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Now that’s what I’m talking about, boys!

Day 15

Master Sergeant McReaken

The plan was slowly coming together. Private First Class Caban, Specialist Ellsworth, and Private Barbee, the three shitbirds who were the most useless and annoying soldiers under his command, had stepped up and were doing the impossible. Yesterday, he had tasked them with finding a location and they had come up with two viable options before deciding to go with a truck wash. It was concrete, mostly open, and had a large garage door on either end.

They decided to keep one end of the building open and have the soldiers who were to be the bait drive into the building and park near the closed end. They would remain inside the MRAP as the night hunters followed them inside and attempted to get at them. While that was happening, they would trigger the automatic garage door so it would close, trapping the beasts inside. Then they would remotely turn on the tanning bed lights that hung from the ceiling.

It seemed as if everything was going smoothly for the project other than some technical issues with getting enough power for the number of lights they wanted to use and getting the remote to work. Barbee was adamant he could discover a way to fix the issues before nightfall.

The master sergeant left them to it as he headed outside to check on the perimeter guards. Half a dozen soldiers were protecting the location from the zombies and mutants who were being drawn by all the noise. McReaken approached one of them. “Sitrep?”

“I’m not sure, Sergeant. It just seems kinda hinky that the number of mutants has dropped off like they have,” the soldier replied.

“What do you mean, Private?”

“Well, Sergeant. At first there were quite a few of the mutants showing up and only a few of the zombies. Now there are almost no mutants, but the zombies are still coming in about the same numbers. I catch glimpses of them out of the corner of my eye, but they won’t come any closer than about a block away before watching for a moment and then leaving. It’s like they know they’ll die if they get too close. Can they really think like that?” the soldier asked him, a worried tone in his voice.

McReaken shook his head. “God, I hope not. Keep an eye out and inform me if you see anything else strange going on.”

“Hooah, Sergeant,” the man replied before turning back to watch his assigned area of responsibility.

He took one more look around before deciding to check on one of the clearing teams who were using the air raid sirens to attract the mutants before killing them. His new driver, Private Moore, was waiting at the Humvee, along with the two soldiers who were there to protect them as they drove through the city. McReaken motioned for them to get into the Humvee as he climbed into the passenger seat.

“Where to, Sergeant?” Moore asked him.

He released an enormous sigh. “Head over to where Alpha Team is so I can see how things are going over there.”

“Hooah, Sergeant,” came the reply as the soldier jammed his foot on the gas.

“Easy there, hot-rod. We’re not in the sandbox anymore, so we don’t need to worry about IEDs along the side of the road or getting shot by RPGs. Slow down so you don’t kill us.”

“Roger that,” came the reply as the Humvee sped along without reducing its speed, causing McReaken to grin.

With Moore at the wheel, it only took them about ten minutes to get to Alpha Team’s location. The siren was blaring, but he didn’t see any mutants, dead or alive, and only a few zombie corpses were on the ground while the entire Alpha Team just stood around.

“Sergeant Paiva, what seems to be the issue?”

“No clue, Sergeant. The mutants just don’t seem to be attracted to the siren anymore,” he said, shrugging.

“Are you sure the area just isn’t clear of them?”

“Here, take a look for yourself,” he replied, handing the master sergeant a pair of field glasses—military-grade binoculars.

McReaken took the field glasses and looked around. It surprised him to see there were actually a lot of mutants around them, but they were completely ignoring the siren. It seemed as if a few of them were conducting their own surveillance on the Alpha Team as they were standing still, watching the soldiers.

Suddenly, they heard someone scream out in pain. McReaken scanned the area and saw one of the soldiers, who had previously been standing on the street, was now being pulled into an access hole for the utilities that ran underground. Other soldiers ran to help him as all hell broke loose and the area was suddenly full of mutants. They were coming out of other access holes in the street, from nearby houses, under porches, and anywhere else an adult-sized body could hide.

The soldiers on the ground panicked, shooting wildly at anything moving in their direction.

“Watch your line of fire!” Sergeant Paiva yelled at the team, who were calming down as the shock of the ambush subsided.

A few minutes later, it was over as the mutants ran from the area. Some carried off the bodies of fallen soldiers as they scattered like cockroaches.

“What the fuck was that?” yelled McReaken, pissed at what had just occurred.

“I think we just got ambushed, Sergeant,” came Paiva’s stoic reply.

“Really, ya think?” McReaken spat out sarcastically before giving out a new order, “Pull everyone back. We’re going back to base.”

“What about the men who were bit and the ones the mutants took?” the sergeant asked.

“We can’t do anything for the ones who were drug off. They’re already dead, or soon will be. The men who got bit, load them up and bring them back to base. Keep a couple guards on them at all times. If they fall into a coma, they’ll need to be shanked so they don’t come back as the enemy,” he ordered, feeling sick to his stomach. “I want to know how many men have an injury and how many we lost as soon as you get back to base.”

“Roger that, Sergeant,” Paiva told him before turning and passing the master sergeant’s order to his men.

McReaken took one last look at the devastation before getting into the Humvee. “Hand me the radio, Private.” Moore gave him the radio’s handheld mic and waited to start the Humvee until after the master sergeant made his call.

“Bravo Team, this is Zulu Six Actual. Return to base.”

“Zulu Six Actual, this is Bravo Three. Confirming order to return to base.”

“Bravo Three, that’s affirmative.”

“Roger that, Zulu Six Actual. Bravo Three out.”

“Charlie Team, this is Zulu Six Actual. Return to base.”

“Zulu Six Actual, this is Charlie Four. Read you five by and returning to base. Charlie Four out.”

“Zulu Six Actual, out,” he said as he handed the radio mic to Moore, who placed it on the clip.

“Let’s head to base, but be extra vigilant. These damn things are getting smarter.”

Moore started the Humvee and took off as if the Devil itself was chasing him. McReaken didn’t bother ordering the man to slow down; he was too busy trying to make sense of the unexpected ambush.

Everyone was back at the base thirty minutes later and McReaken sent another twenty men to help watch over the group working on the night hunter trap.

