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Chapter 1 – Journal Entry: December 31st, 2 A.Z. (After Zed)
 
Hello journal. It’s the end of another year and we’re still alive. We’ve been busy for most of the month and I’ve been a little lax in making prompt entries, but I vow to do better. Julie finally finished reading what I have written so far and she said it was good, but a bit perfunctory. I know, it’s a big four-syllable word. She’s sounding more and more like Zach every day (God help us). Anyway, I’ll try to personalize my entries more.
First: we just finished a huge job. Terry called it Operation Bell Road, and we did it on Christmas Eve. Terry had located a large horde of those nasty stinking bastards walking along Bell Road. They had massed together and were slowly making their way toward our homes. We, as in Zach, said we couldn’t ignore them. A group meeting was held and we decided that we needed to kill them off in order for us to live in this area in relative safety.
I must admit, I was a little scared that day when we drove up to them. The sight of so many of them, massed together, was unnerving. They didn’t hesitate when they spotted us and somehow seemed to pick up momentum as they headed toward us. We fired on them for hours. There were times I was certain we’d be overwhelmed and killed, but we prevailed.
Zach, in his usual manner, kept a running number in his head the entire time we were killing them, and it took over twelve hours to kill them all. The final body count was a little over two thousand. When the last zombie’s head exploded in a hail of gunfire, I think everyone’s euphoria only lasted a couple of minutes, and then fatigue set in. I had a hard time keeping my eyes open on the way home, until Terry said all of the weapons needed to be cleaned before bed. Then Zach informed us we were going to have to burn all of the corpses. Thank God, Julie convinced him to wait at least until after Christmas.
We did it though. We used bull dozers to stack them up into piles (Zach called them pyres), threw on some fuel, scraps, old tires, whatever was flammable, and lit them up. It was every bit as hard as killing them, but we did it. The only person who actually grumbled about it was Wanda, but that’s the norm for her. She’s a sour old woman.
Okay, here is where we stand so far this winter -
Food: our supplies have been good. We still have plenty of stores, and our greenhouses are producing nicely, including a really nice batch of weed (much to Zach’s chagrin). The livestock are enduring the winter with no major issues. In addition, Fred and the boys have taken a strong liking to fishing. We’ve had lots of fish fries (more than I care for).
Living conditions: Terry and I are living with Zach and Julie. Kelly has been living with us too. The rest of the women from Birmingham are living in the house at the radio tower. Tommy and Joe have been living with Fred, and of course, Rowdy has been living in his tour bus, which is parked out beside the old homestead.
New arrivals: occasionally, people will show up at the radio tower. They’ll stay for a day or two and then move on, believing in their soul that they know of some place they are sure a modern civilization still exists. Funny, none of them name the same place or city where this supposed Sanctuary is located. We listen silently to them as they weave this magical tale and try to talk us into going with them. We’ve given up trying to convince these people differently. Fred said that once they get it in their head, there’s nothing you can do to convince them differently. We give them some food, maybe some fuel if we have enough to spare, and watch them drive away as we wave halfheartedly.
Everyone is healthy and doing okay. No illnesses or major injuries to report.
The boys, Tommy and Joe, are inseparable. I bet they even take a crap at the same time. It’s amazing how much they’ve grown in so short a time.
Tomorrow, we’re going to go on another zombie hunt. This one is different though. We’re going to kill a bunch of little kids who’ve been trapped in a school. I’m not looking forward to it, but as Zach says, it has to be done. I’ll write more about it later – Andie.
 



Chapter 2 – The School
 
In retrospect, the music was a mistake.
It was an elementary school, directly across from the radio tower. There was nothing fancy about it, a simple brick and mortar, built in the style of most public schools in the last few decades. I liked the design. The windows were smaller than those large stained glass windows at the church, and all of the entry doors were steel with heavy locks.
We’d conducted a brief recon on it a couple of months ago. I parked in front, honked the horn a couple of times, and waited. Almost immediately, little ghoulish faces pressed themselves against the windows, staring out, their rotted faces contorted in a primeval rage. Julie and I sat in the comfort and security of the truck, listening to a Marvin Gaye CD, while watching the little kids trying to claw their way through the windows.
We had recently finished a massive operation along Bell Road in which we killed off somewhere around two thousand of the things. They covered the full spectrum of age, race, and gender, including kids. Somehow, it seemed different now. This was a group of little kids, none of them over ten. It was hard to imagine them as mindless killing machines.
Looking through the windows at the faces of all of those children was both sad and unnerving. We had been avoiding this issue, along with all of the other elementary schools in the area, but after a family discussion over lunch one day, we came to a decision. Our survival plan dictated that we could not ignore the issue any longer, so the decision was made to take care of them.
Now, we were back. The rest of the gang was with us, and our plan of action was to clear the school, which was an ambiguous way of saying we were going to kill all of the little zombie bastards trapped inside.
The plan was simple. Park the truck in front and use it as a firing platform, open the front doors, and play loud music to entice them to come outside. When the kids filtered out, looking for a tasty human morsel, we’d give each one an after school headshot special.
Rowdy’s expression was pensive. “Man, I’ve killed my share of zombies, but killing all of those little kids…” he left the sentence unfinished.
Fred gave me a look. He and I had previously discussed the issue and knew how emotionally difficult it was going to be. Shooting preteen children, even if they were now nothing more than little monsters, was going to be difficult. I took Fred’s cue.
“Listen up,” I said, “Fred and I will be the only ones who are going to be doing the shooting. We only want you to join in if we get overwhelmed with targets.”
It sounded good, calling them targets. Everyone nodded silently, gratefully. I think they had the same sentiments as Rowdy, nobody wanted to kill a child.
Terry and Andie got busy drilling open the locks to the main entry doors and made quick work. They used their weight to hold the doors closed until I gave the signal. Terry nodded and the two of them ran to the back of the truck. Julie turned the volume up on the car stereo, and the CD began playing a song about sexual healing. The children came pouring out.
As I shot target after target, I knew from then on that my dreams were going to be filled with images of little heads exploding in a spray of putrid black ooze, while Marvin Gaye’s beautiful voice sang in the background.
Yep, the music was a mistake.
Nevertheless, I did not hesitate when the first one came shambling out of the school. He was a fair haired boy dressed in khaki slacks and a dark blue polo shirt. Hell, all of the little boys were. The little girls were wearing the same type pants, but with light blue shirts. Most had colorful ribbons in their hair. I had no doubt it was the kind of school parents were proud to send their kids to. I thought of how it used to be. The soccer moms would be lined up in the parking lot waiting for school to let out for the day. The final bell drowned out by the squeals of joy and laughter.
A couple of dozen exited the school. They moved slow and awkward, the freezing temperature assured it, yet, they still moved with a purpose. Some of them even tried to flank around us.
I would claim that after shooting the first two or three of the little tykes it became easy, but I’d be lying. Each time I fired, my stomach knotted up a little more. There were several minutes of silence after the last one dropped. Fred and I reloaded quietly.
“Do you think that’s all of them?” Terry asked as he peered inside.
“Hell, I hope so,” Rowdy muttered. He looked like he needed a drink.
“We’ve got to go inside and clear out any that are left,” I commented and gave my friends a look. “I think Fred and I ought to be the ones to do it. The two of us can have group therapy with the docs later,” I said with a halfhearted chuckle. Nobody else thought it was funny. “We’ll keep in radio contact and give SITREPS every two minutes.”
 
“How’d it go?” Andie asked when Fred and I emerged an hour later.
“There’s about twenty more inside,” I said. “Mostly kids, a few women. I assume they were teachers,” I didn’t describe how the teachers had dozens of little bites all over their exposed skin. They’d see for themselves soon enough.
Big Mac walked up and handed us each a steaming cup of tea. “It’ll calm your nerves,” she said quietly. We nodded our thanks.
“How much cleanup do you reckon it’ll need before anyone can live in there?” she asked.
“The corpses will be the easy part,” I replied with a grimace. “There is a lot of water damage inside from busted pipes, and it looks like the sewer has backed up at some point.”
Mac nodded thoughtfully. “If you men want to take a rest break, I’m going to pile these up and get a fire going.”
Without waiting for an answer, she put some work gloves on and began dragging a couple of the small corpses to the side of the parking lot. We all glanced at each other. It was contrary to our nature to sit, doing nothing, while someone else was working. All of us grabbed a corpse and followed Mac. It didn’t take long to get them all piled up and Mac got the fires going in no time.
“I don’t think I’ll ever get used to this part,” she said, as the bodies became engulfed in flames. I understood. After killing all of the zombies along Bell Road, we had spent two very long days piling up the corpses into pyres and burning them. It was miserable, dirty, disgusting work.
The pyres were hot, but nobody was inclined to stand near the little corpses and warm themselves. We watched silently, but our thoughts were interrupted by the sound of two quick gunshots coming from the nearby ballpark. We took off at a run.
“We got one!” Tommy exclaimed excitedly as we ran up. He pointed to the body lying on the ground. It was an adult male. Definitely infected, but there were slight differences in his appearance. A lot of the decomposition was either gone or replaced with badly scarred tissue.
Julie ran over to her brother and inspected him closely for any injuries. “Did it attack you?” she asked. Tommy shook his head while Julie continued looking him over. He finally shrugged her off with a scoff.
“Give us a report, young soldier,” Terry ordered. I hid a smile. Lately, Terry had taken it upon himself to train Tommy and Joe in soldiering skills. The two of them loved it, but Terry’s current order seemed to confuse Tommy somewhat. Joe jumped in.
“Tommy and I were scouting the area,” he explained, “and we spotted this one crouched down beside the dumpster. He was spying on y’all.”
Terry fixed him with a stare. “Alright you two, be very specific and don’t exaggerate. Explain what you mean by spying on us.”
“He was hiding from y’all behind the dumpster and peeking out from time to time,” Joe said. “He was definitely watching what y’all were doing.”
“Are you two positive?” Terry asked. Both Tommy and Joe nodded.
“Affirmative,” Tommy said as an afterthought. Terry glanced over at Fred and me.
“How long did you two watch him?” I asked.
“About ten minutes,” Joe replied. “We kept waiting for him to do something, but he didn’t, he just crouched there, watching y’all.”
“So, what happened then?” Terry pressed.
“Well, we kind of got tired of watching him, so Tommy called him a turd face,” Joe said. “He turned around then and came at us. We capped his ass.”
Everyone chuckled. Well, everyone except Fred.
“I believe we have another indicator that Z14 is in effect,” he said somberly. I nodded in agreement.
Z14. It was my last zombie rule – They Are Evolving.
When the plague went viral, a little over two years ago now, it sickened and killed millions of people, perhaps even billions, but not everyone who became infected died. A sizeable number of them became – something else. They went crazy and turned violent, attacking and eating anything living. I was convinced they would all die off eventually. After all, a decomposing body isn’t going to live very long, right?
I was somewhat correct. A lot of them did in fact die, but not all. The ones that didn’t die started changing, evolving. At least a portion of their brain functions were starting to work again and their cells were beginning to regenerate. Oh, they still couldn’t add two and two, but they were beginning to display at least a small amount of awareness and a cognitive thought process. This one lying at our feet was a good example.
It was a man, he could have been twenty, or he could have been fifty, Short in stature but large framed, perhaps muscular at one time, and wearing working man’s clothes. I noted the brown calf, high, lace up boots. They were heavily scuffed, but otherwise still in good shape. There was a lot of missing tissue from around his face and exposed hands, but otherwise, he did not look like he was going to fall down dead anytime soon, at least not until somebody put a bullet into his brain pan.
“So, somehow he knew he was outnumbered and made the decision to sit here and hide. He was probably waiting on a target of opportunity,” I opined.
“If that’s true, we’re going to have to change some of our military doctrines.” Terry said.
He made a good point. I looked at Fred and Mac, who nodded in agreement. I rubbed my face.
“It’ll be a good topic of discussion over supper.”
 



Chapter 3 - Kifo Na We We
 
I placed another log in the wood stove as well as the fireplace before crawling into bed and snuggling up against Julie.
“Holy shit, your feet are cold,” she complained. I smiled and moved them away from her.
“How was Rick today?” I asked.
“Little Frederick was full of himself,” Julie replied. Our son, Frederick Zachariah Gunderson, was four months old now. I liked calling him Rick. Julie preferred Frederick.
“He couldn’t get enough to eat, crapped in his diapers a few times, and pissed on me once when I was changing him.”
“I hoped you cleaned up before bed,” I said as I chuckled.
“What were you and Terry talking about earlier?” she asked.
“We’re going to head into town in the morning. He wants to go over to the Boy Scout’s office in west Nashville.”
“What for?” she asked sleepily.
“He wants to get some merit badges and stuff. When Tommy and Joe complete a block of training, he’ll give them out as a reward.”
“Aw, how cute!”
I chuckled. “Terry’s serious about his training. Anyway, it’s only a few miles from here. I’m guessing it’ll only take a couple of hours. Please don’t tell the boys.”
Julie turned over and draped her arms around me. “I can be bribed into silence,” she cooed, which succeeded in gaining my undivided attention. We had not had sex since she had given birth. Well, I mean, we’d done other things, but not good old fashion toe curling sex, and it was killing me.
“Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?” I asked hopefully. Julie answered by rubbing lower. “Are you sure?”
“Just be gentle love,” she whispered, as she pulled her night shirt off.
 
Terry and I headed out after breakfast, drove straight down Nolensville Pike, and hung a left on Thompson Lane and continued driving west as it changed into Woodmont Boulevard. The Boy Scout’s corporate office was located on the corner of Woodmont and Hillsboro Road. We looked it over as we drove into the parking lot.
“It’s bigger than I thought,” Terry observed as he looked at the building. I nodded in agreement. “Well, I guess it’s a no-go. We can come back later when we have more people.”
“Hell, let’s give it a try. If it’s too risky, we’ll back out and move on,” I said, and pointed. “Besides, there aren’t any cars in the parking lot. Chances are pretty good the place is empty, or almost empty.”
My guess was right. The building was empty and we cleared it easily. The problem was not the size of the facility, it was the contents. The scout supply store had been completely looted. The only merit badges we found were on sashes, which were framed and proudly hanging on office walls.
“Well, I guess I can cut all of the badges off and then we can sew them back on when they earn them,” Terry lamented.
I took one of them off the wall and carefully removed it from the picture frame. Holding it up, I looked the sash over. “The sash is a rather simple pattern. Julie can sew some new ones with some cloth. It might look a little better than a used sash.”
Terry looked at me. “Hell, why didn’t we think of it sooner?”
I agreed with a chuckle. We were about to start a secondary search for anything we could find useful, but stopped when we heard the sound of a car outside. We traded a look, checked our weapons again, and stepped out quickly.
We had our assault rifles rigged with front slings, combat ready where we could bring them up and start shooting quickly, if needed.
The two of us exited the building and watched as a GMC Yukon Denali parked near my truck and four people exited. Their body language was tense, unfriendly. Terry instinctively sidestepped to the left of me.
“Hello,” I said, while looking them over. The youngest one was a boy about my age. Two of them, a man and woman, appeared to be a year or two older, and one was a man in his forties. They were all black, and all were wearing black clothing, complete with berets and mirrored sunglasses. Their jackets were festooned with military ribbons and patches. They all had weapons and weren’t smiling. There was a tense silence before the older one spoke.
“What were you two doing inside my building?” he asked. His voice was icy, menacing. I guess he thought he was being intimidating. I looked at him with contempt.
“Your building?” I asked. He nodded slowly, which I assume was supposed to appear menacing.
“We charge a tax for using our property,” he continued, “you two white boys haven’t paid.”
“Sure we did, I left it inside for you,” I responded and hooked my thumb toward the door behind me. He looked at me curiously.
“I took a big, nasty shit right in the middle of the lobby. If you hurry, it’ll still be warm,” I continued evenly. “It’ll be the most nutritious lunch you’ve had in quite a while.” The younger one scowled at me. The older one, I guess he was their leader, smiled without humor.
I returned his humorless smile. “Oh, I’m sorry, is this supposed to be the part of your fantasy where we piss our pants and beg for your forgiveness?” I asked.
“You’re going to beg alright,” the younger one said with a sneer.
“Don’t count on it,” Terry said in a growl.
“You two have some balls on you, I’ll give you that,” the older one said. His tone had lightened up a little, but not by much. I tried a slightly different tact.
“We’re not looking for trouble,” I said, “but we’re not anyone’s bitch, and we don’t pay taxes. If you have a problem with it, start shooting.” I finished what I had to say and glared in their direction, waiting for them to make a move.
Mentally, I was making a threat assessment, as I’m sure Terry was doing as well. The older one had a handgun still in the holster. The one who was my age had an assault rifle that appeared to be an AK-47. It was slung in front like ours, ready for quick use. A very lethal weapon, but he had one problem. The safety lever on an AK is fairly large, and therefore easily visible. I noted it was still in the safe position. So, the first person I was going to shoot was the one in the middle. Knowing how good a shot Julie and Andie were, I wasn’t going to underestimate the woman, she was going to be the secondary target.
There was a quiet, tense, moment that dragged out for several seconds. Suddenly, the older man started laughing. His bared teeth, the ones he still had, were a dark yellow, almost brown in color.
“Hakuna Matata my friends, there are no worries. There is no need for any shooting today. We’re brothers-in-arms, after all,” he said.
“I would probably agree,” I responded, “but your Black Panther get up indicates an obvious disdain toward white people.”
Terry glanced over at me. I casually gave the hand signal for caution before returning it to the pistol grip of my assault rifle.
“Where are you two from?” he asked.
“This is my hometown. My name’s Zach,” I responded.
“And you?” he asked, looking at Terry.
“I’m from Fort Campbell,” he replied. “Where are you from?”
The older one waved his hand around. “The world is my domain,” he said with an egotistical grin. Wonderful, I thought, another little man who thought he was king. I watched him intently as he looked around, grinning with his eight or nine teeth.
“Ah, well, we have other things to do. We will bid you goodbye then. Kifo na we we,” he said and turned toward their vehicle. As he did so, he nodded slightly at his companions.
I was almost too late in the translation, but managed to bring my weapon up at the same time as the three minions. I fired a quick double-tap in my primary target and then shot the woman with a double tap to the chest. Terry didn’t hesitate. As soon as I started firing, he shot the youngest man. The woman grunted in pain and started shooting wildly with her AK as she fell to the ground, stitching a line of bullets between us. Terry shot her again as I focused on the older one. He had his revolver out and fired before he aimed. I heard the impact of the bullet against the building several feet above my head, as I put four quick rounds in his chest. He fired again as he fell and I heard Terry grunt. I aimed determinedly and put one more round in his head for good measure.
“Are you hit?” I asked, as I scanned the other three. None of them was moving.
“It’s only a scratch,” Terry replied tensely. I hastened a quick glance. There was a crimson circle forming around his thigh. Shit.
“Cover me,” I said, rushed forward, and got all of the weapons away from our new adversaries. Surprisingly, the female was still alive, even though we’d shot her three times. She looked at me in fright as a froth of blood formed around her mouth. I realized then she was younger than I first believed, closer to my age or even younger, but, I had no sympathy. They had tried to kill us after all.
Once I had secured all of the weapons, I hurried back to Terry and inspected his wound closer. There was a horizontal trough the size of my little finger across his leg, and bright red blood seeped from it. It wasn’t pulsing out though, which I took as a good sign.
“It caught the inner part of your thigh. You were lucky it’s only a grazing wound. If it went any deeper, it could have severed your femoral artery,” I looked up at him and grinned. “Any higher and he would have shot your balls off.”
Terry chuckled nervously, I dropped my knapsack, retrieved a first aid kit, and went to work. I cut a larger hole in his pants, squirted the gash full of Neosporin, and tightly wrapped it with an Army surplus field dressing. I checked my work with satisfaction before standing.
“It’ll have to do for now.”
“It burns like hell, but you’re right, I was lucky. Andie would have been devastated if my balls were shot off,” he replied. Now it was my turn to laugh.
“Our scavenging is done for the day,” I declared, “let’s go home.” Terry clenched his teeth tightly as I helped him back to the truck, determined not to cry out in pain.
“What did the older one say?” Terry asked. “I saw you tense when he said it.”
“Kifo na we we. It means something like ‘death to you’ in Swahili,” I said. Terry chortled.
“Damn, Zach, is there anything you don’t know?” he asked sarcastically. There was plenty, I thought.
“I had a friend on the track team who was from Kenya,” I explained. “He spoke Swahili and taught me a few phrases.”
Terry nodded in understanding and I hurriedly checked their SUV for anything we could use. The Yukon was a fairly newer model, but it appeared to be poorly maintained and the interior smelled like B.O. There were some canned food products, a couple of cardboard boxes of ammunition, and four plastic Army surplus canteens. I took the food and ammunition, but left the dirty canteens.
Before getting in the truck, I took a moment to look them over. The girl was dead now. All of them were lying motionless in pools of blood. I scoffed as I stared at them. They were nothing more than heathens. I guess I should have felt a pang of empathy, but I stopped caring long ago about the morality of killing people such as these. I got in the truck and we left.
 
