herself tensing as the moments turned into several seconds, and then stretched out further still.  His face went through several stages of worried concern before the man managed to push a reluctantly polite expression to the fore.
 
   “I see.  I, well, . . . I can’t say that’s the answer I was hoping for, but I guess I understand your position.”
 
   “We’re just passing through.” Jessica said again.
 
   “I understand.” he repeated, reaching into his pocket.  Austin straightened slightly and started to lift the MP5, but Stuart looked at him and shook his head.  “It’s not a weapon.”  Slowly he removed a card from his pocket and turned to Austin, holding it out.  Austin slid forward after a moment and took it, then backed off.
 
   “Our plans are to stay here.  If we move, it’ll be because something very very very wrong happened here.  But I don’t anticipate that.”
 
   “I bet no one anticipated zombies either.” Jessica said.
 
   “Good point.” Stuart agreed, laughing humorlessly.  “Anyway, that’s a Sandy Summit business card.  Address, directions from Ocala, phone number and email too, though I guess those probably won’t be all that useful.  If you change your mind, or if you run into problems, the offer stands.”
 
   “Thanks.” Jessica said.  “Good luck.”
 
   “You too.” he nodded, starting to back through the door to the office.  Jessica watched him go, as he turned and walked toward the exterior door.  Austin was moving too, over to the bay doors so he could check outside through the windows.  Jessica waited where she was.  Some shouting – though it didn’t sound angry, but merely a loud voice to get attention – came from outside.
 
   “They’ve got a van.” Austin reported when he got a look outside.  “Says Sandy Summit on the side.  Four people total, all armed.  They’re leaving.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “He seemed like he might be a nice man.” Candice said.
 
   Jessica looked down, then felt for the safety on her pistol and made sure it was in the safe position before she turned around and squatted down.  “He might have been.” she said, studying her daughter’s face calmly.
 
   Candice looked back at Jessica, wheels obviously turning behind her little face, then frowned some.  “But we’re still going south?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Jessica took a slow breath.  “Because if what he says is true, it sounds like a pretty good setup, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Well, you heard how others had showed up wanting to move in, right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And you remember what happened back in Knoxville when those other men showed up and wanted the Eagle compound, right?”
 
   “Yeah.” Candice said sadly.
 
   “That’s why I don’t like it.” Jessica told her.  “It’s not that I think the man was lying, but there are things about being in a big group with the kind of things big groups need and have that can cause problems.  That can attract attention from bad people.”
 
   “So we’re staying small?”
 
   “We’re staying small.” Jessica confirmed.
 
   “Small is good.” Candice said, suddenly smiling.
 
   “Yes, small is good.” Jessica agreed, hugging the girl.
 
   * * * * *
 
   “Try it now.” Austin said from under the pickup’s hood.  “Give it a little gas.”
 
   Jessica pumped the pickup’s accelerator lightly once, then twisted the key.  The engine turned over this time, which was an improvement.
 
   “Keep cranking.” Austin called loudly.  She could see only a sliver of what was going on beneath the raised hood – just through the crack at the back edge of it near the windshield – but he was adjusting something.  The tone of the engine’s cranking changed, deepening, then turned into a couple of coughs before finally it caught and rumbled to life.
 
   “Keep giving it gas.” he yelled as she let go of the key.  She pumped the pedal a few more times as he stood back from the hood.  The idle was very rough, and every time she let up on the gas, the engine immediately began to sound like it was going to quit.  Afraid of other problems that might develop if she let it die, she went for a steady pressure on the pedal that pushed the engine up to a high idle.
 
   Austin stepped out to the side and gave her a thumbs up, then scratched his head and refocused his attention on the engine.  He stood there for nearly half a minute, watching and listening to it run.  Eventually he looked at her.
 
   “Okay, let it run on its own.”
 
   Jessica released the accelerator and waited.  The engine revved down to a normal idle, holding there without the stuttering coughs that made it sound like it wanted to give out at any moment.  He came around the open driver’s door and stood next to her.
 
   “Turn it off.”
 
   Jessica killed it.  “Now what?”
 
   “Now we let it sit for a minute, then see if it’ll start up without fiddling.”
 
   “And if it does?” she prompted.
 
   “Then we’re probably in good shape.”
 
   “Where’d you learn engines?” Jessica asked.
 
   He snorted.  “That’s not engines, that’s the basic skill that comes with my guy card, and is the absolute limit of what I can do.  Well, I know how to change tires and add fluids, but otherwise that’s it.”
 
   “I’ve known lots of men who can’t even check the oil.”
 
   Austin shrugged.  “Yeah, well, that’s their problem.  As for me and this thing, let’s just say it’s lucky the damned fix-it guide was in the door pocket.”  He tapped the paperback book he’d folded in half and stuck through his belt for safe keeping while he worked on the truck.
 
   Jessica smiled, willing to give him that one.  The cars inside the garage had, quite expectedly, turned out to be unusable.  Whatever was wrong with them had not been fixed before things had turned from normal to apocalyptic, and neither Jessica nor Austin had been able to make heads or tails of them.  But the pickup outside had seemed like it might be what they were looking for.
 
   The engine hadn’t wanted to turn over – in fact, it hadn’t even had electrical power when they first checked it out – but Austin had poked around in the garage and turned up a replacement battery.  A few minutes of work had swapped it in for the one in the truck, which had let it turn over but not start.  Some more rummaging through the garage had produced some fuel additive that Austin added to the tank before getting back under the hood to fool around with a screw driver.
 
   “We might be in business.” Jessica said as the truck’s engine continued running without issue.
 
   She hoped so anyway.
 
   Austin nodded once.  “Let’s find out.  Kill it and see if it’ll start back up.”
 
   Jessica turned the key.  The engine caught immediately.  She beamed at him.  “My hero.”
 
   “Don’t start that again.” he said with a tired grin.
 
   “I never stopped.”
 
   “Why don’t you and Candice ride in this, and I’ll follow in the Toyota.” he said, pointedly refusing to rise to the bait.
 
   “What?  Why?” Jessica asked, surprised.
 
   “Let’s not toss all our eggs back in one basket just yet.  And it occurs to me we might need two vehicles to get back to the SUV.  Unless the zombies all took a breather.”
 
   “Zombies don’t breathe.”
 
   “Smart ass.”
 
   “Yup.” Jessica grinned, then shrugged.  “Okay.” she allowed after a few moments thought.  As usual, his reasoning was sound.  “If you’re okay to drive.”
 
   “I’ll be fine.”  He said, leaning down and picking up the shotgun he’d recovered from inside.  The suicided garage owner didn’t need it anymore.
 
   Jessica got out and walked back to the Toyota, where Candice sat on the roof keeping watch for the adults.  “Candy Bear, come into the truck with me.  Austin’s going to follow us in this, but you stick with me.”
 
   “Follow us?” the girl asked as she clambered down the windshield to the hood, then slid down to the ground.
 
   “Yup.  Come on, it’s already midafternoon.”
 
   Austin folded himself into the battered little hatchback’s driver seat while Jessica got Candice situated in the truck.  When she drove out to the road, prepared to wait for him to finish getting ready, he was right behind her without delay, so she kept going.  The little Toyota stayed a steady two car lengths behind her as she turned the pickup east toward the city they’d left behind that morning.
 
   “What if we can’t get the stuff out of the SUV?” Candice asked as they drove.
 
   “Then we’ll leave it and replace what we can with more scrounging.” Jessica said, though reluctantly.
 
   What was in the SUV might seem like just a bunch of ordinary supplies – and in some ways it was – but she hated to let it all go.  The food and ammunition they needed, and it was true all of the food they had was the result of steady scrounging to build up the stockpile.  But that stockpile had taken most of two months of work to create, and represented both a lot of work and a lot of future meals.
 
   The ammunition was almost as vital as the food.  In fact, Jessica felt it was reasonable if someone wanted to argue it might be more critical than the food.  Pasta and rice and canned soup couldn’t kill zombies.  Well, maybe the cans might manage to do some damage if used right, but the principle held.  And those bullets had come with the SUV when they’d laid hands on it; several cases that the Eagle men had been carrying around.
 
   Austin said it was thousands of rounds, which was a lot of zombie killing if push came to shove.  Their scrounging since Knoxville had not produced a lot of ammunition, not even in the backwoods sticks of middle Georgia.  Why, how; didn’t matter.  Maybe the occupants of the houses she’d searched had taken their weapons and bullets with them when they left.  Maybe they’d not kept very much around.  Maybe she’d just been unlucky and had managed to search the few dozen houses in Georgia that were owned by non-gun nuts.
 
   What mattered was the scavenging had turned up food far more often than bullets.  So what was in the SUV’s wreck in Ocala was a cache she really wanted to get back.  She had no illusions of her ability to go toe-to-toe with anyone in a fight; zombie or otherwise.  Austin might manage that sort of thing okay, but she wasn’t him.  She needed the pistols to be able to protect Candice and herself, and guns needed bullets.
 
   It was just that simple.
 
   The rest of the things in the SUV had varying levels of value.  Certainly the containers of fuel and water were very useful.  Cans for both had not exactly been easy to come by, especially for gas.  The water was mostly a mix-and-matched collection of soda bottles that had been rinsed and pressed back into service, but along with the water stick’s repurposed milk jugs, represented days of safe water storage.
 
   Gallons of bleach and other cleaning supplies.  A collection of useful pots and utensils that had been assembled.  Medical resources from bandages to pre-packaged first aid kits to unused prescription and over-the-counter drugs taken from the houses she’d searched.  The clothing she’d collected and altered to fit her, and especially Candice.  If she lost the clothes, it would be the third time since the apocalypse started she and her daughter would be down to just the clothes on their backs.
 
   She was tired of it.  What was in the SUV represented a lot of work to have assembled.  She wanted it back.  They needed it back.  If they got it, they could head south and move right into a safe spot whenever they found one.  If they had to scavenge and scrounge, it would make settling down a lot harder and less secure.  It would even cut down their options; forcing them to make certain they only made use of places with plenty of convenient scavenging close at hand.
 
   That struck her as dangerous.  As the Sandy Summit group had already discovered, as she had seen for herself back in Knoxville with its proximity to Macon, a city of any size served as both a source of zombie problems and to attract survivors who came looking for things they needed.  Not all those still breathing were friendly.  Some of them were willing to take without asking, without caring.
 
   No more.  She was determined.
 
   She was tired of running.  She wanted to settle the three of them somewhere reasonably safe.  Somewhere they could turn into an approximation of a home, something that offered even a little bit of stability.  Candice could use a more set routine, and Austin could use the chance to finish healing properly.
 
   Somewhere that maybe, just maybe, they could ride out this nightmare in peace.
 
   Jessica wasn’t prepared to allow herself to dream, to hope, to pray, for the end of the zombies.  But it seemed possible.  It would be a monumental task, something that would take a concerted effort by an army; but she didn’t necessarily think it would be an impossibility.  If the right people, willing and motivated, with weapons and support, were organized and directed in a methodical plan, she could see how it might be done.
 
   But, as guilty as she might feel about it, she wasn’t going to go looking to sign up.  Maybe if something at that level or organization started setting up nearby she’d consider what she could do.  But she couldn’t countenance placing herself in a situation that risked leaving Candice to fend for herself.  For better or worse, that meant she wasn’t going to be involved in fixing the zombie problem.  Even though Jessica wanted the problem to be fixed.
 
   But until it was, she was going to find the best bit of security for her daughter she could and do whatever it took to ride things out.  That wasn’t so much to ask, was it?
 
   The zombie population picked back up as they drove into Ocala’s outskirts.  She started curving back and forth some to avoid them as they stood on, and staggered about, the roads.  Then she had to begin serious weaving to pick a path through.  By the time they got back to the general area of where she remembered the SUV being, she was down to nearly constant detouring.
 
   It was no longer just handfuls and clumps of zombies; it was crowds.  On some streets, the crowds pushed horde status.  Ocala was a typical Florida town; pretty uncramped and laid out in a spreading, rather than rising, pattern; but even so there was only so much room for walking corpses to fit into.  Several hundred packed a road from side to side, spilling up against fences and houses, filling in across ditches and yards.
 
   Jessica patiently tracked back and forth for the better part of an hour.  She was unwilling to drive into the midst of so many, so she kept circling and probing through the streets; always looking for a way through.  She circled the neighborhood she wanted to get into, zigzagging around its periphery twice as she tried to find a way through.
 
   But there were just too many zombies.  They seemed to be everywhere.  Whatever had happened in Ocala, it appeared only the dead walked its streets now.  And she was starting to think, with cold chills and more than a few shudders, that the on-foot escape she’d led earlier had been nothing short of a miracle.
 
   Just as she was starting to lose her battle with frustration, she heard the Toyota’s horn honking at her from behind.  Refocusing her gaze on the rear view mirror, and making it obvious so Austin knew he had her attention, she saw him gesturing for her to follow.  Out of ideas, she turned the pickup around and trailed the beat up little car as Austin guided it well clear of the zombie populated areas.
 
   He found an reasonably empty parking lot several miles from the target neighborhood and parked.  At his indications, Jessica swung around and pulled the truck up next to the Toyota; putting both vehicles’ drivers’ sides facing one another.
 
   “Candice, keep an eye out for anything getting close, okay?”
 
   “Got it.” the girl said, her head turned to watch out her window.
 
   Jessica rolled hers down and leaned out a little after she put the truck’s transmission in park.  “They’re everywhere.”
 
   “Yeah.” he answered.  “But I was wondering if it was my turn to come up with a plan?”
 
   “Go for it.” Jessica said encouragingly.
 
   “You two wait here.”
 
   “What, here?” she asked, glancing around.  The parking lot belonged to a strip mall, and the stores had suffered what looked like a fair amount of damage and looting.  Zombies were present, at least ten that she could see at a casual survey.  Six had already noticed the two vehicles and were stumbling around to start toward them.
 
   “Not here.” he said with a slight smile.  “But, you know, around this general area.”
 
   “What are you going to do.”
 
   “I’m going to go see about distracting the zombies and carving you a path through to the SUV.”
 
   “What?” Jessica said in alarm.  “No.”
 
   “Jessica—”
 
   “Not an option Austin.”
 
   “Jessica—”
 
   “We should stick together.”
 
   “My plan doesn’t work unless we split up.”
 
   “The SUV isn’t this important.”
 
   “It’s important enough.”
 
   “Not for you to d—” she started, then cut herself off quickly.  Very carefully, she didn’t glance at Candice.  The girl had to be listening – both adults were speaking loudly to be heard over the noise of two engines – but she gave no sign of it.  Candice had lost so much already.  Both her siblings.  Her grandparents.  Her father two years prior.  Her home, her school.
 
   Her innocence.
 
   “It’s not worth it.” Jessica told Austin.
 
   “Yes it is.”
 
   “No!”
 
   “I’m not sacrificing myself.”
 
   “But . . . how are you going to distract hundreds of zombies?”
 
   “I think it’s really thousands.”
 
   “Austin!”
 
   He grinned at her, though the humor was faint and fleeting on his face.  “Jessica, this is how things get done sometimes.  Risks are part of the deal.”
 
   “Not this one.  We can find other supplies, from other places.”
 
   “We’ve found some.  This is doable.”
 
   “If I’m in charge, then I say we’re not doing this.” she said as firmly as she could manage, trying to keep any of the pleading and fear twisting through her out of her voice.
 
   “You’ve been telling me for months that we’re in this together.”
 
   “We are!  That’s why I’m putting my foot down.”
 
   “Not this time.” he shook his head at her.
 
   “Austin!”
 
   “Jessica, this is the best way.”
 
   “No.” she said, shaking her head back at him.  “You don’t have to do this.”
 
   “Give me fifteen minutes.”
 
   “You can’t kill every zombie in Ocala by yourself Austin!”
 
   “I’m not going to.  I only have to draw them away.”
 
   “This is not necessary.” Jessica said as clearly as she could.
 
   “No, but it’s the best way.”
 
   Jessica felt helpless.  There was no give, no meeting her halfway, in his voice or on his face.  He was calm, decided, and resolute.  She realized she was squeezing her right hand on the steering wheel hard enough to hurt, and tried to relax.
 
   “Austin.” she tried again.  “We’ve still got something like a third of the state between here and where I want to go.  That’s plenty of stores and houses and God knows what else where we can find food and water and ammo and everything else we need to keep going.  Don’t do this.”
 
   “I’ll be fine.” he said.  “I’m a professional.”
 
   “Goddamnit!” Jessica swore, unable to help the oath or the tears that she felt welling up in the corner of her eyes.  She didn’t want to be alone.  She didn’t want Candice to be alone.  “We need you.”
 
   “I’ll be fine.” he repeated.  “Now, give me fifteen minutes then head as straight for the SUV as you can.  When you get to it, just throw everything in the truck and haul ass back this way before you look for a route to start heading back south.”
 
   “Austin, please.”
 
   “Get to 75 as soon as it’s safe.  Wait for me anywhere along the southbound lanes that’s clear.  I’ll find you.  But if I don’t get there by sundown tomorrow, just head south and I’ll catch up.”
 
   Jessica stared at him.  “How in the hell are you going to find us?”
 
   “Bet you anything I do.”
 
   “I’ve got a better idea.  Get in the truck and we’ll go south together.”
 
   “I-75.” he repeated, ignoring her continuing attempt to get him to change his mind.  “If you move on, leave a sign on the road.  Maybe on the mile markers or something.  A big one.  I’ll be checking as I go, so that’ll let me figure out what you’re up to.  Sundown tomorrow, then move on and get past the Tampa-Orlando line and find yourself a good place next to one of the lakes.”
 
   “Just come with us.”
 
   “Fifteen minutes.  Sundown tomorrow.” he repeated.  The Toyota began moving before she could say anything further.  Turning her head, she saw him accelerating sharply out of the parking lot and heading east.  Back into the thick of the Ocala infestation.
 
   “Goddamnit.” Jessica whispered.  She knew better than to drive right after him; that wouldn’t change his mind.  He’d figure out a way to delay her so he could go ahead and play the hero.  “Damnit, damnit, damnit!”
 
   “Mom, Austin’s going to be okay isn’t he?”
 
   Jessica closed her eyes and forced herself to take a slow, deep breath.  When her eyes closed, it caused two of the as-yet unshed tears to roll down her cheeks.  “I hope so.” she said, brushing at her face.  She would not cry.  She would not cry again.  Not in front of Candice.  Not over this.
 
   No matter how much she wanted to.
 
   “He’s really good at being tough.”
 
   Jessica couldn’t help herself; she burst out laughing.  Even through the impulse toward sorrow she was battling against, she found herself smiling.  “Yes, he’s very tough.”
 
   “We should move the truck.  Some zombies are starting to get close.”
 
   Opening her eyes, Jessica glanced around, then put the transmission in gear.  “Okay.” she said, stepping on the gas.  There was a clock built into the radio’s display, and she took note of the time.  It was completely wrong – having stopped when the truck’s battery had gone flat – but that was okay.  She didn’t need to know the time; she just needed to mark it.
 
   “Candice, I’m going to need you to help me when I get to the SUV, okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Now listen closely.” Jessica said as she pulled out of the parking lot and drove idly down the road, sticking to the middle of the lanes and taking it slow.  Austin still needed fourteen minutes.
 
   “When I get to the SUV, we’re going to want to be done and leaving again as soon as possible.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Now, there might still be zombies around.”
 
   “Austin’s going to take care of them.”
 
   Jessica kept her voice level, carefully making sure she didn’t let her anxiety and concern over Austin’s ‘plan’ color it further.  She’d already overreacted enough in front of Candice about this.  “He might not be able to get rid of them all.  I’ll shoot any that need to be handled, but when there’s time, I’ll be busy transferring all our things into this truck.”  She patted the dashboard.
 
   “And then we’ll leave and go wait for Austin.”
 
   “Yes, but while I’m loading everything, I’ll probably be too busy to keep a good watch for zombies.  That’s what I need you to help me with.”
 
   “I can do that.” Candice said solemnly.
 
   “You’ll need to watch very carefully.” Jessica said, still working to keep her voice level.  “In all directions.  If you miss one, and let it get in close, that’ll be very bad.  You understand?”
 
   “Mom, I’ll watch really carefully.” Candice said.  “I’ll stand on top of the truck and watch real good.”
 
   Jessica blinked at the utter assurance in her daughter’s voice, then smiled.  Yesterday, without any sign of a plan, Candice had lost it.  Today, with a clear goal and way to achieve it, the ten-year-old continued to find ways to surprise Jessica.  “Okay.  So that’s the deal.  You’ll watch for zombies, I’ll shoot anything that needs shooting, and load the supplies.  Then we’ll drive off together and find a place to wait for Austin to get done being a hero.”
 
   “We’ll be okay.” Candice declared.  “It’s a good plan.”
 
   Jessica bit her lip, but she nodded back with what she hoped was nothing but reassurance.  Keeping an eye on the dashboard clock, Jessica circled around the area – dodging zombies and weaving past abandoned or wrecked cars – until it was time.  Then she swung back on course and headed east for the neighborhood that had caused them so much trouble.
 
   This time, she noted immediately the roads were clear.  Well, not clear, but effectively so.  Only a handful of zombies were still wandering around as she neared the wrecked SUV; the vehicle sitting forlornly in the middle of the intersection where it’d been left.  There was a fairly large scattering of dead – really dead, now – zombies in the area that showed signs of having recently been shot.  And more that looked like they’d been run over or dealt other massive trauma that left them unable to move.
 
   “You crazy stubborn bastard.” Jessica muttered.  It could only have been Austin.  She saw at least a couple of magazines worth of shell casings on the pavement, showing that he’d done some shooting.  What else he’d done to wreak so much havoc by himself, in such a limited amount of time, she could only guess at; but whatever it was, it’d worked.  There was an excellent window to get at the SUV’s supplies now.
 
   “Okay, I’m going to shoot.  Get up on the roof and be careful.” Jessica told Candice.
 
   “You too.”
 
   “Both of us are going to be careful.” Jessica said as she neared the SUV.  She pulled the truck right past the black SUV, running over several zombie bodies, then backed up and put the rear of the truck right next to the rear of the SUV.  She stepped on the parking brake and double checked that she had the transmission in park, then opened her door and stepped out.  The purpose and need to not waste time was helping her override her tension and nervousness.
 
   The Taurus seemed to fill her hand almost without her having to reach for it.  There were five upright zombies within thirty feet of where she stood.  She brought the heavy stainless steel pistol up in both hands and watched the sight dots slide into view as she looked at the first corpse.
 
   It was a woman, and an old one by the look of what was left of the face and body beneath all the dirt and decay and damage.  Long hair that was matted and tangled, though almost half of it on the left side had been pulled free somehow; only stubble and stray strands remained on that side of the zombie’s head.  It wore the tattered remains of a polyester pants suit and blouse, though the blouse had been ripped enough to effectively be useless as covering.  The flesh beneath the top’s remains was dried and wrinkled, gaping in several places from splits and tears that showed dried blood.
 