“Sergeant, I have those numbers you wanted,” Paiva said solemnly.

McReaken nodded his head slightly. “What are they?”

“Five missing and presumed dead or turned, thirteen sustained bite wounds, and friendly fire hit another three.”

“Dammit! Twenty-one soldiers killed or injured in just a few minutes. That’s two-thirds of the platoon you took out there,” he stated as he stared at the sergeant.

“I realize that, Sergeant. You were there, tell me how I could have saved those men because I can’t figure out a way it could have been avoided based on what we knew about the mutants,” he practically spat the words into McReaken’s face as his fists clenched in anger. Nearby soldiers quickly made themselves scarce as they overheard the heated exchange between their superiors.

“Stand down, Sergeant! I wasn’t accusing you of failing your men. I’m just pissed that it happened. You’re right; there was nothing we could have done differently to save those men based on the information we had at the time. We need to learn from this and figure out another way to deal with the mutants now that they’re on the offensive.”

“Sorry Sergeant. I kind of lost my head a little there. I’ve just never lost a man under my watch,” he admitted as he dropped his head and stared at the ground.

McReaken waved off the apology. “Water under the bridge. I get that losing men in your command is tough, but it’s part of the job. Let’s check on our injured men and let them know we haven’t written them off,” he said, clapping the sergeant on the shoulder.

They walked to the makeshift infirmary. It was just an area of the National Guard building’s main room they had sectioned off by using tarps as temporary walls to give the injured men some privacy. Most of the men had a thousand-yard stare in their eyes, certain the bite was to be their death sentence.

“Good afternoon, men. I understand things are bad, and I’m not going to blow smoke up your asses and tell you everything’s going to be fine. We all know that’s bullshit. That being said, I want to assure you I’ll personally make sure none of you come back as night hunters. I also want to remind you that a bite is not necessarily a death sentence. We know of at least one survivor who is immune, and if there’s one, there has to be more,” he told the solemn group.

“Sergeant?” a voice from the back called out.

He nodded to the young man. “Yes, Private.”

“I just wanted to apologize for messing up back there and panicking. A few of us might not have gotten bit if we’d kept our heads,” he said, his voice laced with shame.

McReaken shook his head. “You have nothing to apologize for. All of you men did a good job out there, and I’m proud of every one of you. I should be the one to apologize for assuming the mutants would remain mindless creatures and not evolve into something more deadly. With a little more foresight, I might have come up with a better way to protect you from getting bitten. Maybe some Kevlar shirts or something along those lines. I can promise you I’ll stay here with you until I’m no longer needed.”

The group of men nodded, understanding he meant that he would be the one to destroy their brain stems after they fell into a coma, and he wouldn’t leave until everyone who sustained a bite was permanently dead.

Consigned to their fate, most wrote letters to their families. Others just sat and talked, reliving happier times as they waited for death to come and embrace them.

Garrett Ferris

They left about an hour after sunrise to go to Oakdale Academy, wanting to make sure they would have plenty of daylight so they wouldn’t need to rush. The team was composed of Stan, Garrett, Kent, Adam, Thomas, and Ian, and they took Stan’s truck and the Humvee they had liberated from the National Guard Armory before the Army arrived.

The gates of the academy were closed. Since the power was out, the motor used to open the gate wouldn’t work. Garrett climbed over the fence and looked at the opening mechanism, discovering he could disconnect the motor and manually slide the gate open. After Stan passed him a few tools, he freed the mechanism and, with Ian and Adam’s help, slid the gate on its track far enough for the vehicles to get through before moving it back into the closed position.

They followed the driveway to the building. He looked around for threats but didn’t see any. There were several trees on the property, but they were spread out far enough he was confident no night hunters could hide in them. They would have to check the entire property before moving into the school, just to be on the safe side.

Stan brought his truck to a stop in the circular driveway, and Garrett parked the Humvee directly behind him. Kent stayed to guard the vehicles while the rest of the group approached the door and waited while Adam knocked loudly. They waited for several minutes, but no one answered the door, so Adam checked and found the door locked. He stepped to the side as Thomas began looking around for the Knox box. Not finding it, he told the group they would need to check for other entrances.

The group walked around the outside of the large facility, looking for another entrance, until Kent laid on the Humvee’s horn a few times to get their attention. The group ran back to the front of the building, where Kent was standing with a gun pointed at him. They quickly came to a stop and drew their weapons on the unknown man.

“I’d suggest you lower your weapon, sir,” recommended Stan as he gripped his weapon tighter.

“Why? So you can steal everything or take over the building, throwing me and my family out to get ripped to shreds by those monsters?” he replied angrily, staring directly at Stan.

“Mr. Perkins?” asked Adam, stepping forward with his gun lowered. “It’s me, Adam Matthews, from your second-period English class a couple years ago.”

The man turned to look at Adam and studied him before recognition filled his face. “Adam, it’s good to see you, although I can’t believe you’d fall in with a group of bandits like this.”

“Mister Perkins, they’re not bandits. They’re good people, and the guy you’re pointing your gun at saved my life, so I’d appreciate it if you would point it somewhere else while we talk.”

The man lowered his weapon. “I guess I wouldn’t be able to stop you guys anyway since there are so many of you and you have that big gun there,” he said, pointing at the fifty-cal mounted on the Humvee.

Stan lowered his weapon, and the group followed his lead. “I apologize if we scared you and your family, Mister Perkins, but we would like to talk to you, if you wouldn’t mind.”

Mr. Perkins nodded his head as he turned toward the door. “I guess you might as well come inside where it’s a bit more comfortable.”

The group headed inside to talk, except for Kent, who remained outside on guard duty.

Garrett paid attention to his surroundings as they entered the building, worried it might be a trap, but saw nothing to cause him any concern. He followed everyone into a large room with several couches and chairs in it.

“This is the student lounge. I think it will work for our little meeting,” the man said as he sat in one of the oversized chairs. Mr. Perkins looked to be nearing retirement age. He had thinning gray hair he combed over an obvious bald spot on top of his head. His wire-frame glasses perched on a rather long but thin nose. His body was tall, thin, and a bit gawky-looking. He reminded Garrett of someone who was anorexic.