We radioed ahead on the CB and everyone was waiting on us when we arrived. Andie helped me get Terry inside and onto his bed. There were some towels laid out, along with our medical bag. Andie cut off Terry’s pants with a pair of scissors and then carefully removed the field dressing that I had applied.
“I’m going to clean it up,” she said to Terry. “It’ll probably sting a little.” Terry nodded, and then she looked up at me. “Should we cauterize it?” she asked.
“When did you have your last tetanus shot, Terry?” I asked.
“I got all of my inoculations in basic training, about four years ago.”
“Good, I don’t believe any cauterization is needed.”
Julie glanced at me and I knew what she was thinking. A tetanus shot was only good for ten years, and little Frederick was not going to receive one, or any other vaccinations in the foreseeable future. What was going to happen to him if and when he falls down and scrapes his knee, or steps on a rusty nail? What would happen to the rest of us when the tetanus antigen was no longer in our bodies?
My thoughts were interrupted when I heard a vehicle drive up and car doors slam shut. Looking out of the window, I saw Fred, Joe, and Tommy hurrying in. Right behind them was another car load, driven by Big Mac. Wanda was in the passenger seat, and Rhonda was sitting in back with the three little girls. Soon, we had a house full of people gathered around Terry, looking at him and his wound. Unfortunately for Terry, he was wearing a pair of skimpy, baby blue colored underwear.
“Those sure are a fancy pair of panties,” Rowdy said offhandedly. We all laughed. Terry’s face reddened.
“They’re briefs,” Andie retorted and looked warmly at Terry. “I think he looks sexy in them.”
We all laughed again.
As Andie cleaned the wound and applied fresh dressings, I quietly eased myself out the back door and walked to my truck. I heard the door softly close and turned to see Fred walking toward me.
“What do you think, Fred?” I asked when he got close.
“He’ll be walking with a limp for a while, but I think he’ll be okay if infection doesn’t set in.”
I agreed, but frowned as I thought of my old friend Rick. He had caught some shrapnel in his leg from a booby trap back in Vietnam. Infection had set in and caused a lot of damage. Afterward, he had limited use of his leg and walked with a limp for the rest of his life. I pointed out the loot.
“We got three AK-47 copycats, a 357 revolver, some assorted ammunition, and a few cans of food,” I said. Fred picked up one of the AKs and looked it over.
“These are Maadis, they’re made in Egypt I believe. Very reliable,” he picked up one of the thirty round magazines. “Someone could put a lot of rounds downrange with these.”
He then motioned at the revolver. I rendered it safe by opening the cylinder and handed it to him. Fred inspected it as if it was a long lost friend.
“Ah, yes, a Ruger Security Six, a very nice handgun. None of these weapons have been very well maintained. I’ll task the boys with cleaning them,” he handed it back to me. “Tell me about the people you encountered.”
“There were four of them. They drove up while we were inside the Boy Scout’s Office building. There were two younger men and a girl about my age, and an older dude. He seemed to be the leader. They were all black and decked out like they were in some sort of revolutionary militia or something. They exuded hatred, but I thought I had managed to talk them down. The older one acted like they were going to leave, and then he said a phrase in Swahili. I knew what it meant.”
Fred arched an eyebrow. I shrugged. “They brought their weapons up, but I was ready. Terry followed my lead. The old man managed to get a couple of rounds off and shot Terry before I killed him.”
I looked at Fred to try to determine what he was thinking. He nodded in silence, and stared quietly at the scenery for a minute before he spoke.
“I guess this is the way of the world these days. Too many of our encounters with other survivors have resulted in a fatality, or multiple fatalities. We need to rethink our strategy when coming into contact with strangers,” he finally said.
“Are you suggesting I’m too quick to kill people?” I asked. Fred looked at me somberly. I felt the blood rushing to my face. Not from embarrassment, but anger.
“I’m not proud of killing people, Fred. Anyone I killed, I did it to protect either myself, or others. I’ll do whatever it takes to survive and protect the people I love,” I said angrily.
“I’m not disagreeing, Zach, but still, I’m worried about you,” Fred took his cowboy hat off and scratched his head. I noticed a fresh haircut. He saw me looking.
“Mac and Rhonda decided my self-haircuts were unacceptable,” he said. I smiled, but his next question made it disappear quickly.
“How many have you killed now, twelve? Thirteen?” he asked. The truth was, the number was higher, but I only shrugged. “I’m only bringing it up because I’m worried all of this killing may be doing something to you emotionally.”
“I’m okay,” I said quietly, but I wasn’t sure I believed it.
“Would you tell me if you weren’t?” he asked. I shrugged. He reached out and put his hand on my shoulder. “I hope you will, and I hope you know you can always count on me.”
“I know, Fred. I’m okay, really,” I said. Fred continued looking at me a long moment, and then smiled in a fatherly way.
“I think the two young soldiers need to learn how to properly disassemble and clean these weapons. Let’s take them inside.”
 



Chapter 4 – Strange Dogs
 
It took us a couple of days before we made it back to the Boy Scout’s office. There were three of us in this endeavor, Fred, Rowdy, and myself. Before heading out, we went by the radio tower to see how they were doing. As we drove in, I saw Kelly and Terry riding an ATV from the creek with one of the blue plastic barrels strapped on the back. I looked in the side view mirror after we drove by and saw something that made me do a double take. Kelly, who was sitting close to Terry, leaned toward him and gave him a quick but probing kiss. I also noticed one of her hands stroke Terry’s crotch. I glanced over at my two companions, but they seemed oblivious.
“Hi, guys,” I greeted when they drove up, “gathering water, I see.”
“Yeah,” Terry replied, “I promised them I’d help distill a few gallons,” he looked over at the barrel. “I could use some help with the barrel though, I can’t put very much weight on this leg.”
“Understandable. I’ll give you a hand,” I walked over to the ATV and looked over at Kelly. “May I ask a favor of you? I forgot to fill my thermos with coffee this morning, could you fill it for me?”
Kelly glanced at me briefly, but quickly looked away. “Sure, Zach.” She got my thermos out of the truck and walked toward the radio tower’s house.
Terry hobbled to the rear of the ATV with the aid of a crutch. I waved him off.
“I’ll get it.”
“Can you handle it?” he asked. I gestured at the barrel.
“Y’all put about thirty gallons in it. Water weighs about eight pounds a gallon. I better be able to handle it,” I said and grabbed the barrel in a bear hug. With a grunt, I picked it up and walked toward the still, in quick baby steps.
“Good job, brother,” Terry said with a grin. I gave him a long look. He noticed it and the grin left his face. “What?” he asked. I looked around to see if anyone was within earshot. Fred was standing in the doorway, but he was still far enough away where he couldn’t hear me. I lowered my voice.
“There’s something I’m going to say while nobody else is around, and then I won’t say another word.”
Terry looked evenly at me. “You can’t keep secrets within our group, we’re too close knit and we know each other’s behavior patterns. It’s only a matter of time before everyone figures out what you and Kelly are up to.”
He stared at me a moment before looking off into the distance. “Is it so obvious then?”
“My powers of observation may be a little more acute than some of the others, but it’s obvious enough,” I nodded over at Fred. “He probably knows. He won’t say anything, but it won’t matter. Everyone will figure it out eventually.”
“Shit,” Terry muttered as he leaned against his crutch. “Do you think Andie knows?”
What’s that Terry? You’re only now thinking of your girlfriend, Andie, the woman you sleep with every night?
I shrugged. “She’s not stupid. She’s bound to find out.”
“Shit,” Terry repeated, “we didn’t mean for it to happen, it just did.”
Yeah, his cock accidentally fell out of his pants and Kelly fell on it. Right.
“What the hell should I do?” he asked me.
“Damn, Terry, how am I supposed to answer that? I only wanted to point out to you this secret little tryst you two are having isn’t very secret. What you do from here on out is up to you.”
I patted him on the shoulder and walked back to the truck, leaving him to think about the predicament he had so foolishly gotten himself into.
 
We scouted the area before driving into the parking lot and found the corpses still lying there.
“They’ve not been moved,” I told my partners, Fred and Rowdy.
“The cold weather has kept the decomposition down,” Fred commented, “and the rats haven’t gotten to them yet.”
I nodded silently in agreement.
“I don’t think they had any friends,” Rowdy opined, “if they did, they would have taken the Escalade at the minimum.”
Fred nodded. “Yeah, if they did have friends, they didn’t bother to come looking for them.”
As I stood there looking at the four of them, it was hard to imagine they were vicious heathens attempting to kill us. They looked – sad, innocent. Well, the two teenagers did. The twenty-something year old was plain looking, a little man dressed up like a tough guy. I had no emotions for him. The old guy looked like a typical dead piece of shit. He had it coming to him. I had no feelings of guilt for killing them, but it still depressed me that it had to come to this.
Fred must have sensed my mood, he looked around, scanning the area and cleared his throat.
“Let’s get the gas and move along.”
I agreed, retrieved my jury rigged siphon, and made quick work of siphoning the gas out of the Escalade. Rowdy helped me feed the hose directly into the truck’s fuel tank while Fred kept watch. When we finished, I gestured at the Escalade.
“Almost fifteen gallons worth, not bad at all,” I finished up by pouring a plastic bottle of HEET into the tank of our truck.
“What’s that for, Zach?” Rowdy asked.
“It’s an isopropyl alcohol mix,” I responded. Rowdy looked at me perplexed. “Okay, think of it this way. All of the fuel out here is old now. Moisture has gotten into it, which will cause engine problems, and can even freeze up the fuel lines in extremely cold weather. Isopropyl alcohol is miscible in water, that is, it can mix with water and form a chemical bond. The result is, the water won’t freeze up as easily and the boiling point is lowered, which allows it to be burned off easier.”
Rowdy stared at me and grinned. “That was a whole lot of words to tell me it’ll make the gas better,” he chuckled and slapped me on the back. “I swear, Zach, you’re a walking encyclopedia. I’m glad I know you.”
I didn’t respond, but I couldn’t help but think if I was so smart, then I should have been able to keep Macie and Howard from getting killed. I pushed those dismal thoughts to the deep recesses of my brain. It wasn’t going to do any good to be miserable all day.
Rowdy was still grinning when he gestured excitedly at the side of the building. “Hey, this’ll be a good place to paint your rules. It faces the street, and anyone riding or walking by can see them.”
I nodded in agreement. “I want to put the FEMA symbol on the entrance too.” I got a can of spray paint while Rowdy and Fred set the bodies on fire.
“Alright,” Fred said when we’d gotten back in the truck, “are we sticking to our plan?”
“We can, if you want. Is there anywhere or anything in particular you’re looking for, Fred?” I asked. After a moment, he shook his head.
“No, not really, I only wanted to get away for a while. I’ve never said as much, but I like scavenging. It’s like you’re hunting for treasure,” he said with a small grin. “Besides, it’s getting too crowded in our neck of the woods. I needed to get away for a while.”
“I couldn’t agree more,” I said. Rowdy chuckled in agreement.
“Well, since we told the gang our route, we’d better stick with it,” Fred said.
“What’s our plan, guys?” Rowdy asked. When we had finished breakfast earlier this morning, Fred and I had intended on getting out by ourselves and spend some pseudo father son time together, but Rowdy asked to go with us. I guess he needed some father son time as well. Remembering he wasn’t a Nashville native, I pulled out a map.
“Alright,” I said pointing, “this is Thompson Lane. As you can see, if we drive west, it’ll turn into Woodmont Boulevard, and then it turns into White Bridge Road. When you cross Charlotte Pike, it is called Robertson for a small stretch and then turns into Briley Parkway. Briley makes a broad loop around the city, and back to Thompson Lane. It’s all the same road, but as you can see, it changes names several times. We’re going to drive this loop, have a look around, and do some scavenging. How’s it sound?”
“Sounds good,” Rowdy said. “Let’s get going.”
We got as far as Woodmont and Harding Road when Rowdy held up a hand and pointed at a street sign.
“Wait a minute,” he exclaimed. “This street is named Harding. Is it the same Harding that runs off of Nolensville?”
“Nope, they’re two different streets,” I replied. Rowdy shook his head in confusion.
“The streets you people have around here are really screwed up,” he contended. I grinned. He was right, street names in Nashville could be quite confusing if you didn’t live here. We continued down White Bridge Road, and soon Rowdy insisted on stopping at a strip mall.
“Let’s check this one out,” he said, pointing at an Italian themed restaurant. Fred glanced over at me.
“It couldn’t hurt,” I said with a shrug.
We cleared the restaurant with ease. It had large plate glass windows in the front which let in plenty of sunlight. I put a bandanna around my face to lessen the effects of the various rotting smells and searched the kitchen. It was bereft of any canned food products, although I found several jars of spices and seasonings. I stuffed them into my knapsack, walked back out to the front where Fred was standing guard, and showed him what I found.
“No more bland food for a while,” I offered.
“The women will be pleased,” he said. Rowdy emerged a moment later, holding something in his hand and sporting a large grin.
“Jackpot, men!” he exclaimed, holding up a bottle of liquor. “The liquor stores are going to be looted, but restaurants like these always have bars.”
I rolled my eyes. Rowdy slapped me on the back and took a swallow.
“May I?” Fred said, holding his hand out.
“Why sure,” he said as he handed the bottle over. “Hoss, that there is a fine bottle of Don Julio tequila. It’s like a Latina woman, smooth, but with a fiery disposition.”
Fred took the bottle, looked at it a moment, and then threw it in the air. As it reached the top of its trajectory, he drew his pistol with his left hand this time, and scored a bull’s eye. Fragments of glass and tequila fell to the parking lot.
Rowdy’s mouth dropped open for a moment as he realized what Fred did. After a moment, he cleared his throat and spoke.
“Zach, make a note, it would seem Fred doesn’t care too much for tequila.”
Our laughter was cut short by the sudden appearance of four dogs surrounding us.
 



Chapter 5 – Konya
 
“Easy men,” Fred cautioned, as I pointed my assault rifle toward the lead dog. They had run to within twenty feet before suddenly stopping. Now, they stood there, panting, tails up, and staring at us quietly.
“I don’t believe those are feral dogs,” he said evenly, “they’re too clean and healthy looking.” He had one of his pistols out and ready, but was holding it with the barrel pointed downward. “There’s something more going on here.”
I eyed the dogs closely. They weren’t purebreds, mostly a mixture of shepherd and – something. They were muscular, not gaunt, had healthy coats of fur, and they even looked freshly brushed.
“I think you’re right, Fred, but I’ve no idea what to think of them,” I said. Suddenly, their ears perked up and they ran off as quickly as they first appeared. As we watched the last one disappear behind a building, an older man walked out. He had a rifle slung over his shoulder and a revolver in a holster on his waist. He started walking toward us with the dogs following obediently behind.
“I think we’re about to meet someone very interesting,” I murmured.
“Yep,” Fred responded.
The stranger walked to within twenty feet, the same distance his dogs did a minute ago, and stopped, eyeing us curiously. He was older, maybe in his mid-fifties, a touch under six feet, and dressed in a dark brown duster and hiking boots. His gray hair was tied back in a ponytail and he had a beard, which appeared as though he hadn’t shaved since the plague. I could see some stray dog hairs mixed in his whiskers. His gray eyes, which were surrounded by deeply etched crow’s feet, looked us over without emotion.
“The name’s Konya,” he finally said.
“My name’s Fred and these are my friends, Zach and Rowdy,” Fred replied as he holstered his pistol. “We are pleased to meet you. If I offer to shake your hand, will those dogs take offense?” he asked.
“They’ll only take offense if they sense I’m in danger,” Konya replied. He turned toward his dogs and held his hand out with his palm down. They sat instantly.
“Their names are a bit complicated, so pay attention,” he pointed at the one on the far left. “This one is Number One, right next to him is Number Two, Number Three is beside him, and last but not least is Number Four. She’s bitch, and as you would suspect, she’s the meanest of the lot.”
I looked at him curiously. “Are you about to claim we’re infringing on your territory, Mister Konya?” I asked.
“Nope,” he answered flatly. I looked at his dogs. They were attentive, and watched us closely. He continued. “I was curious about the shooting though. Did y’all see one of those infected things wandering around?”
Fred shook his head slightly and gestured toward Rowdy. “My friend here thought we came out today in order to find liquor. I was merely correcting his frame of mind.”
Konya nodded in understanding as he looked at the shattered remains of the bottle lying in the parking lot. “These dogs have been my friends ever since the outbreak. I sometimes have to correct their frame of mind as well. Any of you have dogs?” he asked.
“I have a dog. He’s quite stupid, but I love him anyway,” I said.
“Never underestimate a dog, son. They may act stupid at times, but they’re smarter than you think, and if they love you, their loyalty is unwavering.”
“I always thought so,” I replied with somewhat of a sad frown, “but I had one who ran away. The last time I saw him, he was running with a feral pack.”
Konya did not respond immediately. He produced a pipe from the breast pocket of his duster and took his time loading it with tobacco. He lit it and took a few puffs before speaking.
“Don’t blame the dog,” he said. I started to respond, but decided it was a moot point.
 “Do you have people, Mister Konya?” Fred asked.
“No sir, they’re all dead,” he puffed a moment before continuing. “When everything broke loose, I gathered up my dogs and set up a hidey-hole in the middle of Percy Warner Park.”
“We have a group, over near the Nolensville area,” Fred replied.
Konya’s eyes flickered. “Are y’all with that group who talks on the radio every day?” he asked.
Rowdy grinned. “In the flesh, Hoss,” he exclaimed proudly. “How do you like my broadcasts?”
Konya puffed on his pipe and shrugged. “Oh, I like listening to you, but to be honest, I like listening to that country gal a lot more.”
I stifled a smile. “That would be Mac, she took over for Rowdy. She’s sweet as can be, but I’m not sure there is a man alive who could whip her ass.”
Konya’s lip twitched. “I hope she likes dogs.”
“I’m sure she’d like to meet you,” I said, and then winked at Rowdy mischievously. “I think she has the hots for Fred.” Rowdy guffawed and Fred glared at me. He was about to respond, but stopped when the dogs suddenly stood. They were sniffing the air and looking anxious.
“We have some visitors coming,” Konya said earnestly. “I’d say they’re zombies, but there are people out there who smell as bad, if not worse.”
He pointed at each dog, pointed a direction on the compass, and the dogs took off at a run. He then leaned against my truck puffing contentedly on his pipe. After a minute, one of them, Number Four I think, came running back and then stood facing toward the direction she came from. Konya reached into his pocket and pulled out one of those whistles which emit a high-pitched tone. He blew into it three times, and a moment later, the rest of the dogs returned.
“Looks like we got a few of them infected things coming toward us from down that way,” he pointed, and looked at Number Four a moment. “Alright, girl, what are they doing?”
Fred, Rowdy, and I looked at Number Four, but she merely sat there panting, the way all dogs pant. Konya stared at her a moment longer. “They’ve stopped and are hiding on the backside of the building over there, watching us. It’s mighty peculiar behavior, if you ask me.”
I glanced at Fred before I spoke. “They’re evolving.”
Konya looked at me with a hint of bemusement now.
“What do you mean, evolving?” he asked.
“Do you remember how they used to act? You know, they would aimlessly walk along with no sentient thoughts, following the path of least resistance. If they caught a whiff of something alive, they’d focus in on it and try to eat it, right?” I looked at Konya, who nodded slowly.
“Yeah, we saw this as well. They were also decomposing, which caused a lot of them to die off. I thought all of them would die off, but it isn’t happening. Some of them are continuing to live and they’re regaining some of their functions. They’re respiring, digesting food, and their bodies are rejuvenating themselves. Maybe not in a normal manner, but the decomposition process is reversing itself somehow.”
“Are you sure?” Konya asked. I nodded. He looked at Fred, who shrugged noncommittally. Our conversation was interrupted by a low growl from Number One. “They’re getting closer,” he said.
“Well, Fred, do you want to kill them or move on down the road?” I asked.
“The kids are saying there are only a few of them,” Konya said.
“Let’s draw them out,” Fred replied. “Cover me,” he began walking down the parking lot toward where Konya indicated they were hiding. Rowdy and I unslung our assault rifles and watched Fred, as I scanned the buildings on each side of the roadway. Konya relit his pipe and watched.
Fred was a block away when three of them emerged from between two buildings. Before I could react, Fred drew his revolver and fired three quick rounds. I caught Konya’s reaction out of the corner of my eye. Four more of them emerged, but this time Rowdy and I were ready. Fred reloaded as I ran down to him.
“A couple of them were moving pretty good. Did you notice?” he asked. I had indeed.
“Two of them were not exactly running, but they were definitely moving quicker than a slow shamble,” Rowdy added.
“That was some impressive shooting, Fred.” Konya said when we rejoined them. “Did you ever shoot competitively?”
“Yes sir, a few years ago,” Fred replied.
“Yeah, I recognize you now,” Konya said with a nod. “I saw you compete once, about ten years ago. I seem to recall you held a few records.”
Fred nodded slightly. “It seems like a lifetime ago,” he said after a moment. Konya nodded in agreement. I looked at my watch.
“Mister Konya, our plan today was to take the Briley Parkway loop and do a general recon of the area. We might stop occasionally and do some scavenging, depending on the circumstances. You’re welcome to join us, strength in numbers and all that. Anything you find is yours.”
Konya looked his dogs over a moment before answering. “Sounds agreeable,” he replied. “I’ll get my van. I’ve got it hidden a block over.”
A minute later, he drove a full sized van around the building and met us on White Bridge Road. It used to be white, but he had taken spray paint cans of various earth colors and fashioned a crude camouflage pattern. He had also removed the taillights, blinkers, and anything shiny. I liked his way of thinking.
Our first stop was on the Centennial Boulevard overpass. There was a hole in the center of one of the off-ramps about a foot in diameter. Without human intervention, it would only get bigger. Our purpose of stopping was to get a visual of the fuel reservoir located below, on the west side of the bridge. We got out and scanned it with binoculars.
“It’s still intact,” Fred commented. I inhaled and pointed.
“There’s a fuel tanker parked over there,” I used the binoculars and focused on the diamond shaped hazmat placard.
“Bingo,” I said, “the number is 1202.”
“Which one is that?” Rowdy asked. “1202 is the designation for diesel fuel. The tanker back at the tower is 1203, regular gas.”
Rowdy grinned in understanding. “I see what you’re saying. We bring Mac back here, take this one home and then we’ll have a tanker for both types of gas,” he guffawed and slapped me on the back. “I can’t wait to tell Mac.”
Konya looked at us. “Do you fellas know how to work those controls to fill a tanker?”
“Zach does,” Rowdy responded. Konya scrutinized me even more now, as if to see if Rowdy was bullshitting him. I didn’t bother explaining, thinking we’d bring him up to speed later, if needed. Instead, I looked around at the multiple factories and businesses in the area.
“There’re a lot of factories and commercial buildings out here, but we’d need the full crew to safely search them.”
“Do we want to check out the prisons?” Fred asked. He pointed. “There are three down the road, including Riverbend, the maximum security prison for the state.” Fred grimaced slightly. “I can only imagine what happened to the inmates when the plague spread throughout the facilities.”
“I’m sure there may be weapons and riot gear we could use. Perhaps even food, but I’ve no doubt there will be a heck of a lot of zombie convicts trapped in those buildings. We probably shouldn’t try it with only the four of us.”
Everyone agreed and we moved out. We’d drive until we found a place with a good view and then stop and scan the area. Occasionally, we saw tendrils of smoke, indicating the possibility of survivors.
We continued travelling the Briley Parkway loop and stopped at the bridge going across the Cumberland River.
“I think one or two of us should walk ahead and make sure there aren’t any surprises,” I said. “I’d sure hate for one of our vehicles to fall through.”
Rowdy and I walked the bridge while Fred and Konya slowly followed behind in the vehicles. Fortunately, other than an occasional pot hole, I saw nothing that would threaten the structure of the bridge. Once we crossed over, Rowdy pointed out Opry Mills.
“We ought to check out that big sporting goods store,” he said. “I mean, it might be buck assed empty, but we should still take a look-see.”
“You sure have a way of putting things,” Konya said. Rowdy grinned at the compliment. The four of us discussed it and quickly agreed. Fred drove right up front and parked in the fire lane. We waited a minute before exiting.
“We need to watch for both zombies and humans,” Fred said. “This would be a prime location for anyone else wanting to scavenge.”
The three of us checked our weapons and were about to make entry when Konya stopped us.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“Well, sir, we were thinking about going in this store and forage for anything we might find useful, but we need to clear it of any hostile threats first,” I replied.
Konya snorted, walked up to the broken out door, and motioned his dogs to go in. After a moment, there was some excited barking.
“I taught them to find them and bark, but they won’t attack them because you got to kill the brain.”
I nodded in understanding, but then he reached into his van and pulled something out. We watched him as he stuck his arm into it.
“Is that one of those sleeves you use to teach dogs to attack with?” Rowdy asked. He nodded.
“If one of them bastards gets too close, you stick your arm up. They’ll latch onto it just like a dog will, and then you simply use your free hand to put one in their brain pan,” Konya walked in without waiting for any response. Fred looked at the two of us with an arched eyebrow, and then we followed Konya inside.
“Try as I might, I can’t get used to the smell,” Rowdy muttered. I had to agree with him, even though the store was very large, the odor was nauseating. We carefully hurried toward the barking dogs and found a dozen of them in the camping section. They were of various genders and sizes. They smelled bad and looked worse.
Konya immediately shot one, and the rest of us joined in, except me. I watched the actions of the zombies, all the while keeping an eye behind us.
They stood in a defensive posture watching the dogs, which would nip at them and then quickly flee out of their grasp. When a few of them were shot, the others realized there was a new threat and started walking toward us, ignoring the dogs. Our firing tempo increased, and at one point, they got so close we had to retreat for several yards. Finally, the last one dropped.
“We can’t be taking these things for granted anymore, Zach,” Fred quipped as he reloaded.
“You got that right,” Rowdy added. “Those things were acting different and moving different,” he looked around and snorted. “Did I mention it stinks in here?”
Konya looked on without comment, as his dogs ran around the business. After a couple of minutes, they rejoined him, rubbing against him and competing for attention.
“The kids say there aren’t anymore, not in this building anyway.”
“Look at this,” Fred said. He had walked over to the spot where we first encountered the horde. There were remains of animals, and at least one human.
“They’ve been eating and nesting here,” he said. I looked it over and grunted.
“It’s a new behavior,” I said in consternation. “Before, they didn’t nest and they ate wherever they found a meal, definitely something to think about.”
“There’s still inventory in here.” Konya observed.
“Yeah, not a whole lot, but there’s some stuff. I say we do some shopping,” Fred said, “but let’s make it quick, it smells worse than Rowdy’s farts in here.”
Rowdy gave us a shit-eating grin and grabbed a shopping cart. I did the same and immediately headed over to the clothing section. There wasn’t much, and everything was in disarray, but there were a few articles of clothing still on the shelves. I grabbed everything and loaded it into a shopping cart.
I made my way over to the hunting section where I found Konya looking around. He glanced over at me.
“Nothing here,” he muttered. I agreed. With the exception of trash lying everywhere, the shelves were bare in this section. I started to work my way down the aisle when I spotted some items wedged in between two shelves. I worked them out and held them up.
“Alright!” I said to myself. Konya walked over and looked at what I had found.
“What are those?” he asked.
“They’re nylon mesh bags for duck hunters to haul around their duck decoys.”
“Ah, you’re going to be doing some duck hunting. Good idea.”
I chuckled and shook my head. “Actually, I’m going to use these to make some new ghillie suits. My old one is torn up and too small for me now.”
Konya looked curiously at me. “I don’t believe I know what a ghillie suit is,” he said.
“It’s a type of camouflage sniper outfit. They were first developed by Scottish gamekeepers,” I pointed at the mesh bags. “I’m going to sew these on a pair of camouflage shirt and pants and attach strips of rags to the mesh netting.”
Konya looked over the bags. He nodded in seeming understanding and walked off, his dogs dutifully following.
I met Fred at the front door an hour later. He had found a pair of new boots, socks, and some gun cleaning solvent. Rowdy emerged from the store, pushing a cart and grinning broadly. Konya and the dogs were right behind him.
“I found a new winch and some two-cycle oil.”
I smiled at him appreciatively. We had burned out the winch on one of the ATVs a few months ago moving abandoned cars out of the road. Konya rounded a corner and joined us. He had some items stuffed into some black plastic bags, but didn’t bother telling us what was in them.
I looked at my watch. “Alright, guys, it’s thirteen hundred hours, we should get a move on.”
“Let’s put everything in the bed of the truck,” Fred suggested. “The clothing has absorbed all of the odors in there.”
When everything was strapped down, I looked at Fred and made a slight nod toward Konya. He responded with his own imperceptible nod and spoke.
“Mister Konya, we’re going to get back on the road and make our way back home. You’re welcome to join us for dinner.”
Konya looked at his dogs, as if he were silently asking them for advice. He then looked over at us. “I’d normally say yes, but I’ve not had a bath in a couple of months now. It’s been too damn cold. I imagine I’d offend the ladies.”
“Not a problem,” I said. “You can take a hot shower and then we’ll all sit down to a home cooked meal.”
“A hot shower? Y’all have hot water?” he asked. I nodded. He scratched his beard.
“How many people are there?” he asked.
“There are the three of us, and five more back at the house. The other group, at the radio station, is a little bit more sizeable,” I looked at him as he stared at his boots. After a minute, Fred cleared his throat and spoke up.
“It’s a little hard when you’ve been on your own for a coon’s age and then all of a sudden, you’re in a room full of strangers. They’re looking at you full of curiosity and asking all kinds of questions. I think we’ve all been there. You seem like our kind of people, Mister Konya, but we’ll surely understand if you feel the need to decline our invitation.”
Konya listened to Fred in silence, tapped his pipe on the heel of his boot, and stowed it in his pocket before answering. “I’d decline the invitation, but Number Two is insisting on accepting.”
I looked down at Number Two, who was engrossed in licking his ball sack.
“Yeah, it looks like he’s making himself presentable for company,” I said. Fred grunted, which was the equivalent of laughing uncontrollably.
 