   Steeling herself, Jessica looked past all of that as she lined the Taurus up on the zombie’s face.  The jaw was making chewing motions, and the deep set eyes were locked on hers as she looked through the pistol’s sights.  Jessica exhaled like she’d been taught – by Austin – and squeezed the trigger back.
 
   The heavy forty-five caliber round went right where she wanted it to; through the zombie’s silent expression and out the back of its head.  In between it shattered the creature’s skull and took whatever was left of the brains and dried blood inside with it as it exited.  Jessica saw the zombie crumpling to the ground, a lumpy ruin where its head had been a moment before, and swiveled slightly to face the next.
 
   The second zombie was younger and had suffered a lot more damage than the first, but seemed no less dangerous for it.  Massive head trauma was the only thing that stopped a zombie for good; but equally massive trauma to the rest of it could disable it.  The creature might not be truly dead afterwards, and it might not care; but a limb that didn’t work anymore, or that was missing entirely, couldn’t be used.
 
   This one was down an arm, but the remaining hand was reaching out toward her as she put her sights on its face and exhaled again.  Another smooth trigger squeeze, another heavy round rumbled down range as the pistol kicked against her hands and wrists and forearms, and another zombie died for good.
 
   “Some at the ends of the blocks are starting to look this way.” Candice said as Jessica swiveled her aim to the next zombie.
 
   “Keep watching them.” Jessica said, firing again.  She rushed this shot and merely opened a rather disgusting looking wound along the side of the next zombie’s head.  Even though she could see the inside of its skull, see what was left of the dried and shriveled brain within that skull, the shot hadn’t been a kill.  Jessica commanded herself to ignore the gore, corrected her aim, and fired again.
 
   The fourth was another old one, and toppled over backwards when she shot it.  The last of the initial wave was a bald fat one.  The blubber and flesh had wasted away between whenever it had died and converted, and now; there were disgusting pieces of flesh hanging from its torso, flapping around and from its arms, waving and rippling as it moved towards her.  But it went down as easily as the others when she put a bullet through its skull.
 
   “Nothing close.” Candice announced.
 
   Jessica ejected the magazine, hesitated for a moment, then stuck the Taurus in the holster and reached for loose rounds in her pocket.  As quickly as she could, she stuffed fresh bullets into the magazine to replace the ones she’d fired off, then loaded the pistol.  The SUV’s key came out of her pocket next, and the rear hatch of the black vehicle unlocked and rose as smoothly as it ever had when she inserted the key.
 
   Everything within looked untouched, hardly even strewn about too much from the brief but damaging drive through the ditch that had destroyed the wheel and disabled the vehicle.  Jessica clicked the safety back on her pistol and holstered it once more, then started heaving things into the back of the truck.
 
   “How we doing Candice?”
 
   “Three, two, three, and one coming.” the girl answered.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Three from that way, two from there, then three and one.” Candice said.
 
   Jessica looked up to see the girl pointing in different directions.  “Oh.”
 
   “They’re not close yet.  Keep loading.”
 
   “You sure?” Jessica asked, risking a quick glance to either side, at the roads that stretched away from where the SUV and truck were.  Sure enough, she saw two zombies in one direction, and one in another, and they weren’t that close.
 
   “I’m sure.  I’m watching.  I’ll tell you when they’re too close.”
 
   “Okay.” Jessica said, reaching for the next box.  This one was most of the chlorine bleach she’d collected, and beneath it was the first case of nine millimeter bullets.  There was plenty of room in the back of the pickup for everything, and time was of the essence.  As quickly as she could, she pulled things from the wrecked car and threw them into the truck.  Neatness didn’t matter; only speed.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten – Now what?
 
   Jessica straightened a little in the pickup’s seat as she saw what was ahead.  She considered it critically as she approached, then shrugged mentally and decided it was worth checking out.  She started slowing down.  It took Candice several moments to realize the truck was losing speed, but then she turned to Jessica.  “We’re stopping?”
 
   “Maybe.” Jessica hedged.  “That RV there might be a place we can spend the night.”
 
   The girl craned her head up so she could see over the dashboard better, looking at what was ahead of the truck.  “RV?” she asked after a few moments.
 
   “Recreational vehicle.” Jessica clarified.  “That big thing there.”
 
   “Oh.” Candice said, staring at it.
 
   Jessica was watching it too, though she did let her eyes sweep over the rest of the area several times.  The scene looked quiet, though not necessarily without a story.  Unfortunately it wasn’t likely anyone was around to tell it.  The RV was a big brown one, maybe twice the length of a full sized truck.  The front end was mangled into the back of a little two-seater BMW, and Jessica thought ‘mangled’ might be the understatement of the day.
 
   Both vehicles seemed merged as if a very sloppy and impatient greater deity had simply picked both up and jammed them together with great force.  The front seat of the BMW, or where the front seat should have been, was about where the front seat of the RV would normally be.  Pieces of both vehicles were strewn all over the southbound lanes of I-75, all over the shoulder, and even in amid the sparse trees bordering the shoulder.  The tires were in five different places, doors and fenders and bumpers in a dozen others, and pieces of the engines, other formerly internal mechanical bits, and most of the interiors from seats to floor mats scattered in between.
 
   But the RV’s camping section, or living portion, or whatever the part where people could recreate was called . . . that part seemed basically intact.  There was a little crumpling and rumpling of the side panels, but it otherwise didn’t appear to have suffered too badly in the wreck.  Whether the accident had happened in the grass, or the force of impact had carried the vehicles clear of the pavement; the RV was a good ten feet off-road.
 
   Jessica stopped the pickup several car lengths short of the scene.  “Okay, you stay here and keep your eyes open and head moving Candy Bear, you hear me?” Jessica said, turning to her daughter.  “Don’t worry about me.  I don’t want you to let anything sneak up on you.  This truck isn’t like the SUV; the windows break.”
 
   Candice nodded once, turning to look behind them.  Jessica checked outside her own side of the vehicle carefully before opening the door and stepping out.  With her hand on the Taurus, feeling like she was a cop approaching a criminal, she turned in a slow circle and examined the area again before walking toward the RV.
 
   Nothing moved, just a few birds up in the sky and some overgrown grass on the side of the highway; but nothing hungry.  Well, except her.  She was hungry.  The snack crackers and cakes from ‘lunch’ had been hours ago.  A proper meal, something more filling than junk food, would be welcome.  She knew Candice had to be starving.
 
   But nothing dead appeared to molest her as she approached the accident scene.  She crouched down to look beneath the RV, but nothing there was a problem that she could see.  When she got closer, she started a slow circle of the wrecked vehicles, staying a good distance from them at all times, so she could see everything better and not get surprised easily.  The knee-high grass tugged at her legs some as she walked, and swishing noises followed her progress.  When she completed the circle, she steeled her nerve and approached the RV’s side door.
 
   It had a lift up latch, like on a steamer trunk her mom had back in Dalton.  Jessica was wondering what she’d do if the RV was locked, but the latch lifted at her touch.  Thrusting sadness over her dead mother, and possible contingency plans for breaking into the RV, out of her mind, Jessica swung the door back and stepped clear in case anything was inside.  Nothing seemed to be, or at least, nothing that could lunge at her.  After several seconds she leaned forward and used the door like an oversized knocker – swinging it against the side of the RV repeatedly to create a loud banging noise – then stepped back to wait some more.
 
   Still nothing appeared.  Jessica drew the Taurus and eased forward cautiously, starting to take looks inside the RV.  She angled her way back and forth, moving to get different views, and then finally stuck her head inside for several increasingly longer glances, but it seemed quiet and deserted.  Eventually she stepped up into it slowly and investigated more directly.
 
   The interior of the RV was surprisingly neat.  At the front she saw a lot of crumpling and twisting in the walls that faced where the driver’s compartment had been, but other than some opened cabinets, several drawers and cabinets worth of miscellanea that hadn’t kept their places during the crash, and a layer of dust, it was empty.  Jessica took her time, examining the little bathroom, the rear bedroom area, and opened every cabinet for a peek before she decided the RV might be what she wanted for the night.
 
   It wasn’t as good as a proper two-story house, but as long as she and Candice stayed away from the windows, they were out of sight.  The windows were all small ones anyway.  A child might fit through, but an adult never could.  She wouldn’t put it past a zombie to manage to batter its way inside if it decided to; but it would take a while, and raise a lot of noise.  The important thing was she and her daughter would have shelter and warning.
 
   And considering the look the sky was taking on, they might welcome the cover in a minute.  Dark clouds were beginning to form.  Rain was imminent.  Stepping back outside, she returned to the truck and gestured to Candice.  “Candy Bear, hop out and keep watch for me.”
 
   “What are we doing?” the girl asked after she opened her door.
 
   “I’m going to see about covering up some of these supplies, then we’re going to camp in the RV.”
 
   “All night?”
 
   “Maybe.” Jessica said.  Holstering the Taurus, she put her hands on Candice’s waist and boosted the girl up onto the truck’s hood.  As Candice climbed up onto the roof, Jessica rummaged in the jumbled mess in the truck’s bed until she found one of the boxes of garbage bags.  She started dumping stuff into bags; taking care not to slam anything breakable around, but otherwise once more going for speed over neatness.
 
   She was mostly concerned with the boxed food – pasta, some instant rice, and some instant potatoes primarily – but the clothing also got shielded by plastic, as did the box of assorted miscellany that included batteries, tools, and other bits and pieces that might appreciate a little protection from the elements.  The wood and charcoal she didn’t bother with; that would all dry out just fine.  And the gas and water would be okay in their containers.
 
   Just as she finished stuffing Austin’s clothes into a bag with a pang of emptiness spiking through her, she felt the first drops.  Tying the bag closed, she quickly grabbed a few cans of food, the little camp stove they’d turned up a few weeks ago, and enough utensils to work with.  When she straightened, she realized her arms were a little fuller than she was comfortable with.
 
   “Candice, come down.  Here, take some of this for me.”
 
   Her daughter slid down the windshield, then off the hood to the ground, and took some of the load from her mother.  By the time Jessica was down to just the camp stove clutched against her chest one handed – leaving her right free for the pistol if necessary – the rain was really coming down.  “Come on, let’s get inside.”
 
   Jessica led the way over to the RV, forcing herself to not hurry even though they were seriously getting soaked.  Blinking water from her eyes, she double checked that nothing hungry had appeared near the RV while she’d been futzing around with the truck, and also that the interior was still safe.  The rain on the RV’s roof was like a multitude of hammers, pattering and pounding hard enough to make normal conversation difficult.
 
   “Stay here.” Jessica said as she put the camp stove on the counter next to the RV’s sink.  “Keep the door closed.”
 
   “What are you doing?” Candice said, dumping her armful on the little table.  Two of the cans promptly rolled off and hit the floor with dull thunks.
 
   “Moving the truck.” Jessica said.  “Stay here.”
 
   Ducking her head, she went back out into the rain and closed the RV’s door behind her.  Jogging – not running, so she had time to watch her surroundings – she made it back to the truck without incident and moved it to the far side of the RV; putting the camper between the truck and the interstate.  It wasn’t completely out of sight, but for anyone coming south it effectively was.  And it was only ten feet from the RV.
 
   “Okay, let’s see about some real food.” Jessica said when she got back into the RV.
 
   “Beans and beans?” Candice asked, though to her credit she sounded hungry rather than skeptical.  The cans Jessica had taken at random from the truck were lined up on the table; refried beans, black beans, and green beans.
 
   “Yeah, I guess so.” Jessica said with a chuckle.  “Sorry, I just sort of grabbed.”
 
   “It’s okay.  Which do you want?”
 
   “We can share if you like.” Jessica said as she leaned to the side and started gathering and squeezing her hair to wring the water out of it.  “Or you can have first pick.”
 
   “Sharing is cool.” Candice said agreeably.
 
   Jessica did what she could to get the worst of the dripping out of her hair, double checked that the RV’s door was fully latched and locked, then started fiddling with the little stove.  Fed from a propane bottle, she managed to get it ignited with the spark-striker that was attached to it with a long leather cord; setting it on the RV’s built in stove.  The vehicle’s windows were all ‘open’ – in the sense that most of them were broken out – so she wasn’t too concerned about problems with the burner.  It wouldn’t take long to heat the food up.
 
   For the cans, she simply stripped a few of the labels off and opened them before crowding them around to heat directly on the little burner.  Her planning ran out when she realized she hadn’t figured out a way to manipulate them without getting burned, but some scrounging around in the RV’s drawers turned up some hand towels that served as suitable stand-ins for oven mitts.  Five minutes of stirring, and the cans’ contents were reasonably hot.  The stove got shut off, and she transferred the meal over to the table.
 
   Candice was hungry enough to not care about the lack of effort that had gone into the cooking, or – despite her earlier comment about the depressing lack of variety – what was on offer.  Jessica was too for that matter.  They dug in with spoons and forks, sharing the refried and black beans back and forth, while each ate their own can of green beans.  Jessica realized she’d forgotten water, and had to brave the rain once more to retrieve several bottles, but twenty minutes after stopping the two of them were on the outside of a hot meal for the first time in days.
 
   “Yum.” Candice said, sitting back after she’d scraped up the last of her green beans.
 
   “Yum?” Jessica laughed.  “Never thought I’d hear that about beans and beans and beans, straight from the cans.”
 
   “It’s the thought that counts.”
 
   “Well, I’m thinking I saw a real bed in the back of this thing.” Jessica said as she chased the last few black beans around in the can with her spoon.  “So barring any sudden surprises, I think spending the night here might not be a bad idea.”
 
   “Austin will be looking for us on the interstate.” Candice declared.  “Staying here will help him find us easier.”
 
   “Yes it will.” Jessica agreed.  She thought she’d done a reasonable job of concealing her anxiety at Candice’s mention of his name, but either she hadn’t or Candice was reading her mind unprompted.
 
   “He’ll be okay.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   “Austin’s tough Mom.  Like us.”
 
   “Just between you and me, I think he’s probably tougher.” Jessica said around the last mouthful of black beans.  “And that’s a good thing, because being alone out here can get real—”
 
   She was interrupted by a knock on the door; the sound cutting clean through the steady and rapid pattering of rain drops against the RV’s roof.
 
   The spoon rattled in the can, then tipped it over so the utensil skittered across the table and hit the floor followed by the can itself, as Jessica dropped both.  She ignored them, though she winced at how loud the clattering was in the RV.  On her feet and with her hand on the holstered pistol at her side before she remembered consciously deciding to do either, Jessica found herself staring at the door like it was possessed.
 
   A silence stretched for several seconds as Jessica stared at the door, feeling more than seeing Candice glance from it to her several times.  The knock was so normal, and yet so out of place, that she found herself paralyzed with indecision.
 
   “Hello?” a woman’s voice called from outside, followed by several more knocks.  “Hello?  We’re looking for some help.”
 
   Jessica wrenched herself out of her fugue state and snapped her fingers at Candice.  The girl’s eyes fixed on her, and Jessica jerked her thumb sharply at the bedroom section of the RV, behind her.  Candice blinked at her for a moment, taking long enough to interpret the gesture that Jessica started to repeat it; but then the girl lurched up from the table and squeezed past behind Jessica.
 
   With her daughter semi-safely out of the way, Jessica hesitated a moment longer, then drew the Taurus.  Better safe than sorry.  Gun naked in her hand, she eased toward the door and stood to one side of it.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “Please, we’ve haven’t eaten in days.” the woman outside said.  “We need some help.”
 
   Jessica felt a chill ripple through her.  We meant more than one.  She started to ask, but heard a second voice.
 
   “I’m so hungry.”
 
   She closed her eyes for a moment.  “Damnit.” Jessica muttered, hating herself on so many levels.  If it had been adults, she could have found a way to harden her heart.  But she couldn’t bear the thought of turning away kids.  Even though she didn’t like the risk dealing with others entailed; which completed her circle of self-hatred.
 
   Reaching out, she toggled the door’s inside latch so it clicked open.  The door swung out, and someone outside caught and pulled on it.  Jessica had the pistol pointed before the door could fully open, but the woman whose hand was on it didn’t try to enter.
 
   She was about Jessica’s age, or maybe a few years younger; but it was hard to tell under the pouring rain that had plastered her dark blonde hair down around her face.  Despite the water sheeting down and soaking into her clothes, there was a lot of dirt smudged across her face and arms, and in her sopping jeans and T-shirt.
 
   “Oh my God!” the woman blurted when she saw the gun in Jessica’s hand.  “Please, don’t . . .”
 
   “You’re alone?” Jessica demanded, considerably more harshly than she really intended.
 
   “J-j-just me and my son.” the woman stammered.  “Please.”
 
   A boy was clinging to the woman’s side, and not just from fear; he looked exhausted and drained, so much so that he didn’t even seem to have the energy to go much further.  He couldn’t be much more than six or seven, tops; though it could’ve been the dirty face and tattered clothes, and the slightly sunken cheeks that spoiled her estimate.
 
   Jessica glanced around, looking past the woman and boy, but saw nothing except interstate shoulder, scattered trees, and rain.  “Okay, come in.” she said, forcing her tone to something approximating neutrality despite the grudging unhappiness she felt.
 
   “Thank you.” the woman said, her face flashing instantly to a tearful gratitude that was deep enough to embarrass Jessica.  “Come on Todd.”
 
   Jessica stepped back, and blinked as the woman thrust the boy up the step and into the door first.  Jessica always preceded Candice everywhere, but the woman seemed to think nothing of ushering her child in first.  The woman did follow quickly though, and stood looking around just inside the doorway as the boy made right for the bench seats at the RV’s little dinette table.  As he moved he limped somewhat; dragging his left leg some like it wasn’t working at one hundred percent.
 
   He sat down immediately and reached for one of the cans, but his face turned from hope to dismay with the sort of gut-wrenching suddenness only a child can summon.  Whatever was wrong with his leg, there was nothing hampering his hands as he immediately dug them into the can.  When they came out empty, he started licking bean juice from them and whining plaintively.
 
   “They’re empty.”
 
   “Todd, hush.” the woman scolded, but without real energy.  “I’m sorry, he’s just hungry.”
 
   Jessica gestured toward the table.  “If you’ll sit down, I have a few extra cans I can heat up.”
 
   The woman’s face lit with desperate eagerness.  “Would you?  Really, that would be, I mean, really, thank you.”
 
   “Sit down.” Jessica repeated, backing away a few steps.  “It’s no problem.”  She didn’t want to make it an order, but she also wanted the woman somewhat pinned in behind the dinette table before screwing around with the camp stove again.  As far as she could tell, the woman didn’t have any weapons.  Or, at least, Jessica didn’t see any shapes or weights that looked like a gun.
 
   “Thank you so much.” the woman said as she moved toward the table.  “Slide over some sweetie.”  The boy made way with some winces and a groan, but subsided when the woman put her arm around his shoulders.
 
   Jessica stripped the labels off two more cans of beans and lit the little stove again.  “Do you know what’s happened in Ocala?”
 
   “Do I?” the woman exclaimed.  “Wow, how’d you miss that?”
 
   “We just did.” Jessica shrugged as she set the cans over the burner and adjusted the flame.
 
   “We?”
 
   Now it was Jessica’s turn to wince, though hers was out of frustration.  “My daughter and I.” she explained.  “She’s shy of strangers.  But about Ocala?”  Candice was still out of sight and keeping quiet, and Jessica was happy to leave things like that for the moment.  What the woman did was her business; but Jessica’s was keeping Candice safe.
 
   “Oh.” the woman said, then she made an unhappy noise.  “Well, a lot of a lot of things went into that debacle.” she said after a moment.  “It goes back to outbreak weekend.  You remember how it was.”
 
   Jessica nodded silently as she wrapped two of the hand towels around her left hand so she could manipulate the heating cans safely.  That left her right free for the gun, which she hadn’t holstered yet.  Somehow, the woman hadn’t noticed any of it though.
 
   “Well, by Saturday it seemed like half the state was in chaos.  Miami, Jacksonville, Tampa, Orlando, Tallahassee, Lakeland . . . they were all swarming with zombies.  Sunday the Lieutenant Governor announced refugee camps were being organized.  The one for North Central Florida was Ocala, since Gainesville was already gone.
 
   “News got real spotty the next day – when power started failing, but the word was out by then – and people were showing up.  People who didn’t have anywhere else to go.  The National Guard was there when me and Todd got there, setting up tents and cots and organizing food and water and medical care.”
 
   She sighed and scrubbed at her wet face with the back of an equally wet hand.  “Everything was okay until Tuesday . . . then, the outbreaks started there too.  I don’t know if people who were sick showed up, or if it was just more of the spontaneous turnings, or what; but once it started, the city just went over to the wrong side.”
 
   “Wrong side?” Jessica asked, lifting a spoon with her towel wrapped hand and stirring the beans in their cans.
 
   “The dead side.  Zombies were just everywhere.  We tried to get out, but . . . ” she trailed off, crying quietly.
 
   Jessica blinked at that, then decided that – like it or not – she needed to ask.  “You did get out.  I mean, you’re both here.”
 
   “No.” the woman shook her head.  “Not all of us.  My boyfriend, two of our friends, . . . my other son.”
 
   Jessica wasn’t sure how to react to that.  She was pretty sure that, odds-on, there were very few – if any – people left breathing anywhere in the country, probably anywhere in the world, who hadn’t lost someone.  Likely a lot of someones.  “I’m sorry.” she offered after a moment.
 
   The woman nodded, wiping at her eyes again as she struggled to pull herself under control.  After a few moments, she shrugged and glanced around.  “I had a car, then another one after that; but the gas only lasts so long, and getting more is tough.  Todd and I made it over to Silver Springs, hid out in some cabins there in the state park for a while; but the zombies followed us I guess.  We had to start running again.”
 
   Jessica lowered the burner further and gave the beans another stir.  They were almost ready.
 
   “We tried Belleview; that got us nearly three weeks before the food ran out and the zombies got thick.  Summerfield, a few more days there, though I was able to find a working car that still had the keys in it and gas in the tank; loaded it up with some food and headed south again.  Oxford, found some more food, and some more zombies found us.
 
   “Crossed 75 and tried camping out away from anywhere zombies might come looking for us, but there wasn’t any food.  We ran through what we had, and had to come out looking for more.”
 
   The woman was crying again.  Jessica killed the burner and stuck a spoon into each can before she pinched them up with her left hand and carried both over to the table.  She deposited them on the edge of the table, out of reach of the boy, who was already reaching for one.
 
   “Careful honey, hot.” Jessica warned gently, unraveling the towels from her hand.  She started to wrap them around the cans, one at a time, as the woman continued crying.  Jessica considered for a few moments while she worked, then sighed.  “And you’ve been having problems ever since?”
 
   The woman nodded mutely as Jessica finished shielding one of the cans with a towel and slid it over in front of the boy.  He grabbed for it and stirred the spoon about frantically as steam billowed up out of the can.  Jessica watched as he scooped some beans out, blew on them for a moment, then crammed them into his mouth.  He scarcely seemed to even chew them before he was swallowing and headed for his second mouthful.
 
