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12 MAY 2011 21:35 HOURS, Massachusetts Institute of Technology Boston, Massachusetts

Senior Airman Amy Frays woke up with a start and it took her a moment to get her bearings; the chill in the air, the buzzing florescent lights causing her skin to appear jaundiced, and the dry air all pointed to one conclusion - she was in the computer lab in the Physical Science building. She was short and muscular, but 'mid-deployment hot'. Her hips were a bit too wide, her legs a bit too short, and she had a bit too much muscle for most men's tastes. But after three months in the desert she had been the object of many admirers. She was conscious of her level of physical attractiveness, so she did not even really try all that much. She dressed in faded Levis and old tee shirts most of the time and had a nodding acquaintance at best with makeup. From a distance, it might appear that she was wearing reddish-brown gloves. However, when you got closer, you could see that her hands, neck, and face had been sunburned, healed, and sunburned again multiple times. 

She turned her attention to what had woken her, namely the cell phone buzzing against her stomach in the front pocket of her hoodie. It was almost summer and it sure seemed to feel like it outside to everybody else, but it felt kind of chilly to her. It had averaged well over a hundred and twenty degrees in the shade when she had left Iraq a month or so ago so sixty five took a little getting used to. She dug a chunk of something crusty out of the corner of her eye with one bronzed finger as she groped for the cellphone with the other. 

"Outstanding," she mumbled softly, sighed and tapped the green button on her phone with her index finger. "Hello, Lieutenant Anderson. How are you, sir?" She groaned inside, trying to hide her dislike for the man. Her Air Force Reserve section had come back from Camp Freedom, a little Forward Operating Base with an airstrip just outside Mosul a little bit over a month ago. She had completed Airman Leadership School before her deployment but somebody somewhere down the line screwed up the paperwork holding up her promotion to Staff Sergeant. And she had a pretty good idea who it was that might be responsible for the foul up too...

"Airman Frays" the lieutenant began quickly. She imagined him wherever he was puffing up with self-importance as he spoke. "Call your points of contact, grab your battle rattle and get to the airfield TIME: NOW."

The man's urgent voice quickly made any animosity toward him disappear. The young woman put the phone on the table next to the keyboard and pressed the speaker button as she hurriedly saved what little work she had actually managed to get done before dozing off. "Roger that, sir. Be aware, I have you on speaker phone." she answered sparing a suspicious glance at the phone. "What's going on, sir?" A million bad scenarios ran through her head as she pulled some stray locks of chocolate colored hair back in to the bun on the back of her head. She could practically feel the sand crunching between her teeth.

The man let out an exasperated chuff before he could stop himself. "Don't you watch the news, Airman?" he asked, clearly sounding upset with her. "You'll get a briefing when you get here. Get here. Now."

With that the phone went dead on the desk next to her hand. Am I missing something? Frays wondered, frowning slightly as she put her phone away and gathered her gear then hustled out of the Physical Sciences building and into the humid night. It had been raining more or less constantly for the past three or four days and the moisture still clung to the air. After the past six months in the desert Frays could not help but take some time away from her classwork to walk in the gentle drizzle and enjoy the feeling of it on her face. Jacob, her R.A., went with her sometimes. There was also that epic game of Ultimate Frisbee that he had dragged her to that seemed to take up the better part of an afternoon...

She could not afford the luxury now as she hurried across the quad, through the parking lot and up to her dorm building. Frays had noticed that a lot of the dorm rooms and parking spaces were empty. It sounded like somebody had thrown a bottle at the far end of the parking lot, followed by a lot of yelling. Frays crouched instinctively at the noise, looked around to ascertain the direction of the sound then sprinted up the stairs to her dormitory. There was nobody sitting at the security desk just inside the foyer. She shook her head and hustled up to her dorm room on the third floor, taking the stairs two at a time. 

Frays jammed her key in the lock, opened the door to her room and ducked inside. She paused and stared at what was on her roommate's side of the place, or rather what was not there on her roommate’s side of the place. The dresser drawers hung open, the closet seemed empty with the door half open. Thankfully, her closet was still closed and locked and her dresser looked like it was just as she had left it. When she had returned to school a week after the welcome back ceremony, Frays had found that her roommate Janice had apparently gotten some of their things confused and all mixed together.  

She crossed to the small communal television resting on the cheap press board TV stand and flicked it on. Frays was not surprised to see that it was tuned to the Fox News Channel. Janice was active in the campus Republican Committee and she was thrilled to have an Iraq War Veteran as a roommate. Frays however found herself...somewhat less than ecstatic with the arrangement. While Janice and her yuppie scumbag gel head friends were partying, eating everything in the fridge (whether they paid for the food or not) and making a mess of the place, Frays was too busy trying to catch up on her schoolwork to do little more than sleep, work out at the on campus gym for an hour or two and hopefully grab a bite to eat in the dining hall. 

Then there was the time Janice's dumb jock boyfriend of the week blew up one of the big giant black trash bags like they used in the trash cans outside and popped it next to her bunk while she was asleep. She had rolled out the bed and then promptly ran head first into the wall trying, out of instinct, to scrabble on her hands and knees to the cement shelter which had been outside her conex. She had sat there on the floor clutching her forehead in both hands, half blind from the pain throbbing in her head, as they laughed at her. Frays wanted to slug Janice when she got mad 'because you can't take a joke'. In retaliation she had thrown Janice’s laptop across the room as she stormed out instead of punching somebody's lights out.

She took a bottle of water out of the small refrigerator, measured out some into a large travel mug then set about making some coffee. Frays grumbled angrily when she saw that Janice had used up the last of her half and half then put the empty carton back. At least there was still plenty of sugar in the plastic container on top of the fridge. As the coffee brewed Frays checked the butter container in the door of the fridge. "Ha!" she cried triumphantly. The little thief had not found her hidden cache of flavored creamers she had filched from the student union at breakfast yesterday and carefully squirreled away.

The coffeemaker sputtered and spat as it finished filling the carafe with that wonderfully hot and life giving stuff. She had practically been living on the stuff since her return to school. Frays sat on her bed blousing her boots and half listening to the talking head on the screen across the room. What she heard was not that good. The newscaster was saying something about some new jumped up meningitis bug or something and she was not entirely sure that she wanted to hear the rest. From what she could see, it looked like the natives were getting restless.

She recalled hearing rumors about something like that while on deployment but it was in Asia or Africa or someplace. She had never given the scuttlebutt much credence because...well...while it was pretty common knowledge that they got a censored version of the news, there was not even a peep of it in her email or anything like that. They could not censor her private email and Facebook...could they? She frowned and shook her head. Either way, it did not make much of a difference at the moment: neighborhoods on the south side of the city was currently on fire and the TV kept showing her the same police car getting smashed up by a bunch of people wielding bats and pipes. “Time to go.” Frays muttered to herself as she flicked off the television and started towards the door.

She slapped her beret on her head and studied her reflection in the mirror by the door to make sure it was on right. Frays frowned at herself then slung her rucksack over her shoulder and stooped to pick up her duffel bag. She paused outside Jacob’s door and knocked a couple times, anxiously chewing on her bottom lip. After the third knock, she realized that he must be out. Again. She had not seen or heard from him in three or four days. I'll have to call him later. Frays thought with a resigned sigh as she shifted her duffel bag on her shoulder then hustled down to her little Ford Ranger pickup truck in the student parking lot. Frays frowned as she slung her gear into the bed of her truck. Where the heck is he, anyway? Frays wondered as she pulled out of her parking spot and headed for the parking lot exit.

It was fairly easy going getting off campus, but Route 2A North was a snarled mess of slow moving traffic. She had time to call the eight people on her contact list three times each. This was easy to do since she had not moved in thirty eight minutes according to the clock on her truck’s dashboard. She was not at all surprised to find that none of them answered and nobody seemed likely to call her back. Frays drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, her ears already ringing from the reaming she was sure to get for being late. 

She grumbled to herself and began absently flipping through radio stations in an attempt to find out more about whatever the heck she was probably going to be dealing with. The problem was that there did not seem to be much to tell. Of course that it did not stop the talking heads from throwing wild speculations and half baked sounding theories. Muslim extremists, Iranian agents or good old fashioned act of God seemed to be the top three. One of the callers on the show the radio was tuned to claimed to have iron clad evidence that Bill Gates was responsible and proceeded to ramble on about cell towers and chemtrails until the host finally cut him off after about five minutes or so.

And, to make matters worse, she realized that she had left her cup of coffee sitting on the top of the fridge back in her dorm room.

She dug through the storage space in the truck’s center console, trying to find the connector for her MP3 player so she could listen to something besides the exasperatingly repetitive news reports. The woman's hand closed around something instantly recognizable and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. She had picked up the habit while pulling guard duty or radio watch while on deployment, mainly as a way to kill time and stay awake while on duty for hours on end. She had quit cold turkey the week before the flight back to the States, stashed the mostly full pack of Miami cigarettes in her truck before her parents could see and had not even thought about them since. She stared pensively at the Arabic writing on the package for a long moment. "Ah, the heck with it." Frays muttered as she thumbed open the pack and jammed one of the horribly stale cancer sticks into the corner of her mouth as she pulled into the breakdown lane.

She made it a quarter mile or so down the road before she came to what was causing the traffic jam. The shattered, smoking remains of what looked like used to be three cars choked the four lanes of the expressway. A large man in a State Trooper uniform loped over to her vehicle with an irate look on his face. "What the hell are you doing?" he growled one hand going to the butt of the pistol holstered on his belt. Frays felt her gut tighten into big knots. “Didn’t you see the goddamn signs?” He flung the hand not on his pistol angrily toward the flashing sign on the side of the highway just a few dozen yards away.

"My flight got recalled, Trooper." she said quickly as she pointed to her Security Forces armband on her uniform's sleeve. She dug in her pocket and flashed her badge. "I gotta get to Hanscomb Air Force Base right away. What's going on?"

The policeman's scowl deepened even though Frays didn't think it was possible. "Go on, get out of here." he muttered as he waved her on. Frays shakily released a breath she did not realize she was holding as she motored away from the wreck. She had seen the look on that policeman's face before, in the eyes of the grunts guarding the gates of the FOB and sometimes her fellow airmen. He was tired, scared and frustrated and looking to take it out on someone and was only growing more frustrated since a suitable target had not yet presented itself.

Thankfully, the road was more or less clear the rest of the way to Hanscomb Air Force Base. She felt something almost akin to relief wash over her in a wave as she showed the men guarding the gate her ID card and got waved inside the perimeter. The encounter with the State Policeman had left her wanting to feel safe (or maybe safer would probably be a better term) with her fellow airmen. Frays pulled into a parking space at the rear of a squat red brick building and muttered angrily under her breath as she killed the engine and set the parking brake. There was a loose gaggle of men and women in uniforms beginning to form into lines and columns perhaps ten yards away from her truck, but it was perhaps a third the size it should have been. She jumped out of the vehicle, slammed the door of the truck and ran over to where her flight should have been assembling. 

A man who vaguely resembled a refrigerator in ABUs scowled at her as she approached in that manner which only a not at all best pleased senior Non Commissioned Officer could manage. She had been surprised to learn that he had played defense for two seasons with the Boston Bruins. Her little brother Carl informed her of this and then would not give her a moment’s peace until she had gotten him to sign his rookie card. To boot, he had eight combat deployments overseas with a Vehicle Operations unit under his belt with an Active Duty Air Force unit before coming over to the Reserve side of the house. 

For her part, Frays always thought he looked like Steve Rogers, Captain America’s alter ego, with his square jaw, blond crew cut and bulging muscles. She had actually considered making a pass at him when she had first gotten to the unit. That was until she had learned that he was happily married to a really nice lady he had two kids with, was twenty years her senior...and her Flight Sergeant. However, in the three years since then their relationship had settled into one of friendship and mutual respect.

"Glad you could finally make it, Frays." the big man grumbled as Frays fell in to his left. "Did you call everybody else?" He glowered beneath the brim of his patrol cap.

"Sorry, Sergeant." she answered quickly, giving her superior a small apologetic shrug. "I called and left messages but nobody answered." Frays took a quick look around. There were maybe thirty or forty airmen in formation where there should be a hundred and fifty, not counting the airmen currently on deployment. "Doesn't look like they were the only ones."  

Master Sergeant Emery tapped the woman's elbow, drawing her attention back towards the front of the formation. Captain Forsythe wandered awkwardly from the back exit of the building to stand before his airmen. The highest ranking people available stepped forward to fill in for their missing superiors and called their flights to attention then conducted roll call. Frays bitterly shook her head when she noted that there was an Airman First Class of all things standing at the front of the other formation. 

When that was done Captain Forsythe gave them the command to stand at ease. "As you have probably heard, the governor has declared a state of emergency." said the captain as he slowly paced back and forth in front of the formation. "There is heavy rioting in south Boston and the disturbance is spreading across the river and into the suburbs." The man stopped and turned his gaze dramatically towards the men and women before him. Frays was not all that surprised to learn that the Captain had been an amateur actor in his youth. She barely restrained herself from snickering when she realized the captain was trying to do his best impression of George C. Scott in that famous scene from the movie Patton. 

"We are to draw weapons and live ammunition. Personnel qualified with grenade launchers and shotguns are to draw less than lethal countermeasures." the captain said quickly as he continued pacing. The news sent a small ripple of surprise through the assembled airmen. Did he really say live ammunition? "Charlie Flight, you’ll be moving out by bus to a staging area west of the city where we will assist local law enforcement in restoring law and order to the area. You'll receive your assignments when we arrive. Now let's going!"

The response from Frays and her fellow airmen was probably not as enthusiastic as their captain wanted, but nonetheless they still filed in to the armory and began to draw their weapons and other supplies. Frays hustled out to her truck and grabbed her gear before getting in line with the others to sign out her M4A1 carbine with under slung M203 40mm grenade launcher as well as her M9 pistol. The young woman put a fresh battery in her carbine’s Aimpoint red dot sight with 3x magnification module and made sure she had a couple spare batteries not only for the sight but also the illuminator clamped onto the weapon’s hand guard. She shrugged into her body armor and buckled the pistol belt of her LCS as Sergeant Emery approached, already decked out in his own field gear. 

She had always felt a little under dressed when she first stood next to him, as the big sergeant carried not only the full complement of gear, but a six shot 12 gauge Mossberg 590 pistol gripped pump action shotgun in a scabbard on the back panel of his LCS with nineteen spare rounds of ammunition for it on each shoulder strap. The weapon was supposed to be used to take a door of its hinges in a hurry, but that did not mean it did not find other uses in the field. Frays suspected this time the cartridge carrier held rubber slugs to show anyone who asked why he had the shotgun. Of course, that did not mean that he had not gotten one of his buddies in the arms room to pass him a couple boxes of buckshot to stash in his cargo pocket, either.

Her only additions to her basic issue kit were the Safariland drop leg holster on her right thigh (a birthday gift from her parents). The unit still handed out the ancient M-12 holsters which held the pistol in place with a big flap and plastic buckle. This made drawing your sidearm a huge problem if you found yourself in a situation where you really needed it. On top of that here was a Saint Joan’s medal (from Father Greg, her hometown priest) on a silver chain around her neck under her shirt and a Combat Life Saver kit on the left side of her LCS.

The man awkwardly held the handle of two green ammunition cans in each hand. Frays took two of them, cracked the lead wire seals with her multi-tool and tugged open the cans. The two of them made nervous small talk as they pushed rounds into their magazines and stuffed them into carriers on their harnesses. Frays went back to the arms room and signed out a rubberized canvas bandoleer containing a half dozen 40mm CS grenades for her launcher which she slung across her chest like some old timey outlaw. The grenades sprayed out a super concentrated capsicum gas, meant to give an unruly crowd something other than whatever they were doing to think about. Namely, that their lungs and eyes burned like fire while they barfed all over the place like that little kid in that Exorcist movie. 

Sergeant Emery and Frays went into the office to fill their camelbaks and canteens from the water cooler. Once they had their water Sergeant Emery did a hands-on check of her gear, double checking that she had the correct kit, the correct amount of ammunition as well as her ID card and dog tags. Frays emptied her pockets, showing Emery her black ink pens, water resistant notebook, casualty feeder cards and her trusty Leatherman multi-tool, which went into a pouch on her LCS. That done, the two of them went out the back door to wait for the bus.  

Frays immediately started to loathe herself for having those two cigarettes on the way in. An itching, crawling sensation climbed up and down her spine when it wasn't busy running laps and doing back flips inside her skull. It did not help that about a dozen of her fellow airmen stood around in loose groups with thin blue clouds of tobacco smoke drifting up into the sky as they puffed away on their cancer sticks. Or at least that's what she kept telling herself. The ammunition in her magazine pouches felt strangely heavy and her body armor felt oddly tight as she fidgeted, pulling at the collar of her flak jacket.

Sergeant Emery appeared by her side. “Ya know, I almost thought that we were gonna go back to The Sandbox.” he said as he pulled a pack of Marlboro cigarettes out of an old ammo pouch on his LCS. He offered one to his subordinate who accepted it with grateful resignation. He lit hers then his with his silver Zippo before snapping the lighter shut with a flourish. “Somehow this seems a lot worse.”

“I know.” Frays said quietly as she exhaled a plume of smoke. A look of alarm passed over her face as she dug out her cell phone. “Goddamn it. I need to call my parents and let them know what's going on.” The big NCO smiled at the surprised and ashamed expression on his subordinate’s face as she crossed herself. Frays was a two mass a week Catholic and she was mortified whenever she let the occasional cuss word slip.

Sergeant Emery nodded and moved off to talk to some of the other NCOs as Frays scrolled through the contacts list on her phone. She pressed a couple buttons and the phone started to ring. Frays nervously tapped her toe then turned in a slow circle as she waited for someone to pick up. “Hey, kiddo.” said a rough, masculine voice. Her father smoked two packs a day every day as far back as she could remember and it showed in his voice. She could tell he was worried but was trying to sound upbeat. “What's shakin'?”

“Hi, Dad. Just calling to let you know that I got recalled.” she answered quickly. The headlights of the buses to take them to the staging area came in to view at the other end of the parking lot. She scowled at the driver willing him to give her just two more minutes. “Listen, Dad...why don't you take Mom and Carl up to the camp for a little while?” They lived in a little town a few hours' drive north of Boston and something about them being so close to whatever was going on made her uncomfortable. She could not hear her father's response because the buses pulled up right in front of her and the airmen shouted to each other as they began crowding on to each of them. “Dad, I gotta go. Tell everybody not to worry, I love them and I'll see everybody soon.” She hung up and stuck the phone back in her pocket as she boarded the rear bus.

Frays could not help but feel like she had wasted her breath telling her parents not to worry. Her dad, who had served as a tank commander in the Marine Corps during Desert Storm, would act like he was not worried (even though he was). Mom would most likely bawl her eyes out like she did when her flight got on the plane for Iraq. Carl, of course, would probably wonder what they were so bothered about. She had Brian Effin’ Emery watching her back, after all.