Chapter 6 – Joe’s Story
 
I threw another log into the pot belly stove before taking a seat at the kitchen table along with everyone else. Julie and Kelly had supper ready and were setting the table. Konya, his hair still wet from the shower, sat silently.
“How was the shower?” I asked.
“It was pure heaven,” he replied.
“Is Konya your first or last name?” Julie asked.
He spoke slowly when he answered. “It’s just Konya, ma’am. My momma and my wife were the last people who called me by my given name, and I believe I’d like to keep that memory to myself.”
“Fair enough,” I said quickly before Julie, my beautiful but feisty wife, made a smart-assed retort. She cast a sidelong glance at me. I responded with a wink.
“May I ask how you folks came to be?” he asked. I’d told my story too many times, and did not care to repeat it again, but I wanted to put Konya at ease. I took a breath.
“I had a friend and mentor by the name of Rick. He was an old, cranky, Vietnam vet who could be quite difficult to get along with, but he was friends with people who called themselves Preppers. They somehow realized something like this plague was going to happen. We hunkered down together and survived the storm,” I motioned toward Julie. “Julie and Tommy are siblings, they’re from Fayetteville. We met purely by fate.”
I then gestured at Fred. “Fred lives a little bit down the road. We didn’t know of the existence of each other for almost a year before we met. About this time last year, Fred went to California in an attempt to find his only daughter. Sadly, he was unsuccessful, but, he found Joe in West Memphis and brought him home.”
Rowdy told his story with the usual flourish. “So there I was, stranded in the middle of nowhere, serenading a rather lovely looking lady zombie, when Zach appears and decided I needed saving.”
We all heard the story many times, but we still couldn’t help but laugh. “Much to my mortification, he whacked the poor lady’s head off with a machete.”
“I was in a church sect down in Birmingham,” Kelly said. “The men became domineering assholes, so the women left. The rest of the women live at the radio tower, but Zach and Julie were nice enough to let me live here.”
I caught a moment of eye contact between her and Terry. Andie either didn’t notice, or pretended not to.
“I was in the Army,” Terry said in between mouthfuls, “stationed at Fort Campbell. I got into a situation, so my commanding officer suggested I relocate here with these people. I’m supposed to go back, but I’m not going to. I have a home here now.”
“What about you, young lady?” Konya said toward Andie.
“I was with a group of people in Eagleville. My uncle was the leader. They all turned out to be assholes, so me and Zach killed them,” she wiped her mouth, and looked around the table. “Pass the green beans, please,” she said matter-of-factly. Konya looked at her curiously, but said nothing.
“I was in a foster home,” Joe said. We all stopped eating and stared at him. Joe had never told us the circumstances of his life. We had speculated it may have been a little too traumatic for him to discuss, so we never asked.
“What happened?” Julie asked quietly.
“Well, I never knew my father, I was raised by my momma. She got into some trouble and ended up going to prison. The state put me in a foster home. They had a boy the same age as me, but he didn’t like me very much. He told me the only reason his parents took me in was for the welfare money,” Joe said with a frown.
“Anyway, school let out early one day when things started going bad. People were acting crazy and I ran all the way home.”
He set his fork down and stared at a spot on the table. “I thought I’d be safe, but when I got there, my foster mother had locked me out of the house. I pounded on the door, but she wouldn’t open it. She yelled through the door for me to go away. All I had were the clothes I was wearing, an old jacket, and my school books.”
“Holy shit,” Julie exclaimed, “what did you do?”
Joe shrugged. He was only twelve, maybe thirteen now, but his features made him look much older.
“The first few nights were the scariest. There were people running around everywhere. There were lots of screaming and lots of gunfire. Some people would shoot at anyone they saw. I hid and ate out of dumpsters mostly. People were dying everywhere, and the ones who didn’t, were those zombie things who would try to eat you, so I hid. The smells from the dumpsters kept those things from finding me,” he looked over at Fred.
“I saw Fred one day. He was sleeping in a car. I thought he was dead, but he wasn’t. He gave me food and helped me clean my gun,” he said, as if the explanation was sufficient reasoning for him coming home with Fred.
Julie ruffled his afro with a smile and refilled his plate. “Well, you have a home now. You’re about ready for a haircut too, young man. Mister Konya, do you want me to cut your hair?” she asked.
He shook his head. “No, ma’am, but I believe I’ll have some more of those beans, if Miss Andie hasn’t eaten all of them.”
Julie heaped a large spoonful onto his plate with a smile. We made small talk while we ate, and waited for Konya perhaps to tell us his story. He ate three platefuls before finally pushing it away with reluctance.
“My wife and I were veterinarians, and lived in a nice house in Bellevue with my mother. Our children were grown. I had a son, he was in the Marines, but he was killed in Afghanistan.” He frowned a moment before continuing. “Our daughter was a problem child. The last time we heard from her was on her nineteenth birthday when she called demanding we wire her some money,” Konya paused a minute and rubbed his face.
“When the outbreak happened, my wife and mother got sick pretty quick. I’ll spare y’all the details, but I didn’t have the heart to kill them, so I locked them in a bedroom, loaded up the van with equipment and my dogs, and bugged out. I found a spot deep in the woods and set up a place.”
He looked at his empty plate and patted his belly. “That was a wonderful meal, thank you for inviting me.”
“What’d you do for food?” Andie asked.
“Deer, mostly,” he answered. “There are hundreds of them in Percy Warner Park. Well, there used to be. My kids and I didn’t go hungry, but being alone in the woods with nobody but dogs to talk to, sure did take its toll.”
“I hear you, brother,” Rowdy said quietly.
Konya looked around. “So, all of y’all live in this house?” he asked.
I shook my head. “No, Fred has a house down the road. Joe and Tommy live with him.”
“Joe and I are best friends,” Tommy exclaimed. “We have bunk beds!”
Konya looked at Tommy for a moment and a small smile crept across his face.
“When my son was your age, he was a lot like you. He joined the Marines right out of high school,” his face darkened a little, but he quickly smiled again. “He was awarded the Silver Star posthumously.”
“Corporal Alexander is training us to be soldiers,” Joe said proudly. Konya looked over at Terry.
“Sounds like a good idea in this day and age,” he said. Everyone agreed.
After dinner, we sat around in the den. “I guess you want the dogs to stay outside,” Konya said when the conversation had lulled.
“It won’t be necessary. I have the wood stove in the basement going. It’ll be warm and comfortable for you and your kids, but we don’t have any extra beds.”
“I appreciate it,” he said gratefully, “and I have a sleeping bag, so a lack of a bed isn’t a problem.”
After sitting a while, Konya stood, stretched, and looked out the kitchen window.
“Are there any problems around here with those biters?” he asked.
“We’ve made a concerted effort to eradicate all of them in the immediate area, but we still have strays that appear on occasion.”
He nodded. “Whenever I went foraging, I mostly stayed in the Bellevue area. Those things were everywhere at first, but lately, most of them have seemed to have died out or left the area.”
“Yeah, most of them have, but not all. Some of those things seem to be changing. I’m afraid they’re going to become a bigger threat.”
Konya looked around. “Y’all seem to have a good set up,” he said.
“Zach and Terry have really worked hard on fortifying the house,” Julie replied.
“Tomorrow, we’ll show you Fred’s house. It’s a little plain looking, concrete mostly, but we built it specifically for post-apocalyptic survival,” I said.
“Do you have a house to live in?” Andie asked. Konya shook his head.
“Nope, just a campsite out in the woods. I figured it was best to stay away from civilization for a while. When it was cold, I slept in the van with the kids. They kept me warm enough, but the smell ain’t so good.”
“We have cattle and other assorted livestock, would they be in your purview of veterinary medicine?” I asked. Konya shrugged.
“My specialty focused on cats and dogs, but I still have most of my text books. I’d be happy to have a look and inspect them,” I nodded and my brain was running in high gear. I glanced over at Fred, who seemed to be reading my mind.
“Boys,” he said to Tommy and Joe, “I believe we need to head on home. You two have some reading to do before bed.”
The three of them stood. I did as well.
“I’ll walk out with you,” I said. When we got to Fred’s truck, I looked at him expectantly.
“Boys, get in the truck, I want to speak with Zach a minute.”
Tommy and Joe climbed in the truck without complaint while Fred walked over to the fence line.
“We had a decent haul today,” he said as he gazed out in the field at some cattle grazing.
“Yeah, tomorrow I’m going to go through all of my clothes that are too small and will bring them over for Tommy and Joe,” I said. Fred nodded thoughtfully. “What do you think about Konya?” I asked.
“I think he’d fit in nicely, but being around all of us is a little uncomfortable for him,” he said. “I think he’s going to need some time to adjust.”
I nodded in agreement as he continued looking out in the fields. “I happened to have fallen into a situation with the two boys yesterday when they got to peppering me with questions,” he pointed to one of the bulls. “They saw a bull doing his business with a heifer and asked about it.”
I grinned. “Ah, how’d that go?”
“It went pretty well, so I decided to explain Marc and Ward’s lifestyle,” he said plainly.
My grin disappeared. Fred inhaled before continuing. “During my explanation, Joe understood immediately, but Tommy became quite upset.”
“Did he tell you?” I asked quietly, already knowing the answer. Fred turned to me.
“Not much, he said you two have a secret pact.”
I sighed. “It’s true. We have a secret between the two of us. It involves something that happened to him on the day I found him,” I gazed at Fred evenly. “I didn’t kill those two men because I was in a bad mood, but if I tell you all of it, I’ll be breaking my oath to Tommy.”
Fred responded with his patented microscopic nod, indicating the conversation had come to a conclusion. We walked together back to his truck. He shook my hand and I watched as he got in.
“I’ll see you guys tomorrow,” I said, waved at the boys, and watched as they drove away.
Heading back inside, I walked down to the basement where Konya had already laid out a sleeping bag and was getting settled in. His dogs were gathered around him. One of them, Number One I think, let out a low growl.
“Easy now,” Konya said with a scratch behind his ears, “Zach is a friend.”
Number Two, the ball licker, thumped his tail against the floor. I still kept my distance.
“Do you need anything?” I asked.
“I think we’re good. The kids and I want to thank you for your hospitality, isn’t that right?” he asked his pets. They looked at him blankly. He nodded. “They’re very appreciative,” he said.
“Tomorrow, we’ll have some breakfast and go pay a visit to the Birmingham women.”
Konya looked at me questioningly.
“It’s what I call them.”
Konya nodded. “Sounds agreeable. I never thought I’d see any real women again, and now there are women everywhere. A young stud like you must be having the time of his life.”
I chortled. “I can barely handle my wife.”
“Having a good wife is important,” he said, in almost a whisper.
“I usually get up around five, but if you get up before me, help yourself to some coffee. I have a percolator set up on a car battery.”
Konya sat up quickly. The dogs all stood quickly until he made them lie back down. “You have coffee?” he asked in wonderment.
I smiled. “We raided a Starbucks a while back and got a hefty supply. I have to admit, I never had any Starbucks coffee before. Every flavor they have is wonderful.”
He smacked his lips. “My mouth is watering just thinking about it.”
“Get some sleep and we’ll kill a pot of it in the morning,” I turned to go, but hesitated.
“There’s something I’d like to say,” I cleared my throat before continuing. “We’re trying to create a community of people who can count on each other. A man of your skills and expertise would be mighty welcome. I hope the idea is something you might be interested in. There are plenty of vacant houses around here, or we can even build you one.”
Konya stared at me a moment and then looked off into the space silently. “Anyway, think it over. I’ll see you in the morning.”
 



Chapter 7 – Number Two
 
I awoke to the pitter patter of paw steps coming down the hallway along with the panting of dogs. One of them nudged the bedroom door open, walked up to the edge of the bed, and stuck his muzzle in my face. His wet nose sniffed me a moment, and then he scampered out. My wristwatch showed it was four in the morning, a little bit early to get up, but I knew I’d not be able to go back to sleep. Quietly getting out of bed, I tiptoed into the bathroom and cleaned up. I found Konya sitting in front of the fireplace. He looked up when I walked in the den.
“Number Two seems to like you,” he said affably.
I smiled and got the coffee pot going.
“It took a while for me to get to sleep. The kids had no problem, but it was a strange feeling for me. Once I nodded off, I slept like a rock until a few minutes ago. I must have been having a bad dream or something because I jerked awake and had a mild panic attack until I remembered where I was. You ever have nightmares about those things?”
I managed a halfhearted chortle. “Oh yeah,” I replied, “all the time. I imagine we all do.” I thought about when Julie had the dreams. She’d start whimpering and shaking. All I could do was hold her gently until the dream passed. I gestured at the dogs.
“Have they been outside yet?”
Konya shook his head. “I thought it might make you folks nervous if you heard doors opening up early in the morning.”
I nodded with understanding and gestured toward the back door. Donning jackets, we walked outside with the dogs and stood on the deck while we watched them do their business. Curly was right there beside them and seemed to like having new friends. It was cold out, I could see our breaths and the frost was thick on the ground.
“I’m going to get the generator started and check on the farm animals. It should only take a few minutes,” Konya nodded at me and went back inside.
I hurriedly checked on everything to make sure nothing was out of the ordinary and went back inside carrying a basket of eggs. Konya’s jaw dropped open when he saw them.
“Oh, my, God,” he said quietly. “I haven’t had any eggs since – hell, since I’ve had coffee. I think I’m in heaven.”
I chuckled. “We’ve worked hard to get ourselves to our current state, but we’ve still got a long way to go.”
“He always says that,” Julie said as she shuffled into the kitchen. She handed Frederick over to me and fixed herself a cup of coffee. Her hair was still mussed and her face was puffy. I thought she looked beautiful.
“Watch Frederick, I’m going to get cleaned up,” she shuffled off to the restroom before I responded.
“She’s not much of a morning person,” I said as I looked at Frederick. My son stared back at me quietly with his deep blue innocent eyes. He was a quiet one, he only cried when he was hungry or we didn’t get his diaper changed in a timely manner. Konya motioned me to stay seated, retrieved the coffee pot, and refilled our mugs before sitting back down and looked at us wistfully.
“I’ve forgotten what this is like,” he finally said after savoring his coffee for a moment. “The family life, I forgot what it was like. I loved my wife. She was my best friend. My kids were great, but when my daughter went away to college, she got mixed up with the wrong crowd, and then my son was killed.”
He continued sipping his coffee, lost in his thoughts. It was then I noticed one of his thumbs was missing. He saw me looking.
“My wife turned and attacked me before I knew what was happening. I instinctively grabbed her to hold her off me. My hand got a little too close to her mouth and she damn near bit my thumb off. Once I got her locked up in the bedroom, I cut the rest of it off and cauterized it on the kitchen stove,” he looked at the mass of scar tissue where his thumb used to be.
“It hurt like hell,” he said with a pained expression. I could only imagine. “It must have worked though, because I didn’t get infected.”
Kelly shuffled in next. I had to admit to myself, she looked like someone a man would enjoy waking up beside in the morning. She was wearing a tee shirt without a bra and gray sweatpants. I reeled my thoughts in and concentrated on my son.
“Are you going to the radio tower today?” she asked.
I nodded. “Yep, first thing after breakfast. I thought I’d introduce Konya to the one and only Big Mac.”
Kelly looked me over. “I’d like to go,” she said while looking at me with an expression I could not interpret.
“Sure,” I replied.
 