Stan took a seat across from the man. “Mister Perkins, my name is Stan Wright, and I lead a group of about twenty people. We are quickly outgrowing our current location and are looking for somewhere else to call home. Adam remembered this school and suggested we try here and see if you would allow us to stay in exchange for food and protection.”

The man stared at Stan as if he could see into his soul and determine if he was telling the truth before he finally responded, “How do I know I can trust you and your group?”

Stan shrugged his shoulders as he replied, “I guess that’s something you’ll have to go with your gut on. We’re not here to throw you out. If you don’t want us here, we’ll find somewhere else, but keep in mind there will be others out there who won’t be as nice as us. We can protect you, not just from the zombies, mutants, and night hunters, but from humans with bad intentions as well.”

Mr. Perkins glanced over at Adam. “Is he telling the truth? Does your group mean us no harm?”

“Yes, sir. These are good people, and we even have a doctor with us,” replied Adam, looking Mr. Perkins directly in the eye.

“I always liked you, Adam, and I’m putting my life and the lives of my family into your hands.” Turning back to Stan, he said, “You can stay as long as you hold to your word to protect us. This place is too big for just my family anyway.”

Stan got to his feet and offered his hand to the man who stood and shook it.

“So what now?” he asked.

Garrett stepped forward. “Now I need to check the property and see what weaknesses I can find in the defenses. Are the windows bulletproof?”

Mr. Perkins shook his head. “No, the windows are bullet-resistant, not bulletproof, a common misconception.”

He grinned at the man. “Fair enough, so they’re all bullet-resistant then?”

Getting a head nod in response, he continued, “Even the basement and attic windows?”

The look Mr. Perkins gave him was one the teacher had obviously practiced over the decades he had spent teaching. It was a look reserved for those students who just never quite understood the simplest of concepts. It told whoever he gave it to that they were being a moron without having to actually come out and say the words.

Garrett threw his hands in the air as he conceded defeat. “I get it. All the windows are bullet-resistant.”

Mr. Perkins interrupted him. “Let me save you some time. The school has bullet-resistant windows and solid oak doors with quarter inch thick steel plating sandwiched inside. Motion detectors are in the common areas of the building and outside on the grounds. Security cameras cover nearly every inch of the property except for the dorm rooms and public restrooms. The exterior cameras have night vision and will sound an alarm in the security room if they detect anything bigger than a thirty-pound dog. I won’t say that no one can break into this building, but I can guarantee they would have to work for it.”

Garrett nodded his head. “Excellent. Are there any other openings in the fence other than the front gate?”

“There’s a back service gate that was used for deliveries, trash pickup, and things along those lines. It has a setup similar to the front gate except it’s slightly smaller and doesn’t have a guard shack, just an intercom. Someone can open the gate remotely from inside the security office, so there isn’t a need for a guard,” he told them.

“Unless the delivery driver turns out to be a kidnapper and uses it to gain access onto the school grounds,” Garrett told the man.

“Wow. Maybe we should have consulted you to go over our safety protocols,” he said, impressed.

Ignoring the comment, he continued his questioning. “Is the fence the same type of construction all the way around the property?”

“As far as I know. I was told that when they built it, they drove steel beams six feet into the ground every four feet and then poured a foot thick of solid concrete before encasing it in a brick facade. The brick portion is about eight and a half feet tall with two feet of decorative ironwork on top that has six-inch spikes sticking out of the top,” he explained.

“You seem to know an awful lot about this place for just being a teacher,” Stan commented.

“I’ve worked here for nearly forty years. You pick up a lot of information over that period of time,” came the curt reply.

“I want to walk the fence line. Who wants to come with me?” he asked the group.

“I’ll go,” offered Ian.

“Me too,” said Thomas.

Heading outside, they stopped for a moment to inform Kent that the group was being allowed to move in before heading off toward the fence. As they approached, Garrett noticed the fence seemed to be only about eight feet tall instead of the ten he thought Mr. Perkins had mentioned, and that included the decorative iron section.

“That just doesn’t appear to be high enough,” he told the others as he jumped and grabbed ahold of the ironwork, pulling himself up high enough to look on the other side of the fence before letting go and dropping back to the ground.

“The level of the ground is a couple of feet higher on this side. If someone tried to drive through the fence and somehow managed to miss the steel beams inside it, they would still destroy their vehicle by slamming into a solid two-foot wall of dirt.”

Thomas grinned. “These folks weren’t messing around.”

They continued to walk the entire fence line and, as Mr. Perkins stated, the two gates were the only openings they found. Although Garrett wanted to beef them up a bit more, he was happy with the setup and they could start moving things in.

Ian pointed at a couple of outbuildings. “I think we should probably check those out.”

Garrett nodded. “Definitely,” he replied as the trio headed toward the closest one, which appeared to be some kind of garage or workshop area.

They found only tools inside the building, along with a school bus that had ‘Oakdale Academy Tigers’ emblazoned on the side of it. They moved on to the next-smallest building. It turned out to be the groundskeeper’s shed and contained a large riding lawnmower and various other yard and gardening tools. Other than those two buildings, there was nowhere for the night hunters to hide on the grounds of the school.

The three men made a quick sweep of the exterior of the school and checked every window they could reach to make sure somebody had locked them and they were secure. Finding nothing amiss, they rejoined the group inside.

“Everything outside looks like it will work. We might need to beef up the gates, but other than that, this place should work for us,” he told Stan.

“That’s good to hear. I think we should head back and inform the others. We can probably start bringing supplies over this afternoon and be completely moved in within a few days.”

They offered Mr. Perkins their goodbyes and were soon on their way back to the bar to share the good news with the rest of the group.

Charlie Mayer

The night he had spent in the bunker was awful. With the entire gang packed inside, the temperature rose at least ten degrees due to all the body heat. Everyone was sweating, and the stink of so many unwashed, sweaty, dirty bodies was pretty atrocious. He could have turned on the air conditioner, but he had no interest in making the gang comfortable.