Frays plopped into the seat next to Sergeant Emery, hugging her rucksack to her chest with her carbine balanced between her legs. Just then Captain Forsythe clomped up the stairs to the bus and stood next to the driver, peering into the gloom. “I need two volunteers to drive a Humvee.” he said loudly, his voice barely audible over the din of the airmen getting settled in for the ride. Frays shrunk behind the seat in front of her and lifted her rucksack in front of her face in an attempt to hide from what she somehow knew was coming. “Alright. Airman Jacobson and...” the man surveyed the airmen in front of him “Airman Frays. Get over to the motor pool and sign out Bravo Three Four.” 

Frays bit back a groan. The bus seats were way more comfortable than the Humvee, not to mention the fact that she was looking forward to at least being able to take a nap on the way to wherever they were going. She had gotten about seven hours of sleep in the last three days and it was already starting to tell. Frays also was not exactly fond of the idea of spending the next couple of hours trapped in a vehicle with Airman Nick Jacobson either. He was short with bad skin and just on the edge of being jammed up over his weight. Not to mention the way he sometimes looked at the female personnel when the unit got together for PT and stuff made her skin crawl. It reminded her a little too much of the way the male personnel would stare at the females in the chow hall at good ol’ Camp Freedom. 

The detail sullenly disembarked then pulled their gear out of the bus's cargo hold and took off at a trot towards the high fence surrounding the motor pool. A couple of airmen from the Base Security section opened the gate to the motor pool and held it open for them while they got the Humvee ready to go. Frays opened the door and unlocked the padlock securing the length of heavy chain around the vehicle's steering wheel. She pulled the sling of her M4 over her head and snapped the weapon in to the rack next to the driver's seat. Airman Jacobson tossed his rucksack onto the back seat and secured his weapon as well. 

The tip of Frays' tongue protruded from the corner of her mouth as she programmed the radio mounted to the Humvee’s dash then picked up the handset and keyed the mic. “Any station this net, any station this net, this is Bravo Three Four. Radio check, over.” she said quickly as she flicked the switches to turn the vehicle's motor over. 

“This is Bravo One Actual.” said Captain Forsythe, the man's voice rendered somewhat tinny and distorted by the radio's speakers. “Read you Lima Charlie, Bravo Three Four.”

“Roger that, Bravo One Actual.” Frays said as the Humvee roared to life and she flicked on the headlamps. “We'll be ready to roll in twenty. Heading back to the armory.” She paused long enough to mutter a quick prayer under her breath and kiss her Saint Joan's medal before putting the vehicle in gear and pulling around to the back of the orderly room.

After ten minutes of screwing around signing an M2 heavy machine gun, a spare barrel and two cans of .50 caliber ammunition out of the arms room, the convoy of buses, Humvees and Five Tons was headed east down the interstate towards the staging area. Frays occasionally spared a glance at the young man sitting next to her. He looked pale and frightened, like a scared little boy. She suddenly remembered that he had joined the unit after she had gotten back and started to feel like kind of a jerk for her harsh opinion of the guy. This was his first deployment and it might just be in his backyard. She felt around under the radio mount until her fingers found what she was looking for: a thin black wire with the male end of an audio jack on the end. 

“Hey, Jacobson. Do you got an iPod or something?” she asked, holding up the wire so he could see it “Hook this into its headphone jack.”

Jacobson looked a little confused. “What?” he asked, arching an eyebrow at the woman seated next to him. “Won't we get in trouble?”

Frays laughed. “If Captain Forsythe wants to jam us up I'll rip out the same set up I put in his Humvee.” she hiked up the rim of her helmet with a thumb and turned her attention back to the road in front of her. “Go ahead, man. It's fine.”

Pretty soon the two of them were cruising down the road with the gentle strains of some kind of German speed metal band that sounded to Frays like someone put a microphone in a sack full of sick cats then started swinging it around their head and recorded the noises it made screaming at them out of the Humvee's speakers. Frankly, it was already starting to give her a headache and they were still hours away from their destination. However, this improved Jacobson's mood greatly and he even started talking more. In fact, he turned out to be a regular chatterbox as he started grilling her about her previous deployment. Frays told him all she felt comfortable with and gently redirected the conversation when he started to get too close to something she felt was better left alone. They both occasionally spared the heavy machine gun in the back of the vehicle an apprehensive look as they rode. Whatever it meant, Frays decided that it probably did not mean anything good.

The radio squawked, thankfully cutting off the music. “This is Bravo One Actual. There's a rest stop two miles up ahead.” said Captain Forsythe. He paused and keyed his mic again. “The Dunkin' Donuts is donating coffee and donuts to emergency services personnel. We're taking a twenty minute latrine break. How copy?”

Several jubilant cries went up over the radio as the convoy pulled in to the rest stop. Frays grabbed her weapon and hurried in as dignified manner as she could manage under the circumstances towards the ladies' room while Jacobson made a beeline for the Dunkin' Donuts. When she came out and walked back to the vehicle, the younger man pressed a large cup of black coffee into her hand. “Check it out, Frays.” he said, holding up a paperboard box and a small paper bag with a proud smile. “I scored us a half dozen fried cakes and a bunch of doughnut holes. Cream and sugar in the bag too.” 

She looked quickly over both shoulders and flashed Jacobson a quick grin. “Good deal.” Frays said as she led the way back to their vehicle. “Keep those out of sight until we're moving again.” It was not outside the realm of possibility that someone would see their good fortune and try to take some of their loot for themselves, after all. Frays stopped a few paces from the Humvee, a yawn slowly building in her chest. “Would you mind driving?” she asked as she covered her mouth with a fist and yawned.

Jacobson grinned like a kid at Christmas. “Sure!” he said quickly. “I just finished up driver's training!” 

Frays could not help but smile nervously at the young man's enthusiasm. “Just be careful, okay?” Jacobson seemed like a good guy but she could not help but wonder if she was making a mistake as she stowed her weapon and climbed into the passenger seat. She was signed for the vehicle and if the kid wrapped them around a tree at least three different people would be asking her why she was not behind the wheel.

Sergeant Emery approached their Humvee with two plastic bags in each hand that were so full of stuff that the seemed nearly about to burst apart. “Hey, Frays.” he said as he handed her two of the bags through the window. “A little present from Maria. Merry Christmas, guys.” The two of them thanked him as he hurried back to the bus. They divided up the bottles of soda, cans of Red Bull and snack cakes while they waited for the convoy to get ready to leave again. 

Frays grumbled under her breath when she discovered her flight sergeant's other present: a carton of Marlboro Red Pack 100s. He had even thoughtfully included a couple Bic lighters. “He knows I've been trying to quit!” she cried, holding the cigarettes up for Jacobson's inspection with a frustrated expression on her face. Frays sighed glumly and ripped open the box then took out a pack and jammed it into her cargo pocket along with one of the lighters. 

“No, thanks.” Jacobson said when Frays offered him a pack. She frowned and put it back. Figures he doesn’t smoke. Frays thought sourly as she turned around and pulled her rucksack off of the back seat then stowed the packs of cigarettes in the top flap. 

The man laughed at the sour look on her face. “He's just looking out for you.” he said as he flicked the switch which turned the vehicle's engine over. “Besides, you picked a helluva time to quit smoking.” he added in a perfect impression of Robert Stack in the movie Airplane! Frays snorted a tiny laugh in spite of herself.

Maybe ten minutes after they were down the road Frays found she was having trouble keeping her eyes open. A few seconds after that she was snoring contentedly, the paper cup still clutched in her hand. Jacobson watched her out of the corner of his eye. The peaceable look on her face as she leaned against the passenger's side door brought an uncomfortable stirring sensation in his groin. He quickly gulped down his coffee and threw the paper cup out the window. Jacobson hesitated for a moment then reached across Frays' lap and took her coffee. He allowed his fingertips to brush against her left thigh, the soft skin of her wrist before returning to his side of the vehicle. The woman mumbled something under her breath and shifted around in her seat a couple times before falling back to sleep. 

It was still dark when she opened her eyes. Frays groaned and stretched then checked her watch. She blinked at the numbers on the watch face a couple times, trying to make them make sense. “Wakey, Wakey sleepyhead!” Jacobson said his voice rising and falling in an annoyingly sing-song manner. “I saved your coffee for you but it's been cold for at least an hour.” He held the cup out to her. “You want it?”

Frays waved it away and grimaced in disgust as the man chugged the bitter black liquid. “Any of those donuts left?” she asked without much hope. Jacobson handed her the box and she was surprised to find that it was still mostly full. She picked out a handful of chocolate covered doughnut holes and popped one into her mouth. 

Jacobson turned the volume on his iPod up a few notches. “Go ahead and eat them if you want those donuts.” he said when Frays put the box back in between their seats. “I don't need them.” the airman added with a self depreciating grin as he gave his middle a pat. 

They rode in silence for a few minutes. “Good thing you woke up when you did.” Jacobson said quickly. “I think we're almost there.” he licked his lips nervously. “I-um...nobody showed up from my flight. Do you think we'll end up together? Working I mean.”

Frays chuckled quietly. “I don't know. We'll have to see.” she answered. There was something in the young man's tone that made her a little nervous for some reason she could not quite put her finger on. “It's not up to me, anyway. That would probably be up to Sergeant Emery.” Jacobson looked more than a little crestfallen. “I'll see what I can do.” Frays added quickly drawing a grin to the young man's face. “Sergeant Emery likes me.”

Their convoy pulled up to the gate of some sports stadium Frays had never heard of, but then she reflected that she never really followed sports all that much. Policemen decked out in riot gear waved the buses and other vehicles inside the perimeter before closing the gate behind them. The woman's heart settled in to an uncomfortable region somewhere around her ankles as they followed the bus inside. The sight that greeted their eyes was something Frays never expected to see in an American city. Hundreds of people lay on stretchers swathed in bloody bandages while medics hurried in between them. Dozens of heavily armed soldiers and policemen trundled off in trucks or Humvees. There were even a few Strykers, the latest and greatest thing in Armored Personnel Carriers, which Frays guessed probably came from an Army Reserve or National Guard unit (or so she found herself hoping). If the Strykers came from an Active Duty unit that would mean something else entirely, which she did not want to think about. However, the APCs could shrug off just about anything the Iraqi insurgents could throw at them so she found their presence simultaneously reassuring and terrifying.

Following Captain Forsythe's orders Jacobson steered their vehicle into an empty space in the parking lot. “This is Bravo One Actual.” said Captain Forsythe. Frays looked around and saw the unit commander's Humvee perhaps a hundred meters away. “Flight leaders, NCOs and acting NCOs, there's a briefing at my Humvee in thirty mike where you'll get your assignments. Everybody else hang tight by your vehicles.”

Frays and Jacobson stood near their vehicle watching as Forsythe climbed out of his vehicle and moved off towards a boxy command trailer that bristled with antennae and satellite dishes. A couple awkward minutes passed. “Wait here. I'll be right back.” Frays said as she ambled off in search of her flight sergeant.

She found him talking with a couple other NCOs so Frays hovered near the edge of the conversation, waiting as politely as possible for an appropriate time to pull her flight sergeant away. “Hey Sergeant Emery” Frays called as soon as the chance presented itself. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

Once the two of them were away from the others Frays took a deep breath. “Jacobson wanted me to ask if he can ride with us.” she said quickly. Frays paused for a second studying her flight sergeant's face. “He seems like he's alright, but he's...new.” She shrugged again and made a small inarticulate gesture.

Sergeant Emery mulled the subject over for a few moments. “I saw that there wasn't anybody from his flight here.” he half mumbled scratching the stubble on his chin as he thought. He frowned, wishing he had taken the time to shave before leaving the house. The blond stubble was itchy and made him feel like a damn hobo or something, even though it was barely visible in the dark. “I trust your judgment, Frays. If you think he's alright and nobody else calls dibs he can ride with us.”

A sick feeling rolled around in her stomach. “Where is everybody?” Frays asked quietly. She felt her forehead and cheeks suddenly feeling hot despite the slight breeze blowing in from the ocean. “Don't they know we need them here?” She lashed out angrily, sending an empty soda can near the toe of her boot flying across the parking lot where it landed with a hollow rattle. “What the...heck is wrong with them?!”

Once the storm had subsided Sergeant Emery rested his huge hands on the woman's shoulders and turned her around to face him. “Look at me.” he said sternly. Frays glanced at her boots, at his. “Look at me, Airman.” the big sergeant repeated himself, this time turning the statement into an order. “I need you here. Jacobson needs you here. Don't worry about what those fucktards are doing. We'll get this wrapped up and the chain of command will handle it. Roger?”

Frays smiled, feeling her game face coming back. “Roger that, Sergeant.” she said quietly as she composed herself. “Sorry. This is just so out there, you know?”

Sergeant Emery laughed and clapped his subordinate on the back. “It's strange, I'll give you that.” he said as the two of them walked back towards the vehicles. “It's about time for the briefing. I'll update you and Jacobson when it's done.”

Jacobson awaited her almost like an expectant puppy, happy that his person came home. “Did you ask him?” the young airman asked. Frays could almost swear that he was actually trying to restrain himself from hopping from one foot to the other. “What did he say?”

“He said if nobody calls dibs on you from your flight you can ride out with us.” she said carefully. Unthinking, Frays dug her cigarettes out of her cargo pocket and tore open the cellophane. Before she could produce her lighter Jacobson had his out the lighter's small flame flickering. She muttered a thanks she lit her cancer stick. 

Another awkward silence threatened the two of them as they watched the police and soldiers mobilizing around their staging area. “I thought you didn’t smoke.” Frays said at last. She field stripped the butt of her cigarette and dropped the filter into the cargo pocket of her ABUs. They went to the back of the Humvee and opened the back of the vehicle so they could get started on getting the M2 set up in the pintle mount on the gunner's hatch. It was one of the older versions of the venerable M2, which meant they would have to screw the barrel in and out while fiddling with the Go/No Go gauges to make sure the headspace and timing were set properly.

“There's a lot you don't know about me.” Jacobson said with a raised eyebrow, drawing a chuckle from the young woman next to him as he picked up the weapon’s pintle mount then dropped the peg into the hole in the rim of the hatch and secured it. “Though seriously, I don't. A lighter can just be a handy thing to have.”

Sergeant Emery returned a few minutes later, walking toward the Humvee in long, loping strides. “Alright you crazy kids! Road trip!” he cried, spreading a tactical map of the area on the hood of the vehicle. Frays and Jacobson crowded around him, dutifully digging out their notepads and pens as they peered at the map. “We're gonna go here.” Sergeant Emery informed his subordinates “This right here is scenic Checkpoint Twelve on the north side of the Harvard Bridge. There should be about a half squad of Marines and a lieutenant from the One Eight Combat Engineer battalion.”

He paused so that Frays and Jacobson could finish writing down what he just told them then passed Frays a smaller map that showed their checkpoint and the surrounding area. “Our mission is to contain the civilian population on the south side of the bridge.” Emery said, circling the quarantine zone with a red grease pencil on the map. “Intel indicates that so far only a few civilians have approached the bridge, though command expects that more will turn up eventually. Nobody crosses the bridge. Civilians are to return to their homes and stay there until told otherwise.” Emery rubbed his jaw and added with a hint of unease as he continued. “Some people might be too sick to understand directions. We may have to use lethal force to maintain the quarantine. Just keep your heads and don’t do anything without orders unless you perceive a direct threat to yourself, friendly forces or civilians. Clear?” 

He paused a moment to see if the airmen had any questions then continued the briefing. The kid, Jacobson, looked like he was going to be sick for a minute or two, but caught hold of himself admirably. “When we get there there’s this Jarhead lieutenant named Peterson is in charge. We follow his orders unless we hear different come down from higher.” Sergeant Emery let Frays copy the marks he made on his map onto her own. “We're leaving in ten so let's finish getting our fifty cal mounted and ready to go, kids.”

Jacobson rode shotgun while Frays drove. Their truck was part of a four vehicle convoy of Army and Air Force Humvees moving from the staging area and heading to their assigned sectors. Sergeant Emery rode in the gunner's cupola behind the Humvee's crew served weapon. Once they were out of the staging area, much to Frays' secret annoyance, Jacobson hooked his iPod back up and the German cat torturers were blaring once more. She was just wondering when Sergeant Emery was going to get sick of it when he bent down into the vehicle and bellowed “Turn that shit off!” The younger man nearly jumped right out his skin as he scrambled to comply. Frays smiled into the palm of her hand. The few times they had to go outside the wire while on deployment Sergeant Emery had her crank ‘Bad to the Bone’ by George Thorogood and The Destroyers on their way out of the gate. 

A half an hour of driving started to make Frays think of downtown Mosul. Hundreds of cars crowded the streets, people yelling at each other, car horns blaring. Many of the vehicles had luggage or other household goods strapped to the top. A few of them even had animal carriers complete with panicked cats or dogs in them. “Any of this look familiar to you, Sergeant?” Frays said loudly so he could hear her over the street noise. 

“Kinda!” shouted Sergeant Emery “Except there's more white people!” The two of them laughed then turned their full attention back to what they were doing. Jacobson chuckled nervously at the joke and began fiddling with his equipment as he stared goggle eyed out of the vehicle's windscreen. Sergeant Emery kicked Frays shoulder to get her attention. “Try to speed up a little. There’s a guy in a blue sedan, right side intersection next block. Looks like he might try to get in the middle of the convoy.”

Frays stepped on the gas, keeping the car from cutting into traffic and screwing with the convoy. Sergeant Emery swung the fifty cal around and pointed it in the offending vehicle’s general direction just to make sure the point got across. When they came to a stoplight Frays dug a Red Bull out of her rucksack, unfolded the knife blade from her multi-tool and used it to shotgun the energy drink. “Relax, Jacobson.” she said, smiling a little as she dropped the empty can into a plastic bag hanging on the back of the man's seat and clapped him on the shoulder. “It's gonna be alright. Just stay cool, buddy. We'll look after you.” 

Frays broke off from the convoy when they arrived at the checkpoint to find two other Humvees arranged in a wedge perhaps a quarter of the way across the bridge. There was a five ton truck blocking both lanes closer to their side of the bridge with a couple other Humvees arranged next to it. A short, beefy man in Marine Corps camo approached as Frays steered the vehicle onto the bridge. “Hey, Marine!” called Sergeant Emery. “Where do you want us?”

“Fill up that gap on our right flank.” shouted the Marine over the din, gesturing towards where he wanted Frays to park the Humvee. “The LT wants to go over the game plan with your squad leader once you're in position.”

Once the vehicle was stopped and Frays had the parking brake in place, Emery dropped down into the cab. “Frays, take over up here. Remember, we're here on crowd control so keep your M203 handy.” the man opened the rear driver's side door and stepped out onto the street. He looked around for a moment, rubbed his chin then said “Jacobson, just...try not to touch anything. I'll be back in a minute.”

Frays climbed through the back door and into the cupola. A chill ran down her spine that had nothing to do with the cool breeze blowing in off the water. There was a dull roar of shouting and people angrily honking their car horns on the far side of the bridge. She could not imagine what it was like over there: the heat, choking on car exhaust, kids crying, hoping to outrun whatever this new hopped up bug was that brought on this panic. It suddenly occurred to her that it might very well be her over there if she had missed the lieutenant's phone call. Or if she had taken too long getting her gear together. Or if she had waited instead of driving around that wreck... Frays shuttered at the thought and licked her upper lip, tasting sweat. 