   “Slow down.” Jessica said.  “You’ll make yourself sick.”
 
   The woman wailed as Jessica reached across the table, trying to block the boy’s hand from lifting the spoon.  He twisted aside, wrapped can in one hand, the spoon in the other, to stay out of her reach as he kept shoveling beans away.  Jessica pondered for a moment, then decided she didn’t want to do anything that might light off the woman’s latent mother instincts.  The woman didn’t seem to be much of a mom to Jessica, but she figured any mother would object to someone else messing with her kids.
 
   “Well, those beans should help with the hunger for the moment.” Jessica said instead, starting to wrap up the second can for the woman.  She was still crying, but Jessica figured she’d slide the can over in front of her where the aroma of hot food would probably break through her tears.  “And I can let you have some snack food I’ve got.  It won’t be much, just some potato chips and stuff, but it’s calories.”
 
   The woman nodded, but her crying didn’t really abate.  Jessica finished with the can and moved it across the table, then stepped back away.  When she went to clasp her hands in front of her, she realized she still had the Taurus out, and decided it was okay to holster it.  When it was put away, she changed her mind about what to do with her hands and settled for hooking her thumbs into the belt of her jeans casually.
 
   “You haven’t been able to find food?” Jessica asked.
 
   “No.” the woman got out around her sobs.
 
   “Houses usually have some.” Jessica offered.  “Stores, I don’t know about stores really, but it seems to me they’re usually in places where there were a lot of people.  Places there are probably a lot of zombies now.  But houses, especially ones out away from everything, usually have a decent sized pantry.”
 
   “I-i-i-i't’s been hard.”
 
   “Well, yeah, if you don’t have a way to fight small numbers off you’re going to have problems.” Jessica allowed.  “Maybe you could get a baseball bat or something, or at least a makeshift club, until you can find something better.”
 
   “Like a gun?”
 
   “Well, yeah.” Jessica nodded.  “Though there’s no way I’d be sitting here with you if you had a weapon . . . I don’t know you.” she added mentally.
 
   “I don’t l-l-like guns.”
 
   “I don’t like them either.”
 
   “And you’ve got two?” the woman asked, looking up and finally seeming to get her crying under control.
 
   Jessica wasn’t sure how to answer that, but she finally just sort of shrugged.  “Not liking it doesn’t have much to do with it these days.” she said.  “I mean, the things that’ve been happening are going to keep happening unless the zombies are stopped.  And I’d rather shoot them than get up close.”
 
   “I’ve . . . I’ve been hoping for the government to fix things.”
 
   “Have they?”
 
   The woman glared, sort of, at Jessica.  Not a full on glare; but there was some indignation breaking through her semi-hysterical sorrow.  “They will.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Damnit, do you like things like this?”
 
   Jessica blinked and backed a step at the raised voice, shaking her head.  But her tone was not cowed when she responded.  “Of course not.  I’ve seen just about my entire family die.  But sitting around hoping and wishing isn’t getting on with what needs doing.”
 
   “And what’s that?”
 
   “Surviving.” Jessica said, pointedly gesturing at the can of beans on the table in front of the woman.  “I’m doing the best I can to keep my daughter and I safe and sound.  If that means breaking what used to be the rules, then I break them.  If it means I do things I don’t like doing, then they get done.  If it’s that or . . . ”  She trailed off as she remembered Candice was, very likely, listening to every word.
 
   The woman was tearing up again, which – while not altogether unsurprising – wasn’t exactly what Jessica had been going for.  Jessica watched as she picked up the towel wrapped can of beans and toyed with the spoon for a few moments.  Her head turned and she watched her son finally beginning to slow down his madcap haste to consume the food.
 
   “Thank you.” she whispered.
 
   “You’re welcome.” Jessica answered.  Outside, the rain was starting to taper off.  Austin had been right about Florida storms.  In Georgia, this kind of rain would’ve been most of the day in forming, and then would’ve stuck around for quite a while; but as quickly as it had formed, and as heavily as it had hit, this storm seemed to be abating the same way.
 
   “If you’ve been on the go for a while, why don’t you finish eating, then take the bedroom.  Get some rest.” Jessica said as the woman finally ate a spoonful of beans.
 
   “We couldn’t take your—” she began, but Jessica cut her off.
 
   “It’s not my RV; it’s just a place we’re squatting in.” she said reassuringly.  “And there’s no way I’m leaving you out here between me and the truck.” she carefully didn’t say.  In the rain, with half the contents stuffed casually into garbage bags and the rest of it haphazardly strewn all across the pickup’s bed, Jessica thought it might have escaped notice what was in the back.  But she didn’t want to bet on it.
 
   Not after Austin had . . .
 
   “He’s alive.” she told herself fiercely, breaking that thought off cold.  “He’ll find us.  Stick to the plan.”
 
   “We are tired.” the woman said.  “We’ve been on the move for days.”
 
   “Well, eat, then I guess get some sleep unless you’ve got somewhere better to be.  It’s almost dusk anyway.”
 
   The woman burst out laughing, a sardonic outburst full of more than a little frustration.  “No, not really.”
 
   “Candice, come out here.”  Jessica paused a moment, then turned at footsteps.  Without having to be prompted, Candice put herself on Jessica’s left side; the side her mother wouldn’t use to draw and aim guns.  Jessica placed her hand on the girl’s shoulder.  “This is my daughter, Candice.  I’m Jessica.”
 
   “Oh, uh, sorry.” the woman said, clearly realizing she hadn’t done much more than show up and cry.  “I’m Catherine, and this is my son Todd.”
 
   “Hi.” Candice said shyly, pressing herself against Jessica’s leg and waist.  “I’m glad you’re safe.”
 
   Catherine laughed again, the same harsh laugh devoid of any actual humor, as she gestured vaguely around at the RV.  “Yeah, well, I guess this is probably as good as it gets now.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   Jessica woke with a start at the clatter of metal on metal.  Her hand, already on the butt of the Taurus, flinched violently as she straightened in the bench seat.  Before she fully registered what she was doing, the gun was halfway out of the holster as she blinked rapidly to clear her eyes and head of slumber.
 
   The previous night, Catherine and Todd had finished the beans they’d been given; and then retired to the bedroom.  Actually, first, they’d cycled through the bathroom, and then gone to bed.  Jessica had heard the toilet flush, and water running, and had investigated before going to sleep herself.
 
   She didn’t know anything, really, about RVs; but apparently the vehicle had its own water.  It had a tank somewhere apparently; because the sink worked, and the toilet refilled after being flushed.  For the first time in nearly two months she and Candice were both able to use the bathroom without having to wrinkle their noses up against the smell, and the sight of what was in the bowl.
 
   After their ‘guests’ had retired, Jessica had played cards with Candice for a while.  But it had been a long couple of days, with not very good sleep breaking up the days.  Candice had barely lasted much past sundown, and had sacked out on the dinette bench seat.
 
   Jessica hadn’t been far behind her daughter; she’d been exhausted as well.  She’d carefully ventured outside to the truck to retrieve a few supplies she thought might be useful in the morning, locked the RV’s door behind herself, and then done what she could to ensure the bedroom’s occupants couldn’t sneak up on her.
 
   Catherine was in the doorway of the RV’s bedroom, looking alarmed.  After the two newcomers had ‘retired’, and before she had given into her fatigue, Jessica had built a little stack of cookware in front of the bedroom door.  The RV’s cabinets didn’t have much to offer – what she already had in the back of the truck was much better – but it had clearly done its job.  When the bedroom door had opened, the miniature stack of pots and pans had tipped over onto the oven sheets.  Noisily.
 
   That noise had woken Jessica, and she found herself staring at the other woman for several seconds while her brain processed what was happening and tried to decide what was going on.  Jessica finally caught up with herself and smiled slightly; pulling her hand with the gun back below the table so it wasn’t in plain sight anymore.  “Good morning.”
 
   Sun was streaming through the RV’s ‘windows’, or at least, where the windows were now that the glass was gone.  She heard some birds chirping their morning songs, and not that far away either.  Even though she’d slept sitting up in the dinette bench, with her head slumped against the cabinet enclosure behind her, she felt much better than she had yesterday morning.
 
   “What the hell is all this?” Catherine asked.  She didn’t move, but she gestured to the scattered cookware at her feet.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Candice cried as she sat up from where she’d been curled up on the bench next to Jessica.  Or, rather, tried to sit up; she caught her shoulder on the bottom edge of the table with a loud thump, followed by a cry of pain.
 
   “Security.” Jessica said unapologetically as she clutched the forty-five out of sight beneath the table.
 
   “From me?”
 
   “I don’t know you.”
 
   “I’m . . . we’re . . . Jesus!” the woman sputtered.
 
   Jessica glanced at Candice.  “Everything’s fine Candy Bear.  Are you okay?”
 
   “Ow.” Candice complained, rubbing at her shoulder.
 
   “Were you going to shoot me?” Catherine demanded.
 
   “If I needed to.” Jessica answered, struggling to keep from getting irritated.  Or, rather, more irritated than she already was.  With effort, she tried to modulate her tone to something somewhat less sharp.  “I don’t know you.” she repeated.
 
   “We’re just two people.” Catherine exclaimed.  “A mother and child, same as you.”
 
   “Then you should understand my caution.” Jessica said, the response coming out short despite her intentions.
 
   “What—”
 
   “We’ve been through a lot of bad things.” Candice said, suddenly injecting herself into the building argument between the two adults.
 
   Catherine’s eyes moved to the ten-year-old in surprise.  Jessica watched Candice return the gaze without any trace of shyness or uncertainty, and stood up.
 
   “We’ve been through a lot.  We all have, you two and us alike.” she said, still trying to find it in herself to soothe the situation over.  “I can offer you and Todd some breakfast, then Candice and I will get going.”
 
   Catherine looked back to her, and Jessica could see a mix of emotions and questions swirling behind the woman’s face.  Jessica waited several seconds, then shrugged.  Moving over to the kitchenette, she started rummaging in the bag for food.  When she started peeling labels off cans, she saw – out of the corner of her eye as she worked – Catherine go into the RV’s bathroom.  The woman kicked cookware out of her way a little grumpily, but otherwise raised no further fuss for the moment.  When the door closed, Jessica put the pistol back in its holster.
 
   She got more cans of beans and vegetables – black beans, red beans, peas, and spinach this time – stripped and opened before she lit the little camp stove to heat the food.  The RV’s silverware drawer supplied more spoons, which Jessica was willing to use after a quick polish with a wet-wipe from her bag of supplies.  She couldn’t imagine anyone putting utensils away in a drawer in a kitchen if they weren’t clean; and they did look clean except for the barest traces of dust.
 
   When Catherine emerged from the bathroom, she went back into the bedroom, but soon returned with her son who went into the bathroom for his turn.
 
   “Um, can I help . . . ”
 
   “Not necessary.” Jessica said.  “Just have a seat.  This will be hot in another minute or so.”  She didn’t like the woman standing around like that.  Catherine took the hint readily enough and squeezed past Jessica to get to the dinette.  Candice slid around to the section closest to the kitchenette, leaving the other half for Catherine.
 
   “Where are you headed?” the woman asked as she sat down.
 
   “Away from Ocala.” Jessica said.
 
   “Where?”
 
   Jessica was silent for several seconds, turning unhappy thoughts laced with a fair share of various – negative – emotions about in her mind.  Anger, over the push in the question.  Annoyance, over the as-yet unspoken suggestion that she should take Catherine and Todd on as two more people to look after.  And guilt over not wanting to do whatever she could to help them.
 
   It might not be nice, and it might not be ‘right’ by some definitions; but she had Candice to think about.  Jessica figured her story so far in the post-apocalypse period wasn’t the worst one out there, but she’d gone through her share of hardship.  Had seen some bad things, been through more, and done some stuff she still wasn’t happy with.  All of it was still fueling nightmares, and only some of them involving zombies.
 
   People in other vehicles had zipped right past her on I-85 back in Atlanta on Saturday, on outbreak weekend as Catherine had termed it.  More than one; they couldn’t have all failed to notice Jessica’s car was occupied.  Not a single one had stopped.  The majority of Tyler Morris’ trained mercenaries had – oddly enough – acted in very mercenary fashion and abandoned Morris and the other less able people in his forming group that same night.
 
   And those same mercenaries, all of them ex-employees of Morris’ company, had then turned up in Knoxville a few days later.  Showed up and shot their way into the Eagle compound.  She didn’t know they’d killed the occupants – the Morris group – but she knew they’d killed a group of Knoxville guards at one of the town’s checkpoints while entering the area.  And their leader had been threatening her and Austin and Candice with quite a bit, some of it moving beyond mere killing, before he met an untimely end and they’d escaped.
 
   She didn’t think everyone in the world was bad.  She really didn’t.  But the problem, the danger, was how to figure out who was bad, who might turn bad, and who was still someone who she could trust to – at a minimum – not be bad.  They didn’t have to be good, they just had to not act against her.
 
   Jessica couldn’t risk being wrong.  Zombies, scavenging and scrounging for the basics of life, staying safe and sheltered . . . all that was hard enough.  Was already quite dangerous.  But she was under no illusions.  Zombies were bad; but bad people were worse.
 
   “I said last night the RV’s not mine.” Jessica finally said as she stirred the cans’ contents with a spoon.  “It’s just a stopping point.  Candice and I are going to eat, then you can have it.”
 
   “But where are you headed?”
 
   Jessica turned the little propane stove’s burner off with a loud click.  The damn cans were warm enough.  “That’s our business.” she said as calmly as she could manage.  To be honest, she wasn’t all that sure how calm the words came out.  She didn’t yell them, or throw them at Catherine; but neither were they delivered with a gentle tenderness that might have softened their impact.
 
   “You’re leaving?”
 
   “Yes.  After breakfast.” she added pointedly as she used a dish towel to pick up two of the cans so she could transfer them over to the table.
 
   “What if I wanted to go with you?”
 
   “I’d have to say no.”
 
   Catherine stared at Jessica as she set the cans down.  Jessica backed up, keeping her head in Catherine’s direction, so she could collect the rest of the ersatz breakfast.  As she returned to the table with them, she heard the bathroom door open behind her.
 
   “I’m hungry.” the boy said, sounding plaintive.
 
   “I know honey, but there’s food.  Have something to eat.” Catherine said, her gaze sliding from Jessica to look past her at Todd, who went right past Jessica without stopping.  He limped to the table and reached for one of the cans.  They weren’t steaming hot this time, but Jessica got the impression it wouldn’t have stopped the boy even if; because he grabbed it up and went right to work with the spoon.
 
   “Sit down.” Catherine said, sliding over some as she pulled her son down on the bench next to her.  He didn’t resist, but he didn’t stop eating either.
 
   “Candice, eat.” Jessica said, putting the rest of the cans down.  She pushed some black beans over – Candice hated red beans – while taking red for herself, and pulling a can of peas over as well for her and her daughter to split as a vegetable.  The beans were filling, more or less edible; but primarily they were quick and served to supply the protein that was completely lacking in most of the snack food that had so often tided them over since starting this journey.
 
   “Why can’t we come with you?” Catherine asked.
 
   “Because I’d rather go alone.” Jessica said as she sat on the very edge of the bench and poked in the red beans with her spoon.  “Nothing personal.”
 
   “But we don’t have anywhere else to go.”
 
   “Lots of places to go.” Jessica said, shrugging with her mouth full.  The beans weren’t quite hot, but the canning process softened them enough to eat anyway.  Two chews and a swallow finished off each mouthful.  She just wanted to eat and leave.  “Pick one.”
 
   “But I told you what we’ve been through.”
 
   “We’ve been through a lot too.”
 
   “So we should work together.”
 
   “That’s where we disagree.”
 
   “Damnit!” Catherine snapped, slapping the table in frustration.  Jessica’s spoon clattered against the side of her can as she released it and dropped her hand to the Taurus.  The other woman froze her outburst of frustration when she saw Jessica’s hand dip for the weapon.  But her tone was still far from entirely calm when she spoke again.  “Why are you so . . . what’s wrong with you?”
 
   Jessica rose cautiously and backed a few steps from the table; one hand on her beans and the other on the forty-five.  “I’m in the same boat as you.” she said levelly.  “I’ve got to do what’s best for my daughter, and as I’ve said several times people just haven’t shown me a lot of reason to be trusting.”
 
   “That’s a hell of a way to go through life.”
 
   “Better than . . . you’re being a real . . . stop making this hard.” Jessica said, struggling to remain calm and patient, and avoid her impulse toward swearing.  “It’s not like food is just so easy to give out these days, and that’s two meals I’ve shared with you now.”
 
   “Look.” Catherine said, clearly struggling to reach for a more normal tone and demeanor.  “Four is safer than two.  And two adults is safer than one.  We can work together, divide the labor.”
 
   “I know what I’m doing.”
 
   “I don’t?”
 
   “Jesus!” Jessica blurted.  “You’ve been hiding in the woods or whatever.  You can’t find food.  You can’t defend yourselves.  How exactly do you think you’ll be able to help us?”
 
   Catherine burst into tears.  Jessica sighed and took her hand off her gun.  What heat there was that’d made it into her beans was cooling while she coddled this useless woman.  She managed to down two more spoonfuls before Catherine was able to speak around her sobbing.
 
   “It’s been hard.” she cried.  “It’s not like I was ready for something like this to happen.”
 
   “No one was.” Jessica agreed as gently as she could manage.  “You just have to do the best you can.  To adapt and do what needs doing.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Oh man.” Jessica said.  She tried – she really tried – but she rolled her eyes at that.  “Look, you need to arm yourself.  At least find a bat or something, so you have a chance.  So you don’t have to always run.  Houses, small stores, places like that are where you should be able to find some food.  Find somewhere that doesn’t have a lot of zombies roaming around and secure it.  Like I told you last night.”
 
   “How do I do all that alone?”
 
   “If the alternative is starving to death, or worse, then you just do it.”
 
   “I’m still hungry.” Todd said abruptly.
 
   “That spinach is for you two.” Jessica said, nodding at the last can in the middle of the table.  Candice was sitting back with her beans, and the peas were in front of her on her side of the table.  The boy’s face wrinkled at the mention of spinach, but he reached across the table for the can even so.  “Lots of good nutrition in spinach.”
 
   “What if you gave us a lift to the next town or something?” Catherine pressed.
 
   “I usually try to avoid towns.”
 
   “What, why?”
 
   “Because they’re dangerous.” Jessica replied.  “We’re only this close to Ocala because . . . things got real messy.  It was an accident, a mistake.”
 
   “You’re going to leave us in the middle of nowhere?”
 
   “I didn’t put you here.  So I’m not leaving you anywhere you weren’t already at.”
 
   “A little help.  Please, just a little help.” Catherine begged.
 
   “I’ve already helped.  I’ve already broken some of my rules and helped.” Jessica shot back, beginning to seriously lose her patience.  “I’m sorry, but nothing that’s happening is my fault.”
 
   “I didn’t say it was.” Catherine said quickly, but Jessica kept talking with scarcely a pause.
 
   “I didn’t make zombies who up and started eating people and destroying everything they touch.  I didn’t get millions of people killed.  Everything deserted, everyone hiding, everyone fighting and scrapping for whatever they can find . . . none of that is my fault!”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Then stop giving me shit about it.” Jessica all but snapped.  “I’ve fed you two twice now; that’s four meals I’ll have to find somewhere and replace.  There’s nothing that says I might not be down to really wanting those four meals back for us.  What happens if I can’t find any more food; or if I can’t get to any that I’ve found because of zombies or something?”
 
   “I—” Catherine began to say, but she was cut off when Todd abruptly sort of went stiff, then limp.  The can of spinach fell from his fingers and hit the table, followed by the spoon skittering across the surface, and then Todd’s head coming down with a loud thunk as he slumped forward.  His head went right down into the table’s surface without any sign the boy tried to stop the impact.
 
   Jessica’s eyes widened for an instant.  She’d seen this before; but on television.  The last time she’d seen this it had been on television, and it had been followed by . . .
 
   “Candice, move!” Jessica snapped, surging back from the table.  “Here, now!”  Her own can, what was left of her breakfast, hit the floor as she just released it so she had the full use of her hands.  She reached for the Taurus for what felt like the hundredth time this morning; but this time, as it cleared the holster, she knew it was going to go off.
 
   “Todd!” Catherine said in alarm, reaching for him.
 
   “Get—” Jessica started to say.  Candice had slid out from behind the table, rising from the bench and turning toward her mother, as Todd sat back up.  Catherine’s hands closed around his shoulders, even as his came up toward hers.  Jessica’s joined together on the Taurus, the left wrapping around the right just as Austin had trained her to do.  Everything was happening too fast, and she was too slow.  Just too slow.
 
   “Hon—” Catherine said at the same time, hunching over to put her face closer to her child’s.
 
   The boy wasn’t hers anymore.
 
   Jessica finally got the gun up just as Todd bit his mother on the cheek.  She wasn’t sure about the shot, but it didn’t matter much anymore.  She squeezed the trigger even though her aim was still settling.  The gun was loud in the RV; even the opened windows didn’t give the report of the gun’s firing much of anything to do except to bounce off the walls and pound painfully against her eardrums.
 
   The bullet skimmed past Todd’s shoulder.  It raised an arc of blood as it went by, but even for that it still did effectively nothing.  Catherine was screaming, pushing against Todd.  He had his hands locked around hers, but was leaning back with part of her face in his teeth.  Flesh tore, a gout of red erupted, as he bit off a mouthful; part of Catherine’s cheekbone was visible.  Her actual cheekbone, a glimpse of white beneath the muddled red mess her face was becoming.  Blood was soaking right across Todd, through his hair and down the sides and front and back of his head; but he gave no sign it bothered him in the slightest.
 
   His eyes were fixed and dead, vacant and almost content.  There was hunger in them now, but not the desperate appetite of a child.  Now it was darker, baser, more eager and far less inhibited.  A voracious zeal that she was all too familiar with since the world turned upside down.
 
   Jessica fired a second time; doing better, but not much better.  This bullet hit the child’s jaw as he started to chew.  She had to fight against her gorge as the entire lower half of his face – basically everything below his upper lip – shattered and spread itself across the cabinet wall behind them.  And his mother; which was now covered from hair to chest in blood and bits.
 
   Distantly, Jessica heard a retching sound.  Something wet and warm was on her shoes.  Candice bumped into her, but Jessica steadied herself by spreading her right foot further apart as she took a deep breath.
 
   Inhale.  Pause.  Aim.  Fire.
 
   The child . . . the zombie . . . went down as the heavy forty-five caliber slug went through its head from one side to the other.  Jessica swallowed hard as she saw the glistening wet mess of what had been the brains and blood and skull of a first or second grader splattered around the dinette area.  And across its mother.
 
