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Prologue
It’s been twelve years since the world ended. I’m starting to forget things, and every year it gets harder to remember. I had to search through fifteen houses to find a laptop that still functions. What happened to them all? Before the end, everyone I know had at least one, and sometimes two or three laptops. My fingers are starting to remember how to do this. I’m nowhere near the hundred fifteen words per minute I used to be able to type though.
I suppose if I’m penning my memoirs, I should introduce myself. My name is Victor Tookes. I’m fifty-two years old. If all had gone according to my plan, I would be retiring this year, or at least taking a consulting position for three more years until my son Max graduated from High School.
Max is the reason we’re alive today, and he’s the reason we continue to live. He had just turned three a few months before z-day.
That Day. The “D” will always be capitalized in my head when referring to it. The memory of that Day is forever seared in my mind. The Day I lost almost everything. The Day the world ended. I’m telling this story for future generations, so that they may know what I’ve learned through all of this. I’m recording the events for posterity, so the world will remember.
This is the story of my second life, my memories of the days after the apocalypse.



 

01. The Office
I woke up that Tuesday morning to the sound of the alarm on my phone. It was blasting the theme song from the Transformers movie. My wife Candi rolled out of bed and stumbled towards the shower. I took a moment in bed to grab my phone and check my email, but not before taking a moment to admire Candi’s beautiful figure as she walked into the light of the bathroom. She was in good shape, even after fifteen years together she was still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. I’d always had a ‘thing’ for short women, she had managed to avoid cutting off her long dark hair when our only child Max was born.
After reading a couple of overnight emails, I got up and headed to the kitchen to put on a pot of coffee. Then it was my turn to head downstairs to “my” bathroom, mine was the one with the tiny sink and stand up shower. I showered, shaved, and ducked into the laundry room to grab a pair of slacks and a white T-shirt. From the laundry room I could hear Candi waking Max in the bedroom directly above. The thought of three and-a-half year old Max waking up always brings a smile to my face. I knew Max would be giving Candi her morning hug and kiss, and she’d be starting the arduous task of getting him dressed. I threw on my pants, noting that they were getting a little snug in the waist. I vowed for the fourth time that week that I would eat a little less fast food today. I’m not massively overweight, but I didn’t exactly lead a strenuous lifestyle in those days.
I carried my T-shirt upstairs and stopped in Max’s room
“Good Morning little buddy!” I said with a huge smile on my face.
“Morning Daddy,” said Max as he held out his arms for a good morning hug.
I gave Max a big hug and kiss on the cheek and said “I love you buddy.”
“I love you too, Daddy.” Max said in that perfect three year old way.
I stepped into my bedroom put on my T-shirt. I pulled a freshly pressed Oxford shirt, and selected a tie to go under my gray suit coat. I tossed the tie over my shoulder, grabbed my suit coat and fastened my cufflinks while I headed into the kitchen to pour myself a cup of coffee. I was just stirring my coffee when Max came toddling in and said, “Ser-ral bar Daddy!”
“Are you sure Dooder? Are you sure you wouldn’t rather have a bowl of cereal?”
“No way! Ser-ral bar!”
I reached into the cabinet and pulled out a cereal bar. It was strawberry flavored. His favorite. I pulled it out of the wrapper and handed it to the boy. Max walked over to his chair at the kitchen table and I turned on the TV. At six-thirty in the morning ‘Ni Hao Kai-Lan’ was coming on, Max’s current favorite show. I looked him over, as a parent often does to their child. He was tall for his age and currently a little pudgy. ‘Like his old man’, I thought. Max still had baby blonde hair, although it was just starting to darken a bit, kept in a short buzz cut. He has his father’s blue eyes, but the shape was the almost almond shape of his mother’s.
Candi stepped out of the bathroom, looking amazing in a black skirt that fell just above her knee and form fitting charcoal top. She never left the house without some sort of heel on. Today they were three-inch black heels with a small platform. They were not a stripper-platform, but just close enough to invoke sexiness while still staying on the line of appropriate business attire. Candi had a way of pushing just to the edge of sexy, without being too overt for work.
“Okay boys, give me my kisses,” she said. It was part of the morning routine before she left for work. She knelt down as Max ran over, gave her a big hug and kisses and said, “Love you Mommy.”
My turn was next; as I gave her the longest kiss I could in front of Max, which is to say it was pretty chaste. I turned us both around so I could give her butt a little squeeze while I hugged her without Max seeing, and said, “Love you, see you later.”
Candi left and Max and I started putting on his socks and shoes.
“Max, are you going to play with dinosaurs at school today?” I asked. This was a habit I started shortly after enrolling him in this daycare, when he was new and didn’t want to go. We call his daycare ‘school’. Asking these questions gives him something fun to look forward to at school, and made him want to go.
“No Daddy.”
“Are you going to play with race cars?”
“No Daddy.”
“Are you going to play with action figures?”
“YES!”
“Well, let’s go then Max, there are some action figures waiting for you!”
The conversation was the same every morning, although the toy that got the ‘yes’ was different almost every day. Most mornings I could name enough toys that eventually he’d say yes. If not I could still just start the list over again until I got a yes.
Shoes on, we walked out to my truck. Max likes to walk through the grass; I prefer to walk on the sidewalk to keep the grass, dirt, and morning dew off my shoes. I’m not a neat freak, but I do generally try to stay presentable for work. As we were walking out to the truck, I heard three gunshots in quick succession. We aren’t very far from the farmland on the outskirts of our small town, so it’s not completely unheard of to hear shots. At the time, I didn’t give it much thought.
Max’s school is about five minutes up the road; we talked about the same things we talked about every other morning. Max likes to point out specific landmarks and of course, any large vehicles we pass. It was early summer, so there were no school buses, but he pointed out every dump truck, garbage truck and fire truck we passed. Drop-off at daycare was uneventful, and I started the ten-minute drive towards the office.
I pulled into the parking spot labeled “Reserved -Victor Tookes”. When I got my latest promotion to senior vice president, they put my name on that spot. It was terribly embarrassing. It was a nice perk though, not having to carry my laptop and the reams of paper I took home with me every night all the way to my truck. The parking for junior associates is across the parking garage, down four flights of stairs, and across the alley to the office.
My office is in a fairly rough section of town. The rent on the building was cheap enough that we could hire an outside company to provide two security guards to work around the clock and still come out ahead on the rent in a more desirable part of town. The employees were safe enough walking from the building to the parking garage. Even the call center employees who left at three in the morning could get an escort to their cars. This morning, Chuck was the guard on duty patrolling the garage, and I waved to him as I passed by.
“Good morning Chuck. Looks like it’s going to be hot out again today!”
“Morning, Tookes. I’m going to be sweating in my uniform by ten am!” Most people who know me call me Tookes. My constant refrain is ‘rhymes with kooks, not cooks’. It helped make it stick in people’s heads.
As I stepped away from Chuck, we both twitched as we heard gunshots loud enough to be fairly close, within a couple of blocks. I hurried inside the building, the last thing I saw before the door closed was Chuck speaking into his radio.
My office is along the back of the building. I had a great view of an alley and of a cinderblock wall that blocked the industrial looking train tracks out back. I suppose I shouldn’t complain, at least it wasn’t a cube. Most mornings around ten-thirty my stomach started rumbling for its mid-morning coffee and bagel. There was a small café on the ground floor of the building, like every other day I walked in and said, “Good Morning Bev!”
“Good morning, Tookes,” said Bev, the manager of the store, “The usual?” She got right to work toasting a plain bagel for me without even waiting for my response.
One end of the store was all glass with a door in the middle. I watched out the window while Bev toasted my bagel. A stumbling figure walking across the street got my attention. It wasn’t because he was jaywalking, that was commonplace in this industrial city, but because he was clearly drunk at ten in the morning. He staggered into the one-way road right in front of a red car. The driver of the Toyota Camry started yelling at the guy who turned slowly and lurched towards the driver side window. “Hey Bev, did you see that? Looks like we’re going to see a fight,” I said, “Get ready to call 911.”
I stepped towards the door as the drunk started pounding on the driver side-window of the Camry. The driver didn’t wait around; the Camry sped off up the street and squealed around the corner onto Maple Avenue. The drunk held his hands out and started stumbling after the red car, but gave up after only a few steps and finished his walk across the street and into the open doorway of an apartment building.
Down the street, I noticed another drunk and thought, ‘This is getting ridiculous, even for York.’ This second drunk was really in bad shape. He looked like he’d twisted his ankle. One leg of his pants was torn almost completely off, and his tee shirt was in shreds. He walked up to a passer-by; I assumed to ask him for some change. The pedestrian shoved him, and the drunk bit him!
“Holy shit Bev! That drunk just bit some guy! Call 911!” I ran over towards the combatants, and by now, the drunk had the guy down on the ground. As I was running up the drunk bit the pedestrian in the throat and ripped a substantial chunk out. That stopped me dead in my tracks. The guy bit again, pulling strings of flesh between his teeth. I watched a vein stretch and pop. The victim let out a guttural yell as blood spurted out of his neck, which was abruptly halted when the drunk took a third bite directly on the center of the throat.
I was close enough now to see that clearly the drunk wasn’t just drunk, he was really sick. I was close enough to see him swallow the bits he ripped out of the man’s throat. I realized this wasn’t an attack. It was a feeding.
Immediately ‘zombie’ came to mind. Not just because I’d seen every Romero movie, but also because Candi and I had been joking about zombies the past weekend. On the Baltimore Sun’s website, there had been a story about a huge fight in a parking garage a few days earlier. All of the survivors of that fight claimed that a woman and a man had rushed into the garage and started biting and even killing people. Two people told stories of the woman eating her victims, and how she was insanely strong and really fast. It was almost like something out of a movie, they said. In all, thirty-two people were killed.
‘Maybe they are zombies,’ I thought to myself. Candi would never believe it. Fearing for my own safety, and knowing there was nothing I could do for the guy with his throat missing, I turned and ran back into the building to wait for the ambulance and police. The homeless guy got up off the pedestrian. I watched him as he walked down the road, slow and stumbling. That was when the police sirens first came within earshot. ‘At least they’re Romero zombies, not rage zombies like in 28 Days Later,’ I mused to myself. It’s amazing what coping mechanisms our brains create.
The attacker turned left down an alley when I saw the police cars. I ran back outside to discuss what I saw with the police. I suppose it’s a holdover from my troubled youth that I’m always hesitant to talk to the police. I’d had a hard time with it ever since I got busted blowing up mailboxes with pipe bombs in my neighborhood. Maybe it was all the things I did that I didn’t get in trouble for. Or, maybe that’s a natural instinct that everyone has. Two police cars came to a stop at the downed pedestrian, and I approached the first officer out of the cruiser.
“The attacker went down the Grant Street Alley, just a minute ago. He’s moving slowly,” I yelled to the cop as I crossed the street. A second police officer had exited the first cruiser and started that way at a trot with his hand on his sidearm. The first officer went to the downed pedestrian and radioed for the ambulance to hurry. The man was in a large maroon pool of his own blood. Even with his neck completely torn out, the blood appeared to have stopped flowing and the pool wasn’t getting any larger. I had no doubt the pedestrian was dead.
From my vantage point by the police cars, I could see parts of his vertebrae exposed all the way through his neck, and strings of gore. It looked like the victim had swallowed a huge firecracker. The bits of torn flesh laid outward down the sides of his neck. Drying blood streaks covered him from chin to navel. The two police officers from the second car also split up, one of them sprinting after the attacker, and one of them walking towards me.
I relayed the story, in detail of what I had seen. At the last minute, I included the information about the first drunk and the Camry. As soon as I finished, he asked me to point out which building the first guy went into and ran off, yelling over his shoulder to stay right there. Something tickled my brain about that, that he so quickly ran to that apartment, but before I had any time to process it, I heard three gunshots from the alleyway, followed by two more. After a pause of about ten seconds, I heard both officers empty the remaining bullets in their weapons.
That was enough for me, “I’m going inside!” I yelled to the first cop standing over the dead pedestrian. He motioned me to go without ever taking his eyes off the corpse, his hand on his gun. It was much later that I realized he was waiting for the victim to stand back up. I turned to open the door to my office building when the first cops partner came walking out of the alley holding his left hand; even from my position across the street, I could see he was bleeding profusely. He was missing his pinky.
I walked through the café and up the stairs back to my desk. When I got there, I pulled up every news site I could think of. CNN.com, newyorktimes.com, I even pulled up foxnews.com to see how they were blaming democrats for the zombies. There was not a single word about zombies on any of the big news sites.
Maybe I was imagining things, I thought, maybe Candi really would laugh at me. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was right though. What else would explain what I saw? I saw a man eat another man’s neck. I watched him swallow huge bites. And what would explain all the gunshots? I heard several shots, followed by a pause, before they emptied their weapons at the man. What I saw didn’t coincide with the reports from Baltimore over the weekend; those descriptions were of super-human strength and speed. These things I saw were barely able to walk.
I turned to YouTube. I searched everything I could think of, and finally searched Zombie Baltimore and got a hit. I watched a grainy cell phone video of a man ripping huge chunks out of a woman’s shoulder and swallowing them. I turned my leather office chair sideways, leaned back and put my hands behind my head to think. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement behind the graffiti covered cinderblock wall that was my office view. All I could see was the top of a head, the scalp partially removed, flopped over to one side like a bad comb-over in a windstorm. Two more figures moved slowly by. From my vantage point, I could only see the top couple inches of their head, but it was clear that they were not walking normally.
For the first time since all of this started, I got the feeling that things would get bad; and it would get bad quickly. I moved out of my office window to the break room on the side of the building. Walking through the rows of desks, I had the strong urge yell, ‘Get out of here, there are zombies outside!’ But who would believe me? Inside the break room, I could see the alley, and I could see Chuck. Chuck was leaning against the elevator of the parking garage, pepper spray in his hand. There were two of the things on either side of him.
I almost ran to the windows on the front of the building. From my second floor vantage point, I could see down to the police cars, and the ambulance that had finally arrived. They were loading the pedestrian victim into an ambulance; he was already on a gurney. They pushed the gurney over to the ambulance. Right as they bent down to lift the gurney into the back, the corpse on the stretcher abruptly sat up and bit the front medic on the nose, completely removing it. The medic threw his hands over his face, blood spurting out between his fingers as I stood there transfixed; horrified as the creature on the gurney chewed and swallowed the medic’s nose. The injured medic climbed in the back of the ambulance, and the other ran around the front of the truck. The corpse on the gurney struggled within the straps that were holding him pinned, from the waist down, to the bed. The doors slammed shut and the ambulance took off at a high rate of speed. The freshly reanimated corpse slowly rolled down the street, still strapped to the gurney.
The police officers were nowhere to be found. One car was still there, and one of the officers had lost his hat on the sidewalk.
That made up my mind; I needed to get Candi and Max out of town. I needed to get them safe. When I thought of Max, all thoughts for my own security flew out the window. All I could think of was getting to him and making sure he was safe. Candi would never believe me. If I’d snapped a picture of the zombie ripping the victim’s throat out and sent it to her, she would still never believe me. I had to come up with a way to make her come home. She worked about forty minutes south of York, so I needed her on the road, now. I texted her, “Max is in trouble. Come home now. My phone is dead.” She would be pissed at me if I couldn’t convince her that this was real when she got home.
I was at the bottom of the stairwell when I got her return text ‘omw’. ‘Good, Candi was on the way home. Now I just have to make it to the truck’, I thought.
The door closest to the parking garage was a gray solid steel door. There was no window to look through, and it had been about five minutes since I’d looked outside at Chuck. Last time I could see, he was by himself, but I couldn’t help thinking, ‘What if the ones from behind the block wall at the back of the building had come around?’
I quickly looked around and there was nothing to defend myself with, and there was a nagging voice in the back of my head that I was over reacting to this whole thing anyways. I opened the door outwards and stuck my head out. The door swung back towards the building, and I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. The nagging feeling got a little stronger, and I stepped out towards the parking garage.
As soon as I was out in the open, I ran towards the parking garage I heard a chorus of low moans. Over my shoulder I saw a group of ten or twelve of them shambling down the alley towards me. One of them appeared to be slightly more coordinated than the rest; he was at a near trot. That scared me into action, and I took off running as fast as I could for the truck.
I sprinted across the alley, rounded the corner and ran straight into Chuck. Or what used to be Chuck, all that was left of his uniform shirt was the shoulders and sleeves, the front and back had been ripped away, and it looked like a pack of wild dogs had been feasting on his intestines. The little that was left of his guts was hanging down his legs. I crashed into him so hard we both went flying. I landed on top of Chuck, his hands came up to grip my throat. Kicking hard to roll to my side, and grabbed at chuck’s hands. His grip wasn’t very strong, I was able to force his hands away from my neck, but doing so put my hands very close to his jaws. I forced his arm down across his face, effectively plugging his mouth with his own chew-marked bicep, which bought me the time to leap off of him. I took off running, hoping that his lack of mid-section muscles would make it harder for him to get up. I was halfway up the stairs before Chuck regained his footing, and started after me. The crowd that had been coming down the alley was right behind Chuck, and starting up the narrow stairs. Running up the stairs I was fumbling in my pocket for the key fob of my truck, which had broken off my keychain a couple of days before. Cursing myself for not getting that replaced sooner, I managed to get my finger on the unlock button just a step from my Four Runner. I ripped the door open and leapt inside. I’m not sure how long the window would hold with Chuck beating on it, that’s not a piece of data I was interested in testing.
As quickly as I could, I started the truck and inched forward. The creatures were all around the truck now, and it was rocking slightly back and forth from their pressure. I couldn’t bring myself to run them over. I’d seen every zombie movie ever made, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that these were people, and maybe we’d find a cure for this. I doubt we could cure poor Chuck of his missing entrails, but some of these people didn’t look so bad. I inched my way through the throng, and sped away as soon as I’d managed to nudge them away from the front of the truck.
‘I bet Candi won’t make fun of my brush guard now’, I thought to myself. No telling how much damage it had absorbed, but one side of it was slightly bent. It must have taken an enormous amount of strength to bend that, it wasn’t solid steel, but it was made of one half inch welded tube.
When I bought the Four Runner a year before, Candi had made fun of me for spending an extra $4,500 customizing it. She called it my “Mall Crawler”, because with the exception of driving through the yard a few times my thirty-five inch tires had never seen any dirt. At the time I didn’t really care, I loved the off-road look. I loved the lights mounted to the roof rack, even if they’d never had their covers off. I loved having my spare tire up on the rack like those safari vehicles in Africa. Maybe it would all pay off now.



02.
Flight to Max
My earlier feelings that I was exaggerating the situation were now firmly gone, replaced by the need to get to Max and make sure he was safe.
I sped down the alley way between the office and the parking garage, no sign of the group that followed me up the stairs in my rear-view. Driving down Philadelphia St. I began to get a picture of how badly York had been affected, every block or so I saw a house with a zombie beating on the door. They would look around at me as I drove by, a few of them even took a few stumbling steps towards me. I was driving about fifty miles per hour down a twenty-five miles per-hour street, and I was well past them before they could make it down the steps and across the sidewalk to the street. The only thing keeping me from finding out the maximum speed of my truck was the thought of hitting someone running away from one of these things. There were no cars on the road, other than the ones parked along the side, making it extra difficult to see someone who might run out in front of me. The Four Runner makes a lot of noise, between the aftermarket exhaust designed to boost the power of its v8 engine and the noise of the off road tires, but who knows if someone would be paying attention to traffic. I could see people watching me pass out of their second story windows, a look of fear on their faces.
‘How do they all know to stay in their houses?’ I wondered, and turned on the radio to see if I could catch any information. I scrolled through all of my pre-programmed channels, and heard only music. On the AM dial, all I heard were the right wingers spewing the same crap they all must get in their daily talking points memos.
Radio off; I started the plan for picking up Max. My hope was that this mess hadn’t reached him, but given the situation in the city, I couldn’t be sure of that. I ran down the list of items in my truck thinking about anything I could use as a weapon.
In the cargo area I had my tool box, which probably wouldn’t be much help. Mostly it contained small tools, at best a lug wrench. It also had my roadside emergency kit. There was a flare in it, and a can of WD40 in my toolbox. My instinct said that a flaming zombie was even worse than a regular zombie, so I decided quickly against that. I keep a four cell mag light in the truck; I always told Candi it was in case I had to change a tire at night. Really it was because holding that thing made me feel like a badass. That was my weapon of choice.
Outside of the city, the houses were set way back off the road. I eased around two car wrecks noting that none of the wrecked cars had any people in them or any bodies at all. One car had bloody footprints leading away.
When I finally pulled in to Max’s day care, there were two cars in the parent pickup spots. I parked in the third and looked in the picture window. It was bad. Inside there was a woman chewing on the leg of a child, her shoulder so gnawed that her left arm hung limply at her side. The child was screaming, even out in the parking lot I could hear screams from further inside. Wasting no time, without a thought I brought the MagLight up to the picture window and hit it as hard as I could. The flashlight bounced off the window, leaving just a chip.
The door to the building was always locked. Under normal circumstances, you rang the doorbell, and one of the teachers came and opened the door for you. I smashed out one of the smaller panes in the door with no trouble, reached through and yanked the bar to open the door, cutting my arm on the broken glass. I didn’t even notice it at the time; I was so intent on getting to Max. I ran inside, towards the back of the facility.
As I passed by the woman feasting on the now silent child, I swung the MagLight in a giant arc and smashed the butt of the flashlight into her temple. She went over in a heap. I leapt the baby gate into the back area without missing a step. One of the teachers was holding Max, another teacher was trying to fend off a zombie with a chair. The zombie was pinned in the corner by a small child sized chair, but that left it enough room to bite the teacher on the arm. The teacher screamed and dropped the chair. The zombie stumbled forward just in time to connect with the back of my flashlight. I smashed its teeth out, and clearly shattered its nose, but it didn’t go down like the first one. I wasn’t wasting any time though. I snatched Max out of the other teacher’s arms and ran out of the building. I could hear the teachers screaming for help as I ran off. I’ve always felt a little guilty about not helping them more, but Max was all I cared about at that moment.
I set Max in his car seat and ran around to the front of the truck.
“You forgot my buckles, Daddy!” Max yelled from his seat.
“I know buddy, we’re not safe. We need to run now, and we have to hurry. Can you put them on yourself?” I replied.
“Not safe because of the bugs?” asked Max. Not knowing how to reply, I just said, “Yea buddy, because of the bugs,” as I floored it out of the parking lot. It wasn’t until I got home that I noticed the two arcs of a bite on Max’s calf.
I yanked the straps off of his car seat and ran him into the bathroom as fast as I could. I started dumping everything I could think of on his little leg. He never once cried, even when I drained an entire bottle of rubbing alcohol over the small cuts. After that I poured hydrogen peroxide, sprayed iodine, slathered it up with Neosporin, and wrapped it in a bandage.
“It’s okay Dad, Micah’s mommy bit me but the bugs can’t hurt me”.
“You’re gonna be fine buddy, I promise.” I said to him, hoping against hope that there was some immunity or that I got it disinfected fast enough. Knowing I did not. Tears welled up in my eyes. “Let’s go watch some Wonder Pets.”
“Yay!” Max yelled and ran into the living room. “Wonder Pets, Wonder Pets, we’re on our way!” he sang.
I turned on the TV and found an episode I’ve only seen three hundred times. “Max, I need you to stay here while I do some work in the basement, call me if you need something!”
“Okay Daddy.” Was all he said, already engrossed in the episode.
In the kitchen, I grabbed our recycling bin and dumped all the aluminum cans in the trash. I refilled the bin with all the food from our pantry. We’d just been to the warehouse club, and were well stocked. I carried that bin down to the garage, opened the garage door and backed my truck into the garage.
One more trip with canned food, and I started grabbing clothing. Everything from Max’s closet went into a Rubbermaid tub. My yard work clothes, jeans, Dickies, work shirts, flannels, fleeces, and our heavy coats, even though it was summer, I didn’t think I’d ever see this place again. I changed out of my suit and into camouflage cargo pants. They were the heaviest canvas pants I owned, even though it was summer, I wanted padding and layers between me and anyone I had to go through.
From the garage I packed all of my hand tools, and my battery operated DeWalt skill saw, reciprocating saw, and drill combo kit. My chain saw, my bow saw, my chopping axe and my hatchet.
I stopped at the hatchet for a second, noting that it had a belt loop on the leather sheath. So far, that was the best weapon I had, so I added the sheath to my belt and strapped it to my side. Feeling better, I continued to pack everything I thought might come in even marginally handy.
Finally I made it to the gray plastic gun case on the back of the shelf. I owned several guns, but Candi hated them. When we got married, I told her I sold my two pistols and shotgun; but that was a lie. Really they were wrapped in oil cloth in a hidden gun safe at my mothers. I wished I had them now.
I grew up an outdoorsy kind of guy, when I was in my teens and twenties I went hunting a couple of times a year. I bought the Savage arms 111 FCNS 30.06 a couple of seasons before I met Candi. It was excessive for deer in the woods around my house, but I’ve always wanted to go elk hunting. At the time, the salesman had thrown in two extra six round magazines to go with it. I had two boxes of ammunition, forty rounds total. I loaded one magazine and inserted it into the rifle I’d always called Sammie, pulled the bolt to chamber a round. The action was smooth, still oiled up from when I dug it out a year ago to clean and oil it. It hasn’t been used in many years, but I always tried to take care of it. It would need a good cleaning at some point, but would be serviceable now. I ejected the magazine and refilled the empty slot. I loaded and slipped the other two magazines into one of the cargo pockets of my pants, comforted by the weight there. I attached the scope to the rail, a Leupold 14mm x 50mm. The case went into the back of the truck. At one point on a calm day I could hit a two liter bottle from eight hundred yards with this rifle and scope. It had been a long time though. I’d always promised Candi that I would keep this gun hidden and locked in its case when Max was born.
The truck was fully loaded with everything I could fit. It was weighed down, but would make the trip. I hadn’t checked on Max for a few minutes. When I got up there he was red, and flush with a fever. I felt his head, he was burning up. In the upstairs bathroom, I’d left a few things to pack at the last minute. I grabbed his bottle of liquid ibuprofen and sucked up a dropper full. Candi would say, ‘He only gets half a dropper,’ but I couldn’t afford to mess around with this fever, and Max has always been bigger and taller than everyone his age. He loved the taste of medicine, so it was never a problem to get him to take it. His show was over, so I started a new episode and called Candi.
“Hey Babe. I have Max, we’re at home. How long until you get here?”
In typical Candi fashion, she started off by asking what was going on, and yelling at me for letting my phone battery die.
“Candi, I don’t have time. Where are you?”
“What’s the matter with you?” she asked.
“You are not going to believe me. Drive home; do not stop for any reason. Do not stop. I’ll explain when you get here. Where are you?”
“I’m about five minutes away.”
“Ok, see you in five. Do not stop for anything. Pull your car into the garage when you get here.” I ordered. “I love you the most!”
“Love you too, you’re scaring me.”
I will explain when you get here, just get here.” As I hung up the phone, I said to Max, “Max, I need to move my truck out of the garage so mommy can get in. Do you hear me?”
“Okay Daddy. I’m hungry. The bugs are eating all my food.”
“I’ll get you a snack in just a minute buddy.” I said.
I checked at the door, and no one was in sight, so I pulled my truck out of our one car garage and parked it on the street. Before I locked it up I grabbed a serial bar out of the back and headed inside.
I opened the bar for Max and picked up my phone again to call my mother.
“Hey Mom. We’re coming down to your house. There’s some really ugly stuff happening up here, and we need to get safe.”
“Oh my God honey is everyone okay?” she asked.
“We’re fine; Max has a bite on his leg. He has a fever and is saying some strange things. I’m worried about him, but I don’t know how to tell Candi. Mom, its zombies. No, really, they’re zombies. I watched a man eat another man on the street in front of my office. Then I watched the eaten man get up and bite the paramedics.”
“Victor, get your family safe, then we’ll figure out what this really is. Do you need to take Max to the doctor?”
“Mom, zombies. I’m serious. The doctor is the last place I want to go. Do you still have the 30/30 and .410? If you do, go get them and keep them handy. Lock the doors and don’t answer for anyone. If they don’t look right, or don’t speak, don’t go near them.”
I heard the garage door opening, and Candi pulling in the garage.
“Mom, I gotta go, Candi is here. Yes mom, I love you too. See you soon.” I ended the call.



 

03. Bugging Out.
“Candi,” I said as she came walking up the hardwood stairs, her heels clicking on every one. “Zombies.  Max is bitten.  We’re bugging out.”
It was not my finest monologue.  I probably could have worded that more tactfully, but at the moment I was feeling fairly stressed out.
“Mommy!” Max said excitedly, "Mommy, I’m hungry.  The inside bugs are eating everything."
Candi looked at me, puzzled “Tookes, what?”
I pull Candi into our bedroom, and start to explain.  "Candi, I know you’re not going to believe this, but I promise you, it’s absolutely true.”  I saw Chuck get eaten.  He was inside out, and he tried to eat me.  His guts were hanging down past his knees, and he was walking towards me.  I could see all the way through him.  I saw strangers attack and bite people, and when those people died, they stood up and tried to bite more people.  I watched a man literally eat the throat out of another man.  I ran as fast as I could.  I got in my truck and drove straight to Max's school.  I can't begin to describe the horror inside there.  I killed someone with a flashlight.  I didn't get to the daycare fast enough.  Max got bitten.  Everyone I've seen get bitten has gotten sick.  Max just has a fever.  I think I got to it in time.  When we got home I dumped everything I could find on his leg, from rubbing alcohol to peroxide.  He's got a little fever, but he's still Max.  I'm sure he's going to be fine."
Before I could say anything else, Candi rushed over to Max and picked him up.  "Oh my god, Tookes, he’s burning up!”
“I know.  You can see the bite mark on his leg.” I said, “I gave him ibuprofen, the fever is down some.  In an hour we can give him some Tylenol too, I believe that will knock it down even further.  I think he's going to be Ok, Max is a tough kid."
“Candi, we’re getting out of here, we're going to moms.  Check the closet and see if there is anything else you need.  I think I got everything.  The truck is packed; we need to leave in ten minutes. "
"We need to get Max to the doctor.  I don't want to go to your mothers.  We need to go to the hospital," she said.
“The hospital is the worst place we could go,” I explained.  "That’s where everyone who’s been bitten will go.  I watched a man get bit and then stand up.  He had no guts, you could see all the way through him, but he was standing up!” I was almost yelling at this point, only worry of frightening Max keeping me from it.  "We have to go to Moms.  It’s in the country. It will be safe, there’s no one around.  Now please, go get your things!”
Candi went off to the bedroom, I knew she was going to come back with a few things she couldn’t leave the house without, but I didn’t have much time to argue with her.  We needed to move.  Between Maryland and Virginia is the Potomac River. Where Route 15 crosses the river, is a five hundred yard two-lane bridge.  The river is deep and fast.  It’s an hour and a half south of my house, and I knew if that bridge was impassable we were in serious trouble.  We had to get across that bridge before it got shut down, or worse, the National Guard put up a checkpoint there.
"Max, buddy, how are you feeling?” I asked walking back into the living room.
"I’m okay Daddy, why is Mommy mad? Is it because I got bit?”
"No duder, she’s not mad at you.  She’s worried because you’re hurt.  We don’t like to see you hurt, it makes us sad."
"Don’t be sad Daddy, it doesn’t hurt," he said.
Max’s verbal skills were always ahead of other kids his age, but he still had some trouble with words.  Today he was speaking like an eight year old.  I pushed that out of my mind, picked him up and yelled to Candi “Three minutes!  Come out to the truck.”
I checked the windows to make sure there was no one around, and ran across the lawn to the 4runner with Max.  "Max, this is going to be a long trip.  What movie do you want to watch?" I’d primarily bought the truck for road trips; one of the first things I added was a DVD player in the passenger headrest so Max could watch movies while we drove.  It was a moment of Daddy genius.  I have no idea how parents did road trips before DVD players.
"Finding Memo!" Exclaimed Max.  
I started the movie, and went around to the driver’s seat.  For the fifth time that day I checked my rifle to make sure there were bullets in the magazine, and one in the chamber.  I flicked the safety from "Safe" to "Fire" and back to "Safe".
Just inside the three minute window I'd given her, Candi came running out of the house.  She’d changed into a pair of jeans and sneakers, and a hoodie.  She was carrying a purse, and from the way it was swinging it looked heavy.  She hopped into the truck and we were away, starting our three hour drive towards safety.  I thought.



04. Frederick, MD
The roads were empty.  We passed mile after mile of farmland, cows and other livestock grazing peacefully in the fields.  Every few minutes we slowed down as we passed through some small town with a few dozen houses and a single traffic light.  In Ladiesburg, Maryland, we saw a woman bent over a man in the middle of the street.  She was chewing on his arm, ripping large hunks of flesh and gristle.
I think that's when Candi started to believe me.  "Go, Go!" She said, firmly.  "Drive around them, we have to get away."
Max was thankfully watching a movie, and Candi and I talked about the situation.  She flipped out when I told her about the guy in the street this morning at work, and how close I'd gotten to him.
I explained about my run from the office, and the gang of zombies in the parking garage, all about chuck, and how his intestines were looped all the way down to the ground.  I described the gore, and how he was still walking.  I described them shaking the truck, and bending the brush guard.
Candi was always a realist.  I was always the one thinking about zombies, or aliens or natural disaster.  I don't think she would have ever believed me if she hadn't seen one with her own eyes.
We made good time.  The closer we got to the city, the more often we saw other cars.  I passed several heading north, but saw no one else heading south.  Just above Frederick Maryland, we'd been on the road for about an hour, I slowed the truck down.  There was a wreck ahead, were cars across the road, but something didn't look right.  The whole scene set my instinct to run.
As I got closer, I realized they'd been parked there, not wrecked.  None of them were dented.  I reached down beside me and pulled my rifle up on my lap, flicking the safety off.  "Max, this is going to get loud buddy. Keep your headphones on, okay?"
"Yes Daddy," he said, "But Daddy, don't shoot the ones in the front, shoot the lady with red hair in the back, she has the most bugs."
With my rifle ready, I cranked the wheel to the left and gassed the truck quickly towards the median to get around the cars blocking the road.  I knew the median would be muddy, but my truck was pretty tough, and it seemed better to risk the mud than try to push the cars off the road with my already damaged brush guard.  I reached up and hit the sunroof button, and it slid open quickly as my tires hit the grassy median.  As I passed the first row of cars, I heard the crack of a rifle, and a bullet hit the front of my truck.  I floored the truck, as a spray of bullets riddles down the passenger side.  The passenger side rear tire went flat, and I realized I did exactly what they wanted me to; I had driven into their trap.  All four tires spun in the mud, slinging it everywhere, but we were slogging forward at a snail’s pace.  Random thoughts ran through my head.  I was calm, ticking off a situation assessment.   My truck won't last through this.  Max and Candi are on the side of the truck facing oncoming fire.  Anger flares inside me as I saw the steering wheel back to the right, heading out of the median, back on the road facing directly into the incoming fire.  "Get Down, Candi!" I yelled over the gunfire.
"Hold on!" I yell, as the front of the truck smashes into the corner of one of the cars.  My headlight blinks out and the truck stalled, still taking fire.  The passenger side window blew out, and Candi slumped forward. I felt a warm spray hit my face, and knew that she'd been hit.
"Mommy!" Max screamed, barely audible as the blood pumped through my ears.  Time seemed to slow down, I ripped my seatbelt off, and stood up out of the sunroof, oblivious to the oncoming fire, and lined up the scope of my rifle.  Center mass on the first target.  Remembering the police officer pumping round after round into that man this morning, I adjusted my aim upwards and watched his head explode through the scope of my rifle.  In the time between squeezing the trigger and the bullet hitting the target, I noticed he was unarmed.  I raised my rifle, scanning behind the line of now approaching people, and spotted her.
She was tall, thin, with long red hair.  She was holding an assault type rifle, long banana clip sticking out of the receiver, one of those thirty round types.  I was vastly outgunned, if I was going to save my family this had to end quickly.  I lined up the scope on her head, exhaled, this was a long shot, and I haven't shot in a while.  Squeezed the trigger, I heard the rifle report, although it seemed muffled and distant.  Through the scope, I watched her head move to the side, just as I squeezed, like she knew. Or saw the bullet coming, but how could anyone move that fast?
I levered the bolt forward and back, and squeezed off another shot, bolt forward, ejected the spent round, back, squeeze.  I aimed at both sides of her head.  She dodged back the other way, avoiding the second bullet, and my third round was low.  Low, but it connected with her shoulder.  She spun around with the bullets impact, and I levered back and forward again.
My last shot hit her center mass, right in the middle of her upper back.  It shattered her spine, and I lept out of the truck through the sunroof.  Three steps away from the truck I took aim at one of the closer zombies, and watched it crumple to the ground in my scope.  I hadn't fired a shot.
Three more zombies fell in succession without me firing a shot.  I ran through the line of zombies, up the embankment on the far side of the road, towards the red head.  I remembered Max telling me to kill her first, and at this point, that was the only information I had.  Scrambling up the hill, I saw her lying on her back, a very large hole in her chest.  Except that the hole was getting smaller.  She was healing in front of my eyes.  I let out a guttural scream, and fired one more shot at very close range, decimating her head.
I turned to see that the remaining four zombies were heading my way.  I slid the bolt forward, and back, lined up on the closest one, and once again it crumpled to the ground.  Looking away from the scope, I saw that all four had fallen mid-step.  Their heads appeared intact, there was no obvious reason, but I wasn't going to go inspect too closely.  I grabbed the redhead’s rifle, and one more magazine from her back pocket.  An automatic would come in handy.  I hadn't seen any other armed zombies, and it dawned on me that I hadn't checked on Max and Candi.  I leaped off the embankment, falling nearly fifteen feet to the road surface, and took off running for the truck.