The crowd started across the bridge, perhaps pushed forward by the crush of people and vehicles behind them. Frays braced herself and prepared to rip open the Velcro of her gas mask carrier and stuff her face into the stifling plastic and rubber mask. She hated wearing the thing but it sure beat catching a lung full of CS gas by accident. It was hard to breathe in it and in no time sweat pooled in its crevices, making what air she could get stink. Frays crouched down inside the vehicle. “Move over into the driver's seat and get ready to put on your gas mask.” she told Jacobson. She stood back up and maneuvered her M4 into position and slid the breach of her grenade launcher open. “Just stay calm. Everything's going to be fine.” Frays added, as much to herself as to the airman inside the vehicle as she inserted a CS grenade into the launcher’s chamber and pulled the action closed.

Sergeant Emery came back to the Humvee on the run. “Wait for the green light from command.” he said loudly. The man shaded his eyes and watched the mob coming towards them on the bridge. “They appear to be unarmed, so hold your-”

The heavy, unmistakable bark of a Browning M2 .50 caliber heavy machine gun cut him off. Frays watched in horror as perhaps two dozen people at the front of the mob just sort of...exploded, their bodies shattered by the fusillade of heavy projectiles. Screams rent the morning air as those at the front of the mob tried to flee back across the river. However, there was nowhere for them to go because the people behind them kept moving forward. In their panic they civilians started shoving each other over the side of the bridge into the river. If anyone lost their footing they were almost assuredly quickly trampled by the crowd.

Frays looked helplessly down at Sergeant Emery. “Gas 'em, Frays!” he shouted pointing furiously towards the terrified mob. “Gas 'em!” Frays nodded dumbly and raised her M4 to her shoulder then flicked off the grenade launcher's safety catch. An angry hornet screamed past her head. They're shooting at me! Frays realized, the shock snapping her out of her momentary stupor. A bullet whined off the Humvee as Frays' M203 thumped a grenade back at them. White smoke billowed causing all nearby to choke and gag as the CS did its work. Frays ducked down inside the truck and tore open her mask carrier, preparing to strap on her gas mask. Her eyes and the mucus membranes in her nose and throat started to burn slightly when the wind shifted, blowing some of the gas back inside the vehicle.

Sergeant Emery opened the rear driver's side door, digging out his own gas mask as he started trying to climb inside the vehicle. His face was perhaps a foot or so away from Frays’ own when it disappeared in a red mist. A bullet seemed to have found the gap between the door and the body of the Humvee, turning the man’s face into dripping raw hamburger from the bridge of his nose down. He tried to scream, spraying a fine aerosol of blood onto Frays' face, though he only succeeded in making a gurgling choking sound which seared itself into Frays' soul.

Frays scrambled across the inside of the vehicle, caught the big sergeant’s arm and tried to haul him inside. The blaring of an air horn distracted her momentarily from her task. She looked up to see a large green dump truck smash a smaller car out of its way. A cloud of black-gray smoke billowed from its chrome exhaust pipes as its driver floored the accelerator. The huge truck seemed to take up the whole world as it came barreling towards their position. Frays forgot about Sergeant Emery for a minute. She stared dumbly at the dump truck as it bore down on her, smashing everything before it to gory pulp. Bodies flew through the air like rag dolls. Blood glinted red on its shiny chrome bumper as a handful of .50 cal rounds peppered the truck, some punching spiderwebs into its windscreen. There was time for only one last thought before the massive vehicle crashed into the Humvee: This is it. I'm gonna die.

The truck slammed into the Humvee like the hammer of Thor, sending the vehicle spinning into the cement guardrail on the side of the bridge. The force of the impact threw her into the rear seat of their truck where she landed nearly upside down with her upper torso wedged into the space behind the front passenger's seat. Frays lay there in a heap against the rear passenger’s side door as little sparks floated across her vision for a minute. Clouds of gray dust and tiny chunks of debris filled the air as she painfully managed to right herself. What happened...? Frays wondered as she sat there blinking stupidly for a few moments. She was vaguely aware that the Marines had started falling back and the civilians were now streaming past the vehicle. 

The shattered Humvee teetered and with dawning horror, Frays realized its front wheels were hanging off the edge of the bridge. “Oh...oh, jeez...” Frays whispered as she cautiously extracted herself from the back seat. She carefully pulled herself towards the front of the Humvee and tried to get Jacobson’s attention. “Jacobson!” she hissed as she cautiously leaned forward and shook the man's shoulder. “Jacobson! We've got to get out of here!” Jacobson's head lolled towards her, his face spider webbed with cuts from all the broken glass, blood dribbling down his chin. He tried to tell her something but no words seemed to come out. A few droplets of blood spattered on her face instead. “Come on, Airman! Can you open your door? Try it for me.”

The bridge groaned under the weight of the Humvee. The truck leaned farther over the edge, showing her more of the bluish-green water roiling around the bridge’s support beams. Frays struggled to keep the panic welling up in her chest out of her voice. “Come on, Jacobson.” she said quietly as she tried to get her hands under the man's arms. Frays pulled as hard as she dared, hoping to extract the man from behind the steering wheel when a bloodcurdling scream in her ear made her stop. She peered over the Jacobson's shoulder and felt her stomach do a sudden barrel roll. “Oh, no. Oh, God no...” Frays whispered as she tried to wrap her brain around what the heck she was looking at. An unrecognizable tangle of metal and wire had speared through Jacobson's legs from about the mid thigh down. “I’m so sorry, Jacobson.” she whispered in his ear and brushed his cheek with the palm of her hand. Frays dug in her heels, got as good a grip as she could manage on Jacobson's torso, and pulled for all she was worth. 

The Humvee lurched as the bridge beneath it groaned, louder this time. Pieces of cement and rebar splashed into the water below as Jacobson screamed and started clawing at the back of Frays' neck. He battered at her head with his fists, grabbed the knot of hair at the base of her skull and pulled. She screamed too, feeling like he was tearing it out by the roots. Flesh and bone began to separate as bright red arterial blood sprayed against the inside of the vehicle's windscreen. Something hot and metallic smelling stung her eyes and ran down her face in little streams. She screamed in frustration, wondering crazily why nobody was trying to help her get him out of the wrecked truck. “God, I'm so sorry.” Frays whispered as she braced herself to try again, pausing to brush a hand against his cheek. “I’m so so so so sorry.” 

A horrific screech of metal on concrete cut through Jacobson's screams like a hot razor through warm butter. The woman's stomach launched into her throat as the Humvee finally lost its battle with gravity and began to tumble toward the river below. She scrambled for the cupola, twisted, somehow managed to climb onto the top of the truck and jumped free. The world whirled crazily as Frays plummeted towards the water. She was only vaguely aware that she was screaming and felt a warmth on her crotch a half second before the river slapped her in the face. 

Frays crashed into the river, the cold surface of the water stinging her face and driving the air out of her lungs. The current grabbed her as Frays struggled to the surface, gasping and choking. She had always been the active outdoorsy type and a strong swimmer, but the weight of her gear threatened to drag her to the bottom. She thrashed, turning this way and that until she spotted the tail end of the Humvee jutting from the water. It bobbed along in the current as it slowly started to sink below the surface a few feet upstream from where she landed. Frays made an ungainly attempt at a doggy paddle, hoping to reach it before it went under, fighting the current and her M4 still slung across her chest all the way. “Jacobson!” she gagged as water splashed into her open mouth. “Jacobson! Where are you!?”

More water found its way up her nose and she sputtered, coughed. The Humvee disappeared below the surface with a shuddering fart as the trapped air inside escaped through a shattered window. Frays kicked her feet as hard as she could; trying to push herself out of the water as much as possible and hoping to see that Jacobson had somehow managed to escape. She took in a big lungful of air and dove under the surface. Frays swam as fast as she could but the Humvee's taillights vanished into the murky water as it sank out of sight.

On the verge of exhaustion, Frays scrabbled to the surface and leaned back, kicking and swirling her arms just enough to keep her head mostly above water. The ice cold water was rapidly turning her limbs into wood, making it hard even to do that much. She let the current carry her downstream trying to conserve her waning strength as tried to look for a place to get out of the water. There was a frustratingly large amount of cement retaining walls along the river's west bank. Frays felt a little sick when she noticed what looked to be several dozen bodies kept pace with her down the river. 

She finally spied a boat landing coming up. Frays gently steered herself into a position to snag one of the landing's low docks then pulled herself along it until she reached the rough, corrugated concrete. It was tough going hauling herself out of the water because she was about at her limit and the landing was coated in a thick carpet of slimy seaweed. Finally she got most of her body out of the water and rolled onto her back, staring up at the sky. She lay there gasping for breath and coughing for some time before Frays managed to gather the strength to try and sit up so she could look around. Almost instantly the world faded to gray as the woman's eyes rolled up into her head.
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Chapter Two
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13 MAY 2011 07:21 HOURS, Checkpoint Twelve, Boston, Massachusetts

Private Adam Lacey, 1/8th 3rd battalion United States Marine Corps Reserve, stood near his squad’s Humvee wondering for the hundredth time why he picked up the phone when it rang at six yesterday evening. He cursed himself for getting in his car and driving to his unit in the middle of this shitstorm leaving his wife and kids alone. Only twenty six of the two hundred or so guys in his Combat Engineer unit had even bothered to show up. Of course Corporals Reynolds and Holder, the two biggest asshats in his platoon, answered up. They seemed to hate him for some reason and the feeling was fucking mutual. They were bullies who, once all the bullshit was stripped away had (at least in Lacey’s opinion) enlisted because they liked pushing people around. Private Lacey, who was physically smaller and weaker than them, was their favorite target. There were rumors making the rounds about what the two of them got up to during a deployment as well: beating civilians, stealing, worse than that. Rumor had it one or both of them had a relative who was an important senator or something like that, which explained why they never seemed to get in much trouble over anything they did.

“Yo! Chickenshit!” Reynolds shouted as Holder waved the Air Force Humvees into position on their position's right flank. “Get your skinny ass up here and watch those fuckin' dickheads. I gotta take a piss.”

“Roger that, Corporal.” Lacey grumbled as he climbed into the cupola. He shook his head and muttered “Fucking pig.” under his breath as he watched Reynolds go to the edge of the bridge, open his fly and piss over the edge.  

There were people across the bridge and they started to get closer, moving across the bridge like a wave on the beach. Lacey glanced over his shoulder to see Reynolds and Holder talking to one another for a minute. Holder went towards the Air Force Humvee and Reynolds started ambling in the direction of the command vehicle behind them. Lacey felt his hands start to tremble as they closed tightly around the spade grips of the fifty cal. “Stop right there or I’ll shoot!” the scrawny Marine shouted, his voice unconvincing even to himself. The mob advancing across the bridge obviously either did not hear him or just plain did not care because they did not even pause. “Shit...shit...shit... Corporal! What do I do?” he screamed, glancing over toward where he had last seen Reynolds. His thumbs slipped down to the trigger of the machine gun, ripping off a burst at the crowd. A big sick lump welled up in his throat when people at the front of the pack flew apart, spraying blood and viscera in all directions.

He looked at his hands as if they belonged to someone else. “Oh, no.” he whispered as he ducked down, grabbed his M16 and scrambled out of the cupola then ran down the street. The deep staccato of the blockade’s crew served weapons interspersed with the hollow pops of gunfire coming from the mob chased him as he climbed over the concrete barrier at the edge of the bridge and hid in the brush on the other side. The skinny man cringed at what sounded like a massive car accident and the machine guns went silent.

He crept along the riverbank keeping to the scrubby brush that grew there for about half a mile. Thankfully, the sound of gunfire died off a few minutes after he left but this also left new doubts clawing at him. Who got hurt? How many? Did anyone die? Lacey pushed these thoughts out of his head and set about taking as a direct route as he could manage towards his house. With luck they would be too busy to look for him and he could get the fuck out of here...

**********
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Frays blinked and stared at the sky for a moment. For one long crazy minute she wondered what somebody had done to her dorm room, why she smelled like dead fish and why her entire body felt like one big ache. Even her hair hurt which was something she did not think was even possible. She moaned pitiably as she slowly got to her feet and drunkenly looked around for a few moments. There was a squat brick building perhaps two hundred meters from where she had come out of the water so, not knowing what else to do, she stumbled toward it. She looked around the empty parking lot next to the building, her boots scraping on the poorly maintained blacktop as she struggled against the slight grade of the concrete.

The building proved to be a small convenience store of the sort that probably sold bait and snacks to people using the boat launch. There were no cars in the parking lot, though she thought she saw some traffic on the street maybe a block or so away. Frays groaned in disappointment when she saw the closed sign hanging in the store's window and the lights were off inside. Now that the adrenaline was beginning to wear off Frays realized that the river was still far too cold to be swimming in. Her teeth knocked together and she was shivering violently in her sodden uniform. Man, I could go for a cup of coffee right now... Frays thought disjointedly.

Frays settled for leaning against the leeward side of the building as she ripped up an empty trash bag she found on the pavement. Frays huddled under the improvised blanket for warmth in a patch of sun as she tried to piece together exactly what happened. She patted herself down and was glad to see that her recent misadventures had only seemed to do any real damage to her pride. The left side of her face felt a little swollen, her neck and right shoulder were painful and stiff but other than that and the crust of dried blood under her nose, she seemed unhurt.

Frays took a quick inventory of her gear. She dug her cell phone out and groaned when she saw the blank screen. The radio clipped to her LCS was similarly wrecked, both apparently ruined by the water, the crash, or both. She quickly broke down the M4 and M9 to clean and dry off the weapons as best she could. The map in her cargo pocket was a good news/bad news situation: the good news was that the map was somehow still there. The bad news was that her surprise trip into the river had smeared or washed off the vast majority of the reference points she had drawn on it. “Figures.” she mumbled to herself as she took in her surroundings. “I live half my life in this stupid city and never got around to seeing the sights.” 

She spent the better part of an hour, simply resting and trying to warm up a little while she got her bearings. Nobody pulled in to the parking lot, but then Frays reflected that going for a nice cruise on the river was probably pretty far from anybody's mind right now. Still, if the owner of the store wanted to show up she would gladly buy a coffee and a sandwich from him. Visions of slices of hot pastrami piled onto homemade rye bread and slathered with spicy mustard maybe with a nice dill pickle or pickled egg on the side danced in her head as she dozed. Maria, Sergeant Emery's wife, made the best hot pastrami sandwiches. 

This thought brought all the happy ones about food to a grinding halt as Frays curled into a tight ball. She fought back tears, knowing that she had to keep her wits about her right now. She also loathed the idea of somebody (or worse yet one of her fellow Airmen) catching her bawling her little eyes out like a kid who dropped her ice cream cone. After several minutes of sniffling she finally gave in as huge sobs wracked her torso. Above all, else she found herself growing angry: to lose her best friend after all they had been through together, at the truck driver, at herself, at her fellow airmen who didn't show up and even (somewhat stupidly) at Jacobson for not trying harder to get out of the Humvee.  

After some time she managed to catch hold of herself. Frays wiped at her cheeks with the palms of her hands, scraped the snot away from under her nose with her sleeve and stood up. By her best guess she had washed up about a mile and a half mile or so downstream from the checkpoint. There was about four or five miles between where she was now and the nearest staging point (or so she hoped). The most direct route seemed like it would take her through what looked like a largely residential neighborhood, which might be bad. She made one last check of her weapons and gear before moving out, hoping that if anybody was home they had not heard about what happened on the bridge.

Frays walked quickly, keeping off to the side of the street but also trying to stay away from the cars parked on the curb or haphazardly jammed into driveways. Her eyes scanned the sidewalk, the windows of the buildings, every nerve in her body tight as piano wire as she prepared herself to break into a run at a moment's notice. She was not sure if what happened at the checkpoint made the news yet, but if it did... Visions of when the locals had mobbed a bunch of Private Military Contractors over in Iraq flashed in her mind's eye. A howling throng had hauled them out of their wrecked Land Rover and beaten them to a pulp with rocks and sticks before dragging the corpses through the street in celebration then hung their gristly trophies from a bridge. That won't happen here. Frays told herself sharply. You're being stupid. You're home now in America and not over there, where that sort of thing happened. Still, she was glad that most of the people seemed too busy packing up their belongings and trying to evacuate to look around much. In fact, nobody seemed to be paying her much mind at all until she made it about a quarter mile or so into the city. Then things started to take a turn.

The neighborhood slowly became a little more upscale as she left the river. The houses were a little bigger and better maintained and a few of them had something closer to actual yards in front of some of them. A cute little Asian girl in shorts and a Pokémon tee shirt stood by her parents' Honda, watching a twenty something white couple trying to cram everything they could into the back of the hatchback. Her eyes lit up when she saw Frays hurrying past on the opposite side of the street. “Mommy!” the kid shouted excitedly and ran to the woman's side, grinning from ear to ear. “Mommy, look!” Now the little girl began tugging on her mother's sleeve and pointing. “Mommy! Look!” the girl pointed directly at Frays. “Look, Mommy! Army lady!” The little girl hopped around and waved with that particular type of frenetic energy only those under the age of six can truly muster. “Hi, Army lady!”

Frays smiled nervously and waved back as she picked up the pace, her eyes scanning the area for any potential threat. The neighborhood was certainly close enough that they probably heard the firefight back at Checkpoint Twelve. Heck, there might have been a news helicopter overhead showing the whole thing live on CNN for all she knew. 

All at once she felt very, very naked. 

Just ahead she spotted something that made her insides tense up. Two men stood on the front steps of a house three doors down. One of them picked up a baseball bat and they started walking towards her with an attitude that they were not about to stop her and ask for directions. Frays moved diagonally across the street, her M4 in the low ready position as she fixed the two men with as hard a look as she could manage under the circumstances. Her hand slid from the grip of the M203 to the carbine's magazine, her finger poised to flick off the launcher's safety at a moment's notice. The two men halted perhaps sixty meters away, shooting daggers with their eyes. A weapon with a bore the size of small child’s fist had that effect on people, especially when all you had to hand was a Louisville Slugger.  

She walked quickly down the street, getting more and more nervous as others started to notice her too. Relief slapped Frays in the face. A young man in what looked like Marine camo and combat gear was helping a woman with two crying babies load supplies into a big red Chevy minivan a block and a half up the street. Another pudgy man with a bushy beard who looked like he was in his early to mid thirties wearing an EMT's uniform glanced at the couple as he seemed to be checking the babies. He had some kind of large black rifle slung over his shoulder that looked something like a Kalashnikov with a case of elephantiasis. Frays hurried over to them and quickly gave the man in the Marine cammies a closer look. His uniform and kit seemed authentic, however. The name tape on his Kevlar read 'Lacey'.

“Hey, Marine.” she said happily, stopping a little ways from their vehicle. Something struck her has odd. The man was in full battle rattle, complete with what could generously be called a well loved M16, yet if she remembered the information she had gotten this morning correctly there should not be any troops in this area. “What's shakin'?” 

“I gotta get my wife and kids outta here.” he said quickly. The man was maybe twenty, certainly no more than twenty five and built like he was made of twisted wire. He appeared kind of short for a man: he seemed only a few inches taller than Frays' five feet, five inches. He also looked scared as hell. His wife was tall and thin with straw colored hair that looked like she might have been in her senior year of high school. Frays' breath caught in her throat when she spotted the subtle movement of the man's thumb as he flipped the safety off his weapon as he moved to put himself between herself and his family. 