   Catherine’s hands were pressed against the hole in her cheek, but she was covered in the bloody remains of her son, of her zombie son.  Chunks were dripping and falling from her face, and blood was dripping out around her fingers.
 
   Jessica breathed out, glancing down briefly as she did, and saw Candice had vomited.  Some of it was on the floor, but her daughter had heaved the just-eaten beans and peas all over Jessica’s jeans and shoes.  The girl was leaning against Jessica, wiping at her face distastefully and avoiding looking at the dinette table.
 
   With a start, Jessica realized she could barely hear.  Her ears were ringing loudly, enough that she couldn’t hear whatever Catherine was saying despite the woman’s mouth being open in an obvious scream or cry or bellow or something.  The three gunshots had left her head pounding and ears feeling like they were the conduit for a one-note bell choir.
 
   But Jessica didn’t need to hear right now.  Grabbing Candice’s shoulder, she pulled the girl upright and flashed a mom questioning face.  Candice nodded unsteadily, though she was still trying to clean her face off.  Green flecks of chewed up peas and black beans were still visible on her chin and lips, smeared across her cheeks and hands.
 
   Reaching over to the counter, Jessica grabbed the bag she’d been intending to leave for Catherine as a ‘starter kit’ of food and thrust it into her daughter’s arms.  As Candice took hold of it, Jessica pushed the lid of the little camp stove down and picked it up one handed.  With it under her arm, she edged over to the door and managed to get the inside handle pushed down so it would open without taking her eyes, or the gun, off Catherine.
 
   Looking outside with the smoking Taurus still in her right hand, Jessica confirmed the area was clear.  At least, as far as she could tell, there weren’t any zombies.  She stepped down out of the RV and took another, longer look around.  Dew covered overgrown grass, the remains of the wreck that had totaled the RV and BMW, and her appropriated pickup; that was it.
 
   The camp stove got tossed into the back of the truck, freeing a hand for her to dig the truck’s keys out of her pocket.  She had the door unlocked by the time Candice managed to heft the bag up over the side.  Jessica was glancing at the RV frequently, but Catherine was still inside.
 
   “Come on.” Jessica said automatically, pushing the door open and reaching for her daughter.  She could barely hear herself talk, and was certain she was probably shouting.  “Candice, in.  Candice!  Candice!”
 
   The girl had been looking at the RV too, but she finally turned and climbed up into the truck.  Jessica gave her a push to help her across the seat, then slid in after her and put the key in the ignition.  The engine turned over for several seconds before catching and rumbling to life.  At least, the lights on the dashboard came on in the correct sequence, and she could feel the engine’s vibrations through the pedal.
 
   As she put the transmission in gear and released the brake, she finally saw Catherine appear in the RV’s door.  She was covered in blood from the waist up, though some was on the legs of her jeans .  Even from a distance her face looked horrible.  Through the blood coating her she was saying something, calling something, but Jessica didn’t care what it was.
 
   She put her foot down and hung on as the truck bumped across the shoulder and onto the pavement of I-75.  Behind her, the not-yet-dead woman waved her arms for attention; but Jessica kept going.  As she glanced in the rear view mirror, a billboard on the opposite side of the interstate caught Jessica’s eye.
 
   A juicy looking burger on a perfect rounded bun, layered with melted cheese, leafy green lettuce, red onions, grainy mustard and just a hint of thick ketchup was pictured; every bit of it looking scrumptious and juicy and beyond delicious.  In the corner was a fast food restaurant’s logo; but the word plastered across the bottom of the billboard was what made her start laughing.  Just below it were listed exit numbers ahead where the restaurant could be found, including several in Ocala.
 
   “Hungry?” the fading and peeling advertisement read in big letters.
 
   Candice, still wiping vomit from herself, glanced at Jessica in bewilderment.  Jessica shook her head and kept driving, despite her semi-hysterical laughter.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven – On the road again
 
   “Okay.” Candice said.
 
   Jessica turned around and gave her daughter the ‘mom once over’, evaluating the change of clothing.  One of the advantages of the apocalypse was there wasn’t anyone around to watch them change out of the smelly clothes they’d been wearing.  Whatever social norms might have said stripping and redressing in the middle of the highway wasn’t something that happened, they’d died and scattered along with everything else the zombies had ruined.
 
   The clothes Candice had on were more of what Jessica had painstakingly altered to fit her daughter.  They were a little lumpy where Jessica had gathered excess material in with not-terribly-great stitches, but they did fit.  And, most importantly at the moment, they were clean.  Jessica’s standards for ‘clean clothing’ had relaxed considerably in the absence of readily available power and water, but spending longer than was necessary in clothes that covered with stomach acids and half-chewed food was beyond even those looser limits.
 
   “Good.  Put the dirty ones in here.” she said, holding out the garbage bag.
 
   “But they’re yucky.”
 
   “Yes, I know Candy Bear.  But I’m not going to wash them until we’re somewhere safe.  So in the bag.” Jessica said patiently.
 
   Candice put the vomit stained clothes into the garbage bag, watching as Jessica started tying it closed.  “I’m sorry I upchucked.”
 
   “It’s okay sweetie.”
 
   “It’s just . . . ” Candice began, then shuddered visibly with a look of unhappy distaste.
 
   “I know.” Jessica said hurriedly.  “Think happy thoughts.  It’s over, okay?  It’s over and we’re safe.”
 
   Candice nodded and tugged at one of the shoulders of her shirt to get it settled better on her lithe frame.  After a few moments she looked around the bridge.  “Why are we stopping here?”
 
   “Because here is a good spot.” Jessica said as she finished knotting the bag and turned with it to face the truck.
 
   “But why?”
 
   Shrugging as she moved other things out of the way so she could stuff the bag with the soiled garments beneath them, Jessica glanced around idly.  “Because according to the map, we’re something like twenty miles from Ocala.  Another five or so and we’ll be at the Florida Turnpike, where the road splits, and that’ll make it harder for Austin to find us.  And because this is what he would call a place with limited threat vectors.”
 
   The pickup truck was parked on State Route something or another; right in the middle of the overpass with I-75 running beneath them.  Thanks to Florida’s perpetually flat terrain, and the way the interstate extended straight out in either direction, they could see miles along the road.  And because the spot was on a bridge, the places something or someone could approach them from was reduced to only two.
 
   “So we’re going to wait for him some more?”
 
   “Yes.” Jessica said as she finished tucking away the dirty laundry and opened the driver’s side door.  The old pickup didn’t have much room behind the seat, but she’d transferred some things into a couple of extra bags, and placed them inside the cab.  Several days’ worth of food and water, some bare essential toiletries, bowls and utensils, and a single change of clothing for them each.  Just in case.
 
   “He’s okay.”
 
   Jessica started to answer, then stopped herself when she realized Candice hadn’t asked anything.  “I’m sure he is.” Jessica said instead as she double checked the stuff behind the seat.
 
   “How many zombies do you think he’s killed so far?”
 
   “Probably a lot.” Jessica answered almost absently as she glanced in either direction along the bridge to make sure nothing was sneaking up on them.  Nope, clear road in both directions.  She picked up her purse – a ‘mom sized bag’ she’d carried since Joey had been born – and opened it as well.
 
   The attic incident had reinforced the need to be ready to run at a moment’s notice.  In addition to the stuff behind the seat, which was designed to be grabbed and carried quickly; she’d also added more stuff to her purse.  Now, along with the ammunition boxes that had sort of lived there since Knoxville, she had some water and snack cracker packets.  It wouldn’t replace a proper meal, but it would give her a much larger ‘oh shit’ margin the next time something screwed up.
 
   Not if.  When.
 
   Satisfied with her rearranging, Jessica closed the door and moved back to the bed of the truck.  In her sorting and repacking she’d found a coil of cord in among the tool portion of what was being hauled around.  She didn’t remember adding it, so it must have been Austin’s idea.  As usual, he’d been ahead of her and ready for anything.
 
   The SUV had been a great vehicle; and one of the reasons was it had been enclosed.  Whatever was inside it was safe.  On the pickup, the truck bed was open to anyone or anything that wandered by.  Rain was the least of her worries.  If Catherine had noticed and chosen, last night she could have simply cleaned the truck out; carrying everything away into the off-road underbrush where Jessica would very likely never have found it.
 
   She couldn’t ensure something like that couldn’t happen, but she could make it harder.  To that end, she tied one end of the cord to the front corner of the truck’s bed.  With some work she could use it to create a lattice across the top of the bed.  It wouldn’t prevent anyone from getting in, but it might give her time to notice or hear something going on and decide how to react.
 
   “How did you know that woman and boy were sick?”
 
   “What?” Jessica asked, turning and looking behind her in surprise.  Candice gazed back at her expectantly, with no sign of humor or sarcasm visible on her face.  Instead, she seemed almost proud of Jessica.  “I didn’t know.”
 
   Candice frowned a little.  “But you weren’t going to help them anymore.  You said they couldn’t come with us.”
 
   “That’s right, I did.” Jessica said, resuming her work with the cord.  With one end secured, she started running the length of it around the top of the bed, from corner to corner to corner, so she’d have something to work with as a start.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “What’s Rule Four?”
 
   “Don’t assume people aren’t bad guys.” Candice recited dutifully.
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “But it was a mom and kid.  He was younger than me even.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And we weren’t going to help them?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “But why?  We’ve been helped by people.”
 
   Jessica paused at the passenger side front corner, checked the bridge in both directions again, then refocused her eyes on her daughter.  “We went to Doctor Morris’ house when we didn’t have anywhere else to go, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “And we went down to Knoxville with him and his brother and their wives and those people who worked for Doctor Morris’ brother, right?”  Jessica continued.  Candice nodded.  Jessica nodded back.  “And what happened next?”
 
   “We had to leave.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because it was dangerous there.”
 
   Jessica nodded again.  “It was dangerous.  It had been safe, and then it wasn’t anymore.  And remember what happened when I decided it wasn’t safe?”
 
   Candice was silent for several seconds; long enough that Jessica resumed her work with the cord.  She got it pulled through the last corner box, then tossed the length across to the other side of the truck.
 
   “You said we were leaving.” the girl said finally.  “Because staying and fighting over the Eagle building was stupid.”
 
   “Remember how Mr. Morris and Doctor Morris acted when I said that?” Jessica asked as she walked around to the driver’s side.
 
   “They didn’t like it.”
 
   “They were kind of mean about it weren’t they?”
 
   “Some.” Candice said slowly, clearly struggling to either remember or process the concepts.  Jessica reminded herself her daughter was only ten.  But the question had come up, and was going to again.  The time for wrapping Candice in wishes and dreams had been left a while back.  If not all the way back in Atlanta, surely in Knoxville.
 
   “More Mr. Morris than his brother.” Candice said as Jessica looped the cord around the anchor line she’d laid across the edge of the bed.
 
   “Come over here.” Jessica said, turning and gesturing.  Candice moved closer to the truck, and Jessica indicated what she’d just done with the cord.  “See how I did that with the cord?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do that and throw the end back to me when I throw it to you, okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Jessica checked the bridge again, then walked around to the passenger side.  “Toss me the cord.”
 
   Candice flung the end over, and Jessica started looping and pulling it through.  She was creating a zigzag of line that would run back and forth across the bed.  By pulling it tight and knotting it occasionally, she hoped it would be enough to provide surety for the supplies.
 
   The stuff Austin had volunteer to risk his life for so she could recover.
 
   “Doctor Morris was my boss.” Jessica said, bringing the conversation back to Candice’s question; to her lesson.  “I worked for him for years, since you weren’t even in kindergarten.  And when we went to him for help, just after things got bad, he helped us.  But then when things got worse, when it started to be obvious this wasn’t going to be something that was going to go away quickly, he wasn’t as eager to help.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “Because people get . . .” Jessica started, then changed her mind.  She tossed the cord across to Candice and watched, thinking, as the girl started pulling it around the anchor line.  “Helping people is a risk.” Jessica said finally.
 
   “So we can’t help people?”
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “But that’s what it means isn’t it?”
 
   “I didn’t say that either.”
 
   “Austin helped us.” Candice said, a little stubbornly.  “He’s still helping us.”
 
   Jessica stepped on her impulse toward impatience.  This was her idea.  She could’ve nipped this whole thread right off with a platitude and a few soothing words, but no; she’d decided to educate the girl on how things are in the new world of zombies and terror.  Now she had to carry it through.  Somehow.
 
   “Austin is the exception.”
 
   “To what?”
 
   “To the rule.” Jessica said as she caught the cord when Candice tossed it back over.
 
   “To Rule Four?”
 
   “Yes, to Rule Four.”
 
   “But how do you know?”
 
   Shrugging, Jessica pulled on the cord.  That was an extremely fair question; how did she know?
 
   “I just do.” she said after a few moments, realizing it was the truth.  At least, the truth as she saw it.
 
   “This is the same as ‘because’ isn’t it?” Candice asked, her face still showing some confusion.
 
   Jessica was at a loss, and gave up after a few moments.  “Because?” she asked, remembering to check the bridge.  Still clear.
 
   “Because you say so.” Candice said with a touch of the kind of exasperation only a child can summon toward a parent.  “Like you always did when San—” she stopped abruptly.
 
   “Like I did with Sandy?” Jessica asked gently.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I miss her too.” Jessica said sadly.
 
   Candice nodded unhappily, and Jessica smiled.  “Well, I sort of don’t think this is the same as ‘because’, but I guess that’s as good an explanation as any.”
 
   “Because, honestly, it’s a better one – an easier one to explain to a ten-year-old – than getting into all the murky, messy, tiny, fleeting, lasting, important, irrelevant, and obvious reasons why I trust him.” she thought as she pulled on the cord to tighten the first set of lattice loops.  The anchor line bowed in several inches on each side, and she kept pressure as she knotted the cord to hold it.
 
   “He could’ve acted like those assholes that deserted Morris in Atlanta, then showed up in Knoxville to claim the compound and its stuff – showed up shooting – but he didn’t.  He could’ve ignored me and Candice during the ride down – it’s not like he didn’t have a lot to do guiding and watching out for the entire convoy all the way from Atlanta – but he didn’t.
 
   “He could’ve brushed me off once we got to Knoxville; he had to secure the whole site, survey the surrounding area for threats and problems, negotiate with the townspeople, coordinate the security and scavenging efforts . . . but he didn’t.  And he could’ve stayed.  When I left with Candice, he could’ve stayed with Morris.
 
   “Worse, he could’ve thrown in with that asshole who came to take it all away from Morris.”  Her thoughts darkened, and she felt her brow furrowing a little as she tried to remember the name.  Ebert, Eckert, Ebbitt; whatever.  “He’s a useful guy, talented and trained.  All he had to say was yes and he would’ve been safe.  No more babysitting, no more hand holding, no more carrying people who can’t get by without help.  Part of a team of a bunch of guys just like him.”
 
   Jessica threw the cord back over and watched as Candice started another lattice loop.  “No, not just like him.  Not even close.”
 
   “Mom?”
 
   “Huh?” Jessica shook herself, realized she’d let her thoughts fall inward, and looked to the sides.  Bridge was still clear.  She smiled and shrugged at Candice, who had the cord ready to throw over.  “Sorry Candy Bear.  It’s probably not very fair, or very clear, of me; but yeah, ‘because’ is the reason I trust Austin.”
 
   “Well I trust him too.  I’m just trying to figure out how he’s different from other people we don’t.”
 
   “Rule Four means people might be bad guys.” Jessica said as she took the cord and started the next loop.  “It doesn’t mean they are; but it means they could be.  It’s more dangerous to think someone’s good when they’re bad, than if you think they’re bad and they’re really good.”
 
   “I get that part.” Candice said.  “But—”
 
   “—figuring it out is my job.” Jessica broke in.  “As long as I’m still around, that’s one of my jobs.”
 
   “But I have to learn.”
 
   “You do.” Jessica nodded, though – as usual – that raised a bit of a shiver inside her.  Of the thought of Candice being alone out here in the – she cut it off, also as usual.  She’d just do her best, everything she possibly could, until the chances were gone and she was dead.  Until then, she had to do her best.
 
   “The only way I can think of for you to learn is to keep watching and asking questions.”
 
   “Your answers aren’t always good ones.” Candice observed, her tone suddenly surprisingly resembling of Sandra’s.
 
   Jessica turned the darkness at the thought of her dead middle child into a chuckle that didn’t sound too forced.  “I know, and I’m sorry.  It’s because some of these things are really hard to figure out.  Teaching them is harder.”
 
   “Well, if you can only be good at part of it,” Candice decided as she took the cord Jessica threw back across, “I guess you should be good at the figuring and not the teaching.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “We’ll be safer.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   Once again, sun on her face awoke Jessica.  Birds were chirping and the wind was gusting just enough to ripple her hair as she sat up and looked around.  The outdoors was not reassuring and welcoming anymore; it only made her feel exposed, vulnerable, threatened.  Even when she was off the ground.  Her first check was of the highway in either direction; but nothing moved that she could see.  Throwing off the handmade quilt that had been appropriated back in Georgia, she rose cautiously to her feet and took another, longer look around.
 
   No zombies had turned up in the night; or, at least, none were wandering about nearby.  That was something, she supposed.  The metal beneath Jessica’s feet depressed, creaking and moving slightly as she turned in a circle.  It was enough to rouse Candice.
 
   “What’s wrong?” the girl asked, sitting up abruptly and staring around wildly.
 
   “Nothing.” Jessica said soothingly.
 
   “It’s morning.” Candice said, blinking against the bright sunshine already hard at working lighting and heating the landscape.
 
   “Yes it is.” Jessica said gravely.
 
   “Did Austin find us?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I just woke up myself.”
 
   “Let’s check the sign.”
 
   “Hold on.” Jessica said quickly as Candice started to scramble out from beneath the quilt.  “Let’s at least pack our stuff up.  Don’t you want to eat something first?”
 
   “We can eat in the truck can’t we?”
 
   “I guess.” Jessica allowed after thinking a moment.  “But it’ll be cold stuff; snacks and jerky.”
 
   “That’s fine.  Let’s go look at the sign.” Candice said eagerly, starting to roll up the quilt.
 
   “What’s the rush?”
 
   “I bet he found it and is waiting for us.”
 
   “Let’s take things a step at a time.” Jessica said, trying to cushion against disappointment.  The quilts they’d been sleeping under were both mostly blue and green – and more or less matched the colors of the trailer – but Jessica wouldn’t put it past Austin to have noticed them atop it if he’d come by.  She was willing to bet a lot of other folks might miss two people asleep on an overturned truck trailer . . . but not him.  He was just too together.  Too good.
 
   “Don’t you hope he’s there?”
 
   “Of course I do.  But he might not be yet, and if he isn’t—”
 
   “We’re going to leave him?” Candice demanded as she got the quilt bundled into a loose cylinder that would fit under her arm.
 
   Jessica bent and picked up the second quilt – already rolled up, since it had been serving as a makeshift pillow for both mother and daughter – and her purse as well.  “What did he say back in Ocala?”
 
   “He didn’t mean that.”
 
   Looping the purse’s strap across herself, Jessica regarded her daughter calmly.  “Now that doesn’t sound like Austin at all, does it?”
 
   Candice glanced down involuntarily, then shrugged.  “No.” she mumbled.
 
   “If he’s not there, we’ll head south like he wanted us to.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Sweetie, Austin’s a tough guy.  He wasn’t just a soldier, he was a Ranger.  That means he’s been trained to take care of himself in the worst situations you and I could imagine.  He’ll find us, even if we don’t keep waiting here.”
 
   “They trained him to handle zombies?”
 
   “No.  Not zombies.  But all kinds of bad stuff, yeah.  And anyway, you’ve seen a lot of the things he’s done since we met him.  He can take care of himself.”
 
   “Who are you trying to convince?” Jessica thought moodily.  “Her, or you?”
 
   Candice looked north, her expression unhappy, but she didn’t say anything else.  Jessica made sure the purse was settled properly, checked that both pistols and their magazines were still in place on her belt and in her pockets, then touched the girl on the shoulder.
 
   “Come on sweetie, let’s go check the sign.  If he’s not there, we’ll have to wait for him somewhere safer.  Somewhere south, like we’ve already discussed.  You don’t want to live out here on top of a trailer do you?”
 
   “No.” Candice said again, still clearly unhappy.  But she followed Jessica as her mother led the way toward the front of the trailer.
 
   Yesterday, as night had fallen, Jessica had found an overturned beer truck a few miles north of where the Florida Turnpike split off from I-75.  She couldn’t tell what had caused the wreck, since the tractor-trailer was the only vehicle there, but it wasn’t going anywhere until it got put back up on its wheels.
 
   What she’d cared about though was the location, and the fact that it was possible to get up on top of the trailer.  The location was lightly wooded beyond the shoulder’s waist-high grass, which had allowed Jessica to pull the pickup far enough off the road, through the trees, that it wasn’t readily visible from the interstate.  With the truck and its supplies as safe as she could figure out a way to make them, she and Candice had slept atop the truck where nothing could sneak up on them.
 
   At the front of the semi-truck, Jessica tossed the quilt down to the road and motioned for Candice to do the same, then clambered down onto the tractor portion.  Turning, she held her hands out and was able to help her daughter come down from the trailer without falling.  From there, it wasn’t that hard for her to hop lightly down to the pavement and again assist Candice.
 
   “Come on!” the girl insisted, taking a step toward the back of the trailer.
 
   “Wait.” Jessica said sharply, looking around as she walked over to the quilts.  “Carry these for me.”  Her right hand was on the Taurus, but she didn’t draw it yet.  “Stay with me.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Rule Two.”
 
   Subsiding, Candice came back and picked up the quilts, and followed as Jessica walked cautiously along the trailer.  She angled out well away from it, leaving plenty of room between it and the two of them, so she had good visual angles.  But nothing lurked and nothing appeared to molest them.  Jessica circled around further at the back, checking the far side of the truck as well, before refocusing her attention on the back of the trailer.
 
   Big letters nearly half a foot high were written on it, using lipstick from Jessica’s purse.  Finally, a use for the otherwise useless tube of makeup she hadn’t bothered to throw away yet.  They spelled out ‘Austin’ in cakey red pigment, with a smaller arrow pointing downward.  On the pavement, stuck under the edge of the trailer and weighted with a handful of gravel and a pen, was a folded candy bar wrapper.
 
   Candice bent down and picked the note up and looked at it for a few moments before moving her eyes up to Jessica.  The woman could tell instantly by the way Candice’s expression fell that nothing had been added to it, but she took the wrapper from her daughter and looked it over herself anyway.
 
   “Austin, it’s Jessica.  We’re nearby.  Add something to this note to make me believe it’s you, then go north a couple of miles.  We’ll find you tomorrow on the road.”
 
   The words on it were the ones she’d written the previous day, with nothing else added.
 
   “He’s okay.” Jessica said as she finished confirming her suspicion.
 
   “I know.” Candice said, though she was starting to sound less sure than she had yesterday or the day before.
 