 



05. Purpose
When I got to the truck, I looked in the back seat to see Max crying but otherwise Ok, and yanked open the passenger door. Candi’s lifeless body rolled out of the truck onto the ground. I fell to my knees; she had been hit by two bullets, one to the abdomen and one to the right temple.
I sobbed, I screamed, I raged, I yelled at god or the trees or whatever was listening. I wept for what seemed like hours, tears streaming down my cheeks, wondering what I was going to do without her. Imagining trying to survive in this life without my partner, without my team mate. Ultimately, it was Max’s small voice that brought me back to reality.
“Daddy,” he said calmly, “We have to go.” Gathering myself, I kissed her on the forehead, stood and walked around to the front of my wrecked truck. There were bullet holes right through the passenger front fender, front passenger door, and rear quarter panel, but not a single bullet in the rear passenger door. The window was even still intact.
I looked down at the rifle in my hands, an American version of an AK47, 7.62mm bullets; the same size as my rifle, but not quite as powerful. They wouldn’t pass through the engine block, but they’d do a number on all the stuff around it. I jumped inside the truck, turned the key, and miraculously the truck roared to life. From the sound, it had taken a shot to the exhaust manifold. I wouldn’t be sneaking up on anyone, but it would run. I checked on Max, his fever seemed down, but not out, and the bite mark on his leg was closed up. It didn’t look all that bad actually, maybe he didn’t get infected. I handed him the whole box of cereal bars, and he unwrapped one and started eating.
The tire was easy enough, I knew there was a benefit to keeping the spare in the roof basket, even if all my off-roading buddies complained about raising the center of gravity and called me silly for liking the look.
‘Who’s the mall crawler now?’ I thought to myself, thinking back to the derogatory term real “Rock Crawlers” used to describe guys like me. I left the old wheel on the side of the road, a bullet had passed through the tire and out the wheel, and it was useless now. In the back of the truck I pulled a blanket out of one of the plastic storage tubs, and wrapped Candi’s body up in it. I would bury her in the garden at Mom’s, there is a beautiful spot in the formal garden we’ve often talked of having our ashes spread there. Right now I didn’t have time to think about all that; I had to get us across the bridge fifteen miles south.
Heading south at around sixty-five miles per hour along the deserted highway, the wind blowing in Candi’s window was bothering Max, who was trying to sleep after eating four breakfast bars. I had about an hour of daylight left, and I was facing a decision. If this outbreak was in both in both York and Frederick, there was a good chance Leesburg, Virginia was going to be infected as well, and I had to pass through the most heavily populated section. The town of Leesburg was the part of the trip I was most dreading. If I could get across the river tonight, there were miles and miles of undeveloped national forest between the bridge and the town.
My first option was to find a deserted fire lane leading a few miles into the national forest, pull off and camp for the night in the truck, with Candi. My second option was to continue on, with one headlight, one fog light, and the two KC style running lights mounted to the roof basket. It was an hour and a half further to my family home-place after Leesburg. I’d been making pretty good time, and the whole incident at Frederick had only taken about forty minutes total. I was going to have to take it much slower from now on, and Max wouldn’t be able to stay in his seat much longer. At the very least he was going to need to get out to go to the bathroom, and the thought of getting him out of the truck frightened me the most. I can’t afford to make any more mistakes. My heart can’t take any more mistakes like Frederick.
Still pondering, I slowed down and stopped at the last curve in the road before the bridge. I whispered to Max that I was going to get out, but that I wouldn’t go far. I was stopped about a mile from the bridge. I wish I had some high powered binoculars, but my rifle scope would have to do.
I scrambled up the embankment, and a couple hundred feet up the side of the hill into the woods. I couldn’t get too far from the truck, but I needed the elevation and cover of the trees up here. There was enough light to see the old blue-green iron bridge, and see that there was another set of cars blocking both ends. I watched through the scope as zombies walked up and down. I watched for as long as I could, not wanting to leave Max alone for too long. I counted five zombies, four of them walking fairly normally, and one who was stumbling. The four were armed with various assault rifles; I was too far away and not knowledgeable enough in firearms to tell what exactly they were from this distance. They were all pacing back and forth, about half the length of the bridge. I watched the road leading towards me, and saw nothing, I looked in the woods on either side of the river and they seemed likewise clear.
I began to formulate a plan as I headed down to the truck, back to Max, back to my reason for surviving.



 

06. Twin Peaks
By the time I made it back to Max, I had a pretty solid plan in place for clearing the zombies on the bridge, but I had to find a couple of things first. About halfway around the curve ahead of me, there was a downhill road off to the left. It went through a small group of houses, a strip club/biker bar named “Twin Peaks”, and a small shabby looking mom-and-pop hardware store.
I struggled to push the silver SUV to the top of the hill, but with one final heave I managed to start it down the other side and hopped in the driver’s seat to steer us into the bar parking lot. I felt really naked without a handgun, and I was thinking a biker bar might be my best bet for finding one in this general location. The gravel crunched under the heavy weight of my overloaded SUV seemed louder than gunfire, and I immediately wished I’d left it on the pavement
I pulled my truck right up beside the building, as close as I could get Max’s side to the wall without hitting it. He could probably wiggle out, but there was no way anything was getting in his door. Of course, they could come in the driver’s side of the truck, but having the one side blocked made me feel better.
‘Focus, Tookes’, I said to myself, ‘There’s going to be a mess in there, check yourself.’
“Don’t forget your hatchet,” Max reminded me from the back seat, forcing me to look down and see that it had fallen out of its loop on my belt, and beside the center console of the truck.
“Max, I’ll be right back buddy. You stay here, but undo your buckles, just in case we need to run.”
“We’ll be fine Daddy, you can handle these two.”
I’m learning to trust the little guy’s offhand comments, so I prepared myself for two or more. It was imperative that I remain silent, I’m under a mile from the bride now, and it’s very likely that the zombies up there would hear any gunshots. There was no way I was going in there without a gun though, so I took the black nylon strap off of my 30.06 and tied it to the AK47, and slung the whole thing over my shoulder before walking over to the door of the bar.
Gingerly I tried the knob on the solid steel doors, and in what might have been my first stroke of good luck, I found they were unlocked. I nudged the heavy doors inward, and quickly let them swing closed with a clang. Once closed, I banged on one with the back of the hatchet a couple of times, and stepped a few feet back. This was a twofold test, could they open doors, and were they attracted to sound. As an experiment, I was ecstatic with the results. I heard at least two banging on the doors, but they were unable to open them.
From about five feet away, I got a running start and hit the doors low. The doors flew open from the center, sweeping the two zombies apart and throwing them back into the room. My momentum carried me, hatchet in hand, right by one who was struggling to get up when the blade sunk deep into his forehead. With one final convulsion, he was dead again, and my hatchet was free of his head. The other zombie was down and not moving. Was there any chance I was this lucky? I kicked her head, and saw that the back of her head was smashed in, making a mess of her platinum blonde hair. I think her back was turned when I hit the door, and the edge of it split her skull. She was wearing a fluorescent g-string, and a garter with pretty good stack of bills rubber banded around it.
‘She won’t need this’; I thought to myself as I unwrapped the rubber-band and pocketed the thick wad of bills. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever need it, but a wad of cash might still have some trade value. The room smelled horrible. Even after just one day, the corpses smelled terrible, like thirty pounds of rotten hamburger.
Feeling like a badass from my easy victory, I checked through the bar, looking for interesting things. I set three unopened bottles on the bar, one bottle of grain alcohol, a Bacardi 151, and an old looking bottle of scotch. Under the bar I found a box of match books, with “Twin Peaks” underneath a pole dancer on the covers, this was a classy place. I added the match books to my pile on the bar, and headed back towards the office.
I listened at the office door, knocked with my hatchet, and waited. Hearing nothing, I opened the door and peered into the dim room. There was a large, beat up oak desk against one wall. I flipped through all the cups and trays on top looking for keys, before even trying the drawers. I found two sets, and tried the drawers in the desk. The top drawer was the only one unlocked, so I started trying keys. In the bottom left drawer, I found the handgun I knew would be there. I read the barrel, it was a Smith and Wesson model 629, a nickel revolver with black hand-grips and what I hoped was matching ammunition, 44 magnum. I pressed the cylinder release and emptied a round out into my hand; it was the same as those in the mostly full hundred round boxes. Replacing the round and snapping the barrel shut, I slid the weapon into my waistband, and quickly surveyed the room but didn’t see anything else useful.
On the way out of the building, I grabbed the liquor bottles and matches off the shelf, and headed out to the truck with them to check on Max. He was sleeping soundly in his seat, so I took the opportunity to really study him. He was so big, and yet so small. I remembered the time when he could fit in one arm, and how I used to carry him everywhere like a football. I hated leaving him here, in the truck, sleeping, but it seemed less dangerous than taking him into a building that probably had zombies in it. With all of my “Twin Peaks” loot dropped off in the back of the truck, I left the AK47, and went across the street to the hardware store, in search of a few more items needed for my plan.
As I walked across the street, I thought to myself, ‘Tookes, you idiot. You should have asked Max how many were in here,’ followed by a quick headshake and ‘what in the hell am I thinking. He’s three and a half years old.’



 

07. The Potomac Crossing
The hardware store looked deserted. I had a moment of terror when a zombie in the apartment upstairs saw or smelled me and started banging on the glass. I dove behind a wood pile and watched him beat his fists against the glass, silently praying that the glass was sturdy enough to hold, and that there weren’t any others up there.
Out of morbid curiosity, and perhaps a desire to know more about these creatures, I watched for a moment. Even though I was completely hidden from view and motionless, he kept staring at me, as if he could see me through the wood. I crawled down the length of the woodpile, low on my stomach. I made it to the end of the wall of wood without making a sound, and eased my head around to look at the window. The old man turned zombie was still staring at the other side of the woodpile, slowly banging his fists on the window. There was blood running down the window now, I wondered how long he would say there, banging away on the window.
With the zombie distracted looking at my last known whereabouts, it was fairly easy to sneak up the side of the building to the back door. The door knob was locked, but there was no dead bolt. My family had a doorknob just like this when I was a kid. ‘Back then, if I turned really hard, the door would pop open,’ I thought as I wrenched down on the doorknob. It was sturdier than I remembered, but ultimately gave way and didn’t make a huge amount of noise.
The door led to the store-room of the hardware shop, which was pretty much just like the rest of the place; floor to ceiling shelves piled high with dusty old junk. To this day, I still love dusty old junk. Walking through the storage room led me to the store proper, where I headed first for the plumbing section. After searching for a minute or two, I found what I was looking for; a section of PVC pipe, end caps, glue and primer. Down a couple of rows was the paint section, where I found aluminum powder and iron oxide for mixing up metallic paints. One bag of each in hand, I needed one more isle of the old store. I peered around the dim room; the only light was what shone in through the dusty windows. I was looking for a hobby or toy section. BB’s, rubber cement, three bags of old army men, and model rocket igniters, and I was off to the front counter to find nine volt batteries, a lighter, and a pack of cigarettes if I could find them.
I’d quit smoking a few years before, but today seemed like a good day to start again. I unlocked the front door of the store, let myself out, and beat feet for the truck. Max was still sleeping soundly, all in all I’d been gone less than ten minutes, but it seemed like hours. I opened the back door of the truck and reached for my tool bag. By now it was almost dark, so I spread out my loot on the front seat and started working.
The large bags of army men were the first; I tossed all of them into the back seat except the parachute men. Max would have fun playing with them. I emptied the six ounce bag of iron oxide powder and the two ounce bag of aluminum powder into one of the army man bags, and shook it up to thoroughly mix the two powders into the super flammable mixture called thermite. I said a silent thanks to those TV Myth guys for showing me how much “fun” thermite could be. From the tool bag I pulled out my hack saw, and cut the PVC pipe into roughly six inch segments, and glued an end cap on the end of each one. I poured the powdered metal mixture out of the army man bag, and into each of the eight capped PVC sections. Next into the pipe was the ignition end of the model rocket starters, followed by BB’s right to the top. I bent the wires from the igniters over the side of the pipe and glued the top cap on, pinning the wires to the side of the pipe.
The next step was to coat the outside of each pipe in rubber cement, and roll it in BB’s. Each was heavier than I expected. I thought I’d be able to get away with just one parachute per pipe, but from the weight, I was going to need closer to three per pipe. I had nine parachutes total, which gave me three completed incendiary devices, and five mostly done. The last step was to rubber cement a nine volt battery to the ‘tip’ of the pipe, and bend the ignition wires up and over the poles of the battery. I covered the terminals of the battery with electrical tape from my tool bag for safety until I was ready.
It was now full dark, and time to put my plan into action. I woke Max up and told him that I had to go take care of some bad men, and that he should stay here, and try to go back to sleep. “Max, you might hear some loud noises, and you might be afraid, but you’re so brave. I need you to be brave just a little while longer. Soon enough, we’ll be back on the road, I’m hoping to make it to Gramma’s house late, late tonight. Can you be strong for me while I go Max-Monster?”
“Yep. It’s sleeping time Daddy, I love you. Do you have my Binky?”
“I don’t buddy, it’s packed in your suitcase, but I promise when we get to Gramma’s house I’ll get it out for you.”
“Okay. I love you Dad” He said.
“I love you too Buddy, see you in a few minutes.” I tried to sound confident, but I really had no idea if this was going to work. I might end up dead, with Max out here by himself, at a strip club in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by zombies, two hours from any place he’s ever been. Failure was not an option here.
I grabbed the pack of smokes and lighter, replaced the strap on my 30.06 and stowed the AK in the truck, where I also emptied out my tool bag. I carefully loaded my tool bag with the pipes, and set off with a pocket full of bullets, my reloaded rifle and magazines, and the pistol in my vest pocket. It was a beautiful night, warm, not too humid, not a cloud in the sky. The full moon was rising behind me
Around behind the strip club were some woods, and I knew that the river and bridge were near there. When I got to the river, I followed it under the bridge, and across to a rocky area on the other side of the bridge. The bridge was very high; the worst flaw in my plan was making it from the shore up the side of the mountain to the bridge itself.
I lit a cigarette, and inhaled deeply. God how I missed smoking. One more drag, and I set my cigarette down on the rocks, turned around, and lined up one of the zombies on the bridge in my scope.
I inhaled three times, exhaled once, and said, “Candi, I’ll see you again one day. I hope that day isn’t today; I still have work to do here. I love you,” as I squeezed the trigger. I didn’t even wait to see if my shot was true before I was off and running.



 

08. Battle at the Potomac
Running back to the bridge was more of a hopping from rock to rock. I jumped and leaped for all I was worth, trying not to leave any tracks in the sandy mud that made up the bank of the river. I wanted the tracks to lead them towards the rock pile. On my second hop, I heard my bullet hit home, and knew I’d hit the zombie. I heard the impact, and collapse against the railing of the bridge. Something metal hit the bridge railing with a loud gong sound, and then two or three hops later I heard the zombie hit the ground two hundred feet below the bridge. That was the first of many strokes of luck I would need tonight.
I made it to the underside of the bridge without being spotted. I scrambled up the oil drum sized rocks that made up the embankment, and heard the zombies looking down over the railing shouting something. I found a good hiding spot in the crook where the bridge span reconnected with the ground, and climbed up onto one of the iron beams of the bridge, hopefully out of site of the zombies as they passed. I set the tool bag on the beam in front of me, and slid along the beam out over the rocks on my belly, as if crossing the bridge on the underside. When I’d gone about twenty feet, it was roughly fifteen feet down to the huge boulders below. I pulled out the three devices with the army man parachutes attached, and gently removed the black electrical tape from the battery poles of all three and very gently set them down on the beam in front of me. The wires were only a quarter of an inch from the terminals on the battery, and I was suddenly very worried about the sanity of this plan.
Just a few seconds after I was in position and ready, I heard three zombies round the corner and start moving down the slope beside the bridge. One of them said something about checking on Samantha as they passed my location. I grinned to myself, knowing she’d left her brains on top of the bridge when her body fell to the river bank below. I’m not sure if it’s okay to be proud of a two hundred yard head shot from below on a back lit target at night, but I still brag about that shot. Picking up the first of the three devices, I let the zombies get about five feet past my spot, and lofted the first bomb down the hill. The parachutes opened well over the zombies heads, orienting the bomb battery-side down. I saw it pass about a foot on front of the first zombie, and he started to turn around right as the metal wires hit the ground, followed a fraction of a second later by the battery terminals hitting the wires. Nine volts of electricity shot down the wires, igniting the thermite inside the PVC pipe. The sudden, drastic increase in temperature and pressure exploded the pipe bomb launching molten BB’s in every direction. I heard and felt several impact the other side of the beam I was laying on.
I couldn’t hear anything moving, although the steel beam protected me from the worst of the blast wave, my ears were still ringing. To be safe, I tossed another pipe-grenade at roughly the same spot, this time covering my head for the explosion. Before the first bomb, I counted three zombies coming down the hill, plus the one I shot from the ground, left one zombie up there somewhere.
With a hope that it was the slow zombie, I put the tape back on my remaining pipe bomb, peered under the steel I-beam and saw nothing moving in the charred gore. I slid backwards along the beam until I could safely hop to the ground, and scrambled up the rocks to the edge of the bridge. As quietly as possible, I slowly crept to the edge of the bridge, and looked over onto the roadbed of the bridge, but saw nothing. I waited, watching. Cognizant of how long I’ve been away from Max, I put my hand on the pistol in my pocket, clutching my arm to my chest, attempting to make myself look wounded. I started to fake-limp up the road when I felt a huge blow across the shoulders and was sent flying. I hit the ground, skidded across the pavement and rolled over on my belly. Even though I’d flown and skidded about ten feet. The zombie was right on top of me by the time I got to my knees. She moved so fast she was a blur. The one on the hill earlier today was amazing, dodging bullets, but this one made that one look like a zombie from a Romero film.
She picked me up and shook me. “Where’s the child?!”
“What? What child?” I stammered, this creature could break me like a twig.
“Your son, Max. Where is he?” She yelled, shaking me some more.
I managed to get my free hand into my coat pocket, and slowly thumbed the hammer back on the revolver. I had to be careful. This had to be perfect, or else she would kill me, and find Max.
“How do you know Max’s name?” I asked.
“Just tell me where he is!” She set me down on the pavement. I was taller than she was, but somehow it felt like I was eye level with her when she was holding me off the ground.
“Max is on the beach, about two miles down the shore,” I lied “I left him sleeping in some old army blankets near a big maple tree.”
She eyed me, and started to speak. Just as she opened her mouth, I leaned back, closed my eyes and squeezed the trigger of the revolver. The bullet exploded through the fabric of my coat. At this range, even she wasn’t fast enough to completely dodge the 44 magnum bullet, it entered through her jaw, and blew the top of her head out, splattering me with her blood. It had thick chunks in it. It felt almost gritty when I wiped my face, being careful not to get any of her blood in my mouth, nose, or eyes.
I sprinted to the truck as fast as I could. It was almost nine at night, but I had a full moon and adrenalin fueling me, plus the rush of having just killed four zombies. It was about a half mile run, I made it in five minutes. I chided myself, and promised that I would start running every day, as I sucked wind for the last two hundred yards. I rounded the corner of the bar and fell to my knees; the horror surrounding my truck was too much for me to take.
There must have been thirty zombies standing around my truck, and Max, standing on the roof. As I fell to my knees in the gravel parking lot, I brought the gun up and fired five rounds as quickly as I could, hitting two zombies in the head, before my revolver clicked dry. I reached in my cargo pants pocket and grabbed a handful of bullets, and paused when I looked up. The zombies were all just standing there, facing Max. I’d hit one three times in the back. None were moving at all. Even the two I’d shot in the head fell facing him.
“Hi Daddy.” Max said.



 

09. Virginia
“Max! What is going on?” I yelled. I stood up, continuing to load bullets into my pistol. I needed to practice loading, it was an unfamiliar movement, and took me forever to get five bullets into the cylinder. I also recognized the need for a melee weapon of some sort; it seemed silly to waste bullets on paralyzed zombies. A quick look around the parking lot yielded no 2×4's or branches or anything of use. Plan B involved walking up behind each one and shooting it downward into the top of the head. If I could get to the back of the truck, I could use the AK47, much less reloading, but then I had much less ammo for it. I started to move towards the first one, lifting my gun to its head.
“Daddy, no. They can’t hurt me.”
“Max, these are bad guys. I don’t know why they’re stopped, but they want to hurt you and we have to go!”
“These guys don’t have enough bugs, they don’t mean to hit me; she makes them.” He said.
His language skills had improved noticeably, I decided to see how far they’ve improved. “Max, what bugs? How do you know this? Who is the one controlling them?”
“Penelope is their boss. She was close to here, and she was looking for me, but I can hide from her, I’m a good hider. Her bugs are very bad. She has a lot. When I hide from her, I don’t have enough to make these guys not hit. I talked to my bugs. They tried to eat me but they didn’t like me. They are all dead now. Before they died they told Penelope that I taste bad. She put the bad guys on the bridge so you would go kill them, and then they could come get me, but you didn’t do what you were supposed to. Daddy, I don’t like Penelope, she’s a mean friend.”
Max had never been taught the word ‘enemy’, the word he’d made up a year or so before to describe a bully at daycare was mean-friend. It’s a statement that summed up Max for me. Everyone is his friend, even if they are mean. It was also his way of telling me he was still my Max, my little boy was still in there. He’d been changed fighting off the infection that had killed everyone else, but he was still my son.
“Max monster, what are you going to do with these guys?”
“Dad, they’re not badguys, the bugs make them do mean things. We shouldn’t kill them. I can make them walk inside.” And with that, he did. They walked to the double doors in double-file lines, and went straight in the building and sat down on the floor in a circle with their legs crossed. It reminded me of a morbid recreation of ‘circle time’ at his daycare, where all the kids would sit in a circle while the teacher read to them. I pulled the doors shut, ran to the back door of the truck where I’d dumped my tool bag out, and grabbed a hand full of zip ties and a sharpie.
I zip tied the doors closed, and wrote ‘30+ inside, building worthless, try the hardware store’, on the doors in big bold letters with a sharpie.
“Hop in your seat little man,” I said, “We’re heading for Gramma’s house!”
“Yay!” Max said.
I brought the firearms up into the front seat with me, my pistol still in my coat pocket, the rifle on the floorboard between the driver side door and the floor, and the AK47 propped on its barrel leaned against the dash in the passenger foot well.
I started the truck, and as the engine roared to life, I realized that even with the loss of Candi, the probable loss of all of my friends, my job, my life how it was, I was grateful. “Max,” I said, “I love you. I’m so happy you’re okay.”
I looked up into the rear-view mirror, Max was already fast asleep.
Driving back up the hill to Route 15, I made the left past where I’d blown the zombie known as Penelope’s brains out. I saw the large blood spot on the road in the dim light of my one headlight, but there was no corpse. There’s no way anything could have survived a point blank 44 magnum round to the head. Someone or something must have dragged the body off the road. There was something else around.
Not wanting to waste any time, I nudged the brush guard on the truck against one of the cars, and slowly accelerated. With a growl, the loaded down, v8 powered SUV pushed the car backwards into the guard rail. I backed up, jockeyed for position, and pushed the other car back towards the guard rail, this one screeched sideways, I had to back up and push it the last couple of feet with my bumper guard centered between the passenger side doors.
There was just enough room to squeeze through the cars, once across the bridge I was in Virginia! I had miles and miles of farmland before reaching Leesburg, Virginia. The city was home to Dulles International Airport, as well as three major federal government facilities. Given how the rest of the trip has gone, I needed to find a way around Leesburg. Route 15 runs right through the middle of the city. I turned on the display, and zoomed out the GPS. Just before the city, I could hang a left on a small state road, and bypass most of the city. It took me miles out of my way, but I’d encountered resistance at every obvious point along the way, and couldn’t afford any more delays. I set the GPS end-point a few miles south of Leesburg, and lined up alternate routes, trying to familiarize myself with the back-country roads as I drove past mile after mile of horse farms.
After about an hour, the GPS told me to - Turn left in one thousand feet- I eased off the gas and slowed down some. This was a tiny gravel road. Faithful in my GPS I made the left, and headed down the gravel/dirt track. Off the main road and in the heavy trees, I felt safer turning on the roof mounted off-road lights. Four high power halogen lights over my head lit up the road for several hundred feet in front of me. I almost felt like whistling as I headed down the road, feeling confident. 2.4 miles later, I turned right onto a paved road, and shortly after that I entered a subdivision of McMansions. Two Acre lots, most of which was covered by the footprint of the half-million dollar, four thousand square foot houses. Many of the houses had lights on; a couple of them had lumber nailed over the bottom floor doors and windows. One of them had a whole pile of dead zombies in the front yard, and I think I saw someone up in a second story window. I suppose it could have been a zombie up there, but I’ve always had a feeling that guy was a survivor.
“Turn left, two-hundred feet,” sounded off from the truck’s speakers, and I put on my turn signal. As I made my left, I saw a woman running out of a house. I slowed to a stop, with my lights pointed towards the house. She turned, and drew a machete from a holster on her hip. A man came stumbling out of the house.
“Max! Wake up, cover your ears!” I slammed the truck in park, hit the automatic window button, picked up the rifle from beside the door, and hopped out. I braced inside the door of the truck and lined up the crosshairs on the target.
“Ma’am, get down!” I yelled
“No!” she yelled back, “This one is mine!” The zombie closed the distance and she brought the machete overhand down, like swinging an ax, splitting its skull in half. It collapsed in a heap in the grass; she pulled her machete free, wiped it off and holstered it like a sword.
She turned to me, and started walking towards me.
“That’s far enough,” I said quietly, “How do I know if you’re one of them?”



 

10. Skirting the City
The woman came to a halt a few feet in front of me, the door of the truck and my rifle between us. She was not threatening, standing with her empty palms outward. She was wearing a tan tank top with the logo of a setting sun over a pile of skulls, with a green flag in the foreground. Black cargo pants, and a backpack with a patch of the same logo. She had a pair of thin batons sticking out from the small of her back, and a large machete strapped to her thigh. The machete, which was more like a sword in her hands, looked just like the ones Alice used in one of those Resident Evil movies. Her long dark hair was pinned up in a bun, one strand of hair hanging down.
“My name is Leo,” she said. “The zombie there was my mate John. I owed it to him to do it myself.” Her accent was fairly thick, Australian or maybe New Zealand.
“I understand,” I replied. “What are you doing outside? You’re the only living person I’ve seen in three states.”
“We were running, looking for a place to hold up for the night. John got bit by one we missed.”
“Daddy, she doesn’t have bugs. She’s nice. We should take her with us,” I heard from the back of the car.
“My son Max,” I said “Max, this is Leo. I’m Victor Tookes, but everyone calls me Tookes.”
“Leo, I don’t know what your plan is, but we’re headed towards a farm house about an hour south of here. It was built in the 1700's, it’s defensible, it’s well provisioned, and we have plenty of room.” I continued, “Max likes you, and given how screwed up our day has been today, I’m inclined to trust his judgment.”
“My other mate is still in that house; let me go get him, would it be okay if he came along too?” She asked.
“Fine, but we have to move, I need to get there as soon as possible; I have family there.”
Just then, a man came walking out of the house, dressed much as I was. Black and gray camo cargo pants, boots, T-shirt and vest.
“John,” Called Leo. “This is Tookes. He’s headed down to a safe spot in Virginia, it’s just him and his son; I think he could use our help, he seems pretty clueless. He was going to waste a bullet on old dead John there”
“Bloody Americans,” John said. “Always shooting first and thinking later.”
“Better than you Aussies, you know the difference between Australians and yogurt? After 200 years, yogurt developed culture”
“HA! Leo, I’m gonna like this bloke,” said John.
“In the interest of full disclosure, I should tell you both. My wife Candi is in the back of the truck, she was shot in an ambush just above Frederick Maryland.” Talking about it brought it all back to the front, and once again I was wracked with guilt and sorrow.
“Oh, sorry for your loss mate,” Leo said.
“I’ll mourn when there is time, right now I have to get Max to safety, and the middle of this street wasting gasoline isn’t getting me any closer. If you’re coming, grab your gear and let’s go.”
They both ran inside, I got Max a snack, and they were back with their packs just that quick. Just like that, there were four of us. John and I took the front, Leo in the back next to Max. I was learning to trust Max’s knowledge, however he got it, but we knew nothing of these people. I kept the pistol on my leg, just in case. The thought of shooting a living human was absolutely terrible, but no harm will come to Max.
I followed the GPS instructions all the way around Leesburg, winding through the back roads, bypassing a roadblock I’m certain was there, but never saw a sign of it. After one final turn off a gravel road, I was back on Highway 15, heading south towards safety and security for Max. I hadn’t pulled my phone out since all of this started, I couldn’t bring myself to call or text. I couldn’t bring myself to even look.
The next, final town before the home-place was Culpeper, Virginia. It’s the smallest town, along the way, but I was worried that there would be another trap there. For the next hour in the truck I wracked my brain for where I thought I would set a trap. There were so many places, so many bottle necks. The farther south into Virginia I drove, the taller and steeper the embankments on the side of the road got. By the time I made it to the edge of Culpeper I’d worked myself into a panic.
“Guys, I’ve been through two road blocks today. Both were controlled by a handful of zombies. The last one had four smart ones. Every time it was at a choke point in the road. I’m sure there was one in Leesburg, but I avoided it by taking the back roads and running into you two.” I said.
“Smart ones?” They both said in unison, “There are smart ones?”
“And fast. The last one I killed moved so fast she was a blur. She spoke to me; she is after my son for some reason.”
“Tookes, what have you gotten us into?” Leo said.
“John, have you ever fired an AK?”
“No mate. We don’t have anything like this in Oz. I’m a crack shot with a .22 though,” he said.
“Okay. Turn it over. On the other side is a lever that goes from the receiver past the trigger. That’s the safety lever. The weapon is currently safe. See?”
“Yea,” he said.
“Push it up with your hand. In front of that sticking off the side is the bolt. Pull it back to insert a round into the chamber.”
“Got it,” he said. I heard the sound of a round entering the chamber and the bolt sliding home.
“Leo, have you ever shot a pistol before?”
“Nope.”
“Okay, you’re going to be Max’s last line.” I said. “If we run into a roadblock, and get stopped, don’t let anything near him,” I directed. “Max-monster, are you awake?”
“Yes,” he replied.
“Buddy, if we have to shoot badguys, it’s going to be loud. I want you to cover your ears, and don’t look.”
“Okay Daddy. But you should stop here. Penelope is just ahead,” he said. I stopped just as we approached a curve in the road. I knew from making this drive so many times that the State Police headquarters was just ahead.



 

11. Culpeper
“Max, is anyone with her? Are you hiding from her?” I asked.
“I am hiding. She doesn’t know I’m here. Lots of bad guys Daddy.”
This was not an option. I had enough ammunition, but not enough rifles. The element of surprise only works if you can kill them while they’re surprised, and if Penelope lived through a .44 magnum through the jaw, I had to re-think my strategy. This was not a force I could overcome with my current resources, and that meant evasion.
I threw the truck in reverse, turned off the headlights, and backed back around the curve in the road. If I hadn’t had warning from Max, we would probably be dead.
In my head I started making a list of assets and liabilities.
“Guys, this is going to get way uglier before this is over. This isn’t your fight. If you want I can help you clear out a house to crash in for the night. I have to get to my family, staying the night isn’t an option for me.” I said, trying to convince them to stay.
Leo spoke first, and she took some time to consider her words. “Tookes, there’s something about you that tells me I need to be here. I’ll stay.”
John followed with “There’s something special about Max, I don’t know what it is, and I don’t know if you’re being entirely forthright with us, but I’m not sure I would be in your place either. I’m with you.”
“It appears that they have a tactical advantage here. They don’t seem fazed by injury, the smart ones heal very quickly, they are faster than any human, and there are a lot more of them than us.” I continued, “But, this is my turf. I grew up riding horses through all these farms when I was a kid, I know the fields and woods as well as I know the roads.”
I zoomed out on the truck’s GPS, re-centered it on the farm, and marked a way-point. “If anything happens to me, you have to get Max here. Promise me.”
In unison, both of them said, “I promise.”
I was pulled over at a low spot in the bank. I cut the wheel hard, and nosed the truck into the hill, pressed down on the accelerator and felt my all terrain tires bite into the dirt as the truck strained to climb the hill. At the top of the hill was a corn field, the corn was almost seven feet tall here. It is tricky to navigate and easy to get lost in corn taller than my truck.
Once inside the corn, I made an immediate 90-degree left turn, drove about thirty feet, and then a 90-degree right. If I drove straight into the corn, anyone walking by would see my path heading straight in to the field. This way, only a few stalks bent over would blend in with the standing corn a few feet back, and disguise the trail.
Back perpendicular to the road now, I headed straight for the middle of the field. I knew this field had a dry creek bed that ran south through the next three farms, and would get me past Penelope, and that was my primary goal. Even if she found me at the homestead, as long as I got there before her I could start creating a defensive plan.
I turned down the creek bed, and started the final push towards home. We were going just above an idle, trying to keep the engine noise down to a minimum. We’d gone about a mile down the creek bed, when Leo opened her door and bailed out of the truck. She hit the ground running, passed the truck, and leapt up out of the creek bed. She was fast; in the middle of her leap she drew her machete and swept it downward like a golf club. A severed head flew into the creek bed just ahead of the truck and was smashed under the tire.
“Go!” She yelled, “It’s a trap!”
In one easy motion John slapped the bolt back on the AK-47 I’d given him, flipped the safety up and climbed half way out the broken passenger side window, sitting on the door. He fired one shot off into the corn field, just as a handful of zombies appeared out of the corn seventy-five yards in front of us, heading towards us. Suddenly both sides of the creek bed were lined by zombies, a hundred feet down both sides.
“Hold on John!” I yelled.
I smashed the accelerator of the truck, steered up and over the bank and started plowing down zombies on the right side of the creek bed. Body parts smashed up into the windshield, Max screamed. On the other side of the creek bed, John was systematically killing zombies, one at a time, each shot landing perfectly square in the middle of the forehead, despite the bouncing of the truck.
All the sudden Leo burst out of the corn, covered in gore. She blurred forward, moving like Penelope back at the bridge, down the creek bed, machete in one hand, steel baton in the other. I saw her leap into the air, and then she disappeared over a small hill. The last thing I saw was her coming down with both weapons arced over her head.
“Magazine!” yelled John over the roaring of the engine, which was starting to sound rough. I’d lost my other headlight, the only thing lighting the path were the lights on the luggage rack. I reached in the center console, and tossed him the other magazine. He caught it with one hand, ejected the spent one, and slapped the fresh mag home in one movement. His thumb flipped the AK to full auto. He fired the entire magazine, and zombies fell like dominoes. I crested the hill, and slammed my foot down on the brakes. Leo was locked like a pro wrestler with Penelope.
I opened my door and drew a bead on them with the scope. From this range, it was an easy shot, but I couldn’t risk hitting Leo.
They both blurred, rolling and flipping around on the ground. When they finally stopped, Leo had Penelope on the ground, pinned by a baton on her forehead, and the blade of her machete pressed against Penelope’s neck.
“Tookes! Give the revolver to John!” She yelled. I passed it over to John through the car, and continued to watch, rifle ready.
“Ready John?”
“Ready.”
With one sweep of the machete, Leo lopped Penelope’s head off. She picked it up, and threw it up into the air. In what sounded almost like one shot, John emptied all five rounds into the flying severed head, the remnants of which rained down in a fine pink mist coating Leo in bits of brains and an even layer of blood.