The EMT stood up and looked nervously from Frays to the Marine. “Let's take it easy, everybody.” he said quietly, holding his hands up in a placating gesture as he took a few steps towards the two of them. 

“Hey, listen.” Frays said carefully as she turned slightly. Her right hand still rested casually on the pistol grip of her weapon, though now the muzzle of her M4 was pointed at the ground near her feet, intentionally making herself appear less threatening. “Let's make a deal. I'll help you pack your stuff” Frays inclined her head slightly toward the heap of bags on the ground nearby as she studied the man's face for a minute, trying to see if he was one of the Marines from Checkpoint Twelve. She had not gotten that good of a look at any of them, but she decided he probably had not been there. Still, it was not that far of a walk from here to there... “If I can hitch a ride with you back to the supply point. It's only a few miles west of here and we're really shorthanded.” The neighborhood isn't exactly friendly, either. Frays thought but did not say as she tried to watch the two men down the block out of the corner of her eye.

The man paused, thinking over what this Zoomie was offering. He glanced at his wife, who gave him an urgent look. The little girl behind him started crying again and that seemed to make up his mind. “Alright. Grab those boxes over there.” he said as he reengaged his weapon's safety and motioned towards a pile of cardboard boxes. 

Frays walked toward them, hand extended as the young woman smiled as widely as she could manage against the swelling on the side of her face. An odd thought occurred to her: I’m probably gonna have a heckuva shiner in the morning. “I'm Senior Airman Frays.” she said as she shook Lacey’s hand. “Nice to see a friendly face.”

“I'm Private Adam Lacey.” he moved aside as the two women shook hands. “This is my wife, Laura and our kids Paul and Becca.” Laura wrinkled her nose and surreptitiously wiped her hand on her jeans. Whoever this Frays woman was, she smelled like she had very recently been dipped in raw sewage and she looked like she had been beaten with a sack of doorknobs.

“I'm Eamon Teeling.” the EMT volunteered as he shook the woman's hand. He subtly looked the woman up and down and nodded to himself. Not bad for a drowned rat with a black eye. Eamon thought, barely suppressing a wry smile. “Come on, let's get packed up.”

They stuffed as much food, water and necessities for the kids as the SUV could hold the lot of them piled in. Laura drove while Lacey rode shotgun. Frays and Eamon sat in the back seat with the two kids. As much as she tried to stay serious she found it next to impossible in the face of the two small children. They were so freaking adorable and she just could not bear seeing the two little kids upset. Frays tried to keep the kids from crying and give directions at the same time but that did not work very well. “The supply point is just off I-80.” Frays said at last as she gave the nearest child’s belly a gentle rub. The little boy giggled and smiled at her from his booster seat. “Who's this handsome little guy?” 

Laura smiled over her shoulder at the strange, foul smelling woman. “They like you.” she said quietly as she kept one careful eye on the strangers using the rear view mirror. “Normally the kids are pretty shy around new people.”

The four of them rode in silence until they came to a hastily erected barricade manned by a half dozen soldiers. Frays gave the kids one last tickle before climbing out of the vehicle. She and Eamon stood off to one side while Lacey said goodbye to his wife. Once they kissed and Laura climbed back into the car Frays hurried back over.

“Thanks again for the ride.” she said quickly and gave the woman's hand a gentle squeeze. “If you can get to Holden, my parents' house is at 372 Walnut Street. Tell my dad that I'm okay and you're a Marine's dependent. He should let you stay there till this thing blows over.”

“Thanks.” Laura said, still looking at her husband. “I'll do that.”  

Lacey stood there staring after his wife for a few minutes. Finally Frays walked over and put a hand on his shoulder. “Come on, man.” she said carefully. “Let's get back to work. She'll be fine. My mom and dad will look after them.”

The three of them walked up to the barricade. Three soldiers stood between them and a blocky black command trailer bristling with antennae and satellite dishes. The soldiers eyed them suspiciously. “Halt!” commanded one of them. Frays saw that he looked to be a Private First Class in the Army who was about her age. “What are you doing here?”

“We got separated from our units, PFC.” Frays said quickly. She held her hands up, palms towards the soldiers trying to look as non threatening as possible. “Who's in charge here? We need to report in and try to find where our people went.”

Two Five Tons rumbled up to the supply point and more soldiers jumped out. “Come on in.” he said, waving the three of them inside their perimeter. “Police Lieutenant Guzman's in the trailer. Sergeant Williams just got back.”

Frays thanked the soldier and led Eamon and Lacey past the barricade. She stood between the Five Tons and the trailer and frowned. “You guys go see if they need any help over there.” she said, motioning towards the soldiers unloading cases of MREs and bottled water from the back of one of the trucks. “I'll go report to this lieutenant and be out in a second.” Thankfully the young Marine seemed to defer to her higher rank (even if it was from a different branch of the service) and Eamon joined him. Frays grunted, surprised and satisfied that the very first official order she had ever given was actually obeyed. She walked quickly to the trailer then climbed the two metal stairs and knocked on the door. 

“Enter!” shouted a muffled voice. Frays opened the door and found herself in a cramped room stuffed full of all kinds of communications equipment. The air in the trailer stank of cigarette smoke, stale coffee and unwashed bodies. A tall, skinny Hispanic man in a black policeman’s uniform turned in his chair and regarded her little interest. “What do you want?”

Frays came to attention and saluted. “Senior Airman Frays reporting, sir.” she said sharply, immediately feeling a bit silly. Sure, he was an officer but he was a civilian cop. For his part, the man stared at her as if this strange young woman were some sort of a jigsaw puzzle and he fucking hated jigsaw puzzles. Eventually she just sort of let her hand fall awkwardly to her side. Frays licked her lips, unsure of how to proceed. What a long, strange day this has been... she thought absently. “Um...as far as I know Checkpoint Twelve has been overrun, sir.” 

The lieutenant's face twitched. “So?” he muttered angrily as he swiveled back to answer a phone. The man's jerky movements and dilated pupils told Frays that the policeman was most likely flying high on something. She took a few steps closer to the lieutenant and her nose wrinkled at the smell of dirty diapers half hidden under the stink of unwashed clothing and a body too long without a shower. Cocaine and strong coffee: not a good combination.

Frays cleared her throat suddenly a little uneasy. “I think one of the Marine Combat Engineers opened fire.” she recounted as the policeman looked as if there was little she could say that would interest him, yet she pushed on with it anyway. “The crowd went crazy. A handful of the civilians had guns and they started shooting. At each other, at us, all over the place.” 

“So?” the lieutenant grumbled, clearly losing his patience with this intruder. “You got your machine guns and stuff don't you? What the hell happened?” 

“Somebody on the other side of the bridge drove a dump truck through the crowd, sir.” Frays answered, shivering slightly at the memory of the people flying in the air, the screams. “The driver struck the Humvee I was in hard enough to send it into the river.” 

“You got away.” The policeman spun back and forth in his chair, eyeballing the young woman in front of him. “You left your buddies, didn't you?”

Anger flared up and Frays felt her cheeks become flushed. “Sergeant Emery, my Flight Sergeant, got shot in the head when the crowd started shooting.” she said bitterly her hands clenching into fists at her sides. “Another guy in my flight, Airman Jacobson, was trapped in the Humvee when it sank. I-I tried, sir, but I couldn't get him out.” She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment then opened them slowly.

“I'm sure you did.” the lieutenant said. A condescending smile spread across his face as he made a small, dismissive gesture toward the door. “You may go now.”

It took every ounce of willpower she could muster to not slam the door on her way out. She took a half moment to regain her composure before joining Eamon and Lacey were unloading the trucks. They were helping a handful of Army privates stack supplies: boxes of MREs, cases of bottled water, tents, and medical equipment. A large white guy with sergeant's stripes on his uniform walked around barking orders at the lot of them without helping in the manual labor all that much. When he noticed Frays the man started off in her direction. 

“You just reported to Lieutenant Guzman?” he asked as he came within speaking distance. The man looked her up and down, seeming to sense the answer to his question in the young woman's bearing. He spared her a sympathetic look. “Hurry up and help your guys get these trucks unloaded so we can get these tents up. We're expecting wounded soon.”

She hustled over to the trucks. “How many wounded?” Frays asked loudly as she took a case of water that one of the privates handed down to her. 

“I dunno, Zoomie.” he said quietly as he slid a pile of rough pile of tent poles towards the end of the truck. “Sounds like a whole bunch.”

The next half an hour or so passed in a flurry of activity: setting up tents and cots, dumping the bottles of water into big green plastic coolers on wheels and setting up tables to distribute the MREs. A Deuce and a Half pulled up just as Frays and Lacey were showing Eamon how to prepare a Meal, Ready to Eat. “It's three lies for the price of one.” Lacey explained before opening the vinyl outer bag of the package with a deft slash of his bayonet. “It’s not a meal, it’s not ready and you can’t eat it.”

“Hey! Give us a hand over here!” cried a soldier as he leaped from the back of his truck. “We’ve got wounded!” 

The three of them hurried off to help unload the stretchers. In his element for once, Eamon snapped on latex gloves and checked each of them as they were unloaded then directed the soldiers where to put them. He could not help but notice that at least two of the eight casualties had bite marks on their hands, arms or faces. The others had more conventional injuries. They had been stabbed, shot or crushing injuries from being hit by cars and stuff like that. Frays put on a pair of rubber gloves from her Combat Life Saver kit and rushed over to see what she could to help. The first man she came to looked like he had been badly mauled by some kind of animal. She gulped, feeling the color drain from her features as she squatted over the man. “Don't bother with him! He’s already dead!” Eamon called as he struggled with the injured man he was working on. “I’ve got a sucking chest wound down here!”

Thirty or forty minutes later they had done what they could for the wounded and the Army sergeant let Eamon and Frays take a break outside one of the tents. The two of them snapped off their gloves and tossed them in a garbage can which was lined with a bright orange plastic bag that had the international biological hazard symbol on it. Frays and Eamon crashed onto a low bench. “That was...somethin' else.” Frays muttered as she twisted the cap off of a bottle of water. She chugged half of it in three big swallows then offered the rest to the EMT. 

He waved off the water and felt something in his pocket. “We did good, though.” he said, digging a packet of M&Ms out of his pocket and tore it open. “We need to get them to a hospital but we probably bought them a couple hours anyway.” He offered some of the candy to the woman seated next to him. He shook maybe a quarter of the candy into her palm and Frays popped them into her mouth, chewing the chocolate with deliberate slowness.

Lacey tentatively approached the area where the wounded lay on their stretchers. Some of them lay there moaning still in pain even though Eamon had given them a little of his precious stash of painkillers. The dead lay on their stretchers, silently staring up at the bright afternoon sun. He grimaced when he noticed that a few of them were already drawing flies. He espied a small green tarpaulin on the back of one of the trucks and picked it up. The Marine unfolded it as he crept up to the dead man, preparing to cover the corpse with it. He was inches away from the dead man when it opened its eyes and moaned then rolled onto its side and reached for him. Lacey screamed and fell onto his backside, scrabbling away from the stretcher like a crab.

All at once everybody in the supply depot crowded around. However, once they saw what was going on, the privates hung back near the trucks. “What the hell is going on here?” the sergeant bellowed as he stared down at the man on the stretcher. Now the man on the stretcher made a strange kind of croaking noise as he sort of rolled around, trying to grab at them. They all recoiled as the wounded man seemed to settle on attempting to drag himself after Lacey. 

The sergeant stomped over to the stretcher. The wounded man groaned and rolled over, his hand now grasping after the NCO’s leg which seemed to be just out of reach. “I thought you said he was dead!” he roared, glaring at Eamon. He gestured furiously at the man on the stretcher, who's fingertips brushed against his ankle. “Where the fuck did you go to medical school?”

“Princeton.” the EMT answered dryly. “And yes, he was dead.”

The sergeant glared at his soldiers then at Frays and Lacey. “Restrain him before he hurts himself.” the man ordered as he waved the others towards the groaning figure. When none of his subordinates moved he marched over, grabbed one of the privates and pushed him towards the man on the stretcher. Eamon and Frays took a couple steps closer to the man but balked at the last moment. His skin was a sickly gray, his eyes covered in a pall of milky white. His teeth snapped as he seemed to mindlessly thrash about in an attempt to grab the legs of the people around him and pull them closer.

Nausea roiled around in Frays' stomach. She desperately wanted to be somewhere, anywhere else than right here with some crazed NCO expecting her to hold down a very obviously diseased man. She took a deep breath and gathered her courage. Jeez, I hope whatever he's got isn't catching... she thought, sparing a glance at Eamon. “Eamon, on the count of three you grab his arm.” she said carefully as to try and keep what she had eaten earlier where it was. Frays handed the EMT a zip tie from the suspender of her LCS. “I'll grab the other one. Once we've got him held down, use the zip ties to tie his arms to the stretcher.”

The two of them knelt beside the stretcher as the man groaned and tried to reach for them. “Onetwothree!” Frays shouted. The two of them grabbed the wounded man's limbs and pinned them to the earth, struggling to keep the man under control as they tried to restrain him. Lacey pounced on the man's legs while the sergeant screamed at them, the NCO standing by the man's head. Frays pinned the man's arm to the ground with her knee and after a little struggle managed to zip tie the limb to the aluminum pole of the stretcher. Eamon seemed to be having a little more trouble restraining the man. Frays took a deep breath then squeezed her eyes shut and threw herself across the diseased man’s chest, trying to use her weight to pin the man so the EMT could finish tying him down. Just then a strange sort of rasping, gurgling sound grew in the patient’s stomach. Apparently Eamon heard it too because they both scrambled away just as a jet of vomit erupted from the man's mouth. 

“Aw! God! Fuckin’ shit goddamn!” screamed the sergeant as he pawed at his eyes. Frays smirked until she looked around and saw the chunks of sticky looking stuff and thick fluid spattered across the legs of her trousers. She staggered to her feet and made a knock kneed run for the nearest of the trucks. Frays pressed her hands against the side of the Five Ton and retched so hard she half expected to see her liver lying on the grass.   

One of the privates walked over to Frays, looking at the young woman with a mixture of concern and disgust in his eyes. “Are you okay?” he asked, reaching out and putting a hand on her back. “Would you like some water?”

Once she felt she was capable of opening her mouth without blowing chunks, Frays straightened up as much as the cramps in her stomach would allow and turned to face him. “For the love of God, can you get me a water can? I gotta get this crap off me!” she half shouted, gesturing at the gunk still clinging to her uniform.

The sergeant stumbled off towards the command trailer, bumping into Lieutenant Guzman as the policeman came out to see what was going on. The wounded man crawled towards the policeman, now trying to drag the stretcher with him. “Gotta shoot 'em all.” Guzman muttered as he drew his pistol from its holster and almost casually blew half the man's head off.

One of the casualties, a young black man with a horrific head wound wrapped in thick bandages, scrambled clumsily to his feet and stumbled away from the sound of the shot. Frays completely forgot about her own nausea and chased him down. “Hey, there.” she said calmly as she caught up to him and took him by the hand. “Come on back and lay down, alright?” Frays made little calming noises as if she were talking to an upset child, putting a hand on the small of his back and trying to turn him back toward his stretcher. “Shhh...it's okay. It's gonna be alright. C'mon, let's take it easy...”

Two gunshots rang out and the man fell like a puppet with its strings cut, his life pumping away through a pair of holes in his chest. Frays stared numbly at her hand then at the man on the ground at her feet before whirling around and marching across the supply depot towards the policeman. “W-what the heck is wrong with you?!” she shouted her fingers curling tight around the pistol grip of her carbine. “Why...why would you do that?”

Guzman pointed his Glock at Frays, a little red dot flickering around on the center of the woman's body armor. “Gotta shoot 'em all.” the policeman muttered suddenly aware that Eamon and Lacey were closing in on him. “GOTTA SHOOT 'EM ALL!” 

He wheeled about, trying to cover all three of them with the pistol at the same time. This worked out as well as one might expect. As soon as the policeman started to turn towards Eamon, Lacey jumped him. The Marine knocked the pistol from the policeman's hand and twisted his arm behind his back as he attempted to wrestle Guzman to the ground. Frays took three quick strides forward and smacked Guzman hard on the temple with the butt of her M4, which immediately took the fight out of him. Lacey lowered the man to the ground as Frays pressed the muzzle of her weapon into the back of the man's neck. “Here, secure his hands.” she growled as she passed the Marine one of her zip ties with her non-firing hand. 

Eamon picked up the policeman's Glock and tucked it into his waistband as Lacey searched the man for more weapons or anything he could use to escape. “Here ya go, man.” he said as he handed the EMT the two spare magazines he took from the lieutenant's belt. 

“Okay.” Frays said carefully. She looked at the privates peering around the corners of the nearby trucks. “Can you guys get the wounded loaded up on that Five Ton, please? Eamon, make sure they're squared away. Lacey, keep the lieutenant covered and make sure he doesn't hurt himself or anybody else. I'm gonna go see where they set up a Medivac point.”

With that Frays walked quickly to the command trailer, straining her brain to see if she could remember the radio frequencies for the different people she might have to talk to. Hopefully they were all already programmed into the trailer's various communications systems. If she could not remember them then hopefully the little notebook in her ABU pocket was not too badly wrecked. Maybe there's some kind of code book or something in here. Frays thought as she clomped up the stairs and climbed into the trailer.

She barely noticed the sergeant standing in the hall at the other end of the trailer. The man growled like some kind of animal, his boots clomping on the steel floor of the trailer as he rushed towards her. Frays screamed when the big sergeant grabbed the collar of her body armor and slammed her against the wall hard enough to make the trailer rock on its suspension. She tumbled out of the door and went head over heels down the stairs, landing in a heap on the ground a few feet away. Frays scrambled into a sitting position a few meters away from the trailer and pointed her M4 at the man as the sergeant burst through the door after her. The carbine boomed in her hands as the 5.56 NATO round smacked solidly into the center of his plate carrier, knocking the man onto his back. The two of them scrabbled to their feet, the man’s eyes crazed and bulging in their sockets as he started to come after her again. Frays readjusted her aim and squeezed off a second shot, blowing the man's brains all over the entry way of the command trailer. Frays stood there, ears ringing, blood pounding in her temples as she watched the sergeant's foot kick and twitch uselessly against the door jamb. 

“What the hell was that?” yelled Eamon his eyes wide as he tried to make sense of the scene before him. He went quickly to the young woman's side as she stood there, looking pale and trembling slightly. “What happened? Are you okay?”

“H-He attacked me.” Frays said quietly. She slowly lowered her M4 and looked around cautiously as she flicked the weapon’s safety back on. Her hands were shaking and her legs felt a little funny. Frays licked her lips and swallowed, her throat suddenly parched. Her head swam, but it was hard to tell if it was just the adrenaline or from being slammed against the wall a moment ago. “I went into the trailer and he attacked me.” 

“Are you hurt?” asked the EMT. “I wonder why he did that, anyway.”

“I'm fine.” Frays said quickly. She was having trouble catching her breath. The woman felt him looking at her and she wheeled about to face him. “I’m fine, alright!” Frays snarled, grabbing his shoulder and spinning him around. “Quit your gawking and go see if they've got the wounded loaded up yet!”