   Jessica looked around again to make sure nothing was approaching, then reached into her jeans pocket.  Producing another candy bar wrapper, she smoothed it out against the trailer and used the pen to write a different note.
 
   “Austin, it’s Jessica.  Going south.  Planning to get past Tam/Orl and head for the lake Candy can’t say.  If we don’t find a place there, I’ll leave another note on something along the road that ends up at the south edge of the lake and keeps going.  Its number is three times the backup you gave me.”
 
   She looked around, then re-read the note, then signed her name and added one more thing.
 
   “Be careful.”
 
   Folding the note, Jessica put it at the base of the trailer and weighted it down with the gravel again.
 
   “Will he find it?”
 
   “He’s got lots of middle names, remember?” Jessica said as she stuck the pen in her purse and looked around again.  “Smart and tough and a bunch of other things.  But we can’t keep hanging out on the road like this.  Come on, let’s get going.”
 
   Though she took it carefully and warily, nothing bothered them during the short trek through the trees to the pickup.  Jessica triple checked in and around it before they got in, but everything was in order.  It didn’t take her very long to get it back to the road, where she stopped and poured eight gallons from the gas cans into the tank before getting underway.
 
   Yesterday she’d spent some time examining the map, and thinking.  I-75 snaked along the western portion of the state and eventually went right into Tampa before following the coast through other areas that looked heavily settled.  The Florida Turnpike was a toll road that split off from I-75 and headed directly to Orlando, to the southeast.
 
   Jessica had absolutely no intention of going anywhere near either city; she didn’t trust they weren’t crawling with zombies.  Orlando especially was a tourist city due to the multitude of amusement and theme parks that were located in and near it.  It might not be Atlanta, but considering the outbreaks had started on Labor Day weekend . . . she didn’t imagine it was much of a stretch to assume there could have been hundreds of thousands of people there who were now hungry, unfussy eaters roaming around Orlando.
 
   As she’d discussed with Austin, the ‘problem’ as she saw it was there was a line of towns and civilization that stretched between both cities; right across the state.  More or less tracking along I-4, which connected them.  But she’d had time and motivation to check the roads on the map carefully, and had decided on a course of action.
 
   If she took the Turnpike, after about twenty-five miles it intersected US-27.  She’d still be fifteen or twenty miles clear of even the vaguest definition of the Orlando suburbs, so that should be safe.  And once she made it to US-27, assuming the route stayed clear, she could follow that right down to Lake Okeechobee.
 
   There were several things she liked about this plan.  It had been discussed with Austin, so he’d find it plausible she was headed there.  The road had a convenient ‘code’ she could use to describe her route to him in a way that wouldn’t be immediately obvious to anyone else who might find the note.
 
   And, most importantly of all, US-27 looked to be her best bet for tiptoeing through the Tampa-Orlando line she was so worried about.  Midway between the two cities was another one, Lakeland, that looked fairly big; but -27 would stay clear of it to the east.  She wasn’t a tactical expert like Austin, but as far as she could see, -27 was the obvious choice considering her concerns.
 
   If they got past I-4 okay, -27 only had half a dozen or so little bitty towns between the Tampa-Orlando line and Okeechobee.  None of them looked large enough to be a real problem; and regardless, the map seemed to show a lot of room to detour and dodge around as needed once they were south of I-4.
 
   Jessica wasn’t counting on no problems; but she wasn’t necessarily expecting any major ones either.  Not as long as she took things carefully and kept her eyes open.  She hadn’t been paying close attention to the pickup, but it didn’t seem to get terribly bad gas mileage.  Better than the SUV had anyway.  With what she had left in the cans liberated from the SUV, she expected to be able to drive straight through without having to fool around at a gas station.
 
   The plan was as sound as she could think to make it.  The next step was to do the drive.
 
   It was only a couple of minutes to the Turnpike, and she took it southeast.  The toll booths were all vacant, and she saw repeated signs road clearing had occurred at some point.  There were disabled, wrecked, or abandoned vehicles along the way the same as she’d grown used to noticing along the major roads; but as she continued toward Orlando they’d been mostly moved off the road.
 
   The pavement wasn’t completely clear, but there was always at least one travel lane that was available in each direction.  Twice she passed a particularly messy and large accident site, one incorporating numerous and large vehicles, but even there a path through had already been created that didn’t require leaving the hard surface and chancing the shoulder.
 
   “What’s f-e-m-a?” Candice asked after they’d gone through a couple of toll stations.
 
   “What?” Jessica asked, reading a sign that indicated Orlando was thirty-five miles ahead.
 
   “There are signs on the booths in the road.” Candice said, gesturing behind them.  She was wearing her seatbelt, but had twisted her head and body around enough to see out the back window.  It was an effort for her to do this, since she had to hitch herself up high enough to see over the seat back.
 
   Jessica glanced in her mirrors, focusing on the toll booths.  Sure enough, she saw large pieces of wood or something had been affixed to booths, on the other side of the highway.  The backing and letters both looked haphazard and rushed to her – definitely not the sort of thing that usually served as a highway sign – but she could make out the first line easily enough.  The others were reversed, and getting smaller as she continued southeast, but she took a guess at them from context.
 
   “FEMA Evacuation Route.” she read slowly.
 
   “Yeah, what’s f-e-m-a?”
 
   “FEMA is part of the government.”
 
   “Which government?”
 
   “Ours.”
 
   “No, I mean, like state or . . .” Candice said, sounding irked.
 
   “Federal Emergency Management Agency.” Jessica elaborated.  “F-E-M-A.”
 
   “They fixed emergencies?”
 
   Jessica laughed, a short bark of humor, but without any real emotion behind it.  “Well, I don’t know about fixed, but they were supposed to help when things got bad.”
 
   “Like zombies?”
 
   “Like hurricanes and tornadoes and floods and stuff like that.” Jessica said.  “Usually.  But I guess zombies would be something they’d try to help people deal with.”
 
   “They didn’t do a very good job.” Candice observed.
 
   “Well, I don’t think anyone really did a very good job dealing with the zombies.”
 
   “We did.”
 
   Jessica shuddered briefly.  “I wouldn’t say we’re dealing with them sweetie.  We’ve been running and hiding ever since they showed up.”
 
   “Yeah, but we’re alive.”
 
   Laughing with more sincerity now, Jessica nodded in agreement.  “I’d have to say you’ve got a point.  When you put it like that, we’re dealing with zombies better than most.”
 
   “What was FEMA doing?”
 
   Jessica considered.  “Orlando is ahead of us on the road; and there are other big cities and towns beyond it, toward the east coast of the state.  I’d have to guess it had something to do with what that woman told us about; how they were trying to use Ocala for a refugee center.”
 
   “It didn’t work.”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Candice’s tone brightened somewhat.  “Since that was where people were going, and we’re headed away from it, and we already know there are a lot of zombies back there . . . does that mean we’re going somewhere that’ll have less zombies?”
 
   “I hope so.  That’s the plan.”
 
   “Your plans have been pretty good so far Mom.”
 
   “Thanks sweetie.  Let’s hope our luck holds out.”
 
   US-27 was well marked, both at the turn itself as well as ahead of time on the highway signs, so Jessica didn’t have to stop to consult her map.  The road sort of wandered back and forth on a parallel course to the Turnpike for a while, but then turned and stayed almost exclusively due south.
 
   Most of the surroundings as she followed it were fairly rural.  There was a section shortly after veering away from the Turnpike that was somewhat built up, but only in a small town manner.  The businesses and roads astride US-27 were set well back – both from it and each other – and never closed up in the press of urban construction she was so used to back in Atlanta.
 
   She tensed some for a while during that portion of the trip, because the zombie number went from occasional and isolated to more frequent and clustered; but nothing like the hordes that were rampaging through Ocala.  Once she had to detour off the highway through a couple of surface streets when she came across a group of several tens of zombies, but that and some weaving was the worst of it.
 
   By mid-morning she’d reached I-4.  The intersection there had more of the hastily made FEMA signs, and Jessica was able to get a good look at them.  Definitely wood and paint, and they weren’t weathering the Florida rain and sun very well at all.  She figured in another couple of months some of them might be too badly degraded to reliably read.
 
   But that didn’t concern Jessica.  What did was I-4 could have been a place where wrecked and traffic-jammed cars might’ve supplied a fresh source of zombies to obstruct her path.  There were some wandering around, but nothing that really bothered her as long as the truck held up.  So far, it was doing just fine.  In fact, it was burning fuel a lot better than she’d hoped for; way better than the SUV had.  She guessed that was as good of a trade off as she was going to get for having lost the SUV’s armored safety.
 
   They’d passed a number of lakes, but south of I-4 Jessica started seeing a lot more water.  According to the map, this area of Florida was generally very well supplied with surface water.  It was heartening to see evidence of that obvious plethora of abundant water.  Somewhere in south-central or south Florida was a safe place.  She just knew it.
 
   There was some additional detouring and back-tracking that came up, but the miles rolled by without a problem.  Shortly after noon she started seeing signs marked with Okeechobee.  Some of them indicated the lake itself was a certain number of miles ahead, but most merely referenced it and proclaimed some business that was related to it.  Motels, boating docks, fishing guide services; it was obviously the big draw in this area.
 
   Jessica finally stopped in the middle of the road and consulted the map to get her bearings.  They were very close.  Now it was time to find it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve – Moving on up
 
   “Why are those houses on poles?” Candice asked as the truck slowed.
 
   Jessica shrugged as she studied them.  “Probably flooding.” she guessed.
 
   “There are floods here?”
 
   “We’re either in or right next to one of the largest swamps in the world honey.”
 
   “The lake is a swamp?”
 
   “No, the lake is a lake.  I’m talking about the Everglades.”
 
   “We’re going to live in a swamp?”
 
   “Candice, please.” Jessica said, forcing herself to keep from sounding frustrated.  The trip had gone well, but driving for hours on end always worked out to be harder than it seemed like it should be.  And the zombie problems didn’t help make it any easier.  “I’m trying to think.”
 
   “Oh.  Sorry.”
 
   Jessica smiled briefly, but she didn’t take her eyes off the scene ahead.  It was getting late in the afternoon, and she was starting to worry about finding somewhere – even temporarily – to stay.  She’d put most of the last gas in the cans into the truck’s tank, and spent the past two hours investigating, and so far hadn’t liked anything enough to look closer.
 
   On the map, there was a town or something at the northern edge of Okeechobee.  Oddly enough, it was the one that got to name itself after the lake; she’d stayed well clear of it.  It looked to be somewhat large.  Also from the map, she saw the eastern edge had a lot of development that ran right along the very lake edge itself; so she assumed that was going to be dominated by tourist-styled facilities, and saved that for last.
 
   Circling around the western edge, she’d found small numbers of zombies – only a few here and there – but also no houses or structures she considered usable.  Primarily, the problem was everything was small, low to the ground, and often flimsy.
 
   Since the beginning of the nightmare, she’d learned height was a saving grace.  It’d allowed her and Candice to survive the zombies that closed in after the car wreck back in Atlanta, as well as the one in Ocala a few days ago.  It had protected those stragglers Austin had rescued on I-75 when traveling to Knoxville.  One of the good things about zombies was they didn’t climb, jump, or fly.  They might make it up an incline, like a hill or stairs; but a wall or even a ladder shut them down cold.
 
   The easiest way to be safe was to be out of reach.  And with just her to keep an eye on Candice, she needed that measure of security.  It was impossible – literally impossible – for her to stand guard all the time.  No matter how dedicated Jessica was to keeping Candice safe, sooner or later even mothers had to sleep.
 
   But there was no way she’d be willing to do that in a one-story house with windows and doors that couldn’t hold off a determined pack of hungry zombies.  Much less more able humans who might set their minds to getting in.
 
   She’d been starting to despair, until coming across this.  On the map, it was just a road that snaked its way across what seemed to be the major canal that encircled the lake, and went up a long finger of a peninsula that jutted out into the water.  The only reason she was checking it was because she’d figured the road went somewhere; that there had to be something here because of the pavement.
 
   Her suspicion was confirmed by the collection of . . . well, she wasn’t sure what they could be properly called, but as Candice had said, they were houses on poles.  Stilts or pilings would be the term she’d use, but regardless it was – she counted quickly – ten houses all raised what looked like to her at least two stories above water level.  And that was the defining point; because each house was built right on the shore and had at least half of itself over the lake.
 
   Each had a set of stairs at the front and back, and both sets connected to little docks.  The front dock ran a dozen or so yards ‘inland’, while the back was effectively just a little platform that looked like it was only a place to tie up a boat at, or perhaps fish from.  Regardless, she recognized both docks as floating ones; the big poles that jutted up from beneath them and went skyward to the level of the house’s first floor were unmistakable in purpose.  That was why she’d guessed the area might have flooding issues.  There was no other reason to build something like what she was looking at if it didn’t.
 
   What she noticed though was how the area looked deserted.  No cars, no people.  The houses were all just sitting on their pilings with water lapping at them, and the only sound she heard over the truck’s engine was water fowl honking back and forth out on the lake.
 
   “Alright, let’s take a closer look.” Jessica decided, driving forward slowly.  “Help me watch the houses as we go past; say something if you see people or zombies.”
 
   “Okay.” Candice said.
 
   Jessica guided the truck along the pavement right to the end, and saw nothing that changed her initial estimation.  Some of the houses were standing open, with doors swaying slightly in the breeze and windows left up to admit that breeze.  No one peeked out from within, and nothing showed up from without – either pulseless or breathing – in response to the truck’s arrival.  As far as she could tell, none of the houses showed any damage to doors or windows that indicated they’d been ransacked, or served as last-stands against zombies.
 
   At the end of the road, she turned the vehicle around so it was facing back the way they’d come; then shut it off.  “Now it’s time to be sure.  Can’t just look from the road; gotta check things out on foot.” she sighed to herself.
 
   She hated this part, but there was nothing for it.  Not for the first time she lamented the loss of the SUV.  The vehicle had been so secure, and made what to do with Candice at times like this easy.  That luxury was gone.
 
   “Candice, I think this might be what we’ve come all this way for.” Jessica said, drawing the Taurus and racking the slide back.  “But to be sure I’ve got to clear the house.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “The safest place for you is going to be with me, but you’ve got to be careful.” she continued.  “Stay behind me, back some so I don’t bump into you if I have to step back; but not so far back that you’re too far for me to protect.  And you have to pay careful attention to everything that’s happening.  You have to watch me so you can follow, but you have to watch around you – especially to the sides and back – in case something I miss shows up to cause problems.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Jessica fixed her daughter with a heavy, serious look.  “I’m not kidding.  This is dangerous.  Anything could be in there.  I’m going to go through it as cautiously and slowly as I know how, but it’s just me and you this time.  There could be anything in there, no matter how quiet things look out here.”
 
   “Mom, I know.” Candice said for the third time.
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “Yes.  Rule One, Rule Two.  I’ll be careful.”
 
   Jessica held the girl’s eyes for several seconds, then nodded unwillingly.  “Okay.  So let’s do this and find out if this is going to be a place we can stay.”
 
   “Together.” Candice nodded back.
 
   She reached for her door, then stopped and made an obvious show of checking around outside the truck; looking from front to back through the window for any sign of trouble.  Jessica took a deep breath and checked her own side before getting out and looking the entire area over from the ground.  As she did, she remembered her ammunition constraints, and traded the Taurus for the Shield. 
 
   Quiet.  Everything seemed quiet.  That was good.  She waited while Candice came around the front of the truck, then led the way over to the dock of the last house on the left side of the road.  The boards seemed sturdy beneath her feet, without much in the way of creaking or groaning to indicate bad or old wood.  The stairs were similarly reassuring in their stability, but by that point Jessica was hardly paying much attention to her feet.
 
   She rose up to the house’s level, taking the steps one at a time as she held the black nine millimeter pistol clutched before her in both hands.  The porch ran the length of the front of the house, with a handful of wooden chairs scattered around for lounging on.  Jessica checked the door – locked – then turned to Candice and pointed to a spot at the top of the stairs.  The girl nodded and stood there while Jessica roamed the porch from one side to the other, peering through the windows.
 
   Inside, the house looked just as empty and quiet as the exterior.  She saw a minimum amount of furniture – all wood with earth-toned fabrics – that gave the space some use as more than just walls, floor, and roof.  It also made it easier to get a good look at everything, and it was vacant as far as she could tell.
 
   Jessica considered how to proceed for several seconds, then shrugged mentally.  The windows had open storm shutters folded back against the wall that looked quite sturdy.  That made sense since South Florida saw regular hurricanes.  The shutters gave her an idea though.
 
   “Candice, you’re watching good, right?”
 
   “All quiet.” Candice confirmed.
 
   “Okay.  I’m going to break a window and see if I can get in that way.” Jessica said, double checking the pistol’s safety before putting it back in the holster.  “You stand right there and keep watching.  If anything happens, run back along the road and I’ll get to you.”
 
   “Don’t you want to knock first?”
 
   “What?” she said, momentarily stymied.
 
   “You and Austin always knock and make a lot of noise before you go into a house.” Candice said in a matter-of-fact tone.
 
   Jessica kicked herself mentally; she’d just looked, not knocked yet.  “Yes, you’re absolutely right.  Thank you for reminding me.”  She was tired, but that was no excuse.  Mistakes meant death.  Stepping over to the door, she used the heel of her hand and pounded on the door several times.  She could hear the thumping echoing throughout the house.
 
   Seconds went by, and she counted them off in her head slowly.  Patience.  Never rush a clear.  Nothing happened, and she knocked again even louder.  This time she moved so she could see inside one of the windows while she waited.  Still nothing.
 
   “Hope that means it’s empty.” Candice finally remarked.
 
   “Let’s hope.  Okay, here I go.”
 
   Lifting one of the deck chairs, Jessica hefted it by the back and swung the legs at the window on the left of the front door as she turned her head away.  Glass broke with a musical tinkling, shattering and cracking and tumbling.  Awkwardly, Jessica used the chair to clear the frame of any lingering shards and triple checked that she hadn’t missed any.  The last thing she needed was a nasty cut.
 
   “I’ll open the door from the inside.” Jessica said as she put the chair down.
 
   “I’ll keep watch out here.” Candice nodded, looking around.
 
   Jessica glanced around herself as she drew the Shield again.  The little road with its stilt houses was still calm and quiet.  If only it could stay that way.  Steeling her nerve, she stuck her head inside the broken out window and took a long look around the interior.  Nothing emerged, nothing was lurking that she could tell; so she straightened and eased a leg through, being careful about her footing so she didn’t slip on the glass.
 
   Pulling herself through was a little more of a chore than she’d expected, but once she was inside she gripped the pistol in both hands and waited while she stood; looking and listening.
 
   Rustic was the term she’d choose as best suiting the interior.  It was a basic wooden house, lumber rather than logs or something, but the feel was just . . . rustic.  Like it was built to suit someone from fifty or a hundred years ago.  Nothing looked necessarily old or in need of repair; but the feeling was not modern.
 
   She’d call this the living room, and the couch and chairs were all antique styles that looked serviceable more than excessively comfortable.  Despite that, however, she saw cables dangling from the wall that looked ready to plug right into a television; and there were the usual electrical outlets spaced regularly around the room.
 
   Peering about slowly as she waited, she saw a dining room visible through an open doorway ahead, with a table and chairs all standing ready for use.  On her right was what could be called a second living room, a parlor, or a sitting room depending on one’s proclivities; more simple and old-fashioned wooden furniture.  To the left was a hallway, with some doors standing open.  It was all clear, quiet, and undisturbed.
 
   Jessica decided she could risk turning her back on the house – nothing seemed to be moving anywhere except her – and she focused her attention on the front door.  To her relief she saw a simple pair of locks that both opened from the inside; a button lock on the knob and a twist operated deadbolt above that.  They gave her no trouble as she disengaged them and opened the door.
 
   Candice was right where she was supposed to be, at the top of the stairs.  Jessica beckoned, and the girl came inside, moving quietly on light feet.  Closing the door, Jessica hesitated, then decided to lock it.  But only with the knob lock.  That one would disengage if the inside knob was turned; but it would slow anyone outside down.
 
   Slowly, methodically, she checked the house with Candice staying with and behind her.  The right side had the sitting room, a basic – if roomy – kitchen, and a surprisingly large back deck accessed via a normal door, not the more common glass sliding style she was used to, between the dining room and kitchen.
 
   On the left side, there were two hallway bathrooms right next to each other, and a total of six bedrooms.  The furniture throughout remained basic and simple, but by the time she got done checking the last bedroom Jessica was extremely glad the house was only a single story.  It might be up on stilts, but it only had the one living level, and a lot of livable space regardless.  She wasn’t sure if her nerves would be up to checking another story.
 
   “Okay, I think we’re clear.” Jessica said finally, after she got up from one knee where she’d been peering under the bed in the last bedroom.
 
   “Why is everything so big?” Candice asked immediately.
 
   “Well, the bedroom isn’t that big.” Jessica pointed out.  Which was true; it was about the size of a standard bedroom, or even maybe a shade smaller.  And the house didn’t seem to have what she’d recognize as a ‘master’ bedroom.
 
   “The regular rooms are big.” Candice objected.  “And there are six bedrooms.  But it’s empty, like no one’s living here.”
 
   “True.” Jessica said, easing back into the hallway.  She was trying to calm down from the adrenaline rush of poking about in the scary unknown, and she felt sure she’d cleared the house properly, but the sun was sinking rapidly and there was still everything in the truck to get inside.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I’d guess the zombies.”
 
   “No,” Candice protested, “I mean, even before the zombies, why wasn’t anyone living here?”
 
   “Hmmm.” Jessica mused as she got back to the front door and made sure it was still locked before she opened it.  Candice raised a fair question.  The house really didn’t have the sense anyone had been living here when the apocalypse started; no pictures, no personal details, no mess, empty cabinets and drawers.  Idly, Jessica looked when she stepped out onto the porch, and didn’t see a realtor sign anywhere.  None of the houses on the street had one.  She considered the lake for a moment, then shrugged.  “I’m going with vacation rental house.”
 
   “Vacation rental house?” Candice asked.
 
   “That’s a house people rent for when they go on vacation.”
 
   “People rent houses when they go on vacation?”
 
   “They did.  Sometimes.” Jessica said as she stood on the porch, looking around to double check that the area was clear while she thought about her next steps.
 
   “That’s weird.”
 
   “If you have a big family, or a lot of friends who are coming with you, renting a house makes sense.” she told her daughter.
 
   “Still . . .”
 
   “Just be glad they built these, because I think this is where we’re going to stay.”
 
   “Oh good.”
 
   “We’re losing light sweetie, so what say you help me carry our stuff into the house?”
 
   “All of it?”
 
   “All of it.” Jessica confirmed.  “We’ll pile it up in the living room for now.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Jessica kept Candice close, but with the girl’s help it only took fifteen minutes of effort to get the truck bed unloaded into the house.  It went smoothly, without any surprises, but Jessica still found it more than slightly nerve-wracking to be trooping up and down the stairs, carrying things while trying to keep an eye on everything around them.  The ammunition cases left her panting, and she saved them for last even though she considered them among the most important things to have.
 