 

12. Home
“We’re close, and I want to get home! I want to be done with this trip, and I haven’t eaten all day.”
Leo ran around to the door, and started to slide into the seat next to Max. Her face covered in the remnants of Penelope, bits of skull and brain matter forming lumpy mats in her hair, which had fallen out of its bun during the fight.
I thought better of her jumping into my truck immediately. Even though my truck was wrecked, I didn’t want that much zombie near Max. “Hold on Leo,” I said. I opened the rear door, grabbed a liter of water and a tee shirt out of the back of the truck and handed it to her.
“Rinse off with that, I don’t want to run the risk of you getting infected.”
She dumped about half the bottle of water over her head and face, and I tossed her my shirt. She pulled her top up over her head, tossed it and her blood covered bra on the ground, and rinsed off her face and chest, and used my shirt to dry off.
“Do you mind?” she asked, making me realize I was staring at what had to be the most perfect breasts I’d ever seen.
I quickly stammered, “Oh, sorry!” as I turned around and got in the front seat of the truck I thought to myself, ‘Tookes, how, in the middle of all of this, having just lost your wife, could you even be the slightest bit interested.’
I glanced up into the rear-view mirror; Leo dug into her bag and pulled out another tank top, identical to the first one she had on. She slid it over heard head, and pulled it down leaving a slight gap at her midriff before hopping back into the truck.
“Thanks, I feel much better.” She said, closing her door.
We were less than two miles from the house now, I started my battered, dented, gore covered truck, and we started off back down the creek bed. The clock on the dash board read 1:00 am. It had been around ten yesterday morning when I saw my first zombie. Fifteen hours later, my wife was dead, my life was irrevocably altered, my son was different, but still the same sweet, easy going boy I loved with every cell in my body and every ounce of my spirit. I could identify with my truck, I’ve been beat up, shot at, robbed of everything, but I’m still running, undeterred from my mission of getting Max to relative safety.
When we reached the Lawson farm our nearest neighbor, I pushed through a wire fence, and bounced out onto a dirt road that would bring me to my family property. I followed the dirt road back to Route 15, made a right, and an almost immediate right into the driveway.
As I drove up the half-mile driveway, I flicked my lights as I have done every time I’ve come home for the last fifteen years. We circled around in front of the mansion, built in the early 1700's, now turned into a bed and breakfast, and pulled onto the parking area. The lights were on and my mother was standing on the ancient brick sidewalk holding her shotgun. I reached back and unbuckled Max, and pulled the sleeping child between the front seats so I could exit the truck with him. My mother practically ran to us, wrapped the two of us in a giant hug, and kissed us each on the cheek.
“Victor,” my mother said, “Thank god you’re all okay. Where is Candi?”
Tears welled up as I fought to get the words out “She was killed, mom. She was shot just outside of Frederick Maryland at a road block.”
My mother started crying, I started crying, and Max, still mostly asleep patted both of us on the shoulders. After a moment, I felt the presence of Leo and John, and pulled away from the family hug.
“Mom, this is Leo, and this is John. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for them. They need a safe place to stay; I promised them that I would deliver that.”
My mother stepped up and hugged Leo, then John, and said, “Hi, I’m Sharon, pleased to meet you. Thank you for whatever you did to keep my son and grandson safe on the way here.”
“Pleased to meet you Missus Tookes,” said John.
“Ma’am, it’s a fine family you have. I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.” responded Leo.
“Mom, did you have any Inn guests?”
“Just one couple, they’re still here, they’re down in Madison Cottage,” she said, referring to one of the free standing rooms, “but they said they were leaving any time now. They’re headed south to be with their family.”
“We need to get you moved up here as well. I need everyone in the main house, until we can fortify the top of the hill. I’ll start that work in the morning. Mom, have you spoken to the others? Where are Marshall and Renee?”
“Marshall’s on his way. He was in Tennessee this week, and Renee is heading up with the kids and Eddie from Atlanta. Let’s go get Max in bed.”
We walked inside the beautifully appointed bed and breakfast, through the commercial kitchen. John, Leo, and Mom stopped off in the small dining room; I carried Max upstairs to the master bedroom suite. I laid him down in the full size bed under a quilt, and kissed him goodnight.
“Max, we’re at Gramma’s house, we’re safe here. If you wake up, I’m right down stairs. I love you; you were such a good boy today, thank you for being so good.”
“I love you Daddy, I’m sleepy. Where’s my binky?”
“It’s right here in your bag.” I said handing him his blue pacifier. “Okay, buddy, go to sleep, I love you!” I kissed him on the cheek, gave him a hug, and walked out of the room. What kind of child wouldn’t have nightmares after today? How would he ever be normal? How would I ever give him a childhood? I walked down the stairs, and into the small dining room.
“John, Leo, I think I owe you a bit of an explanation.” I related the entire story for my mother, Leo, and John. We ate dinner while we talked and got to know each other. We laughed at how normal the day started, we cried at the story of Candi’s death, and we began to get worried as we put the pieces together.
When we were done, I asked Leo to tell me her story. We all leaned towards her as she began to speak.
“I guess the most important part is how I got bitten,” she said.
“I was bent over the bathroom sink to wash my hands. When I lifted my head up, I jumped at the sudden appearance of a disheveled looking woman. Her blonde hair was frizzy, her clothes were all crooked and she was staring at me through the mirror with a crazed look on her face,” Leo said.
Leo’s accent was very thick and hard to trace. It was definitely Australian, but there was a tone of something else I couldn’t place. “Leo, where are you from? I can’t place your accent. I don’t mean to interrupt you, but I’m going to be terribly distracted until I figure it out,” I said. I felt like a jerk for asking, but between her strange wording and the way she pronounced things I really was having a hard time concentrating.
“I lived in Sparta until I was eight,” Leo said. “Until my parents moved us to Sydney I didn’t speak a word of English. Anyways, I smiled at the crazy looking blonde and tried to apologize for my reaction, but she stood there unfazed, smirking at me. That’s when I noticed a huge cut on her neck. Blood was slowly oozing out of it, turning her yellow t-shirt a scarlet red. The blood had somewhat coagulated, leaving a maroon colored gelatinous lump clinging to the wound. Every time she moved, it jiggled.”
“Oh, gross,” said Mrs. Tookes.
“It was disgusting,” Leo continued. “But I was more worried about how she was even standing. I spun around, reaching to comfort her. I was just about to call for help, when she took hold of my arm forcing my shoulder backwards, pulling my hand towards her. She bit deep into my forearm just above my wrist.” Leo paused, remembering the incident.
“Shit, Leo. I can’t imagine – don’t want to imagine how much that hurt,” I said.
Leo grimaced. “The pain was excruciating. Her teeth pierced through the layers of skin deep into the muscle. It was unlike any kind of pain I had ever felt in my life. I pushed myself sideways; my shoulder felt like it was inches from dislocating, but I managed to bend my elbow and she let go, tearing a small chunk from my arm. She came at me with full power and we locked with each other. She pushed towards me; I tried to push her back away from me. She was very strong; the best I could do was to hold my ground,” she said.
My mother looked upset by all this. She was wringing her hands and had a very slight frown on her face. She was trying to remain stoic, but she hadn’t experienced any of this type of horror. She’d been safely locked down on the farm during the outbreak. She hadn’t ever seen anyone get bitten. Sure, she’d seen news reports, but hearing a firsthand account had left her visibly shaken. I remembered how upset I was when I watched the one on the gurney bite that EMT’s throat out. Bile rose in my throat remembering that experience, remembering the terror and ultimately my determination to get to Max and see him to safety.
Leo continued her story, “Suddenly, I felt my body twitch several times. My arm felt hot. Not just from the blood that gashed all over it, the heat went all the way up my arm into my chest. I remember that my eyesight blurred for a few seconds. At the time, I figured it was from the physical exertion, but after a few seconds, my vision was back. Everything seemed sharper than ever before.”
“Just like me,” said John softly.
“A sudden surge of energy filled me,” said Leo. “I thought it was the adrenaline finally kicking in, but now I know better. The blonde woman’s face was covered with my blood. That sight made me mad. I remember being so angry with her. I concentrated all my will, summoning every bit of strength I could muster and grabbed her by her jaw. Her eyes widened at the pressure. I don’t think she understood what had happened to me any more than I did. With one swift movement, I pushed her to the side, driving her head into the ceramic hand drier mounted onto the wall. The force of the impact destroyed the drier, smashing it into pieces. She fell to the ground, her skull split open from the force of the collision. A pool of blood bloomed on the white tiles underneath her. After just a second, she pulled her arms under her body and got to her feet, the look in her cloudy eyes wild and vengeful.”
“Wait. She wasn’t dead?” asked my mother.
“No,” said Leo. “And that’s when it dawned on me. It felt unbelievable but it made perfect sense. I had been an avid fan for years. She was a zombie and she wasn’t going to go down easy. She leaped towards me, but I somehow managed to avoid her. I ran, swerving past her hoping she would lose sight of me. I had no weapon to finish her off with, but the door was easily accessible now so I ran for it. I ran faster than I’d ever run before. I was out the door before she even realized where I went.”
“Leo, I’m amazed you survived,” I said. “What brought you to the states in the first place?”
“It was meant to be a well-earned break for me away from the everyday bullshit, meeting new friends, experiencing American culture, the people, and their way of life. I got that plus some! John and I, although we lived in different states, we had been planning for this trip for over a year. Our American connection and best mate Kyle Anderson had invited us to stay at his place for two weeks. He had organized activities where we could test our combat, survival and shooting knowledge all in the name of fun. We all knew each other through our favorite survivalist website. Our trip was to culminate with a big gathering of American people from the site.”
“You were a survivalist before all this? I wish I’d been more prepared. I mean, I’d often thought about what would happen if zombies walked the earth, but I never expected it to really happen,” I said.
“We all wrote articles on various survival topics. John and Kyle were both pretty entertaining characters. We spent a lot of time chatting online. I couldn’t have picked two more compatible mates. John and Kyle were both the same build, sported the same short hair; they’re both witty and fast with their jokes. Sometimes, I wondered if the two of them were twins separated at birth.”
John smiled. He had kind of a glossed over look, as if he was thinking about his friend Kyle.
“I flew in from Sydney,” Leo said. “Kyle picked me up at Dulles airport since his house wasn’t far from there. As we drove, I got a quick glimpse of an American town for the first time in my life through the car window.”
“How did it compare to Sydney?” Mom asked her.
“The suburbs looked similar to back home but the atmosphere was completely different. Maybe it was being in an unfamiliar territory that made it exciting. John had already arrived a day earlier; he was crashed on the couch when we got there. I practically had to kick him so he would wake up and greet me, which he did with a wisecrack comment as always. To this day, I don’t believe I have ever been able to beat him with a smarter comeback, but the day will come and I will drink to it.”
Leo grinned at John as she spoke. John appeared lost in his own thoughts, so she continued. “We spent two days catching up, laying back at Kyle’s drinking and laughing; then it was time for some adventure. I packed my kukri and my batons in my pack along with some water, a couple of shirts and something to munch on and the three of us took off in Kyle’s huge, black, four door ute.”
“A ute?” I asked. “What is a ute?”
“You yanks call ‘em pickups mate. We call ‘em ‘utility trucks’, or ‘utes’,” replied John.
“It was about nine in the morning, so we decided to stop in Leesburg for breakfast before driving to wherever Kyle was going to take us. He’d kept it secret for some reason. I wish he had lent his secret to us, I will never know where we were heading that day,” Leo said sadly. “The boys made the usual jokes between mouthfuls of chocolate chip pancakes and orange juice. I noticed two men across the road wrestling in a lane. They were stumbling and I assumed they were drunk, or they were playfully ‘fighting’ with each other. I thought I saw one of them bite the other on the shoulder, but I wasn’t paying much attention as I made my way to the bathroom to clean up from breakfast.”
“The same bathroom where you were bitten?” Mom asked.
“Yes ma’am. I wish I had stayed at the table. Luckily enough, at least for John and I, the tides have turned and the events that took place that day have worked our advantage. When I escaped from the bathroom, I ran outside to where the boys were sitting at our outdoor breakfast table. They both stopped to look up at me, noticing the panicked expression written all over my face before realizing that I was bleeding.”
“John asked me what the hell happened, but I didn’t want to stop to discuss it, so I just shouted ‘we have to go NOW!’ I was walking quickly, anxious to get away from the restaurant. I needed to get back to the safety of the SUV, where I could dress my arm wound. The boys followed quickly leaving some coin on the table before vaulting the small fence surrounding the outdoor eating area. John ran up to me to stop me, asking ‘What’s going on? Why are you bleeding?’ I was kind of surprised neither of them had heard the cries coming from the bathroom when that zombie bit right through my arm.”
“It was loud in the restaurant, and we were sitting outside with cars whizzing past us,” John said defensively.
“I explained that it was a zombie; that no, I was not kidding and no I am not delusional. I remember saying ‘I cracked the bitch’s head open and she stood as if I slightly bumped her with a twig’. The two of them looked at each other then they looked at me. Kyle said they should get me to the hospital, but I refused. They insisted, until another shrieking cry was heard. We all looked at a woman outside the restaurant, pointing her finger across the road.”
“What happened across the road?” Mom asked.
“When we looked where she was pointing, we saw a man stumbling towards her. He could hardly walk; his right thighbone was sticking out of his flesh. His left arm was missing. Several people advanced towards him to help him, the first man to get to him was bitten on the neck when he got too close. The Samaritan screamed and clutched his neck, but fell to the ground within just a couple of seconds. From the volume of blood on his chest, it looked like ‘Lefty’ was down for the count.”
Leo had a sad expression on her face, despite her somewhat cavalier nature in describing the situation. It seemed to me like she was putting on some bravado.
“The boys turned around to face me, I nodded at them, they understood right there and then that this was not some sort of joke. Kyle said some joke, his attempt to disarm the situation as he leapt into his truck. John sat in the front, every now and then turning back to look at me and then exchanging worried glances between them. I knew what they were thinking. They knew I’d been bitten.”
“We were both certain one of us was going to have to shoot you,” said John. “I figured it would have to be me, since I’ve known you longer than Kyle, but I would have had a hard time with it, mate.”
“I’m glad you didn’t have too. Kyle passed me a first aid kit he kept in his glove box; I rinsed my wound with some antiseptic and wrapped a bandage around it tightly. It wasn’t bleeding as much but I didn’t want it to get infected, and it was pretty gross looking. When I was finished taking care of my arm I wrapped my hair up in a bun to make sure it was out of the way, then I sat back looking out the window as I told them the story of my encounter in the bathroom.”
Recalling the story of that Day was obviously difficult for Leo. She paused for a minute to collect herself, before continuing. “The ride to Chantilly was not nearly as attractive as it was an hour before. It seemed that the infection was spreading fast and soon enough, we came to a standstill. Cars were parked one behind the other and people were out of their vehicles wandering around aimlessly, which lead to them being attacked by zombies. We were forced to abandon the ute and continue on foot.”
The strain on Leo was growing; it was starting to show in her voice. She paused for another second and took a drink from her glass. We were all sitting riveted, listening to her tale.
She put down her glass and continued. “Kyle took a pistol from the glove box and handed it to John before walking around to the back of the truck. He opened the cover on the back and pulled out a black case, which he opened with a key from his key ring. Inside the case were a short black rifle and several boxes of bullets. He stuffed the bullets into a backpack, and then slung the pack and his rifle over his shoulder. I took my kukri out of the backpack, looped it around my belt, and placed the batons in the loops I had made in the back of my jacket. Wearing our backpacks, Johnny took us through backstreets around Leesburg, until we turned left into a suburban street.”
“It was the only way we could go,” said John, mirroring Leo’s sadness on his face.
Leo continued, “We stood there, frozen solid. There were at least nine zombies standing in a group outside a house. They must have heard our footsteps because they simultaneously turned to face us. We turned to head back down the way we came; but only our escape was short lived. Five or six more shambled around the corner, as if they’d been following us. I instinctively took my kukri out of its sheath, John raised his pistol, and Kyle shouldered his rifle. John and I stood back to back, each facing opposite directions. Kyle covered both of us, swinging his rifle north where I was facing to south where John was aiming.”
Leo took another sip of her water, and leaned back in her chair, her arms behind her head as she spoke. “The five behind us moved like hunters, spreading themselves out systematically. I had a moment to study them while they closed the distance. If it weren’t for body parts missing and disfigurements on their bodies we wouldn’t have guessed they were zombies. The other group, the group of nine, was slower. The larger group was moving in a pack, stumbling around, slowly but surely coming our way. I heard John fire a shot and watched as one of the faster zombies dropped, his brains staining the concrete. ‘Holy shit,’ I thought to myself. ‘He just shot someone!’ Followed by, ‘someone, or something that is going to eat us’.”
Fear was apparent on Leo’s face as she spoke, “The adrenaline kicked in again and suddenly everything around me became much clearer, it felt like the zombies all slowed down, as if they were walking through molasses. One of the faster moving zombies jumped right at me, my kukri slashed upwards as he landed, almost acting on its own. I split his head completely in half. It happened so quickly; I almost didn’t even realize it was done. I remember John staring at me, probably wondering how I managed to kill it so easily.”
“I couldn’t believe how quickly you moved. The blade was a blur, I barely noticed you moving,” added John.
“The pack was still pretty far behind, so we all concentrated on the three that were closing in on us,” said Leo. “They moved almost in unison, matching each other step for step. Before I knew it they simultaneously reached in, one for each one of us. A pale woman with black short hair managed to dodge Johns shot and swerved around behind him. She tripped him off his feet, he landed flat on his back. I watched as much as I could, in between dodging the redheaded zombie who was trying to swipe my head off and ducking like a boxing pro out of her arm span. She was faster than the pack, in comparison, normal to a fully functional human being, but everything seemed to be moving slowly, except me. Kyle managed to get a couple of shots off at the big biker zombie that was after him. Four bullets hit that monster in the chest. He shrugged them off like they were nothing, barely even knocked him back a step.”
Leo sighed, finished the water in her cup, and continued, determined to get through the rest of her story. “I heard John yell, almost the same cry I let out when the blonde in the bathroom took a bite out of me. My skin felt tight and prickly. The redheaded attacker had me by the neck, blocking my view with her body. I remember feeling frustrated, and then with one strong thrust I ran the kukri upwards through her jaw and out the back of her head. Her blood splashed onto my face before I dropped her to the ground. John was struggling with the pale woman. She was on top of him, and had him pinned down, her face buried in his shoulder. I couldn’t imagine how a small thing like her could have so much strength.”
“She was incredibly strong, and in my defense, I didn’t know yet that you had to shoot them in the head,” said John defensively.
“Before I could get close to help him, John pressed the gun to her chest and fired twice. It didn’t seem to hurt her, but the impact jarred her loose, allowing him to roll her off backwards. John sat up, switched the gun to his good arm and shot her twice more straight through the head. Her corpse fell over in a heap.” Leo was gaining momentum in the telling now, speaking more quickly. Her accent was getting even thicker. “Kyle had moved on to the big pack now, killing three more. The big lump of flesh that used to be a biker was lying on the sidewalk beside him, his head blown off. The biker’s leather jacket had ten or fifteen bullet holes in it. Kyle finished them all off one by one, before the rest of us could have a go, each one shot to the head, they dropped like flies.”
We were all on the edges of our seats. Despite her accent and sometimes-odd phrasing, this was a riveting story.
“John cussed and yelled at his luck,” she said. “He kicked the corpse in front of him before turning around to face us. I didn’t say anything, I knew how he felt, if the movies or stories or zombie websites had taught us anything, it was that once you are bit, you become one of them. I watched as Kyle started to drag one of the bodies to the front yard of a house, dropping it and picking up another one. I didn’t understand why we were wasting time to pile up bodies on the side of the road, but I didn’t question him either, I decided to help him instead. Kyle was angry. ‘Fourteen of them, a couple of hours ago they used to be human, now they are just rotting flesh,’ his voice heavy with emotion. We’d all talked about zombies before, but no one really believed it could happen. Kyle continued, ‘I think we should clear up a house here, spend the night, reinforce it while there is still daylight, it seems the shit has hit the fan in the speed of light’.”
Several heads nodded their agreement at both the speed with which the outbreak occurred and the need to find a safe place to hold up for the night.
“Two of us were injured and we were running out of ammo, it seemed like a rather valuable idea to me, and John agreed. We walked past a few houses, until we found one with the door standing wide open, a stain of red marked on the white porch. It seemed like a better idea to start by luring the zombies out, if there were any inside it would be best they came to us, rather than trying to fight them in a hallway or a bathroom. We made some noise and waited for a while but nothing came towards us, plan b was to sweep the entire house making sure it was clear of the infected. Coming past the living room, I noticed a pair of legs protruding sideways from behind a couch. I signed to John towards it and aiming his gun at it, he slowly approached it. The deceased’s legs once seemed to belong to a male, but it was hard to tell. There wasn’t much left of the corpse aside from the lower appendages. We cleared out the rooms one by one, locked the front door, dropped the blinds and closed the curtains, Kyle made sure that the back door and the garage door were also secure.”
“That fucking smites more then when I got hit in the gumnuts by a boomerang. I don’t recommend getting bitten by a zombie to anyone,” said John rubbing his shoulder, remembering the pain of the bite.
Leo almost cracked a smile at that, which I would bet was John’s plan. He was a lot like me, we both use humor to diffuse uncomfortable situations.
“I passed the first aid kit I took from the Ute to John to take care of his wound,” Leo said. “He looked at me and curled his lip. He nodded a thank you and sat on the couch. I sat across from him, watching him as he poured antiseptic over the bite, he didn’t bother to bandage it up.”
“Seemed like it needed air,” John mumbled. I grinned to myself. Again, it was exactly something I would say.
“I remember Kyle questioned me about my skill with the kukri. I didn’t really have an answer for him. The truth is - I had probably sliced the air with the damn thing ten times since I got it, but killing those zombies out there came almost naturally to me. I couldn’t explain it. I felt different.” Leo said. “We sat quietly; John flicked the television, each channel showing the same thing, people attacking people, warnings to stay inside. I wondered what he was thinking, he wasn’t really paying attention to the TV, I could tell by his unmoved gaze. Suddenly almost, as if he heard me he turned around to look at me. He told me he was worried about his family back home. We talked about our lives at home for a couple of hours, I learned about his children and his wife, how close he was to his younger brother Sean, who often got mistaken for his twin.”
“By then, it had been a couple of hours, and we didn’t seem to be turning,” interjected John. “My bite healed up really quickly, and Leo’s did too. Within those few hours both of our bites were gone.”
“By then, Kyle had climbed onto a single bed in one of the rooms and was snoring away, I felt tired myself but I was too paranoid to close my eyes. More hours passed, we circled the house numerous times, watching carefully through the blinds on the street outside, a couple of cars went by but other than that not much movement was detected. I kept my backpack on my shoulders, ready to run if I have to. We kept the light turned off, limiting ourselves to the illumination the TV created in the living room. I found a gym bag in the main bedroom and emptied it from the dirty sweaty clothes. Rampaging through the kitchen I filled the bag with whatever non-perishable foods I could find, and filled a couple of empty bottles I found with water.”
John interrupted again, “That’s when it got ugly.”
“This is my story,” said Leo, eyeing John. “I will tell it how I want too. Anyways, I placed the bag on the couch in the living room and turned, aiming to check on Kyle who was still sleeping, when John grabbed me by the wrist, and told me something wasn’t right. It seemed as if we automatically attuned to each other, we moved in unison. John was ahead of me with his gun ready. We moved down the dark hallway towards the bedroom where Kyle was asleep, when we came across an opened cellar door I did not recall seeing earlier. We continued until we found ourselves outside the bedroom, I slowly pushed the door, squeaking as it swerved open. We heard a growl, Kyle was pinned in the bed by a zombie, one of its hands covering Kyle’s mouth, I could see his body pulsating underneath the weight, the zombie had taken a chunk right out of his neck, and the bed was covered with his blood. The zombie pounced towards John; he fired before it could reach him, throwing it backwards behind the bed. I ran over to Kyle and placed a sheet over his neck, desperately trying to stop the bleeding, his body still shaking, unable to speak; he looked at me his eyes wide.”
“Poor Kyle,” said John.
“Kyle grabbed my arm tightly, to the point it felt it was going to break and his expression changed from fear to hatred in seconds. John must have sensed the change and grabbed me by the shoulders. He pulled me backwards, forcing me free from Kyle’s hand. I watched in horror as he pointed the gun at his head, just as the zombie he shot before jumped over from behind the bed throwing him backwards outside the door. I leaped up to my feet and sprinted to the front door, Kyle hot on my tail. I ran onto the road my eyes met with the bright lights of a truck that had stopped in the middle of the street. That’s when you, Victor, yelled ‘Ma’am get down!’ I yelled back that Kyle was my responsibility. I turned around and took the kukri out of its sheath, swinging it downward like an axe, splitting Kyle’s skull in two. His body dropped, I had just killed my friend. I freed my kukri of his skull, wiped it, and then holstered it back to its sheath. That’s when I turned around now to face the mysterious man and the special kid that was looking at me through the back window.
I could hear John coming; I knew he was going to be interested in these two survivors.”
 
 
  



 

13. The Work Begins
After Leo’s story, we all decided that we’d better get some sleep. By the time we’d finished talking, it was almost three in the morning, and we were exhausted. We said our good nights; Mom took Leo and John to their rooms, right across the hallway from the suite I share with Max. Mom agreed to sleep in my room in case Max woke up and was afraid. I needed some time to think, both to clear my head and to formulate the plan for defending against an attack, so I said I’d take watch for the rest of the night. I walked out to the truck, and opened the back gate. I grabbed my black Maglite, picked up Candi’s body, carried it to one of the storage rooms, and laid her on a wooden table. I pulled back the cover and laid my hand on her cold forehead.
“Candi, I will keep Max safe.” I said. “I will defend him with my life, and I will learn from my mistakes and I will not let any more harm come to him. Watch over us, and help if you can. I love you. Goodbye.” I kissed her forehead, covered her back up and headed out to start the work.
My first stop was to my old bedroom. It was a separate one room building, originally part of a dog kennel complex added to the property in the early 1900's. Cinder block construction with small high windows, it was a good solid building. Inside was my gun safe. I hope Candi wasn’t too angry now that I’d lied to her all those years ago when I told her I got rid of my guns. Inside the safe, wrapped in oil cloth were two pistols, my Sig Saur P226 .40 caliber and my first handgun, a Glock 17 9mm. Each had a spare magazine, and a box of bullets. Beside the pistol shelves, in the taller section was my grandfathers Winchester 12 gauge Sx3. When I inherited it, I’d added the eleven round extension tube. It was a long gun, but I was outside, and I liked the idea of double-aught buck shot.
I had a shoulder holster for the Sig, and an inside the waistband holster for the Glock, so I took the shoulder holster and the shotgun, plus a vest pocket full of shells, and started to walk the perimeter of the property. Out behind my room was a large forty-acre field. I was glad for the full moon behind that was a marshy creek.
One time when I was younger, I was bush hogging that field, and buried my tractor up over the back wheels. Even in the hottest part of the summer, that area stayed wet and mucky. It would be impossible for any normal zombies to walk over; they would sink up to their armpits. That marshy area led to the river that bordered the property on the south-west side. The river went under a bridge on route 15, and turned to parallel the road for about two miles before heading off to empty into the Rapidan. The Robinson River was about thirty feet wide, ranged from mid-thigh to well over my head in depth, and ran fast and cold. For twenty years, the sportsman’s club upstream had been stocking the river with trout, and over that time, it had become one of the best trout fishing rivers on the east coast. It was hard to walk through, if the zombies ever formed up into ‘wandering hordes’ like in those ‘of the dead’ movies, I hoped that the river would be a natural barrier. That was a large part of my defensive plan. I knew that super zombies could get around, over or through it, but it was better than nothing, and would channel the undead down a few specific areas where we could set up lanes of fire.
I turned left and headed south east behind the horse barn, and walked between the barn and the paddock there. The paddock fence was a stout four-board fence, each segment of fence made up of six by six posts and four ten inch sections of 1.5-inch thick lumber. There was just less than four miles of fence on the property.
The barn itself was a cinder block building. There were thirteen exterior facing horse stalls down each side, and a large two-thousand square foot hayloft above. Each end of the hayloft ended with a large door for loading hay. When the barn was built, they’d built a large swinging arm with a pulley on it so a man could pull the bales of hay up to the loft and swing them inside, rather than trying to carry them up a ladder. These days we loaded hay up there with forklifts on a tractor, but our diesel fuel was only going to hold out for so long. At the end of the horse barn was the equipment barn. Inside, there was a large orange Kubota tractor with front bucket. The backhoe attachment was stored in the next bay. The bush hog was currently attached, which would be good for cutting ‘patrol’ paths through the long field grass, if it came to that.
Beside the Kubota was an ancient John Deere 410C backhoe, and a John Deere Combine. The combine was pretty new, purchased for cutting the back corn fields. I enjoyed a minute thinking about driving the combine through a horde of zombies, and the spray of corn kernel sized zombie bits flying out the exit shaft. I turned again behind the equipment field, parallel to Route 15, a little over half a mile east of me, and started walking up the front of the manor house. The lawn in the front of the house was roughly triangle shaped, pointing towards the road. The angled sides were formed by four board fencing, which lead all the way down to the brick entrance gates at the road. The top of the triangle was formed by the house, barns, and outbuildings. The house was completely surrounded by four-board fence; we referred to the thirty acres inside that fence as the ‘lawn’. It was all landscaped, manicured grass and gardens. Outside the fence we had another four hundred acres of mostly horse and cornfields.
The fourth edge of the property was the dirt road we ended up on after we’d crossed the Lawsons’s farm on the dry creek bed. Four board horse fences ran up the entire length of the property on that side. The property was a large square, with a balloon shaped ‘inner’ property where the house was. Horse fencing made up the outline of the balloon. There were only two ways onto the property, one from the dirt road that ran up the side, over a cattle guard, or up the main driveway. The main driveway entered through two eight-foot tall brick gates, and then ran a little under half a mile uphill to the manor house.
The manor was a large brick ‘L’ shaped house, with large porches on the front and back. The sides of the house had high windows, at the lowest point I could just barely reach the sills, at the highest point, the bottom sill was a dozen feet off the ground. The windows and doors on the porches were easily accessible though. In the center of the ‘L’ shaped house, there was a large courtyard with a fountain and herb gardens. The first order of business tomorrow would be to start reclaiming fencing and wall off the open sides of the ‘L’, turning it into an enclosed courtyard in the back. I would like to have made that wall two stories tall, but tomorrow we’re going to shoot for seven feet.
I did some quick math in my head. The fence boards are ten feet long, 1.5 inches thick and twelve inches wide. The ‘L’ is roughly thirty feet by eighty feet. That means to hit seven feet of solid wall; I’m going to need eleven boards long by seven boards high, seventy-seven fence boards. Over one hundred ten feet, my boards are ten feet long, eleven posts would do, but I wanted to add strength, and put posts every five feet, so twenty-two posts and seventy-seven boards. At four boards per one post, I’d have to take out twenty-two sections first thing in the morning, which would give me eighty-eight boards, eleven boards to put across the windows in on the front porch.
We’d need at least two hours to pull up the fence posts with the front bucket and chain with the Kubota tractor. At the same time I can dig the footer trench and post holes with the backhoe.
For the job, I’d need to make sure we had nails for the nail gun, screws, ideally some big bolts to put through the posts, if we had any concrete. The posts will have concrete on them already, but I’d like to add some more. I brought all of my tools, and the farm had a pretty well stocked tool room. Those boards won’t stop bullets, and they won’t hold forever, but they will give time to get inside the house, and they’ll make it hard to aim at anything/anyone specific.
About five in the morning, just before sunrise, I saw headlights moving fairly slowly down Route 15. I dove into the boxwood bushes that create the formal gardens, and watched, suddenly wishing I’d brought my 30.06 with the scope. The car turned its blinker on, and turned up the driveway, and I sprinted towards the parking area, and stepped into a shadow. The house lights were off. With the light of the full moon, I could see the windshield was smashed out of the car, explaining the slow speed. If you’ve ever driven anywhere at night on a motorcycle you know the bugs are attracted to your headlights.
The car slowly moved up the driveway, but I couldn’t see the driver. It pulled up beside my truck, the headlights blinked off at the same time as the motor. The white car had streaks of blood dried in sideways lines down the doors. When I heard the car door open, I lowered my voice by an octave and said, “Stop where you are. Identify yourself,” trying to sound as intimidating as possible.
“Vic. Shut up and get over here.” was the response.
I grinned from ear to ear and burst out of the bushes.