Frays picked her way carefully around the corpse in the entryway and sank into the chair the lieutenant had occupied. There were banks of computer terminals and radio equipment at her fingertips and all of it seemed to be screaming at her at once. Frays picked up the handset of a radio that looked the most similar to the radios she was familiar with, took a deep breath to calm herself and keyed the hand mic. “Break. Break. Break.” Frays said quickly as she quickly shuffled through a pile of papers on the desk in front of her. “This is Bravo Three Four. I am at um...break... Supply Depot Blue One Zero. I-I...um... I have a lot of casualties and I need to know where to send them, over.”

“Who the hell is this?” a voice demanded. “Where is Lieutenant Guzman?”

Frays rolled her eyes and keyed her mic. “My name is Senior Airman Frays, 35th Wing, 35th Mission Support Groups, 35 Security Forces Squadron, Charlie Flight.” she said quickly and took a look around the trailer. 

“Clear the net, Senior Airman!” demanded the same voice. “This is Chief of Police Gordon Banes!” 

“Well, Chief tell you what” Frays nearly screamed into her mic, suddenly finding herself teetering on the edge of hysterics. “I'll turn myself in if you'll tell me where you are. You are at the Medivac point, right? Or better yet send a squad car over to bring me in.”

“Break. Break. Break.” said a new voice, its commanding tone instantly forcing her to calm down a little. “This is Joker Six Actual. Airman, stand down.” There was a brief pause. Now, look at the screen farthest to your right. I'm sending you the coordinates to the nearest Medivac point from your position. Put it into your PLGR and get going.”

Frays could not help but laugh bitterly. She wished the 35th had the money for individual GPS receivers. From what she had heard, the unit's brand new M4 carbines and a dozen M240 general purpose machine guns had eaten up the bulk of the unit’s equipment budget for the year. She pulled out her map, unfolded it and quickly plotted the coordinates on it with a grease pencil she found near the radio. “Roger that, Joker Six Actual.” she said when she had finished. “Be advised that an Army National Guard PFC will be the highest ranking person at this supply point once I leave. Requesting reinforcements, sir.”

“Roger wilco, Blue One Zero.” squawked the radio. “Get those casualties loaded and bring them up to the evac point. Reinforcements are on the way.”

Frays paused calculating the distance between where she was and the new dot on her map. “We're bringing up the wounded time: now, sir.” she said quickly “If the streets are clear we'll be there in fifteen to twenty mike. Can I get an ETA on reinforcements, sir?”

The radio was silent long enough for Frays to become concerned that something had happened to it. “We're stretched pretty thin, Blue One Zero. Break.” the device squealed. An ear piercing shriek came from the speakers. Frays cringed in her chair and covered her ears. “Should be there in an hour or so.”

Frays shook her head and hurried outside. After relaying command's orders to the new commander of the supply point she walked quickly to the Five Ton. “We ready to go?” she asked Eamon as he helped the Army guys secure the last of the stretchers in the bed of the truck. 

“Yep.” he said as he hopped down. “Find out where we're going?”

“Yeah. Do you live around here, Eamon?” Frays asked as Lacey joined them at the back of the truck. She smiled when the EMT answered with a slight nod of his head. “Good. I'll drive. You can ride up front with me. Lacey, could you ride in back with the casualties and keep an eye on them for us?”

After they got Lacey into the bed of the truck and situated Frays showed Eamon the map and listened to his suggestions as to the quickest route. Once they had it settled, the two of them climbed in the cab and she fired up the engine. “One quick thing before we move.” Frays said before putting the truck in gear. “While we're going I need you to keep an eye out. There might be bad guys who'll want to steal the truck or what have you.

“If you see anybody suspicious, let me know. If you see anybody pointing a weapon at us, let me know. If somebody starts shooting at us return fire out of your window. We're not getting out of the truck unless we have to. If we come to a road block or an obstruction I'm going straight through it as fast as I can, alright?” Not really waiting for a response, she started the Five Ton and kicked it into gear.

They pulled away from the supply point and set off down the street as quickly as possible. Frays looked across the cab at the EMT. “I just realized something.” she said quietly, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

“What's that?” Eamon asked. He was trying to look for anything that might qualify as 'suspicious' outside his window. 

“You're a doctor, aren't you?” she asked turning her attention back to the road. This part of the city seemed relatively clear so far, but there were still some cars and trucks on all sides of their vehicle. The little hairs stood up on the back of her neck as she suddenly expected an ambush while steering the big truck around the obstacles in their path.

“Yep.” Eamon said with a small grin. His response drew peals of laughter from the young airman. In fact, the woman's laughter verged on the hysteric as it continued. The man looked at her like she had cracked. 

“I'm sorry!” she gasped once she could catch her breath. “I'm sorry! It's just that I’m close to graduating from MIT. My mom was all excited when I got accepted because she thought I'd meet a nice doctor.” Frays grinned, starting to crack up again at the sheer absurdity of it all. “I don't think this is how she wanted me to meet a doctor!” Laughter sputtered out of Eamon until it erupted into a belly laugh.

The ride to the evac point was relatively uneventful. When they got there some policemen quickly checked that they were supposed to be there then directed them towards a medical treatment center. After a flurry of activity they got the wounded off their truck and in to see a harried and exhausted medical staff. The three of them stood near the Five Ton all of them feeling like the medics looked.

“Okay.” Frays said after a brief pause. “Eamon, go see if the medics will let you refill your bag of tricks there.” she tapped the satchel slung over the man's shoulder. “Lacey, see if you can take the Five Ton over to the fuel point and get it topped off. I'm gonna see if I can find somebody in charge around here to see where they want us.” She fumbled in her pocket for her pack of cigarettes and, finding them a mush of paperboard and soggy tobacco, she left them there. “Let's meet back here in half an hour, alright?”

Frays wandered aimlessly through the camp, stopping every person in an Air Force uniform she could find. She asked all of them the same questions: “Do you know where the 35th SF is?” or “Seen anybody from the Three Five SF?” After some minutes of wandering around pestering anyone not obviously doing something, she received a small ray of hope. Major Grossman, her battalion flight commander, was supposedly in the Emergency Operations Center. The young airman who told her this was even helpful enough to give her directions to the EOC. Frays was so happy to hear this that she could have kissed him but instead thanked the young man and took off at a trot in the direction he pointed.

Amazingly, nobody even stopped her as she wandered around the interior of the EOC. Ordinarily, some NCO or a lieutenant would pounce the moment she got near the door, demanding to know what a mere Senior Airman could possibly want there. The place was absolute bedlam: papers strewn all over makeshift desks, people running to and fro, men and women shouting at each other... “No wonder everything's so screwed up.” she muttered under her breath as she narrowly dodged a clerk as he hustled past with a cardboard cup holder full of Styrofoam coffee cups.

She found Major Grossman, a grandfatherly man of perhaps fifty five, crouched over a handful of laptop computers. Information crawled across the screen, reflecting on the man's thick glasses. “Senior Airman Frays reporting, sir.” she said, giving the man a quick salute. 

The older man barely acknowledged her, his attention fully focused on the screens in 

front of him. “Be quick, Frays.” he said quietly, his hands tap dancing from computer to computer. “I’m busy. What’s your status?” 

Her eyebrows rose momentarily when she realized that the senior officer seemed to know who she was. “I think Sergeant Emery is dead.” Frays said as she locked her trembling hands behind her back and stood at ease. “Airman Jacobson probably drowned when our Humvee got knocked into the river. The civilians in the quarantine zone overran Checkpoint Twelve.”

“I know, Frays.” he muttered. His hands continued their intricate dance, occasionally clicking a mouse here or there. “Who do you have with you?”

“I found a Marine Private, a Combat Engineer named Lacey and a civilian EMT named Teeling, sir.” Frays said quickly. The man was obviously very busy and she did not want to disturb him any more than she already had. “They're getting a Five Ton we found gassed up and we are resupplying. Where do you need us, sir?”

The man paused in what he was doing. He removed his patrol cap and rubbed the palm of his hand against his silver brush cut. “Things are pretty bad out there.” he said, sparing the young woman a rueful smile. 

Frays' heart sank. “How bad is bad, sir?” 

Major Grossman ignored the Airman's question and only gave her a wry smile as he tossed his patrol cap onto the table. “Go see Chief Walters from Alpha Flight.” he said slowly with a vague gesture toward the corner of the tent behind him as he turned his attention back to the monitor before him. “He’ll give you an assignment.” 

“Yes, sir.” Frays said quickly coming to attention and snapping a salute.

The old man smiled and returned the gesture. “You're a good kid, Frays.” he said as he started tapping again at his computers. “I'll do something for you and that Jarhead you got working for you once this all blows over.”

Frays left the Emergency Operations Center, pausing to swipe a couple ammo cans filled with loaded M4 magazines left sitting on a pallet at what looked like a supply tent before hurrying back to meet Lacey and Eamon. Luckily, Lacey pulled the Five Ton up to the medic's tent as she walked up and Eamon was just coming out of the big canvas tent. “Lacey, get down here.” Frays said, waving for the man to join them on the ground. 

The Marine threw open the door and hopped down. “What's up?” He looked nervous, excited and scared all at the same time. “We gonna see some action?”

Frays snorted. She had seen enough action for today, thank you very much, but they still had a job to do. “Dunno.” she said as she unfolded her map and spread it on the ground to show the two men. “This circle is us.” Frays traced a circle with her index finger. “This dot is Checkpoint Eight and they need reinforcements and resupply. We've been tapped.” She gave the EMT a small, apologetic smile. “Sorry, buddy but it looks like you've been drafted.” Frays said as she pointed at the little red grease dot an inch and a half away from the circle. She pointed to Eamon. “I want you up front with me, same as before. Lacey, you're in the back. I'm gonna be haulin' so everybody buckle up and hold on tight. When we get there, Eamon, you're on ammo detail. I want you to keep bringing us ammo from the back of the truck while Lacey and I help the guys on the checkpoint. 

The two men nodded assent, exchanging looks over the map. “Good deal. First thing's first though. There's a supply tent over there.” Frays gestured toward the tent where she had aqcuired the two green ammunition cans. “Lacey, you and me are going to grab up all the M4 and .50 cal ammo we can get. Some water too, now that I think of it.” She spared a look at Eamon and smirked. “Eamon, don't let anyone steal our truck, okay?”

Frays tore through the streets, the big Detroit diesel engine belching gray smoke as she swerved to avoid a stalled car or hopped the curb and drove on the sidewalk. Frays struck a mailbox, sending a flurry of letters all over the place. Eamon whooped and pounded excitedly on the dashboard, clearly enjoying the ride as he shouted directions over the roar of the vehicle. The heavy ripping thump of a heavy machine gun played back beat to the popping noises of an M4 being fired on full auto as they got closer to the checkpoint. 

The Five Ton lurched to a halt, its air brakes squealing like a stuck pig when Frays smashed the pedal to the floor of the cab. “Come on!” she cried as she opened her door and jumped to the ground. The three of them ran to a makeshift barricade formed by two stalled vehicles placed end to end across the bridge. The two soldiers manning the checkpoint had parked their Humvee perpendicular to the barricade. One of them was firing the vehicle's crew served weapon into a crowd of people and a small group of dogs while the other fired his M4. 

Frays was horrified by the sight until she took a second look at the people attempting to cross the bridge. It was obvious that they were diseased though, from what she could see, several of them sported what should have been fatal wounds but they were still on their feet. The dogs yelped, barking as they charged forward. Frays flicked the selector lever on her M4 to all the way around and snapped the weapon to her shoulder, firing a long burst into the dogs. 

The lead group of dogs collapsed, riddled with bullets as Frays advanced to the barricade with Lacey close behind. Their weapons joined the chorus, though their fire seemed to have little effect. The crowd moaned and groaned as they stumbled forward, slipping and stumbling over the pieces of what used to be human beings scattered all over the bridge. Frays fired her weapon dry, pushed the M4's magazine release and reloaded with a fresh magazine from her LCS then slapped the weapon’s bolt catch with the palm of her hand. Still the infected kept coming, the closest of them now less than ten meters from the barricade. “Fall back!” she ordered, hoping the others could hear her over the ringing in their ears. “Fall back!” 

However, the barricade's original defenders stayed in place, firing wildly into the infected as they seemed to relentlessly plod forward. Frays ripped off a burst then hurried over to the Humvee and banged on the side of it with her non-firing hand, trying to get their attention. “Fall back! Would you fall back already?!”

The infected still closed the distance in spite of the heavy .50 caliber rounds chewing the blacktop to bits and blowing them to hamburger. Lacey took a deep breath then ran to the edge of the river and leaped into space, hugging his demo kit to his chest. He entered the water some fifteen feet below with a barely audible splash. “Oh, Jesus Christ! Lacey!” Frays screamed as she fired another burst into the crowd on the bridge before sprinting over to try and see what the Marine was doing down there. “Lacey! Stop!”

Lacey swam to the nearest pylon supporting the bridge and set about strapping a large brick of plastic explosive to the grimy cement pillar. Frays saw what the man was doing and ran to the Five Ton, her eyes bulging in their sockets. “Cover me, Eamon!” she shouted as she leaped up onto the cab frantically digging through the vehicle's contents. “There's gotta be a rope or something in here somewhere!”

Eamon's weapon boomed as he fired his shotgun. “What?” he shouted, confused and barely able to make out what Frays had said over the ringing in his ears.

“He's gonna blow the bridge!” Frays shouted over her shoulder. “Crap!” Frays jumped down and sprinted to the back of the truck, madly scrambling into the bed and started searching. She let out a frustrated groan as she threw aside the odds and ends of detritus scattered around the truck's bed, kicked ammo cans out of her way. By some miracle she found a fist sized ball of discarded 550 cord forgotten under one of the vehicle's bench seats. It was not much, but better than the nothing she currently had to hand.

A handful of the infected were now a stone's throw from the barricade. Frays raised her weapon to fire but now the two soldiers were in the way from where she stood. She shook her head angrily and ran to the water's edge, tying a large loop in one end of the thin cord as she went. Lacey had finished with whatever he was doing, which was good because some of the infected on the bridge above him seemed to take notice of him. These simply walked off the edge of the bridge and fell into the water, where they promptly seemed to sink to the bottom. 

Frays threw the loop down to the Marine. “Put it around you under your arms!” she shouted while pantomiming the action, hoping he understood. When he was secure in the loop Frays then ran back to the truck and tied the other end of the 550 cord around the front bumper of the Five Ton. “Eamon!” Frays shouted to the EMT, cupping her hands around her mouth to be heard over all the noise. “Get in the truck and back it up when I say!” Thankfully, the man heard her and was scrambling into the driver's seat by the time she returned to the water's edge.

“Don't worry! We gotcha!” Frays called down to Lacey, who was now frantically trying to scrabble up the smooth surface of the concrete retaining wall. She picked up the 550 cord in one hand to try and keep it from fraying on the rough concrete while waving for Eamon to back up the Five Ton with the other. The vehicle's diesel engine roared as the EMT slammed it's transmission into reverse and smashed the accelerator to the floor. Frays screamed as the thin cord quickly cut through her gloves and into the skin beneath, leaving an angry red mark on the palms of her hands. Lacey flew over the edge of the retaining wall like a very surprised camouflage clad jack in the box. Frays barely avoided being clobbered by the amazing flying Marine and chased him down hissing, flapping her hands as she went. Eamon dragged the man along the ground for a few feet before bringing the Five Ton to a stop. Frays stooped and helped Lacey loosen the thin rope around his chest while spearing Eamon with an angry look. However the EMT was not paying attention to them at all and it took her a few heartbeats to figure out what had the man so distracted.

Then it hit her.

The guns of the two soldiers on the bridge started to fall silent. 

Frays looked on in horror as the infected on the bridge closed on the barricade and started to climb over it. The soldier manning the .50 cal swung the white hot barrel of the machine gun back and forth, attempting to ward them off as two of the infected grabbed his arms and dragged him screaming out of the cupola. They rolled around on the roof of the Humvee for a moment before disappearing from sight on the far side.

“Oh, God!” Frays whispered, bile tickling the back of her throat. The two men screamed as Frays snapped her M4 up to her shoulder and ripped off a long burst at the infected crawling over one another to get at the soldier through the Humvee's cupola. Eamon's weapon boomed behind her, taking the head clean off one of the infected attacking the soldier on the ground. Frays gave the others what was left in her M4's magazine and reloaded the weapon without even thinking about it. “Jesus...” she muttered under her breath, making a half hearted attempt at crossing herself as she surveyed the damage.

The infected lay strewn like discarded puppets across the bridge, on the barricade, across the hood and roof of the Humvee. It seemed eerily silent after the gunfire, the terror. Frays slowly lowered her carbine and flicked its safety back on. All at once she felt like someone had tried to pull the blacktop out from under her feet as the concussion of a massive explosion smashed into her chest. A cloud of dust and water vapor flew in the air, strangely beautiful as it caught the light. The blacktop cracked as the bridge sank into the river with a shuddering crash. 

Dumbfounded, Frays spared a glance at Lacey and said “That was amazing but please don’t do anything that again. Your wife seems like a really nice lady and I’d hate to have to explain to her why I let her husband blow himself to tiny little bits.”

Eamon wandered over, his ears ringing like a church bell that had been roundhouse kicked by Chuck Norris. “I guess this checkpoint's closed, huh?” he shouted, staring at the destruction before him. Frays snorted and walked over to the barricade. She hauled the soldier out of the Humvee and laid the man on the ground next to his companion. 

The three of them gathered around, looking at the corpses. Frays thought she should say something but all the words seemed to catch up in the back of her throat and not want to come out. One of the corpses made a choking noise as its foot twitched. When the one on the right started reaching for her leg Frays quickly made the sign of the cross, drew her M9 and put a single 9mm round in each of their temples. 

“Right.” Frays muttered unhappily as she collected the dead soldiers' dog tags. “Eamon, could you be so kind as to collect up whatever gear these two have left?” she looked at Lacey “And could you back that Humvee away from the edge, say about twenty feet or so and pull some overwatch? Thanks, guys.” Frays stuffed the little pieces of metal into her pocket and moved towards the Five Ton. “I'm gonna report in then I'll be right back to give you a hand.”

Lacey shivered as he climbed into the driver’s seat of the Humvee and started the engine. Through the gore spattered windscreen, he could make out dozens of figures across the river shambling towards the edge of the bridge moaning like tortured souls as they walked mindlessly into the river. 
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Chapter Three
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13 MAY 2011 12:11 HOURS, Checkpoint Eight, Memorial Drive Bridge Boston, Massachusetts

Frays pulled herself up into the cab of the Five Ton. As soon as she sat down and her ears stopped ringing a little, she became aware that the vehicle's radio was screaming at her in a hundred different panicked voices:

“-Six! Checkpoint Four is a free fire zone, re-fr-one.”

“We need reinforcements, over!”

“Where's that goddamn air support!? We need CAS time: NOW!”

“Did an-dy fire ison.”

Frays took a deep breath and keyed the radio's handset. “Break, break, break. This is Bravo Three Four at Checkpoint Eight.” she said quickly, sparing a glance all around “Combat Engineer element has blown the bridge. Checkpoint Eight is closed. Repeat, Checkpoint Eight is closed. Moving to the supply point to resupply Checkpoint Ten time: now.”

“This is Liberty Six.” said a rough voice. “Good job, Bravo Three Four.”