   As she’d expected though, they took a big chunk out of her stamina getting them up the stairs; bullets were heavy.  She was ready to sit and rest when they were in, but the work wasn’t done yet.  She was glad everything was out of the truck and under cover, but she felt certain if she’d started with the hard stuff it would’ve taken much longer and been more discouraging as the unloading continued.
 
   With everything inside, she moved the truck off the road just because it bugged her to leave it so far from the house, then spent a few minutes taking a fast inventory of what she had.  As she’d sort of suspected, the tools and utility items that Austin had mostly been responsible for collecting and sticking in the SUV turned out to have things she wouldn’t have thought to keep; but that were now useful.
 
   There wasn’t a ‘proper’ hammer, but he had put a small sledge-style hammer in to go with the box of nails she found.  Those sufficed to allow her to seal shut all the storm shutters on the front of the house.  For the front door, she locked it, then used some cord and nails driven into the frame to create a lattice preventing the door from being easily opened even if the locks were defeated.  The back door she similarly rigged. The rope wasn’t as good as something more sturdy, like wood, but it was all she had time and energy for with the night already falling thick around her.
 
   She didn’t harbor the illusion her quick modifications made the house impregnable, but she only wanted to get through the night.  Breaking through the locked door and sealed shutters would be loud and noisy, and she hoped that would be enough to safeguard her and Candice until morning.  For tomorrow, she had some definite thoughts on how she wanted to handle additional security.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen – Strange Neighbors
 
   Jessica started awake and reached for the Taurus she’d left on the bedside table.  The Shield was under her pillow, but the big forty-five made too much of a lump so she’d put it aside, but in reach.  Now she had it in her hand as she sat up, though she wasn’t sure what to point it at.
 
   The bedroom was quiet.  She’d left the windows on the lake side of the house alone, and the ones in this bedroom open for ventilation.  Coming south had definitely found heat; even in what was obviously early morning it was already in the seventies.  Based on yesterday afternoon, she expected to see a lot of upper 70s and lower 80s for at least a while.
 
   That was good, but Jessica furrowed her brow as she looked around the room again.  What had awoken her?  She got out of bed and padded barefoot over to the door.  Listening at it didn’t reveal anything untoward . . . so why was she up?  What had awoken her?
 
   Jessica scowled in thought, considered going back to bed, but decided at this point she was awake.  It would be a waste of time.  She shrugged mentally and went back over to the bed.  She’d taken her shoes off, but nothing else.  The guns went into their holsters on her belt without incident, but when she sat down on the edge of the mattress to put her shoes back on Candice sat upright.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she demanded, looking around wildly.
 
   “Nothing.” Jessica answered soothingly.  “We’re fine.  Everything’s fine.”
 
   “It’s morning?”
 
   “It’s morning.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “How’d you sleep?”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “No dreams?”
 
   Candice hesitated, but when Jessica looked at her she just shrugged.  “Nothing I remember.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Yeah.  Just random stuff.”
 
   “Okay, if you’re sure.”
 
   “Why are you up?”
 
   “Because it’s morning.” Jessica said as she finished with her shoes and stood.  She thought Candice’s question was meant more as a diversion from her mother’s line of query; but Jessica was willing to play along.
 
   “What are we going to do today?”
 
   “Well, first I thought we’d have a hot meal.  Then there are some things I need to find to help secure the house.”
 
   “What things?” Candice asked, scrambling out from beneath the sheet she’d slept beneath and over to Jessica’s side of the bed.
 
   “Well, really one thing to be honest.” Jessica admitted.  “I want to find a ladder.”
 
   “A ladder?”
 
   “Yeah, a ladder.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I want to destroy the stairs that lead up here so no one can get up and bother us.”
 
   “Then how are we going to get up when we leave?”
 
   “I’m still working that part out.” Jessica admitted.  The only thing she’d come up with so far was to bring the ladder every time they left; and she wasn’t sure how practical that would be.  Plus it meant she had to keep Candice with her at all times, which was the other thing she was trying to figure out.
 
   “What’s for breakfast?”
 
   Jessica shook herself away from the unanswered questions.  “How about I fry up a can of that hash we’ve been saving?”
 
   “Yummy!” the girl said, clapping her hands excitedly.  Most of the canned goods were vegetables and soups; but there were a few that Jessica had been holding onto for special occasions.  Including three cans of corned beef hash.  She also had two cans of actual corned beef.  They counted as special because meat protein had been thin and infrequent in the absence of power for refrigerators.
 
   “We can have some hash, and some crackers with jelly packets, and what say we open one of the cans of peaches too?”  One of the multitude of problems with no refrigeration was if something got opened, it just about had to always be finished off then and there or it would spoil.  She had several jars of jelly that she still wasn’t sure how to eat; even if Austin showed up, she couldn’t figure how two adults and a ten-year-old could manage to consume an entire jar of jelly in one sitting.  But there were some fast food single-serve packets as well, and those were much simpler to use up.
 
   “Double yummy.”
 
   “Good.  Shoes, then you can use the bathroom while I check to make sure the house is still okay.  Then I’ll use the bathroom, then I’ll cook.”
 
   Jessica had some ideas about the bathrooms to, but she wanted to deal with security first.  In fact, she needed to start a list of things that she felt would be good to do.  The house had inspired a number of notions that occurred to her, and she was certain more would follow; but she knew better than to get ahead of herself.  Take it slow, one thing at a time.  Unpleasant bathroom smells weren’t anything new that she and Candice hadn’t gotten used to; so that could hold off at least a little while.  Certainly it didn’t overly interfere with the routine as she and her daughter cycled through their morning toiletry activities.
 
   The house was quiet, and she still couldn’t figure out what had awoken her.  She left the back door secured – using the little propane camp stove again – while she made the breakfast.  As the hash was frying in one of the cast iron skillets she’d collected out of houses back in Georgia, she studied things beyond the lake-side windows she’d opened up for ventilation.  Everything outside all looked normal.
 
   A big expanse of water that she knew was a lake, but couldn’t see across; that was different, but unthreatening.  She didn’t see anything moving on the lake except wind and birds.  The wind was enough to produce ripples; water motion that was enough to count as movement, but not nearly grand enough to qualify as even the tamest of waves.  She didn’t care; it was oddly soothing.  Relaxing.  She made a mental note to put a boat or canoe or something on her list though; just in case.
 
   After breakfast, she wiped out the skillet using a paper towel and left it on the non-functional kitchen stove.  One advantage of the cast iron was she didn’t have to fool around very much with ‘proper’ cleaning.  She brought her purse with the emergency kit, and made sure she had two boxes of ammunition tucked away.  Her supply of forty-five was still low, but there was plenty of nine millimeter.  Enough for her to stand a siege if necessary.
 
   “So, here’s my plan.” Jessica said when she was ready.  Candice, waiting near the front door, gave her attentive eyes that made it clear she was listening.  “I want to take a look around the immediate area for useful things, useful places, that we’ll need.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   Jessica pulled the map out of her purse and unfolded it to the lake area, bending down so Candice could move closer and see it.  “If I’ve been paying attention and tracking us correctly, we’re about here.” she said, pointing at the peninsula that spiked out into the lake.  Her finger moved south, and then southwest, tapping in turn.  “Here, and here, it looks like there are some little towns.”
 
   “Those aren’t the only ones.” Candice said, pointing at two other places.  One was on the south end of the lake, the other about ten or fifteen miles east of the two closest ones Jessica had indicated.  “And this one looks pretty big.” the girl added, tapping the paper lightly over the inland town.  
 
   “Yes, but they’re also further away.  And this one is big enough that it could easily have a really big zombie problem.” Jessica replied.  “Plus, it’s closer to Fort Myers, which isn’t a place I want to get any nearer than we need to; and right now, we don’t need to.  Let’s just start with the two close, and small, ones.”
 
   “We’re scouting?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Austin would like that.”
 
   “I’m sure he would.  So, here’s the thing.  We can’t stop being careful.  All the rules are still in effect.  We have to always pay attention, always keep a close eye on what’s going on around us.”
 
   “Because of zombies.”
 
   “Because of a lot of things, but zombies are important.” Jessica confirmed.  “So be careful, stay watchful, stay close to me, got it?”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   “Okay.  Let’s go scouting.” Jessica said, folding the map back up and sticking it in her purse.  She untied the cord on the front door, then disengaged the locks so she could crack it a little and look out carefully.  The porch seemed clear, but she had been taught by Austin to never assume anything.  After that first look she pulled the door open and stepped back as she drew the Taurus.  Nothing jumped in at her, so she angled back and forth to get as good a look at the porch as she could before slowly edging out.
 
   The day was clear and warming, and nothing seemed to be lurking about; either on the porch or on the ground around the house.  After closing the door, Jessica led the way down the stairs, taking her time and stopping halfway down to take a three-sixty look at the entire area; but all was quiet.  The truck was right where she’d left it, and started when she inserted the key.
 
   She wanted to top up her gas cans, but not today.  The truck had enough fuel for a good look around the area, and then some; she’d take care of the cans tomorrow or the next day.  Today she wanted to get a feel for the lay of the land.  If they were going to be staying in the area for a while, hopefully at least through the winter, knowing where to go for scavenging certain things would be critical.  And knowing what areas had people, what areas had zombies, and how many of each . . . that would be important as well.
 
   The first town really was a small one, sitting directly astride US-27 three or four miles from Okeechobee.  A river ran along, and through, the eastern side of the town that her map showed connected into the canal that surrounded the lake.  Her map showed just about the entire lake was bordered by a canal that was several miles inland.  That made the stilt house make even more sense; flooding apparently was a thing around here; or a canal encircling the entire lake wouldn’t have been dug and maintained.
 
   The town itself seemed as quiet and desolate as any of the others she’d seen since the apocalypse.  Jessica stayed on the outskirts, but she saw few zombies and no one who struck her as alive moving about.  A number of little docks dotted the river, and some of them had small boats or canoes tied up to them.  Actually, she was pretty sure most of them were chained, but that was a problem for another day.
 
   Most importantly – other than the lack of any large numbers of hungry zombies – she didn’t see any real signs the town had suffered heavily in the outbreaks.  Few damaged buildings, no blocks ravaged by fire, a number of stores that looked intact – including two small supermarkets – and three gas stations.  If it weren’t for the general lack of any activity, and the trash she saw scattered and occasionally blowing about like tumbleweeds in a western, she would’ve said the scenes looked almost normal.
 
   “Is everyone dead?” Candice asked just as Jessica was about to stop circling around the town’s outskirts and head for the highway where she wanted to leave another note for Austin at.
 
   Jessica shrugged, trying to put as much casual lightness as she felt was reasonable into the gesture.  “I don’t think everyone’s dead, no.”
 
   “Then where did they all go?”
 
   “Lots of people left their homes.  You know why we left ours.”
 
   “Zombies.”
 
   “Yes.” Jessica thought, unable to keep from shuddering at the dark memory of her mother nonchalantly chewing on mouthfuls of her father.  “And even though it’s true, it’s also fair to say I was running from having to let you see your grandparents like that.”  Aloud though, she just nodded and managed to get her voice to come out more or less level.  “Zombies are a good reason to run.  Fighting them is dangerous.”
 
   “Yes.” Candice said sadly.  “But it’s been a long time since this started.”
 
   “Not that long.”
 
   “It’s Halloween now.” Candice disagreed.  “I mean, isn’t it?”
 
   “Just about.” Jessica admitted.
 
   “Summer to Halloween is a long time Mom.”
 
   Jessica smiled as she remembered time moved differently on kid clocks.  It took the jaded inattentiveness of adulthood to let life start whipping past you too fast to notice.  “Okay, so it’s been a while, yeah.”
 
   “Is it always going to be like this?”
 
   “Oh God.” Jessica said before she could stop herself.  She caught Candice giving her a close stare of appraisal, and forced another light shrug.  “I hope not.”
 
   “But what if it is?”
 
   “We’ll just keep doing what we have been.”
 
   “Hiding?”
 
   “Surviving.” Jessica corrected gently.  “Though hiding isn’t too wrong either.”
 
   “Is everyone hiding?”
 
   “I think a lot of people are.”
 
   “If everyone keeps surviving by hiding, doesn’t that mean the zombies will always be here?”
 
   “I don’t think anyone knows how things are going to work out.”
 
   “But don’t people need to fight the zombies to fix everything?”
 
   Jessica considered.  She’d never been a big horror fan, but she knew the depictions of zombies prior to their changing headings from ‘fiction’ to ‘real’ had run the gamut.  Some zombies got more dangerous with age, others tended to fall apart.  Some needed to have eaten to be at their best, others were just killing machines with only one gear.  She was still quite thankful these zombies hadn’t turned out to be adrenalized sprinters . . . she knew she and Candice would be dead if that had been the case.  And she figured the outlook for everything else wouldn’t be very good either.
 
   “I think there are still all kinds of people.” she finally said, brush her musings about the zombies aside.  “Some people might have turned into zombies, and others might have died because of them; but there are still all sorts of people out there in the world.  Some of them are going to be the kinds that go around cleaning zombies up.  We’re not like that, so our job is to stay safe and do what we can when the opportunity arises.”
 
   “What about Austin.”
 
   “What about him?” Jessica asked as she found US-27 and turned the truck to follow it away from the town.
 
   “He’s the kind of person who can kill a lot of zombies.”
 
   “And . . . ?” Jessica pressed calmly.
 
   “Maybe that’s why he’s not here yet.”
 
   “You think he’s off on a zombie killing spree?”
 
   “Sure, why not?”
 
   “Oh God.” Jessica thought.  “I hope not.”
 
   Candice smiled brightly, oblivious to the slight tensing of Jessica’s hands on the steering wheel.  “I bet he’s kicking a lot of zombie butt.”
 
   “I just hope he’s safe.” Jessica said carefully.  “There were a lot of zombies back in Ocala, remember?  Maybe too many for even Austin to handle.”
 
   “He’s tough.”
 
   “Yes he is.”
 
   Candice smiled.  “Maybe he’ll clean out all the zombies that could bother us.”
 
   Jessica couldn’t help the slight chuckle she gave.  “Maybe, but let’s just hope for him to find us safely, okay?”
 
   “Can’t we hope for both?”
 
   Jessica shrugged.  “I have no idea.  But I know he can take care of himself.”  Ahead she saw a sign that proclaimed drivers were now leaving the city, with another on the opposite side.  She figured the other one was the ‘Welcome’ sign, and stopped the truck even with them in the middle of the road.
 
   “Stay in the truck, but stay watchful.” Jessica told Candice, putting the transmission in park and setting the brake.
 
   “What are you doing?” the girl asked, sounding surprised enough for some alarm to leak into her tone.
 
   “Leaving a note for Austin.” Jessica said, rummaging in her purse for the lipstick and pen.  “So he can find us when he gets done kicking zombie butt.”  She already had a box panel from the pasta last night tucked in there, with a plastic bag to protect it against rain.  When she looked, she saw nothing lurked on the road or around it to threaten her, so she got out and bent over the hood to write her note.
 
   “Austin, it’s us.  We’re in a place by the lake; same one Candice can’t say.  Quiet spot, it has no first floor.  I’ll check on this note every week or so, maybe add to it to let you know how things are going.  Jessica.”
 
   Sealing it into the bag, Jessica put it in the tall grass at the base of the sign and found a rock to weight it down.  Then she defaced the sign itself with the lipstick, writing ‘Austin’ in big letters.  She was a little worried about rain, but the lipstick wasn’t very water soluble.  And she did plan on checking it to make sure it was okay.
 
   Satisfied, and wishing for him to find it and find them without problems, Jessica got back in the truck and got them moving again.  The other town, Lewiston, looked bigger on her map; but when she got to its outskirts she realized that might be a trick of the layout.
 
   The town, or at least the outer edge, was a sprawl of trailer homes, simple and small houses that mostly looked like they’d seen better days, and a fairly typical mix of small fast food restaurants and stores.  And the stores were things like “Joe’s Bait Shop” and “Sandscape Bike Rentals” and other vacation or tourist trap spots.  There seemed to be at least half as many motel room as there were actual places where permanent residents lived.
 
   It was as quiet as the other one, both of zombies and people, but she again didn’t investigate too deeply.  As she’d told Candice, this was just a scouting trip.  Though, to be honest, she wasn’t sure how she’d go about serious scavenging yet.  If she could secure the house properly, leaving Candice there might be an option . . . but – as scared as the decision made her – she wasn’t sure if it would be worse to park the girl somewhere supposedly safe, but alone, or bring her along on where zombies and other problems could threaten more directly.
 
   That one she could still push off at least another couple of days; at worst a week, but sooner or later she was going to have to figure it out.  Part of that would be securing the house.  She was reminded of that when she saw a work truck parked in the lot in front of a Wal-Mart.  Jamming on the brakes, Jessica dragged the pickup to a halt right in the middle of the road.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “That truck.” Jessica said.  “I want some of the ladders from it.”  She indicated the work truck, which had markings and gear indicating it had belonged to a painter.
 
   “Uh, okay.” Candice shrugged.
 
   “I’m checking the parking lot.” Jessica explained in response to the unasked question.
 
   “Oh.  Um . . . looks clear.”
 
   “Let’s be sure.”
 
   Jessica took a long look across the lot, but it seemed inhabited only by a pair of idly wandering zombies well over on the far side, near and actually beyond the side of the enormous store.  Even if they noticed her immediately, she’d still have several minutes before either could shamble over to trouble her.
 
   Decided, she hung a sharp U-turn and drove back to the last entrance to the lot and pulled in, skirted along the road side edge, then stopped next to the truck.  She looked around again, then set the brake and transmission.  “Sit tight in here, keep a good watch for me and use the horn if you see a problem.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   Jessica checked the area again, got out and looked still again – including under the trucks and other vehicles – before venturing close enough to the painter’s truck to investigate it.
 
   The ladders were just resting on racks that held them above the truck.  Lockers and cabinets were built into, and attached to, the back of the truck that needed keys; but the ladders were just laying up there.  It took her a minute to figure out how to work around her height and strength disadvantages; but eventually she climbed up into the back of the truck and was able to get want she wanted off and down to the ground.
 
   She ended up having to sort of dig through most of the ladders to get at her selections, pulling many off the racks so they were out of her way, but the mess didn’t bother her.  The noise as they hit the pavement though – she had to sort of drop, almost throw, them down – was a concern, but there was nothing for it.  She got two into the back of her truck before the handful of zombies in the parking lot managed to notice and cover the distance to her.  Driving off with an extension ladders and a shorter platform ladder, Jessica decided to abandon any further scouting today and head back to see what she could come up with at the house.
 
   Modifying the house, or at least its stairs, was critical; but she wasn’t exactly sure how to go about it.  One idea that occurred to her was to cut or destroy the stairs entirely; just take them out from the front porch so they didn’t lead up from the ground anymore.  It might take her a while with hand tools, but she figured she could manage it.  What she couldn’t figure out was how she’d secure the house if she left after something like that.
 
   Getting up and down seemed easy enough; use the extension ladder.  Jessica was reasonably confident she would be able to rig up some ropes to guard against the ladder falling, and that she could use to help get it pulled up when in the house.  With it up and her and Candice inside, anyone or anything else wandering by would have to really want to get up to manage it.
 
   But there was no way Candice would be able to hoist a long extension ladder up if Jessica left to go do things; the ten-year-old lacked the strength to make any sort of serious attempt at something like that.  And leaving the ladder in place was a risk that Jessica couldn’t take; any other survivors who wandered by would be free to come right up.  In fact, seeing such an obvious modification to the house would likely draw their attention.
 
   Aside from Candice being at their mercies, it meant the house and its supplies would be free for the taking.  Not a plan Jessica was remotely happy with.
 
   The other possibility that occurred to her was to not destroy the stairs; but merely modify them.  If she took out a number of the stair treads, she could maybe rig up some sort of ‘draw bridge’ with the ladders to span the open distance.  The problem with that was she knew she’d probably need to create at least a six or eight foot gap, and that was a lot of stairs to remove.
 
   She was not terribly handy.  At least, not in the ‘fix and build’ things sense.  The treads could probably be attached to the ladders, but how to do so securely, and in a way that didn’t create a dangerous long inclined slope from one side of the gap to the other was stumping her.  The gap would have to be long enough to not be jumpable, and high enough for the house-side to not be easily reachable from the ground.  That meant it was critical for the ‘drawbridge’ to be stable for crossing, or she or Candice could get hurt if they fell.
 
   Frankly, Jessica hadn’t any real clue how to go about it.  Or how Candice would manage the retraction that any better than she would trying to haul up a big ladder from the ground.  She was still mulling things over, wondering if maybe she should go back out and find a hardware store and wander through it looking for inspiration, when she got back to the house.
 
   As she approached the line of vacation homes, her eyes sweeping automatically across the scene, she realized something was different.  Pulling herself out of her thoughts over the stairs, she looked again and realized the second house on the right had someone sitting on the front porch.
 
   Jessica braked in surprise.  The truck came to a skidding halt, tires screeching a little on the asphalt, but the figure on the porch didn’t do anything.  It was a man – he had a pretty thick beard that was evident even from dozens of yards away – and he appeared to be just whiling away the afternoon in a wooden chair.
 
   “Who’s that?” Candice asked.
 
   “I don’t know.” Jessica answered slowly.
 
   “Is he a bad guy?”
 
   “I don’t know?”
 
   “Well, how do we find out?”
 
   A fair question.  Jessica saw the man was looking at them; or, at least, his head was turned in the direction of the truck.  As she watched, he lifted something in his left hand to his mouth.  A few moments later, he lowered that and lifted his right hand next.  She realized he had a drink in one hand, and was smoking something held in the other.
 
   “We should ask him I guess.” Jessica decided.  “Stay in the truck and keep watch around us so nothing bad sneaks up, okay?”
 
   “What are you going to do?” Candice asked.
 
   “Talk to him.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Jessica eased the truck forward slowly, trying to keep from appearing aggressive, hung a U-turn so her side of the truck faced the house in question, and stopped at the base of the stairs leading up to it.  She checked around the area at ground level, then rolled her window down and leaned out some.
 
   “Hello.” she called up.
 
   “How’s it goin’ ladies?” he slurred back.
 
   “He’s drunk.” Jessica realized.  Aside from his speech, he was sitting slumped and crooked in the chair like gravity was taking a toll on him, had a pint bottle of liquor in his hand, and an open cooler with more bottle tops sticking up out of it on the porch next to his chair.
 
   He wore a dirty and heavily stained t-shirt that looked like it hadn’t been washed in . . . ever, even though she was sure some of the stains were vomit.  His jeans were similarly worn, bearing dirt and frayed holes and no signs of care or cleanliness.  As she studied him, he lifted a fat cigar to his mouth and took a long, sloppy puff that included a cough, necessitating his needing to start the puff over, and a lot of drooling and dribble from his lips as he worked the cigar’s end to a cherry red glow.
 