Charlie spent the night alone in his small bedroom. It was a perk of being the boss, but even with the door closed, the odor crept its way inside and permeated every porous surface in the room. At least he had a small fan blowing on him to help with the stifling heat. Although he had been miserable the entire night, the others suffered even more, since there was no room for them to spread out and get comfortable. They had literally slept against one another, causing them to sweat even more.

He was okay with this, since it worked to his advantage for them to be unhappy living in the bunker. After a few more days, they would beg him to find another secure location, regardless of who they might have to kill to do so. This would be when he would turn them loose on his wife and the group she was with. Revenge would be sweet, and he smiled evilly at the thought.

People were begging to go outside by the time the sun rose so they could get some fresh air, mutants be damned. Charlie checked the camera and saw the area was clear, so he opened the door and allowed the gang outside.

“Tyler, send a few men to get some fans and air fresheners and see if we can figure out some way to set up some showers outside. The one in the bunker can’t handle this many people,” he ordered his second in command.

“Sure thing, Boss,” he replied before leaving to find a few men he could trust not to get themselves killed.

“Olivia, I want you to organize the women. You’ll be in charge of them and the kids. We need to get this place aired out and cleaned while someone starts breakfast,” he told the woman, who looked to be around forty. The reason he put her in charge was simple, and it had nothing to do with leadership skills. Of all the women in the gang, her name was the only one he remembered.

Feeling things were under control for the moment, he went to take a quick shower before anyone else so he could have hot water. After that, he would have Olivia set up a shower schedule for the day in case the men Tyler picked out weren’t able to figure out a means to set up showers outside.

He stayed within the time limit of five minutes he had set for showers and was soon clean and feeling more refreshed. As Charlie left the small bathroom, he told Olivia about the schedule he wanted her to make before heading outside to look for Tyler.

It didn’t take him long to find the man since he was near the vehicles, handing out last-minute instructions to the team he had assembled.

Charlie stood to the side and observed as Tyler finished up and waved the men off, who got into various vehicles and headed into town.

“Hey, Charlie. I didn’t see you there,” lied Tyler as he turned to face the overweight man who was now his boss.

“I’ve got another job that needs to get done as a priority. There’s thirty of us now, and one toilet just won’t work. After breakfast, send another team to get half a dozen port-a-potties and set them up a suitable distance away from the bunker so we don’t have to smell them.”

“No problem, Boss. Is there anything else you want them to grab while they’re out running around?” he asked, giving the man his full attention since he knew it would be the best way to stay on his good side.

“Not right now; probably tomorrow we’ll need to get some better vehicles. I own an entire car lot full of brand new SUVs, Jeeps, and pickups that would be better than what we have now. We also need to take control of a gas station or find a fuel truck somewhere with a full tank, so we’ll always have fuel. You might start thinking about it when you get some free time,” he told him.

Tyler nodded at him. “That should be easy enough. How many vehicles do you want us to pick up from your lot?” he asked, jotting down notes in a small notebook.

Charlie looked at him and smiled. “All the four-wheel drives. There should be around twelve altogether between the trucks, SUVs, and hardtop Jeeps. We also need to raid the service and parts departments to get tools and any brush guards that might be in stock. I know we kept a few on hand since they’re pretty popular here in Texas.”

“Sounds good, Boss. I’ll make up a list tonight of who’s going to help with the vehicles and who’s going to work on locating and filling up a fuel truck.”

Slapping Tyler on the back, he said, “You’re a good man, Tyler, but you stink. Why don’t you take a shower? The women should have breakfast ready by the time you’re done.”

“Sure thing, Boss,” replied Tyler as he started toward the bunker.

Charlie looked around his little compound and smiled. In a few more days, they would have reliable vehicles, fuel, more weapons, and the members would be so tired of being crammed into the small bunker, he would have no problem getting them to attack the bar. He would like to use the place to expand some of his people into, but if they had to destroy it to make his wife and her homo son suffer, then so be it.

He heard someone yell as he headed toward the bunker, followed by several gunshots that rang out in quick succession. He changed direction to determine what happened. One man had left the group that was standing in front of the bunker to take a piss behind a nearby tree. A mutant had come up behind him and bit him on the shoulder. The man, he found out later it was Todd, turned around and shot the mutant before turning the gun on himself and saving Charlie the hassle of killing him.

He shook his head at the stupidity of it all. Charlie ordered the people who had been standing around to split into two groups. One would be stationary guards who would encircle the bunker and watch for approaching threats. The other would walk the area in case there were other mutants already close by that they had missed. There was no reason a mutant should have been able to get that close to the bunker without being seen by someone.

Pulling three men to the side, he told them to dig a grave for Todd and bury him. Charlie thought it was more than he deserved since he was a big enough idiot to get himself bit, but since he had taken his own life afterward, it almost made up for some of his stupidity.

Charlie assumed breakfast should be about ready, so he headed inside to eat. He had been awake for barely two hours, but he was famished.

Jill and Jacob

She had been hiding in the basement with her little brother for the past week, but they were running out of food and water.

Her parents told them to stay put until they returned. That was over a week ago, and the sixteen-year-old was going stir crazy in the dark basement. Her twelve-year-old brother was also getting on her last nerve by constantly peppering her with questions she couldn’t answer.

“I have to go upstairs and get us some more food,” she told him as she grabbed a baseball bat from the collection of sports equipment they kept in a closet.

“I’m coming with you. No way am I staying down here by myself,” Jacob replied as he put on an umpire mask and grabbed his own baseball bat.

Jill sighed. She knew he also had a severe case of cabin fever, but she had been hoping for a few minutes by herself. “Fine, but you have to stay quiet and do what I say.”

“Whatever,” he replied, rolling his eyes as he headed for the stairs.

They had heard noises from upstairs for a few days after their parents left them, but nothing since, so she was pretty confident the house was empty. She pushed her brother behind her and slowly climbed the stairs. She turned and placed her index finger over her lips when she reached the top to remind Jacob to be quiet. He nodded as he gripped his baseball bat a little tighter.