Now that her hearing was starting to come back a little bit she could make out all manner of gunfire and explosions a little to her west. Frays was able to pick out the mechanical WHIRRRRRRP of A10 Warthogs firing their 30mm cannons as well as the familiarly terrifying CRUMPCRUMPCRUMP of mortar rounds detonating somewhere nearby. Frays realized her breath was coming in huge shuddering gasps and she could feel the color draining from her features. “Okay. Okay. Calm down.” she told herself, running the palm of her hand over her face. Frays took off her helmet and smoothed her hair back and looked at herself in the vehicle's rear view mirror. “Take a breath. Calm down. Those guys need you.” she told herself, taking another deep breath before putting her helmet back on.

She kicked the door open and jumped down to the street, taking off towards the others at a run as soon as her feet touched the ground. Eamon and Lacey looked both looked like they were scared out of their minds. “Lacey, if there's a spare barrel for that fifty get it swapped out.” Frays shouted over the ringing in her ears as she quickly donned her pro mask and rubber gloves. “Eamon, what weapons and ammo did you find?” she asked as she began patting down the first of the half dozen or so infected corpses scattered along the heap of sandbags. 

“Looks like they don't got one, Frays.” Lacey reported quickly from the top of the Humvee, frowned slightly and lifted the belt of ammunition in the machine gun. “There's only about forty or fifty rounds left.”

“I found six clips for your rifles.” Eamon volunteered as he snapped off a pair of rubber gloves and tossed them on the ground. “Three for their pistols, a pair of night vision goggles, what looks like some kind of a GPS thingy and these.” The EMT grinned as he held up two M67 fragmentation grenades in each hand.

She found what she was looking for in the breast pocket of the third corpse's bathrobe: a cell phone similar to her own damaged one. “Thank you, stranger.” Frays whispered as she brushed the corpse's eyes shut. Frays stashed her protective gear back in its carrier then swapped out the SIM card in the dead man's phone for the one in her own. She groaned in frustration: now her phone seemed to be working perfectly, save for the fact it did not get a signal.

Frays took three of the M4 magazines and handed the others to Lacey. “Checkpoint Ten is getting overrun.” she said quickly as she stuffed two of the mags into the empty space in her carrier and tucked the others into one of the cargo pockets on her trousers. She dropped two of the green metallic baseballs into a dump pouch on her LCS and indicated that Lacey should take the other two. She wished that she had put the two grenade carriers she had been issued on her LCS. If the pin on one of the grenades accidentally got pulled... “Let's get the .50 cal ammo moved to the Humvee. Eamon, you drive that and I'll man the crew served. Lacey, bring up the rear in the Five Ton. We might have to help evacuate the friendlies, so be ready to pick them up. Ready? Let's get this done.” 

Their little convoy took off like a shot towards the other bridge after Frays showed him how the ignition switch worked. Eamon seemed to be enjoying himself, though Frays wished he would try to avoid at least a few of the obstacles strewn across the street. Lacey did not seem to have any trouble keeping up with the pace Eamon set, the larger truck knocking obstructions out of its way with ease. Some of the voices on the radio started to shout that they were running low on ammunition. Frays keyed the radio. “This is Bravo Three Four.” she said quickly looking back over her shoulder at Lacey through the windscreen of the Five Ton “I've got a Five Ton with me. You guys up there just hold out a little longer. We're going to pick up a resupply and be at your location ASAP. How copy?”

Several voices affirmed that they had heard her when she had Eamon head back north. Thankfully, Lacey had been listening to the radio traffic and followed suit. Ten minutes of driving like lunatics brought them to the nearest supply point. “Oh no...” Frays moaned, pressing a hand to her forehead as they rolled into the compound. 

Piles of garbage blew around the ruins of what, up until recently at least, had been the EOC. They motored slowly towards where the supply tent was, every nerve standing on end. The air was thick with the smell of burning rubber and canvas. What used to be the mess tent was now a smoldering pile of canvas. When they came to the supply tent things were not that much better. Containers, papers and cardboard boxes littered the ground around the tent. Frays shook herself, took a deep breath as she wiped the frightened expression off her face and jumped down from the cab of the Five Ton.

“Okay! Let's get all the water, food and ammo we can find loaded up in the Five Ton!” Frays said as she snatched up a carton of MREs and pitched it into the bed of the truck. “Put the ammo up front so they can get that unloaded first!” 

Lacey gave her a sour look. “Why don't we just take this stuff and bug out?” he asked, slinging a cardboard container of bottled water into the bed of the Five Ton. “What the hell are we staying here for?”

Frays walked up to the man. “I'm not gonna argue with you, Lacey.” she said angrily stopping a few paces away from him. “We're gonna help those people, got that?”

They had scrounged up three or four metal ammunition cans of 5.56 NATO ammunition along with a full can of .50 BMG rounds and about four hundred rounds of 9mm NATO for their handguns. There were also three M16A3 assault rifles (one of which had another M203 mounted on it) that did not have a current owner, two M9 pistols and a couple Glock 17s they found on some policemen who would not be needing them anymore. Just as important, they managed to find a couple boxes of empty magazines for the M9s and M4/M16 pattern rifles. On the food front they managed to turn up about a pallet and a half or so of MREs and two pallets of bottled water. Eamon helped himself to one of the dead policeman's Kevlar vests. 

Once they were on their way again, Lacey found himself staring at the young woman sticking out of the cupola of the Humvee ahead of him. He kept one hand on the steering wheel while the other slipped down to the butt of his pistol. His thumb pushed the button that released the holster's locking mechanism. The weapon slid out almost on its own and found its way to his lap. Frays was scanning the buildings in front of them not paying any mind to him. He pointed his pistol at her and flicked the weapon’s safety catch off, the pad of his index finger easing toward the trigger... The radio squawked startling him into snapping the M9 back into its holster as he felt around for the handset. It seemed that everybody and their brother were falling back. However, where exactly they were falling back to seemed to be anyone's guess. 

“We're joining them!” Frays called over the radio. The Humvee's wheels squealed as the vehicle spun around and sped past the Five Ton. Lacey could not quite maneuver the Five Ton as well when he tried to follow suit. The truck smashed into a light pole and then he backed it into a parked car, knocking it up onto the sidewalk with a screech of metal on metal. A shrill siren screamed behind him as every light on the car started flashing. The light pole groaned and fell, shattering the window of a nearby storefront. He glanced in the rear view mirror and immediately saw what had changed Frays' mind as he pulled away. Dozens of figures lurched towards the trucks, the air filling with a low moan. Strangely, more than a few stopped chasing their vehicles and instead started gathering around the car like moths drawn to a flame. Jesus fucking Christ, Eamon! Hurry the fuck up! Lacey thought, grinding his teeth as he urged the Humvee on with little frustrated kicks of his left foot.

Fifteen or twenty blocks went by before the Humvee finally slowed down. “Any station this net, Any station this net, this is um...break... hey, Lacey can you read me the bumper number off this Humvee?.” Frays said as calmly as she could manage into the radio's handset. 

“HQ Five Niner.” said Lacey. He somehow managed to keep the growing frustration roiling around in his stomach out of his voice. 

“This is HQ Five Niner.” Frays said quickly. Eamon plowed a stalled sedan out of his way, making Frays' world turn white for a half second when her head snapped back. She winced and squeezed her eyes shut for a second, biting back an agonized shout. “Can anyone tell me where the rally point is? Over.”

A voice cut through the babble. “This is Liberty Six Actual.” it said, taking Frays by surprise. Whoever Liberty Six was he was at least a brigade commander or higher. “How did you get that Humvee, HQ Five Niner?”

A chill ran down the woman's spine. Anyone using the call sign Actual was a pretty high ranking officer, possibly even a full bird colonel or better, and they did not sound happy. “This is HQ Five Niner, sir.” she said her mind racing to search for the right way to put what could be sensitive information over relatively open communications. She decided on the direct approach. “There was nothing we could do, sir. The assigned personnel are KIA.”

The radio was silent for a moment. “Roger that, HQ Five Seven.” said Liberty Six. Somebody, probably Liberty Six, keyed their mic two or three times. “This really is a soup sandwich. The rally point is Hanscomb Air Force Base. I say again, all personnel on this net, fall back to Hanscomb Air Force Base.”

Frays got Eamon to hurry along the Five Ton keeping pace. Once they were about a mile and half or so from the edge of the city Frays called their little convoy to halt. “Group meeting, everybody.” she said, motioning for Lacey to join the two of them near the Humvee. Once the Marine got there, Frays took a deep breath, the tip of her tongue darting out and playing over her upper lip. “Okay, the way I see it, we've got two options. We can go to the AFB with everyone else” she said, still looking around. “Or we can make for my parent’s hunting camp about ten or twelve miles north of Holden. It's back in the woods and well off the main road.” Frays leaned against the cupola though still keeping an eye on their surroundings. 

Eamon looked at the two soldiers. “I think we should go to your hunting camp thing.” he said carefully, dipping a toe in to test the waters. There was something strange in the man's voice like he was afraid of starting a fight. 

Frays sighed. “Just to let you know, when this mess gets sorted out, we'd all be in a lot of trouble.” she said gravely. The woman wiped at a drop of sweat rolling down her forehead. “Lacey and I could be charged with desertion and hung.”

“That sucks for you but I'm a civilian.” Eamon said quickly. “I don't have to do anything I don't want to.” 

Frays gave the EMT a wry smile. “Don't worry.” she said, pausing to maneuver the bite valve of her camelbak into her mouth and get a drink. “Technically, you're stealing government property right now. Get caught driving this thing without us and I hope you don't have any plans for the next ten years or so. If you’re not shot on sight for looting.” Frays shrugged “I don’t know if they’ve change the ROE regarding that yet.”

“So, why did you call a stop?” Lacey asked. He turned his back to the Humvee and pretended to pull security. “Did you just want to threaten us or something?”

“The way I see it this is a decision that I can't make for you.” Frays said sharply, spearing the man with a harsh look. She began to dig into her cargo pocket then remembered that her cigarettes were ruined. This did not improve her mood. “I just think you should know the consequences of your actions.”

“Fine, fine.” Lacey grumbled as he ambled back towards the Five Ton. “Let's get going. It's a long drive to the Air Force Base.”

The roads out of the city were almost impassible in places causing their merry band to drive on the shoulder or alongside the road to get around the various traffic jams and accidents. They were perhaps ten miles outside the city when a lone figure approached their convoy, waving her arms over her head. 

Eamon slowed the Humvee to allow them a better look. “Hey, it's a little old lady.” he said and brought the vehicle to a full stop. “We can't leave her out here.” 

Frays frowned. “You're right.” she picked up the handset and told Lacey to keep his eyes open. She looked the old woman over critically. The dirt smeared on her clothes concerned her less than the M16 slung over her shoulder. Frays pointed the .50 cal in her general direction. “Hold it right there. Were you bit? Did one of them throw up on you?”

The old woman halted perhaps fifty or seventy five meters away. “No. No.” she said, raising her hands over her head. “I'm Jean Ann Lewis. They tried busing us out of the home before everything got too bad.” The gray haired woman shaded her eyes and peered into the distance, looking down the highway. “I don't think it worked out quite as well as they planned.” 

Frays studied the woman. “You talk funny. You’re not from around here, are you?”

Jean smirked. “I'm British.”

“Get in.” 

Eamon looked at the old woman out of the corner of his eye as she climbed into the passenger's seat of the Humvee. Once they got everybody situated the convoy started off down the road again. The EMT looked at the old woman in the back seat. “English.” he snorted with more than  a little bit of derision.  

The road became clearer as they left the city behind and drew nearer their destination. The shoulder of the road was torn up where the treads of heavy vehicles shoved stalled cars out of the way and into the ditch. Frays got Eamon to stop the convoy for a moment.

“Hey, Eamon.” Frays said as she ducked down inside the vehicle. “Can you get up here for a minute?”

“I don't know how to use that big ass thing.” he said from the driver's seat. The man scratched his chin and pulled something out of his beard. He flicked whatever it was out the window.

Jean Ann piped up. “I can. I used to be in the Army back home, Airman.”

Frays frowned down at the older woman. “Fine.” she said and dropped down out of the cupola. “Keep an eye out. I'll be right back.”

Frays kept her eyes peeled as she approached the crumpled rear end of a Crown Victoria. Nobody appeared to be inside, though Frays still pointed her M4 at the inside of the vehicle. She tried the door handle of the car and found it locked. The young woman frowned and smashed in the window with the butt of her carbine. The others looked on curiously as she pulled open the door and leaned inside. They could hear loud noises coming from the car. Frays came back a few minutes later a pile of electrical parts clutched in her hand. “What's all that there?” Eamon asked as the woman came around to his door.

“Once we get to the AFB I'll hook us up with a cell phone charger.” she answered as she pulled open the driver's side door. “Why don't you take a break? I'll drive for a little while.”

Strangely, the road seemed reasonably clear as they made their way back to Hanscomb Air Force Base. She steered the truck as if on autopilot, barely even paying any attention to the road ahead. A silence settled over them as they drove. Frays found herself trying unsuccessfully to block out the voices coming in over the radio after a while. Listening to the people screaming for help left her feeling cold and numb inside. From the look on Eamon’s face he was feeling about the same way. They sat listening with morbid fascination as a hot mic brought the voice of someone, they could not make out the gender of the speaker, whimpering for his or her mother. Eamon reached over to try and turn off the radio but Frays caught his wrist. “We need to stay in touch with everybody.” she said quietly. 

“STOP!” Jean screeched. Eamon braced himself against the dashboard as Frays instinctively slammed on the brakes. Behind them the Five Ton’s brakes screamed in protest as it tried to stop before rear ending the Humvee, sending up clouds of white gray smoke. Frays looked around trying to see what made the woman in the cupola so upset. 

An Abrams tank, of all things, sat at the highway exit that would eventually lead them to Hanscomb Air Force Base and a squad of infantrymen advanced on them, M4s at the ready. “Keep your hands on the dash and don’t make any sudden movements.” Frays advised as four of the soldiers broke off and came to their vehicle. 

“Out of the Humvee!” the soldier closest to Frays' door demanded. Frays watched as three of the soldiers went to the Five Ton and began to pull Lacey out of the truck. Eamon jumped when a bullet whined off the blacktop outside the Humvee. “DO IT NOW!”

Jean climbed out of the cupola as Frays and Eamon opened their doors and exited the vehicle. “Okay!” Frays said loudly as she exited the vehicle as gracefully as she could while keeping her hands over her head. “Okay! Look, I’m Senior Airman Amy Frays, 35th Wing, 35th Mission Support Groups, 35 Security Forces Squadron. The man over there is Private Adam Lacey, US Marine Corps. I think he’s a reservist too, but I’m not sure what unit he’s from.”

Frays grunted in pain when one of the soldiers, a big sergeant, grabbed her by the shoulder and shoved her hard against the side of the Humvee. Eamon shouted and started to rush to her defense as two of the soldiers pointed their carbines at him. “Show me some ID, lady.” the sergeant demanded as he looked Frays up and down. He swung his carbine around his torso on its two point sling but put his hand on the butt of the pistol in his thigh rig. “Why do you have those civilians with you?”

Frays slowly reached down the front of her undershirt and carefully pulled her dog tags out, holding them out with her left hand so the soldier could read them. “I have my ID card in my wallet.” she said in a calm, measured voice as the man examined the metal ovals on the chain around her neck. “I am going getting my wallet out of my hip pocket with my left hand, okay?” Frays spared a glance at Lacey, who seemed to be enduring the same treatment. When the sergeant nodded Frays did what she told the man what she was going to do with deliberate slowness. Frays slowly and carefully produced her US Air Force Reserve identification card and gave it to him. “Sergeant, with all due respect, we don’t have time for this.”

One of the soldiers called to the sergeant from the back of the Five Ton. The sergeant ambled over to the back of the truck, casting wary glances at Frays all the while. When he saw the contents of the truck the man’s eyes widened for a second before he returned. “Where did you get all the stuff, Airman?” he asked as he handed Frays back her ID card. 

Frays glanced at Eamon and Jean. “We were on our way to resupply a checkpoint when the order to fall back came down, Sergeant.” the young woman said coolly. Her jaw worked for a moment as if she were chewing on her words. “We’re on our way to Hanscomb AFB to help with evac and aid operations. Sergeant, please, we don’t have time for this. There are a lot of people coming this way that are going to need help. Let us go so we can get started.”

The sergeant nodded. “On your way, Airman.” the big man grumbled. A brief expression of embarrassment ghosted across his face. “I’m sorry for roughing you guys up. There’s been a lot of looting going on.” 

“No harm, no foul Sergeant.” Frays said with a hint of empathy as she climbed back in to the Humvee. She fired up the engine and motored away from the checkpoint once everybody was back in their respective vehicles. 

Eamon spared a glance at the soldiers in the side view mirror of the Humvee. “Asshole.” he muttered under his breath and busied himself with something in his pocket then buckled his seat belt. “Are you okay?” 

Frays spared at glance at the man sitting next to her and smiled at the concern on his face. “I’m fine.” she said quickly then turned her attention back to the road. “Keep your eyes open. The next people that surprise us like that might not be so friendly.” 

At long last they made their way to the gates of the base. Frays groaned inwardly as there was a great snarl of traffic along the half mile or so of road leading from the highway to the main gate. The on post housing was on the opposite side of the road, all well protected on this side by a low iron fence topped with curved metal spikes. “Jeez...” she muttered and rubbed her forehead. A handful of men in uniforms were making halfhearted attempts at inspecting the vehicles of people trying to get on the base. Some of them had working dogs that they used to search the cars. “Eamon, switch with me a minute. I’m going to go talk to those guys.”

A cacophony of honking horns, shouting people and crying children competed for her attention as she approached one of the Airmen on gate guard. She gave the dog handlers a wide berth, eyeing the large German Shepherds they worked with a mixture of fear and suspicion. When she completed Basic Training she had initially been assigned to start training as a dog handler. However, even though she would never ever admit it, she was secretly so terrified of dogs that she had taken advantage of the DI’s open door policy to plead with her Drill Instructors at the academy to get reassigned to a law enforcement section. Luckily, there was another recruit there who was more than happy to switch spots with her, so it was a simple matter of changing some names on their respective paperwork.

An old woman rushed to her side and clutched Frays' arm with a frantic intensity. “Please! Please! Can you get us in?” the woman pleaded with tears gathering in the corners of her eyes. “I have my grandchildren with me. Please let us in!”

Frays' voice clogged up in her throat as she let the woman lead her to her car. “I’m sorry, ma’am.” she managed at last as the two of them stood next to a beat up Ford Fiesta. Two small, tired and scared faces gazed hopefully at her from the back window of the car. Frays took a bottle of water from her cargo pocket and handed it to the children’s grandmother. “Here, take this. It’s the best I can do for now.” she said as she peeled the old woman’s hands from her forearm. “I’m sorry.” 

Frays found it very hard to not look back at the woman as she approached the airmen checking the cars. She gripped her carbine tightly, willing the image of the children’s faces out of her mind. Frays recognized three or four people there checking cars from the Base Security section by sight, but did not know personally. After a brief conversation, the highest ranking man agreed to let their two trucks pull around the line of civilian vehicles and onto the base. Frays hurried back to the Humvee and Five Ton where she told the others what was going on. Much to the anger of the civilians waiting in line they pulled their trucks out of the queue and went through the gate and pulled up to the supply depot set up at the southeast corner of the runways that intersected the large open field on the south side of the base. 