Kelly was waiting in the truck after breakfast. She’d been sitting there in the cold for at least fifteen minutes. She didn’t like the cold, so I knew something was up. Konya and I got in and the dogs hopped in back.
“I couldn’t help but notice a couple of suitcases sitting in the back,” I commented as I drove.
“I’m going to move back,” Kelly replied. I looked over at her. She was staring straight ahead.
I wanted to talk to her, but was reluctant to say anything in front of Konya. After all, I hardly knew him. I glanced in the rearview mirror at him to see if he was listening, but he was pointedly staring out of the window. Number Two saw me looking and emitted a light bark, as if to say, hi buddy!
As we drove past the Governor’s Club, I could see a telltale column of smoke from one of the houses in the back. I knew where they lived now, but I was still uncertain how to meet them under peaceful terms.
“What are you looking at?” Kelly asked.
“There is somebody living up there on the hill back in that neighborhood. So far, they’ve elected not to introduce themselves,” I said, and explained to them about the letter I had affixed to the locked gate of the exclusive neighborhood. Konya seemed nonplussed, while Kelly mused aloud who might be living there.
When we arrived at the radio tower, but it appeared nobody was home. I got out and retrieved Kelly’s luggage.
“I assume everyone is down at the church,” I said to Konya. “It’s close by and we thought about using it for a traveler’s rest. If you don’t mind waiting, I’ll help Kelly with her luggage and then we’ll head down there.”
Konya nodded. “Just going to let the kids stretch their legs, if you don’t mind.”
Kelly walked ahead and held the door open for me. Walking inside, I realized the living space was even smaller now that it was occupied. There was stuff strewn everywhere.
“I made a bad mistake,” Kelly said without being asked. I looked at her. “Terry and I…” she didn’t finish. I nodded in understanding.
“Anyway, Andie found out somehow. She cornered me yesterday. She said if I wanted to be Terry’s little cum dumpster it was fine with her, but the minute he even hinted he was going to leave her for me, she was going to take a knife to me,” she scoffed, but when I didn’t reply, she looked at me questioningly. “She’s full of shit, right?”
I shook my head slowly. “Don’t underestimate her. She’s got a mean streak.”
“Son of a bitch,” she said under her breath. “Alright, I’m going to stay here for a while. It’s not easy living with Wanda, but I guess the alternative isn’t too much better.”
She suddenly hugged me. “Why do I always manage to mess my life up?” she said as she buried her face in my chest and started sobbing. She felt nice, but the whole thing was very awkward. I held her for a moment so that I wouldn’t appear callous to her feelings, and then gently pried her off.
“Listen, I think you’re right, it’s best if you stay here, at least for a little while. Something will work out, and I’ll help all I can,” I said.
“Thanks, Zach,” she said, “you’re a good guy.”
“C’mon, let’s head down to the church.”
 
“Like I said earlier,” I explained to Konya as I drove, “I refer to these women collectively as the Birmingham girls,” I gestured at Kelly. “They consist of Kelly here, Mac, Wanda, Rhonda, and three little brats whose names I’ve never bothered learning.”
Kelly snickered. I continued. “There was another woman in the group, Cindy. She was Wanda’s daughter. She got infected and didn’t make it.”
I didn’t explain the circumstances, or that Wanda blamed Rowdy for her daughter’s ultimate death.
“Here we are,” I said as I drove into the parking lot of the church. There was a goodly amount of smoke coming out of the chimney of the wood stove Mac had recently installed.
I pointed at the church and continued. “The whole purpose of the radio tower is to invite survivors to join us and form a community. The church is going to be the staging area for any new arrivals. I imagine Mac has them in there getting everything cleaned up. Let’s go say hello.”
We were met at the door by Wanda. I introduced Konya and the dogs, and let Kelly introduce the rest. Konya was cordial to everyone, and even gave Mac a smile, but he seemed nervous. Maybe he wasn’t used to being around so many people at once. After several minutes of conversation, Konya motioned me off to the side.
“Zach, would you mind carrying me back to my van?” he asked.
“Sure, Konya, are you leaving?”
Konya nodded. “I got some things to take care of back at the camp.”
I nodded in understanding, spoke with Kelly briefly and had Konya back at his van twenty minutes later. He loaded up his stuff and Julie joined me as we bid him farewell. He stood by his van silently for a moment before responding.
“Tell everyone thanks for the hospitality if you don’t mind.”
“I guess it was uncomfortable to be around so many people after living on your own for so long,” I said. Konya nodded slightly but didn’t say anything. “Well, you have a standing invitation with us.” Konya looked at me and nodded again.
“I appreciate it,” he said and drove off without further comment.
“Did we do something to offend him?” Julie asked.
“No, he’s just not used to people. Fred said not to crowd him and he’ll be back.”
 
 



Chapter 8 – The Elephant on the Golf Course
 
“Cum dumpster?” I asked. I had lured Andie into one of our greenhouses under the pretense of tending to our herbs and vegetables. Andie glared at me.
“It’s what she is, she’s fucking Terry,” she retorted.
“It’s Terry’s fault too, don’t you think?” I asked. She avoided eye contact and concentrated on watering some plants.
“I knew you’d take her side.”
“No, I’m always on your side,” I said quietly.
“You’re about to tell me not to hurt her.”
“Yes, I’m asking you not to,” I said. “She’s moved out of the house, there shouldn’t be any further issues.”
Andie did not respond. She set the water bucket on the ground and turned her back to me. I walked over to her and put my arm around her shoulder. There were tears in her eyes. I gave her shoulders a gentle squeeze.
“I’m sorry,” I said.
“It’s okay, I’ll live,” she wiped her eyes and sighed. “So, what do I do now?”
I thought for a minute. “How about this, the weather has been sunny the past couple of days. If it holds out tomorrow, why don’t the four of us go horseback riding? I’ll get Rhonda to babysit. Bo has practically been begging us to take the horses out for some exercise. It’ll be like a double date. Spending time with Terry will be nice, right?”
 
So, my grand plan of repairing the tenuous relationship between Andie and Terry, marred by a latent case of infidelity, seemed like a brilliant idea. We packed a lunch and a tarp for ground cover, and went horseback riding down Franklin Pike. The surroundings were quiet, the houses along the roadway barren and lonely looking. The conversation was intermittent, with Julie and I doing most of the talking.
“I’m getting hungry. Let’s look for a place to set up, what do you guys say?” I suggested.
We settled on the seventh hole of a private golf course located on Franklin Pike. It had an open scenic view, which also prevented anyone or anything from sneaking up on us. The air was brisk, maybe in the mid-forties, but the sun was shining brightly. Personally, I thought it felt good.
“This must have been a beautiful course at one time,” Terry said. “The grass hasn’t been maintained in over two years, and yet, it’s still thick with very few weeds.”
I nodded and looked over at the clubhouse in the distance. “We should come back sometime and scavenge. The maintenance buildings will have some miscellaneous tools, the restaurant might have some canned goods left, and don’t tell Rowdy, but the bar might still have some alcohol,” I snapped my fingers. “Oh, and the golf carts have those large batteries. I bet we can make good use of them with the solar panels.”
“Most likely,” Terry replied. I glanced over at him. He was gazing out across the golf course, seemingly lost in his thoughts.
“Did you play golf, Terry?” Julie asked. Terry nodded.
“I played as a teenager and was even on a college team, but I dropped out my freshman year, ended up joining the Army,” he replied.
“Why’d you do that?” I asked.
He started to say something, but changed his mind. “It seemed like the thing to do at the time.”
The conversation ceased then. We sat together silently for several minutes, eating and watching our surroundings.
“Look, do y’all see it?” Andie suddenly said. We looked around, wondering what the hell she was talking about.
“What the hell are you talking about?” I asked.
“The elephant in the room, or maybe I should say, the elephant on the golf course.”
“I don’t get it,” Julie said.
She made eye contact with Terry. “We all know you’ve been doing Kelly,” Andie said crassly. Terry inhaled and looked away. Andie waited for Terry to respond, but he didn’t.
“Do you want her over me?” she finally asked.
“Andie, you two can discuss this later, in private,” Julie said. “It’s none of our business.”
“No, I think it is,” Andie replied. “Zach keeps saying we’re all in this together, and you keep saying we’re all family, right?”
Julie reluctantly nodded. “But this is a sensitive matter.”
“I don’t care how sensitive it is, you two will find out anyway, so it may as well be now,” she looked pointedly at Terry. “Well, what’s the answer?”
“You know I care about you,” Terry said hesitantly.
I forced myself not to grimace. Even I could see it was not the response Andie wanted to hear. A look I got from Julie confirmed she was thinking the same thing. I made a point of staring off into golf course. A deer peeked out from behind a tree and watched us warily.
“But you don’t love me,” Andie responded plainly. “I understand I guess. It’s been the story of my life, no matter how good I treat someone, it isn’t good enough.”
There was a slight tremor in her voice, and my heart went out to her. She gathered herself together and sighed deeply.
“I was going to carve up Kelly’s face to teach her a lesson, but Zach said no, so I won’t. Terry, I don’t want to share a bed with you anymore,” she said. “One of us has to go. I can live with Rowdy in his bus I guess.”
Despite the seriousness of the conversation, I almost burst out laughing. There was something unholy about Rowdy’s digestive system. His farts were worse than a cow with a belly full of cud. During warm weather, he’d leave the windows open, but during the winter, the odor inside the bus could be downright nauseating.
I cleared my throat and spoke up. “Kelly has moved back to the radio tower. Her bedroom is now available. If that’s not good enough, I understand, but Andie does not get booted out of our home.”
“It’s okay,” Terry said quickly. “When we get back, I’ll see if Rowdy is willing to have a new roommate.”
Andie looked at him, as if to say, that’s it? You don’t even want to fight for me?
After a moment of awkward silence, Terry spoke. “I’m sorry I’ve hurt you, Andie. I’m sorry to all three of you for causing this issue. I take total blame, it’s not Kelly’s fault.”
And that was that. We ate the rest of the meal in an uncomfortable silence. When we were through eating and sitting there staring at nothing in particular, I stood, which caused everyone to stand. The double date was over, it was time to go.
I rolled up the tarp and tied it down on the back of the saddle as the rest of them cleaned up our mess. As I saddled up, I looked around for the deer I saw earlier. It was gone.
As we neared Franklin Pike, Julie gasped and stopped her horse. We instinctively stopped as well. I stood up in the stirrups and looked around to see what she had spotted.
There was a pack of them in the roadway, slowly walking from Franklin toward Brentwood. More specifically, they were walking toward Concord Road, which is where the radio tower stood. I nodded at Andie, who fished out a walkie-talkie and tried to raise anyone, while I pulled my Winchester out of its scabbard and used the scope to get a good look at them.
They were walking slowly, but purposely, down the middle of the road. One of them actually seemed to be leading the pack. He was almost a foot taller than the rest of them and had a more erect posture. Suddenly, he stopped, which caused the rest of them to stop. He slowly turned and looked our way. His dark onyx eyes seemed to be staring directly at me through the rifle scope. It made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.
“I can’t raise anyone on the radio,” Andie said. “We’re either out of range, or nobody’s listening.”
“Let’s run them down and kill them,” Terry suggested. I shook my head.
“These horses are not used to gunfire, they might panic,” I envisioned one of us being bucked off and breaking a leg, which would leave us in a precarious position to be sure. I dismounted.
“But, you’re right, we need to kill them. Terry, let’s get close on foot and take care of them. Girls, ride the horses a safe distance away and stand by.”
Julie scoffed. “Why don’t Andie and I take care of them and you men can take care of the horses?” I was stymied and stood there wondering what to say. She rolled her eyes.
“Fine, you two macho men go kill the zombies, us frail little girls will run away and try not to faint with fear.” Julie spurred her horse and the two of them led the horses away from us.
We worked our way to approximately one hundred yards away from them and waited until the girls were a safe distance away with the horses. As I sighted in on the tall one, who was still staring at me, he suddenly dropped down to the ground. 
“Son of a bitch,” I said, and explained to Terry what happened.
“Do you have a shot?” he asked.
“Not on the tall one, there are too many overgrown bushes,” I answered in consternation. I turned my attention to the ones still standing and shot two of them before they acted. Instead of moving toward the sound, they immediately split up. It was not the usual behavior pattern, but we still had targets and continued shooting.
“I think I got four,” Terry said when we stopped. “How about you?”
I took one of my earplugs out before answering. “I believe I got six. I counted fourteen before we started, so we have at least four unaccounted for.”
I resumed scanning with my scope, but the overgrown trees and bushes were causing too many blind spots.
“We should have gotten closer before we started shooting,” I quipped, lowered my rifle, and turned toward Terry, who was staring at me intently. The barrel of his AR-15 was pointed in the general direction of my legs.
“Did you tell Andie about me and Kelly?” he asked pointedly.
I stared at him for a moment before answering. “Do you really think I’d hurt Andie like that?”
He maintained his stare a moment longer before dropping his head and putting his weapon on safe. “No, I guess not. She figured it out on her own I guess.”
“Yeah, I’d say so, she’s not stupid.”
He sighed heavily. “I get the impression if I told her I loved her but I wanted to break one off in Kelly, she would have been cool with it,” he sighed again, “but I have to be honest, I don’t love her. I’m not saying my feelings won’t change one day, but that’s irrelevant I guess. I’m sorry for messing everything up, bro.”
I remained silent, but I was thinking how some of the blame had to fall on my shoulders for playing matchmaker with those two in the first place.
“C’mon,” I finally said, “let’s walk up to the road and see if we can finish off the rest of them.”
Our shooting was accurate, there were ten corpses lying about the roadway, but we didn’t find the remaining four. They had somehow eluded us.
“They somehow knew they were in danger so they fled,” I said to Terry. “An old zombie would not have a thought in the world about danger, but these do. They’re starting to think again.”
“Yeah, it’s not a good sign,” he replied. Indeed. I called the girls on my portable and had them meet us at the road.
We walked the horses at an easy pace down Franklin Pike. Nobody spoke, which normally would have been nice, but on this occasion, it was awkward. We encountered no other zombies though, so I was grateful for that. As we neared the large horse farm, I saw Bo jog out of the barn, jump in his truck and speed toward us. He met us at one of the side gates.
“Is everything alright?” I asked him as he rolled down the window.
“Mac just shouted at me on the CB. She said she’s spotted some people coming up the Interstate.”
 
 



Chapter 9 – Huntsville
 
We watched as the caravan slowly made its way toward us on I-65. They were coming from the south, an area I’d not ventured into past the city of Franklin.
Mac lowered her binoculars. “It’s a school bus and three cars. I spotted them coming when I was working along the Interstate. I was able to raise them on the CB. They said they’re friendly.”
Mac handed the binoculars to me and I looked them over. There appeared to be ten to twelve of them, assorted ages, gender, and race.
“Are you ready for this?” I asked.
“Yes-siree-bob-dixie,” she replied with a grin.
“I’d like for you to do all of the talking, okay?” I asked. Both Mac and Julie looked at me questioningly. Ever since Fred’s talk with me, I was starting to think I was too hot headed to be a competent diplomat.
“Okay,” Mac said, “are you alright?”
I tried to give her a grin, but it probably looked more like a frown. “Sure, if I think of anything that needs saying, I’ll say it, alright? Otherwise, I’m going to stand back and watch. Fred will be watching over us in case it goes bad, and you know how good of a shot he is.”
Mac grinned again. “And handsome too,” she added.
I snickered. Julie and I found great amusement watching Fred rebuff her advances, but there was going to be a point in time when she was going to be more assertive and then he was going to be in a pickle.
I was still smiling at the thought as the caravan slowly ascended the exit ramp and stopped at the Concord Road intersection. Mac gave them a welcoming wave. A woman was driving the first car. She tentatively waved back and crept forward, finally stopping a few feet from where we were standing on the bridge.
An older Asian man was sitting in the passenger seat. His hair was jet black with a tinge of gray around the sideburns. He opened the door and got out.
“Hello!” Mac said enthusiastically.
“Hello,” he replied. “I’m the one you spoke to on the CB.” He held out his hand tentatively. “My name is Benny.”
Benny looked down as Mac’s large calloused hand almost completely encircled his. “Everyone calls me Big Mac.”
Benny, who appeared to be about five and a half feet tall, looked up at her in wonder. “The hell you say,” he responded.
Mac erupted with one of her belly laughs and grabbed Benny in a bear hug. “I like you already!”
The rest of them started exiting their vehicles now and gathered around us. Some of them were armed with handguns, but they all had them tucked in their waistbands.
Andie walked up and stood beside Julie and me. “Terry is going to have a fit with these chuckleheads not using holsters,” she commented quietly. I nodded in agreement as a couple of men made their way toward us. There were two them, one black and one white, kind of effeminate looking and appeared to be in their fifties. They were wearing dirty oversized matching cardigans and baggy jeans with lots of stains on them. They probably had not bathed in a few days, but otherwise, seemed no worse for wear.
“Hi, kids, I’m Marc and this is my partner, Ward.”
“Hello,” I responded and introduced ourselves.
“Are your parents around?” Marc asked.
“No, Marc, they aren’t,” I answered. They looked at us expectantly, as if awaiting an explanation. Andie stared at them silently.
“Oh,” he said, “well, I guess what we want to know is, who is in charge around here?”
“Zach is,” Andie said, somewhat defiantly. Mac chuckled.
The two old queens looked at Andie somewhat in exasperation and glanced over at me. I tried to explain.
“I wouldn’t exactly say I’m in charge,” I said. “We have a loose but unified structure. Everyone has their strengths.” They looked at me and nodded in apparent understanding, but I could also see a questioning expression, as if they did not really quite understand where I fit in.
“We operate in much the same manner,” Benny said.
“Who would you consider to be in charge of your group?” I asked. Benny held his hands up and started to speak, but stopped when I suddenly ducked and pulled my handgun out. Benny froze in place.
“Mister Zach, have I done something wrong?” he asked shakily. I looked around wildly. Everyone was looking at me in alarm. Andie had followed my cue and brought up her M4. She scanned the group but was also looking puzzled, wondering what I was doing.
“Why did you put your hands up, Benny?” I asked warily.
“Uh, I was about to respond to your question with a witty remark, something like, guilty as charged, I surrender, or something like that. It kind of seemed funny when it was in my head, maybe not so funny now,” he continued looking at me worriedly as I looked over his group closely. Everyone had frozen in place and had concerned, even frightened expressions. Realizing I overreacted, I sighed and holstered my handgun.
“Mister Zach, would it be okay if I put my hands down?” he asked tentatively. I looked around again.
“Sorry, Benny, I wasn’t sure what you were up to,” I responded without further explanation, and nodded to Andie, who stopped pointing her assault rifle at the new arrivals. I then gave the all safe hand signal and looked at the group with what I hoped was an apologizing smile. The three men looked at each other in concern, as if they were tacitly saying, should we keep driving?
“Where are y’all from?” I asked, trying to alleviate the tense situation I caused.
Benny retrieved a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped the perspiration off his brow before responding. “Most of us are from the Huntsville, Alabama area. We had carved out a niche for ourselves and were living a mostly peaceful life in a gated community. Everything was going nicely, considering the circumstances, and then a rather unpleasant event occurred with a nearby nuclear power plant.”
“Brown’s Ferry?” I asked.
Benny’s expression of concern changed to curiosity. “Yes, my wife and I worked there. Do you know anything about nuclear power plants?” He asked.
“A little bit,” I responded. Andie chortled.
“Well, very briefly, there was a fire and explosion which released a large amount of radiation,” he said while continuing to look at me warily. I suppose he was wondering what kind of loose cannon I was, which was understandable. “The radiation cloud has affected a rather large area. It will disperse eventually, but not for quite a while. I would strongly advise against travelling any further south than Lawrenceburg.”
“That’s good to know,” I said, and made a mental note to jot this information down. When I focused back on them, I saw the three men still looking at me worriedly.
“Mister Zach, would it be better if we get back in our vehicles and keep driving?” Benny finally asked. I shook my head quickly.
“Oh, no, not at all,” I responded, “all of you are welcome. Y’all don’t know me very well, but I get a little paranoid at times. It was nothing personal.” I guess I should have thrown in an apology somewhere in there, but for some reason I didn’t.
“His paranoia has saved our ass more than once,” Julie added. Benny nodded in seeming understanding.
“So, if you guys would like to stay here and rest up, Mac has an area set up for visitors down the road at a church. She’ll show y’all the way and help you get settled in.”
“I think we need to cook up a great big welcoming dinner too,” Big Mac added. “What do you say?”
“Why, that sounds wonderful,” Marc said, “right guys?” The other men nodded in agreement. Benny looked around at the rest of the group and got some nods of agreement.
“Okay,” he said, “it sounds like a plan.”
“Wonderful. Mac will show y’all the way.” I said and looked at Andie.
“Would you give her a hand, Andie?” I asked. She nodded amicably and I looked back at the three men. “It’s very nice to meet all of you. We can talk some more when y’all get settled in.” I shook their hands again and walked back to my truck.
Julie, who had remained silent the entire time, nudged me in the ribs. “You’re wound up too tight, love.”
“Yeah, I suppose.” I grabbed her hand and led her to the tailgate of my truck. I opened it and sat down. “I can’t explain it, but I’m not comfortable with this,” I said. Interacting with these new people was proving more difficult than it should have been. We sat, watching everyone while I gathered my wits.
“Do you want to go home?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I answered. “Maybe we get cleaned up, get our son, and come back for dinner.”
“Sounds like a plan,” she said with a kiss on the cheek.
Sitting on the tailgate, we watched as Fred emerged from the wood line on Prancer, casually holding his rifle across the saddle. He was our only sniper today, but I knew if it went bad he’d protect us. I nudged Julie as the two gay men walked up to us.
“We’re not bothering you, I hope?” Ward said with a friendly smile. It was only then I noticed he had a slight, effeminate lisp. I struggled not to laugh.
“Of course not,” I said, “but why don’t you two get yourselves down to the church and get settled in? We can talk later. I’m telling you, you don’t want to miss out on one of Big Mac’s meals. She’s one hell of a cook.”
“Oh, it sounds delicious, but we wanted to chat with you a moment in private, Zach,” Marc said.
I refrained from making a derogatory comment, and instead remained cordial. “Okay, fellows, what’s on your mind?” I asked, as I watched Fred ride up to Mac. He dismounted as Mac introduced him to the group. The two of them glanced at Julie before looking back at me.
“It’s okay,” I said.
“Zach, Julie, I know at the present moment we look like nothing more than nomadic mendicants, but in our previous lives, we were quite successful psychologists,” Marc continued. “We couldn’t help but notice a certain, how shall I say it, a certain reaction earlier when Benny did something most people would think was harmless.”
“It was nothing, guys, I merely misinterpreted his body language. He didn’t do anything wrong.”
They passed a glance at each other. “A young man surviving this apocalypse and even emerging as the leader of a group of fellow survivors,” Marc looked at me in slight wonder. “A very magnificent accomplishment indeed, but not without bearing the burden of unseen trauma I suspect.”
“You probably had to make tough decisions,” Ward added. “Decisions which had unforeseen consequences and ultimately weighed heavily on your soul.”
I looked at the two men curiously. They weren’t looking at me judgmentally, more along the expression of empathy.
“What you experienced a few minutes ago appeared much like a stress trigger,” Ward assessed. I continued looking at the two men, but didn’t respond.
“Do you feel keyed up at times, for no apparent reason?” Ward asked. “Repeated nightmares of past events? How about this? You’ll be in a good mood, perhaps surrounded by friends, enjoying each other’s company, when suddenly a memory will pop up, causing your mood to go dark.”
“These are symptoms of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder,” Marc said somberly.
I took a deep breath and looked around before responding. “So, you two think I’m messed up in the head.”
They quickly shook their heads.
“No, Zach, we don’t think any such thing,” Ward said. “We believe you may be hurting though, and we’d like to help.”
“Are you doctors going to prescribe medication?” I asked with a scoff.
Ward chuckled. “Well, we all know medication is not a viable option anymore, but we are well versed in other types of treatment.”
“Several of our patients were war veterans,” Marc added. “Two treatments we’ve used with significant success are known as cognitive processing therapy and prolonged exposure therapy.”
I looked at them a long moment before turning to Julie.
“They have their opening lines well-rehearsed,” I said with a wink. Julie smiled at my statement, but I could see something more in her eyes, which I chose to ignore. I turned my attention back to the two men.
“I’m guessing this is a long term treatment plan involving multiple therapy sessions,” I said with somewhat of a sarcastic tone.
Ward nodded somberly.
I withheld a condescending scoff, suspecting they were going to keep talking and talking until I either punched one of them in the nose or told them something they wanted to hear. I chose the latter, ignoring Julie’s look.
“I’ll keep it in mind. In the meantime, let me introduce you two to one of my friends,” I said as Fred approached. Ward and Marc turned. Marc gasped.
“Well, hello, cowboy,” he gushed. Ward frowned at him briefly, and then watched Fred dismount from Prancer. I introduced everyone.
“These two are psychologists. They’re all from Huntsville. Benny said the Brown’s Ferry nuclear plant has gone to hell, and that’s the reason they left.”
Fred nodded quietly. Marc eyed Fred, and then looked at me. “He’s the strong silent type, I bet.”
I nodded with a small grin. “Maybe you should try some therapy sessions on him,” I replied. As expected, Fred arched an eyebrow at me while the two psychologists giggled.
“Well, I’m sure you three have a lot to talk about,” I said. “We’re going to the house and get cleaned up.” I gestured at Fred. “I’ll grab the boys and a few pounds of meat for dinner.” I looked at my watch. “I’d say we’ll be gone no later than an hour. Give us a shout on the radio if anything changes.”
 