14. Our New Life
I ran up to my brother and gave him a big hug. “Marshall, glad you made it. How was the trip?”
“Well, I don’t think I’m going to be making many more road trips in that car.” He replied.
“Have you seen my truck? I think we’re both stuck here for a while. Let’s go inside and find some food.”
Just then Leo stepped out of the bushes, and John stepped out from behind one of the brick pillars connecting the main house to the summer kitchen.
“We saw the headlights and came to back you up.” John Said.
“Geezus, I didn’t even hear you, and I was listening as hard as I could. You two are freaks!” I joked.
“Tookes, you were making enough noise to disguise an elephant passing by.” Said Leo.
The mood was happy; I hadn’t seen my brother since the previous Christmas. He was looking well considering what he’d just been through.
“Marshall, these are my friends Leo and John. They saved Max and me on our trip down here, but Candi didn’t make it.”
Over the next two weeks, our new life sort of became normal. We had Candi’s funeral and buried her in the boxwood gardens the first day. The ceremony was nice; Mom and Marshall both gave beautiful speeches. I hope Candi was happy, wherever she was.
We built fortifications around the house, enclosed the garden and fountain in the rear courtyard, we’d started visiting all of the neighbors. Of the five houses within walking distance, only one person was alive, and he was bitten by his wife that morning; she’d been bitten the previous day by a wandering zombie.
Each time, we re-killed the infected, and loaded up the food they had, paying extra attention to cleaning supplies, and personal hygiene products. We had enough soap to last a year or more. We took toilet paper, and Kleenex and paper towels. Anything of use that we didn’t haul off we noted in a spiral notebook. Inventory of tools, materials, gadgets, clothes, things like that. Most of the neighbors had some kind of livestock, cows, pigs, horses, or goats, which we turned out into the fields. We opened up the barns, and all the gates we could find to let the livestock roam. There wasn’t a lot of worry about traffic; we haven’t seen a car on the road.
We’d lost power at the farm a few days prior in a windstorm, we were prepared for that to happen, and the farmhouse was equipped with a 15kw whole house generator. Power supply was always sketchy this far out on the country, they’d installed the automatic backup generator to keep the well pump running and the place heated if the power went out for an extended period over the winter. The gennie was connected to a thousand gallon buried propane tank, shared by the commercial kitchen and gas fireplaces throughout the house. We unplugged everything in the house except the refrigerators, and were using about forty gallons each day. We were counting on two weeks worth of power for refrigeration before having to refuel the propane tank.
Every adult except Leo carried a gun of some sort. Marshall had taken a liking to the scattergun; he was a surgeon with that shotgun. Leo refused, she was better with her kukri style machete than any of us were with guns, except John. He carried the 9mm Glock, his favorite because it had the largest magazine capacity. I once watched him hit a zombie from four-hundred yards through the scope of my rifle. He hit it square in the head using his hands and eyes to adjust for bullet fall and windage. I’ve never seen him miss. Not even that time he put the AK on full auto while sitting in the window of my truck bouncing across a field.
Even with my stash, we were pretty low on ammunition, lower than we’d like. Of course, knowing that there were over half a billion people on the continent, I’m not sure there was any such thing as ‘enough’ ammunition. In visiting the neighbors looking for survivors, we were able to recover a pretty good haul of various weapons, with a little bit of ammunition for each.
By the time we’d been there a month; the ammunition situation was getting pretty dire. In conversation, I mentioned that there was a sportsman’s club about two miles upstream from the house, and maybe we should go check it out to see if they had anything worthwhile there. From that moment on, John was convinced that we had to go there. I understood, he has this amazing ability, but if we run out of ammunition, he’d be back to normal. Leo on the other hand, had talents that weren’t so specific. Not that it was a competition between them, but I think they did each have a zombie-count. By my tally, John was ahead by four. I was in third place, six behind John, but only because my rifle bullets traveled faster than his 9mm. I was getting pretty good at the 400+ yard shots with the 30.06 I’d named Sammie and scope, but I was hoping to find a more powerful rifle and bigger scope. I wanted to be able to hit a walking zombie at the bottom of the driveway from my spot inside the upstairs balcony. I’d been in that gun shop a few times, mostly when we were visiting mom and I could sneak away without Candi knowing where I was going. The last time I was there was about a year ago, they had a brand new Barrett .50 cal sniper rifle on a shelf behind the counter. The $9,000 price tag for the rifle and scope combination was laughable.
We started to make our plans for the run up to the gun club. We decided that John and I would go, leaving Leo and Marshall to guard the house, and Mom to watch Max. I knew the woods the best, and there was no way John was going to stay home.
Our plan was to head upriver to the fishing area, where we could get a good view of the back of the club. There were game trails all up and down the river we could easily follow. I brought my Sig and the 30.06; John had loaded out with his Glock and the small .410 shotgun full of birdshot. I’m not sure what he planned to do with that, even though I’m certain he could hit a zombie in the eye from a hundred yards with it.
We left about seven in the evening, just at twilight, walking up the river. The two miles took us about twenty minutes. It’s amazing how much better shape I was in after only a month of leaving my old sedentary life behind. We crawled into the bushes about fifty yards from the clearing that made up the back ‘yard’ of the sportsman’s club. There was no sign of movement or life anywhere. The outdoor 125-yard shooting range stood empty; there were no arrows in the Styrofoam deer targets in the archery area. There was no one trying for one last trout before full dark.
Something struck me as not quite right though. There were no noises at all. No crickets chirping, no birds singing, no frogs croaking, nothing. Not even a breeze stirring the leaves. I half stood to tell John about the oddness when something slammed into my back and I ended up face down on the ground. I turned my head to see John firing his gun, muzzle flashing so rapidly it looked like one constant jet of fire in the darkness. I was unable to move to see what he was firing at - his hand blurred like Leo’s when she moves at top speed. This was John. I didn’t have to look. I knew each of those bullets were lethal.
He reached down still firing with one hand and flipped one of the two spare magazines out of its pouch in his belt up into the air. A millisecond after he squeezed the trigger on the second to last bullet, the empty, used magazine fell out of the bottom of the gun, and he caught the fresh mag with the pistol’s grip, like he actually threw the magazine into the pistol. His hand came up and slapped the fresh mag in place as he fired the round in the chamber. The entire reloading process had taken less than one second. To this day I’m not sure if I dreamed it, because I blacked out right afterwards.



 

15. The Sportsman’s Club
I regained consciousness with a start and a gasp. The pain in my back caught my breath at the halfway point. I focused on relaxing the muscles in my back, and breathing slowly. Over the course of what I think was an hour, I focused on breathing. I couldn’t see anything, I was wearing a blindfold, and there was not a single bit of light leaking in around my nose, leading me to believe I was sitting in a dark room. The room was completely quiet. I focused on feeling my bonds, I was duct taped at the wrist, with very little wiggle room. It felt like I was in a wooden chair. I shifted my weight and felt a little give in the chair.
I thought about Max, he’d lost his mother; he’d lost all of his friends, most of his toys, almost everything he knew. Now he was surrounded by paranoid, gun toting adults. At least he had his Gramma and Uncle Marshall. He was at a place he’d been coming to his whole life, and although it had changed a bunch with our defensive improvements, it was still our home.
I began to formulate a plan based on assumption and my senses. I had to be inside the indoor shooting range, it was the only thing I could think of that explained the complete lack of any sound. I’d been inside this range before, there were two doors. One door led out to the stairs heading up, the other to a vault where the owner kept most of his guns. There’s no way it would be open, but I had to check. This group holding me would have to be monumentally stupid to leave me alone in a room full of guns. I couldn’t yet attest to their intelligence level, but they did manage to capture me, even with John on my side.
The pain in my back had subsided to a solid ache, but the stabbing pains were gone. ‘No time like the present to start this shindig,’ I thought to myself.
With that, I leaned back on two legs and then over on to one leg. I bounced three times on that one leg before the chair splintered, and I collapsed in a heap, causing the stabbing pain to return. I laid there on the ground trying to straighten my legs without wrenching my back. Once they were out from under me, I rolled over on my side and started working my wrists back and forth. The duct tape stretched some, rolled a little and little by little I worked my hands free. If my back had not been so sore, the process would have gone much faster. As it was I didn’t have much strength to flex my shoulders, every time I tried it took a number of minutes before I could breathe again. Finally, free, I removed the blind fold and discovered I was indeed in the pitch blackness. I quick check of my pockets showed I’d been searched and everything taken. I picked up one of the chair legs, and started slowly feeling my way to the wall.
I managed to find the wall, only cracking my shin once on a chair. I was glad that this was a sound proof room as the chair skittered loudly across the concrete floor I must have been just to the left of the door. I turned right at the wall and followed it around all four corners, past the locked vault door. Finally I found the door to the stairway, those two things confirming that I was in the vault.
The doorway was locked, but right inside the doorway I found the light switch. I flipped on the lights, and to my surprise, they came on.
The room was empty, except for two chairs, a bench rest, and the small pile of lumber that was the chair I’d been in. There was no telling when they would come for me, but I had no expectations of living through that encounter.
I had a sense that I’d been out for a couple of hours, although really I had no idea how long I was. It could have been an hour, or it could have been a day. If they’d captured or killed John, Leo would come looking for us when we weren’t back by midnight or so. If John had escaped, it was only a short walk to the farm. He would load up on guns and ammunition, bring Leo and the two of them would come for me. I hoped they were careful; the thought of anything happening to them on my account was unbearable. They were special, they were more than friends, they were my family, but more than all of that, they were Max’s protectors. We all were.
John had the Glock with him, which had a magazine capacity of seventeen rounds. He had two extra magazines - fifty-one bullets, plus one in the chamber to start with. John could have taken out up to fifty-two zombies. Or people, whichever these were. Mr. Spaulding had been the only living person we’d encountered, and he was infected by the time we got to him. If there had been more than fifty-two people here. What would drive them to continue the fight taking those kinds of losses? When you combine his speed and accuracy, any humans would have run away, unless something very scary was driving them. It was much more likely that it was zombies. If there were more smart zombies like Penelope, they could have collected undead from a long way away. There was only one reason I could think of for them to be staging a zombie army two miles from my doorstep. I felt so stupid, we’d been so focused on looking for survivors, looking for supplies, building up our own defenses, and I never thought to send out a scout. I had no idea what was at the edge of my property.
There wasn’t anything I could do, the heavy steel door wasn’t going to budge, I had nothing with which to even try to pick the lock; but besides that, I had no real idea how to.
I turned off the lights again, and stood just inside the door with my ear to the cinder block wall. I spent the next four hours counting seconds and wondering how long it would take for something to happen.



 

16. Escape
Finally, I heard something muffled through the cinder block wall. It sounded like footsteps coming down the stairs, and they were fast. I scrambled to my feet, and prepared myself as I heard the key in the lock. As the door started to open, I raised my chair leg over my head. The door opened, and I swung my chair leg like a bat. The first man through the door dropped like a stone. I caught his outstretched wrist with my second swing before he hit the ground, breaking his arm. The pistol fell to the floor.
I dove around the open door, which had swung into the room, and braced my feet against the wall and my hands against the back of the door. With all of my strength, I slammed the door into the second to enter the room. My back screamed in agony with the pressure. The door smashed the second man’s face in, I heard him hit the wall behind the door and slide to the floor.
The first guy’s gun was on the concrete next to him, and then it was in my hand, where it felt very familiar. The fucker had my Sig! That pissed me off, coming at me with my own gun. One hand pulled the door open, the other holding my gun. As the door cracked, I peeked around the corner. Every inch I opened the door, I could peer another ten degrees around the corner, until I’d methodically made sure the entire stairway was clear.
The second guy was holding a Glock of some sort; I didn’t immediately recognize the model. They were all such ugly guns, I never paid much attention. The Glock John carried was my first pistol, purchased for the name, before I knew any better. It was a solid gun though; John was certainly deadly enough with it.
I took a moment to check the pockets of both the dead guards; the first had the two extra magazines for my Sig, and a set of keys. I took his pocket knife, cigarettes and lighter. The next guy had nothing really of value, besides an extra mag for his pistol. From the top bullet I could see in the magazine this was a .45 caliber. More powerful than my Sig, but not that much, and it felt oddly front-heavy in my hand. I put it in my waistband at the small of my back, and the magazine for it in my left back pocket. The Sig magazines went into my right back pocket where my wallet had been for years. I’d only recently stopped carrying my wallet. It seemed kind of silly now. No word on television for weeks. No planes flying overhead. There was nothing but static on the radio, even on the emergency frequencies. We’re within AM radio range of Washington DC. We were operating under the assumption that the government had fallen, and operating under rules of personal survival.
There was no door at the top of the stairs. I didn’t want to leave these guys behind me, so I dragged them into the range and locked the door behind me as I headed up the steps. About four steps from the top, I leaned forward and put my eye almost level with the floor to peer out of the stairs. The store at the top of the stairs appeared empty. I almost giggled with delight to see the Barrett .50 still sitting on a shelf behind the counter. From my position, I could see the magazine still in the receiver, and a can of bullets behind it. I watched, waited, and listened for a few minutes, but heard nothing. A glance out the windows told me it was night time.
‘That’s a good sign; hopefully it’s the same night I was captured.’ I thought to myself. I crawled low and as quickly as my back would allow across the store to the wall of backpacks and grabbed the first one I could get to. It happened to be pink and gray digital camouflage. Leo would never let me live that down, but I wasn’t sticking around to be choosy. I slid and crawled behind the counter, and began to pull boxes of ammunition from the shelves below the glass case. Four boxes of 9mm, ten boxes of .45, ten boxes of .40 caliber, went in the pack. I found a single box of .12 gauge shells, before I slid the very heavy pack up onto my shoulders. I stood up long enough to grab the Barrett and box of ammo, and then sat down behind the counter.
It took me about a minute to figure out how to eject the huge magazine. It held twelve rounds. The scope came to life with the push of a button, but it took me a full five minutes to figure out how to get it into night vision mode. This rifle weighed a ton, much more than Max, maybe sixty-five pounds. It’s no wonder no one had taken it when they took all the pistols and shotguns out of the store. I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to make it out of this situation with it, but I had one task I had to take care of first, and this monster was just the thing for the job.
Behind the counter there was a doorway to a store room. I pulled the rifle and box of ammo behind me as I crawled in there looking for a roof access ladder. Just inside the door was a ladder up, so I slung the rifle over my shoulder, and started the climb. A stiff back, sixty-five pound gun, thirty pounds of ammunition in a backpack and a ladder with a locked door at the top was a recipe for agony. The fourth key I tried on the key ring opened the hatch. Up went the backpack and the rifle, and I started the second trip for the fifty pound can of ammunition.
Once on the roof with ammunition and rifle, I re-locked the access hatch, I crawled the perimeter of the roofline, looking for an exit. From the rear corner, there was a trash dumpster that was a roughly six foot jump, and then another six feet to the ground. That seemed like my best exit strategy. Back at the rifle, I counted the number of people I could see with the night vision scope; there were a hundred thrity-seven people down there. Two of them were carrying Savage Arms 111F rifles with scopes, but one of them had a bigger scope than mine.
I was angry. I was angry at myself for being careless and overconfident. I was angry at these people. I didn’t see a single slow zombie in the crowd, and I got the feeling from watching them that these were humans. I saw several of them eating out of cans. I’d never seen a zombie eat anything other than people. There may have been one or two smart zombies driving them, I didn’t have enough intel to know for sure. Max was my only sure-fire way of knowing, and I certainly wasn’t going to bring any of them to him.
I searched below me and saw no sign of John’s corpse. I crawled slowly around the entire roof, searching with the night vision scope, and saw nothing. I felt reasonably sure that John had escaped, there were signs of explosions down there, broken trees, etc. There were still corpses down there. I counted fifty-five. I’d done the math; he only had fifty-one bullets. That means he had on several occasions killed more than one person with a bullet. ‘What’s better than never missing your target? Being able to hit two targets with one bullet. Only John,’ I thought to myself.
Feeling relatively certain that John had escaped, I set up the Barrett a few feet back from the edge of the roof, and settled in to watch for my rescue party, or to wait for this crew to find I’d escaped from my room. I wondered who they were, and what they were doing. I wondered if, when the time came, I could hit anything with this monster rifle. I could see people talking down there. I wished I had super hearing. Or super anything for that matter.
My timing was impeccable; I’d been set up for less than thirty minutes when I saw via night vision, John and Leo coming up the trail.



 

17. Retribution
I could see Leo and John in the scope as they crouched down about a hundred yards back from where John and I had stopped. Out of nowhere I saw three forms appear behind them. They must have been hiding in holes or underbrush for cover, which explains how they’d gotten the drop on us before. The three figures crept through the sparse underbrush towards my two friends, guns outstretched. I slowly inhaled three times before exhaling in a long, smooth breath, and squeezed the trigger on the monster .50 caliber rifle. It bucked against my shoulder, but the rifle itself absorbed most of the recoil. Leo shot off in a green streak at the crack of the rifle. The ghosting of the night vision screen actually made it easier to follow her; she left a trail of green behind her. A shift of the barrel to the left, breathe, squeeze, two down. At my second shot, John burst forward with a pistol in each hand, firing at everything that moved. He was wearing a dark vest against a lighter colored shirt; it looked like my tactical vest.
After my first shot, many of the enemy combatants turned to look for me, but when John started firing, they all spun around looking at the more direct threat. Knowing he would be shooting those closest to him, I dropped the barrel and started firing on the men furthest from John. I burned through my remaining nine shots in the magazine with nine kills.
‘I’m sure John could have taken twelve with nine bullets,’ I thought to myself, as I manually fed a shell into the bolt. I wished I’d been able to find several magazines, but even single shot; it was still fast and efficient. Breathe, squeeze, bolt, shell, bolt, breathe. I got into a routine; I was a machine taking out the trash. For every one of them I killed, John was killing three. I stopped shooting, and started watching Leo, to make sure none could sneak up on her. Not that that was possible, but three months ago, someone moving so fast you couldn’t see them wasn’t possible either.
There was a small group on the far side of the killing zone, out of John’s line of fire; Leo was heading towards them, while he crouched down reloading magazines. I stood up and yelled, “Leave a couple alive!” When I stood up, on the opposite side of the field, a lone figure stood up out of a hole, raised a rifle and pulled the trigger. Leo and John both looked up at me right as the bullet hit me in the left shoulder, spinning me around and throwing me to the ground. I felt like I’d been hit in the chest by a sledge hammer. I fell with my head hanging off the edge of the roof, and laid there trying to catch my breath. It was as if someone had parked a car on my chest.
Leo became a dervish. She was a green blur of death. Her kukri in her hand, baton in the other, at one point she had three heads removed before the first one hit the ground. She was twisting and whirling and diving and rolling. She was graceful death. She was a river of green flowing between the men who were now running in a panic. Every now and then, almost in slow motion, one of them would stop and raise a gun. None of them ever even got their rifles to their shoulders. Her machete hit the first three at the base of the skull; she drove her baton into the eye of another one. Leo switched mid swing from the kukri to the baton, clubbing the final two into unconsciousness.
The array of death and destruction was amazing. It brought to mind post battle scenes from movies about the Revolutionary War. Dead men lay in piles and singles. The difference was, there were no wounded. With the exception of the two unconscious combatants, every one of them was dead of either a hole in their head, or lack of a head. Following the fight, the silence was amazing. The entire fight was less than two minutes.
The second the last corpse fell, Leo ran around the building, I think she must have jumped up the dumpster, and then to the roof, because in no time she was at my side. “You dumb, overconfident, son of a bitch you’d better not be dead!” She yelled at me.
 
 
  
I groaned as she rolled me over to let her know I was alive. “Hurts like hell!” I said with a smile as her face, red with anger at my stupidity
“Tookes, if you die, I’ll kill you!”
“Leo, given that we’re in the middle of the zombie apocalypse, I hope you will. Sit me up, I can walk,” I said. “But be careful!”
She sat me up, and moved around to my back. “Did it go through?” I asked when I could catch my breath. The pain was excruciating if I moved any part of my upper body. “I think my collar bone is broken.”
“Clean through. Pretty ugly back here, you’re going to be laid up for weeks, you big dummy. We have to get you off the roof and get the bleeding stopped. This is going to require some pretty serious stitching, and I’m not very qualified.”
“It’s going to have to be you or John,” I said, teeth clenched. “I’d rather it was you. At least you could do it quickly.” I grinned.
“Oh, Leo, I got you a backpack; you’re going to have to carry it for me though. And don’t forget my new rifle please!!”
I walked over to the access door, and wondered how in god’s name I was going to get down the ladder. I reached for the key before remembering I’d been shot. Moving my arm was a very bad idea.
“Leo. The key to the door is in my pocket. I can’t reach it; you’re going to have to get it.”
“Oh sure,” she said. “I have to do all the work,” she said as she reached into my pocket and retrieved the keys.
She put the pink camo backpack on her shoulders and picked up the Barrett. ”My god this thing is heavy.”
Clutching my shirt with my bad arm, I hobbled down the ladder with my other hand. I could barely walk. My back was shooting stabbing pain down my spine, my bullet wound was on fire, and my collar bone was poking the meat of my chest.
“Let's go get Sammie and meet my remaining captors,” I said. I felt like I was going to die at any moment. The only thing keeping me going was anger at whomever or whatever was behind this. There were not many humans left. Killing any of them was senseless, forcing me and my friends to kill living humans made me angry. Very angry, but that was nothing compared to how angry I was that someone might have been building an army to come get Max.
Inside the gun shop I limped over to the counter and dug out a can of trigger zip ties for making guns safe. I wished I had a pair of pliers and a blowtorch, I was about to get medieval on some hillbilly ass.



 

18. Information
I stood up straight, grabbed the hem of my shirt to give my arm some support, and walked towards the two unconscious figures on the ground, filled with righteous anger.
“Let’s get them inside,” I said. “I don’t want to be out here in case there are more of them coming back.” Leo and John dragged the two inside, and set them up in a couple of chairs from the back room.
I smacked the first one across the face and yelled, “Wake up!” His head rolled to one side, and I slapped it back the other way as he started to come to.
“What’s your name, son?” I asked, my voice deadly cool. He was not bound, but I didn’t expect any trouble with Leo and John standing behind me.
“Butch,” he said.
“Butch. Tell me what was going on here.”
“They’ll kill me,” he said with a frightened look in his eyes.
“Butch. I’m going to kill you if you don’t tell me the truth. I may kill you by tying you to a tree along the road. Hopefully you’ll die of thirst before a zombie finds you.” Calm and cool, my only chance at getting the information I needed to keep Max safe was to be a bigger threat than the zombies that were controlling these humans. I’d spent the last several minutes wracking my brain trying to figure out what hold the zombies had over these people.
Leo stepped forward and put her hand on my good shoulder, and I shot her a look.
“Butch, tell me what’s going on,” I said coldly. “Why are you working for them?”
“They… They… They have my family.” he stuttered.
“Where? Where is your family?”
“At the high school in Culpeper. There are thirty or forty of them smart ones. The zed in charge is Watley. All the other zeds that can talk call him Mr. Watley.” he gushed.
“Butch, three of us took out your whole crew here. There are more of us, we can free your family, but you have to tell me what’s going on.” I said, softening my tone a bit.
“I don’t know nothin’. Alls I know is they said come here and find some little kid, and tell them where he was, and they’d let me and my family go.”
“What was this kid’s name Butch, do you know? Do you have a description? How were you supposed to find him?”
“His name is Max. I don’t know what he looks like, ‘cept he’s blonde haired. One of them got a look at him somewhere, but he was in a silver truck and the window was all fogged, all he could tell was that he was blonde.”
With the front passenger side window of my truck shot out, there’s no way a back window could have been fogged. How could it have been fogged? Could that be what Max meant when he said he was hiding from them? I needed to have a talk with him, but I was so afraid of frightening him. He’d handled all of this so well, with maturity way beyond his years.
“When you found this ‘Max’ kid, what were you supposed to do?”
“You’re gonna go get my family? Give me your word.”
“Butch, if you tell me where there is a group of zombies who are looking for some human kid to do harm to him, I’m going to go kill them.”
“We was supposed to take the kid back to Mr. Watley. He was real interested in the kid.”
“Why? What did he want with the kid?” I asked, trying not to give away that it was my son they were looking for.
“He never said nothin’, and I ain’t ask. I just did as I was told, hoping to get away or do what they wanted and get my family back.”
“Leo, I’m done with Butch here. The other one is waking up, would you drag Butch out back and get rid of him?”
Butch screamed as Leo dragged him out of the room “You said! You gave me your word!”
“I’m a man of my word.” I said calmly as Leo took Butch out back and let him go.
“You! What’s your name?” I said as I slapped the second man back to consciousness.
“Huh? What? I’m still alive?” he stammered. “That chick, she moved like a zombie. I thought I was a goner.”
“Shut up. What’s your name?” I asked in same cold voice as before. I’d lost a lot of blood by now and was starting to get a little woozy. I had too much to do and no time for this injury. I had a two mile walk ahead of me, and one more interrogation to complete.
“Lance, Lance Fitzgerald. My buddy Butch and I, we were just walking through town, just the two of us, when this big zed jumped us. We thought we were dead, but he just said, ‘I’ll let you live if you go take over this gun store for me, just bring the guns back’…”
I cut him off with a slap across the cheek. “Don’t lie to me Lance. Do not lie again.”
“Look man, I don’t know what you want to hear. Butch and I were jumped heading into to…” This time I hit him with a closed fist. Butch had too many details to be lying to me. He knew too much.
“Lance, I’m going to give you one more try,” I said as I took the big black .40 caliber pistol out of my waistband. “Don’t lie to me again. I’ve done a lot of killing today. My friends have done a lot of killing today. What’s one more added on?” I leveled the gun at his head. “Lance, if you lie to me again. I’m going to do you the favor of shooting you in the head so you can’t become one of them.”
This third time around, Lance told me the exact same story as Butch.
“Lance, thank you,” I said. ”Leo? Can you handle this one? We have a long walk, and I have to go get my rifle back out of the yard.”
I hobbled my way out to the yard, with no idea how I was going to make the two mile walk back to the house. ‘Just put one foot in front of the other, Tookes.’



 

19. Recovery
I put one foot in front of another, step after step. I made it the first mile on my own, before I had to put an arm around John. With a half mile left Leo put my other arm around her shoulder. The last hundred yards to the door, they practically carried me. Over the years I have leaned on Leo and John for support in many ways. Never more literally than this day.
Once inside the house, they laid me down on the stainless steel table. I was pretty out of it by then, I remember hearing the words irrigate and infection. Those words were followed by someone hosing my shoulder down with magma. My entire upper body was on fire, and I was out again.
I wake up feeling like I’m laying in a pool of hot water, hearing voices, and try to talk but my mouth is full of sand. I passed out again trying to croak out the word ‘water’.
The next thing I remember is waking up and seeing John asleep in a chair. I turned my head a little bit, enough to see that I was in the master bedroom. John’s face was smashed against a book; I think that’s the closest he’s ever come to reading anything. I started to roll, but pain shot down my shoulder. My arm, tied to my chest, was completely immobile. I tried looking at my shoulder, but my neck was so stiff I couldn’t.
My mouth was still full of sand. “John.” My voice was weak. “Can I have some water?”
John woke up with a start. “You gave us quite a scare mate. I’ll grab you a cup, and let your mum know you’re awake.” He practically ran out of the room.
A few minutes later, Leo, John, and Mom came walking in. Mom had a bowl of chicken broth, Leo had a big glass of water and a pitcher, and John had a grin on his face. They put the soup and water on the end table and both of them came over to the bed.
“Victor,” Mom said, “we’re going to sit you up. This is probably going to hurt. It’s been nine days since you were shot; you’ve mostly been unconscious for that time. Every time you were awake enough to swallow we were pouring liquids down your throat, with no IV equipment we were worried you’d die of dehydration. You lost a lot of blood. We’ll have a talk about your reckless behavior later. For now, sit up.”
With that, she yanked my good arm and Leo pushed from behind, together they sat me upright. I winced at the excruciating pain radiating down my chest and back, but it was actually less pain than I was anticipating. My chest was bound; my shoulder wrapped with tape and gauze, my arm was taped to my chest, in addition to having a makeshift sling attached. From this angle I could see where the bullet wound was in the front, although I was happy to see there was no blood seeping through the gauze. It was going to leave a cool looking scar.
I took the offered glass of water with my good hand and drained it. Leo refilled it, and set it within reach, as all three of us worked to slide me back up the bed and lean on the wall with a bunch of pillows behind me. Once I was firmly established in an upright position, I considered drinking more water. Unfortunately more water meant I was going to eventually have to walk to the bathroom and pee. That was a daunting prospect, but I had to get up and start getting strength back. There was a matter of kids and families at the high school. No wonder we never found any survivors, the zombies had rounded them all up.
“John, what’s been going on around here the last nine days while I was on vacation?”



 

20. Fortifications
“We’ve been working on fortifications around here. Your brother Marshall is amazing. He’s built walls and chutes and lines of fire all over the property.” John said.
“Leo learned to drive the tractor; she’s a demon digging trenches. We’ve shored up the fences surrounding the whole of the property. Leo dug a trench and berm for about a kilometer from the back of the property down to the river along the front. It’s littered with big boulders, it will stop any vehicles,” John continued. ”Marshall built a gate out of telephone poles down at the end of the driveway.”
I was completely impressed. The amount of work they’d done was astounding. They’d completed almost my entire defensive plan in nine days, without any help from me. “Wow. You’re all amazing. Mom, how are we on resources? Food, fuel, water?” I asked.
“We’re low on fuel, we’ve been conserving propane by using the grills, but we’re down to about four days. We’ve used a lot of diesel the last few days; the big tank is down to a thousand gallons, that won’t last through the weekend at this rate.”
“What day is it?” I asked. It was weird to have no concept of what time or even day it was.
“Its Thursday, Vic.”
“They were building that army to come get Max,” I said. “They’re not going to stop.” Acting on a hunch I asked, “When was the last time any of you saw a zombie?”
“We killed one last Friday, six days ago,” said Leo.
“Where are they? We haven’t killed everyone around here. We aren’t even close to that. We’ve been making a huge amount of noise, with the backhoe, with the tractors and chainsaws. We’ve had lights running all night, and been grilling food outside. We’ve made no effort to hide our location, and yet we never see zombies, why is that?” I asked. Without waiting for a response I continued, “I believe that they’re being drawn off somewhere, and that they’re going to come at us in force. I think that whoever it was learned a lot about us at the gun club, and I’m worried that they won’t make the same mistake twice. We need to be ready. You’ve all made huge progress, but we need to be able to withstand a siege. We need stores and fuel and ammunition, and we need to think about what’s going to happen when a horde shows up at our door.”
“Tookes, we’re doing all we can, what else would you like us to do?” asked John.
“You guys have done more than I could have imagined. I think we need more living bodies, and that means more food, more fuel, more water, more guns and more ammunition. And we need to come up with ways to kill them that don’t use bullets.”
Leo spoke up first, “I have a couple of ideas; Marshall has been building lines of fire. Barricades that direct walking zombies in specific directions. What if we dug pits around the property, and lined the bottoms of them with barbed pikes. Even if the dead don’t die again, they’ll be stuck. Then we can go around and end their reanimation with spears, and burn the corpses in the pits.”
“I like it Leo. What do you need, besides fuel to make it happen?” I asked.
“I need someone with a chainsaw to cut down some trees out back so we can make the sticks. I’ve never used a chainsaw, and you’re in no position to do so. That means John or Marshall.”
“I’ll be fine, but I’m not sure that I’m up for running a chainsaw. I can drive, and I can operate a tractor one armed. I’ll find some way to be useful. I’m glad it’s my left arm though, I can’t shoot worth a damn with my left hand.”
I finished off my glass of water, and Leo refilled it on the end table. Mom handed me the bowl of chicken broth which had cooled, but was still delicious and warm. I set the spoon aside and drank the broth as quickly as I could. After about half of it, my belly was pretty full, but I kept going. I was starving, and I wasn’t going to let a little something like being full get in the way of my first food in nine days. The drawback of course, was that I hadn’t peed in days, I was low on iron, and I had very little protein in my body. As soon as I finished drinking my soup, I knew I was going to have to go.
“Let me see if I can get up by myself.” I said, as I started to swing my legs over off the edge of the bed. My feet hit the cold wooden floor; I pushed up with my good arm and realized that my back hurt like hell. With a slight grunt, I straightened up, and started shuffling to the toilet. It amazed me how quickly one could become weak. My legs were noticeably thinner. When I got in the bathroom, I took a look at myself in the mirror. My chest was a mess of tape and gauze; my back looked about the same. My arm was taped to my chest, and then wrapped in a sling. My belly was gone. Two months of hard farm labor plus trying to save food, plus nine days without eating made for a skinny Tookes. I’m not sure I’d been that skinny since my senior year of high school. I turned around to pee, and thought, ‘Damn Tookes, you’d better sit down before you fall down.’
I sat down on the toilet, and started toying with the fabric sling. It wasn’t doing anything with my arm taped like this. I pulled it off while I sat there, and started to un-tape my arm. Every pull of tape was murder. Between the injury itself and ripping out my chest hair, I had tears in my eyes. Eventually I had my arm free. One of the things about a broken collar bone was that they took about a month to heal. I was about a quarter of the way there. I moved my arm, forward and backward, up and down. The muscles in my chest were stiff, my shoulder was stiff. I slowly stood up, straightened my shoulders and felt my sternum crack. I held my arm against my chest and slipped the sling back over my neck. There was some pain, but overall much better than I’d expected.
I came out of the bathroom, and started looking around for a shirt. I needed to go see what the place looked like. I found my shirt, and started for the stairs. Leo was in front of me in a flash.
“Tookes. What do you think you’re doing?” She asked; her hand on my good shoulder.
“I need to go see the place. I know you don’t understand, but something is coming, and it’s coming now. Where is Max? I need to check on him.”