Her hand trembled slightly as she reached out and grasped the doorknob. Jill turned the knob and eased the door open a crack before peering into the kitchen. Nothing seemed to be out of place, and she didn’t see anything that was a cause for alarm. She pushed the door open further as she stepped into the kitchen.

Letting go of the door, she held onto the bat with both hands as it rested on her shoulder. Jill took a moment to look around. Not seeing anything, she stepped forward as she motioned for Jacob to follow her.

She knew they should just grab some food and bottled water from the pantry and return to the basement, but she wanted to check and see if her parents were in the house. Jill walked into the dining room, her body tense with fear. There were a few things that had been knocked onto the floor that had previously been on the bookcase, but otherwise the room appeared normal.

Walking slowly, she approached the doorway leading into the living room. The room was cast in shadows because her dad had boarded the windows after sending them to the basement. As her eyes adjusted, she gasped as she saw her mom standing in the middle of the room, facing away from them.

Jill wanted to call to her, but something seemed off about the entire situation. Her mom wasn’t moving, and Jill couldn’t figure out what she was looking at. She took a step closer and began to recognize more features.

Her mom was wearing the same clothes as she had been the last time Jill had seen her. There was a musky scent hanging in the air that Jill attributed to her mom not bathing for a week. She took a few more tentative steps as Jacob followed her. He hadn’t been able to see their mom until she had gone further into the room and, as soon as he did, his face lit up.

“Mom!” he yelled as he tried to run to her. Jill grabbed his arm as he ran by, stopping him.

“I don’t think that’s Mom anymore,” she whispered as the figure in front of them turned in their direction.

At the sight of the two children in front of her, she opened her mouth and howled as she ran at them.

Fear held Jill in place for half a second before she could get her body to move. Dragging Jacob behind her, she ran for the basement door. Jacob finally realized he needed to run and got his feet under him and began running as well.

They ran into the kitchen and smack dab into their dad, or at least what used to be their dad. He must have been in the garage; thought Jill as the thing that used to be her hero grabbed her and bit into her shoulder, making her shriek in pain.

Jacob’s mind tried to comprehend what he was witnessing, but before he could understand, the mom thing had ahold of him and clamped her teeth on the umpire’s mask covering his face. He screamed and struggled to get away, causing the umpire’s mask to slip off his head. His mom leaned in for another bite, this time latching onto his cheek and ripping a sizeable chunk of his face off, exposing muscle, bone, and teeth in the gaping hole left behind. Jacob was still screaming as he struggled to escape from his mom’s death grip, dropping his bat in the process.

The two mutants who had been woken up from their stasis were hungry and spent the next hour gorging themselves on the tender flesh of Jill and Jacob. They wandered out of the kitchen when they were done with their meal, looking for something else to eat to appease their insatiable appetites.

Tanya Mayer

Stan returned with the good news that they could move into Oakdale Academy. The entire group was excited and immediately began to pack.

The plan was to move as many of the supplies as they could over the next couple of days, along with a few of the group members. They decided the teenagers, along with Ian and Monte, would move in with the first shipment of supplies. The adults thought the teens needed to get away from where their friends had been so recently brutalized by the night hunter.

Tanya spent most of the morning running tests on Cooper and Monte’s blood. So far, neither of them had shown signs of the infection, but without better equipment, there was little she could do other than make sure they weren’t having a delayed reaction. She wished there were some way to get the blood samples to the doctors who were trapped inside the hospital. Right now, that was impossible.

Dr. Travis Carlock had been excited to hear they had found someone immune to the virus and promised to see if there was anything the CDC could do to get him somewhere safe so they could do testing on his blood. The hope was that it would eventually lead to a vaccine or possibly even a cure. Tanya wasn’t sure a cure was possible with the changes the virus had made at the DNA level, but a vaccine would be amazing.

Kat was helping her pack the small infirmary she had set up at the bar. It wasn’t much, but she could take care of most minor issues with what they had. Adam told her the academy had a fairly nice nurse’s office that would rival most doctor’s offices. They even had a doctor who had been on call for emergencies. It was amazing what rich people expected to be provided to them and their children, but she had to admit they probably paid an enormous sum for their kids to attend such a prestigious and private school.

“I assume we’re taking everything?” Kat asked her, shaking her out of her thoughts.

“Yeah. There’s not any more of anything being made, so we’re going to take it all. It’ll probably come in handy at some point, no matter what it is. If we don’t use it, we can always use it for trade later down the road.”

“That makes sense. It’ll be like it was during the Depression in the nineteen thirties when they had to reuse everything.”

Tanya stared wide-eyed at Kat. “How do you know about the Great Depression?”

The teenage girl grinned. “My grandma used to tell me stories about how bad things were for her grandparents and how they’d found creative ways to reuse everything. I always thought it was fascinating, especially when I saw how wasteful America’s become since then. I mean, if a shirt gets a stain or a tiny tear in it we throw it away, but back then they would just patch it. They even washed their aluminum foil and reused it.”

“That’s true, and you’re right. We’re going to have to get into the same mindset if we plan on surviving as a species,” noted Tanya.

They continued packing until the room was bare of everything except the boxes of stuff that still needed to be carried to the trucks.

“I’ll let the boys know we’re done in here so they can come and get the boxes,” Kat told her as she sealed the last box of supplies closed with some tape.

“That sounds good. I want to check Monte’s leg one more time before you guys leave.”

“That works. I’ll find him and send him your way.”

“Thanks, Kat!” Tanya told her as she slipped out the door.

She checked her phone while she waited and found a missed call from the master sergeant. It amazed her to see people were no longer constantly on their phones. Many in their group had quit carrying them, and those who did just mainly used them as a flashlight when they needed the restroom at night.

She checked her voicemail and found the information the master sergeant told her alarming. She needed to call a meeting as soon as possible. Tanya forgot Monte would be stopping by as she darted out the door looking for Stan. Not seeing him, she grabbed a radio off the bar.

“Stan, this is Tanya. We need to hold an emergency meeting as soon as we can.”

“Hey, Tanya. What’s the issue?” came Stan’s quick response.

“The mutants are evolving.”

“Got it. I’ll inform everyone who’s outside to meet in the lounge in ten minutes if you can do the same for those inside,” he suggested.