   “Surviving.” Jessica answered before she let the pause grow too pregnant.  “How are you doing?”
 
   “Not bad considerin’ how fuckin’ fucked things are.”
 
   “You staying here?”
 
   “Hell yes.” he said, but without any sense of anger or offense in his tone.  Instead, he made the words come out like he was extremely amused by them.  “Where the fuck else would I be on a fine day like this?”
 
   Jessica glanced around automatically as he gestured, then reminded herself Austin would be paying attention to everything and not just the guy.  But nothing and no one seemed to lurking about anywhere.  Or, rather, not that she could tell.
 
   “You ladies movin’ in?”
 
   “Kind of.” she answered, returning her eyes to him.
 
   “Good.” he said with an air of definitive authority.  “Fuckin’ place could use some damn estr . . . estro . . . fuck, some damn women to pretty shit up.  You know, improve the view.”
 
   Candice giggled from the passenger seat of the truck, and Jessica found herself smiling despite her disapproval of the foulness of the man’s tongue.
 
   “You want a drink?” he asked, starting to hold the bottle out toward her.  “No, no, hang on.  Ladies don’t want none of that.”  He jammed the bottle down between his legs and reached into the cooler.  Glass clinked as he rummaged unsteadily through it, then he lifted out a different bottle; opaque with a colorful label.  “Here we are, proper lady’s drink.  Fruity and fit to gag on there’s so much damn unferm . . . unfe . . . fuck it, sugar in it.”
 
   He held the bottle out toward her, and Jessica shook her head as she smiled again.  “No, but thank you.”
 
   “You sure?  Best thing for it.”
 
   “For what?” she asked curiously.
 
   “The damn apoc . . . apocal . . . for the fuckin’ zombies.” he said drunkenly, dropping the bottle back into the cooler with a dangerously loud clink of glass on glass that made her wince.  But he didn’t seem to notice, or react, to the chance his cooler full of bottles might break.
 
   “I’ve got some things to do to get us settled in, but thank you.” Jessica deferred.  “How long have you been here?”
 
   “Since it all went to fuckin’ shit.” he said, punctuating the statement by picking up his bottle again and taking a swig.  She couldn’t read the label from here, but the contents were something brown colored, like whiskey or rum.  And were over half gone.  If he was drinking straight liquor, drunk probably didn’t begin to describe his condition.  In fact, depending on how long he’d been drinking, and despite his obviously sodden exterior and behavior, he might be even drunker than he looked and sounded.
 
   “Since Labor Day?” she guessed.
 
   “Yup.” he nodded, sounding proud.  “Best fuckin’ thing for it.”
 
   “You didn’t have anything else you needed to be doing?”
 
   “Do?  Do?” he demanded, but still without any air of anger or offense.  She was beginning to realize about the only two emotional states he seemed to have were either amusement in her confusion or pride in his decision making.  “What the fuck is there to do?”
 
   “Fight off zombies, stay safe . . . you know, things like that?”
 
   “Oh.” he said, then hiccupped.  “Yeah, well, okay, sure, there was a little of that.  But just a little.  After I seen what things were getting to, I figured out the best way to deal with all of it.”  He jammed the cigar into the side of his mouth, but kept talking as he puffed and drooled.
 
   “Stole my asshole neighbor’s truck and took my ass down to the Shore Shack.  Loaded that fucker full of everything, hauled it the fuck over here, stashed it the fuck in the bedrooms, and been having myself a grand fuckin’ time ever since.”
 
   She glanced around, but there were no vehicles in sight.  “Where’s the truck?”
 
   “Fucker broke down just after I fuckin’ got here.  When I went out looking for more fuckin’ supplies.” he shrugged.  “Shitty fuckin’ truck anyway; had to walk back.  Ain’t been out since.  Happy takes a hint, the hell he don’t.”
 
   “Zombies haven’t bothered you?” Jessica asked, trying to keep from getting too hopeful.  But if a total drunk had spent the last two months here, doing nothing but drinking, and hadn’t gotten eaten by zombies . . . she figured that could only bode quite well for her and Candice.
 
   “Oh they wander by sometimes.” he shrugged.  “I like it.  Them bastards are funny as fuck to watch.”
 
   “What do you do?”
 
   “Drink.”
 
   “No, I mean, when the zombies come.”
 
   “Drink.” he repeated, blinking at her.  “You okay lady?”
 
   “I’m fine.  But when the zombies come, you don’t do anything about them?”
 
   “Why would I do anything about them?”
 
   Before Jessica could start to answer, over Candice’s continued giggles she heard a motor approaching.  She looked at the road automatically, but nothing was visible on the pavement.  Glancing around again, she spotted a boat cruising toward the peninsula.  It was cutting across the lake and making straight for the drunk’s house; or, rather, the little dock behind his house.
 
   About the time she focused on the boat – a motor boat of some sort that looked low slung but long enough to carry eight or ten people – the motor’s noise penetrated the drunk’s alcohol induced haze.  “Ah fuck, the fuckin’ guys are back.”
 
   “The guys?” Jessica asked, struggling to keep from showing alarm.
 
   “Yeah.  They say they’re friends of mine, but I ain’t got no fuckin’ friends.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Fuck friends.” he said, showing the first hint of something that wasn’t touched with amusement.  “Just more shit they can take away.  Don’t need no more of that.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Friends.”
 
   “No, I mean, who’s going to take your friends away?”
 
   “Fuckin’ zombies.”
 
   Jessica looked back to the boat as the drunk lifted his bottle for another swig.  Whoever was driving it was experienced; the boat was angling right for the dock without a problem.  Its motor cut off while it was still out in the water, but the momentum lasted long enough for the boat to glide right up next to the wooden structure.  There were three people in it, and one of them stepped up and out of the boat adroitly with a rope in hand to start tying the vehicle up so it didn’t drift off.
 
   Whoever they were, they were armed – with long guns that were slung behind their shoulders, plus holsters on their belts – but they didn’t seem aggressive to her.  Jessica was ready to take off in the truck, or grab for one of her own weapons, but the boat trio simply headed up the back stairs toward the house.  One of them, the driver, waved at her in a friendly gesture, then he went up too.
 
   She made sure the transmission was in drive and ready to go, and waited with her foot on the brake.  About twenty seconds after she lost sight of the people on the back stairs, the front door behind the drunk opened and they came out onto the porch.  Two men and a woman, she saw as they emerged.
 
   “Hello.” one of the men called down.
 
   “Hello.” she answered, trying to keep from letting her building tension get to her.  One guy, even before she realized he was lost in an inebriated haze, didn’t alarm her too much.  But three more people, and showing signs of being more prepared for the post-apocalypse world, just encouraged her to revert to extreme caution.
 
   “I see you’ve met Jared here.”
 
   “Fuck you, you asshole.” the drunk slurred.  “My name is Happy.”
 
   “No one calls him that.” the woman said.
 
   “You fuckers better start.” Jared said, waving his bottle around.  “Or I might stop letting you use my fuckin’ dock.”
 
   “Some dock.” the third member of the trio of newcomers said.  “Barely enough room for the three of us to stand side by side on it.”
 
   “Fuck you too.”
 
   “Can’t imagine why we don’t call him Happy.” the first man said.
 
   “Guess not.” Jessica allowed neutrally.
 
   “I’d be happier if you fuckin’ teetoal . . teet . . . sober assholes would tie one on.”
 
   “I know Jared.” the third man said, clearly suppressing a smirk.  “Now be nice or we’ll stop checking on you.”
 
   “Check my ass.” Jared replied before letting an enormously loud fart rip.  A really loud one; it was clearly audible even all the way down the stairs and on the road, over the noise of the truck’s idling engine.  Jessica heard Candice giggling again.
 
   “No thanks.” the woman up on the porch said, stepping away from him quickly.  The third man was doing likewise, though he was laughing more than anything else.
 
   “Where you coming from?” the first man asked Jessica.  He apparently didn’t mind the smell, because he didn’t bother moving.
 
   “North of Ocala.” Jessica said, which had the advantage of being both vague and true.  Apparently news of Ocala had made it down this far, because the newcomers all winced.
 
   “Glad you made it past all that safe then.  Uh, I’m Byron.” the man said, pointing at himself before turning his gesturing on the other two with him.  “Arcelia, Carlo, and you already met Mr. Happy here.”
 
   “And we was having a damn fine conversation ‘fore you sad fuckers came by and interrupted.” Jared confirmed.
 
   “Jessica, Candice.”
 
   “What are your plans?”
 
   Jessica hesitated briefly before responding.  “Survive.  What else is there?”
 
   “Well, there’s that, there’s less smart stuff, and then there’s Jared’s plan.”
 
   “Happy.” Jared protested.
 
   “Right.” Byron agreed.
 
   “Drink the zombies away?” Jessica asked.
 
   “That’s it.” Carlo nodded.
 
   “Hell of a plan.” Jared confirmed.
 
   “Is it working?” Jessica asked curiously.
 
   “Hell yes.” Jared hiccupped.  “I’m still fuckin’ drunk.”
 
   “Jared—”
 
   “Happy, asshole.” Jared protested.
 
   “—the Happy Asshole here has kind of had a rough time of it since the outbreak.” Arcelia continued, barely pausing to even register Jared’s interruption.  “It’s sort of left a mark on him.”
 
   “You’d have marks too you found yourself on the ass end of a bad song.”
 
   “Things will get better.” Carlo said to the drunk.  “Just give it a chance.”
 
   “The fuck you think I’m doing?” Jared demanded, gesturing around with his bottle.  Then he seemed to remember he had it, and took a health swig.
 
   “Looking for the courage to kill yourself slow?” Byron asked.
 
   “Wasting a bunch of time sitting on your ass?” Arcelia suggested.
 
   “Turning your liver into rock?” Carlo tried.
 
   “Giving shit a chance to work the fuck out!” Jared said decisively.
 
   “Oh brother.” Arcelia sighed, rolling her eyes.
 
   “Fuck you, fuck you, and fuck you.” Jared said, pointing unsteadily at each of the three people on the porch with him in turn.  He turned his finger down the stairs at Jessica, paused, then grinned sloppily at her.  “Not you though.  Unless you’re interested later.”
 
   Jessica didn’t even feel the need to blush, not with everyone already chuckling.
 
   “Jared here is happy—”
 
   “Damn straight.”
 
   “—shut up.” Byron told him.  “Have another drink.”
 
   “Don’t mind if I do.” Jared nodded, lifting his bottle again.  As he tipped it back, Byron looked back at Jessica.
 
   “He’s happy to sit up here working through his booze.  Don’t worry though, he’s only conscious about four hours every eight or so.  At least, that’s the best we can figure it.  It’s not like we’re here all the time.”
 
   “You’ve got a camp somewhere across the lake?” Jessica asked.
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   Carlo grinned.  “We’re camping on the lake.”
 
   Jessica blinked.  “What?”
 
   Arcelia shrugged.  “It’s more or less true.  We’ve got a bunch of boats, including a core of house boats, we’ve sort of anchored out there in the water where nothing can get at us unless it swims or flies.”
 
   “And zombies don’t do either.” Jessica realized.  “Smart.”
 
   “We’re getting by okay.” Byron shrugged.  “Fishing, some scavenging, trading favors occasionally with our buddy Happy here.”
 
   “Favors!  Hah!” Jared laughed.
 
   “What kind of favors?” Jessica asked.
 
   “Well, despite appearances, Jared here is actually a rather special guy.”
 
   “Fucked you mean.” Jared corrected him.  “The word is fucked.”
 
   “What are you going to do when you run out of booze?” Byron asked in a reasonable tone.
 
   “Hah!” Arcelia and Carlo both snorted.
 
   Jared, however, just gave Byron an imperious look.  “Take my gator gun and go get some more.”
 
   “There’s only so much alcohol in South Florida Jared.”
 
   “Happy!” Jared insisted.
 
   “You’re going to run out eventually.”
 
   “No he won’t.” Carlo said.
 
   “Yeah, he can’t keep this up.” Arcelia added.
 
   “Fuck you, and fuck you, and fuck you.” Jared said, again making the rounds with his bottle as he gestured at each of them in turn.  He neglected to notice Jessica this time, but he did notice the bottle once more.  Tipping head and bottle alike back yet again, his latest slug of booze was interrupted when he fell over backwards, taking the chair with him.  There was a heavy thump as he hit the porch, then a hollow, tumbling clinking as the bottle bounced off his forehead before skittering and skidding across the wood decking.
 
   None of the other three people up on the porch with him tried to catch him as he toppled.  Jessica was momentarily, and mildly, shocked; but then she heard a low voice slurring and stumbling its way through something that sounded rehearsed.  She initially assumed it was moans of pain, but after a second or so she realized it was lyrics of some sort; there was too much rhyme to them.
 
   “Is he okay?”
 
   “Oh sure.” Byron shrugged.
 
   “Aren’t you going to . . . you know?” she asked, waving vaguely at the house.
 
   “Nope.” Carlo shook his head.  “We’ve tried before, believe me, but that’s about the only time he gets really difficult to deal with; if you interfere with him in any way.”
 
   “He’s not doing anything though.”
 
   “Actually, he’s doing his favorite thing.” Arcelia said sadly.
 
   Jessica couldn’t figure that one out.  “Um . . .I thought drinking was his favorite thing.”
 
   “No, that’s just what he does to pass the time.” Byron explained.  “What he likes to do is go over how he got here.”
 
   “So he sings his song.” Carlo nodded.
 
   Jessica listened, but Jared was singing for himself and not his audience, and she wasn’t exactly close to where the drunk lay.  But she caught a few wisps of what he was singing in his semi-conscious state.  She didn’t recognize it.
 
   “What song?”
 
   “We haven’t been able to figure out if he made it up or if it was an actual song before all hell broke loose, but it sure does fit him.” Arcelia said.
 
   Jessica listened again.  Something about a truck that didn’t run and a dog that didn’t hunt.  She frowned; her tastes ran more to what the radio called classic rock, though she branched out musically into some pop on occasion.  What she could hear reminded her of a country song . . .
 
   “Seriously?” she asked as she realized what it was.
 
   “Yeah, seriously.” Byron nodded.  “We’ve all had things rough since it got bad, but Jared drew just about every short straw there was.  Lost everything, even his dog.”
 
   “Everything?”
 
   “The whole kit and caboodle.” Byron said.  “Wife turned and tried to eat him, house and business destroyed in the fires and chaos as half the town got hungry, truck totaled by someone who hit him, best friend killed by a zombie, and then somewhere in there his dog ran off.”
 
   “We think he misses the dog the most.” Carlo said helpfully.
 
   Jessica shook her head.  She didn’t blame the man, Jared, for being . . . for reacting poorly if he’d been through everything they were saying he had.  But even for all of that, she couldn’t fathom just . . . giving up like he apparently had.
 
   “And he’s going to be okay out here on the porch?”
 
   “Probably.” Arcelia shrugged.  “We’re not kidding about what happens if you bother him.”
 
   “Yeah, he gets mean then.” Byron put in.
 
   “But, if he’s out cold like this, he’s dead when a zombie wanders by.”
 
   Now Carlo shrugged.  “So far he’s been okay.  Mostly because there aren’t too many zombies around here.  But also he doesn’t seem to fully pass out.  If anything touches him or something, he wakes up.”
 
   “He managed to kill one zombie about a month ago.” Byron explained at Jessica’s skeptical look.  “We came by and he was on the porch like this.  A good bit drunker, actually, come to think of it.”
 
   “Drunker?”
 
   “Yeah.  Anyway, there was a zombie on the ground.  Looked like it managed to get up on the porch, but then went back down over the railing and hit head first.  Broke its neck, couldn’t do more than gnash its teeth at us when we went down to check.”
 
   “So he’s just going to sleep out here?”
 
   “Pretty much.” Arcelia nodded.  “He seems to alternate between his front and back porches, but that might just be because he keeps his booze inside and tends to keep going in the same direction as he staggers by after grabbing more bottles.”
 
   Jessica shook her head sadly.  Byron raised both hands and let them drop back to his sides as if he were helpless.  “It’s his decision.  Who are we to interfere?”
 
   “Especially since, drunk or not, he can punch like a mule.” Carlo added.
 
   “Anyway, that’s Jared the Happy Drunk.  He is . . . was . . . a hunting and fishing guide.  Used to hire out to tourists and other guide outfits, knows all sorts of things about where to hunt and fish, how to prepare and maintain the equipment and the procedures and the boats.  And he says there’s nothing he can’t do with either a knife or an airboat.” Arcelia said.  “What about you and your girl there . . . you two okay?”
 
   “We’re okay.” Jessica said, kicking herself mentally for letting her conversational guard fall somewhat.
 
   “We’ve got twenty-seven people out on the lake with us.  Room for another dozen or so without too much crowding, if you’re interested.”
 
   “We’re waiting on someone.” Jessica said, temporizing an excuse.  She wasn’t ready to move in with strangers yet, regardless of how nice they seemed.  Especially if it involved being on a boat out in the middle of what was probably one of the biggest lakes in the world.  Candice wasn’t a strong swimmer, and regardless, fleeing over water struck her as a lot slower – and more problematic – than having access to ground.
 
   “Family?  Friend?”
 
   “Yes.” she said purposefully declining to explain further.
 
   Byron nodded.  “Well, the offer’s open.  We come by every second or third day, usually, to have a word with Jared here.  Wouldn’t be a problem to check on you at the same time.”
 
   “We should be fine.” Jessica said, picking her tone and words carefully.  “I don’t mean to sound unfriendly . . . but we’ve had some . . . problems with people.  It’s going to take some time to get over it and get used to folks again.”
 
   Byron looked a little puzzled by her response, Carlo nodded, and Arcelia seemed to take something much darker from the statement than Jessica had really meant.  The other woman’s face showed concern and some anger, but she nodded as well after a few moments.
 
   “You’ll be okay here honey.” Arcelia said while her two male companions glanced at her.  “Like we said, this area hasn’t seen a lot of problems since the initial wave of outbreaks.  Jared never leaves his porches, and we haven’t seen any signs of trouble on our supply runs.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Just so you know, it’s probably best if you stick to this side of the lake.  And, personally, I’d be careful about going far enough west to get too close to Fort Myers.”
 
   “What happened to the east?” Jessica asked.
 
   Byron took over as Arcelia’s face showed some painful darkness of her own.  “East coast of the state is one big stretch of settlement, more or less; and was at the densest from here south.  Lots of outbreak problems along that way.  And in the first week there was an attempt to set up a refugee camp in Indiantown, a few miles east of the lake.  It . . . ”
 
   “They had some problems after a few days.” Carlo said as Byron’s account faltered.  “Short version of the story is, east of Okeechobee, be ready for a lot of zombie problems.”
 
   “They don’t get over this way?”
 
   “Not that we’ve seen.  There are still people moving around the coast out there, and they seem to pull a lot of zombie attention down on themselves.”
 
   “There’s no . . . the refugee camp was the last bit of organized help?” Jessica asked after a moment.
 
   “Last gasp until what was left of the state tried to pull things together in Ocala.  Guess you already know how that worked out.”
 
   “Yeah.” she nodded.
 
   “Anyway, we’ll be by a couple times a week.  If you need to talk to us, keep an eye on the house docks or I guess leave a note or something that we’ll notice.”
 
   “Thanks.  Stay safe.”
 
   “Same to you.”
 
   The trio nodded and waved at her, then headed back through the house.  Jared remained where he was, singing softly in his drunken delirious state.  Jessica watched them all reappear on the back stairs, head down to the dock, then wave again as they boarded the motorboat and cast off.  As the vessel reversed away from the shore, Jessica shifted the truck into reverse and looked over her shoulder.
 
   “They seem nice.” Candice observed.
 
   “We’ll see.  Let’s hope they are.”
 
   “What if they’re not?”
 
   “That’s why I’m going to see about doing something with the stairs and the ladders.” Jessica explained.
 
   “What about the other man?”
 
   Jessica shook her head.  “What about him?”
 
   “He’s funny.”
 
   “He is funny.” Jessica agreed.  “Crazy might be closer to the truth, but who am I to say he can’t drink himself to death . . . be it by bottle or zombies?”
 
   “Is he nice?”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   “That’s a lot of seeing.” Candice remarked.
 
   Jessica fixed her daughter with an amused look as she pulled the truck into the ‘yard’ in front of their house.  “What else do you think we’re going to do while we live here?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen – Now it feels like home
 
   “Mom, where’s the other big pot?”
 
   Jessica looked up from the cans she was adding to the rows lined up on the pantry’s shelves, fixing the girl at the door with a decent dose of ‘mom’ stare.  “Did you check the back porch next to the fire pit?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “There’s really only two places it should be, and that’s the other one.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Candice’s footsteps retreated, and Jessica returned to her organizing.  In the week since moving in, Jessica had managed to fit in two scavenge runs that had yielded weeks of food.  She was now reasonably convinced there was enough to see her and Candice through at least to the new year.  And plenty of time to find more.  The area she’d scouted seemed to have plenty of goods waiting to be found and brought back.
 
   The house was working out well.  She and Candice rattled around in it like a pair of very small peas in an enormously huge pod, but it was about the safest thing she could envision short of an actual castle or perhaps a fallout bunker.  The excess of room she didn’t mind all that much – she could think of any number of worse problems to have than too many places to put things – but it still sometimes left her a little nervous to think of how big the place was when Candice ran around inside it.
 
   But it was secure.  It would take considerable doing for someone to get up here, and zombies had no chance.  The stairs, front and back, had been demolished with several hours of sweaty, painful work with a hand saw and sledgehammer.  The wood, most of it the planking that had formed the stair treads, she had pressed into service in other ways.
 
   For the ladder that served as the only entry up to the house, she’d borrowed a page from the houseboaters.  On their next visit two days after she’d first met them, Byron had suggested she might want to consider the utility that winches would bring to her problem.  That had gotten her thinking, and she’d chanced a very careful trip along the lake shore to investigate boats and docks.
 
   Most of what she saw was motor boats of some sort – ranging from jet skis to regular fishing boats to fancy speed boats – but there were a few sail boats as well.  Not big ones, but that wasn’t important.  She didn’t care much about any of the boats . . . but the sail boats had caused her to actually pay attention to how the lines that handled the sails were run.
 
   She’d never noticed anything specific about sailboats before; not even when they’d shown up in movies or television.  But as she poked around the docks, she realized most of them used multiple pulley systems to control and manage the workload of paying out and hauling in the lines attached to the sails.  It had taken her a few minutes to notice, as she worked to detach a winch, but she eventually figured out pulling the line through the pulleys was somehow easier – less work, requiring less strength – than just reaching up and pulling on it directly.
 
   Some of the sails were heavy, especially the big ones that stretched from deck to mast top.  Yet the winch that controlled such a sail hauled it in with ease.  Jessica didn’t fully understand how it worked, but that didn’t matter either.  She’d taken the time to relieve two boats of most of their pulleys and winches, along with a fair amount of the rope that fed through them.
 