“How many are there?” Rhonda asked. She was full of questions when we had told her of the new arrivals. After cleaning up, I grabbed a couple of pounds of smoked meat and herded everyone into the truck.
“About a dozen I’d say. It looked like a mixed assortment of adults and kids. They seem friendly enough,” I chuckled. “There are a couple of older gentlemen you’re going to get a kick out of,” I started to say more, but suddenly remembered Joe and Tommy sitting in the backseat, listening to my every word. I had no idea how much they knew about sex and alternative lifestyles, and even I was smart enough to know driving down the road was not the proper venue to discuss it. I’d have to talk it over with Fred at the first opportunity.
Julie must have seen my change in demeanor and looked at me quizzically. I chuckled. “You’ll understand when you meet them,” I said to Rhonda. Little Frederick looked at me quizzically also, but it could have merely been gas.
Most of them were in the church when we arrived. Marc and Wade were standing close to Fred, talking to him while watching him get a fire going in the large outdoor grill. After the two boys carried the large igloo cooler full of meat over to the grill, I sent them inside and motioned Rhonda over.
“Rhonda, this is Marc and Wade, recently from Huntsville. Gentlemen, this is Rhonda, she’s currently holding my son. His name is Frederick, named after your tall handsome cowboy,” I said with a nod toward Fred. They made their introductions.
“You two don’t realize it, but you’ve posed us with a minor issue,” Marc and Wade looked at me questioningly. “Joe and Tommy are the two boys I sent inside. They’re twelve, and while their survival skills are quite good, they are naïve to other things.”
I took a breath and continued. “I don’t believe anyone has ever explained the facts of life to them, which I believe Fred or I can handle, but how do we go about explaining other facts of life?”
Wade chuckled. “Are you referring to gay people, Zach?” he asked. Fred arched an eyebrow at me. It was the third time today he’d done it to me, a trifecta.
“Exactly,” I said.
“You explain it in much the same way as you would explain sex between a man and a woman,” Marc said with a tolerant grin, “but we can help you out if you like.”
Fred cleared his throat. “I guess we need to schedule a sit
down with them sometime soon. They’re already starting to ask a lot of questions.”
I suddenly thought of Tommy’s recent experience, and how ‘the talk’ was going to be received by him with a group of people around. It might have negative consequences and I had no further desire to traumatize him.
“It should be a private discussion,” I said, more to Fred than the others. Fred looked at me curiously but said nothing more on the matter.
“It sounds like a good plan, Zach,” Marc said. “If you change your mind, we’re only too glad to help.”
I didn’t reply and instead looked at the coals. Fred must have read my mind and changed the subject.
“I believe the grill is ready for some meat,” he said quietly. “No pun intended,” he added. Julie giggled uncontrollably, causing little Frederick to stick his chubby little hand in her mouth. I laughed as I helped Fred load the meat onto the grill. Benny walked outside with a woman about the same size as him, but with short dyed hair and much larger hips.
“Hey, everyone, this is my wife, Tonya,” Benny said proudly. We each introduced ourselves.
“How is everyone in your group doing?” I asked him.
“Everyone is getting along like peas and carrots,” he looked around and lowered his voice. “We have two members of our group suffering from radiation sickness. Their symptoms may be misinterpreted as the virus infection. I can assure you they’re not going to turn into zombies.”
“What was the amount of exposure?” I asked. Benny furrowed his brow a moment before answering.
“Are you familiar with radiation exposure, Zach?” he asked.
“Here we go,” Fred muttered. Julie giggled.
Benny looked at us curiously. I started to answer, but then shrugged instead.
“Oh no, you’re not getting off so easily,” Julie chided. “Go ahead and say it.”
“Okay, well, it’s my understanding radiation exposure used to be measured only in roentgens, is that right, Benny?”
“Yes, but a roentgen is a measure of exposure. It was eventually learned body tissue absorbs radiation differently than inanimate objects. So, a different measurement is used to measure the amount of absorption.”
“Right, the Gray unit.”
Now Benny arched an eyebrow. “That’s right, Zach.”
“What’s a Gray unit?” Julie asked. Benny looked at me with a grin and waited for my response.
“One Gray unit is the absorption of one joule of ionized radiation per kilogram of matter,” I looked over the various cuts of pork chops and steaks on the grill. They were nice and juicy. My stomach started growling in anticipation.
“Young man, how do you know that?” Tonya asked. I noticed her voice was gravelly, like a chain smoker.
“I read a lot,” I answered with a shrug. Julie looked at me.
“Keep going,” Benny challenged with a grin. I realized I was being Mister Know-It-All again. Oh well, I continued anyway.
“The number of Gray units a person absorbs can determine the level of sickness. An exposure of thirty or more Gray units will kill a person in under forty-eight hours,” I looked at Benny. “So, the exposure level obviously was well under thirty units, but definitely over two units. How did they become exposed, and the rest of your group did not?”
Benny swallowed before speaking. “Tonya and I, and two other couples, all worked at the power plant,” Benny looked around at everyone. “I’d guess Zach here already knows the answer, but for the rest of you, a nuclear reactor is very powerful and complex, but, we had no problem shutting down the core safely. The problem was the spent rods.” He furrowed his brow again before continuing.
“A nuclear rod eventually deteriorates to the point they can no longer be used to produce energy, but they are still very radioactive. You can’t simply throw them away. So, when they are replaced with new ones, the used ones are kept in tanks filled with water. The water is pumped in a continuous flow in order to keep the temperature of the rods at a safe level. Unfortunately, the circulation pumps are powered by generators.”
“The generators run on fuel of course,” Tonya added, “and we’d been doing a pretty good job of keeping them running, but something went wrong. They stopped working, the water stopped circulating, and so the rods overheated and exploded.”
“We had work schedules,” Benny said. “On that particular day, our friends went to the plant in order to conduct the appropriate maintenance. Unfortunately, the damage was already done. All four of them were exposed. The two who lived only did so because they stayed in the car, which decreased the amount of absorption. Based on the onset of the symptoms, I’m estimating they absorbed between two and six units. By the time they returned home they were experiencing headaches and vomiting.” He looked at the ground and shook his head sadly.
“The toxic cloud had not yet reached us, but we knew if we stayed in our pleasant little sanctuary, we would have eventually become exposed and die,” he said perfunctorily and looked at his wife.
“We had no choice but to leave,” she said. “We packed up everything we could and headed north. Some people went south. Benny tried to explain to them they would be travelling right through the middle of the hot zone, but they got it in their heads to go to Florida.”
“When did this occur?” I asked.
“A week ago,” Benny responded.
I shook my head slowly. “The odds of your friends surviving through the month are tenuous, and even if they do, they’ll succumb to cancer within two years, but you guys already know that.”
Benny peered at me closely. “You certainly seem to know an awful lot about radiation, Zach.”
“If only you knew,” Fred said. He suddenly snapped his fingers and pointed at the two psychologists. “I don’t suppose you two ever conducted intelligence testing?”
“Yes, of course we have, why?” Marc replied.
Julie burst out in laughter. “That’s a wonderful idea!” enlightenment dawned on the psychologist’s faces and they stared at me in gleeful anticipation. I frowned and focused on the grill.
“You guys knock it off,” I muttered. Julie laughed some more, ignored my request, and felt like it was a pertinent topic to discuss. I listened to them analyze me for a full five minutes before I gave up and walked inside.
Although it was still daylight outside, someone had lit several of the candles that had been left over in the church. There were kids running around playing tag or something and it all sounded like a pleasant church gathering. Rhonda’s adopted little girls were intermixed with some other kids, who seemed to be having the time of their lives.
I felt a presence by my side. It was Rhonda. She flashed me a warm smile.
“Is this wonderful or what?” she asked cheerfully.
“Your little girls have some playmates now,” I said, and looked her over. “Wow, you’re actually wearing some jeans today.”
She smiled again. “It’s been too cold for dresses, although I’ve always thought the only suitable clothing for a proper woman was a dress,” she looked down at them. “I’m beginning to see the utility of pants and shirts, especially after Andie called me a dumbass,” she quipped. I smiled. Andie was always blunt.
Rhonda pointed. “I don’t know who all you’ve met, but the little boy is named Vincent. The little girls are twins. Their names are Melinda and Melissa. Their father’s name is Gus. His wife died in the outbreak.”
It suddenly occurred to me I had no idea the names of the little orphan girls Rhonda looked after. Not that I cared, they irritated me, and I avoided them whenever possible.
“Have you met any of the others?” I asked. Before Rhonda could answer, Rowdy had walked up behind us. He gave me a slap on the back and squeezed Rhonda, planting a sloppy kiss on her cheek. She scrunched her face up.
“Oh, Rowdy, you smell like a distillery,” she griped. His response was a drunken grin.
“Howdy you two, what’s going on here?”
I pointed. “We have new arrivals. Where’ve you been?”
“I’ve been helping Bo with the horses,” he looked around. “Why, I believe there is at least one lady who is giving me the eye. Excuse me,” Rowdy walked over to an attractive woman who was fixing herself a plate of food. He seemed to think she was eyeing him, but it seemed to me she was oblivious to Rowdy’s presence until he tapped her on the shoulder. He introduced himself and kissed her hand, much like he had done when he first met Julie. The woman frowned at him in response.
 Mac, Wanda, and a couple of other ladies were setting up a buffet line of assorted dishes. The air was festive, full of joy, and perhaps even hope.
I watched from the back of the church and actually smiled to myself. This was the type of community I was hoping for, and it seemed to be off to a good start. The two psychologists were right about me, of course. I did suffer from PTSD. I had no plans of accepting their offer of therapy though. What they didn’t know was that Julie was the best therapist a man could ever hope for. My thoughts were interrupted when Benny approached.
“I want to thank you for the hospitality,” he said.
“You’re more than welcome,” I responded.
“I hope I didn’t do something to offend you earlier,” he added.
I shook my head and explained. “We use hand signals, Benny. You had inadvertently used one of them and I misunderstood. It was totally my fault and I hope you know the apology I made earlier was genuine.”
“Apology accepted,” he responded with a smile and continued. “Oh, and I wanted to say, both my wife and I are nuclear engineers. We’re quite impressed about your knowledge of nuclear energy.”
“I read a lot,” my standard response. Benny chuckled, “but I’ve no doubt I only know the basics.”
“When I was a little younger than you, I became fascinated with the topic. When we had to leave, I brought along some of my favorite text books. You’re welcome to borrow them if you’d like.” He must have seen my ears perk up because he grinned. “Ah, I know your weakness now. I’ll get those books. Oh, the dragon lady over there,” he said as he surreptitiously pointed at Wanda, “said nothing is free and we have to pay for this meal.”
“She’s correct,” I responded. “We’re not a welfare agency. All of the food your people are eating is food you’re taking out of our mouths.”
Benny watched everyone lining up to be served. “You could simply refuse to feed us,” he opined.
“Yep, we certainly could, but our hope is to welcome survivors who would be an asset to our community, not chase them away, but, we don’t want freeloaders.”
“I see. Would you wait here? I’ll be right back,” Benny disappeared out of the door and reappeared two minutes later carrying a cardboard box. He set it down and opened it. There were a couple of dozen oranges, along with a couple of books.
“Those are all we have left. We had some orange trees. I’m going to miss them.” He looked downright sad when he said it. I thanked him, took the books out and carried the box to Mac. She was in the middle of serving food, but stopped when I handed over the box.
“We’ve got some oranges,” I told her, grabbed an orange before handing the box to her. She smiled warmly at me, pulled me close, kissed me on the cheek, and then slapped me on the back with one of her meaty hands. I couldn’t help but smile at her.
I grabbed a notepad out of the truck and found Benny talking with one of his group at the back of the church. I pointed to some chairs nearby and we made our way to them. Julie walked over and joined us. I looked at Frederick who grinned at me.
“I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Zach,” I said, holding out my hand to Benny’s friend. He shook it. His palm felt soft and damp. It was apparent he was not used to manual labor.
“I’m Gus. In another life my name was Vernon Gustafson, now everyone simply calls me Gus. They’re telling us you’re the one who’s in charge here.”
“I wouldn’t go that far, but I am the one that thinks up endless things for us to do,” I replied.
“Well, I certainly don’t know about taking orders from a, well no offense, but you’re just a kid.”
“No offense taken,” I opened my notepad and readied my pen. “Gus, Benny, I would appreciate it if y’all would tell me about life in Huntsville after the outbreak.”
I wrote furiously as they talked about their travails and how they banded together to survive. I only stopped them when I asked for clarification on certain points, such as their encounter with zombies.
“They’re incredibly dumb,” Gus said. “They were easy to kill. You just had to keep your distance from them or you were a goner.”
“Have you guys noticed any change in their behavior recently?” I asked. The two men shook their heads.
“Have you encountered any other survivors?” Julie asked.
“We have,” Benny replied. “You guys are the first ones who have been friendly. We encountered a group of unpleasant people a couple of days ago. We eventually compromised with them in order to avoid violence.”
Gus snorted. “We gave away half of our food,” he said in disgust. Benny shrugged apologetically.
“They had guns, if we started shooting, some of us would have undoubtedly been killed.”
Gus rolled his eyes in contempt. I understood Benny’s logic, but I doubt if I would have reacted the same way.
“We don’t have a heck of a lot of food left, Mister Zach,” Benny said. “We appreciate your group opening your doors to us.” Gus nodded his head in agreement.
I closed my notebook, stood, and stretched.
“Alright, if your people are going to stay, you’re going to need to start creating work crews. Do your people know how to forage and clear buildings of zombies?”
Gus made a sour face and scoffed. “Of course we do,” he said.
“Good. Once you guys get settled in, we’re going to be doing a lot of it and I expect you guys to join in and pull your weight.”
Gus scoffed again. “I was about to start liking you, kid. Now here you go giving orders already.”
I shrugged. “Did you enjoy dinner?”
Gus rubbed his belly without thinking and smiled appreciatively. “I must admit, it was one of the best meals I’ve had in quite a while.”
“You’re not silly enough to believe all of those food products magically appeared from the local grocery store, are you?” Gus looked at me in growing confusion.
“Are you trying to say you’re responsible for all of this?” he asked.
Julie sat up and spoke before I could. “Of course he’s responsible. We’re all responsible. Zach planned out everything and made it happen.”
“I had help, it was a team effort,” I added, and then turned back to Benny. “If your group is going to stay, our first order of business is going to have to do with the elementary school directly across the street from the radio tower.”
“Oh, shit,” Julie muttered and shuddered involuntarily. The men looked at us in puzzlement.
“It was full of infected kids,” I said as I remembered when we cleared it out. Fred and I were the only ones who actually went inside. There were seventy-seven children locked down with a handful of adults, presumably teachers. The tallest one only came up to my waist, but I had more nightmares about killing those little bastards than I did with anything else I had ever done. The memory was unpleasant.
“We’ve cleared it and disposed of the bodies, but it’ll need a thorough cleaning,” I thought of all of the dried pools of black ooze.
“What’s wrong with the church?” Gus asked.
“It’s huge,” I responded. “Easily capable of holding a thousand people, but it’ll be difficult to defend with your small number of people. The school is closer to the radio tower and smaller, and in case you haven’t noticed, this church has a lot of large windows. The school has smaller windows, which are more defensible. Also, this church is surrounded by asphalt. On the other hand, the school has a large area of grassland. They’ll make for good garden plots. It’s closer to a source of water, and it already has a fence surrounding it,” I looked them over as I spoke. Benny was nodding thoughtfully, but it was hard to tell what Gus was thinking.
“Plus, we’re going to work on clearing zombies within a ten mile radius of this location. If y’all are still here in the spring, there will be a lot more work to do.” I looked pointedly at Gus. “I’m going to make farmers out of all of you.”
Benny grinned. Gus frowned like I said something off color.
 