 

21. Visitors
Downstairs in the smaller dining room I found Max, coloring in a Sesame Street coloring book. He was on the last page, having colored the entire thing.
“Daddy!” he yelled, as he came running across the room. “I knew you would wake up!” He jumped into my arms, except I only had one arm.
I caught him as best I was able, turning my body so he launched onto my side. I held him in my good arm, and kissed him on the cheek. “I love you buddy. I missed you so much while I was asleep.”
“I missed you too Daddy, but I sat with you while you slept, and I kissed you every morning and every night at bedtime. We always give kisses at bedtime!”
I was nearly in tears, my little boy was here, he was happy and healthy and everything was going to be alright. He had that amazing power. All the other things he could do, that feeling was the most powerful. And it had nothing to do with his encounter at the day care nearly three months ago.
He gave me a kiss on the cheek and said, “Look what I made for you! You can’t guess what it is!” He showed me a picture that was clearly Max and I holding hands outside in a flower garden.
“Is it a picture of a banana?” I asked.
“No!”
“Is it a truck?”
“No!”
“Is it Max and Daddy standing in the flowers?”
“Yes!” he said excitedly.
I heard a radio chirp in the background. “Max, can you finish coloring? I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.” I bent down and kissed him on the cheek.
“Don’t worry Daddy; Uncle Marshall is smarter than these guys.” Max said plainly.
Goosebumps raised on the back of my neck. I ran, as best I could on my weak legs towards the living room. Down a hall, through the main dining room and up into the living room where I knew I’d find my guns, and the front door of the house. I grabbed my pistol and the scoped 30.06 I called Sammie, and my magazine bag, and stepped up to the windows.
From the middle of the room I brought the rifle up to my eye and peered through the scope. There were trucks lined up on the highway by the entrance gates, nearly half a mile away. I took off up the back steps and opened the doors on the Juliet balcony, and laid down on my belly on the floor. It took me several tries to figure out how to get my left arm into position, and then several more tries to get the gun lined up. I watched through the scope as they brought some bolt cutters out of one of the truck. I’d forgotten to grab a radio, and wasn’t in any shape to get up and go get one, so I just yelled, “They’re cutting the chain on the gate! I need a radio!”
My voice was a little louder than I intended. From right behind me Max said, “I brought your radio and the talking necklace.”
“Oh Max, thank you buddy! You’re so smart. This might get very loud buddy, I need you to go into our room and play. Close the door, and don’t open it unless it’s someone who lives here, okay? Can you do that?” He didn’t move, “Now Max! Go Now!” I said firmly. His bottom lip stuck out, I’ve almost never spoken sternly to him, and he walked off to our room and closed the door.
I half rolled onto my good side, grabbed the radio and slid the throat mic around my neck. I had no idea where it came from, but it was nice, especially being one armed. I spoke into the radio “They’re cutting the chain on the gate. What’s the plan?”
“Vic, where are you?” my brother asked.
“I’m upstairs in the library, watching out the balcony doors.”
“Leo and John have something planned, watch for them and move on their signal. I’m glad to hear you’re up and around, sorry I haven’t been able to get up to see you since you woke up.”
“No prob.” I said. “You got a lot done, I’m glad you’re here to take care of Max. I’m sorry I got myself shot and took a nine day vacation.”
“You should be. Now shut up, watch the show, and be ready to offer support. They’re in position. I liberated your .50 cal by the way. I wish you’d grabbed some more bullets. Next time could you try and think that through a little better?”
“I took the whole case!”
“Vic, always with the excuses!” Marshall said.
“Sorry Marshall, next time there’s a zombie apocalypse, I’ll call ahead and order a pallet of ammunition. Anything else you’d like me to get?”
John’s voice came over the radio, his Australian accent thick “Would you shut it? Do I have to do all the work here?”
I watched the trees for any sign of wind. It was dry out and warm. Bullets would fly straight and true. It was a half-mile shot. Nine hundred yards. Thirty-two feet of bullet drop. My scope would compensate for twenty, I had to aim twelve feet above my target. Figuring the average man is just about six feet, I need to aim for his head as if he was three times taller. I made a couple practice sweeps. Line up the head on the bottom most cross in the scope. Make a note of something that is at the third cross down from the top. A rock, a line, a crack in the pavement, whatever. Adjust aim to put that pavement crack on the bottom lines of the scope. Inhale, inhale, inhale, exhale. I was ready.
Suddenly Leo was directly in front of them on the other side of the gate. Her mic was open, I heard her say, “Can I help you gentlemen with something?”
I couldn’t hear the response, but Leo blurred away, behind a tree to the left. A shot rang out, and half a second later, the bolt cutters flew out of his hands. John was close to me, but far from them. Distance was hard to figure based on delay, but I’d guess he was somewhere around four hundred yards away. And if I knew John, he was using a 9mm pistol.
I returned the scope to my aim-point on the guy at the gate, when Leo blurred back in front of him. “I would leave now if I were you. There are at least three guns trained on you right now, and as you can see, we are good shots.” She blurred again, as the response came through her microphone.
All I heard was one word. The guy at the gate yelled, “Now!”
I was aimed well above his head, and I saw the men start to come out of the weeds on the far side of the road first. They were in a line advancing towards our fence, three or four deep and the line was at least a hundred yards wide. When I saw them I started my long range shooting routine. Inhale three times, exhale and squeeze, lift and slide the bolt. At this distance it was vital to remain calm, and keep my heart rate under control.
I squeezed the trigger, and the man at the gate went down. It was nearly a second and a half between the searing pain of the rifle stock driving into my shoulder and when the man fell, the remnants of his head showering down on the road behind him. He had plenty of time to have moved, but the bullet traveled faster than the sound; he was dead before he heard the crack. The pain in my shoulder was a new twist, and an added pressure on my shooting. I was slower than normal, attempting to keep my heart rate down through the pain. These were shots I wouldn’t normally try, but what else could I do? Once the targets were moving, it was going to be too hard to lead them with a second and a half of flight time on the bullet.
“Leo. There are at least four-hundred of them. We need to fall back. John, move to the porch. Leo, move to the left, and take out that side, I don’t want them to circle the house. Vic, nice fucking shot! Hold fire, and be ready to get to the back porch if they get around us. What do you have besides the aught-six?” Marshall was directing the battle, I had no idea where he was, but if I was a betting man, I’d say he was on the right flank with his shotgun and something nasty up his sleeve.
“Marshall, copy on the hold fire, I have the rifle and my Sig. Low on ammo for both. Mom, do you have a radio? I’m going to need all the 30.06 you can carry, and do we have something semi-auto?” I said quietly.
The men had covered the fence, and were advancing up the front yard. They were moving slowly and carefully. It would take them three or four minutes to walk the distance. It was uphill, through thick grass. They’d be about out of adrenaline by the time they made it to three-hundred yards from the house. They’d be getting a little shaky. We were severely outnumbered, but we had very distinct, strong advantages. We were defending our home. We were the good guys. We were protecting a child, and we were dug in. They were in unfamiliar territory, trying to take ground from a determined, super human force. The zombies had the advantage of hiding out with humans. The smart ones looked human. They sounded human. I’ve only found one way to know if they’re zombies.
“Vic, you are in no condition to be shooting. You should be in bed. But you’re not going to listen. We have a black plastic gun with a curved clip, and a shotgun.”
“Thanks Mom, I’ll take it under advisement. Can you bring me the black plastic gun, every magazine you can find for it, and the box of 30.06 shells? Then go to Max, he’s in his bedroom hiding under the bed. I need him.”
I had debated this in the back of my head for months. I wanted no part in Max knowing what this was about. I didn’t want him to see what was about to happen. He was too young. God I just wanted him to have a childhood. If I could take out the zombies, I think the humans would fold up. If I’d heard the truth at the gun club, my memory of that interrogation was kind of fuzzy, but I had to assume that the zombies had their families too. If I could convince them that we could free their families, maybe we had a chance. I just don’t see, even with Leo and John’s abilities, how we could win against so many without someone getting hurt. Last time was a quarter of this number of people, and I ended up shot.
Mom came up the stairs carrying a grocery bag full of ammunition, the .22 carbine, and four magazines. Those mags were thirty rounds each, one hundred and fifty rounds in magazines, and maybe two-hundred more on top of that. I just couldn’t figure out how we had enough to win this.
I touched the mic and spoke, “Marshall, this is not a situation we’re going to win. I don’t want to kill all these people.”
“Tookes, every one of us will die to protect Max.” John spoke up.
“Vic, we’re not going to die. You got shot, I understand if your nerves are raw. We can take these guys.”
“I can’t kill humans if I don’t have to. I think I have an idea... We have at least two minutes until they’re in range. Give me that time.”
“Okay, Vic.”
“Right-o Tookes.”
“I trust you Tookes,” answered Leo.
Mom and Max came out of Max’s room.
“Max, I need a favor. Can you tell me with words which of those guys out there has bad bugs? I’m sorry to ask this of you, but I’m trying very hard not to hurt the people without bugs.”
“There are lots Daddy. They’re looking for me. Their bugs are calling for me. They are too far away right now, but they have more bugs than me.”
“Which ones Max? I need to know, and I need to know right now. What color shirts are they wearing?”
“Red shirt in the middle. He has the most bugs. I can’t squish them. But I can squish that bad guys.” As he spoke, a tall skinny man in blue jeans, a white button up shirt and a black jacket fell to the ground.
“Max, I need you to cover your ears with your arms. This will be loud; I’ll squish the red shirt guy’s bugs.”
Max covered his ears, and I lined up for a 380-yard shot. One advantage of having lived at this house, I know every inch of the property, and can make accurate distance judgments, down to the foot, all over the property. I could almost imagine yard lines like a football field. He was far enough out for the bullet to outrun the sound. I was in cover. But I needed help.
“John, red shirt, middle. I need a bullet one foot on either side of his head the second you hear my shot.”
“Got it Tookes.”
“Here goes Max. I’m sorry. Turn around and cover buddy.” He wrapped his arms up over his head, pressing them into his ears. I squeezed the trigger. Throbbing pain shot through my whole upper body, my left arm had fallen asleep. I heard two shots almost simultaneously from below and left of me. Three bullets sped towards the lead zombie. One heading for his forehead and one on each side. Whichever way he dodged, he would be hit. I worked the bolt and fired once more, this time at the leader’s groin, covering myself in case he dodged straight down trying to duck the bullets.
All four bullets flew true. Just before they struck home, the zombie turned into smoke, and reappeared about six feet in front of his original spot.
“Oh Shit. Upgrades!” I said into the mic. “Marshall, he can teleport, and he’s fast! He teleported through the bullets!”
“Max, is there any way for me to tell which ones are bad guys?” I asked.
“You just have to look.”
“They look the same to me,” I said.
“Look closer Daddy,” Max said.
I concentrated. Nothing. I focused my brain, searching for anything different. The way they moved, looked, anything. I focused on my own mind, searching for anything. I need to be able tell them apart. I have to. I can’t kill all these humans, the species needs them, but more than that, I’m not sure my conscience could handle killing that many people. That many families further torn apart, not by zombies, but by my actions.
I felt a snap. A sharp pain in my skull, and my eyes hurt. Everything was surrounded by bright colors. Max had a baby-blue aura around him; my own hand was glowing blue. I looked through the scope. The humans all had colors, mostly blues. The zombies did not. ‘Thank you Max!’
I picked the first shape with no aura and squeezed. Acquire, squeeze. Over and over. While I was firing, Leo closed in with the red shirted zombie. A circle formed around them. With the mix of humans and zombies, John was out of the fight.
“John. Focus on the red shirt. Don’t shoot Leo!” I said, into the mic.
“Marshall, where are you?” I said.
“Vic, I have the entire field trapped. They won’t make it another hundred feet. If you’re going to save these people, do it now.”
I looked at red shirt. He was the key to this. I watched him fighting Leo. She was way too fast for him, he couldn’t catch her, but every time she landed a strike, it hit only smoke. I focused on him; I focused all of my concentration on seeing him. Right as Leo landed a strike, he stretched in about twelve different directions. His ‘shadow’ moved out in different directions, one of them solidified. Right as the strike landed, he dispersed and reappeared at the end of the solidified shadow. I watched this for several strikes, all of which happened in the space of less than two seconds. Every time, he would stretch in different directions. I realized I was looking at his decisions. When he stretched, he went to all of his possible destinations, when he decided on one, it solidified.
He reappeared above Leo, out of her line of sight. In the time she found him, he landed a blow across her cheek, cutting it pretty deeply. This had to end, but I was too far away, too much bullet travel time between me and him. The Juliet balcony was about ten feet above the porch, I considered jumping off. Immediately my shadow stretched off the balcony, and I saw it lying on the ground with a broken leg. I changed to going off the side and hang dropping, and it showed me a sprained ankle. Every route I tried ended with me getting hurt. Down the stairs out the door I ran into a zombie right as I hit the front door and I got bit. Shadows shot out of me in every direction. The best option was the window in Max’s room. That path solidified for an instant and then they all disappeared as I made my decision. I lept off the floor, leaving the rifle and grabbed the .22 semi automatic.
“Max, Get under your bed. Stay there until I come back.” I said, as I opened his window.
The last thing I saw was Max holding his hand up, pinky, index, and thumb extended in the sign for I love you. I let go of the window frame, and shot the same sign to him as I fell to the porch. Just as my shadow predicted, I fell backwards and hit my funny bone on the brick porch.
I ran down the front stairs, and raised the rifle to my shoulder. My shadow shot forward, and got bitten by a zombie from the left. I turned left, shot that zombie first, and then the one on the right.
I ran for all I was worth towards Leo and the now famous, Red Shirt. The humans had slowed down, and were coming towards the house on their bellies. The zombies were still mostly advancing.
“John. Shoot all the standing ones. Leave Red Shirt to me.”
Finally able to enter the fight, John made up for lost time. He went down the line, only the slightest pause every seventeen shots while he switched magazines.
I focused on Red Shirt, watching him. He was predictable. If he had two options, he went right before left. He mostly went backwards over forwards. He was figuring out Leo’s blind spots, and keeping her busy. I don’t think he was even trying to win. I think he had more tricks up his sleeve. I wondered what he was waiting for. He looked up and I knew he saw me coming, because he started considering options of coming towards me, but always returned to focusing on Leo. They sent him to take her out of the fight. They sent humans with the zombies to keep John from the fight.
“Marshall,” I called over the radio “Get ready with whatever you have! This ends now!”
I yelled out loud as I ran “Humans! Four of us have beaten all these zombies! We will free your families, lay down your weapons. I don’t want to kill you!”
I watched Red Shirt decide to go left and forwards, right in front of Leo. They were fighting facing right of where I was coming from. I stopped, and put three bullets in the spot where he was going to go right as he reappeared. He reappeared right on top of one bullet; it exploded out of his head. The following two bullets impacted his head, which was decimated. Gore splattered Leo’s face. I swear I saw some blood actually moving towards the cut on her face.
“Mom... Leo’s coming in. She’s got a pretty good cut.” I said into the radio. “She’s going to need stitches.” By the time I got to her, she had wiped her face in her shirt. Her cheek was healed.
Marshall had the humans lined up along the driveway. The few that had had weapons had left them on the other side of the drive. I walked up beside him. John appeared on his other side and Leo on the right.
“Vic. There are a hundred fifty-three of them. Where are we going to put them and their families? And how are we going to get their families?”
“Listen up, all of you!” I shouted. “We’ll get your families. We can beat them. Stay calm, listen to Marshall, he’ll get you squared away under a roof, and we’ll find food.”
“Marshall,” I said quietly. “The upstairs of the barn will hold them. We’re going to need bedding though. Watch them, none are zombies, but I’m not sure I fully trust them. I’m going to pass out.”



22. Logistics
I limped upstairs, my shoulder on fire. It’s amazing how much you can ignore when the adrenaline is pumping. I couldn’t have held a rifle steady enough to hit anything at ten yards.
When I got to our rooms, I found Max, still under his bed. He had a flashlight and some race cars under there and was playing happily. I laid down on the floor and looked under the bed. “Hi Max,” I grinned.
“Hi Daddy.” He smiled. “Can I come out now? It’s hot under here.”
“Yes buddy, thank you for being a good boy. Thank you for doing what I asked.”
“It's okay; I put some toys and a flash light under here yesterday, so I would have something to do.”
“Come on out, and go downstairs and get some food. I’m going to take a nap. But first give me a hug and a kiss.”
He crawled out and kissed me as he squeezed my neck.
“I love you Daddy. You’re my best Daddy.” I watched him walk out of the room before I struggled to stand up.
The clock on the end table said it was only two in the afternoon, I felt like I hadn’t eaten in a month, but all I could do was lay down in bed and go to sleep. Pain killers were few and far between. We had a reasonably large supply of over the counter stuff, but nothing worked as well as sleep.
I awoke the next day at five forty-five in the morning, to the sun streaming in my window. Without thinking, I sat up in bed. My shoulder felt much better, although I was still extraordinarily stiff from the day before, and there was a huge bruise on it. Swinging my legs out of the bed, I stood up and walked downstairs to the kitchen. In the fridge there were a couple dozen eggs. My mother was so amazing. Where did she get eggs? She seemed to have an endless pantry. As much as I wanted to eat the entire dozen, I figured I’d better eat something else. She might be saving those eggs, plus the only thing I’d eaten in nine days was some broth, I’m not sure how my stomach would handle so much protein all at once.
There was a loaf of bread, slightly moldy, on the shelf. I tore the mold off and ate two pieces. I was starting on the third when Mom walked in, holding a plastic bag full of fresh vegetables.
“Victor!” She exclaimed as she came over and gave me a hug, being cautious of my shoulder. I hugged her back; she was such an amazing woman. She’d taken all of this as it came, asked no questions, and had complete faith in Marshall and me. She was everywhere, and helped with everything. She always had delicious food, and plenty of it. I knew the stores had to be running low.
“Mom, thank you. Thank you for everything. I don’t know what I would have done without you.” I said to her as I hugged her as tightly as I could. “How are we going to feed these people Mom? I can’t turn them away. I don’t think you would either. But I have no idea where we’re going to find enough to go around.”
“I sent Marshall out with that gigantic gun you got the night you got shot. The old Meyers farm has a herd of Bison; he’ll take one, then open up all the gates and let the rest out. Likewise, the Wades have several hundred dairy cows. We’ll need to round up a dozen or so for milk and cheese and butter and let the rest go. They’re not Kobe beef, but they’ll still feed us. A single bison will feed us for a few days. There’s not enough to keep that up forever, but unless these people all decide to stay, we only need short term. I have a fifty-pound sack of grits in the basement, so tonight we’ll have bison and grits. Even Marshall can hit a bison with that rifle.”
“Wow Mom. You’re amazing.”
“Vic, we have room around the property for about three hundred-fifty to live under roof. Conditions will be tight, but people will have a warm dry spot to lie down. If we’re going to make a long term go at this, we’re going to need help. Marshall built a garden spot up on the hill; I planted ten rows of potatoes, ten rows of beets, and two rows of radishes and carrots. This late in the summer, root vegetables, dried grains, and hunting are going to have to carry us through this winter and spring until the early crops come in.”
“What do you need from me?”
“Down past the cat rescue, there’s the old Miller place. They have a chicken coop out back with a bunch of hens and two roosters. I’d like to have that, if they’re not using it. Of course, that means we’re going to need chicken feed. Bringing a dozen cows means we’re going to need to stock in hay for the winter. There are round bales from last year in the back field that will be fine for cows, but some grain will keep them producing better through the winter. I need beans, any bulk dried bean you can find is fine, and grains. Flour, rice, barley, corn, wheat. I think we’re going to have to go into town to the farmer’s co-op. We’ve raided all the local farms pantries.”
“Okay. I’m worried about the families of the men. We have to move quickly. I’m going to go scout it out today and see what we’re up against. I’m going to go by myself, I don’t’ want to put anyone else in danger, and I know the town. I’m not going to engage, this is a watch and see mission.”
“Vic, you have made all the right calls. You saved those men out there yesterday. Marshall thought we were going to have to kill them all. I don’t know how, but you always make the right decisions.”
I’d finished the loaf of bread and about half of the butter Mom handed me out of the fridge. My belly was full, I was feeling better.
We have to go today to free these men’s families. I’m worried about what will happen to those innocent people if we don’t. In this world, a man’s word was all he has.
I picked up a radio and called for John and Leo to join me in the dining room. They weren’t going to like what I had to say.



 

23. Planning
Marshall came into the dining room with Leo and John. They were all sweating; it was already hot at six-thirty in the morning. I missed air conditioning. They sat down at the table and I slid each of them a cold bottle of water. We’d finished all of the pre-bottled water, and were now washing the bottles and refilling them. The farm had a very deep artesian well, the water was better from the ground here than the original water in the bottles. We kept the refrigerator stocked with water, because when we turned the power off late at night, the mass of the water helped keep the fridge cold.
“What is the status of the men Marshall?” I asked.
“They’re all set up with quarters above the barn. We built dividers yesterday, and they spent the night up there last night.” Marshall said. “I have them broken into squads of five. Each squad has a task to accomplish today; when it’s done they get dinner tonight. I told them they’re temporary members of our community, and that we’re going to go get their families today. They seem like a good group of guys, I didn’t get to talk to every one of them individually, but they’re all from Culpeper. No one from out of town, which lends credence to their stories. They all told a similar story. The zombies came in the middle of the night posing as military. They said they had a safe place at the school, and that they had five minutes to gather their stuff and get to the truck. When they got to the truck they were taken to the high school, and processed. They were asked what they did, what their skills are, if they’d been bitten, etc. There is also a pen of slow zombies there. Several of the men described it as holding several hundred.”
“We have to go today to rescue those families. I’m sure the zombies know by now that we won this fight. Here’s the plan. I’m going alone.” It was a declaration, not for debate.
“What?” From Marshall.
“No.” Said John at the same time.
“Tookes, don’t be stupid.” was Leo’s reply.
“Here’s why. I know that school. I went there for four years; I know every inch of it from finding places to skip classes and smoke cigarettes. I know the farms surrounding it. Marshall, remember in high school I spent those two summers working those fields for Mr. Haversham?” I asked. “I can sneak up, recon the site. If there’s high ground, I’ll be able to take several of them before the alarm can be sounded.”
“Tookes, Leo would have a much better chance.” said Marshall.
“I’m not sure that’s true. I think I could take Leo in a fight.” I said.
Leo looked at me like I had grown horns and done a back flip.
“Leo, give me a baton.” She handed me one, “Now... Come at me with the other one. Quarter speed if you’re feeling overconfident.” I watched her make the decision to feint to the right and come with an overhand chop. I didn’t fall for the feint. I had the baton in place to block her chop before she even finished it. Which at quarter speed for Leo meant it looked like I just barely blocked it.
“Again, this time half speed.”
Once again, I watched her weigh her options, before she stepped in close and came down diagonally towards my good shoulder. I caught her wrist with my bad arm, sending a jolt through my shoulder, and drove the tip of the baton gently up into her jaw, lightly pressing on the underside of her chin with the rounded tip.
“Do you want to try full speed?”
“How…” she asked. “You’re not moving that fast, but I should have been able to get that last one under your hand. It’s like you knew right where I was going to be.”
“It appears I have a talent also.” I said.
“You can read minds?” asked Marshall.
“Marshall. Pick a number between one and ten, and be ready to hold up that many fingers.”
I watched shadow arms holding up fingers shoot out of Marshall. Each of them disappeared, leaving just the hands holding up eight fingers.
“Eight.”
Shadow arms shot out again.
“Four.”
And again.
“Nine.” I said “I can do this all day.”
“Incredible. How? When?” John asked.
“I’m not sure. I haven’t ever been bitten. I think when I thought I killed Penelope at the bridge, I must have gotten some of her brain in my eyes or nose or something. That’s all I can think of, I was pretty covered in gore, I’m certainly glad I appear to be immune. I wonder if our immunities are hereditary. Maybe it’s genetic? I’ve been giving that a lot of thought. I think Max’s talk of bugs means it’s a parasite. There must be something about our bodies that make us different. If I’m right, it means Marshall is immune too, and my mother has a 50/50 shot. It came from either her or my father. Let’s not find out.” I purposely left them not knowing exactly how my talent worked or its limitations.
“So, here’s the rest of the plan. I’m going to take the Jeep down at the road over to the high school through Old Man Haversham’s field. There’s a big knoll behind his house about a mile from the football field. If we’re lucky they have the families in the stadium. Marshall and John, you’re going to wait two hours and bring the biggest two trucks you can find. Park at the farmhouse there and wait. If all goes well, we’ll be waiting for you inside the house. If not, we’re going to be coming in hot. Come loaded. I don’t’ know what they have there for weapons, but I bet they’re well armed. They cleaned out the club north of here, and there are at least two in Culpeper, plus Wal-Mart plus Cabela’s.”
I continued, “Marshall, do you know how many families there will be? We’re probably going to have to make a couple trips. I’m sure the Haversham’s had a truck; I’ll spend a minute searching their house for the keys. If I can find them I’ll put them on the driver’s seat of the truck, and maybe one of the families can drive that. Otherwise, we’ll have to bring a couple of the men on our second trip to ferry. I’ll get them loaded up in the farmhouse. I mean to end every zombie in the school. I’m tired of playing defense here; I’m going to take the head off this snake.”
“Tookes, you’re crazy. Your plan is based on guesses and hopes.” Said John.
“John, no plan ever survives the first encounter. No matter how detailed I make it, I’m going to have to adjust tactics. That’s why I need to do this alone. I can’t change gears quickly enough if I have to keep one of you in the loop on every change.”
“Tookes, you’re going to go up against a thousand slow zombies, and god knows how many smart ones. By yourself.” Said John.
“This is not up for debate. If I get there and there is no chance of success, I’m going to hang tight and wait for the two of you. They’ll be expecting all four of us. They know your abilities, that was clear from the attack yesterday. It was coordinated to find our weaknesses. If my ability hadn’t manifested, we’d have been in serious trouble.”
“Vic, I understand your thinking, but when you get there, if it’s too hot, wait for us. Don’t be a hero, Max needs you.” Marshall said.
“Guys, I’m not a hero. This is the only way we’ll succeed. They’ve been a step ahead of us every time. We have to be different, we have to not act as they expect and have planned for.”
I stood up, and pushed back from the table. “I am leaving in one hour. You are leaving in three hours. Leo, there are one hundred fifty men here that I don’t know and I don’t trust, and Max is here. I need you here. I need you to keep Max safe, in case our victory this morning wasn’t what we thought.”
“Tookes, I will defend the house and your son. We all love that little boy; none of us will let anything happen to him.”
“Alright, I’m heading out to get ready. John, I need Sammie, my aught 6, and every magazine and bullet we have. I’ll need the two Sigs; do we have holsters for both? We have six magazines for them right? Leo, can I borrow your old Kukris and holsters?”
Leo poofed and was back with them. Her entry into the room scattered some papers off the side table onto the floor. She was gone no more than one second.
“You got it Tookes, I’ll have them cleaned and loaded for you in thirty minutes.”
“Thanks mate. I’ll see you all at the end of the driveway in one hour. It’s now 8:05. I’m rolling at 9:05.”
My first stop was the medicine cabinet for ibuprofen. I stopped up in my room and checked on Max, who was sleeping soundly. I emptied a daypack, added the ibuprofen, and strapped my backpack on over the Kukris. Stop number two was down at the barn. I greeted some of the men, and told them that we’d have their families safe by lunch time. They all were very cordial, although I think several of them were frightened of me.
At the barn office, I grabbed a five gallon can of gasoline, a spool of electric fence wire, and the solar battery pack. Around behind the barn office was the property’s workshop. Inside there I found small three cans of propane for propane torches and the torch handle. They went into the backpack along with the wire, and the last thing was a bottle of paint thinner, a roll of duct tape and a box of finishing nails.
I had unloaded all of my truck around the property. My tool bag containing my remaining bombs from the bridge was hidden in the rafters, well out of Max’s reach and out of sight. I carried all of this down the half mile driveway, and stowed it under the back seat of a Jeep that had the keys still in the ignition.
Leo was the first to arrive as I stood next to the jeep smoking a cigarette from the pack I’d picked up in the hardware store and left in my tool bag. She grabbed my hand and looked into my eyes. “Vic, come back to me. Us. Max. Don’t be dumb.” She leaned in and hugged me, and kissed me on the cheek.
“I will.” Still holding her tightly, I pushed her chin up and kissed her quickly on the lips.
We waited in silence for John and Marshall to arrive. They had two minutes left.



 

24. The Haversham Farm
Leo and I waited about a minute in comfortable silence before Marshall and John arrived. John handed me Sammie and the two Sig’s, and a bag full of magazines. Leo walked around to the driver’s side of the Jeep with me and squeezed my hand as she said, “Stay safe Tookes.” I hopped in the driver’s seat and turned the Jeep around. It was a ten-mile trip to the Haversham’s, and I wanted to get there as quickly as possible.
The Jeep was an older model, with a lift kit and oversized tires and tons of off-road accessories. It was canary yellow, and had no top. It felt mechanically sound, although I didn’t do any in depth checking. It drove solidly, even with the larger tires. It made a lot of road noise as I drove along. We hadn’t heard them coming, though so I wasn’t that worried. I’d be pulling off the road about a mile from the school. The trip went quickly, every mile or so a car had been pushed off to the side of the road. Clearly they’d been working on this for a while. I made a mental note to come back soon for the batteries and alternators. I had a great idea for a wind generator, and spent a couple of minutes planning that out in my head.
“Focus Tookes!” I said out loud.
When I reached the big white two story Haversham farmhouse, I pulled into the yard beside the attached garage. I stopped, and tried to focus my thoughts on the inside of the house, listening, looking through the windows for any signs of zombies, and switching to my alternate vision to look for auras. It took some concentration before I could see my hand glowing bluish purple. I was feeling nervous and deadly. I wasn’t sure if that meant something to the colors of my aura, but it bore experimentation. It would be handy to know what people were feeling.
I stood before the front door and considered my options. I looked at all points of entry into the house. Shadows shot out from my body. Almost every one of them was safe, except the option of a running, diving, barrel roll through the front plate glass window. That ended up with me unconscious on the ground, probably with a concussion. Eventually I decided on walking up and opening the unlocked front door.
“Don’t overlooking the obvious.” I said as I opened the old creaky farmhouse screen door, and turned the knob.
Inside the house was very dim. Most of the blinds were closed. The old Victorian furniture was all neatly arranged, nothing upset or overturned. There hadn’t been a struggle in this part of the house.
I checked my watch; it was 9:28 pm. I had work to do, and not much time to do it. The first order of business was to find the keys to the truck. I walked straight back to the kitchen, and found a peg-board full of key rings. I recognized some, from my work on the farm. I took every set, including a Ford key on a Culpeper Ford dealership key ring and headed for the attached garage. Inside was a beautiful, almost brand new pearl white fully loaded F250 four-wheel drive pickup truck. I clicked the remote on the key ring and the doors unlocked.
“Oh, fuck yea! Daddy’s got a new truck!” I slid in the driver’s seat, feeling the cool leather; it still had that new car smell. After starting the truck, I hit the garage door opener, but nothing happened. Feeling like a dumbass, I got out, pulled the string to disengage the automatic door opener and rolled the door up.
I pulled the truck out of the two stall garage, and parked it on the driveway. I removed the keys, and scoured the glove compartment and center console. Inside the console I found a pen and some scrap paper, and hastily wrote a note. Keys on the seat, note folded over the steering wheel, I hopped out and ran around the back of the farm house to the tractor barn. Inside there I dropped a John Deere Key on the second step leading up to the cab of the massive combine, and stuck a Kubota key inside the door of the plow tractor.
Next, I trotted over to the knoll and lay down. Through Sammie’s scope I could see the school. There were at least two hundred fifty people inside the football field, and I counted fifteen zombies around the outside. The principal had moved his office to this side of the building while I was attending school so he could watch football games from his window. I searched three windows with my scope before I found the right one. It appeared to be empty. Over the next several minutes I surveyed the entire building facing the stadium, and saw no sign of the living in the building.
“Stupid zombies,” I muttered as I grabbed my tool bag and took off for a small creek bed running through the field. I had five of my pipe bombs left from the Potomac Bridge, plus one with parachutes. I stepped off every ten feet and laid a bomb covering a fifty-foot section, keeping the last parachute bomb for an emergency. Next, I ran electric fence wire to each of them, and rolled the wire up to the solar battery terminal on top of the hill where I’d be. The wire laid down in the long grass, and other than a few of my tracks, was pretty hard to tell anyone had been through there. The grass on top of the knoll was taller than I was when I laid down. I mashed a few feet down in front of me, and then made an area off to the right. I pulled up a bunch of grass and stuck it in a pile trying to hide myself. I laid out the other treasures from my bag, leaving only the magazines and bullets for the sigs and checked my watch. “Ten-fifteen. I have forty-five minutes until the cavalry arrives. It’s time to do work.” I said aloud.
The trees along the edge of the field gave me some cover as I approached the school. As I walked, I switched to what I now call my ‘aura view’, and tried to suppress my aura. I wish this stuff came with a manual, I thought to myself as I managed not to shrink it, but more like turning it clear. As soon as I stopped concentrating it turned back to blue-purple.
At the edge of the tree line, I stopped and surveyed the situation. It had quickly become my habit to contemplate my options. The first zombie was roughly a hundred fifty feet away. I focused on the option of running a direct line to him, and hitting him in the head with the kukri. If I did that, he alerted the zombies in the stands. Instead, I tried a throat chop, which silenced him, and moved on to the next zombie. To my surprise, another shadow shot out from the first. Wondering how far I could push this, I made decision after decision testing and pushing my abilities. Some of them ending in my death, but when that happened, I backed up a step and made a different choice. It took me nearly twenty minutes of choreography, but repeated the dance until I had it perfectly fixed in my mind. I knew that after the third zombie, who I had to hit once in the chest and once across the face I had to spin right. Spinning left caught my foot on a stone. There were shadows all over the school yard. They all slowly solidified. As I started to move, following the first one, the forward decision lines stayed, guiding me through an intricate dance that was about to unfold.



 

25. The Dance
I ran straight towards the first zombie. Exactly on cue, he looked down the field to the left of us and never saw me coming. I was three steps away when he heard me, but I took his throat out with one level swipe. The curved machete blade multiplied the force of my swing; I almost completely severed his head. My first shadow line disappeared, and I followed the next fifteen steps and into a barrel roll, which brought me up face to face with the next zombie, right as he turned towards me. I drove both blades up through his chin as I popped up in front of him, the tips exiting the top of his head.
The next step was a tricky one; it had taken me at least a hundred tries to work it out. Leaving the swords buried in his skull, I dove at his face, flipping over him, which exerted enough force on the handles of the weapons to split his face and extract them from his head. As I came up from that roll, I hit my back on a rock. I knew that was going to hurt, but I didn’t think it was going to be as bad as it was. I nearly lost my breath, causing me to stumble off of my path. The instant I left my path, the entire sequence of shadows disappeared. I remembered that I had to hit this one across the chest, followed by a slash to the face. I sent out that decision, and saw my shadow get caught by the throat. That wasn’t supposed to happen.
I considered pausing where I was. I considered running every direction, no matter which way I went, the stumble off my perfect path led to discovery. I charged the zombie, knowing he would go for my throat, at the last second I ducked, bringing one machete overhand into his chest and the other from the side into his gut hoping to take out both lungs. He screamed as I hit him, and I saw the nearest three zombies start running my way. One of them was fast.
I let go of both Kukri’s and rolled behind the corpse of the third. The alarm raised, I drew both guns and fired both barrels at the fastest zombie, hitting him half a dozen times in the chest and head. His momentum carried him into me, where he collapsed dead on top of me. As I fell backwards I shot the two closest zombies, winging one in the cheek and hitting the other in the chin, causing his bottom jaw to vaporize, I think I saw the entire bottom jaw fly off.
Bloody cheek and no-jaw kept coming while I struggled to roll out from under the corpse on top of me, by the time I was free one of them had a hand on my leg and actually helped drag me free. I rolled over, twisting my ankle and fired both guns into bloody cheek’s head, covering myself with yet more zombie bits. One last shot ended top jaw’s second life, and for a moment I was in the clear.
I dropped both magazines and reloaded both guns, wishing I was as good as John, or as fast as Leo. What good was being able to see how decisions would turn out, if I was physically unable to follow the plan? It seemed the farther up a decision tree I went; the harder it was to pull it off.
I sent decisions out in every direction, scanning for the next best move. By the time I’d gotten up and reloaded, the remaining nine zeds had gathered and were coming at me from across the football field. My only move was to retreat. I turned and ran, as fast as I could on a twisted ankle for my grassy knoll. Through the waist high grass, I once again scanned through my options, following the shadow to the horse fence generator. When I got there I laid down on my belly and waited about thirty seconds before I flipped the ‘on’ switch on the solar battery. All five of my pipe bombs went off at the exact instant the nine of them stepped into the creek bed. It was a huge explosion, the shrapnel mowed the grass down in a fifty-foot radius, and seven of the zombies were reduced to mush.
I rolled over to Sammie, laid my cheek on the stock, and squeezed the trigger. Levered the bolt, exhaled, squeezed, and watched the last ones head evaporate. Then I closed my eyes and tried to catch my breath. After a couple of seconds, I checked my watch, 10:40. I had twenty more minutes to do this. With a heave I rolled to my feet, and trotted down towards the stadium. That was too easy. That can’t have been this Watley. I was worried about jinxing myself with positive thoughts.
Once again at the stadium fence, I switched to aura view. Not a single zombie in the mix. Where was Watley? This smelled even more like a trap. I called one of the humans over.
“Hey... You!” I said as quietly as I could, trying to keep my voice from carrying.
A young girl, about fifteen looked up and saw me. She looked afraid, I put my guns down on the grass and knelt down, palms out. I motioned her over one more time, and she looked around to see if anyone was watching.
She came slowly over and said, “Go away. Get help, they’re waiting for four people. I don’t know what they’re planning, but I heard Watley talking about four humans who have been giving him trouble. He’s super pissed about them. I saw him fly off earlier today, but he’s never gone this long, so I bet he’ll be back any time.”
“I’m one of those four. I’m here alone; I killed all the guards, all that shooting and the explosion was me.” I said.
“You killed fifteen of them? How?”
“I’m pretty tough,” I said.
“You’re pretty crazy, dude. There are not fifteen; there are at least fifty of them. The ones out here were the ones Watley didn’t like. The real guards are in the school watching.”
I checked my watch, ten minutes until the cavalry showed up. It was time to spring this trap.
I pulled my multi-tool out and started cutting the fence wires one at a time.
“Go tell everyone to get out and head to that farm house. I have backup there. We’re not playing this the way the zombies want. Your fathers and brothers and husbands are safe at my house. Watley sent an army to my house to kill me. Now I’m going to kill him, but not before we get you all to safety,” I said.
She just stood there.
“Go!” I yelled, “Go right now!”
She ran off and started gathering people and pointing as I finished cutting the wire. I stood up and ran over to the dead zombie with Leo’s kukri’s still sticking out of him. I removed them, wiped them off on his shirt and stuck them in the holsters on my back.
The humans started streaming through my hole in the fence, running for the house. I stayed still until the last of them were out of the fence and checked my watch. 11:07 pm. They’d have gotten my note. Right on cue, I heard the massive combine fire up. Marshall was right on cue, and that meant John was at Sammie.
“Watley!” I yelled. What came out wasn’t just a yell. I’m pretty sure mom heard me all the way back at the farm. This was no human voice; it carried through, “Come out here you fucking pussy! You want my son! You’re gonna have to go through me! Come fight me you dumb ass fuck!” My voice carried not just through the normal sound waves, but through something else entirely.
A very large, very fat man landed directly in front of me, shaking the ground. “You know my name; it’s only fair I know yours.”
“My friends call me Tookes. You may call me sir.”
Shadows shot out from both of us. They went in every direction, thousands of possibilities between the two of us. My brain was on fire, I was thinking so fast, intentions were forming and disappearing. Every step I made he countered. Every plan I thought of, he was there first. Every action was matched by his reaction. In the space of a second I played out ten thousand possible attacks. The best outcome was stalemate, before it dawned on me that in addition to being able to fly, Watley had the same ability as me.