Frays’ heart sank as they pulled up and started to unload their truck. The field was rapidly filling up with civilian cars and trucks. A great many people seemed to be wandering around lost without anyone to tell them where to go or what to do. To make matters worse, there did not seem to be enough food, water and other supplies at the makeshift depot to care for them all. Sure, there was probably more in storage inside various warehouses around the base, but even that could only go so far. “Great idea coming here, Frays.” Lacey grumbled under his breath as the two of them each added another two cases of MREs to the base’s stores. “We had enough to see us through for awhile.”

Frays scowled at the man. “Do you have a cell phone?” she asked as she went back to the truck and hopped up into the bed. “Go call your wife. She might be here.”  

A fit of pique overtook him and Lacey threw down the box of MREs he was carrying then stomped after the woman, stopping just a few inches away from her. “Why are you giving up our supplies? What gives you the right?”

“This stuff isn’t ours to keep, Private.” Frays said sharply as she wheeled about and jumped down from the truck. She pointed at the dozens of civilian cars parked around them. “Take a look around you, Lacey. These people need our help. Don’t you remember what you swore when you raised your hand? ‘I will defend my country against all enemies, foreign and domestic’. Does that ring a bell?”

The man glowered down at her. “Don’t talk to me like that, you little bitch.” he growled as he seemed to grow a few inches in the woman's vision.

Frays could not have looked more shocked if the Marine had reached out and slapped her across the face. It took her half a second to regain her composure. “Look, just calm down.” she said quickly lowering her voice and backing away from the man. Her left arm went across her stomach while her right hand stroked her chin thoughtfully. “It’s like this. I put coming here to a vote. You agreed, so let’s not pretend like this is all my idea. I know we’re all tired and scared but we’re all going to have to stick together to get through this and to be frank I’m tired of putting up with your gas. You’re more than welcome to try and find your own unit if you don’t like the way I’m running things. Clear?”

The scrawny Marine grumbled something unintelligible under his breath then nodded. “Fine, Senior Airman.” he said in a low voice. Lacey dug his cell phone out of an ammo pouch and turned it on. It rang and rang for a few minutes then switched over to voice mail. He sighed and left a message, choking on his words the whole time, before shutting it off and returning to the truck. The work went quickly because a few more soldiers came over and began to pitch in. When they were finished they each grabbed a bottle of water from an open case and took five in the shade of the Five Ton. 

“My unit’s armory is near here.” Frays said after a little bit. “I think we should take the extra guns and ammunition over there and lock them up in the arms room.” She collected everyone’s empty bottles and put them in a trash bin marked ‘Empty Water Bottles’ a little ways from the supply depot and started towards the Humvee. “If the supply guy is still there we’ll see if we can get you guys some gear. I need to replace my stuff too, come to think of it.”

Frays drove the Humvee and Lacey followed in the Five Ton as before as they rolled through the makeshift refugee camp. She hopped out when they arrived at the back door of a long rectangular brick building. Jean and Lacey followed leaving Eamon to watch the trucks. A narrow hall made by steel mesh coated in black rubber bolted from the floor to the ceiling divided the room with a large door like a bank vault a few feet on the left. 

The lights were on but Frays’ heart sank when she saw that the arms room door was open. She frowned and crept towards it, already picturing the empty ready racks bolted to the vault’s walls and the cabinets thrown open. Much to her surprise and delight two men, one a skinny black man and the other a heavy set Latino, stood inside the cage with Mossberg 590A1 shotguns at the ready. “Tanner! Gomez!” she exclaimed with a huge grin on her face “I should have known you two would be shamming in here! Come on and help us get some stuff locked away.”

“Alright, alright.” Gomez muttered as he stood up with a key ring in his hand. “What you got anyway?”

“We found some M16A3s, a couple M9s, a Glock 17 or two and a couple thousand rounds of ammunition.” Frays answered as the Latino unlocked the inner door to the vault. “Oh! And another M203. No ammo for that, though.” She added with a little disappointment.  

Between Tanner, Gomez and the rest of them they managed to get all the gear inside the arms room in one trip. When it was all locked up Frays brought up a subject that gnawed on her mind. “Hey, Tanner.” she asked when she set down a case of 5.56 ammunition in the corner of the arms room. “Is there anyone else here? I mean...are we it?”

The man looked at her like he was trying to think of what to say. He reached into the cargo pocket of his ABUs and pulled out a pack of Newports as he walked towards the back door. Frays followed and repeated the question. He handed the young woman a cigarette and lit it for her before lighting one of his own. “I was going to ask you the same thing, Frays.” he said at last. Something strange tugged at the corner of his mouth. “What happened out there?”

Frays took a deep breath and paused then took a long drag on her cigarette before launching in to recounting as much as she could remember of what happened after she had left the motor pool. Thankfully, nobody stopped her or interrupted because she honestly did not know if she had it in her to tell that story one more time today. By the time she was done her cigarette had burned down almost to the filter. Unthinking, she took one last long drag off it, dropped it to the concrete and ground it out with the heel of her boot. Frays took her helmet off and hung it off her LCS by her remaining canteen. 

“Look, Tanner, we need some gear.” Frays said quietly as she wiped her forehead with her sleeve. She sighed heavily and scratched behind her ear. “Most of my loadout is either inopp or at the bottom of the Charles River or God knows where.”   

After having to risk their necks to scavenge half a Five Ton full of MREs and a few cases of bullets, Tanner’s supply closet seemed like Christmas had come early. They each signed for a brand new rucksack, sleeping bag, poncho, a GORE-TEX field jacket and wet weather gear as well as canteens and LCS for those who did not have them already. Eamon wrinkled his nose as Frays and Lacey showed him the best way to stuff his new gear into the rucksack. “Don’t suppose you’ve got any clean clothes around here or anything like that?” he asked drawing a slightly puzzled look from Frays. 

She scowled at him then sniffed the sleeve of her uniform. The reek coming off it made her eyes water and she realized that she had likely been floating in sewage and dead body stew just a few hours ago. It smelled a lot like the streets of the neighborhood near their FOB over in Iraq. The sewage system had gone down hard sometime in the late nineties. The local government was too broke and corrupt to fix it, so the best they had was a ditch where everyone tossed their refuse and dumped their chamber pots every morning. 

Gomez outfitted them with fresh uniforms and sent them on their way. After a brief stop off to the post’s small PX to buy some packages of undershirts, socks and underwear as well as a few other essentials (mainly instant coffee, a big bottle of Ripped Fuel, talcum powder and all the energy drinks they could lay hands on) they made their way to the front gate. 

A lieutenant colonel from some Army Reserve unit named Jenkins seemed to be nominally in charge of the circus going on up there. However, when a Navy lieutenant became aware that Frays was in the Security Forces he sent the lot of them over to the guardhouse, a squat brick building with iron bars on the windows situated maybe half a kilometer from the front gate. The building itself contained a dozen holding cells where the soldiers were quarantining people who seemed to be infected. Despite the mess things seemed to be going on in as much of an orderly fashion as possible...at least at first. 

At the front gate near the guardhouse Lacey and Jean were among the soldiers, Airmen and civilian volunteers screening the newcomers for injuries as well as searching the cars and people for weapons. They would pass the injured off to Eamon and other medical personnel who tended the wounded and, if the injury came from a bite or scratch, would pass them off to the Security Forces, Military Police and civilian law enforcement for quarantine in the guardhouse. From there, at least in theory, buses would be coming to take the people from the guardhouse for treatment at area hospitals and the county jail north of the base off of I-95. 

In practice, Frays could remember actually seeing maybe one of these buses. It was getting scary because the quarantine detail was quickly running out of places to put all the people passed off to them. The twelve cells in the guardhouse were meant to hold between six and eight people each. They quickly ended up with at least two or three times their intended maximum capacity, the people inside crammed in like sardines against the bars. In short order the whole thing kind of ran together and sort of congealed into flashes of a far too realistic horror movie that she could not turn off.

A few hours in Frays saw the people in a cell reach through the bars and grab a passing policeman, probably just trying to get his attention but maybe reaching for his gun or keys. A SWAT officer simply walked up, put the barrel of his suppressed MP5 submachine gun through the bars and emptied his weapon into the cell. He then reloaded and put a single round into the heads of the people lying on the floor. That policeman killed twenty three people. Frays knew because she was one of the Airmen put on a detail to bag up the bodies, drag them outside and then sanitize the cell with bleach and hot water. She kept count. Sometimes one or two of the people in the cells would flip out and start attacking the others. The police and soldiers ended up shooting them too. And, for some reason, they shot the people that got attacked as well. Somebody somewhere got the idea to start loading people into Five Tons and transporting the people in quarantine to the hospital that way. Anybody who tried to make a break for it was shot. Strangely, after a few trips, most of the trucks returned way faster than they should have with the vehicle crews looking pale and shaken.

Some did not come back at all.

Some of the people on the quarantine detail started to lose it after a while. Frays vaguely remembered a policeman sitting outside the back door of the guardhouse crying and muttering to himself in what sounded like Russian or something. While they were on a twenty minute break a female MP walked to one of the portable latrines outside the back door of the guardhouse and ate her M9. She had been in charge of Frays’ detail cleaning out the cells after people had been shot. Operating like automatons, she and another person dragged the body out of the latrine, bagged it and put it on the pile with the others before cleaning the blood and gray matter out of the inside with bleach and water.

This process went on for two grueling, heart wrenching, exhausting days. Frays found herself glad that the uniform for the personnel running the quarantine area required her to wear a full complement of protective gear, despite the sweat constantly streaming down her face and pooling in the chin of her protective mask. There was a strange sort of comfort in the fact that the people packed like sardines in the holding cells could not see her face. She could sort of understand the necessity of the whole quarantine thing. This disease, whatever it was, was obviously very dangerous. However, she could not help but feel like some kind of horrible monster or a guard in a Nazi concentration camp or something. Sure, she might have pointed her M9 at a prisoner and even thumbed the hammer back once or twice. She might have even shoved a prisoner a little too hard when they did not move fast enough a few times. She was just so terrified and frustrated and thirsty and exhausted that she just could not help but lash out. She never shot anyone but, on the other hand, she did not even try to stop the ones who were doing the shooting either... 

She could not get the look on this one boy’s face out of her head. He could not have been more than four or five and she had pulled him out of his mother’s arms then carried him to a cell. His mother's screams chased her into the guardhouse as she tried to soothe the poor kid. Somebody, one of the medics or something,  had said the boy’s father had bitten him on the arm. There was a big lump of bloody gauze held onto his arm with what looked like duct tape, at any rate. Frays held the squirming boy tight and stroked his hair, trying to comfort the child as she carried him inside. He was just so small and scared, screaming for his mommy...

Frays ducked into the latrine where she peeled off her rubber gloves and gas mask. She splashed a little cold water on her face, leaned against the sink and gripped the porcelain till her knuckles turned white. Frays squeezed her eyes shut and took deep breaths. “This isn’t happening. This is not happening.” she told herself over and over again, hoping desperately that she would eventually believe it.

A hand tapped her on the shoulder and Frays yelped as she leaped away, her hand instinctively going to the butt of her pistol. Jean stood a few feet away with her hands up and a nervous half smile on her face. “An army sergeant said we can have the next ten hours off.” said the older woman. She slowly lowered her hands and gave Frays an apologetic little shrug. “Sorry. I didn't mean to startle you. Are you okay?” The younger woman's face was drawn and haggard with exhaustion and there was a haunted, thousand yard stare quality in her eyes that had not been there before. Frays looked like she had aged five years in the two days since Jean had last seen her. Jesus, what happened here? Jean thought, suddenly sick to her stomach.

“I'm fine. C'mon. Let's go find the guys and grab some chow.” Frays said as she rinsed out her pro mask under the tap. “I don't know about you, but I'm freaking starving.” she said conversationally as the woman carefully folded her mask back into its carrier then walked out of the latrine.

After a forty five minute wait, the four of them sat lumped together around the end of a long table in the corner of the DFAC's dining room. Lacey snored like a chainsaw next to Jean, the skinny Marine’s arm wrapped protectively around his plastic tray. Frays plunked heavily down next to Eamon with a groan as she pulled off her Kevlar. She interlaced her fingers behind her head and pulled her chin to her chest, grimacing pleasurably at the little popping noises as a knot worked free, sending shivers down her spine. “Cripes, hungry Frays?” the EMT asked with an astonished look on his face. Frays had two cheeseburgers with everything on them, a dozen chicken nuggets and a small mountain of fries drowned in ketchup piled on her plate. She had chosen to top everything off with a brownie which had a massive scoop of vanilla ice cream perched on top of it for dessert. All this, with two huge frosty glasses of ice cold chocolate milk to wash it down. 

She smiled and stuck out her tongue then crossed herself and bowed her head in prayer. The ritual concluded, Frays picked up one of the cheeseburgers and took a bite. Her eyes rolled and she let out a low groan of pleasure as she chewed. “Best. Cheeseburger. Ever.” she pronounced and then set about surrounding and destroying the burgers and chicken nuggets, pausing only to gulp down the milk. 

Jean smiled and shook her head. “It’s alright but I don’t know about the best.” the older woman said as she eyed her plate suspiciously. “I mean I think I’ve seen this liver before.” she said, prodding the dubious looking cutlet with her fork.

“Hey I don’t know about you, lady.” Frays said after hurriedly swallowing a chicken nugget “I almost died like six times in the past week or so and I haven’t had anything to eat in about three days. BEST. CHEESEBURGER. EVER.”

Eamon and Jean laughed, startling Lacey awake. “I’m not asleep, sir! I swear!” the Marine shouted as he tried to jump to his feet. He recovered, but it only made his companions laugh harder. Frays made a snorting, gagging sort of noise then grabbed a napkin and covered her mouth as brown liquid dribbled down her chin. “I just squirted milk out of my nose!” she choked as she tried to clean herself up.

That did it. All four of them lost whatever sort of marbles they might have had left. People walking by and sitting next to them started to look at them like they might be cracking. A few shook their heads in disgust when they saw Frays’ armband. “Okay...okay...” Frays said once she was able to breathe. Her chest actually hurt a little bit, but it was a good kind of hurt for once. “Let’s hurry up and get out of here. Other people are waiting to eat.”

Once they were out of the dining facility Frays grabbed Eamon’s arm. “Can I bug you for a minute?” she asked carefully. 

“Sure, what’s up?” he asked. He frowned at the concerned look on the young woman’s face. He looked around, watching Lacey and Jean walking towards the hangar where they were going to spend the night.

Frays paused, took a deep breath and said “I’d like you to check me out.”

“Hey, I’ve been checking you out since you ran in to us.” the young man said with a cockeyed grin and moved a little closer to the woman’s side.

Frays stepped back and scowled harshly at the man. “I was in a car accident a couple days ago, you jerk!” she grumbled as she slapped his arm. “A Mack truck hit my Humvee and knocked it into the river. I nearly drowned to boot! Get your mind out of the gutter!”

“Alright! Alright! Sheesh! Can't blame a guy for hoping.” Eamon groused as shied away from the woman, grinning as he raised his hands to ward off any further blows. His shoulders heaved with an exaggerated sigh. “Come on, spoilsport. You’re no fun you know that?” 

“So I’ve been told.” she smiled then quickly hid it and sighed heavily as she followed the medic toward a nearby tent. “I wasn’t that popular at school.” 

“You?” he looked her up and down as he sat her down in a folding chair near the entrance to the tent. “Hard to believe.” Frays was glad the lights were getting turned down so he could not see her blush. “Anyway, take off your gear so I can take a look at you.” Frays dutifully took off her helmet then unbuckled her LCS and pulled her body armor over her head while Eamon dug around in his medical bag for his stethoscope and a pair of latex gloves. He spared a glance at the young woman. “Your outer top jacket thing too.” Frays scowled slightly at the medic but did as she was told. 

He took the woman’s wrist in his hand and took her pulse. “Didn’t get on well at school, huh?” Eamon asked as he monitored Frays’ respiration out of the corner of his eye. 

Frays gave him a rueful smile. “Yeah.” she said quietly as Eamon stuck a digital thermometer in her ear. “Especially after I got back from Iraq.” 

Eamon seemed to look at her with new eyes. “Turn sideways like, if you please.” he said, making a circular motion with his index finger. “I need to listen to your lungs. I want to make sure you don’t got a chest infection brewing or anything.” He put on his stethoscope and instructed her to breathe deeply a few times as he shifted the metal disk around on her back. She had been wearing that stupid gas mask of hers for about three days straight, which was probably a nice little germ factory by now. Eamon nodded to himself as he listened. “What happened?” he asked then added awkwardly “I mean if you feel like talking.”

“I chucked my roommate’s laptop at the wall. Broke it into a million pieces.” Frays muttered with a self depreciating chuckle. She fidgeted uncomfortably in the folding chair then looked at her boots and frowned, shrugged. “Her boyfriend popped a bag next to my head when I was sleeping. Then, of course, I became ‘that crazy...you know...on the third floor’. Never mind I’d been back in the world about a week and a half and we got incoming between six and ten times a day every day for around four months.”

“That guy sounds like a dick.” Eamon said matter-of-factly bringing a quick smile to Frays' face. “Okay, I’m going to check for broken bones and stuff like that, okay? I’m going to have to touch you all over but you let me know if anything hurts, alright?” Eamon ran his hands around Frays’ head then down her neck. He noticed the woman tense up and heard a sharp intake of breath when he reached a point near the base of her neck. “That hurt?”

“It’s a little sore, yeah. I felt it all the way down my arm.” Frays admitted as the EMT ran his hands along her shoulders then along her arms. “Luckily my RA was going to college on the American Plan too. Got the jerk and my roommate to not call security if I agreed to talk to my parish priest a couple times a week. That, of course, ate up more time I didn’t have and...well, as horrible as this is gonna sound, this whole thing is almost a relief.”

“How do you mean?” Eamon asked. Frays was aware of his hands running down her back and along the front of her torso, putting gentle pressure on her ribs. Eamon felt a tenseness seize the woman’s chest that he guessed had little to do with pain.

“Well...I don’t have to try so hard to act like a regular person anymore.” she said with a wry smile. Her breath caught in her throat as Eamon’s hands moved down her torso, creeping towards her belt line... Frays' eyes bulged in their sockets as she jumped to her feet and quickly gathered her gear. “Okay! That’s enough. Am I alright, doc?”

Eamon did a bad job of hiding his disappointment. “You should have said something about this earlier. Working three days straight after being in a major car accident?” he said, shaking his head as he rooted around in his bag for a minute. Eamon pressed a small bottle of pills and one of his precious cold packs into her hands. “Here’s some ibuprofen.” He shrugged apologetically “Sorry. That's the best I can do right now. Take two of those with a little water and it should take the edge off. No more than two every four hours, mind you. The cold pack will bring down the swelling on your face and help with your neck some. I wish I could send you to the hospital for an MRI. Sounds like you might have a little nerve damage in your neck.” The hospital across the highway was currently treating patients in the parking lot and trying to send their overflow to the Aid Stations at the Air Force Base. Meanwhile, the Aid Stations were trying to send their patients to the hospital... It was all a huge mess.