Chapter 10 – Welcome to the Group
 
The next day, Julie and I visited the new arrivals. We were heading toward the church, but Julie pointed as we approached the school.
“It looks like they’re hard at work,” she said. The Huntsville people were all there, unloading equipment off their bus. Ward and Marc waved at us cheerfully when we parked.
“What are you guys up to?” I asked.
“Fred took us to the factory where you guys found all of the copper. We’re going to build another still for water distillation,” Ward pointed. “We found a lot of scrap steel and rebar too. Benny believes he can bar up all of the windows.”
I looked the building over. It had a lot of windows, fewer than the church, but still quite a few. It was going to be an onerous task. Benny approached as I was looking at their supplies.
“What do you think, Zach?” he asked.
I looked at the material. “I think it’s doable. Do you guys have any welding equipment?” I asked. Benny shook his head. “Okay, no problem. We have some back at the house. Perhaps you can make use of it.”
“That’d be awesome,” he replied.
“I’ve got more good news. We’ve made substantial headway in cleaning the interior. I’m guessing we can move in as soon as tomorrow.”
“You guys move quick,” I said. Benny smiled broadly at the compliment.
“I don’t see why it’s necessary to clean up that nasty school and move,” Gus quipped. Benny laughed.
“Zach is right. The church is nice, but it’s far too large for our small group. Why, it will take an enormous amount of wood to have sufficient heating for the winter, and those beautiful magnificent stained glass windows will offer us no protection against hungry zombies.” Gus shrugged, as if none of that information made any difference.
Julie and I helped unload the rest of their gear while we chatted about the area, and I briefed them on some of the past events.
Two people drove up as we were talking and parked by the bus. Benny looked around and smiled as the couple walked up.
“Zach, this is Tonya’s little brother, Anthony, and his wife, Carla.”
Julie and I shook hands with them, although they seemed a little reluctant to return the social gesture.
They were a handsome couple, both in their late twenties, with fine WASP features and probably thought of themselves as liberal hipsters. I had nothing against hipsters, yuppies, or anyone else with mental impairments, but I could tell these two felt themselves superior somehow. They seemed to be the types who would cut you off in traffic because they were absorbed in a meaningless cell phone conversation, and then would look down their nose at you if you had the audacity to honk your horn. Needless to say, my first impression of them was with some amount of antipathy. I caught a glimpse from Julie which told me she felt the same way.
Benny took us on a tour of the school and showed us their progress, while the rest of them unloaded the bus. It was obvious he was proud of their accomplishments. The sludge and grime that had accumulated on all of the floors had been cleaned and everything appeared to be free of dust.
“I admit, I’m impressed,” I said, “y’all have done a lot.”
We made our way back toward the front lobby. Tonya was standing there waiting on us. 
“So, what’s next?” I asked.
“Mister Zach, the reason I’m showing off all of our work is so that you all will see that we would be an asset to your group and not a detriment.” He looked hopefully.
“I take it you guys want to stay?” I asked. All of them nodded, almost in unison.
“We had a group meeting,” Benny explained, “and we discussed a lot of things, including either moving on or staying and making a new home here. It was a unanimous agreement. You and your people have the beginnings of a nice community. We would like to be a part of it and we want to contribute. Mac and Fred said it was okay with them, but they also said you and Julie had to agree as well.”
I cleared my throat and grinned. “We had a family meeting last night as well,” I said and glanced at Julie before continuing. “It was a unanimous vote. Welcome to the group,” I said and extended my hand, but Ward and Marc insisted on sealing the deal with hugs.
 
I left the truck with Julie and drove the men back to our house in one of their cars. I pointed out some of the things we did to our property as we drove.
“The perimeter of the property had cattle fencing already erected. We’ve fortified it with lots of barb wire and more than a few booby traps,” I looked over at them. “Don’t go walking around the exterior of the fence line, guys, fair warning.”
They nodded in understanding.
“What are those?” Benny asked while pointing at the concrete barricades positioned and stacked around the house.
“Road construction barricades,” I replied. “They’re a defense against small arms fire,” I pointed at the shutters. “Fred and I fabricated custom made metal window shutters and heavy steel doors. All of them have firing ports. We can secure the entire house against almost anything, except for things like artillery fire,” I got a couple of questioning looks. “There will come a time when we will encounter marauders. We must be prepared for them.”
Benny suddenly frowned.
“There was a group who passed through our area, we think. There were two men and their wives who had gone out scavenging,” his face darkened at the memory. “The men were shot. We never found the women and believe they were kidnapped,” he wiped his brow. “There was nothing we could do.”
I nodded thoughtfully. “We’ve been lucky, but if we keep broadcasting on the radio, we’ll eventually attract the wrong kind of people.”
They nodded with concern. I continued showing them the modifications we had made. In addition, I showed them the chicken coop, the smokehouse, the barn, the root cellar, the greenhouses, and other modifications.
“All of these things were done with a purpose and placed strategically. Some of the projects on the to-do list include things like another silo,” I gestured around. “All of these things should be done to the school as well in order for y’all to be self-sufficient.”
Benny nodded in agreement as we walked inside. I sat them at the kitchen table and got a pot of coffee going.
“I certainly hope y’all are going to help us out,” Benny suggested hopefully.
“Yes, we will,” I said and paused a moment.
“Alright, fellas, I have a bit of a complicated question to ask,” they looked at me attentively. “Something is going on with these infected people. Everyone has been calling them zombies since the outbreak, but I don’t think it’s an accurate term anymore. They’re evolving. Their bodies are showing signs of regeneration and their actions suggest they’re starting to think again,” I got a bunch of wide-eyed looks.
“Really?” Benny asked.
I nodded, and spent the next hour carefully explaining my observations, the reasoning behind my rules, and the journal I found.
“So this Boom-Boom character conducted experiments on infected prisoners?” Marc asked in wonder. I nodded.
“He did, in a manner of speaking. His testing procedures may not have been in strict compliance of scientific standards, yet the experiments he conducted were pretty interesting. His journal was fairly detailed.”
“I’d love to read it,” Marc said.
“Unfortunately, it burned up in a fire,” I went on to explain about Andie’s uncle, his crew, what they had done to us and what we did to them.
“So you killed all of them?” Ward asked.
“Most of them,” I corrected. “The Captain had escaped out of the house before I set it on fire. He figured out we were using the barn as a staging point and ambushed us. He beat the hell out of the two of us, and then he started taking a knife to me. That’s how I got this,” I said, pointing at the scar on my cheek. Marc and Ward looked horrified and absently sought out each other’s hand.
“What happened to the Captain, Mister Zach?” Benny asked quietly.
“Andie had a hideout gun. The Captain missed it when he searched her. While he was busy torturing me, she fished it out of wherever she was hiding it and killed him.”
I topped off everyone’s coffee mug. “Since I’ve told you about Andie, I have an additional favor to ask you guys, which fits into your expertise. I’m worried about her emotional health. She’s been through a hell of a lot for a teenage girl.”
I suddenly remembered her birthday was this month, but had forgotten the specific day. I made a mental note to find out.
“Do you two think you could offer her counseling? She’s experienced some awful events, which has most likely left some deep emotional scars.”
“Absolutely,” Ward immediately replied. Marc nodded in agreement with his partner.
“Okay, good. She’s stubborn, but I bet you two can get through to her.”
“What is the first favor you wanted to ask us?” Benny asked.
“I want to build a man trap, or, more specifically, a zombie trap. I want to catch one of these bastards and do some testing on it.”
Marc gasped. I looked pointedly at the two psychologists.
“Let me explain. I have no interest in torturing them, conducting pain tolerance testing, or anything else like Boom-Boom did. I want to test their cognitive functions. I want to find out at what level they’re thinking again,” I watched them as I spoke. They were definitely interested, and then I glanced sidelong at them. “Then I’ll kill it.”
The three men looked me over, I guess to see if there was a punch line coming. I grabbed one of my notepads and tore out a couple of pages.
“Fred and I drafted a few rough drawings of how it should be built. I don’t know if anyone told you, he’s an engineer as well,” I said. Benny looked at me questioningly. “I think he has a degree in mechanical engineering. Among other things, he built greenhouses for a living. So, all of that scrap steel you guys have left over, I’d like to use some of it to build the cage.” Benny turned the sheets of paper toward him and began silently studying them.
I flipped through a couple of pages and showed them to the psychologists. “Here are some testing formats I thought would be appropriate in determining cognitive functions. Since you two have far more experience in this area, perhaps y’all have a better idea of what tests should be conducted.”
The three men perused my notes for several minutes. Hearing a vehicle outside, I met Julie, Andie, and little Frederick at the door. He was asleep in her arms.
“He had so much fun with Rhonda he’s worn out. I’m going to put him down,” she disappeared down the hallway. Andie pinched me on the butt as she walked into the kitchen.
“How’s it going?” Julie asked as she carefully placed Frederick in the crib and covered him with a blanket.
“Pretty good,” I said. She straightened and the two of us shared a quiet moment together watching our sleeping child.
“Terry said he wants to move into the old house. He thinks he can make it livable.”
“Oh yeah?” I asked as I put my arms around her.
“Yeah, I think it’ll be a good idea,” she turned to face me. My hands wandered down to her backside and I pulled her close.
“Somebody wants to get frisky,” she murmured as I kissed her in the nape of the neck. I mumbled in agreement and kissed her some more. She let out a small moan before she pushed me away.
“We have company,” she whispered. “You’ll have to wait until bed time. If you’re lucky, I’ll let you have your way with me,” she then lightly bit my earlobe and walked out of the bedroom. I watched her retreating backside and then looked back at my son. Sometimes, it all seemed surreal. In addition to being a father to a healthy baby, I had helped bring together a group of survivors. It was a wonderful, yet frightening feeling. I had a moment of anxiety at the thought of failing them somehow.
 



Chapter 11 – The Trap is Sprung
 
Andie and I started out at day break. Julie had no interest and said she’d rather wash diapers than fool with a zombie. After a quick breakfast we geared up, jumped in the truck, and headed toward the location where we had put the cage the afternoon before. Andie insisted on driving.
“How’re things with you?” I asked as she turned onto Concord Road. She shrugged.
“Okay, I guess.”
“How’s the journal coming?”
“It’s mostly up to date, except I keep getting the names of everyone in the new group mixed up. Do you?”
“Well, let’s see, there’s Benny, the Asian guy, and his wife, Tonya. Then there’s Tonya’s little brother Anthony, and his wife Carla. They’re the smarmy looking couple who walk around acting like they’re superior to everyone else. There’s Gus, the jowly, pear shaped looking dude, and his three little brats, Vince, Melinda, and Melissa, and, don’t forget Marc and Ward.”
“Yeah, how can I forget them,” Andie said with a little sarcasm in her tone.
“How’re your talks going with them?” I asked tentatively.
She sighed. “Okay, I guess. I’ve only had a couple of sessions with them.”
I nodded, and was about to change the subject, but she apparently wanted to talk about it. “They believe I’ve been confusing sex for love, and that’s why I’ve been so promiscuous.”
“Are you talking about your past?”
“Yeah, my uncle wasn’t bullshitting you that night. It didn’t take very much for a boy to talk me into giving a blowjob, and when the good Captain began molesting me, I was convinced it was an act of love. The docs said I was using sex as a way of getting the attention I was otherwise missing.”
“I hope they’re helping,” I finally said. I sincerely meant it. She had been through a lot and I knew she had nightmares as much as I did.
“Oh, and when I started talking about you, they seemed surprised when I told them you turned me down for sex.”
I glanced over at her. I was a little uncomfortable that my name was coming up, and a little perturbed at their reaction. “Oh yeah? Why is that?”
“They said most teenage boys let their overactive hormones override their sensibilities. I think they were impressed you established boundaries in our relationship. They said you were a true friend to me.”
I glanced over at her again. “What do you think of their assessment, Miss Andrea?”
She grinned. “Oh, you can come up with the craziest ideas, but yeah, you’re a good friend.”
She suddenly stopped the truck, leaned over, and hugged me. I responded by ruffling her hair, which I knew irritated the crap out of her. She slapped me on the chest and sat back in her seat.
We rode the length of Concord Road and turned onto Franklin Pike before either of us spoke again.
“Zach, is Tommy retarded or something?” Andie tentatively asked.
I took my time before answering. “I don’t think he’s mentally retarded, but yes, he is a little slow. He’s one of those kids who needed a little more tutoring and parenting than the average kid and he hasn’t had either, so I’d say he’s a little underdeveloped emotionally and intellectually.”
“Oh, I guess it makes sense.”
“Don’t worry though. He’s got a lot of mentors now and a sister who dotes on him. He’s going to be fine.”
“As long as you don’t go teaching him any of your bizarre ideas, like this one for instance,” Andie replied with more sarcasm in her tone. “This one is definitely bizarre, even for you.”
“Yeah, I heard you the first thirty times you told me,” I muttered.
With Benny’s help, Fred and I had a trap built quickly. It was a six foot by six foot configuration of scrap metal welded together to form a square cage with a spring loaded door, designed to shut and lock when a zombie walked inside it.
“Why did you decide to put the cage there?” she asked, pointing down Franklin Road.
“The day we had the picnic on the golf course, remember the zombies who eluded us?” she nodded at me. “That group seemed to be more than mindless flesh eaters,” I explained as we approached the Mack Hatcher Parkway. “I specifically want to catch one of those,” I gestured with a nod of my head, “and I believe we’ve succeeded.”
Andie peered closer. “Holy shit, we did!”
There was one of them inside the cage and three more standing around it. They all turned at the sound of us approaching and stood there, watching us approach. Andie stopped fifty feet away and watched them for a moment.
“Are they protecting their friend?” Andie asked.
“Hell if I know,” I replied. It was three men, or what used to be men. I gestured at them. “They’re all dressed in winter clothing and each one is wearing a heavy jacket.”
“So, what does that mean?” Andie asked.
“When the shit really started to happen, it was cold, but not freezing cold. They’re dressed like they were outside during freezing cold.”
“So they turned sometime in December?”
“Yeah, I’d say so,” I answered. “Plus, the heavy clothing has protected them somewhat from the elements. Well, except for their faces.” The decomposition was extensive. There was also a lot of scabbing, and of course, the black eyes, those black soulless eyes.
I got out of the truck with my AR-15 and began firing. When I shot the first one, the other two turned around and started hobbling off. I shot them in the back of the head and watched as the one in the cage became very agitated, grabbed the cage, and started violently shaking it. He tried to force his way out, but the locking mechanism held fast.
“Well that was different,” Andie said. She was right. Normally, the things would have started making a beeline toward us in a mindless, primal urge to attack and eat. We got back in the truck and drove up to the cage. The one inside had calmed down now and glared at us silently. It took me a moment before recognition dawned on me.
“Hey,” I said, “that’s the one who was leading the group. We made a lucky score indeed. Okay, park beside the telehandler.” 
“Why the hell is it called a telehandler?” she asked as she parked near it. “It looks more like an oversized forklift.”
I chortled. “I guess, in a way, it’s a forklift on steroids. It’s a material handler made by Caterpillar. It has enough power to pick up the cage and anything inside it easily.”
“Let me guess, it’s one of Mac’s toys,” she quipped. I chuckled. Over the last few months, Mac had amassed quite a collection of heavy machinery. She kept them neatly parked behind the radio tower and could be seen playing with them regularly.
“Hold on a minute,” I instructed, got out of the truck and checked the three zombies to ensure they were dead. Andie scanned the perimeter with binoculars. Seeing no threat, she nodded at me and exited the truck.
“Tell me why we’re doing this again?” Andie asked.
“These things are changing, evolving. We need to figure it out, and in order to do it, we need a live test subject. The doctors have volunteered to conduct some experiments.”
Andie nodded as we stared at our captive and he stared back at us. The cage was six feet in height, but this dude was at least four or five inches taller. He was hunkered over with his neck crooked. There was black ooze on the steel bars, and fresh contusions to his hands and face, as if he were trying to escape like a panicking animal would.
“Alright, I’ll haul him back using the telehandler, you follow in the truck. Oh, and there’s something I need to ask you,” I said, as we walked back to the truck. Andie stopped and looked at me questioningly.
“Try as I might, I can’t figure out when your birthday is. I’m sure I missed it, but I got you a present anyway,” I reached into my jacket pocket, pulled out a small package, and handed it to her.
“What is it?” she asked.
“According to the label on the box, it’s an intimate massager,” I replied innocently.
“A vibrator?” she asked incredulously as she fumbled with the box.
“Well, I figured since you’re single again, it was the perfect gift, but after what you just told me about your therapy sessions, maybe it’s not such a good idea,” I shrugged. “Anyway, happy birthday,” I said with lighthearted sarcasm.
Andie chuckled. “Smart ass,” she said and poked me in the ribs. “Maybe I’ll use it right now.”
I slapped my forehead. “Oh gosh, I forgot to bring batteries. No worries, we have some back at the house, maybe.”
“Damn it, it would have been a nice way to pass the time on the way back.”
“So, when is your birthday?” I asked.
“January ninth.”
“Wow, I’m only a week late.”
Andie snorted. “Typical male, forgetting my birthday and the damn batteries,” she quipped.
The telehandler took its sweet time starting in the cold air, but it finally grumbled to life. I maneuvered the forks under the cage, lifted it up, and started slowly moving down Franklin Pike. It took almost an hour to make it back, and our new acquisition stared at me malevolently the entire trip.
When I got to the I-65 overpass, I made a snap decision and stopped. Andie drove up and stopped beside me. Rolling down her window, she looked at me questioningly.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“I’ve got an idea. Why don’t you go get the docs and bring them here, I’ll be waiting.”
She drove off without asking for an explanation. I maneuvered the handler up against the bridge abutment to where the cage was sticking out over the Interstate, set the brakes, and cut the engine. Andie drove up ten minutes later with the two doctors.
“Why’d you park it like that?” Ward asked.
“If he’s successful in getting out of the cage, he’ll take a thirty foot fall. Even if it doesn’t kill him, it’ll bust him up enough where he won’t come wandering into the church while everyone is asleep. By the way, it looks like he already solved one test.” I said, pointing at the remains of the rabbits I had used as bait. The zombie – thing, had figured out how to open up the cage the rabbits were in. “It was nothing more than a simple bird cage though, so maybe it’s not a valid test.”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Marc said, as he tentatively stepped closer to the cage. “It shows at least a modicum of a problem solving thought process.”
Ward was obviously anxious about being in close proximity with a zombie, but his partner’s bravado helped his confidence. He took another tentative step closer. The thing made a sudden hissing noise, which made both of them jump back.
“He’s certainly feisty,” Ward quipped.
“Can we go now?” Andie complained. “I’m tired, hungry, and I need some batteries.”
I chuckled tiredly. “We’re going home. He’s all yours,” I started walking back to our truck and casually glanced over my shoulder at our prisoner. I stopped suddenly, causing Andie to bump into me. The zombie was hunched forward with his face pressed against the metal bars, staring at me with those opaque black eyes. As I looked back, he stuck one of his hands through an opening, and slowly pointed a finger at me. It looked like a long stub of blackened leather.
My blood ran cold as I realized I had dreamt of this moment.
 



Chapter 12 – Operation Cool Springs
 
The cold air burned my throat and lungs as I ran, but after a mile, I got used to it. Julie was following behind on Prancer, with a rifle astride her lap. I slowed at the one mile mark, which coincidentally was the same spot where I had set a trap on the side of the road. Seeing it empty, I increased my stride. The next two traps were also still in place, without anything trapped in them. I took it as a good sign. The coyotes and feral dogs had hopefully left the area.
I turned around at the three mile point and headed home. As we turned into the driveway to the old homestead and crossed the bridge, Julie stood in her stirrups.
“Zach!” she said in a hushed shout. She pointed toward the field and took off at a gallop. I ran after her. When I caught up, she was stopped near a cow lying on her side in obvious distress.
“What’s wrong with it?” she asked. I carefully approached. The cow rolled her eyes, saw me, and starting panicking.
“Easy, girl,” I said gently. “Easy now,” I waited until she calmed down and then slowly moved closer to her. When I was close enough, I put my hand out so she could smell me. “That’s it, girl, it’s your buddy, Zach,” I cooed, gently stroking her face. She let out a distraught sounding moo, which I hoped meant she recognized me. I slowly worked my way down her body looking for any injuries. I ended up at her backside before I figured it out and looked up at Julie.
“She’s giving birth and the calf has turned.”
Julie wrinkled her nose. I knew what I had to do, Rick had taught me how to deliver a calf back when I first started working for him, but I wasn’t looking forward to it. I wished for Konya and his veterinarian skills as I squared off with the cow’s backside. I got down on my knees, held her tail to one side, and started slowly working my hand in. Moving gently, I eventually worked in half of my arm, feeling around with my hand as I went. When I found one of the hooves, I grabbed and started pulling. It took several minutes of finagling, but the calf finally came out, along with a large amount of shit and placenta which splattered all over me. Julie giggled uncontrollably.
“Yeah, very funny,” I replied and watched as momma cow slowly stood up. She sniffed her calf and mooed. It was a good sign. We watched her eat at the placenta a minute before I turned to Julie.
“Alright, you get to walk while I carry this calf on the back of the horse, unless you want to carry it and get messy too.”
Julie conceded quickly and dismounted. I loaded the calf on Prancer and walked her slowly toward the barn with momma cow following dutifully. Terry was in the barn when we rode up, and he wasn’t alone.
“Oh, hi, guys,” he said. “I was just showing Anthony and Carla the layout.”
They were looking around as if they’d never seen a barn before. When I dismounted, they both stepped back with a look of disgust on their faces.
“Oh, my God, you smell like shit warmed over! Don’t you ever bathe?” Carla implored.
“Watch your mouth, bitch,” Julie warned in a low tone. Terry quickly held a hand up.
“Okay, ladies, let’s play nice,” he pleaded.
I glanced at the woman briefly and appraised her. She and her husband had cleaned up, and were even wearing fairly clean blue jeans with pullover sweatshirts. Carla was an attractive woman who filled her sweatshirt nicely. Her hair was a little bit lighter in color than Julie’s was, and although she was a few years older than Julie, their figures had the same proportions.
I think the similarities ended there though. When Carla looked at a person, it was with an aloof, condescending stare. At the moment, she was glaring at Julie as if she were a serf who had dared speak out to someone of nobility. Her husband stood back passively, as opposed to Terry, who stood by her protectively. It made me wonder.
“For your information, Zach just delivered a calf. The stuff covering him is called placenta. Maybe your stupid ass will learn some of these things one day,” Julie said as she grabbed a rag and wiped the saddle off. When she was finished, she glared at Carla.
“And if you disrespect my husband again, I’ll break your pert little nose.”
Carla arched an eyebrow, as if to say, how dare you talk to me in such a manner. I hid a smile and went about putting the calf and her momma in a stall. I motioned Terry over while the two women glared at each other. He watched while I put hay and water in the stall. Momma cow took a long drink of water before she began licking her newborn calf. The calf, with its innate behavior, found the udders and started suckling.
“So, what’s going on?” I asked quietly.
“They cornered me yesterday and insisted they check out our set up,” he replied in the same low tone. “Apparently, Benny has been praising our accomplishments.”
I nodded in understanding, but I wasn’t sure I liked it. I guess it was my suspicious nature, but said nothing more about it.
“Are we still on for operation Cool Springs?” I asked.
Terry nodded. “Yeah, everyone is assembling at the church after breakfast.”
I nodded. When we first thought of the idea, Terry spent the entire evening developing a plan. I wanted to talk more, but time was limited, I needed a shower and my stomach was growling.
“Julie, why don’t you head on back and get breakfast ready. We’ll be along shortly,” I said.
Julie blew me a kiss and nudged Prancer. As she left the entrance of the barn, Julie pulled on one of the reins sharply, turning the horse as she exited. The result was Prancer’s flank bumping into Carla, who in turn lost her balance and fell on her butt. I stared at her a moment, and eyed Terry. He was trying to suppress a smile and acted like he was very interested in the newborn calf.
“Terry, I’m heading back to take my monthly bath. Rhonda is going to babysit, so Julie will be joining us for the mission. I’ll see you in a few.”
I then looked down at Carla, who was still sitting where she fell, with an utter look of disbelief on her face. “You’re sitting in a pile of horse shit,” I informed her before walking off.
 