 

26. Watley
I doubled the number of attack options I was sending out. He kept up easily. I tried deciding on one attack and changing my mind at the last minute, but this ability wasn’t fooled, as soon as I changed my mind, a new shadow shot out and was intercepted by one from him. This was not going to work. I realized I couldn’t out think him, I had to not think.
Abruptly, I cleared my mind, concentrating only on Max. All the lines of possibility reversed back into me. I saw the slightest hint of confusion cross Watley’s face.
As he considered his options for attack, I let my heart drive my actions; my need to protect Max, to make the world safe for him drove my machetes forward, impaling both swords in his chest. Pressing downwards on the handles, the curved weapons exited through his shoulder blades, puncturing both lungs, and rendering both arms limp and inoperable.
Entirely on instinct I wind milled around and swung both weapons at his neck. By the time I spun around, Watley was gone. He was hovering about fifty feet up in the air. I watched as his arms started to twitch, then he rotated them at the shoulders, wind milling them to stretch out.
I was so angry. I was angry that I was here, risking my life. I should have been in my nice air conditioned office. I should have been yelling at one of my employees for showing up late for the fourth time this month. Thanks to this piece of shit zombie, all that was lost, my wife was dead, my little boy was in constant danger, I was some kind of mutant, and I slept with a loaded pistol and two extra magazines. “Watley, you too afraid to fight me on the ground? You fucking pussy. How stupid are you that you can’t even manage to capture a little boy?” I goaded him, trying to make him angry. I wanted him as angry as I was; only I wanted him to make mistakes.
I channeled my rage, forcing it down; I struggled to turn it into calm, deadly detachment. Watley dropped to the ground, punching me in the face, smashing my nose and knocking me back to the dirt at least ten feet behind.
“You can’t hurt me,” he said. “I can see what you’re going to do before you do it. I am stronger than you, faster than you, smarter than you.”
The fat, stinking zombie launched himself on top of me and pinned me down, sitting on my chest with his knees pinning my elbows to the ground, exactly like Marshall used to do when we were kids. As if on cue, Marshall came running up, reversed the shotgun and swung it like a baseball bat at Watley’s head. Watley’s head snapped to the side, but he hardly seemed hurt. He grabbed Marshall, picking my older, larger brother up like a small sack of flour and bit his side, tearing a chunk out. He kept his mouth on Marshall’s side for several seconds before slowly chewing up the bite and going for a second. Marshall screamed as Watley bit him for a second time.
Just as when Marshall pinned me like this when we were kids, I lifted my legs up, wrapped them around the front of Watley’s head, and then straightened my body, pulling Watley down with my legs and smashing the back of his head into the ground. When he realized he was overbalanced, he tossed Marshall to the ground as he was pulled backwards.
I sprung up and drove both swords into his face. He saw them coming, his eyes went wide with surprise.
“Watley. My name is Victor Tookes, and I will destroy every fucking one of you.” I twisted the wide blades, using them like a lever, scrambling his brain and ending the twitching. Just to be sure I pulled them out and split his skull, spilling the gray matter all over the ground.
I stood up and kicked him as I yelled in a voice that carried across space “Do you hear me zombies? I’m coming for you, and I’m going to end every mother fucking one of you!”
In retrospect, that was probably not the smartest thing I could do. I’d just defeated an enemy vastly superior to me and my testosterone levels must have been off the charts. I was pumped up, and invincible. I swear I saw a red aura on the roof of the school. I looked up and it was empty.
I picked up the kukris and ran over to Marshall, who was sitting up, pressing his shirt into his side. “Vic. I don’t feel so good. Don’t let me turn, tell Max I love him. I don’t want to be a zombie.”
“Shut your hole Marshall, we’re immune. I’m certain it runs in the family.” I said wiping blood from my still gushing nose.
“I’m still going to bleed to death. Did you see him? He fucking ate a bite of me!”
“Marshall, it was just a hunk of lard off your love handle... you’re gonna be fine. Get up, we gotta go.”
I helped Marshall to his feet, and limped with his arm over my shoulder towards John.
“You gonna be able to drive Marshall?”
“I don’t know. I feel like I’m going to pass out.”
“Okay, it’s going to be a lot of trips. What did you guys drive?”
“We each drove a pickup.” Said Marshall.
“Okay, three trucks, I’ll get someone to drive yours.” At this point I was just keeping him talking.
“How can I be hungry?” asked Marshall. “I feel like my guts are on fire, but all I can think about is food.”
I grinned, remembering when Max first got bit.
“There will be a fever too; you’ll be fine in a few days. We just gotta get your side stitched up. You’re going to have a sexy scar.” I said.
We reached the grassy hill top where John was.
“John, can you take Marshall up to the farm house and take him in the first load? We’re going to start ferrying people back and forth. When you get people back to the house, bring every vehicle that you can find that runs, and bring some of the men as drivers.”
“I have one more thing to take care of, and then I’ll be along. I should be getting there with a load of people just about the time you’re getting ready to head back.”
I watched my two brothers walk towards the farm house and was grateful for them. I had no doubt that Marshall would be fine. I sat on my knees for a minute with my head tilted back trying to get the blood to stop gushing. When it stopped, I laid one finger on either side and squeezed it back straight and into some semblance of a nose shape. The pain was intense, but the sound was horrible. From the backpack I took out some electrical tape and taped my nose up, in an attempt to hold it open so I could breathe. Next, I reloaded the two magazines I’d emptied earlier, which took forever. My hands were shaking, the aftermath of all that adrenaline. Lastly, my remaining ‘grenade’, and the two cans of propane. Using electrical tape, I taped the two camp-stove propane tanks to the grenade and walked off towards the pen of shambling zombies.
When I got there, I lobbed the enhanced bomb as close to the middle of the packed pen as I could. All of the zombies were pressing on the fence towards me, I have no idea how it was holding them back.
The device flew over the heads of the first few rows of zombies, before hitting one of them in the shoulder. The resulting explosion threw me backwards, and started my nose bleeding again. There were still a few shamblers alive after the explosion, and they immediately started walking towards me. I stood up; there was no need for finesse here. I drove the machetes into the skull of each zombie. For the next ten or fifteen minutes I cracked open the skull of anything moving. Many of them weren’t even shamblers at this point; several of them were just the upper half of a body.
They would never stop trying to get Max. One was just a head and a bit of spine. It was trying to drag itself towards me by its chin. It would flop upright, open its mouth, curl its spine a little, close its mouth, and fall to the side. Over and over. I watched it futilely trying to get to me for several minutes while it traveled a foot closer to me. It snarled hungrily when I walked over to it. It was still snarling as I brought my foot down on it, smashing the skull with my boot heal and ending its miserable existence.
I finally stopped my nose from bleeding for the fourth or fifth time today as I walked towards the trucks and the people, never noticing the auras on the roof of the school building watching my every move.
We ferried families home all that day. I think I made ten trips myself. It cost a lot of fuel, a lot of food, and a lot of energy, but it was worth it. I met some of the people we’d saved; they were from all walks of life. One of them was a lawyer, another was a landscaper. Those two didn’t have a lot of use for their pre z-day professions, but in the last group I ferried from the farm house, there was a doctor and a veterinarian, and John said he carried a couple of farmers and an electrician.
I hoped some of them would stay with us, and I hoped a lot of them would go somewhere else and start up their own community. There were several reasons; primarily I couldn’t feed them all, at least not this year. Also, putting all of our people in one location seemed like a bad idea. It seemed better to split us into two or three different locations for security and diversity sake.
By the time we all met at the dinner table, I was weary and exhausted. My eyes were swollen mostly closed, but I hugged Max as we washed our hands and sat down to eat. Food was getting scarce, but Mom had somehow managed to put together a balanced meal for us. I half wondered if she’d been bitten, and conjuring food was her zombie ability.
I needed this time with my family to decompress and try to remember who I was.



27. Supper
I sat down at the large cherry dining room table, grateful for just a few minutes to catch up. So much had changed in the last ten days, most of which I was unconscious for.
Marshall was sitting at the end of the table, he was sweating profusely, pale, and he winced in pain every time he reached for some food, but that didn’t seem to be stopping him.
“So, tell me what happened while I was gone. John, what did you get up to?” I asked.
John began to tell his story.
“Well a few days after the gun club we got most of the basic defense plans up, which were great plans by the way; we decided to head back to the club. Marshall drove and I sat in the back of the pickup, keeping an eye out for places to stop on the way back ‘ere.
“There wasn’t any trouble on the way to the club. When we got there the bodies were still strewn about the place. It stank worse than a diaper in a sauna house and the birds eating the bodies made a hell of a noise.
“We headed inside the club and realized the place had been cleaned out after… Well after our last visit. The guns, knives, ammo, everything was gone. It even looked like some of the furniture was gone. We pulled down the smoke alarms and clocks and pulled out the batteries, which were the only decent things we could get from in there.
“That was genius, I wouldn’t have thought of pulling the batteries,” I said.
“We decided to check the bodies and found that most them had been moved or rolled over. No wallet, no jewelry, no watches, no nothing! We headed down to the river so I could check where I was hit with those bloody explosions. Which was lucky we did.”
“The body pieces were left as they were, kinda like no-one was willing to touch ‘em. We found a few guns mate, the bastard of things was bent, melted to themselves or in pieces. All we could scrounge up was a really nice Winchester 308 and a Savage Arms 30/30.”
“That Savage 30/30 is a fantastic rifle, and we have a lot of bullets for it. Great work,” I said.
“Thanks, that’s what I thought. Anyway, we were about to head when that familiar smell of metal hit me and I was drawn to the car park. I walked straight to a pickup, smashed the window in, opened the door and picked up a duffle bag. I opened it up and the refreshing smell of a Smith and Wesson .38 filled my snout. A five shot with ivory finishing and a box of bullets beside it.”
John was proudly patting it on his chest holster.
“I pulled out a few radios with throat mic thingies and threw one to Marshall. A leather jacket, hygiene kit, first aid kit and a fishing kit was in there to. We threw the lot in our pickup and tried to siphon the gas from twenty odd vehicles. We barely got a spare gallon after filling up the pickup but we found a few tools and a bunch of spare tires.
“Anyways, we left the club, headed back down the road checking each house that we could see from the road and they were all cleared out too. Either someone is or was clearing our possible supplies or we have survivors close by.
“It would stand to reason that there are survivors nearby, but if they have the ability to clear houses on such a large scale, we should be careful. I think we should at least check it out,” I said.
“That’s what we thought, too. So, it was an hour or two before sunset when we reached a cat rescue centre and decided it would be the last one of the day. They place had been ransacked too, but there was gear all over the floor. We collected a few bandages, new syringes and shite and then went out back to get a few cages for trapping.
“As we were walking out of the cat place, I whipped out the 9mm and put a bullet straight through a zombie head. It looked rooted with a missing foot, half its guts hanging out and a fresh hole through its right eye. The drag marks looked like it walked straight passed the truck and was going to walk straight past us.
“Poor fucker, he was a civilian medic. Marshall checked him over with a pair of disposable gloves we just scored from inside. He had a picture of his family in his pocket; it reminded me of my boys back in Oz.
“Marshall pulled your rifle up and scanned the area and stopped sweeping when he reached the road. He started adjusting his aim, left a little, up a little, took a deep breath and lowered his shoulder. He repeated the process twice more, readjusting himself before I cracked the shites. I whistled softly, Marshall looked at me and as I looked back at him I raised the 9mm and shot.
“He said something about me being a smart arse and a freak, and said we needed to save the bullets of the rifle anyways. Something about you never bring enough ammo.
I smacked John with my right hand. “Just tell me what you shot!”
“Heh, sorry mate. We shot lunch, a good sized buck at that.”
“Right, so we drove down and Marshall was showing me how to clean it before we brought it back to slice it up when I shoved him down next to the truck and raised both my 9mm’s.”
“Four bodies walked towards us and as I lined them up to figure out if they were alive or not all four blurred in different directions. Not as quick a Leo but still hard for me to get a good aim on. They kept diving and hiding behind trees and debris.
“I fired one shot and clipped the closest in the chest before it slid behind a vehicle. Marshall fired off a round and put it through both the car doors as I fired two rounds each from both pistols in front of the darting zombie. We both hit home and both let out a ‘woop’ as we tracked the other two. I told ya brother to stay down and keep his aim on the one behind garage wall and I stood over him with my legs on either side of his body.
“I put a bullet into the fuel tank of the car and one into the toe of the zombie behind the other tree. I was hoping it would bend down in pain so I could give it lead poisoning, but the prick of a thing didn’t budge.
“Marshall grabbed the pistol from my ankle holster and laid the rifle down and fire two shots at the corner of the wall. We were at a standstill the moment I moved, I knew these things were going to move on your brother and I wasn’t gonna let that happen twice.”
“I was drawn again to behind the tree, the smell of metal floated in the air. I told Marshall to keep his aim three meters right of the wall. ‘In feet!’ he yelled. ‘Oh right, uhh, nine feet. The moment you see him move pull the trigger, you’ll hit him.’
“The sound disappeared from around us. The same muffled sounds from the club. I stomped my foot and the noise was barely there. I wasn’t sure if I was going deaf from all the bullets I have fired off or if something was fucking with us.
“The moment my foot hit the ground Marshall fired his shot and all I could concentrate on was the blur zig-zagging behind obstacles and rolling around. I fired six rounds all hitting but not bringing her down. She was leaping over a log when I finally slowed her down. I hit her in the throat and she hesitated as if she was checking herself to ensure she wasn’t dead…again and slid behind the car where the other zombie laid with 50 cal in its skull.
“I aimed up a stone below the car and shot it causing a spark in the now drenched in gas ground. Nothing happened and I tried again. Nothing, expect another spark.
“I walked towards the car firing systematically in the areas where the zombie chick would leave and as I reached the car she slid from underneath and grabbed my legs and brought me down.
“She was straddling me, holding both my arms down. A smile crept across her face, I have to admit it, she was good looking and those boobs were distracting. She leant down and whispered, ‘If the zombie chick was really hot, would it be worth getting bitten just a little?’
“A shot rang off from behind me and she released one of my arms as she caught the bullet in her shoulder. She opened her mouth wide and leant in to rip my throat out. I put the 9mm in her mouth and blew the back of her head out all over me.
“I looked back to Marshall and with my blood covered face I winked and looked to where the zombie hiding behind the wall had clumped to the ground.
“I tried to clean up best I could but Marshal had to lift the beast in the truck himself. I sat on the bulbar as he drove back, to ensure no blood got on the seats or on the carcass. When we got back your mother and Leo were not happy we were late for dinner.”
“Wow John. I take it she wasn’t that hot?” I asked, and we all had a good laugh.
“While you were sleeping,” said Leo, “Marshall took the courtesy to show me how to work the tractor. We had to work quickly to build up our defenses and I found myself actually enjoying riding around in a vehicle that big, digging into the land.”
“Every now and then I stared into the distance; the intensity of eyes following me was constant. I knew there were unfriendly eyes upon me, I could feel them; I could practically smell them. If there was something John and I had learnt, was to trust our senses and our instincts.”
“John had advised me numerous times about the various smells he kept picking up as well, but we are uncertain as to how we could distinguish them. It is a matter of experience and we know that it could be potentially handy in the future.”
“I visited you in your room a few times, Max always sat next to you looking over his Dad like a guardian angel. It was worrying that you had been out of it all those days but Max would smile up at me and say, ‘Don’t worry Leo, Daddy is only sleeping, he will wake up right on time.’
“I felt sorry for Max, he shows a maturity beyond his years but he is nevertheless still a child. I took him outside, staying close to the mansion, whilst both Mrs. Tookes and I kept a watchful eye on him. The days have been warm and it would have been a shame keeping Max locked up inside the house like a prisoner the whole time.”
“He stooped over me putting his hands on his hips, ‘You need to play more tag Leo!’ I was sitting on the ground watching him draw pictures in the dirt with a stick, when he approached me. ‘The bad man is really good at playing tag, we can’t let him win!’ his eyebrows pulled together. Max is a special kid, his abilities never cease to amaze me, and I knew that if I ignored his advice it would work against all of us.”
“I’ve found that to be true myself,” I said.
“He’s a good boy, Tookes. Well, I had to wait until John and Marshall returned from their salvage mission to take any action, there was no way I could leave Max and Mrs. Tookes on their own, with you unconscious and the zombies lurking outside our perimeter waiting to attack at any moment.”
“By the time the boys returned the sun had almost set, we were ready for dinner and the wait for them to return was almost agonizing.
“I didn’t like being left out of the action; it would have helped if we had some sort of communication system so we could at least keep in touch, and put my mind at ease you know. It was very risky leaving the mansion at such a delicate time, but it was necessary, still, it didn’t fail to annoy me.”
“To my relief they acquired some pretty nifty gadgets amongst them a few radios. John was describing in detail the guns he had gathered but his voice drifted off when Marshall handed me a pair of blades, I was delighted.”
“It was too late for me to train up my skills, so we ate instead and took turns during the night circling the mansion. The eerie silence made all of us uneasy, we knew the smart zombies where planning something big and it was the calm before the storm.”
“As soon as the sun was up, I headed outside to stretch my limbs and watched as Marshall shot a few arrows at a makeshift target. I thought it was the perfect opportunity to put my speed to the test.”
Victor interrupted, “Oh? How fast are you?”
“Check this out, Marshall stepped about a hundred yards away from the target and raised his compound bow, aiming through the sight. I ran alongside the arrow as soon as he let go of the string, my aim was to reach the target before the arrow did. It was easy as pie; I was there with seconds to spare.”
“I returned the arrow to Marshall who had now mounted another one to his bow; he shot again, this time I ran past it catching it before it hit the target.”
“You outran an arrow? Holy crap Leo!” I exclaimed.
“Yea! Can you believe it? There’s more. John decided this was not challenging enough for me and suggested to join in the fun, this time going against one of his bullets. It wasn’t as if we had enough to spare but he insisted that two bullets in the name of training where not a big deal.”
“No, you didn’t outrun a bullet. Maybe we should call you super-girl?” I asked.
“To add extra difficulty to the challenge John placed the target about four hundred yards away, there was no doubt in my mind that he would hit the bull’s-eye.”
John looked up at me with his mouth full of rice, grinning as he winked. We all laughed.
“So anyway, John aimed with the rifle and I watched as he pulled the trigger, running with all my might towards the target and coming to a halt a few seconds later to find the bullet wedged in the piece of wood already. I looked at the hole in the inner circle and looked over at John turning my thumb upside down disappointed.”
“I made my way back positioning myself next to John once again.”
“Marshall watched from his binoculars as John shot another round at the target.”
“The adrenaline kicked in, and my sight slowed down, making the bullet seem no faster than a bird flying past, I ran alongside the bullet watching it from the corner of my eye as we both sped towards the target. The bullet hit bull’s-eye once again as I simultaneously came to a stop.”
“I looked back at Marshall who was giving me the thumbs up from four hundred yards away, I was getting close; I just had to figure out how to trigger my senses to repeat the same action.”
“We decided not to spend any more rounds and I spent the rest of the afternoon challenging myself against wildlife instead, in between adding the last touch of our defenses and eating dinner.”
“When John came running to the kitchen the next day to tell us that you were awake, I felt a jolt of relief. I wanted to knock you out for another nine days for your stupidity back at the shooting club but I didn’t think the rest of you would appreciate it.”
“You looked pale and weak and I couldn’t imagine the amount of pain your broken collarbone was causing you.”
“Once you were up and walking there was nothing that was going to stop you, and there was no point arguing with you. I led you to Max and turned towards the window, the air felt dense, it smelled different.”
“I ran outside to meet John who was already standing near the gate.”
“We got trouble, he had said looking straight ahead, and then he called for Marshall.”
“After a quick briefing we took our positions and watched as a line of trucks approached the entrance-
“Marshall’s voice chirped through the radio. ‘Shit John, there is a shitload of them’.”
“Just stand by our plan Marshall. Leo are you ready?” John responded.
“I called back, ‘Ready,’ tightening my hand around the handle of my blade.
Just as Leo finished telling her story, the radio crackled.
“Company, front gate. They look military,” came a voice over the radio.
“Who is that on the radio?” I asked as we all stood up from the table.
“That’s Charlie Bookbinder, he’s a marine, and he’s helping me with security.” Said Marshall.
We were strapping on our weapons, John shrugged into his new rig, a black leather vest that held magazines facing outward from his spine, his pearl handled revolver above his hip, and two 9mm glock 17's under each armpit. Leo donned her new sword holsters, the handles sticking up in an X above her head, with her collapsed batons across the small of her back.
“When did we start a leather tailoring company?” I asked, “And where’s mine?”
“Leo’s been busy!” said Marshall, holding his side.
“Marshall. You should stay back, you’re still wounded.”
“No, I’m fine,” he said. It just itches.” Marshall raised his shirt to show his bite marks completely healed.
“Whoa!” I said. “I want that ability!”
“That’s not all. I think I’m strong.” said Marshall.
“Let’s go find out, brother.”
We walked down to the gate to meet visitors for the second time in forty-eight hours.
“I hope this goes better than last time,” I said as we walked.



 

28. Colonel Frye
At my signal, John and Leo peeled off about one hundred fifty yards from the gate and stopped in cover behind a couple of large trees. We’d been in full view walking down the driveway; I just wanted to make a show. There were six ‘desert sand’ colored humvees parked at angles to the big iron gates. Each had a .50 caliber on the roof and a gunner manning each one. There were twelve soldiers standing at the gate next to our guard. They were talking in a fairly friendly manner, but the soldiers snapped to attention as we approached.
“Victor Tookes?” Said an older man in desert digital camo fatigues. He had a mostly blue aura. Blue was the color mine was when I felt calm. I was still figuring out if there was some rhyme or reason to these auras, so I wanted to pay close attention to them during this conversation, maybe I could figure something out. Once I had a little down time I would play with it some.
“I’m Victor Tookes.” I said. “How can I help you Colonel Frye?” The bird on his collar, and his name printed on his chest gave me the information. I addressed him as such on purpose, both to be respectful of his position and to let him wonder if I was military. With my current buzz cut hair and lean frame, I could certainly pass as former military.
“Tookes, we have a lot to talk about, would you be willing to open this gate?” Frye asked.
He’s been monitoring communications, I thought to myself. It’s very unlikely that he would call me Tookes unless he’d heard Leo and John. I wasn’t going to outright call him on it, but I filed it away to figure out how I felt about it later.
“You know, it’s almost impossible to tell the smart zombies from humans.” I said calmly. “You’re well covered where you are; I’m not quite ready to give up my advantage.”
“We’re on the same side here. We both want to restore order to this world. We both want to help people.” he said. I hadn’t seen this before; red slashes appeared in the color surrounding him.
“I hear you talking, but, your men have very large guns pointed at me. You’re not being very convincing,” I said.
I watched all six men in the humvees consider options, but it was fleeting. They were well disciplined. I watched the Colonel weigh his options, but they all involved standing still, so I couldn’t make much out. His aura was blue, not threatening, but self assured. At least that’s how I felt when my aura was blue.
“You have John and Leo poised to kill all of us. I believe John could kill every one of us before we could fire a shot.”
“Colonel, I’m not sure I like having been under your surveillance. We’ve had some pretty close calls and haven’t seen any help from you. If you’re trying to help people, you haven’t been doing a very good job of it. I appreciate your stopping by, but we’re pretty tired. You’ve interrupted our dinner. If you would like I’d be happy to make an appointment to continue this conversation the day after tomorrow at noon?”
Frye looked angry at being dismissed. I was angry at the notion that he’d been watching me get my ass kicked and did nothing to help. This was not a particularly positive way to start off an alliance. I definitely needed time to consider him, his approach, and what his motivations were, but I also didn’t want to leave him thinking that I was some wack-job.
“Colonel, walk along the fence with me.” I said.
I pressed the mic on my throat “Alpha team, Bravo team, stand down.” I said. He didn’t have to know that I was inventing names, or that each of those teams was made of one person. Leo and John stepped out from behind their trees.
“Marshall, Bookbinder, stay here.”
Frye and I walked along the fence, away from all of the people. I turned my radio off.
“Colonel, we have a large population of survivors here. Almost every one of them can fire a weapon. We have fortifications up, and they’re expanding every day. We have food, water on the property, fuel, and enough wood stoves and fireplaces to stay warm on the coldest nights.”
“Sounds like you’re pretty well covered here then. What about medical staff? Supplies?”
“Are you offering me a team of doctors and a hospital, Colonel?”
“No, well, not exactly. I’m offering to move all of your people to Mount Pony. We have security, medical professionals, supplies, and what remains of the US Government.” More red slashes throughout. These nearly half colored the blue.
“Colonel, there is no US Government anymore. Technically, there is no US army.” I said. “I will tell these people that they have the option to leave and go to Mount Pony. You may have some takers, just so they can finally see the inside of that place.”
 
 
  
Mount Pony was a nuclear shelter built in the late 1960's. Through the 90's it belonged to the Federal Reserve, with rumors of over $1 billion in US currency being stored there to jump start the US economy after a nuclear attack. Up until 1992, 100% of electronic banking funds transfers went through the servers there. There was also rampant rumor that in times of national crisis, the vice president and speaker of the house were evacuated to that facility. Apparently that was also true.
“I feel pretty abandoned by the US Government. Where were they during this outbreak? We’re the most advanced nation in the history of the planet, pushed back to medieval times by some parasite? There was nothing on television; the entire country fell in one day? One day I was at my office, the morning was like any other. By the very next day, almost the entire population was wiped out. How does that happen?”
“How do you know they’re parasites?” he asked. “That information was kept off all media outlets.” His aura turned purple.
“Frye, we need to get one thing very clear here. You are standing on my land. You came to me with a show of force, and it’s a pretty pitiful show. You want something from me, I think you need something from me, and it’s not those people,” I gestured up towards the house. “You need to start being plain. You will not intimidate me, and every minute we’ve talked I’ve grown to trust you less. Drop the bullshit.” I told him as I turned around and started walking back to the gate. “When we get back to the gate, this conversation is over. If you’d like to continue it at that point, you and no more than two others will be back here at noon on Thursday.”
“Tookes, tell me how you can tell which of them are infected.” his aura shifted back to its blue color, and added in some red slashes.
“Finally. I appreciate your candor Colonel. But I’m afraid I can’t tell you the answer to that.”
“It's vital. How are we supposed to fight an enemy if we can’t tell who the enemy is?” When he asked, his aura turned purple with red stripes.
“Colonel, I don’t know the answer you want. They just look different to me.” I said. That was a true statement. Red stripes disappeared and purple settled in to Colonel Frye’s aura. “I will talk to my people. Any who want to come with you are welcome to do so. Any who do not are welcome to stay with me. I’ll see you here day after tomorrow at noon. Good day sir.”
“Marshall, who else do we have that can watch the gate? I’d like to talk with Bookbinder here a little bit. Can you get someone to cover his shift?”
“Oh, Colonel. Before you go, what’s your first name? If we’re going to be allies, I’d like to know your first name.”
“Colonel Joshua Frye, United States Army.” he said walking away.
“Sure Vic.” Marshall spoke into his radio quietly as Frye and his men mounted their vehicles and drove off.
“Vic, Daily’s coming to take his place.”
“Charlie, right?”
“Yes sir.” said Bookbinder.
“Charlie, no calling me sir. Tookes is fine. Let’s take a walk. Marshall, how’s your side?”
Marshall did a couple of deep side bends, and a couple of jumping jacks. “Seems fine. I feel good, just hungry.”
“Leo, would you bring Marshall something to eat, and catch up with us, please?”
“Sure, Tookes. But just because I’m fast doesn’t mean it’s not a pain in the ass to run up that hill.”
“I know, and I’m grateful for your help.” I said.
“Charlie, let’s go.”
We walked a few steps up the hill. “Charlie, do you have family here?”
“I do sir, err... Tookes. You saved my wife and two daughters from that school.”
“What are their names?”
“My wife is Myla, my older daughter Ariel is 12, and Sara is my ten year old.”
“Charlie, I’m so happy they’re okay. My son Max and I went through some pretty tough spots getting here; I know a little of what you must have been feeling. I lost my wife Candi on the way from Pennsylvania to the farm here. I couldn’t let that happen to anyone else.”
“Charlie, do you trust me? I want your honest opinion.”
“Tookes, there’s some talk around that you’re a zombie, just like Watley was, but that you’re from a different faction. Personally, I have no opinion. You saved my family. Watley was feeding all those people to his caged zombies. You could be a zombie, or you could be superman, I’d follow you to the end of the world. I watched you playing with your son in the side yard this morning. I’ve seen that kind of love; I’ve seen it in my own heart when I’m playing with my daughters.”
“Charlie, I’m not a zombie. You can take my pulse.” I held my arm out. “I’ve never been bitten. I’m just a man.”
“You’re more than that sir. You’re hope. You’ve brought all of us together. We’ve seen your team fight. If anyone can beat these things, you can. And I pledge my life to that cause. You’ll find every man in the camp will do the same.”
“Charlie, I’m going to do that. I’m going to kill every one of them, if it’s the last thing I do. But I’m going to need some help. That’s where you come in. Who else in our group has military training, or potential?”
“Well, Daily sir. He’s not a marine, but he’s military. Jimmy Koller is pretty young, I think he’s only 17, but he’s a good kid, and he’s fast and quiet.”
“Tookes, Charlie... Call me Tookes.”
“Sir. If you order me to call you Tookes, I’ll do so. But you really ought to think about that. You’re the leader here. The men respect you. You should carry that respect, because when the time comes, they need to jump when you say jump. They need to know that you’re the authority, and when it gets hot they need to be in the habit of not questioning your orders. Seeing a couple of former military following you in that manner will inspire them to do the same.”
“Charlie, what was your rank and job when you were in?”
“Lance Corporal, sir. I led a fire team of five men.”
“Lance Corporal Bookbinder, I’m promoting you. I need you to create five five-man teams. I need you to oversee training them. I also want you to lead a team of the best of the men. I want your teams to be in charge of searching Orange for useful items. Anything we’re going to need, food, supplies, ammunition, medical supplies, and personal hygiene. I’d like to have two teams off the farm every day, and three teams here, building defenses and manning them.”
“Last thing,” I said “Frye wants me to pass on his offer to let every one of you go live in Mount Pony. Do you think any of them will go?”
“I think there are a few; not many, but that’s a few mouths we don’t have to feed, sir.”
“Thanks Bookbinder. Let’s have everyone out in front of the barn in four hours.” I said as Leo walked up. “I’ll expect your team assignments then.”
“Hi Leo,” I said. “Perfect timing. We were just finishing up, and you and I are up for after dinner patrol, before I have to go put Max to bed.”
Leo and I walked off, Bookbinder practically ran up to the barn office.



 

29. Surveillance
Leo and I walked down the hill behind the barn, to the path that borders the river. When we got down to the river bank, we turned upstream towards the gun club and started to walk the perimeter of the property. About halfway down the river trail, I felt her hand slide into mine. I reached down and turned my radio off. We walked the rest of the way up towards the old swimming hole hand in hand, walking along in silence. Neither of us felt the need to say anything.
When we got to the swimming hole, the forest around us opened up, the sun was setting behind the Blue Ridge Mountains. The sky had the most amazing cotton ball clouds lit up with reds and oranges. I stopped short, swung her around in front of me and stepped in close. Our eyes locked as I put my arms around her small frame, I slowly leaned in to her neck and whispered in her ear, “There’s a human on the other side of the swimming hole. He’s hidden in a mulberry bush on the far bank, about ten o’clock. He’s holding something that looks like a gun, but I don’t think it’s pointed at us. I’m pretty sure he’s just watching.”
“What do you want to do?” Leo whispered; her voice sexy and low in my ear.
“How fast are you? I’m a pretty good shot, but I don’t want to kill him. I just want to talk to him.”
“I think I could run on water. I’ve been wondering if I could, seems like a good time to try.”
“Is that even possible?”
“There are lizards that do it. If I don’t make it, you can shoot him. I know I can do this though.”
Continuing the embrace, I whispered “That water is deep! It’s probably twenty-five or thirty feet to the bottom there. How fast can you swim?”
“I don’t know. I’ll go around the deep water; I can skip across those rocks if I have too.”
“Okay. So, uhh... We should probably make this look convincing.” I pulled my head away, and looked into her eyes.
She leaned forward, meeting my lips, softly holding them against mine as she tilted her head to the side. I brought my hands to the sides of her face, running one around the back of her head, wrapped up in her hair, the other holding her head as I pressed more firmly, my tongue tracing the outline of her lips before parting them, and slowly circling hers. I felt her breath catch, and then hot on my cheek, as she squeezed herself against me, pressing into me as we kissed. Our auras both glowed bright green, and as we kissed they started to merge. I could literally feel her emotions. I had no business knowing how she felt, but I had no way of blocking it. I tried to pull my aura back, or disconnect them, but nothing worked.
I took her hand again, and we walked a little bit around the swimming hole, towards the rock damn that had originally been designed to divert water down the mill race from the 1700's. The dam had been knocked over long ago, but would need to be rebuilt; I had an idea to use the mill race, the old mill foundation, and a bunch of car alternators to generate power. When we got there, I squeezed her hand and whispered, “Go.”
Leo was off, moving so fast her feet barely touched the water. She skipped across it like a stone, and plowed into the guy tackling him to the ground. I ran across the stones of the mill race dam, taking a minute or so to make the crossing. By the time I got there, Leo had a very large knife to his throat and had him pinned to the ground with it. It was pressing into his skin, a hair away from slicing into his trachea.
“What is your name, soldier?” I asked. He was wearing military fatigues, and had a single chevron on his arm, which I thought meant he was a private first class.
“PFC Michael Cunningham.”
“PFC Cunningham, what are you doing here?”
“PFC Michael Cunningham.”
“PFC Cunningham. Did you see how fast she was? Do you know how quickly she can saw that sword through your neck? This is not 2009; you are trespassing on my land, operating a covert surveillance mission on my property. Do you understand why I would be upset?”
“PFC Michael Cunningham.”
“Leo. Cut his throat.” I said coldly as I turned and walked away. Leo knew how I felt about killing humans, I knew she wouldn’t do it, but this was my last desperate bluff.
“Wait!” Cunningham squeaked.
I turned around, and took a step back towards him.
“Cunningham, why are you watching us.”
“Colonel Frye ordered me to come here to watch your patrols; he is worried that the zombies are going to ambush you. He sent me to watch this border of the property for any zombie activity.”
“Colonel Frye ordered you to help us?” I asked.
“My orders were to quietly end any zombie I see shambling up your property. We’ve been doing it for three days.”
“PFC Cunningham, please report to Colonel Frye that we can handle our own borders. If I see another of his men I will shoot them in the leg. I don’t believe in killing the living, but I can’t have unknown forces watching my men and my property.” I ordered.
“Now, get up, and run.”
Leo removed the blade from his throat. He stood up and said, “Thanks Tookes,” as he ran off, up the hill directly away from our position. About a minute later we heard a small motor turn over, and either a quad or a motorcycle race off. I listened as long as I could hear it; I never heard the vehicle slow down or stop.
Leo clearly didn’t need my help, seeing as she could walk on water, but I helped her across the stones back to the other side of the river, and we started across the back border of the property, walking along the deep ditch Marshall and Leo had dug. The ditch could be climbed on foot, but I’m not sure a quad or a motorcycle could make it. At this point, that was the goal. It gave us a demarcation point, and it helped to keep anyone from driving vehicles onto the property.
We finished our loop and made it back to the house without any further sightings of humans. There was one shambling zombie which Leo dispatched with one of her collapsible batons. Either Frye’s men stayed well hidden, or they’d been recalled. I could make out auras through the brush, but I didn’t see anything.
As I removed my boots on the back porch of the house, Max came running out in his cars and trucks PJ’s, which were starting to get a little too short. I needed to add a clothing run to my long to-do list.
“Daddy!” he exclaimed as he came running over to me. “I missed you!”
“I missed you too buddy. Let’s go to bed. I’ll read you a story about three crazy bears.”
I held Max’s hand as we walked up the steps to our bedroom, just like we’d done almost every night of his life.