“Will do,” she said, scurrying off to round up the rest of the group.

Ten minutes later, the group had gathered in the lounge. They were curious to learn what was going on since they hadn’t been told more than there was an emergency meeting being held.

Stan raised his hand in the air to get everyone’s attention. “Quiet down, folks. I know everyone’s wondering what this meeting is about, and I’m in the same boat. Tanya, this is your meeting. Why don’t you fill us in on what’s happening?”

“Hi, everyone. I realize we have a lot to do, but I felt this was extremely important and couldn’t wait. I received a voicemail message from Master Sergeant McReaken, and I think it’s best if I just play it for you,” she told the group as she put her phone on speaker and played the message.

“Hi, Doc. McReaken here. We just ran into a situation that I think your group needs to be made aware of. We’ve been sending teams out with air raid sirens to attract the mutants so we could shoot them and thin their numbers. It was working until today. The mutants ambushed my men, five of whom they carried off and they bit another thirteen. They came out of the utility manholes in the street, from underneath porches, and out of buildings, swarming my men all at once. This was a coordinated attack. The mutants are evolving, so keep on your toes.”

“This means everything we know about the behavior of the mutants is out the window,” said Tanya as she shut her phone off and tucked it into her pocket. “We need to assume they’re intelligent and can open doors, use basic tools, and plan strategies. It’s possible they may continue to evolve since this life form seems to be about survival, and it adapts to new circumstances as they come along,” she explained to the group.

The room was dead silent as the information sank in. Garrett was the first to speak. “So the daytime just became almost as deadly as the night is.”

Tanya nodded her head but said nothing, since what Garrett said pretty much covered it.

Stan stepped forward. “Listen up, folks. No one leaves in groups smaller than four for any reason. When you go out, lock the doors to your vehicle and carry extra ammo. Change your routines by not scavenging from the same place twice and take a different route when you return. We don’t know how smart these things are now, so we’re going to assume they’re smarter than us, but it doesn’t mean we can’t beat them. I think we need to advance our timetable and have everything at the school no later than tomorrow evening. Does anyone have a question?” The room remained silent, so he continued, “Let’s finish loading what’s packed and get this first trip done. Kat and Kent, let’s make sure we update the radio station’s message to let others know about this new threat.”

Kent gave him a thumbs up as he and Kat went to get Tanya’s laptop so they could change the radio station’s message.

The group began talking among themselves about the unique problems smart mutants might create as they returned to whatever task they were doing before the meeting.

“Well, that sucks,” Monte told her as he walked over, limping slightly.

Tanya could only agree with his assessment of the situation. “Yes, it does. How about I take a look and make sure you’re healing okay?”

He smiled at her before commenting, “It’s okay to say it. I know you check my wound three times a day because you want to make sure I’m not becoming one of those creatures. Trust me, I worry about the same thing, but what can I do?”

She smiled at him. “I realize I’m being slightly obsessive about this, but with you being the first one to be immune...” she let the thought trail off.

“It’s fine, I get it. Let’s get it checked so I can help with loading the trucks.”

He sat on one of the bar stools and pulled up his pant leg. He swiveled around so his leg could comfortably lie on another stool so Tanya could unwrap the gauze covering the bite.

“It looks good, and it’s healing nicely. There’s no sign of infection, which is surprising since the human mouth carries all kinds of bacteria, so I’d assumed the mutants would as well. Let’s keep it covered with gauze for another day, even though I doubt it’s necessary. I think it’ll be fine as long as you’re careful not to bump it into something,” she told him as she wrapped it up.

“Sounds good, Doc.”

A small convoy left the bar less than an hour later and drove toward their new home. Nobody noticed they were being watched by more than fifty sets of eyes from inside the darkened buildings surrounding them.

Master Sergeant McReaken

He didn’t know if the day could get any worse. McReaken used his hand to brace the private’s head as he shoved all seven inches of his Ka-Bar knife into the brain, starting at the base of his skull before pulling it out and wiping the blade off. He slid it into its sheath and then covered the young man with a sheet.

That made eleven soldiers that he had saved from coming back as night hunters. He glanced at the two remaining soldiers who had mutant bites, and noticed one of them no longer had his eyes open. McReaken sighed as he walked over to the cot where the man lay. He pulled out his Ka-Bar knife as he knelt beside the cot, prepared to make it twelve. The young soldier’s eyes opened, scaring the shit out of him. He hadn’t seen anyone turn that fast. He thrust his knife forward, only to have it knocked out of his hand as the specialist started yelling at him.

“Sergeant, stop! I’m not dead yet!” he screamed as he turned the cot over in an effort to escape being killed.

McReaken realized the man hadn’t turned; he had just woken from a brief nap. He dropped his knife to the floor and cried, hugging the specialist as he sobbed. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

The specialist, not knowing what else to do, found himself comforting the master sergeant as he returned the man’s hug and patted him on the back. “I’m all right. It’ll be okay.”

Realizing he had broken down emotionally in front of a few of his soldiers, he released the specialist and wiped his eyes before laughing. “I’m sorry about that. I thought you’d fallen into a coma, and I assumed you’d turned when you opened your eyes.”

“I understand, Sergeant. I probably would have done the same thing if I were in your shoes but next time, shake me first to see if I’m sleeping because I damn near shit my pants,” he admitted as everyone around him laughed, causing the tension in the room to evaporate.

McReaken helped the soldier to right the cot and lay back down. He knew the story of his almost killing the specialist would be in the rumor mill before he left the tarped-off area, but for once he didn’t care. That was the most terrified he had ever remembered being. If anyone could learn from his mistake, his embarrassment would be worth it.

He sat and talked with the two remaining bite victims for another half an hour before Sergeant Paiva brought everyone food. As they ate, Specialist Weaver stared at him. After a few moments, he couldn’t take it anymore.

“What? Have I grown a third eyeball or something?” he asked.

The specialist just kept staring at him before finally speaking, “Sergeant, do you think it’s possible that Private Lake and I might be immune?”