Terry had them all gathered in the front of the church. Someone had moved the pulpit to the side and in its place were two large dry erase boards. He had the route drawn out, the team lists, and a rough drawing of the interior layout of the building. He began the briefing with the standard military five-part operation order. The ‘mission’ was to take this group of strangers with us to the Cool Springs shopping mall in an attempt to scavenge for anything of use.
Unfortunately for Terry, he had only gotten about ten seconds into his briefing before he was interrupted by Tonya waving her hand.
“I’m curious, who put you in charge?” she asked in a demanding tone and looked around the room for support. “I mean, I don’t recall taking a vote or anything. How exactly are you qualified?”
It seemed to snowball then. Before Terry could respond, Anthony started complaining about the team set up. Terry tried calmly to explain, but it was no use. Even Marc and Ward started voicing their opinions. I was about to do something, but was stopped by Fred when he put his hand on my shoulder as he stood up. He let out a loud whistle, which got everyone’s attention.
“Everyone shut your pie hole right now!” he demanded.
“We have a right to voice our…” Tonya’s complaint was cut short.
“I said shut the hell up!” Fred bellowed. I’d never heard him yell so loud. The room fell silent. When all eyes were on him, he continued in a stern voice. “Let’s get one thing straight. We’re glad you people are here. We want to help y’all get settled and more comfortable. This scavenging mission could yield a lot of precious items which you people so desperately need, but, let me make one thing perfectly clear, we don’t need you.”
Fred paused and looked them over, one by one. His last statement seemed to shock them a little. “If you people are not prepared to act as respectful guests in our neck of the woods, get the hell out of here, and when I say get the hell out of here, I mean you have ten minutes to leave.” Fred looked around again for emphasis. Nobody met his stare, which even I thought was very intimidating. Julie grabbed my hand and squeezed. Fred stared a moment longer.
“This man is a professional soldier,” he said, pointing at Terry. “The entire purpose of this mission briefing is so everyone will act and move as a cohesive unit, which, hopefully, will keep you from getting hurt or killed.”
Benny slowly stood. “Mister Fred, I apologize for our behavior. We certainly did not mean to come off as ungrateful.”
There was an immediate mumble of agreement from Marc and Ward. I also heard some mumbling from Anthony, which I assumed was an assent as well, but Tonya sat there, silent and sullen.
Fred looked up at Terry. “Corporal Alexander, please continue,” he sat, and the mission briefing continued without a single interruption.
 
After getting everyone loaded up on the bus, we got underway, but not before Julie and I directed our new acquaintances to hold their rifles with their barrels pointed down, fingers off the trigger, and safeties on. Julie and I exchanged a knowing look. We could readily see they were in dire need of weapons training, I only hoped they’d be receptive to it. Benny drove the bus while Terry, Fred, Joe, and Tommy led the way in the truck.
As we crossed the bridge over the Interstate, I looked over at our captive zombie. He was sitting with his legs splayed out, staring at us blankly.
“How’s it going with the test subject?” I asked Ward. He looked at me and smiled nervously.
“I must admit, your proposal was very intriguing to us and we looked forward to it, but when we were up close with it, we became rather - anxious.”
Marc chortled. “More like scared out of our panties.”
Ward nudged his partner playfully. “However, once we started, it has become most interesting.”
“What tests have you done?” Julie asked.
“We started with offering him various food products. The short version, he has no desire to eat anything other than living creatures. He will drink liquid though. Then, we devised several puzzles where he would have to perform tasks in order to get to his food. At first, he was totally befuddled, but he eventually was able to open a cardboard box in order to find a tasty treat inside,” he said with a grin.
“A live squirrel,” Marc added, and then he grinned. “Oh, and Ward taught him how to pee.” Julie and I exchanged a questioning look as both men giggled.
“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but his digestive process is working,” Ward explained, “but, he’s been soiling his pants. While I was observing him one day, I took a moment to urinate over the bridge. Our friend watched me unzip my fly and pull it out.”
“The next thing we know, he pulls his own member out and proceeds to urinate,” Marc finished.
“You mean it hasn’t rotted off?” Julie asked. Both men tittered gleefully and shook their heads.
“I hope you guys aren’t forgetting that thing will sink his teeth in you and rip you apart if he gets a chance,” I cautioned. The two men looked at each other and grinned.
“I think we’re fine, Mister Zach,” Marc replied. “Oh, and per your instructions, we’ve been keeping meticulous notes.” The two men continued grinning warmly, and I had to admit it was infectious.
I smiled back. “Okay, I just hope you guys are careful. Now, to the mission at hand, those assault rifles you two are holding are mine.”
“And mine,” Julie admonished with a nudge. I nodded.
“They’re clean, functional, and loaded. Keep your fingers off the triggers unless you have to shoot at something. Make sure you aim for the head and please don’t accidentally shoot someone. If you do, I can’t be responsible for what the Corporal does to you.”
Marc gasped at the implications. I looked over at Julie and winked. She hid a smile.
“Zach, are we going to encounter any zombies?” Kelly suddenly asked. Marc and Ward leaned forward, wanting to hear my answer.
“It is very possible. Last March, Rowdy and Cindy came here to shop...”
“Who is Cindy?” Marc interrupted.
“She was Wanda’s daughter. Anyway, they went to the mall to shop for clothes. They didn’t realize the place was infested. They were quickly surrounded and attacked. Rowdy got the two of them locked in a bathroom and we rescued them. Sadly, Cindy was bitten. She became infected,” I looked at the two men somberly. “We killed over a hundred and sixty of them that day. We may or may not have killed them all.”
The three of them went pale and suddenly looked very anxious. I thought back to that day and remembered how we attempted to cauterize Cindy’s bite wounds with cigarette lighters. I had a better method now. Stored in the truck was a plumber’s propane torch. I hoped I didn’t have to use it on anyone, especially myself.
“Was there anything else y’all have questions about?”
The three of them looked nervously at each other before Marc cleared his throat. I looked at him expectantly.
“Uh, well, during his briefing, Terry mentioned a running password and a duress password. What does he mean?” Kelly and Ward quickly nodded. I groaned inwardly. These people weren’t ready to do any missions with us. Their survival skills were virtually nonexistent. I patiently explained the purpose and proper usage of the running and duress passwords, and the rest of the trip explaining simple things, like fields of fire, covering fire, room entry; as many things that I could. We had arrived at our destination all too soon. I looked them over. All of them, with the exception of Andie and Julie, appeared very nervous.
“We’ll schedule some practical training as soon as possible. For now, you’re just going to have to wing it.”
 
Fred drove the truck into the parking lot first. The two men, along with Tommy and Joe, jumped out and took up tactical positions. After a moment, Terry gave us the okay signal. I stood and shouted out.
“Alright everyone, out of the bus and form up on your team leader. Move!” Andie Julie jumped up, prodding everyone else into action. They jumped to their feet simultaneously and there was a dash to be the first person off the bus, which led to a miniature cluster fuck. After a minute, everyone un-assed from the bus without shooting anyone and formed up in their respective teams.
It went from bad to worse. When Terry gave the signal to move into the mall, Ward and Marc froze.
“Hold up a minute, Corporal,” I said and turned my attention to the two men.
“What’s wrong, guys?” I asked. They were even more nervous than when they were on the bus, and even though it was downright cold out, there were beads of perspiration on their foreheads.
“Zach, we’ve never done anything like this before. In fact, the only gun I’ve ever fired was a small pistol,” Ward lamented.
I gritted my teeth a moment and looked over at Kelly, my third team member. “You’ve been trained how to shoot, do you feel comfortable with it?”
“I think so,” she replied nervously. “I was just going to follow your lead and do everything you do.”
It only reaffirmed what I was thinking earlier, we should have made sure they were fully trained before doing something like this. We were going to have a debriefing afterward, I’d point out the error then. Until then, I was going to have to make do with what we had.
“Alright, the first thing to do is obey every command immediately, and without complaint,” I stared at them pointedly. “Kelly, you stand to my left. Ward, stand behind her, and Marc, you stand behind me,” they obeyed instantly. “Good. Now, I want all of you to reach out and get an arm’s length of space between each of you.” They did so and shuffled around until they were at the proper distance. I nodded encouragingly.
“That is the distance I want you to maintain. Don’t get any closer, and don’t get any farther away, and keep your weapons pointed in a safe direction. Okay?” They all nodded nervously. I smiled at them.
“Don’t worry, do exactly as I say and we’ll be fine. I’ll take care of you.”
 
The mall was pretty much the same way we had left it. Due to our haste to get Cindy home, we didn’t take the time to burn the corpses. As a result, they were slowly decomposing and even in the freezing cold, the place reeked of putrescence. I was used to the smell by now, more or less. Gus was the only one who hurled chunks, but he wiped his face off without complaint and continued with the mission.
I checked my team and then looked over the other ones. I noticed Terry’s team had Anthony and Carla on it. He seemed to be paying closer attention to Carla than the rest of his team, which made me wonder if he had more than a professional interest in her. Kelly and the docs stuck close to me, perhaps even a little too close. I constantly had to remind them about the proper spacing.
We had killed multiple zombies the last time we were here, but somehow more of them had found their way inside. Twelve of them had banded together and were standing, huddled in a group beside a kiosk. It almost looked as though they were huddling together to stay warm. They either didn’t hear us or were simply ignoring us until Andie shot one of them. Only then did they turn and acknowledge our presence.
We made quick work of them. None of my team fired a single round, which I guess was a positive aspect; they didn’t accidentally shoot anyone, so I was thankful. We moved along the mall for less than fifty feet when Kelly gasped and pointed. It was a Bath and Bodyworks store.
“Please say we can go in there,” she begged. Marc and Ward readily nodded in agreement.
“Okay, but remember, we have to clear the store of any threats before we start grabbing stuff. Marc, you stand by at the door. Ward, you and Kelly are with me,” I said and grabbed my walkie-talkie. “Team three is going in the Bath and Bodyworks store.”
“You better get me something good!” Julie responded. I grinned as Terry admonished her to maintain good radio discipline.
And so it went. The stores had been heavily ransacked and vandalized, plus the effects of time and Mother Nature had taken its toll. Nevertheless, we soon had a large pile of various items stacked up beside the bus. We could have spent days in the mall, but instead, stopped at fourteen hundred hours and conducted an inventory.
“Wow!” Rowdy exclaimed. “We’ve scored big time!”
Everyone voiced his or her agreement. We had found some clothing for everyone, hygiene products, soap, candles, and eight sets of beds.
“You don’t know how badly we need these,” Benny exclaimed, pointing at the pile of mattresses and box springs, “but it’s going to be a tight fit in the bus.”
I shook my head. “I’ve got rope and bungee cords. We’ll strap them down on top. As long as you drive carefully, there won’t be any problems.”
The level of tension had changed dramatically and everyone was chatting as we loaded the mattresses. Our conversation was interrupted by Tommy and Joe running up. They couldn’t decide whom to speak to first, but after a moment’s hesitation, they ran up to Terry and saluted. Julie snickered.
“Report,” Terry barked.
“There are some people sitting in a car on the other side of the mall!” Joe proclaimed.
 



Chapter 13 – The Thompson Family
 
We quickly loaded up the bus with our goods while the security team kept watch. Once it was loaded, I jumped in the truck with them and drove to the far side of the mall.
There were three of them, two females and a male. Fred drove until we were approximately thirty yards away and stopped. I gave a wave. After a moment, they waved back. They seemed harmless, maybe even a little frightened. I looked over at my two friends, shrugged a shoulder, and opened the door.
“Cover me, guys,” I said, and walked toward the car. The three of them got out and walked up tentatively. None of them appeared armed.
“Hello,” I said in a friendly tone. The woman appeared to be in her forties. The other two, a boy and a girl, were in their teens. All three looked similar, drawn, pale complexions, but otherwise, fairly well groomed, given the circumstances. The boy had a scruff of a beard and shaggy ash blond hair. The two women, who in fact had no beards whatsoever, had their shoulder length blonde hair pulled tightly back in pony tails. They could have been twins, except one was distinctly older.
“Hey, man!” the teen boy responded as he walked up quickly and shook my hand vigorously. “Y’all are the people at the radio tower!”
“We are at that,” I responded, “my name’s Zach.”
When I mentioned my name, his eyes lit up in recognition.
“Holy shit, Mom! This is Zach! He’s the one who’s been writing the rules,” he pumped my hand even faster and impulsively grabbed me in a hug.
The two of them stepped forward tentatively and I extended my hand. The older woman spoke then.
“My overly excited son’s name is Geoffrey, this is my daughter, Jessica, and I’m Janine. We’re the Thompson family.”
I shook their hands, and then casually waved my hands behind my back. The hand signal indicating all was well.
“Janine, if you don’t mind, I’ll have my friends get out of the truck and introduce y’all,” I said politely. She looked at our truck a moment and nodded in agreement. I gave them a wave. Fred and Terry walked up casually. Joe and Tommy jumped out, ran passed us, and cleared their car before taking up security positions while I introduced everyone.
Fred tipped his hat when I introduced him to Janine. “I’m very pleased to meet you, ma’am,” he drawled with his southern hospitality. Janine appraised him with kind hazel eyes and smiled.
“Do you guys live around here?” Terry asked as he looked Jessica over. She looked like she was eighteen or nineteen. She was wearing a down jacket, so it was hard to get an idea of what the rest of her looked like, but her face was very pretty, much like her mother.
“Yeah, well, not really,” Geoffrey replied, “we live down the road from the radio tower.”
I snapped my fingers in understanding. “Y’all live in the Governor’s Club,” Janine looked at me warily. “I’m the one who left the note on the gate,” I added, which caused her eyes to widen in understanding.
Suddenly, Tommy shouted. “We got zeds!”
We had left our rifles in the truck so as not to frighten our new acquaintances, but we still had our handguns. They watched anxiously as we quickly went into combat mode. Terry ran up to Joe as Fred and I flanked him.
“There’re four of them, a hundred yards south of us and moving in,” Joe added as he pointed. We saw them then. These were moving extremely slow. The cold weather and their physical condition were slowing them down considerably.
“I’d guess those have been outside in the elements for quite a while. Alright, we’re going to take care of them, and then we’re going to get the heck out of here,” I said and motioned to Terry. He nodded, and ran back to the truck. He retrieved his rifle, used the hood of the truck as a shooting platform, and started working on slow deep breaths as he aimed. Everyone followed my lead as I stuck my fingers in my ears. Terry made quick work of them. From the look on the women’s faces, I guessed they never killed a single zombie. I caught a look from Fred. He was thinking the same thing.
I called Benny on the radio and brought him up to speed before turning back to Janine.
“We’ve got to get back. Why don’t y’all follow us? We’ve got a big meal planned and I’ll introduce you to everyone.”
Janine followed us closely in their car, a Toyota Land Cruiser, which was probably brand new at the time of the outbreak, and were back at the church fifteen minutes later. Everyone gathered in the parking lot where introductions were made. Benny excused himself, went over to the bus, and began untying the mattresses. I helped him out and we made short work of getting them moved inside. Benny was breathing heavily when we were finished.
“Thanks, Zach. I sometimes can’t get anyone to help with the heavy work,” he said.
“It’s simple, Benny, quit being the nice guy and tell them to pull their weight or get out,” I responded. “I’ll put them out if you want.”
Benny shook his head quickly. “No, they’re my family now. I’ve got to take care of them.”
I chuckled. It sounded familiar. By the time we went back to the bus, everyone was there unloading the property. Benny looked at me and grinned broadly.
 



Chapter 14 – Caged
 
 The four of us, Julie, Little Rick, Andie, and I, sat in our truck looking at the caged zombie. It was hard to tell his race, multiple episodes of frostbite had turned his exposed skin into a black leathery mass of scar tissue. He sat motionless, staring at us.
“He kind of looks familiar,” Julie remarked.
“Yep, he’s the one who was leading the group we encountered when we had the picnic on the golf course. When Terry and I started shooting his buddies, he hid and somehow escaped.”
“I think he’s the only one I’ve seen sitting down without falling first,” Andie observed.
“Definitely not normal zombie behavior,” Julie said. I agreed. “What is up with the blanket?” she asked. The thing had a thick wool blanket wrapped around him, like an old Indian chief in a cowboy movie.
“Marc or Ward probably gave it to him so he wouldn’t be so cold,” I replied. “Hell, they probably taught him how to sit and…” I didn’t finish. As soon as I said it, a spark in the brain matter made me realize I had made a mistake. Those two frumpy, yet cuddly gay men were starting to feel empathic toward this monster. They were actually worried about the thing being cold.
“I’m going to kill it,” I said suddenly.
Julie and Andie both looked questioningly at me. “We’ve learned enough from it, he’s definitely capable of learning, or relearning, but we’re not scientists and this isn’t a testing facility,” I gestured at Frederick. “It’s too dangerous to have this thing around with all of the kids.”
“The docs will throw a hissy fit,” Julie opined.
“They’ll be understandably upset,” I contended, “but it’s for the best.” I would have done it right then and there, but the little guy was getting fussy, so I put it on my mental to-do list.
“Let’s go visit before we go home,” I suggested, put the truck in gear and drove away from the cage. We met everyone in the front lobby and caught up on meaningless prattle.
Our conversation was interrupted by Carla emerging from a side room. She was ashen faced as she hurried up to Benny and whispered something in his ear. Benny followed her back into the side room without explaining. I followed.
“They’re dead, Mister Zach,” he said.
He was referring to his two sick friends who had sustained radiation poisoning. They were lying on plain matching twin beds, covered in blankets. A couple of trays of half eaten food were sitting nearby.
“I guess the radiation poisoning did them in,” Gus commented and I looked at him. I was skeptical, the two of them dying at the same time? It didn’t seem logical.
We all looked at the two somberly before Benny covered them with a blanket and quietly motioned everyone out of the room. We moved back to the main room and a discussion began about conducting some type of funeral service. When they were engrossed in their conversation, I quietly walked toward the kitchen. When nobody was looking, I veered off, snuck back into the side room and quietly shut the door. I was going to do some investigating, even though I didn’t know quite what I was doing. Hell, I was no homicide detective, but something didn’t seem right about the both of them dying at the same time.
I moved to them hurriedly, pulled the blankets off, and started by searching for any telltale injury, any bite marks, anything indicating an act of violence by a zombie.
I saw nothing, at least, not at first. There were no overt physical signs of injury. They were simply dead. Still, my inner voice was shouting that something was not right. I stood there, staring at them in deep thought. I assumed they were married. Both had wedding rings on and they appeared to be close to the same age. They were quite emaciated, I assumed from being sick. Their faces were gaunt and sickly looking. As an afterthought, I opened the eyelids of the man. I inhaled sharply and hurriedly looked at the woman’s eyes. Same result.
No, they weren’t black zombie eyes, but there was something just as ominous.
The sun was setting as we passed by the Governor’s club, I saw Geoffrey locking the gate. He waved as we drove by.
“Did either of you get to talk with them at length?” I asked.
“Yeah, both of us did,” Julie replied. “There were two families, all the rest in the neighborhood either left, became infected, or were killed. Janine’s husband and another man killed off all of the zombies in the neighborhood and they’d been living off of food supplies gathered from all of the houses. About six months ago, Janine’s husband went out to hunt and never came back. They think he was attacked.”
“What about the other couple?”
“This is the weird part. Almost six months after the outbreak, the woman turned and attacked her husband. Jessica’s dad killed both of them,” Andie said.
I was perplexed. How did she turn six months after the initial outbreak, when everything I knew about the stuff, which was limited, indicated once someone was exposed, they became infected within hours. Maybe she somehow came into contact with something.
“Jessica’s pretty,” Julie said, interrupting my thoughts. “She reminds me of Macie.”
I glanced at her as I drove. She was staring wistfully out the window, then looked over at me and smiled sadly.
“I bet Terry’s trying to get in her pants already,” Andie quipped.
As we approached Nolensville Pike, I spotted four zombies shambling around in the parking lot of a grocery store.
“I swear to God,” Andie declared, “every time we think we’ve cleared this area, more of the stinking bastards show up.”
I had to agree. “They’re too close to our travel route for my comfort, let’s take care of them.”
I stopped the truck, and we took turns shooting them with the quiet Marlin rifle. After the last one dropped. I carefully walked up to them and inspected them for anything special. I don’t know what I was looking for, but did it anyway. There was nothing I had not seen before. One of them, a possibly middle aged man, was wearing a Rolex watch. It was a nice one, but I didn’t need it.
“I’ll come back and burn them tomorrow. Let’s go home,” I said and started the truck.
I was silent through dinner. Julie would look at me questioningly a few times, but I only responded with a slight shake of my head. Later, while we were in bed, I told her.
“Did you ever watch any of those cop shows on TV?” I asked.
“Sure, why do you ask?”
“My grandmother absolutely loved NCIS. She watched every episode and never got tired of the reruns,” I paused for a moment. “There was one episode, I was barely paying attention, but I caught the gist of it. It involved someone being suffocated. During the autopsy, the doctor discovered evidence of petechial hemorrhage.”
“What is petechial hemorrhage?” Julie asked.
“It’s when the small capillaries burst under pressure. When someone is strangled or suffocated, red spots will appear on the eyeballs. Those two sick people had them.”
Julie sat up. “Somebody strangled them?”
“There were no marks on their throats,” I said quietly, “but it seems awfully coincidental that both of them died at the same time and both of them have the same signs. I think they were suffocated, like with a pillow over their face or something similar.”
“Who did it?” she asked.
“I’ve no idea.”
“Holy shit,” she exclaimed quietly, “what are we going to do?” she asked after a moment.
“I’m not sure, but for now, let’s keep this to ourselves. We’ll discuss it with Fred tomorrow and see what he thinks should be done about it.”
I rolled over and put my arms around her. “I hope I’m wrong,” I whispered, but I knew better.
 