 

30. The Mounting Stone
Once Max was safely tucked into bed, I came back downstairs. It was ten after eight at night, 20:10, I corrected myself, and I had a lot to think about. In about an hour I had to address the people. I still didn’t know nearly enough of them, and that was really starting to bother me. Bookbinder had said most of them would willingly lay their lives down for me, and yet I didn’t know anyone’s name.
I grabbed a water bottle out of the recycling, filled it from the tap, and went out on the back porch to finally have some alone time. I can’t remember the last time I was actually by myself. I mean, technically I was alone when I went to the Haversham farm house to attack the school, but I was so preoccupied, there was no introspection. I was really looking forward to just sitting on the porch swaying in a rocking chair, trying to make sense of my life.
Suddenly, I’m the general of a small army. I have five fire teams under my command, plus my own team of Me, Marshall, John, and Leo. I needed to find some sort of uniform for us, not only to help separate us from the bad guys, but to form some cohesion among the groups. In the old days I would have gone online and had patches created for each fire team, and then had them express shipped to the house. Now there is no internet and probably no businesses that make patches and no shipping. I wonder if any of the women in the camp could help with that. I don’t really have any idea what to ask for, but I put it on the list.
The sun had fully set; it was really dark at night these days. I needed a flashlight for each person, and rechargeable batteries. I needed weapons, holsters, ammunition, and packs. I needed water transportation and storage, so the folks in the renovated hay-loft didn’t have to climb down a ladder to get a drink. I needed materials to finish off the hayloft; it was going to get really cold in there this winter if I didn’t find some sheetrock and insulation. They needed a bathroom up there too, but that was way down the list. Sanitation was going to become a concern in fairly short order though, as were the food stocks. There was abundant game around locally, but it needed to be managed. This many people to feed we’d need two deer per day or more.
I checked my watch; it was now 8:30, time to head down to the barn. I needed to stop calling it that and start calling it a dormitory or something less offensive.
When I got there, most of the people were milling around the large open area in front of the barn. Out behind was the pasture, and like all pastures the part closest to the gate was a mud pit.
I shook a lot of hands, met a lot of people, none of which I was really going to be able to remember. I used all the mnemonics I could think of, I repeated people’s names and tried to connect them by relationship, but there were over three hundred people there. Leo, John, Marshall, and Mom all came walking down the flagstone path right at 8:45. When they arrived, they stood behind me. Just as I stepped up on the three hundred year old carriage mounting stone, Charlie Bookbinder appeared out of the crowd, stood behind, and left of me.
“Everybody!” I projected to be heard over the general din of a hundred and fifty conversations, but I did not expect the immediate hush that fell over the crowd.
“Six short months ago, we all lived in comfort.” I began. “Our houses were warm in the winter and cold in the summer. We had all the food we could ever want. We had the internet at our fingertips. With a simple click of a button all of the combined knowledge of mankind was available to us.” I spoke slowly, deliberately. I hadn’t prepared anything in advance; I wanted to speak from the heart.
“Less than four months ago, I watched a man on the street in front of my comfortable, climate controlled office building bite, chew up, and swallow a chunk of another man’s throat. Then both of them stood up and walked away. I watched friends from my office get killed by groups of wandering, mindless zombies, and then in turn, those friends tried to kill me. But they didn’t.” The crowd nodded, and made sounds of acknowledgement. Pretty much every one of us had had a similar encounter.
“That day, I started driving south, from Pennsylvania to my family’s Home Place. On the way south, I ran into another kind of zombie. These zombies were smart. They were fast. They were tough. And they were looking for me. In Frederick Maryland, they laid a trap for me, and shot my wife, she died almost instantly. I underestimated them that time, and it cost me dearly. That’s a mistake I won’t make again. Their goal was to stop me from getting here. They failed.” More sounds of understanding, a little louder at this pause.
“At the Potomac River, they were once again waiting on me, this time they’d blockaded the bridge with abandoned cars, and set smart zombies waiting for me. They were trying to stop me from making it here. They failed.” The crowd started talking here, kind of a white noise effect, I couldn’t pick any particular conversations, but overall it felt like the crowd was with me.
“They laid another trap for me in Leesburg, Virginia, and again, they failed. Something told me to take an alternate route through Leesburg. I believe that something, whatever it may be, led me specifically to Leo and John. In Leesburg Virginia, they were trying to stop me from getting to this place. My family’s place. They failed.”
“Right up the road, around a bend in the highway, they set another roadblock. This time they had at least a hundred zombies. They tried to stop me from getting home, right at the edge of my own property. They underestimated my determination, and they failed. This time, they lost one of their leaders. They lost the super who coordinated the entire chase down Route 15 from my house. Her name was Penelope, and she failed.” Cheers rose at this point, the group was showing some excitement, some hope.
“When I got here, we started fortifying a place for my family. We all worked to keep my son Max safe. My brother Marshall built the fortifications around the house. Leo and John patrolled and helped. My mother has kept us all fed. Everyone in my family, and I include Leo and John as my family pulled together to do the hard work to keep me safe when I was shot, and to keep Max happy and safe while I was out of commission.”
“A new zombie named Watley came up with a plan to attack me here. He tried to use human shields to hide his zombies. He tried to keep Leo busy with parlor tricks. He orchestrated that attack specifically to exploit my weakness. My weakness, according to Watley, was that I won’t kill a living human. I believe that is our strength. I believe it is a strength because it brought all of us together. Watley tried to exploit my humanity, to use it against me to destroy me and those I love. He failed.”
“You showed that fucker Tookes!” yelled someone.
“Thank God for you Tookes!” another yelled.
Someone started clapping in the back, and within a second the whole place was applauding and cheering. After a couple of seconds, I spread my arms, palms down and the crowd quieted again.
“At every turn, these super zombies have failed. They aren’t super. Sure, they’re physically stronger than us. Sure, they heal very quickly. Sure Watley could fly. Even with those vast benefits, they cannot win. Even though some of them are smarter than us. Even though some of them can teleport. Even though some of them heal almost as fast as we can damage them, they still lose to us. It’s because of our humanity, because our greatest weakness in their eyes is our greatest strength that we will prevail. They want our planet. They want our lives. They want our bodies. They will fail.”
Applause broke out again, as well as some cheering. It took a full thirty seconds for me to calm them so I could continue.
“They will fail because we are right. We are good, and good always prevails over evil. They will fail because we are fighting for our lives, but more importantly, we are fighting for our loved ones.”
“Earlier today, I met a potential ally. Colonel Joshua Frye, of the First Virginia Regiment of the former United States Army came to pay us a visit. We got off to a rocky start, but I have every reason to believe he is a good man. He has offered to take in any of you that would like to go live with him. He is stationed at Mount Pony; he says he has food and medical facilities. Any of you who would like to go with Colonel Frye are free to go. You are not prisoners here; you can go there and be well taken care of by the remnants of the US Army. If you stay here, it will be hard. We all have to work to take care of one another. We all have to pitch in and do our parts, and it will be hard work. But we will be together, and we will be stronger for it.”
“We’re with you Tookes!”
I was really flattered by the response. I had no idea this would turn out like this, I’d just intended to say a few words to the group.
“If you stay here, you will be expected to contribute, in whatever way you can. If you can cook, I’m sure my mother; Sharon could use your help. If you can sew, I have a project for you. If you can knit, we’re all going to need a lot of sweaters. If you know about animals, or are a farmer, we will definitely need your skills. “I worked in an office, creating Excel spreadsheets and yelling at people for being late. I have a lot to learn, my old skills are pretty much worthless. Regardless of whom you were before or what you did before, we are all a family now, if you’d like to be a part of it. And family sticks together.”
“Thank you for listening to me. We will get through this. We will create a new life for ourselves. This is our time, this is our planet, and this is our life. The zombies will fail.”
I stepped down off the stone, applause and a cheer went up through the crowd. The auras were almost all shades of yellow and green. I noticed one that didn’t fit in, over in the back corner.
“Sir, you should have been a politician. That’s one of the best speeches I’ve ever heard.”
“Charlie, I’d have been a terrible politician. I meant what I said up there.”
We all grinned at that. Leo, John, Marshall, and mom headed into the crowd to meet our new family members.
“Charlie, who’s that over in the back corner. Wearing a dark green t-shirt and jeans, short dark hair.”
“That’s Ken, uhh. Ken Sanders sir. His wife and four children died at the school. They must have been fed to the zombies before you got there. When we all left to come here they were alive, but they never came home from the school. He went out there last night, against orders, and found his daughters doll in with the charred zombie corpses. You really did a number on them sir.”
“Thanks for the information Charlie. I need to go talk to him. I think he’s going to try to kill me.”



 

31. Sanders
“Charlie, do you have a radio? Do Leo and John have one?”
“I do, but I don’t think they do sir.” Replied Charlie.
“Please go find them. Sanders is going to make a move. I don’t want him hurt, and I don’t want to scare him. If he runs, let him go.”
“Yes sir,” Bookbinder answered, but I could tell he was unhappy about the order.
“Charlie,” I said. “He can’t hurt me. I’ll know what he intends to before he does, I can handle one skinny angry guy.”
It took me a couple of minutes to work the crowd. They were tired and dirty and needed to change clothes. I counted a handful of people with bedroom slippers on. I was partially stalling, to give Bookbinder time to find and convey the message to Leo and John. At least twenty or more had on sneakers. Most of them only had the clothes they were wearing. One man wasn’t wearing a shirt. Another was wearing boxer shorts and a T-shirt. I remembered that most of these people had been rounded up in the middle of the night. All of them needed soap. There were six babies under walking age. We had no diapers. Upon closer inspection, I saw a baby wearing a T-shirt for a diaper. I wondered if that was the shirtless man’s baby.
One of the things that has developed over time is the instinctual understanding of how the others on our team work. I didn’t have to issue direct orders to them, and really I didn’t like to. They were my partners, not my subordinates. Bookbinder would have a fit about that, but I just wasn’t in a position to give orders to them.
Every time I glanced over at Sanders he was staring right at me. His aura bounced quickly between purple and black. Not black like zombies; which is more of an ‘empty’ or ‘lack’ of aura, but black that blocked out what was behind it. It really weirded me out. He was shifting from foot to foot, and reaching behind his back every few seconds. I spent most of my time looking at the people I was talking to. I really did need to focus on them some too, they’d remember this speech and these moments afterward for a while to come, and I didn’t want to give them the opinion that I was disingenuous.
I shook hands with a man about five feet away from Sanders, he clapped me on the back as he told me his name was George Spencer, and that he was a high school gym teacher. He thanked me for saving his family as we shook. I think those words of thanks set Sanders off. His aura went deep black and he reached behind his back and pulled out what can only be described as a hand cannon, a Desert Eagle .50 caliber pistol that looked absolutely massive in his hand. Looking at the barrel, the hole at the end looked to be the size of a quarter.
Still holding Georges hand from our handshake, I used that to pull him out of the way, so it was just me and Sanders. I threw my hands up palms out.
“Ken, Ken Sanders, right?”
“How do you know my name? You don’t know anything. You saved everyone else, you’re the big hero, making speeches and everyone loves you. But you didn’t save everyone. You failed. I trusted you; I put down my gun and trusted you when you said you’d save my family. I should have shot you and let the zombies have you. I should have done what they wanted; then my family would be alive.”
As he spoke, he was waiving his gun around. The crowd was starting to panic.
“Whoa Ken. Keep the gun on me. I’m the one you’re angry with.” I said as I took a step forward. “Ken I’m not a hero. I’m just a guy who lost his wife, and is trying to keep the last family I have alive. I know you’re hurting, but this isn’t the answer. I didn’t save your family, and I’ll be sorry about that for the rest of my life, Ken.”
“Not as sorry as I am.” Said Ken as he firmed his grip on the gun.
“Ken, you’re not a killer. I’m a living, breathing person. I’m not a zombie; I’m a living human being.” I stepped forward again. Now I was about two feet away from the barrel of the monstrous gun.
“You got my wife killed, and now I’m going to kill you!” He yelled, the gun shaking in his hand. A shadow finger crossed over the trigger and squeezed to fire the gun. That finger solidified, and I watched his finger cover the trigger. Shadows shot out of me, in one I side stepped him, as he fired, and the bullet decimated a small child standing a dozen feet behind me. I saw the hammer cock back on the gun, and heard the shot.
I tried zagging the other way, and this time it was a very tall man who took the shot to the gut. I tried kicking his legs out from under him, the bullet flew wild and hit my mother in the cheek. Every course of action I tried ended up with someone dying. Given those options, I steeled myself. My life was no more important than any other. I readied myself for the pain; I raised my arms, making myself as easy a target as possible. I took a deep breath as his finger squeezed the trigger. The hammer cocked back, I heard the shot. A searing pain hit my face.
When I opened my eyes, Sanders was looking at the shattered gun in his hand with a look of shock on his face. The tip of the barrel was crushed inward from the side, and John was running towards us. Leo appeared behind him out of nowhere and twisted his arms behind his back.
“Tookes, you okay?” yelled John.
“Yea. Face hurts,” I said. Which actually wasn’t true, it had dulled to a slight burn.
“Sorry about that mate. I’ve never tried to shoot a bullet out of the air before. I didn’t expect it to shatter like that. I guess my bullet ricocheted into the barrel when his bullet shattered.”
“John, you shot the bullet out of the air? Why didn’t you just shoot his gun out of his hands? And could you have at least stopped running when you fired?” I asked.
“Where’s the fun in that?” He asked with a twinkle in his eye and the barest hint of a smile.
I walked off leading Sanders to the old kitchen. I had been overconfident in my own abilities, and that almost got me killed. Without my friends, I was dead. That lesson will stick with me for as long as I live.
Once we were in the old summer kitchen building, I sat Sanders down in a chair.
“Ken. Now what am I going to do with you? There are no courts. There are no police to call. I’m not going to kill you, but I can’t have you trying to kill me. If you’re a danger to these people, I can’t have you here, but turning you out without a weapon is the same as killing you.”
“Tookes, just kill me. I don’t want to live. Without my family, I have nothing. Their blood is on your hands.”
“Ken I tried as hard as I could to save every family there. Your family was gone by the time I got there. I killed all of the zombies responsible, but they were following orders from someone. That’s who you should be angry at. I’m sorry your family is dead. Everyone here has lost someone they love. There is nothing I can do to bring them back. But I can avenge them. I can avenge my wife, and you can help me avenge your family. I need every man I can get Sanders. I need you, I need your help. I need you on my side; I need your help to kill every one of them.”
“What do you want me to do? You’ll never trust me!” Ken replied.
“Ken, if you give me your word, if you tell me that you’re going to help me avenge your family, if you swear to me that you’ll never kill a human unless your own life or the life of someone in this camp depends on it, I’ll take your word for it. If you give me your word as a father, as a husband and as a son, I’m willing to forget about today.”
“Tookes!” exclaimed John. “You let this dude go; he’s going to try it again. You can’t trust him.”
“What choice do I have John? All a man has these days is his word. Ken knows that. Everyone deserves a second chance.”
“A second chance to kill you!” said Leo. “Tookes, this is madness. Turn him out.”
“We can’t do that. It’s not right. It’s my life he tried to take, and this is my decision. Ken if you’re willing to give me your word, we can put this behind us.”
“I’m not willing to do that.” Said Ken flatly, just before he pulled a long knife from his boot and lunged at my throat.



32. Daycare
I’d watched Sanders form this plan; he thought first about going for a gut shot, I presume because it would hurt. An interesting thing about those who can’t see the outcome of their decisions, they seldom consider more than one. As soon as I saw the shadow of choice fly out of him, I figured out my counter move.
As he lunged, I stepped forward and to the left, pinning his knife arm between my left arm and body, I then spun around to my right, breaking his arm. That was the part I saw in my decision. I could not however, see that Leo was going to rush in at the last second and smash Sanders in the head with a baton. I don’t suppose I could blame her. When she hit him, he collapsed against me, right as I folded his broken arm completely on itself. The knife, still held in his useless arm slid easily into his throat as he fell. He looked at me with sad eyes as he laid on the floor bleeding out. I jumped down beside him, unsure if I should pull the knife out or leave it. What do you do in that type of situation? Ultimately I sat there feeling useless as he died.
We carried his body out of the old kitchen, and laid him out on a steel table in the slaughter house. It was the closest thing to a morgue we had.
I knew that killing a human was something that I would have to process at some point, but I had to deal with it later. Right now, I had a million things on my plate. I shoved the whole situation back to the back of my mind. I just couldn’t think about it right then.
With Sanders corpse taken care of, I returned to the small dining room of the main house which I’d sort of converted to my office. When I got there I found Bookbinder waiting on me.
“Hey Charlie,” I said, exhausted. “You have those fire teams ready?”
“Yes sir. I know you got held up with that Sanders situation, I didn’t want to bother you, but I’d like to get to work on this tonight.”
“Sure thing, Charlie. Tell me what you’ve got.”
“I grouped the men into teams. I had six men with some training. I made five teams. I’m leading one team; I have the most experience of any of the men. I’ve designated our team M1. M2 is led by Daily, M3 by Scott, M4 by Levitt, and M5 by Johnson. Johnson has no operational experience, but was enrolled in the police academy when this all happened. I put Baker with him, Baker is a retired cop, but still strong and will guide Johnson.”
“I’d like to take Levitt’s team tonight on a run out to Orange. There’s a daycare there that we should hit for diapers and formula and wipes and other baby stuff, plus toys. I made a run out past there a few weeks ago before we got caught by Watley. The daycare was empty, there aren’t any little kids in there, I banged on the window.”
“Charlie, if you go out there and there’s a whole bunch of baby zombies locked in the basement, what are you going to do?”
“I’ll assess the status of the men, if they can handle it, then we’ll proceed. If they’re going to freak out, then we’ll abort. For me, I’m not sure I could leave a baby like that. I’d have to end its suffering.”
“Still, I’d like to avoid any more men snapping like Sanders did.” I said.
“Yes sir. We’ll handle it or we’ll bug out.” He said as he stood to leave.
“Hey Charlie,” I said stalling him. “Thanks. You’re a good man.”
“I’m happy to have a job to do. All the men will be happy to have a job.” He said with a smile.
It had been a long day. I was exhausted, and mentally drained. I climbed the stairs to my room, stopping outside my door to take my boots off. I was grateful for everything I had these days, and I said a quick thank you that I’m not one of the ones pulled out of my bed in the night. A thank you that I was able to save some clothes, toys and tools and not be starting over here with nothing.
I walked through my room to the door to Max’s room, which was slightly cracked. I peeked in on him, he was sleeping peacefully. I covered him up with his favorite blanket, tucked his red furry Elmo under his arm, and kissed him on the forehead. He was warm, but not hot. He smelled like Max. He looked so much like his mother laying there, sleeping in the same position she always slept in. On his back, one arm on his stomach, one arm behind his head, left knee kicked out to the side. I was so glad to have him to remind me of her. Little three and a half year old Max, all of forty-two inches tall somehow filled up a whole twin bed. I kissed him one more time on the forehead and said, “Good night little buddy. I love you.” and he stirred a little in his sleep.
When I walked out into my room, shutting the door behind me, there was Leo, holding a pillow and a blanket. “Vic, can I stay with you tonight? I brought my own pillow.”
I strode forward and grabbed her, pulling her to me, holding her close as our lips met again. Still kissing, our lips parted only when I pulled her shirt up over head, then mine. The lust between us was palpable; I pulled her down onto my bed, where we spent our first night together exploring the passion we’d tried to deny since the day we met.
When I woke up the next morning, I went downstairs and poured a cup of coffee. As I took my first sip of coffee and said, “Thank you god for coffee.” Charlie Bookbinder came walking up the steps, covered in dirt and gore, and wearing a huge smile on his face. He handed me a written report, and said “Permission to get some rack time sir.”
“Only if you go upstairs and take a shower Charlie.”
“No thank you sir, I’ll go wash off in the river with the men.”
“You’re an amazing man, Charlie.” I said to him. “You’re dismissed.”
I still have every single mission report any of those men filed.
M4 Mission One Log:
DATE:
08/13/2011
Objective 1:
Clear Tenderhearts Daycare Center
Objective 2:
Building breach training
Objective 3:
Obtain toys and consumables for the children
RESULT:
All objectives complete.
Recovered Assets:
6 boxes size two diapers
7.5 boxes size three diapers
5.5 boxes size four diapers
6 boxes size five diapers
3 large trash bags miscellaneous clothes, size one to 3T
2 large trash bags small plastic toys
2 Rubbermaid totes full of puzzles
2 Rubbermaid totes full of children’s board games
4 large Rubbermaid totes full of children’s books
1 large Rubbermaid tote full of action figures
1 large Rubbermaid tote full of dolls
Operational notes:
M4 was briefed in-route to target, Tenderhearts Daycare, about the possibility of infant and/or toddler undead.
It was agreed and assigned that small hostiles be present would be dispatched with extreme prejudice. The men were briefed on basic breaching principals, modified for the specific target building and possible occupants. Arrived on location in two trucks at 23:00 hours. Six men spread out, Jimmy Day levered the front doors open with a crowbar, and backed out into the street. One man was stationed at each corner of the building and four men held the front doors. After prying the doors open, Day hit the horn on the truck and turned on the lights to help illuminate the interior.
0 hostiles were found inside. Men cleared room by room, each of the men was given the opportunity and training experience to forcibly open a door and clear the room expecting hostile combatants. When the entire facility was deemed secure, the said assets were loaded onto the two trucks. We closed the building up and secured the doors with a chain and friendly padlock code 22-10-31 for further exploration.
About one klick outside of town, we encountered a small force of slow moving hostiles, numbering twenty-four. There was no sign of a handler/ leader nearby. Bookbinder, Day, and Levitt dispatched the force using hand to hand weapons while the remaining force flanked the hostiles to provide covering fire should the need arise. Day has a fire/police halligan, Levitt chose an aluminum bat, and Bookbinder used KA-BAR Marine Combat
Knife. All weapons proved efficient at dispatching hostiles with minimal noise and 0 ammunition used.
Mission report filed by Charlie Bookbinder, Tookes Brigade, Leader fire team M1.



 

 
  
33. The Supply Run
We buried Sanders with about ten people in attendance early that morning. Marshall, always the guy who gets things done, had the hole dug near the old cemetery on the property by about ten in the morning and had built a box for the body. Those of us who wanted to see him off to the next life loaded up in the pickup trucks and bounced down through the field to say a few final words about a man who’d lost everything, including his humanity.
When that was done, I had an itch to get off the property. We needed so much; the only real debate was what to go for first. We met with Bookbinder, his teams one, two, and three were headed off today to look for food and fuel. That left us to go on more humanitarian type missions. I was most worried about housing, clothing, and sanitation. I’d always sworn that Wal-Mart and Sams Club were the last places I would want to go. However, the needs outweighed my common sense. One building clear, and we could stock up on almost everything, including I hoped, a tractor trailer.
Marshall, Leo, John, and I loaded up in the Jeep, and headed off to town about 10:00am. We rolled with all the ammo we had left, that situation was getting pretty dire. We were all talking about conserving ammunition all the way to our first target, Wal-Mart.
When we pulled into the parking lot, we immediately revamped our plan. Every car in the parking lot was pulled around the building, bumper to bumper, forming a ring around the store. On the roof, after a study though the scope on Sammie, my rifle, I determined that there were three zombies walking slowly. They had very little motor control, and after four months up on the blazing sun, they were starting to look pretty bad. They saw us coming as we walked up towards the front doors, and one by one all three of them walked right off the roof trying to get us.
Only one didn’t smash his head open on the concrete. He laid there for a long time snapping his jaws at me. He looked like a monster out of some cheap horror movie, almost all the flesh gone from one side of his face, scraped off by the impact with the hard parking lot. He couldn’t move anything below his jaw. Marshall calmly walked over and stepped on its head, ending its suffering for good.
The doors to the building were chained from the inside. We walked all the way around the building, checking every door. Finally we reached the roll up doors in the back, where the tractor trailers were. There were still two rigs backed up to the loading docks, but the doors had been rolled down. I walked up to one and tested it, but it wouldn’t budge. Marshall bent down beside me, strained a little bit, and ripped the door upward with a very loud crash of metal ripping and tearing. I don’t think he opened it as much as he just ripped it upwards out of its tracks. The steel slatted door was dented upwards where his hands were, I’m not sure how much ‘weight’ that would equal, but it had to have taken a lot of force.
“Jesus Marshall,” I said “I’m glad you’re on my side. What the hell was in your Wheaties?”
“I told you I was strong,” was all he said as he stepped into the gloomy Wal-Mart back room.
“John, can you be in charge of finding keys to one of these rigs?”
“Marshall, Leo, with me. We’re going to run into a big mess in here. I doubt we’ll find any supers, but I have a feeling there’s going to be a lot of slow zombies, and we need to save ammo.”
Marshall was bare handed, and looked around the room. Finally he settled on the leg of a turned over steel shelf. The leg was a six foot steel tube one and a half inches in diameter. He folded it in half by leaning it against the wall and stepping on the middle, and then used his foot to crush the end. When he was done, it looked like something that would hurt.
I had taken to carrying Leo’s kukris, but since she was using them, I was holding an aluminum baseball bat. John of course only carried guns, but he was checking for keys, and knew to be quiet.
A few steps into the back room of the store, we started hearing a repeated thump, thump, thump. I advanced slowly towards the sound of the thumping. My eyes finally fully adjusted to the darkness of the room, I see one of those huge floor polishers sitting on the floor with its cord stretched tight, plugged into the wall. There was a zombie, walking into the cord. When he did, the polisher would tip a little; then it pulled the zombie backwards. As it staggered backwards, the polisher would fall back flat, thump thump thump as it rocked back to its natural position. The zombie took a step forward back into the cord, repeating the process over and over. We all stood there, watching in amazement as the zombie repeated this process a dozen times. We were clearly its target; I believe it would have kept trying over and over until the cord rotted away. Marshall finally stepped forward, swinging his pipe-thing like a bat, crushing its skull. The zombie fell to the floor with one final thump, thump, thump, and will forever be remembered as the polisher zombie. I suppose that’s about the best epitaph a zombie could hope for.
Leo made a quick sweep of the storeroom, and having found no more zombies, we decided to head out into the main part of the store. I chose this particular store because years before they’d done a study. Apparently adding skylights all over the store saved them gajillions of dollars every year in lighting costs. I knew it would be fairly bright in the store
What I did not expect was that every single zombie in the store would be waiting on the other side of the door. I pushed the lever down on the door handle with my thumb, and it virtually exploded inward on me. Zombies poured through the door in pairs, pushing me down. I fell to the ground and hit my head on the concrete, causing stars to explode in front of my eyes. Marshall waded in with his club, swinging like a cave man. He hit one so hard it flew backwards out the door, pushing six or eight zombies back out into the store with it. That bought Leo enough time to drag me backwards, before shooting back to the fray. She had her batons in her hands; they spun like helicopter blades, her arms almost invisible except for the wet thuds they made when they impacted and recoiled off into another shambler. There was only room for the two of them at the door there, but I knew they had to be getting tired. The bodies were piled up and spilling out of the doorway. I think that actually made it easier, as about half the zombies tripped trying to climb the pile, allowing Marshall or Leo an easy shot.
After nearly ten minutes, Leo was starting to flag. I have no idea how much energy it took her to maintain that speed, but it had to be enormous. About halfway through, John walked up behind me with the keys to a tractor trailer. We both just stood there watching.
Marshall stepped up towards the middle, standing on a pile of zombies six or seven deep, and took over keeping both sides of the doorway clear. He was a machine, each sweep of his club sent zombies and zombie parts flying. We’d have some cleanup work to make sure they were all dead, but this was going way better than I expected.
He’d been flying solo for at least two minutes, when he suddenly lost his footing and went down, I saw his club hit the door frame and get ripped out of his hand as he was dragged backward into the main part of the store.
Leo, John and I charged through the doorway, once Leo hit firm footing she bolted off into the store. John raised his revolver and laid five shots out, killing four zombies that were closing in around Marshall. Marshall grabbed one of the dispatched zombies by the foot, and swung the whole thing like a rag doll, connecting with the one dragging him by the foot. It threw the super zombie into a rack of clothing, where it got tangled up in a bunch of leggings hanging on the hangars. In an instant, Leo was there driving one of her batons through the things eye, and twirling it around, scrambling its brain like an egg still in the shell.
The remainder of the zombies in the store closed in on them, John opened up with his black semi automatics, killing the last bunch without having to reload.
When we’d all recovered, we took stock of the store. We’d come in through the house wares department; many of the shelves were knocked over. The store smelled like a gigantic sewer monster ate an entire garbage dump, then let it digest for a few days before throwing it up outside in the hot sun, where it sat ripening for a month. We each grabbed shopping carts and headed off in different directions.
Marshall was in charge of clothes. His orders were to fill as many carts full of whatever clothes, socks, shoes, underwear and belts he could find. Specifically he was looking for warm clothes, or clothes that could be layered for warmth.
Leo was in charge of food and hygiene products, she loaded up cart after cart of rice and beans and pasta, as well as toilet paper, napkins, paper towels and feminine products. Next she hit the soap isle, emptying the shelves of every type of soap she could find.
John of course went to the sporting goods counter; he loaded up every rifle and bullet in the store, plus enough reloading equipment and materials to keep us in bullets for a long time. I’d noticed he always picked up his shell casings, but just then figured out why.
I had a special project in mind. I stopped first at the kids bicycles, and put four into a cart, and grabbed every spare chain on the shelf. My next stop was the toy section, where I picked up a bunch of large kites. Step three was to automotive, where I loaded up three carts with deep cycle RV/Marine batteries, I packed forty-eight batteries into the carts. The last thing I needed was behind the automotive counter, the keys to the auto parts room. Inside there, I found the truck alternators. I was looking for the big ones, I was hoping to find four, but could only get three big truck alternators, so I grabbed three smaller ones for cars.
It took us about an hour of shopping, plus an hour to clear the zombies out of the store room door. We dragged them to the edge of the loading dock and threw them in a pile out in the parking lot. Once we’d loaded our haul into the semi-trailer, we doused the bodies with lighter fluid and tossed a brand new Zippo lighter onto the pile of corpses.
We used the big rig to push some of the cars out of the way, Leo and I jumped into the Jeep while Marshall drove the rig home. There was going to be a party at our house tonight! We were exhausted, weary, bruised and battered, but we’d managed a great score, our people would use the stuff we found to survive well into winter.
We walked into the house feeling happy and good about our days work. Tomorrow was the meeting with Colonel Frye; I didn’t believe many of our people would want to go with him.