Glancing at his watch to check the time. “It’s possible. The mutant bit you about four and a half hours ago. It’s my understanding that everyone who turns usually falls into a coma within about four hours of the bite, but I don’t think the rule is set in stone. I certainly hope you’re both immune, but let’s give it a couple more hours just to be sure.”

“Hooah,” was the response as the specialist resumed eating his meal.

“I feel fine, Sergeant,” announced Lake.

“I’m sure you do, and I pray you guys are immune to the virus,” he replied before taking another bite of his food.

The specialist leaned over the side of the cot and picked up McReaken’s Ka-Bar knife off the floor from where it had fallen in the earlier scuffle. He stared at it for a moment before handing it to him. “You might still need this, Sergeant.”

McReaken looked at the Ka-Bar for a moment before taking it. “Thank you, Specialist. I certainly hope you’re wrong about that,” he said, sliding the knife into its sheath.

He almost didn’t hear the specialist’s whispered response. “Me too, Sergeant. Me too.”

Time seemed to pass slowly as the trio would attempt to start a conversation, only for it to die off moments later.

“Fuck this!” McReaken said after about fifteen minutes of tense silence. “Get off your lazy asses and let’s go fuck some shit up.”

The two men jumped off the cots with grins from ear to ear as they whooped and hollered. They were tired of waiting to die and were thrilled to get a chance to enjoy life for just a little longer.

Paiva rushed into the makeshift room after hearing the shouting. “What’s happening, Sergeant?” he asked, glancing between the three men.

McReaken grinned at the sergeant. “Me and the boys require a Humvee, three M-three-twenty grenade launchers, and a box of forty millimeter grenades. Why don’t you find that for us and meet us out front in ten mikes?”

“Uh, okay,” the sergeant mumbled as he left to do as ordered.

Turning to the two men, McReaken smiled. “We’re going to get a little payback from those bitches. Grab your weapons; we’ve got some mutants to kill.”

The two men high-fived each other and picked up their rifles before following the master sergeant out of the building. The other soldiers watched, wondering if their leader had lost his mind.

“Sergeant, are you sure about this?” Paiva asked him as he loaded the box of grenades into the Humvee.

“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my entire life,” he replied, climbing into the driver’s seat as Lake clambered into the seat behind him while Weaver took shotgun.

Shaking his head, Paiva waved at them to open the gate as the master sergeant started the Humvee.

McReaken slammed his foot down on the gas pedal, and the Humvee took off, kicking up dust and gravel and showering anyone who had the misfortune of being behind the vehicle with the small rocks. He drove them to where the ambush had taken place earlier and let the two men get set up to use the grenade launchers while he opened the crate of grenades.

“I want you two to bomb the crap out of the houses around us and make sure you get underneath the porches. I’m going to drop a few grenades down some utility manholes, so don’t blow me up,” he ordered them.

Lake handed Weaver one of the grenade launchers as he took another one. They were standing on either side of the box of grenades so they would be within easy reach. Each of them grabbed a grenade and loaded it into their launcher. Lake took one side of the street and Weaver took the other as they began sending grenades into the surrounding buildings.

McReaken pulled the pin on a frag grenade and tossed it into a utility manhole. He took cover as the grenade exploded in the access tunnel below the street, throwing shrapnel back through the hole and into the air. Anything in the tunnel was most likely deaf now. He tossed a second one in for good measure and jogged over to another opening. The grenade exploded before he made it to the second hole. He didn’t care as he pulled the pin and tossed the grenade into the opening, seeing movement inside just before taking cover as the grenade exploded.

He noticed the mutants were coming out of their hiding places and fleeing, as more of them were being killed or injured by the grenades. McReaken pulled his rifle around to his front and began shooting at the beasts, which were now trying to escape the area.

Lake and Weaver saw what was happening and dropped the grenade launchers in favor of their rifles as they took their revenge on the beasts. All three men were yelling their battle cries at the top of their lungs as they shot mutant after mutant until there were none left to shoot.

The three men looked around. It surprised the trio to see how many mutants they had killed. McReaken did a rough estimate in his head and came up with about forty dead mutants.

“Now that’s what I’m talking about, boys!” hollered McReaken as the three men high-fived each other and clapped one another on the back. At this moment in time, they were no longer superior and subordinates, but equal warriors who had fought and won their battle. Nothing else mattered.

After a few minutes of celebration, they calmed down and began the arduous task of shooting each of the mutants in the head to make sure they were truly dead. The final tally of the dead mutants was forty-six, and didn’t include any who might have died inside the utility tunnel. McReaken wasn’t dumb enough to climb into a manhole to see if there were any dead mutants down there. They loaded everything into the Humvee and drove to their base, each feeling much better about their futures than they had just a mere hour earlier.

Charlie Mayer

Things were looking up for the gang. They buried Todd, and then the men Tyler sent after the fans and air fresheners returned with several box fans and about thirty different air deodorizers. They had aerosols, carpet powders, plug-ins, and even some of those pine-scented cardboard trees. Charlie had the women work on getting the bunker smelling less like a gym and more like a house, while he made his way over to find out about the outdoor showers.

Tyler sent a few of the guys out after breakfast to come up with a solution for them to bathe outdoors. He preferred they had showers, but even if it was just a claw-foot tub they ripped out of somebody’s house, it would be better than what they currently had—which was nothing.

Charlie finally found Tyler by one of the pickups with the men he’d sent out. Curious to see what they found, he increased his pace slightly, but became winded by the time he got to where the men were talking.

He looked in the bed of the pickup, and it surprised him to see it was full of empty five-gallon buckets, a stack of corresponding lids from the lumber store in Wylie or Murphy, and several cases of black spray paint. There were also several pop-up canopies people used for special events, a dozen tarps, and some other odds and ends.

“I assume you have a plan for this stuff?” he asked Luke, one of the men who went on the scavenging mission.