   At the house, she’d used the excess stair lumber, some screws, a lot of skull sweat along with a pair of smashed fingers and a shoulder that was sore for days afterward, to rig up a pulley system powered by a winch.  And it worked.
 
   The extension ladder was lashed together so it stayed adjusted, without slipping and needing to be reset.  Then it was connected to the rope that fed over and across the porch, to the pulley system and winches that Jessica had bolted to the house’s living room floor.  It would have been better if the house had side porches, but no matter.  Once it was up, the ladder could be slid completely inside the house so the door could be closed.
 
   Jessica could turn the winch one handed, moving the ladder all the way from ground level up to the porch; though she was sweating and ready for a rest by the time she got it up.  Candice needed both hands, and about three times as long; but she could do it too.  The winches and pulleys did all the work; the winch pulling on the rope that ran back and forth between the pulleys before stretching across the floor, porch, and to the top of the ladder.
 
   It was so successful she had rigged another one on the back porch, using it to power a bucket down to the water and back up to the porch.  Candice could operate that as well, which had allowed that to be one of her chores; maintaining their water supply.  Jessica had finally sat down and actually worked up a ‘to-do’ list of things that she wanted to take care of, and the winch-pulley gizmos worked so well she had ideas for rigging up at least two more.
 
   The first would be a cargo-lift for the front porch, so she didn’t have to keep carrying things up and down in a back pack, or by hand.  That worked, but it necessitated a lot of trips that took time and left her with aching legs and often a sore back.  The other one she wanted to use in one of the bathrooms.
 
   There was nothing wrong with the toilets; they still worked, and when flushed they dumped the water down the pipes to be carried away.  It was just that the tanks, which was what powered flushes, didn’t refill.  Jessica didn’t see any reason the tanks couldn’t be refilled by hand.  The bathrooms were across the hall from each other, which put one of them on the back of the house.  Its window was like everything else on the back; it overlooked and opened out onto the lake.  Directly beneath it was water.
 
   It was just a matter of getting it up.  Jessica figured the winch-pulley system would work there just as well as the other places.
 
   As she finished sorting through the pantry’s new additions, Candice came back into the kitchen.  “Okay, water’s boiling.”
 
   “You filled it all the way?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And poured it through the pitcher first?” Jessica pressed.
 
   “Yes mom.” Candice replied, clearly resisting a strong urge to roll her eyes.
 
   “Because boiling it just kills the germs.  It doesn’t do anything about the other stuff in the water.”
 
   “I know.  You’ve explained it four times.”
 
   Jessica grinned.  “Okay sweetie, sorry.  It’s just important.”
 
   “What are we going to do when the pitcher stops working?”
 
   “Well, there’s a couple of extra filters for it.” Jessica pointed out.  “But I guess whenever it comes down to it, we’ll have to use a clean towel or something to separate out the grit and gunk.”
 
   “Why don’t we just do that now?”
 
   “Because the pitcher is easier at the moment.”
 
   Candice shrugged.  “As long as zombies aren’t involved, everything’s easier.”
 
   “Good point.” Jessica agreed.  “So, what do we want to tackle for dinner?”
 
   “The lines are empty.  I just checked them.”
 
   “Shame.  Well, no matter, we’ve got plenty to eat even without fresh fish.”  This was another suggestion of Byron’s; setting fishing lines and checking them two or three times a day.  So far it was working reasonably well.  They didn’t pull in a lot of fish, but the one or two per day that had turned up so far did a lot to add fresh calories – ones that didn’t come out of a can or a box – to their diet.  Cleaning and cutting up raw fish was a new skill, but Jessica was learning it out of necessity.
 
   “Anything as long as it’s not beans.”
 
   “Hmm, no beans huh?”
 
   “Tired of beans if that’s okay.” Candice said a little uncomfortably.
 
   “Beans have protein.”
 
   “So do fish.” Candice pointed out.  “And I’m taking the vitamins you found, so I’m getting all the stuff you say I need to stay healthy.”
 
   “Okay, no beans.” Jessica said, giving in with another grin.  “What if we take a stab at bread?”
 
   “Can we make bread?”
 
   “You know, people ate for thousands of years before refrigerators and factories were invented.” Jessica said, rolling her eyes at Candice and keeping her tone slightly lightly amused.
 
   “I know!” the girl protested.  “I mean, don’t we need eggs or milk or something to make bread?”
 
   “Not according to that cookbook I found yesterday.”  Jessica walked over to the kitchen table and picked it up.  She’d marked several pages by folding the corners back, so it didn’t take her but a moment to find the one for what the book called ‘Stove Top Flat Bread.’  “Says here the only odd thing we need is yeast, and it just so happens I came up with several packets of yeast.  Flour, oil, salt, water . . . we’ve got everything.”
 
   “Okay, so we’ll make bread.  What about the rest of dinner?”
 
   “Soup?” Jessica suggested.  “Chicken and stars, or some of that clam chowder?  Or there’s beef stew I guess.”
 
   “I don’t like the chowder as much as the other stuff.” Candice said, wrinkling her nose.
 
   “Okay, so let’s—” Jessica began, but she cut herself off when she heard her name being shouted.  She stared at Candice for a moment, then her brain processed the call.  It was coming from outside the house.  From out in front of the house.
 
   “Is tha—” Candice began, but Jessica was in motion.  Her feet pounding on the floor, she darted past her daughter and headed for the front door.  She nearly tripped over the ladder on the floor, but managed to get to the door and lift the cross-beams she’d installed as a backup to the locks without killing herself or breaking something.  The beams thumped down against the wall as she half-threw them aside, and she took two quick steps through the doorway after pulling the door open.
 
   Standing on the road in front of the house, just in front of where the base of the stairs had been before her demolition efforts, was Austin.  A late model Toyota Corolla was parked behind him, dusty but otherwise in good shape.  His clothes were less together – stained badly enough for her to see, even from up here, even though they were black – with wear and tear that told of heavy use and rough living.  His right forearm was bandaged, and she saw another peeking through a rip in his pants on his left thigh.
 
   His MP5 was nowhere to be seen, and neither was the shotgun he’d taken from the dead mechanic near Ocala; but he still had two pistols holstered on his belt and gear webbing, along with his knife.  And he’d added to his arsenal.  In his left hand was a metal baseball bat, just like the one she’d used to get herself out of her house back in Lawrenceville, and from her wrecked car over to Dennis’ house.  His was blood stained in a way that told her it had been used for more than just a crutch though.  And dangling from a loop on his right side was an axe that she recognized from Brett’s work as a standard fire axe; with a heavy spike balancing the blade on the head.
 
   Jessica took it all in over a second that felt like an eternity, then lifted her gaze to his face and met his eyes.  He looked tired, but there was that mischievous spark in the back of his gaze that she’d grown so fond of.  Clever and ready to laugh, but backed with resilient determination that was ready to tackle anything.
 
   At that moment, she realized how much she’d missed him.  More than what he could do, what he could help with; more than what he knew and could explain.  And more than the surety and safety he helped provide for Candice, and herself.  Those, she realized in that instant, were excuses she’d been using to distract herself from what she really felt.
 
   “I . . .” she started to say, but he smiled gently as her voice faltered.
 
   “I know.” he said simply.
 
   Abruptly, she found herself working to keep from bursting into tears.  She’d done a lot to find and secure this house, and was ready to keep going to get through the South Florida winter and into spring on the other side of that, keeping Candice healthy and alive . . . but as she stood gazing down at him, she realized she’d missed Austin fiercely.  All the effort she’d been expending had just been things she did to keep herself from moping too much over his absence . . . and now that he was here . . .
 
   “Nice place.” Austin said as she fought against breaking down.  “I like what you’ve done with it.  Looks really secure.”
 
   “Austin!” Candice exclaimed, stepping out from behind Jessica and leaning excitedly against the porch railing.
 
   “Hey there girlie-girl.  You behaving for mom?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Hmmm, guess I’ll have to take that one on faith.” he said, contorting his face into an overly dramatic expression of reluctant doubt.
 
   Candice giggled down at him.  “You’re late.  Where have you been?”
 
   “Late?”
 
   “Yeah, late.  Where have you been?”
 
   “Looking for you two ladies.”
 
   “No, I mean, before that.  We waited for you on the interstate for a couple of days, but you never came.”
 
   “Ah, that.” he said, shrugging lightly like it was nothing.  “I had to get away from all those zombies I had following me.”
 
   “I was – we were worried sick.” Jessica said, finally finding her voice.
 
   “Sorry.  It just took some doing to extract myself from Ocala.  I kept getting pushed north until I finally found a vehicle and was able to break contact.  Turns out there was a major refugee camp there that went bad and fueled a fresh outbreak.  And we were only on the edge of it; the east side of the city was a lot worse.”
 
   “Yeah, we know.” Candice said.
 
   “How?”
 
   “We ran into a woman who had been in Ocala.  She filled in a few blanks for me.” Jessica said, skipping the rest of that particular story.
 
   “Well, how do I come up?  I doubt you two have been climbing ropes.”
 
   “We’ve got a ladder.” Candice said, starting to turn.  “Hang on, I’ll get it down.”
 
   “Wait, I’ll take care of it.” Jessica said quickly.  She was eager to seize the chance to get out of sight, so she could try and steady herself.
 
   “Okay.  Where’d you get the car Austin?” Candice asked.
 
   “Found it on the outskirts of Ocala, still had the keys in it and everything.” he answered as Jessica went into the house.
 
   “How long have you been looking for us?”  Candice was focused on Austin, and didn’t notice when Jessica paused inside to take several deep breaths and wring her hands in relief.  His answer was lost in the clicking and rolling of the winch as Jessica finally started turning it.  She had a fairly good idea how much slack was needed in the rope, but it still took a minute to get it unwound.  And, when she dragged the ladder out onto the porch while acting calm, she saw she had loosened at least an extra yard that wasn’t needed.
 
   “What’s the ladder hooked up to?” Austin asked when she reappeared with it at the edge of the porch.
 
   “Rope, on a winch.” she said.  “Hang on, I let too much out and need to tighten it some.  Candice, when I tell you, push the ladder over the edge.  And be careful about how you do it, you hear me?”
 
   “Yes mom.” Candice said, her good cheer at Austin’s arrival overwhelming her usual tone of tolerant patience at one of Jessica’s mom-isms.  Jessica, though, was still concerned about Candice managing to fall off the porch if the girl wasn’t careful.  And if she let her legs get tangled up in the ladder or the rope when it went over the edge, Candice could easily be taken for a ride that could kill.
 
   Jessica tightened the winch up some, then looked out the open door at her daughter; confirming Candice was standing clear of the ladder and its rope.  “Okay, push it off.”
 
   The rope went tight as the ladder slid off, and Jessica waited for it to stabilize its swinging before she unwound it again just until she saw the rope go slack once more.  When she went back out on the porch, she saw Austin had already steadied the base of the ladder and had it leaning properly and ready to be used.
 
   “Coming up.” he said, starting to climb.  The bat in his hand made clinking sounds as it contacted the ladder, but it didn’t seem to slow him as he ascended.  Jessica made way for him to climb off the rungs to the porch at the top, then stepped back again as she realized she’d forgotten how incredibly tall he was.  He towered over her, and rendered Candice like a doll.
 
   “Oh, I see, you rigged up a block-and-tackle.” he said, glancing at the winch and pulley arrangement bolted to the living room floor.
 
   “Is that what it’s called?” Jessica said, suddenly embarrassed.
 
   “Yeah, I think so.  Clever.”
 
   “It works.” she said with a shrug.
 
   “And that’s all that matters.” he agreed, smiling.
 
   Jessica gestured vaguely into the house.  “We were just about to fool around with some dinner.  Hungry?”
 
   “You know me.”
 
   “Guess that means I’ll have to step up my pantry packing efforts.” she chuckled.
 
   “I’m sure we can work something out.” he grinned.  “What are you having?”
 
   “I think we’d decided on bread and soup.”
 
   “Hmmm, I might be able to help out with that.  I did some scavenging along the way while I was looking for you, and it just so happens I’ve got some canned ham and canned cheese in the car.”
 
   “Cheese in a can?” Candice asked.
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “I’ve never heard of that.”
 
   “Well, it’s a thing.” Austin told her.  “I found some, I tried it, and it’s real cheese.”
 
   “Cool.”
 
   “So, ham and cheese sandwiches with this bread of yours?” he asked.  “Actually, wait a minute; where’d you find bread?”
 
   “We’re going to make some.” Candice explained.  “Mom found a recipe.”
 
   “Go mom.” Austin grinned.
 
   “I guess we’ll have to put some stew or something on so the rest of the ham keeps until morning.” Jessica said, trying to keep her emotions under control by focusing on the task of food logistics.  She’d found several cookbooks, and one of them discussed how maintaining heat on food was a way to preserve it.  Stew or soup was ideal; it wouldn’t dry out and become inedible as long as it didn’t boil.  A pot that simmered all night, and even through the next day, was safe to eat.  “Unless the can’s a lot smaller than I bet it is.”
 
   “They’re two pound hams, so I guess that’s probably the best way to avoid wasting any.”
 
   “Not a problem.”
 
   “You seem to be doing okay.” Austin said, leaning the bat against the wall next to the door.  “Have any problems making it down here?”
 
   “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”
 
   He nodded at her with a smile.  “See, you didn’t even need me.”
 
   “And you,” Jessica said, diverting her eyes to his tattered clothes as she fought to keep from blushing, “showing up here looking like this.  You’re lucky I brought the rest of your clothes.”
 
   “Lucky?”
 
   “Yes, lucky.” she said, gesturing at the holes and rips in his black outfit.  “You look like you’ve been through hell.  It’ll take a while to get that outfit washed and mended.”
 
   “I can do it.”
 
   “No, I’ve been making a list of things that need doing, and there’s a lot of other stuff I’ll be happy to leave to you.”
 
   Austin grinned.  “I just got here and you’ve already got a set of honey-do items for me?”
 
   Now Jessica did blush, but she met his gaze as steadily as she could manage while her cheeks heated.  “Admit it, you like it when I boss you around.”
 
   “It’s nice not being in charge.” Austin said, moving closer.  “Which reminds me, I found something that made me think of you.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   He reached behind himself, under his shirt, and pulled out a big paper bound book from the back of his belt.  It had been through a lot – showing signs of water damage, heavy creasing, and a good bit of tattering – but was more or less intact.  He held it up, and she blinked before bursting out laughing when she read the words on the well-worn and wrinkled cover.
 
   “Haircutting for dummies?” Jessica giggled.  “Seriously?”
 
   “You said you wanted someone to learn how to cut hair so yours wasn’t screwed up all the time.”
 
   “Where on Earth did you find that?”
 
   “Wal-Mart after I got away from Ocala.  I needed some supplies, and saw this while I was pulling things together.  Couldn’t help myself.”
 
   “Now you’re out of excuses.” she told him.
 
   “Yes ma’am.” he grinned.
 
   Jessica realized she was on the verge of breaking down again.  The thought that, for the first time in what seemed like forever, it was because of how happy she was – instead of yet another intense morass of pain and sorrow sucking her down into a pit of despair because of yet another catastrophe – made it harder as she tried to keep control.  It was so stupid, such a little thing . . . but
 
   “So, why don’t you go clean up, while Candice and I take a whack at that bread recipe of mine.  Then we can catch up on our collective adventures.” she said brightly, trying to channel her emotions into something brisk and matter-of-fact as a buffer against the flood that threatened to erupt from her.
 
   Austin moved closer still, so she now had to tip her head back to keep sight of his face and eyes, and lowered his voice a little.  “One thing first.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Something I promised myself I’d tell you when I got here.”
 
   Jessica blinked twice, rapidly, and found herself leaning in against him so there wasn’t any more space between them.  Her hands went around his neck, and his were slipping around her waist.  As she looked up at him, she realized she’d never found a situation where two people who hadn’t had a real, proper shower in months so sexy.
 
   “I—” he began, but she put two fingers against his lips to stop him.  
 
   “I know.”  And she went up on her tiptoes to kiss him.
 
   # # #
 
   


 
   
  
 

Afterword
 
   Not a lot to say about this one.  It just occurred to me that drama doesn’t have to involve Earth shattering situations all the time.  Not every plot needs to rely on saving the entire world, or racing the clock before everyone dies.  Sometimes, the motivation for the characters can be as simple as “Winter is coming.”
 
   Thanks for reading.  I really hope you enjoyed it.
 
   David Rogers
Atlanta, Georgia
2014
 
   ps: the best way you can get more books from me is to help spread the word.  Please, return to the e-tailer site and leave a review.  This only takes you a moment, but will pay immense dividends in helping me write more stories.  It really does make that much of a difference.  The reviews help modify how visible the book is, and affect what kinds of advertising I can use.  Simply put, the more, the better.  Thanks again.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Also by David Rogers
 
   Apocalypse Atlanta – We’ve all seen it on the news every year.  A hurricane, a tornado, a tsunami, a flood.  A BAD thing happens, and all hell breaks loose.
Some people are caught in the chaos, others are victims, some run, others wait for help, most sit at home watching for everything to be fixed for them, and a few dive in to do whatever they can.
 
   The thing about a zombie apocalypse is whether or not you’re in that initial wave of people who get hungry and start snacking.  And where you are as few turn to many.  As we all know, when it’s zombies, soon many turns to most.  And it’s over when most become all.
 
   Apocalypse Atlanta follows three people as the zombies start eating and bring the world down around them a bite at a time.
 
   One is a retired Marine.  The second is a widowed single mother.  And the third is a biker.
 
   Are there right or wrong answers when zombies are involved?  Do things like morality and decency matter?  Is it better to be alive to feel guilty, or dead an honorable?  Who decides who’s right or wrong when a single mistake can make you dinner for a ravenous horde of the undead?
 
   The story that started it all, the preceding book to Apocalypse Aftermath and Apocalypse Asunder.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Apocalypse-Atlanta/dp/B00D538D6M/
 
    
 
   Apocalypse Aftermath – the follow-up to Apocalypse Atlanta, continuing the stories of Peter, Jessica, and Darryl.
 
   When an apocalypse starts, there's always running and screaming. Sooner or later, most of that starts to fade; if only because most of the runners and screamers are dead. Once the end of the world gets going in earnest, the sprint becomes a marathon. You can’t run all the time, can you?
 
   Saving someone is easy. Helping them is what's hard. Heroes happen all the time. After those moments when you become someone's saviour, what comes next? One day turns to two, and then the days are a week. Time keeps ticking by, and if you're going to keep from being ground beneath the clock’s relentless push, you've got to find the essentials for life. Food, water, shelter, safety. Everything else is negotiable.
 
   Apocalypse Aftermath picks up where Apocalypse Atlanta leaves off; following three people, each going in three different directions, all trying to survive the end of the world. The same question faces Peter, Jessica, and Darryl; what’s next? What’s a safe path to follow, one that doesn’t place them and those they’re with at risk of becoming a meal for the zombies? What’s the right move, and how do they see it for what it is in time to act? Which way is the right way?
 
   Because whether you’re an aging retired Marine, a widowed single mother, or a biker who bounces, the problem is the same.
 
   Zombies.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Apocalypse-Aftermath/dp/B00KKB43E8
 
    
 
   Bite Sized Apocalypse – an anthology of five short stories set in the universe of Apocalypse Atlanta.  The common thread are the zombies.  Each story looks at a different little slice of the apocalypse as it gets going for those particular characters.  Little bite-sized chunks of it.
 
   Is that a dinner bell I hear?
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Bite-Sized-Apocalypse/dp/B00DUFWNKW/
 
    
 
   The five stories in Bite Sized Apocalypse are also available individually.
 
   Better to be Lucky – You've thought about it. What would the first few hours of a zombie apocalypse be like? For one company of military police, it was like almost any other job in the service. Boredom with flashes of sheer, howling terror.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Better-be-Lucky/dp/B00DENSDNG/
 
   Marching through the Apocalypse – Many things might be happening when a zombie apocalypse begins. For some of the most genre aware people in Atlanta, their survival wasn't so much who or where they were, but rather what they were wearing when people started getting hungry.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Marching-through-Apocalypse/dp/B00DEKA1IY/
 
   There goes the Weekend – A bail bondsman's, er . . . woman's, day can be boring or interesting. Boring can be profitable, and interesting can be fun. But there is such a thing as too much fun. When Darla goes looking for a wife beater right when the zombie apocalypse kicks off, there goes the weekend.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/There-goes-Weekend/dp/B00DSGFGBQ/
 
   Smoke ‘em if you’ve got ‘em – Life is about rules. Lots of rules. But when zombies start eating people, the rules change.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Smoke-youve-got/dp/B00DTI8S7C/
 
   A little me time – Every year, Lloyd spends a week hiking in the North Georgia mountains. This year, while he's getting away from it all, everything goes straight to hell.
 
   www.amazon.com/little-me-time/dp/B00DR5IPF2/
 
    
 
   Individual short stories
 
   You are what you eat – When a zombie apocalypse starts, everyone has problems.  Well, everyone who’s not a zombie I guess.  For one student in a small South Georgia town, her problem was zombies don’t respect dietary restrictions.
 
   www.amazon.com/You-are-what-you-eat/dp/B00ELLZGX0/
 
   Gut Check at the Choke-and-Puke – Lauren is a truck stop girl, just one more service provider riding the interstates and making a living. A layover south of Atlanta turns into more than just a fuel, food, and rest stop when zombies turn up. One thing leads to another, and soon it's everyone for themselves. Lauren has to hold on to both her stomach if she's going to hold onto her life.
 
   www.amazon.com/Gut-Check-at-Choke---Puke/dp/B00KMJNNTE/
 
   Working with Zed – One of the biggest problems someone faces in the middle of a zombie apocalypse is who to trust.  One nine-year-old boy doesn’t have that problem.  He knows who to trust.
 
   His dog.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Working-Zed/dp/B00MXKIF84/
 
   Time to Shine – Some people are more ready for the apocalypse than others. The kind of people who others snicker and snort at in normal times, they come into their own when zombies start snacking. Joe is one of those people who get treated like they're a bit too enthusiastic about his hunting and shooting and ready-for-anything hobbies. For him, zombies are just an excuse to step up and get things done.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Time-Shine/dp/B00Q3B55HI/
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   Since escaping childhood, David has been a secretary, file clerk, tech support operator, telemarketer, gopher, FedEx truck washer, and office manager.  He loves good stories in nearly all forms, particularly novels and movies, though television is gaining rapidly since some of the quality there has shot up quite a lot in the past few years.
 
   Every Christmas Eve he watches Die Hard and Lethal Weapon, because they’re the best Christmas movies ever made.  Family, friends, and beating the crap out of the bad guy with your bare hands . . . what more do you want in a Christmas story?  BB guns?  Please, you’ll shoot your eye out.
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