“Thanks, Eamon.” she said and hustled off in search of Jean and Lacey.

“One last thing” Eamon said as he packed away his things and stood up. “Don’t wear your helmet for about a day or two. If anybody gives you any shit about it, tell them to come talk to me.” He picked up his own things and followed after her with a frustrated snort.

Somebody nudged Eamon in the ribs. “Get up, dude.” Lacey grumbled as he scratched the side of his nose. “Eamon, get up. Time for work!” The Marine kicked him harder, this time knocking the man onto his stomach.

“Fuck off.” Eamon muttered and pulled his blanket around his shoulders. Lacey grabbed him under his arm and hauled him rudely to his feet.

“I’m sorry. I think you meant to say ‘Good morning, Adam!’” he said as he clapped the EMT on the shoulder. Lacey stood around while Eamon packed away his gear and slung his pack over his shoulder. “C'mon! We’ve got twenty minutes to try and get some breakfast out of the mess hall. Hurry the fuck up.”

The two of them ended up grabbing an MRE from a nearby aid distribution point which they ate while they walked towards the gate. “Eamon, what did you do with Frays last night?” 

Eamon put on his best innocent face. “What do you mean?” he asked then cleared his throat. “She just wanted me to give her a medical exam.” 

“Ssssurreee.” the Marine said with a sly grin. “Look dude, she’s kinda cute and all but seriously, I had to spend an hour or so last night listening to her toss and turn so keep your hands to yourself, copy?” The two of them went on a couple more paces when Lacey unexpectedly added “So how was it?”

Eamon raised an eyebrow. “She’s the picture of health.” he said with a suggestive little grin tugging at the side of his mouth. “Must do a lot of sit ups and stuff.”

The two of them shared a laugh but abruptly bit their tongues as Frays came towards them at a trot. “Hurry up you guys.” she said quickly as she wiped a droplet of sweat off her brow with the back of her hand. Eamon shot a disapproving look at her when he saw that she was wearing her Kevlar. Frays shrugged and gave him an apologetic look. “A bunch of supply guys are late and we got tapped to go check on ‘em. An Army lieutenant asked for our help. I thought you guys would rather go for a ride than spend another day working the gate.” Frays explained as they quickly walked north towards the gate. “Can you guys get the Five Ton and our Humvee gassed up and ready to go? Jean and I are gonna grab us a couple cases of MREs and some bottled water. Pick us up at the aid distribution point by the north gate and we’ll hit up my unit’s arms room for some extra ammo.” 

Forty five minutes later the four of them rolled out with about a half dozen soldiers from the 1/21st US Army National Guard Civil Affairs Battalion, under the command of a First Lieutenant named Jenkins. Frays had found herself a little unimpressed with the man: he was short and skinny with a big nose and he seemed physically unable to close his mouth. Sergeant Barnes, the next highest ranking person on the convoy, actually conducted most of the briefing because the lieutenant seemed almost wholly out of his element.

“What’s the deal with your LT?” Frays whispered to a PFC named Moore who was standing beside her. He was a handsome Latino or Filipino man with dark hair and eyes. 

“They put him in supply where they thought he couldn’t hurt anybody.” the man mumbled with disgust. “The company clerk let him make the coffee.”

“Jesus Christ.” Frays muttered under her breath. Her face turned red and quickly crossed herself. The other National Guardsmen standing nearby bit down hard on laughter or hid their mouths with their hands. Sergeant Barnes quickly spotted the source of the disturbance and tried to burn holes in her with his eyes. Frays' eyebrow went up when a pretty black haired specialist standing a little in front of her turned slightly to look in her direction. They were about the same age, however the right side of the other woman's face shone dully with lumpy keloid scars from her hairline down to the collar of her uniform. The other woman frowned slightly when she noticed the stranger's reaction to her disfigurement. Frays looked down at her boots, shamefaced, since she had a pretty good guess where the other woman had gotten those scars.

From what Frays could gather from the lieutenant’s attempt at a briefing, a convoy of trucks from the 1/21st’s supply company were due back from a pickup from a Wal-Mart warehouse about eighty or ninety miles to the northeast. There were reports of looting and violence along the highways where people fleeing Boston had started running low on gasoline. Being that the quarantine was well and truly screwed, there were reports of large groups of infected individuals wandering around as well. So it stood to reason that the convoy might have run into trouble, though hopefully they were just stuck in traffic. They were supposed to go look for the supply guys and bring them back to base. With that the lieutenant released them to their vehicles, so Frays did a hands on check of her ‘flight’s’ gear and the four of them piled in to their vehicles to wait for the rest of the convoy to get going.

A tense atmosphere settled over the convoy once they were outside the wire and on their way. There was still a line of cars on the freeway headed towards the AFB and a number of the people who noticed them either threw things at the convoy or screamed and cried for help. Eamon and Jean exchanged uneasy glances as they rolled past in the Five Ton. Eamon drummed his fingers nervously on the steering wheel as the convoy rolled down a back road where the supply trucks were supposed to be coming from. He wondered how people like Frays, Lacey and the other soldiers did it. They seemed so cool about everything: the looting, the fires and the general chaos. It seemed almost like another day at the office for them while he was doing his best not to shit himself every five seconds. “Where in England are you from?” he asked quietly. The radio occasionally let out a burst of static or yammering that he could barely understand.

“I was born in London. Did a bit of traveling and decided to settle here in the States.” Jean Ann said with a hint of a grin. The man behind the wheel was young enough to be her grandson. “Did you grow up in Boston?”

“Yeah.” Eamon answered. He spared a sidelong glance in the old woman’s direction. “Traveling where exactly?”

Jean sighed and ran a hand through her short gray hair. “Let me guess. You’re an American with relatives in Ireland.” She smirked, putting on a decent approximation of an Irish accent. “Grew up listening to stories from Da or your uncles or what have you about us mean ol’ English oppressing your people, right?”

Eamon hesitated, looked down at the truck’s instrument panel. “Um... Yeah...”

“I put a little time in there, son.” she said quietly and took a drink from her canteen. “Trust me, it’s not as black and white as all that. From what I’ve seen of the place there’s little in the way of good guys in the situation anymore, just a bunch of ignorant pustules without the sense to stop. On both sides.”

“How do you mean?”  

Jean ran a hand through her short gray hair again and let out a gusty sigh. “Let's see... Your ‘freedom fighters’ fund their 'revolution' by selling drugs to school kids when they aren't taking them themselves.” she paused to put the canteen back in its carrier. “Then they’d put a bomb filled with rusty nails and screws on the street outside the local constabularies’ office. Kill a bunch of the evil ol’ peelers, right? Maybe some squaddies? Not to mention anybody that just happens to be walking by at the time. Then after the dust settles, their mates go out and surprise! A couple of your side ‘resist arrest’ and they’re dead. Meanwhile, the folks who just want to live their lives in peace end up ducking bullets or maybe the family car gets burnt to a crisp because Dad left it in the wrong car park on the wrong night.” Jean shook her head “It’s all a load of bollocks, Eamon. All of it.” 

Eamon was quiet for a long time as the convoy rolled down the road. After the panic and fear of the city, this quiet was unnerving. He glanced at the side view mirror to see Frays and Lacey in the Humvee behind them. “What do you think of the others?” he asked, allowing an extra moment to try and see if he could make out Frays’ face. “There’s something off about that Adam guy. I don't trust him.”

Jean considered the question, a slow smile spreading across her face as realization hit her. “Are you jealous?” she asked and laughed when the younger man’s face reddened. Thankfully, the radio squawked something about finding the lost convoy and the taillights of the vehicle ahead of them flashed as it started to slow down. 

Frays felt a little cold in spite of the thick humidity in the air when she saw the supply trucks. The Five Tons were sitting on shredded tires, their sides riddled with bullet holes...and there was blood drying black in the summer sun on the seats. It was the only sign of the soldiers driving the trucks. She locked that away to deal with later as she helped the other soldiers load what the looters did not get into their trucks. The lead vehicle of the convoy used to be refrigerated but a combination of small arms fire, summer heat and the robbers being kind enough to leave the doors open left most of the vegetables inside just on the edge of spoilage. They would have to hurry back to base and get the fruits and greens could probably be washed off. However, sadly, the meat was a complete write-off. The cuts of beef, pork and chicken had already putrefied and were covered with thick clouds of flies by the time they arrived. After a furtive glance, Frays snatched up an orange before it rolled out of the back of one of the trucks and hid it in the cargo pocket of her ABUs before moving off to provide security.

Jean saw Frays staring at a road sign at the side of the highway that read Holden 64 Miles. “We’re about ready to go, Airman.” the older woman said quietly, hoping to draw Frays’ attention away from whatever was bothering her.

Frays was quiet for a moment. “My family lives there.” she said absently, turning her head to glance at Jean and motioning toward the sign. “I hope their okay...I haven’t gotten a chance to talk to them since I got recalled to go to Boston.”

Jean put a hand on the younger woman’s shoulder and gave her a gentle shake. “I’m sure they’re fine.” she said with as much hopefulness as she could muster. “Come on, we’ve got a long drive ahead of us.” 

It took the convoy a couple more minutes to get loaded up and on the road. Apparently there was some debate going on between Sergeant Barnes and Lieutenant Jenkins as to what route the convoy was to take getting back to the Air Force Base. The lieutenant wanted to simply turn around and come back the way they came from but Sergeant Barnes wanted to take a more circuitous course, continuing east on the thruway then getting off at the next exit and doubling back through back roads then coming to the base via its less busy east gate. Frays felt a growing agitation because whoever shot up the original convoy might not have gone very far away. The  sneaking feeling of invisible rifle sights settling on her and an unseen finger curling on a trigger was starting to make her feet feel itchy. She sighed with relief when the lead vehicle started rolling away from the remains of the ambushed convoy. 

After a brief ride on the thruway, they got off at the next exit and turned started ambling towards the south for a few miles before beginning to head off towards the base. Frays wondered if the Army guys were watching the culverts and ditches choked with weeds like she was: nervously,  expecting somebody to jump out and yell “Surprise!” with a hand grenade or a Kalashnikov at any moment. The sight of the blood inside the cab of the refrigerator truck stuck with her. It was definitely not something she expected to have to deal with once she got off the plane from Iraq. Frays frowned to herself as she took out the orange, cut open the peel with a thumbnail then split it into thirds and handed the two larger parts to the others.

The road they were on led to a small town. Lieutenant Jenkins in the lead vehicle radioed back that the town looked abandoned but everybody should still keep their eyes open. Sergeant Barnes told the crew served gunners to make sure their weapons had a round chambered. Frays swallowed nervously and spared a glance over her shoulder at Lacey’s legs sticking down from the cupola. Whoever had attacked the convoy might be holed up here and it was hard not to imagine a rifle barrel behind every other window.

The town was indeed as abandoned looking as Lieutenant Jenkins had warned. Paper and other litter from overturned garbage cans blew across the street as the convoy rolled through town. There was the somewhat surreal sight of three cars parked outside what looked to be a diner. The cars looked like their owners would be inside enjoying a meal but the building was burned almost to the ground. The few storefronts visible from the main drag had broken windows. A churning feeling squirmed around in Frays’ stomach in the eerie stillness. She was almost comforted by the blood curdling scream that echoed off the empty buildings. It sounded like it came from the row of shops just off the main street to the right.

Frays dove for the radio’s handset and scooped it up. “Command Element, this is HQ Five Niner.” she said quickly. “I just heard somebody screaming off to my right. Breaking off from the convoy to investigate, over.”

“HQ Five Niner, this is Whiskey Bravo Six.” Sgt. Barnes said from the command vehicle at the head of the convoy. “Roger that, Zoomie. We can’t stop the convoy here so be quick.”

Frays wrenched the wheel to the right and sped up. “Roger that, Whiskey Bravo Six. We’ll just be a minute.” Eamon started to follow the Humvee in front of him. “Stay with the convoy, Eamon. I promise we’ll catch right up.”

Frays pulled into the parking lot of the strip mall just in time to see a black woman come running out of the shattered store window of a Chinese restaurant about two hundred meters away. Lacey swung the barrel of the fifty cal towards the sudden movement. The woman screamed for help and ran towards the Humvee, stumbled over the curb, caught herself and scrambled for the truck on the other side of the parking lot. A dozen or so men and women crashed out of the restaurant and ran after the first woman, unmindful of the plate glass which cut them to ribbons.

“STOP RIGHT THERE!” Lacey screamed swiveling the big machine gun at the crowd. “STOP OR I’LL SHOOT!” 

The mob chasing the woman did not appear to be paying Lacey any mind. Frays leaned across the Humvee and opened the passenger side door. “LIGHT ‘EM UP!” the Airman shouted as she brought the butt of her fist down on the toe of Lacey’s boot.

Two quick bursts of heavy machine gun fire blasted the woman’s pursuers to twitching bits, leaving them strewn across the parking lot like a child’s forgotten toys as the woman jumped into the truck. Frays mashed down the accelerator before her new passenger had even had the door shut. Perhaps five minutes later their truck was back in the convoy. They were a quarter mile down the road before she could loosen her grip on the steering wheel. Frays extended her hand to the woman in the passenger seat. “Hi. I’m Frays.” she said, suddenly feeling a little absurd as she forced an easy smile. “Are you okay? Did any of them bite or scratch you?”  

The woman took her hand and shook it so vigorously that Frays was having trouble keeping the truck on the road. “Thank you! Praise Jesus you came!” the woman nearly shouted as she continued violently shaking Frays’ hand as tears coursed down the woman’s cheeks. Frays' shoulder was starting to smart so she carefully extracted her hand from the woman’s grasp and put both hands firmly on the wheel. “Thank you! Thank you!”

“It’s nothing.” Frays said with a small smile. Her cheeks felt warm as she picked up the handset to the radio and informed the convoy of what had happened. The woman was nearly hysterical so trying to get any information out of her was kind of pointless. “Are you thirsty?” Frays asked offering the woman a bottle of water that had been rolling around on the floor of the truck under her feet. 

“All stations this net.” squawked the tinny voice of Lieutenant Jenkins over the radio “We’re going to circle up for a couple minutes. HQ Five Niner, bring that civilian over to my Humvee. I want one man pulling security behind their crew served weapons.” The convoy started veering off into a field to the left side of the road. “Once the perimeter is established, smoke ‘em if you got ‘em.”

Frays steered the Humvee into a position close to one of the Guardsmen’s gun trucks and dismounted, slipping the sling of her M4 over her head. “C’mon ma’am.” she said encouragingly as she helped the civilian out of the truck. “Lieutenant Jenkins wants to meet you. It’ll be okay.”

Eamon came puffing over, his first aid kit at the ready. “Is everybody okay?” he asked, studying the new arrival carefully. “Did anybody bite you?”

Frays, Eamon and Lacey escorted the woman over to Lieutenant Jenkins and Sergeant Barnes’ Humvee. The woman kept dissolving into a pile of hysterical tears, gibberish and Praise Jesus every five seconds or so. It took several minutes for her to calm down enough to give her name as “Alice”.

“Nice to meet you, Alice.” said Lieutenant Jenkins. He smiled and sat down in the grass across from the woman. “Listen, what happened out there?”

Alice spared a nervous glance at the soldiers surrounding her. “Me and some friends and my kids tried to get out of Boston on I-93. Got stuck in traffic...my boys...Jesus...” she said then melted into a sobbing mess for a minute or two. Lieutenant Jenkins took her hand and tried to comfort her until she could continue. “We heard on the radio the Air Force base was still safe so we thought we’d try for there...”

Eamon cleared his throat. “Alice, if it’s alright with you, I’d like to give you the once over to make sure you’re not hurt before we get back to the base.”

“I’m fine.” Alice said nervously. “I just got a couple little scratches from broken glass and stuff.” Her eyes started to flit from one soldier to the other. “I didn’t get bit, I swear!”

“It won’t take a minute, I promise.” Eamon said, trying to sound reassuring. “We aren’t going to hurt you, but we have to know if you’ve been infected before we bring you back.”

A pang of sorrow and guilt struck Frays in the gut like a kick from a mule when she saw the naked fear in Alice’s eyes. A terrible trembling started in her hands in spite of her best efforts to contain it. She hid them in her armpits, hoping nobody noticed. “I told you nobody got me, no way!” the woman nearly screamed as she scrambled to her feet. “This is crazy. You ain’t laying a hand on me, no sir!”

“Come on, Alice.” Lacey said in a quiet, even voice. He slung his rifle over his shoulder and took a step towards the woman. “We aren’t going to hurt you. I swear...now just let the doc check you out so we can get back.”

“No way!” Alice shouted, backing away from the Marine. “I heard what you folks were doin’! Shootin’ anybody you thought had it! Well, I don’t!”

Lacey produced a pocket sized copy of the New Testament that some of the chaplains had been passing out at the staging area and showed it to the woman. He was not terribly religious, so he did not know why he had taken it at the time, but now he was glad that he had. “Alice, look.” he said carefully as he tried to move a little closer to the woman. “I swear on the Bible that we’re not going to hurt you. Eamon needs to check you out so we can get going and get you to the Air Force Base safe and sound, understand?”

Alice allowed Eamon to get a little closer. “Now then, were you bit or scratched by one of the infected?”

“One of ‘em caught my arm.” Alice admitted shamefully. “I’m not sick though. I feel fine.” 

Frays felt like she was going to throw up. She felt like she could not breathe and she swallowed hard as she looked at the others. A sharp pain in her stomach came out of nowhere like heartburn, like she had just swallowed a fistful of broken glass. “I... I-I’m going to go provide security.” Frays stammered under her breath as she started to move back towards the Humvee, trying to hide the way her hands were shaking. She flinched when the shot rang out behind her followed by a wounded, mewling noise. Frays turned to see Alice with her eyes bugging out as she clutched at the bloody mess that, up until a moment ago, had been her belly.

“God damn it, Private!” roared Lieutenant Jenkins, staring in horror at the woman groaning and bleeding her life away at his feet. “What the hell is wrong with you? Frays! Get back here and put this man under arrest! Teeling! Help that woman!”

“Sir, she was infected.” Lacey tried to explain as the lieutenant blew by him to try and catch up to Frays. “In an hour, maybe less, she would have tried to kill us all!”

“It’s true, lieutenant.” Eamon said quietly, looking from the officer to the woman and back again. He tried to put himself as far from Alice as he could but still stay near Lacey and the lieutenant. “I don’t know how, but there’s some kind of an infectious agent spreading via bites and scratches. It causes those infected with it to attack other, healthy individuals.”

“Oh, bullshit!” pronounced Lieutenant Jenkins with a dismissive shake of his head. Whatever he said and his tone, Lacey and Eamon noticed that he eyed Alice with suspicion. “Teeling, help this woman right now! That’s an order!”

They were all so busy arguing that they did not notice Alice climb painfully to her feet. The woman groaned and reached towards the lieutenant. Frays snapped her carbine to her shoulder  and screamed “DOWN!” at the top of her lungs. Lacey and Eamon dropped like sacks of potatoes, Lacey taking a kneeling firing position while Eamon simply threw himself to the ground and covered his head with his hands. Lieutenant Jenkins starred dumbly from the two men at his feet, to the newly made corpse and then to Frays a few feet away.
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