“Um, well, we weren’t able to find anything premade that wouldn’t require plumbing, so we had to be creative. The canopies will be the primary structure of the showers, but we can use the tarps to make a floor and some walls for privacy. We’ll paint the buckets and lids black, and once we fill them with water, the sun will warm them up for us since the black paint will absorb the sun’s heat. In the other truck, we have three of the twenty gallon metal tubs that we plan on drilling a hole into, and then we can attach a hose that will run inside the shower tent. At the other end of the hose, we’ll attach some ball valves for turning the water on and off and add a low-pressure showerhead. It won’t be a very powerful stream, but at least the water will be warm,” he said, explaining the idea they came up with.

It impressed Charlie that they were being so creative. “It sounds like it should work. Set them up over there on that small rise so the water will run down the hill and away from the bunker.”

The men immediately unloaded the supplies and carried them to the area he had pointed out. Charlie watched them as they brought their plan to life. In less than an hour, they had three makeshift showers built, and they were ready to do a test run to make sure they worked as planned.

Tyler stood in the bed of a pickup as Luke started handing him five-gallon buckets of water, one at a time. He poured those into the three larger tubs they had placed on top of a wooden platform they had built just for that purpose since the tubs needed to be higher than the shower heads or the water wouldn’t flow properly. After twelve buckets, the tubs were full. Tyler jumped out of the truck and jogged over to open the valve in the first shower.

Everyone cheered as the water came out of the showerhead in a weak spray. It might not be the Ritz, but it would do. They tested the other two showers and got the same results. Luke took the buckets into the showers and let the water flow into them before placing the lids on them and setting them in the sun. In a few hours, the water would be warm enough for people to take showers.

There were almost fifty buckets they had painted black. As long as people refilled them after their showers, there should always be enough warm water for people to shower with—except first thing in the morning before the sun had a chance to warm them up.

“Well done, men!” Charlie praised them, causing them to swell with pride. “Why don’t you guys take a shower in the bunker, since the water out here isn’t warm enough yet?”

Luke grinned, “Thanks, Boss.”

Charlie watched the men walk away as he chuckled to himself and shook his head slightly in disbelief. “It doesn’t take much to make them respect me. It won’t be long before they’ll follow me anywhere,” he told himself under his breath before going to see if the other team had come back yet.

They hadn’t returned, but it was only another hour before the team pulled up in front of the bunker with six port-a-potties on a trailer behind them. He observed the men as they got out of the truck, and it seemed as if they were a couple of men short. Instead of going to see what happened, Charlie decided to let the men come to him and explain where his missing men were.

Tyler went to talk to the driver, and it wasn’t long before he came trudging over with the driver following behind him.

“Hey, Boss. They had some issues getting the porta-potties and lost two men in the process.”

Charlie glared at the driver until he felt the man was scared shitless. “Care to explain why you lost two of my men?”

“Uh, it wasn’t our fault, Boss,” the man said defensively. “Those mutant things ambushed us. They came from everywhere all at once and dragged Arley away before we even got a shot off. We killed as many as we could before they eventually fled. After they left, we finished getting the shitters loaded and were on our way back when Ken asked me to stop. I thought he needed to take a piss, so I pulled over. Come to find out, Ken got himself bit and as soon as he got out of the truck, he ran off. We tried to find him but gave up after about half an hour so we could make it back before it got too dark.”

“What exactly do you mean when you say they ambushed you?” he asked, curious what the mutants were up to.

“As I said, there weren’t any of them around that we saw. Even on the trip there, we didn’t see many of them. We assumed they’d all wandered off, but we were loading up the shitters while Arley was keeping watch and they just swarmed us. Everywhere we looked, there were monsters. We were able to fend them off since we were on the trailer.”

“How many of them did you kill?” asked Charlie.

“Fourteen of ‘em are for sure dead, but we wounded probably twice that many before they finally ran away,” he told Charlie.

“Dammit! That makes three men we’ve lost today. We can’t keep sustaining these kinds of losses.”

Tyler cleared his throat before speaking. “Hey, Boss. I know you’re not a fan of women fighting, but some of these women are hardcore, and we could teach them to shoot well enough to stand guard.”

Charlie thought about it for a minute before nodding his head. “I want you to train the women starting tomorrow morning. Keep in mind that it’s your ass on the line if they aren’t worth a damn.”

“I understand, Boss. I think they can do it, or at least most of them will be able to.”

Looking at the driver, he finally remembered the man’s name. “Dale, I’m going to let it go this time since this is the first time we’ve seen the mutants do anything like what they did. Just don’t let it happen again.”

“Thanks, Boss. I promise it won’t,” replied Dale, relieved he wasn’t getting punished.

“Now get those things set up before dinnertime,” he told him, pointing at the port-a-potties.

Dale hurried off, waving at the men who went on the mission with him to come over and help him get the port-a-potties into place. Forty-five minutes later, they were finished.

Charlie looked around and was pleased with the progress they’d made. There were now six port-a-potties, three makeshift outdoor showers, Todd was buried, and the bunker was aired out somewhat by using some fans and an overabundance of air freshener. It stank of potpourri and pine inside the bunker, but at least now the air was breathable, if a bit smelly. Except for losing three men, it had been a productive day.
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Maybe that’s where he hides his porn.

Day 16

Private Chris Barbee

The three soldiers—Specialist Ellsworth, Private First Class Caban, and Private Barbee—finished the night hunter trap less than an hour before sunset. It wouldn’t have happened if not for the thirty other soldiers who had done most of the work.

They had strung the lamp panels of thirty tanning beds from the ceiling and wired them into two of the largest mobile power stations they had access to. The 840kW Deployable Power Generation and Distribution System (DPGDS). These would generate the power required to light the tanning bed bulbs and kill the night hunters.

Ellsworth had two guys start the powerful generators just before the soldiers left for the FOB. The lights were currently off and would only be activated once they trapped the night hunters inside the building. Unfortunately, they weren’t able to get the remote for the lights to work, so they had to improvise. It would be the most dangerous part of the entire plan, and Barbee volunteered for the job.

He was alone inside the building as he watched the soldiers drive away before climbing the rope they had suspended from the ceiling. Barbee pulled himself into the ceiling girders and then pulled the rope up after him. The thought of a night hunter clambering up after him sent an uncontrollable wave of fear through his body. Now all he could do was wait for the night hunters to be led
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