 

34. Frye’s Return
I spent the better part of the morning unloading the trailer from the previous night’s haul. We passed out clothing to everyone that needed it; almost everyone got at least three pairs of socks, and a pair of pants. Most people ended up with two pairs of pants and a couple of shirts as well. We were short on a few sizes, mostly kids stuff and larger women’s sizes. Everybody had shoes that fit, pants to work in, clean socks and underwear. We’d have to work out clothes washing, but there were so many logistical details to work out.
I spent the better part of the morning using the rope and pulley system to lift the deep cycle batteries up into the loft, while Marshall and John built a wooden frame against the back wall to hold them. I had forty 12v batteries on four shelves. I cut apart two long jumper cables from the barn office and wired each row of ten batteries in series, and then connected all four series, giving me 120 volts, and roughly 2500 amp-hours of electricity. Enough electricity to light up the top of the hill for most of the night. Once all of the batteries were wired, we fitted plywood sheets over the front of the shelves to keep the kids from getting to them, and ran the wires out a hole in the roof.
By the time we’d finished that, it was almost ten-thirty in the morning, and we had some work to do with the tractor-trailer. There was a dirt road that ran up one side of our property. We didn’t want to block the entire highway, but I didn’t want anyone to be able to go up that dirt road in a vehicle. Secondly, there were tall embankments on either side of that road where it met the highway, and I estimated a tractor-trailer would be just a little longer than the width of the road.
Leo met us down there at the dirt road with the back hoe. Once Marshall had gotten the empty trailer jockeyed into position, it took all four of us nearly half an hour to figure out how to unhook it from the tractor. Eventually the tractor was free, and Leo used the bucket on the backhoe to knock the trailer over onto its side. It got a little smashed in the process, but the frame, the strongest part of the trailer, and the wheels were facing the highway. Leo’s last job was to use the bucket to fill the small space at the front and back of the trailer with dirt, and to push a large mound of dirt against what used to be the roof of the trailer. Nothing could easily walk around the trailer, and it would take several tanks to push it out of the way, effectively blocking that road.
It was nearly time for Frye to make his appearance. Marshall parked the big tractor inside the gate, with its flat nose pressed just against it. They could still hook a chain to the gate, but then the rig blocked almost the whole driveway. The gates were connected to very large, solid brick entrance markers.
The rest of the frontage along the highway had very steep, very high banks. Not even a military humvee would be able to climb them. If anyone was going to get on the property, it was going to be on foot, or because we let them drive on.
Leo appeared with a bucket full of cold sodas, with ice, having parked the backhoe, run up to the house, and then run back down here. Mom had really outdone herself showing off; the ice was a nice touch. The four of us had just cracked our sodas when we saw the Colonel coming down the road. He had, true to our agreement, only one truck.
When he got out of the truck, we were sitting on the bench outside the gate. We stood as he approached, and I stuck my hand out in greeting.
“Hello Colonel Fry. It’s good to see you well.” I said.
“You too Tookes,” he said as he shook my hand.
“Colonel, I made your offer to the people, I thought you might want to go up and see if anyone wanted to come with you, but I think you’re going to be disappointed. Care for a soda? They’re cold.”
“I’d love one, and I would like to come inside the wire, Tookes.”
I handed Frye a cold Coke, which he drank while we walked up the hill, the five of us. Frye’s driver stayed with the truck. When we got to the top of the driveway, we veered to the left towards the barn. I stepped up onto the mounting stone, and whistled loudly. Slowly, in small groups of twos and threes, the survivors who were not out in the fields or off on a mission for Bookbinder gathered.
“Everyone, this is Colonel Frye, the man I told you about.” I said projecting my voice. “He’s offered safety and shelter to anyone who would like to go with him. They’re staying at Mount Pony, right outside of Culpeper.”
“Colonel, would you like to add anything?”
The army leader stepped up on the mounting stone as I stepped down. “Tookes here has done a great job of keeping you all safe up until now. We have word of a very large group of infected heading this way. We think it’s from northern Virginia, heading south. This group has been heading south for almost a week now, they never stop, they don’t sleep, and they don’t eat. They’re making about twenty-five miles per day. They’re just above Warrenton, Virginia right now, they’ll be in Culpeper tomorrow, and pass by here sometime tomorrow night. They’ve been following route 15 all the way from Leesburg. We happened across your place scouting in advance, trying to clear the living out of their path. We can hide from this horde of infected in the Mount Pony facility. We can lock it down and they’ll pass right by us. If not, we have methods to fight them off.”
“In addition to that, the remnants of the US government are there. The Vice President of the United States is there. The Speaker of the House is there. There is still a United States, and you’re still citizens of it, bound by its laws.”
I was fuming. It was underhanded to wait until now to pull that out. I didn’t know what his game was, but I wasn’t giving in just yet. I didn’t like this guy. It might have been just a case of two alpha dogs going head to head, or it might have been that he was up to something, but either way I just didn’t trust the guy.
Stepping back up on the stone, I said, “Thanks for that intel Frye. I know it was difficult for you to share with civilians. I also am here to say, I’ll believe in the U.S government when they finally do something about this problem. If you have the means to defend your fort, you have the means to take this horde out before it gets to us. If you’re the U.S government, do your job and eliminate this threat walking on our soil. Otherwise, I’ll take my chances, and I’ll put my faith in my own defenses and my own people. Any of you who would like to go with Colonel Frye are welcome. If you would like, please come forward.”
Sarah, a woman in her early twenties I’d met the night before came forward. “Tookes, I don’t want to go, I don’t want to leave, but my parents and husband are dead, and I’m about four months pregnant. I got pregnant the night the world ended. I haven’t seen a doctor, and I’m so afraid.”
“Sarah, no one will blame you for going and doing what’s right by your baby.”
We waited fifteen minutes in silence -no one else came forward.
“Looks like this is it Colonel. I’ll walk you back to your truck.” I said flatly.
“You’re all making a big mistake!” the Colonel said, as we walked away.
If his Intel was valid, we had a little over twenty-four hours to prepare for a huge wave of shambling undead.



 

35. The Horde
I met with my team in the dining room. We radioed for Bookbinder to join us.
“Bookbinder, Frye gave us some intel on a large horde coming our way from northern Virginia. He said it’s coming down 15, and that’s going to lead it right across our front gates. I need to know if he was telling the truth. According to him, they’re just above Warrenton right now. I need a pair of scouts to go check that out.”
“I’m on it, sir,” Said Bookbinder, as he stood up.
“Hold on Charlie,” I said. “I need you here; I need you to help me coordinate the defense of this place. I need you to send someone. This is a hard thing to say, but I need all the best guns here, Charlie.” Bookbinder stepped out into the hallway and spoke rapidly into his radio. When he came back in the room, he said “I’m sending Jimmy Spencer and Tom Johnson.”
“John, how many guns and rounds did we get at Wal-Mart yesterday?”
“We got about fifteen thousand rounds of .22, and nine .22 rifles, bringing us to twelve operational rifles of that caliber. We have three hundred rounds for Sammie, and I found something you’ll flip for Tookes. I’d been saving this, but I found twelve round magazines for your rifle. We have twenty-five rounds for the .50, but they’re range grade, not match. Not going to be as accurate as Sammie, but a lot more power. We have two-thousand rounds of .9mm, and fourteen 9mm guns, four hundred rounds of .45,” John said patting his revolver. “But only pearl here shoots .45. Every one of the fire team members has a 30.30 and a thousand rounds in each magazine. That was the best haul, twenty-five 30.30's I sniffed out in the storeroom, and almost a complete pallet of ammunition. I could only find six scopes, so the leaders of each fire team each have a scope.”
“How about .40 for my pistol?” I asked.
“About a hundred fifty rounds. You have ten magazines, so you’ll have about thirty rounds loose to carry around.”
“John, that’s balls man, nice work. You might have saved all of our lives. Make sure every civilian who’s ever fired a gun is armed. .22's for anyone over ten who’s ever shot. When that’s done, please come back here, and we’ll brief you on the plan, and get your input.”
“We’re going to need all those not shooting up in the hay loft. Hopefully they can’t climb a ladder. I want two with small caliber pistols and all the ammo we have up there.”
“Marshall, if we take the well pump offline, do we have enough generator to power the welder?” I asked.
“I think so. We’ll have to take the fridges off too.”
“Good, coordinate that with Mom. I want to take the plow off the old pickup in the carriage house and weld it to the front of the big rig. Its gotta hold Marshall. When was the last time you welded anything? I haven’t since we fixed the front bucket on the backhoe, but that’s held for what, three years?”
“I welded a bunch last summer, I can handle it.” Said Marshall.
“Marshall, its gotta hold.”
“I got it Vic.”
“Leo, you’ve got the worst of this. You’re going to be doing a lot of running. I need you to kill the ones on the flank, as they walk back. How many miles do you think you can run and fight? Could you cover the last three miles?”
“I could go out six miles, that’s twelve miles round trip, and still be able to fight. I could probably do thirty-five or forty miles if I was just running before I had to stop and rest, but that would be mostly to eat.”
“Okay, I want you, starting about five miles north of here, start attacking their west flank. In and out, your job is not to kill them, although there’s nothing wrong if you kill a few. Your job is to draw them off. I need you to pull as many as you can west of here, all the way to Highway 29 and then get them headed south on 29. If we can misdirect them, all the better. Its eight miles of cross country running from Route 15 to Route 29. If you can drag them off, that’s great. If you try for two miles and they’re not following you, I need you back here. Most importantly, if you see any sign of a super, get back here immediately, that’s going to change the entire game plan.
“My idea is that we drop ammo at four stations between here and one mile north of here. The four of us plus Bookbinder’s team fight a backward action. We line up and shoot until they’re fifty feet, then run back until they’re a hundred yards away, shoot until they’re fifty feet, repeating all the way back here. With luck, we can kill a couple of thousand before they get here to the other four fire teams waiting on the edge of this property. We’ll open up here, trying to force them to stay on the road between the river and the banks. We’ll have elevated shooting positions. That’s when I’ll hit them with the big rig. I’ll be parked back on the Robinson River Bridge, that’ll give me a half mile to get up to speed, and then I’m going to plow right up the middle of them.”
“Victor, not you. That’s a suicide run. Let me do it, at least I can outrun them.” Said Leo.
“No Leo, I need you here. Because I need you to pick up Max and run with him if I don’t make it. If none of us make it, I need you to take him and run. Farther and faster than you’ve ever run before.”
“Vic, don’t talk like that,” Said Marshall.
“I’m not; I’m just covering all my bases.” I said.
“We’re not even sure if Frye was telling the truth,” I said, knowing he wouldn’t lie about something I could so easily check.
“There’s a chance that Jimmy and Tom are going to come back and say they couldn’t find anything.”
“We’ve got work to do. I suggest we get to the preparations. Best case we pick up the ammo tomorrow afternoon.”
“Anyone else have any ideas? I’m all ears. This is a plan I’ve had in my head for weeks. It’ll work. We have enough ammo, we have enough shooters, we can do this.”
We spent the rest of that day preparing. John took care of the ammo dumps; Marshall welded the plow blade to the front of the big rig. Leo took charge of stepping off lines of fire, and marking them in the grass with white spray paint every hundred yards from the main house. I went from spot to spot, but I was in the workshop down by the barn when I heard Tom come over the radio.
“Jimmy’s dead. There’s so many, they go one for a mile or more. I lost count at a thousand, and I hadn’t even counted a tenth.”
“Good work Tom, now get back here and let’s get ready to kill them.” Bookbinder replied.
“I can’t come back Lieutenant. I’m bit. I can feel it taking over. I’m parked on the side of the road, I’d like permission to take my pickup and drive it right into them. I think I could take a hundred with me. I’d like to try; I don’t want to end up like one of them.”
“Tom, are you sure you’re gonna turn?” I asked.
“Yes sir, Mr. Tookes, I’m sure.”
“Tom, do what you have to. You’re a hero, getting us this information probably saved all of our lives.”



 

36. The Beginning
By late afternoon we’d finished all of our preparations, and the waiting game began. I spent about an hour playing Frisbee with Max and the other small kids in the back yard. For Max, it was about keeping life kind of normal. For me, it was time that I could just be Daddy, and not be in charge of the safety and welfare of over three hundred people. A little after five, Bookbinder came to get me.
“Max, can you stay here for a few minutes and keep playing Frisbee? Daddy has to go talk to Mr. Bookbinder.” I said.
“Daddy, are you talking about all the bad guys coming?” he asked, his face turned up and glowing in the evening sun.
“Yea Max monster. There are lots of bad guys coming, but don’t worry, Mister John, Miss Leo, Uncle Marshall and I will make sure they don’t hurt us.”
“I like Mr. John. He talks funny.”
“I think so too!” I laughed. “He has an accent. An accent is when someone says words differently than we do. He thinks we sound funny! How crazy is that?” We both had a good laugh.
“I’ll be back in a few minutes. Stay right here.”
I walked off a bit with Charlie, around the corner to the front of the house. Three of the locals were working on boarding up the windows using fence rails bolted all the way through thick brick walls. They had a generator running to power the drills they were using. We moved off to the side, behind the huge three hundred year old boxwood bushes.
“They’re about eight miles out. They didn’t even slow down going through Culpeper. It’s about time to get this show on the road, they’re making roughly four miles an hour.”
“Alright Charlie. Let’s get everyone wrapped up and get some food into them. It’s going to be a long night.”
“Leo,” I spoke into my radio. “Can you come to the front of the house? It’s time.”
“On my way Tookes.” She replied, and was standing in front of me before the radio static died.
“Have you eaten anything Leo? You’re going to burn a lot of calories; I need you on your a-game.” I said, concern clearly prevalent in my voice.
“Walk with me to the kitchen; I’ll grab something to throw in my backpack.”
“Charlie, can you get the word out that its time? Discretely, we don’t need to frighten the children.”
Leo and I walked back around the house to where Max was playing. I resisted the urge to hold her hand; I wasn’t quite ready for it to be public knowledge. Anyone that knew us knew that we were developing feelings for each other, in the old days we would have called it dating. These days our idea of a date was clearing and looting a convenience store. Times change.
“Max, it’s time to go inside buddy. Can you take your Frisbee and put it in the toy-box on the porch? Then go find Grandma please.”
“You got it Dad.” He said.
Leo and I continued on around the house towards the kitchens outside door. About halfway there we stopped and I took her hand. “Leo, don’t do anything crazy. Try to get their attention and lead them off, but if it’s not working, don’t be a hero out there by yourself.”
I leaned forward and kissed her, which she returned more passionately than I expected. We kissed for several minutes, enjoying some quiet time together before we both had to go to work. At last we broke the kiss, and walked inside the kitchen.
Inside, my mother was a whirlwind. She had almost a hundred fifty bags laid out. In each she had a sandwich with thinly cut grilled dear, roasted red pepper, lettuce and mustard. There was a rolled oat granola bar, and a bottle of water. To this day, I have no idea how she managed to bake that much bread in twelve hours. There’s no way she slept. I handed Leo one of the bags.
“Vic, I made this one for Leo. She needs more calories than you; you’re still a little pudgy.” She said with a smile on her face.
Mom handed Leo a much heavier looking bag. “Here you go honey. You be safe out there. Don’t let Vic get you in trouble.”
“Vic, here’s yours, two granola bars and a bottle of water.”
I knew that this was my mother’s way of saying, ‘I don’t have a sandwich for everyone, so I gave yours to Leo’. I gave her a hug and said, “I love you, Mom. You’re amazing, none of this would happen without you.” I walked Leo down to the road, where I kissed her one more time and hopped into the big truck Marshall had attached the old plow blade to. She was off in a flash; trails of leaves swirling in her wake. She was getting faster. I followed her purple and green swirling aura, and discovered that I could ‘see’ her aura, even when she stopped running, somewhere between six and seven miles away.
“Interesting.” I said out loud to myself.
I focused on Max’s aura, and spun around, and saw his beautiful pale blue light coming from the main house. John was down by the barn; Marshall was up at the carriage house. Bookbinder was several hundred yards out behind the house; I wondered what he was doing there.
I started up the big truck, and let it idle long enough for the brakes to air up. Once I could release the brakes, I pulled the huge rig out onto the road, and backed it about a quarter mile down to the bridge.
“John and Charlie, it’s time for the advance team to get into position, I’m heading that direction. I started jogging up the road, heading roughly towards where Leo was. I watched her aura bounce east and west. It looked like she was running in to attack the flanks of the group, and then moving off west, trying to draw them with her. Based on the number of times she ran east and west, it didn’t appear to be working. I jogged at a fairly quick pace, and had come to the pre-marked location one mile from the property. Bookbinder came jogging up second, not breathing anything over his normal rate.
“Wow, Charlie, you must have sprinted here.”
“I found a four-wheeler at the neighbor’s farm, and got it running. I thought it might come in handy, I have an idea too. I parked it back at the first ammo dump.”
“I like the sound of that!” I said as Marshall and John walked up with the rest of Bookbinder’s team.
Marshall was carrying two shotguns with two home made bandoliers of shells strapped to his back, and a Ruger 10/22 rifle with thirty round magazines duct taped together back to back, so that when one was empty, he could just flip the magazine and have another thirty rounds.
John tossed me the same rifle, a small .22 gauge carbine, with the same magazine configuration, and when I get the strap over my shoulder, he tossed me four more of the double-magazine configurations.
“That’s three hundred rounds Tookes, make 'em count. There are two more double-magazines each four hundred meters behind us. Start firing when I say fire, not when I do. These are small rounds; you might have to put two in their head to put them down, unless you can hit them in the eye.”
Leo flew up to us. Her hair, which she normally kept braided when she worked was flying somewhat loose, but matted down with sweat and gore. Her clothes were covered in blood, and she had a cut on her knee. “They’re coming, about half a kilometer ahead, maybe ten minutes from being in range.” She opened up one of Mom’s granola bars and shoved it in her mouth, washing it down with half a bottle of water.
“Are you okay?” I asked, concerned about her ability to keep this up.
“I’ve killed about three hundred; I lost count about three kilometers up.” She said, “It might be closer to three-fifty.”
“Damnit Leo!” John swore, “How am I supposed to catch up? That’s cheating!”
“I didn’t make the assignments John,” Leo quipped. “But you’re not going to catch up anyways; I’ve been working on some new tricks.”
I reached down to Leo’s waist, and clicked her radio over to voice activated. “Leo, your mic is now hot so you don’t have to push talk, if you’re using both hands. If you’re going to be attacking the flank, or the rear, we need to know so we don’t shoot you.”
“Got it Tookes. This is kind of fun.” She took off again just as the first zombie head became visible over a rise. John wasted no time, even though this was three hundred yards, he aimed the rifle at almost a seventy degree angle upwards, lofting the bullet towards the zombie, using gravity to assist the trajectory. The zombie went down in a heap. For us, it had started.
A few seconds later, the first row appeared. John lofted six bullets up in the air in the same fashion, and removed his magazine. He had the mag out of the gun before the first zombie crumpled. As the next set came into view, he had all seven bullets replaced in his magazine, the mag replaced and the gun cocked. He was amazing to watch, we started to think this was going to be easy.
The next wave was about twice as many. He shot ten times, but before those were hit, there were more behind them. He shot the last twenty bullets of that magazine as fast as the gun would allow. I’m certain that all twenty bullets were in the air at the same time. He flipped his magazine around, reinserted it, and shot those thirty bullets without pause. He just might catch Leo; this was sixty shots, sixty dead zombies. There were way more than he could handle now. He removed that magazine and put it in his back pocket, pulling out a fresh pair of mags.
Zombies were solidly over the hill now, about two hundred yards away. Still too far for us. John stopped shooting, pulled out his emptied mag and started reloading it from bullets in his pocket. A hundred fifty yards. He flipped the magazine around, reloading thirty rounds into that magazine in just a few seconds. He lifted his rifle to his shoulder.
“Wait for it. Thirty seconds.” He fired, emptying his magazine, hitting every zombie in the first two rows directly in the eye. Flipped the magazine, and dropped the two that were still coming after one small bullet to the eye.
“Fifteen more seconds.” Another thirty shots, he was moving the gun barrel at incredible speed, the tip of the muzzle actually blurring with the movement, the muzzle blasts seeming to be one long burst of fire from the tip. The last shot was a misfire, which he cleared by working the action back and forth several times.
“This bloody gun can’t handle the rate of fire. The action is heating up, causing bullets to fire when they’re injected into the chamber. I’m going to have to slow down.”
He pulled his pistols, and emptied both magazines into the oncoming crowd. That was thirty more dead zombies.
“One hundred seventy eight Leo!” he said into his throat mic as he reloaded and holstered his pistols. Swinging his now slightly cooler .22 up to his shoulder, he begins to fire cyclically, but more slowly.
“Fire!” he said. “Fire straight ahead, drive holes deep in their line, I’ll clean up your misses.”
“Four-eighty-five, John, you’re not gonna catch me!”
I watched Leo come flying down the west flank of the zeds, her kukri lopping off the heads of every one she could reach in her easily one hundred mile per hour pass down the line. Before the zombies could react, their heads were flying.
She stopped a few feet away and said “Five-ninety-two now!”
We all opened fire. When one fell, we shot the one behind it. We walked backward, trying to match their pace, keeping them roughly a hundred yards from us. They were slightly faster than us. John, true to his word, shot every one we missed, all along the front of the line. The corpses stacked up, and the zombies started stumbling as they tried to walk over the fallen corpses. It actually made it harder to hit them, resulting in more misses and completely ineffective wounds. Were they living people, they’d be taken out by those wounds, but the zombies paid them no mind. Unless you completely destroyed a limb, they made no notice of the damage.
Leo’s voice came across the radio. “I have good news; I’m up to six-forty-three.”
“Bloody hell, Leo! Nice work!” said John. “I have three-twenty-nine I’m catching up. Front line, retreat to ammo station one, triple time, run!”
We ran for all we were worth back the last two hundred yards to the ammo station. I reach the pile, breathing heavily, struggling to control it. The problem with these extended campaigns is that they rely on physical training. Thus far I’d mostly made it on adrenaline. That was long gone, replaced with a gnawing in my gut. I put two boxes of 22 rounds into my backpack and picked up my last four magazines. Everyone started reloading their empty mags as quickly as possible. John reloaded all of his; he now had six doubled magazines. My shoulder was starting to ache, even with the relatively small caliber gun, this many rounds was more than anyone was intended to shoot.
I managed to get four and a half of my doubled magazines reloaded before it was time to stand up and fire. We repeated that strategy, backing up, firing, backing up, firing, backing up, firing. We’d killed about five thousand zombies by the time we made it to the second ammunition dump.
“John, this could work!” I said happily.
“Guys,” Leo came over the radio. ”We’re in trouble. There are at least two more groups the same size as this one.”



 

37. Battle
“Leo, how are you holding up?”
“I’m fine, I could do this all day, I’m not even running that fast.” Answered Leo.
“I need you to do a sweep around the perimeter of the house. I need to know if this is the entire force, or if they’re coming at us from multiple angles.”
“You got it; I’ll be back in about three minutes.”
“Leo, it’s at least five miles.”
“You’re right, maybe two and a half minutes.” And with that, she was off in a blur.
“My team, M-one, continue with the plan, increase fire. Empty your mags, and run to the next dump point. We’re halfway back to the property, and I have a pretty nasty idea to slow them down.”
I tossed my rifle and mags to John. “You’re better with them anyways; I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
I ran back at a dead sprint to the four-wheeler Bookbinder had had the foresight to park at the second ammo dump. Up over the bank, I flew across a soybean field at the machine’s top speed, reaching the old Sykes farm. They were cattle ranchers. Drawing my sig, I fired twelve .40 round shots into the base of a barbed wire fence pole at the corner of their cattle field. This fence was over half a mile long. The fence post gave way with two kicks to the top, I grabbed it and ripped the barbed wire free of the next post down the line, pulling the staples out that held it in place. I wrapped the fence post and barbed wire around and through the rack on the back of the four-wheeler, and took off, dragging three long strands of barbed wire off the row of fence posts behind me.
The four-wheeler bogged down about two hundred feet from where I started.
“Dammit!” I swore, rocking the four-wheeler back and forth, twisting the throttle to full. The tires spin, then it lurches forward pulling off several hundred feet of wire behind me.
Tearing across the field at the vehicles top speed, the wire is ripping the soybean field to shreds. “Stop firing! Cease fire, cease fire” I yell into the radio as I whiz along the leading edge of the horde of zombies.
The barbed wire catches one in the leg, wrapping around its leg and ripping it off. The wire, with the leg attached at the end starts bouncing up and down, catching the next zombie about chest level, and ripping him down the line. That zombie catches the one next to him, and my plan starts to take shape. I turn left up the road, wrapping the barbed wire around the horde of zombies, shredding them with the barbs. They’re not dead, but they’re mostly immobile, and causing those behind them to stumble, further slowing the pile.
One of my lines snaps, rebounding and hitting me in the back of the head. I can feel blood flowing down my neck, but I keep the throttle pegged as I make another left and head down the back side of the zombies. They’re getting squeezed together from three sides by the wire, except those that have been cut in half. I’m close now, but running out of wire. I turn left around the forth side of the horde, heading for the point where I’d tangled the initial zombie. I rocket past that mangled zombie, heading straight down the road, intending to cut them all in half with the wire. I reach the end of the wire, but instead of it cutting through them, it catches, stopping the four-wheeler.
I was thrown over the handle bars onto the road, where I skidded to a stop. My shirt was nearly ripped from my chest, and almost all the skin was removed from my right arm and side. I rolled around on the ground in agony for a moment before standing up and surveying my handiwork. The zombies were effectively pinned. Marshall waded up to the ‘pen’ of zeds with a twenty-pound sledgehammer in each hand, my god he was strong.
He swung the hammers over and over; smashing zombie heads, several times literally exploding them like that stand up comic with the sledgehammer and fruit.
He was literally smashing them three and four at a time.
“Tookes, you alright mate?” John’s voice came over my radio, which was miraculously intact after my superman impression. Flying wasn’t hard; it was the landings that sucked.
“Yea, fine bro, I’m gonna feel that in the morning.”
“Tookes, you’re one crazy son of a bitch.”
“Yea, I suppose I am.” I said. I looked around for Leo’s aura. She should have been back well before now. I finally saw it, faintly blue in the field behind the house. It was very dim, and that frightened me.
“Leo, where are you?” I asked into the radio.
“Leo! Come in.”
I’m up and running now, my road rash almost healed. I kick the fence post off the back of the four-wheeler, which takes the mangled rack with it, start it up again and rip off through the field towards her aura.
“John! Get everyone reloaded and ready for the next wave. Once you’re reloaded advance up to the first ammo dump and meet there! I’m going for Leo.”
I fly off across the field, wishing this was a larger, faster model four-wheeler, but grateful for what I had. I took a bank of a small creek at full speed, flying several feet through the air, sailing over the creek-bed before landing on the other side. Standing up on the machine, scanning with normal vision for any sign of her, I happen on her trail. The long grass was flattened in swirls on either side of a trampled path in the middle. It must have been terrifically difficult to maintain any kind of speed in this thigh high grass.
Rocketing off down her trail, I switch to aura vision. Leo was just up ahead, I couldn’t see her in the tall grass, but her light directed me towards her. She was lying crumpled in the grass. I dove off the four-wheeler as soon as I got it stopped, and ran over to her. She was breathing, very slowly. I checked her quickly for broken bones, finding her left arm was hanging in a strange direction; her lower arm was defiantly broken. I followed the trail back a few feet, and saw a rock; there was some blood on it. I gently lifted her head; there was a large wound on the back bleeding.
“Oh god, no, no no no no.” I said aloud as I ripped my tattered shirt off and pressed it under her head. She moaned a little bit when I moved her head. Pressing the shirt to the back of her head, I used my belt to secure it. While I had her head in my hand I felt her neck, which appeared to my untrained hands to be in place. I rolled her over into my lap and brushed her hair out of her face. Her eyes opened, her pupils closed down with the last of the sunlight beaming down on her face.
I leaned down and kissed her softly on the mouth, then stood up with her in my arms and walked to the four-wheeler. I had to get her to the house; I put her on my lap, facing behind me, legs wrapped around my waist. I put her good arm around my neck, and positioned the broken arm between us, holding it in place as best I could.
I started up the four-wheeler and got it turned around, slowly making my way back to the house.
“John, what’s the status?”
“We’re holding them, we’re back at ammo dump two; we ran out at the first one. We’ve killed about a quarter of the zeds in this grouping. If Leo is right, and there’s another ten thousand coming after this wave, we’re not going to have enough ammo. The other fire teams are waiting, we’re almost out at this spot, and we’re going to retreat back to the property lines in a minute. I’d guess six thousand left in this group, but Tookes, that’s just a guess, I have no idea.”
“Do what you can and fall back. We have more firepower and more ammo for those 30/30s and Charlie’s other teams - if they can maintain trigger discipline, we’ve still got a chance.”
Bookbinder came over the radio “They’ll maintain the line, don’t worry sir.”
When I got up to the main house, I carried Leo up the steps and put her on the table where she and my mother had patched up my gunshot.
“Mom, she’s got a pretty bad head wound, and a broken arm.”
“Roll her over on her stomach so I can get a look.” Said mom, who grabbed one of the buckets she’d filled before we cut power to the well pump earlier that day. She grabbed a sponge and slowly removed my shirt ‘bandage’. Leo groaned, and fresh blood rolled down her neck. Mom emptied a sponge over the wound, probing inside with her fingers, looking for a break in the skull.
“Her pupils contracted when she opened her eyes after I found her, I don’t know how she doesn’t have a concussion, but maybe we’re just lucky.”
“Someone has a plan for Leo, and that plan doesn’t end today,” said Mom.
“I hope not, I have a plan for her, and I need her tonight. I can’t do this without her.”
She replaced my shirt with gauze from the first aid kit, wrapping it all the way around her head like a bandanna. “This will be fine, now let’s take a look at that arm.”
“Mom. It’s worse out there than we thought. There wasn’t just one group of zombies - there were three. That many zombies can’t be a coincidence. There’s got to be a super controlling them somewhere, I have to get back out there.”
“I know Vic; I’ve been listening to the radio. You and Marshall are smart boys, if anyone can get us through this, you two can.” She said as I turned to leave.
“I hope you’re right Mom, because I’m almost out of ideas.”
“Use your resources Vic. Just like you always do, look around at what you have to work with, and you figure out how to get the job done with what you’ve got.”
I took off on the four-wheeler again; I’d have to remember to thank Bookbinder for it when I saw him. He was a great field commander, I was lucky to have him. When I reached the property line, I parked the quad and walked up to John, who was firing steadily, shot after shot; he’d switched to a 30/30, having exhausted all of our rounds. Zeds were advancing quickly, I didn’t see any choice.
“John, I’m going for the truck.”
“Tookes, that’s insane. We’ve stalled this group so much the last wave has caught up to them. There are easily twelve thousand zeds out there.”
“That’s why I have to go. I have to thin them out.” I took off running, by God I hate running. Always so much running in this new life.
When I started the truck, a big black puff of smoke rose out of the exhaust. The truck roared to life, and I buckled my seat belt while I waited the few seconds for the air pressure to build enough for me to release the brakes. I pressed the clutch, put the rig straight into second gear, the first gear was only for really heavy loads. The cab rocked as I let the clutch out and smashed the gas pedal. Clutch, flick the switch under the gearshift, skipping third gear, straight to fourth and floored the truck. The torque twisted the cab again, and the truck lurched up towards thirty miles an hour. Sixth gear, forty-five miles an hour. Eighth, sixty miles per hour
“Here I come, John.” I flicked on the overhead lights, mostly used for parking the big truck at a dock at night, lighting up the nearly endless horde. I dropped the plow blade, and pulled the horn on the truck as I smashed into the leading edge of the zombies. Parts flew. Bits of gore smashed the window, cracking it. A head lodged between the cab and the side mirror, the zombie’s mouth clicking, trying to bite me. Zombies flew fifty feet on either side of the truck, smashed to bits; the truck lurched over the scraps left in the road. “Come on tires, hold for me.” I pleaded. The sheer mass of zombies had slowed me down to about thirty miles per hour; I shifted down into fourth gear and smashed the gas, pushing through the crowd, that’s when I felt the first tire give, followed by three more in the back.
My traction all but gone, I tried to steer towards the edge of the crowd, hoping maybe I could jump, but I had no steering control, I slammed to a stop in the middle of the huge horde of zombies. I knew this would happen. I’d planned for it, all the while hoping that I’d take out a few more of them. There were zombies as far as I could see in front of me, and they were closing in on the lane I’d cleared behind me. I’d taken out a pretty good clump. Not bad.
I pulled my Sig and a 9mm. The nine had seventeen rounds and my Sig had twelve. Under the seat I had my old aluminum bat stashed. I knew I wasn’t going to make it out of this, but I wasn’t done yet. Strapped and ready, I opened the door of the truck. As I did I accessed that part of my voice that I’d found at the high school, yelling “I love you Max. Be a good boy. Listen to Gramma and Uncle Marshall. John, it’s been good, brother. Marshall, take care of Mom and Max for me. Leo. I love you.”
I smashed the first two zombies reaching for the cab door, and jumped out of the truck.
Max’s small voice suddenly filled my head “Daddy, No!” I looked up and saw him standing on the hillside three hundred feet away in the fading light, his unique light blue glow seeming to light up the area around him. He was reaching for me, but there was a sea of zombies between us. I swung the bat for all I was worth, cracking zombies. After a couple of feet, they started to close in on me from behind. I threw the bat forward and drew both guns, running towards Max shooting both guns in front of me to clear a path. I’d made it about forty feet when I felt the first hand on my leg, and I went down in a heap, feeling teeth clamp down on my leg. I kicked the thing as hard as I could, caving its skull in. I scrambled, crawling, firing the last of the sig, I tossed it aside, and started smashing zombies with my fist. The slide on the glock clicked back, as I jammed the gun into the mouth of one trying to bite me.
More hands grabbed me, dragging me down to the pavement; I felt the excruciating agony of a dozen mouths tearing into my flash. I’d made it about a quarter of the way, and killed an additional thirty or forty zombies. I failed.
“I’m sorry Max, I love you.” I swore to myself I wasn’t going to scream as they ate me. I failed at that too. I could see Max up on the hill.



 

40. The End.
The last thing I heard was Max’s voice, much stronger than before, but still his beautiful voice. “NO, You bad guys! Let. Go. Of. My. Daddy!” At the last word, he stomped his foot. It sounded like all the air was sucked out of a room. At the same time, a wave of pale blue energy shot out from him in every direction, rolling over the undead horde. The second the energy wave rolled over a zombie, they crumpled where they stood. I felt a serene calm as the pale blue light washed over me, not even a hint of a breeze, but the zombies on me were ripped off, tossed into the air by the giant wave, landing with wet thuds on the pavement around me.
I woke up in the downstairs bedroom next to Leo. My wounds healed, her head wound was closed, and her arm was out of its sling. I felt amazing. My back wasn’t even sore. I can’t remember the last time I woke up without a sore back.
I looked over at her, sleeping soundly. She was so beautiful in the morning sunlight that streamed through the window. She woke up, looked over at me and smiled. I kissed her good morning. She got out of bed, and as she stumbled towards the bathroom, I took a moment in bed to grab my phone to check my email. Then I remembered there were no phones. There was no more email. I still took a moment to admire Leo’s beautiful figure as she walked into the light of the bathroom.
“Hey Leo, I have a question.”
“Yes Vic?” She asked, turning around. She was naked; the sight of her almost made me completely lose my train of thought.
“What happened to you out there in the back field yesterday?” I asked after a pause.
“I tripped over a bloody rabbit. The damn thing bolted out of the grass as I was running, I swerved, but caught it with my toe I went flying, hit my head on a rock and blacked out.”
We both got up out of bed and got dressed, both starving like we hadn’t eaten in months. As Leo was tying her shoes and I was pulling my shirt on, Max burst into the room.
“Daddy! I killed the bad-guys. They were biting you and I told them to let go but they wouldn’t.”
“You did great Max monster. I’m sorry you had to do that. I’m sorry you had to see that.” I said, hugging him more tightly than I ever had before.
We walked out to breakfast, where Mom, Marshall, and John were already seated.
“Glad to see you two up and around. Leo, I got seven-ninety-three!” John bragged.
“You beat me, I only had six-ninety-seven,” replied Leo.
We all had a good laugh about their competition, until Marshall spoke.
“A thousand fourteen for me. Thanks Vic for pinning them up for me!”
We all roared with laughter. Here we were together as a family, safe. For now.



 

Epilogue.
Life was so different now, but it was also the same. I was in love with a beautiful woman. It was different, but the same. My son was happy. Life wasn’t easy before, and it wasn’t easy now, but we all worked together to live, to love, and to enjoy the precious gifts we’ve been given.
That’s the story of how this all started. I’m fifty-two years old, but I haven’t aged a day in the last twelve years. Leo is forty, and still looks exactly as I met her on her twenty-eighth birthday. Max is almost sixteen, and looks like a normal teenage boy. I’m not sure if or when he’ll stop aging, because I don’t really have any idea what’s happened to me. He has normal teenage boy thoughts, and normal teenage boy dreams. Marshall and John are similar to us.
There are just over four hundred people living in Sharonton. The entire town showed up for my mother’s funeral last month, she was seventy-eight when she died peacefully in her sleep. At the wake celebrating her life, someone voted to name our settlement; it was unanimously agreed that it should be named after her. I think she’d accomplished her purpose and was ready to rest. She fed this entire community for the first year and a half, until the crops were in and we’d gathered enough cows and goats. She’d found and caught our first pair of chickens after we recovered the first chicken coops. and we now have over two thousand hens on the chicken farm a mile downwind. She founded our first school, from which Max was about to graduate.
The entire village, almost six-thousand-five hundred acres worth is surrounded by a 20-foot stonewall 24.5 miles long, modeled after the Great Wall of China. The wall took us almost ten years to build. We still have sentries, we each spend a week taking a shift living on the wall, because we still encounter zombies, sometimes large hordes, but we live in relative safety.
This isn’t the end. Safety and security didn’t start after Max ended that huge wave of zombies. It was the very next day that Frye showed up again with more bad news, but it’s the end for now. It’s my shift on the wall next week.
Until next week, as Leo would say, “Keep Surviving.”
Please follow along with the continuing story at www.whatzombiesfear.com
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