I was out of the house before sunrise, got the zombie corpses stacked and burning, and was sitting in the cab of my truck on the bridge as the sun came up. I watched the thing watch me with those soulless, black eyes, as I sipped some hot coffee from my thermos. He had not moved very much from yesterday. He still had the blanket wrapped around him, sitting there without a rational thought in the world. He and I watched the sun come up together, although I’m fairly certain neither of us found it in the least bit romantic.
I got out and was about to reach for my rifle when I heard the faint chime of a bell ringing. Looking around, I spotted Ward and Marc riding up on a tandem bicycle. Ward rang the bell again and waved at about the same time I heard a grunt behind me. The zombie had stood now, and there was a small amount of drool sliding down his chin.
“Good morning, Zach,” Ward said cheerily. “What a pleasant surprise.” The two men parked their bicycle and got off. Marc untied a shoebox off the back.
“Where did you find the bicycle?” I queried.
“It was in the storage room in the church. Isn’t it lovely?”
I nodded and watched as Marc set the box down, and then used a stick to slide it toward the cage. The zombie reached out and grabbed it. Tearing off the string which was wrapped around it, he lifted the lid of the box and a large rat appeared. It almost escaped, but the zombie managed to grab it and sink its teeth into it. I almost felt sorry for the rodent when it squealed in pain as he bit down, piercing the rat’s hide and breaking its spine. Marc and Ward grinned broadly.
“Did you notice how he anticipated getting fed?” Ward asked.
So, that explained the drool. He saw them, or heard the bell, and it triggered a Pavlov type response.
After it ate most of the rat, Ward used a canteen to pour water in a bowl and slid it over with the stick. The zombie looked at us a moment, and then reached for the bowl.
“We’re having some real success here, Zach.”
I pointed to the five or six Tupperware bowls sitting inside the cage. “Too bad you can’t teach him how to give the bowls back.”
“Give us time,” Marc responded with a wink.
I sighed. “I don’t think so fellows. The more I think about this, the more I believe we’ve made a mistake. We need to kill it,” I declared. Approximately one second after I said it, the two men looked at me in shock.
“But you can’t!” Ward countered.
“Tell me why,” I responded. He literally shook and sputtered before he was able to come up with an answer.
“It is a he, and he is a sentient being,” Ward asserted while pointing at it. “We are only now starting to tap into his intellect and need time to conduct more tests in order to understand him fully,” he emphasized with a huff.
I shook my head slowly.
“He used to be a sentient being, but not anymore, and, you two are not conducting tests so much as training him to do tricks. He’s not a pet. He’s not something that can be tamed. He’s a demented monster.”
Ward shook his head vigorously. “Maybe once, when he was sick, but he’s healing now. If you kill him, it will be tantamount to murder.”
“No, guys, you’re wrong. Sure he’s healing, there is no doubt in my mind these things are evolving and changing, but what happens when he is healed, Ward? Does he become a peace loving member of society? Does his desire to attack and eat humans somehow disappear? I don’t think so.” I pointed at the remains of the rat. “There’s a good example, right there.”
“I disagree with your position, Zach,” Ward contended, “we disagree.”
I looked at Marc. He responded with a slow, somber nod, and declared his opinion on the matter by reaching out and holding Ward’s hand. I sighed deeply.
“Guys, you’re wrong. You’re dead wrong. There is no cure with this disease. You two have learned a lot from this thing, but you’ve overlooked something very important,” I stepped closer to the zombie, unscrewed the cap on my thermos and tossed the rest of my hot coffee in his face. He didn’t flinch, but instead clawed at the cage.
“Did he react like a human just now? Did he flinch in pain? Nope, he didn’t react in a way a human would because he’s not a human anymore. I’m no doctor, I don’t have the education or experience that you two have, but I’m telling you guys, these things are monsters.”
Ward and Marc stared at me as if I had committed an egregious act of sin. I shook my head at their refusal to grasp the obvious. “You two have the rest of the day to do whatever it is you’re going to do. Tomorrow morning, I’m going to put him out of his misery with a bullet to his head, and then I’m going to burn his corpse.”
I didn’t wait for a reply. As I drove off, I looked in my rearview mirror. The two men appeared to be talking to the zombie. It gave me a sour stomach.
As I drove by the gated entrance to the Governor’s Club, I spotted the Thompson’s Land Cruiser moving slowly down the hill from their house, so I stopped and waited for them. When they got close, they stopped and Jessica rolled down her window.
“Good morning, everyone,” I said, with as much cheer as I could muster.
“Hi, Zach,” Jessica replied with a tentative smile, “we’re going to the radio tower.”
“They’re up and about,” I replied. “I’m sure they’ll welcome the company, but I have a better idea. Why don’t y’all follow me home and join us for breakfast instead?”
The three of them huddled together and had a brief conversation. Jessica looked back at me with another smile. “Lead the way.”
As expected, they were in awe of the bacon, eggs, and coffee.
“This brings back memories,” Janine said between mouthfuls.
“We try hard, but unfortunately, we’re running out of coffee. We’re going to have to find another coffee shop to raid,” I slid a jar of honey toward her. “Those eggs taste really good with a healthy dollop of this,” I said casually. The three of them gasped in unison. Julie and Andie chuckled.
Fred, Tommy, and Joe, came in a few minutes later and joined us. Tommy ran in, kissed his sister sloppily and dragged a chair up to the table.
“Tommy is Julie’s little brother,” I explained. “Fred and Joe met in West Memphis, and Fred brought him home. They all live together now.”
Fred took his cowboy hat off, set it on the kitchen counter, and ruffled Andie’s hair before he sat down. Andie responded by rolling her eyes at him.
“Are Terry and Rowdy joining us this morning?” he asked.
Andie shook her head. “They went to the school. Those two idiots are on the prowl.”
Julie giggled. “If those women knew what a stud Zach and Fred are, they’d be here every day,” she finished off a piece of bacon and smiled sweetly. “Oh, by the way, my sexy husband must have Superman sperm, I’m pregnant again.”
I froze with a forkful of eggs halfway up to my mouth. The expression on everyone’s faces told me I wasn’t the last one to find out, for a change. Fred reached out and offered his hand. As I shook it, everyone offered their congratulations. Julie beamed as I muttered my thanks and wondered if there was any alcohol in the house.
I took a deep breath and looked at my son, who was happily munching on something. “Did you hear that? You’re going to have a little brother.”
Julie reached over and punched me in the arm. “He’s going to have a little sister.”
 
I took a cold bath before bed and as I was drying off a thought sprung into my mind. I got a hand mirror, and with the aid of a lamp, hiked one leg up on the bathroom counter and began inspecting my genitalia.
“What in the world are you doing?” Julie asked. I looked up to see her standing in the doorway staring at me with a puzzled expression.
“Anogenital distance,” I replied. Julie’s puzzled expression intensified.
“Oh sure, everyone knows what that is,” she replied sarcastically.
“It’s the distance from the anus to the base of the penis. I’ve no idea how they came up with the idea, but someone decided to conduct a study. They decided the length of the anogenital distance is linked to fertility in males. Men with a median length of two inches or more tend to be more fertile,” I put my leg down and looked to see if Julie was bored yet.
“So,” she said as she walked into the bathroom, dropped to her knees, and started inspecting me closely, “you think your anal distance is longer than normal.”
I was about to correct her verbiage, but before I could, she began fondling me. I felt myself getting aroused and let out an involuntary moan.
“All I know is when I do this, you get worked up. When you get worked up, I get worked up,” she looked at me coyly before abruptly standing and taking her nightshirt off. As I followed her to bed, I decided my anogenital distance was unimportant.
 



Chapter 15 – Jailbreak
 
As I drove on Concord Road and came within eyesight of the bridge, I realized something was wrong. The telehandler, along with the cage, were both missing.
Gone.
Nowhere to be seen.
“Shit,” I muttered angrily and accelerated toward the school.
“Where the hell did the zombie go?” Terry asked.
“Those two damned psychologists,” I said as an answer.
The two men were standing at the entrance, waiting for us as we got out of the truck. I was pissed, as in seeing red, I was so pissed. Terry must have sensed it. He ran ahead and then stepped in front of me with his arms out.
“Zach, I’ve seen you this way before. They’re no match for you, you’ll kill them,” he said in an urgent hushed tone. I stood looking at Terry and realized I was breathing heavily and clenching my fists.
“Is that what you want to do, Zach? Beat the hell out of us?” Ward had walked out and was now standing a few feet away while Marc remained cowering in the doorway. “It won’t take much, you know we’re not fighters, so go ahead, beat us to a pulp if it will make you feel better.”
Terry shook his head slowly. It took me a full minute to get my temper under control. Ward stood there also, silently watching me.
“You want to tell me why you did such an idiotic thing?” I asked.
Ward had a habit of making a tisking sound with his tongue before he spoke. It was a mannerism which I found annoying, even more so now.
“Are you familiar with the expression, unconditional positive regard?”
I replied with a small nod. “A humanistic theory in which it is believed all people need human contact, interaction, and acceptance, and if given a basic support and acceptance of a person, regardless of what they say or do, a person can be treated and change for the better.”
Ward’s eyes lit up. “Yes, Zach, that’s it exactly! I see you’re familiar with Carl Rogers.”
“Oh, I’ve read his stuff, and I’ve even read some stuff by Irvin Yalom. They’re both highly intelligent men, no doubt about it.”
“So you understand then,” Ward said with a small, hopeful smile, “with the proper treatment, we believe we can restore his humanity.”
I shook my head angrily. “I understand one thing, Ward. When Rogers and Yalom were positing their theories, they were talking about people, real people, not monsters. These things will never get their humanity back. They’re beyond any hope,” when I said it, Ward’s smile vanished and he looked downright heartbroken.
“Are you going to tell me where you’re hiding him?” I asked. Ward bit his lower lip and shook his head.
I forced myself to take some slow deep breaths, and nodded. “Alright, I suppose I understand your resolve, but I want you to understand this. If that thing escapes, and he will, you better hope to God that he doesn’t harm any member of my family. In the meantime, it would be best for the two of you not to come anywhere near me. Now, go inside and tell Benny we want to see him.”
Ward hurried off without replying, and a minute later, Benny came outside. He was followed by Tonya and Carla.
“Ward said you just threatened him,” he said worriedly.
“It was a conditional threat, Benny. They think their pet zombie is like a little stray puppy dog that has been abused, and all it needs is love and understanding. I hope you don’t think the same.”
Benny glanced behind him and shook his head. “Hell no, those things eat people,” he frowned as he looked at me. “I see your face, you think I know where it is,” he shook his head. “I don’t know where it is, Zach.”
I stared at him for a long ten seconds. Satisfied he was telling the truth, I sighed. “The more I talk about those two, the madder I get, let’s change the subject. How are you guys doing?”
Benny shrugged. “We’re progressing, slowly but surely. We’re all moved in, but we still have a long way to go. We could also use some more food.”
“I’d also like a list of your food inventory,” Carla added.
“Sure,” Terry responded, “that’ll be no problem.”
I suppressed a snort of contempt and felt my blood rising again. Our food inventory was none of her business. They looked at me expectantly.
“We can discuss it, but I’ll have to say this. The last time I ate dinner with you guys, I saw a lot of uneaten food being thrown away. It was blatant wastefulness.”
I waited for a response from either of them, but instead of expressing regret or any attempt to rationalize their actions, they simply remained quiet.
“Well, I’m sure we have many issues to discuss,” Terry said. “Perhaps we need to schedule a group meeting. In the meantime, our main reason for coming this morning is to discuss with you guys a project of clearing out any remaining zombies in this immediate area.”
“I thought you guys had already done it,” Tonya said.
“We thought so too,” I responded, “but the other evening, when we were going home, we encountered four of the nasty critters in an area we had previously cleared. This is something we need to do for the safety of everyone and we need to do it while it’s still cold. Zombies don’t move very well when it’s cold, which is rule number five by the way. Plus, when spring comes, we’re going to have a lot of work to do with farming and gardening.”
“Zach wants to triple our crop production,” Terry added.
“I do, and with everyone pitching in, we can do it. So, the plan is this, we form up a group, go house to house from here all the way back to our farm, and clear every house in between. Terry and I have worked out the details.”
I reached into the truck and retrieved a map. As I straightened, I saw Marc peeking at us out of one of the windows. The sight of him made me clench my teeth. I was getting angry again.
“Why don’t y’all go inside where it’s warm and discuss it further. I’m going for a walk and cool down,” I grabbed my rifle and a walkie-talkie. “Shout at me on the radio when you’re ready to go,” I said to Terry, handed the map to him, and walked off without waiting for a response.
 
I walked to the spot on the bridge where the zombie was caged and saw some scrapes where they had drug the cage away, presumably with the Cat. Although I was no tracking expert, it was plain to see which direction they took. I walked back east, thinking of where they would hide a telehandler, and a six foot by six foot cage containing a zombie. They wouldn’t have travelled far. Those two chunky butts would want him close by so they wouldn’t have to ride far.
I stopped for a moment and thought, where would two goofy psychologists attempt to hide a big, yellow piece of machinery and a man-sized cage with a zombie inside? I went with my first hunch, which was a nearby park.
I arrived at the entrance ten minutes later. It was overgrown with weeds and bushes. Nobody used it, at least not lately, and it was in close proximity. I could plainly see large tire tracks at the entrance where no vehicle had traveled in over a year. Bingo.
I moved the selector from safe to fire on my AR15 as I walked to the rear of the park, shaking my head in exasperation. The two psychologists should stick to academia and counselling. The big, yellow piece of machinery, although parked behind some trees, stuck out like a turd in a punchbowl. I worked my way around so I would have a good line of fire on the occupant of the cage. As I got closer, the muscles in my neck constricted. Much to my chagrin, the cage was empty.
I brought my assault rifle to bear and quickly made a sweeping three-sixty, fully expecting to be attacked at any second. Satisfied the hulking behemoth was nowhere around, I inspected the locking mechanism on the cage door. There was no intelligent design noted, no special lock picking tool fabricated from bones of the dead rats he’d been feeding on and glued together zombie shit. Nope, none of that.
It looked like the big motherfucker simply banged and pushed on the cage until the lock mechanism broke. There was tissue and black ooze all over. I imagine he caused himself a lot of damage in his effort to get out, much like a wolf chewing its leg off in order to escape a trap.
I walked back out to the roadway and called Terry on the radio. He drove up five minutes later. Anthony and Carla were riding with him. I wasn’t surprised, but for some reason, their presence irritated me.
“What’s going on?” Terry asked. I pointed over my shoulder with my thumb and explained.
“The two dumb shits tried hiding the zombie back there in the tree line. It’s escaped. I’m going on a little walk and find it. Do me a favor and don’t tell Julie. I’ll explain it to her when I get back,” I said as I grabbed a camel back filled that was still a quarter full of water, an MRE pack, and night vision goggles out of the back of the truck.
“Wait, you’re going to hunt it?” Anthony asked incredulously.
I looked at the three of them. “This one is dangerous. The faster I find it and kill it, the safer all of us will be,” I focused back on Terry. “Maybe you should go get Fred. Fill him in and tell him I’m following its tracks.”
Terry nodded. “Do you want me to go with you?” he asked. I shook my head. He started to argue, but then decided against it. “You be careful, bro.”
I overheard them talking as I walked away.
“Is he seriously going to hunt that thing by himself?” Carla questioned. Apparently, Terry nodded or gave some other indication. “He’s crazy,” she said in a half-whisper.
I grunted to myself as I walked away from them. Carla was probably right, but I knew this was something which had to be done.
When I returned to the cage, the distinctive track of the zombie’s running shoes was easy to spot. Instead of walking along the pavement back to the roadway, which would have been the path of least resistance, it headed off into the thick woods.
“You may be violating rule number ten, but you’re not smart enough to hide your tracks, are you big boy,” I said under my breath. No matter what the two esteemed psychologists thought of their new friend, he wasn’t very smart.
Unless he wants to be followed, a little voice in the back of my head whispered. I shrugged it off. Whether or not he was leading me along, and if he had a specific destination in mind, I had no idea.
It didn’t matter. I wanted him, and the only way to get him was to follow. The tracks led due south. I started off and followed slowly, cautiously. His walking pattern was curious. He’d walk forward, veer left, veer right, but always reoriented himself in a southerly direction. I was a novice when it came to tracking, but one thing was certain, a blind man could follow this trail.
The tracks finally emerged out of the woods and continued through the backyard of a home. I crouched behind a large hickory tree and studied the house for several minutes. It was a Spanish style motif, fairly large, somewhere around five thousand square feet I estimated. The bottom floor had two sets of sliding glass doors leading out to a large patio and swimming pool. One of the doors was standing open.
Seeing neither movement nor a big ugly fucker pointing at me, I hurried across the yard to the patio. Looking around, I absently marveled at the set up. There was an outdoor bar complete with a stainless steel grill and a beer tap. The pool was full of water, which was covered with a thick layer of green algae, but at one time, I’m sure it was an awesome place for a party. The terra cotta tile was dirty and there was a distinctive path of multiple muddy footprints leading inside.
My mind was flooded with questions. Did the zombie go to this house on purpose? Did he open the door himself, or was it already open? Why did he go inside? Did he have zombie friends inside? What the hell was I doing here by myself?
Terry could have come with me. Hell, I could have waited for Fred and Rowdy, but no, I wanted to do this alone. This one, this particular zombie, he unnerved me and my ego compelled me to do something about it. Drawing a deep breath, I walked toward the door.
*****
Terry watched Zach disappear into the woods, and after a moment, he glanced over at Anthony and Carla. He didn’t think much of Anthony. He was physically fit, but he seemed soft, weak, with a perpetual hang dog expression and eyes like a weasel, darting back and forth constantly.
He cast a quick glance at Carla. She was a looker with a nice body. He found himself thinking constantly of wanting to get inside those pants, and he had an inkling Carla wouldn’t mind letting him in. He caught Zach’s look this morning and realized he somehow knew what Terry was thinking, but kept his opinion to himself. Terry knew he should have insisted on going with Zach. Watched his back, that’s what friends did for one another.
“Shit,” he muttered. He started the truck, threw it into gear, and sped down Concord Road.
“What are you doing?” Carla asked.
“We’ve got to get Fred,” Terry responded. He increased the speed as he reached for the CB microphone.
*****
From the appearance of dust and dried dirt on the door jamb, it appeared the door had been standing open for quite a while, so at least one question was answered. I entered the house using a technique Rick taught me called slicing the pie. Taking one small side step at a time, I moved across the entrance of the door, scanning the room. Seeing no threat, I darted in and ran across to the far wall in case the bastard was hiding in a blind spot by the door.
I repeated the same actions with every room I came to. The bottom level of the house was empty, leaving me to wonder if I had misread the whole situation. Maybe he wasn’t in the house after all, and I had followed somebody else’s trail. I went back through every room, double checking closets, behind doors, everywhere.
Nothing.
I knew zombies couldn’t climb stairs, at least I thought I did, until I came to the stairway of the house leading to the main floor. I glanced down, and the carpeting was heavily soiled, including some spots of moist mud. Well, this was new. I aimed my assault rifle up the stairs and slowly walked up.
The stairs were custom made with beautiful oak wood and hand rails, and it curved ninety degrees at the halfway point. As I worked my way around the curve, I saw him. He was standing at the top of the stairs silently, as if he were expecting me. He stared at me for a moment before opening his mouth and gnashed his teeth. I believe several things went through my mind, but the one thought which seemed to stick was this: I had just learned more about this thing in the past few seconds, than the docs did in the past two days.
He waited for an opportunity to escape, and when it presented itself, he took advantage. He knew someone would come after him. Therefore, he deliberately and intentionally set a trap. Somehow, he knew his bearings and was able to maintain a route in a specific direction. Hell, he had even figured out how to walk up a stairway.
And, he wasn’t alone.
*****
“He did what?” Fred implored. Terry started to explain again, but Fred didn’t wait and began running toward the truck. Terry followed. Fred barely glanced at Anthony and Carla as he jumped in the driver’s seat. Terry jumped in the back as Fred sped off, spinning a rooster tail of gravel in their wake.
*****
“Can you talk?” I asked as I brought my rifle to bear. “If you can, you should pray.”
He worked his mouth and gnashed his teeth again as I gently squeezed the trigger. I distinctly heard the hammer strike the firing pin, which should have been immediately followed by a loud report of the bullet firing, but, there was no loud report. There was no recoil against my shoulder. The rifle had misfired.
I instinctively started my immediate action drill, but only got as far as pulling the charging handle when the bastard launched himself and landed on me. The two of us went tumbling down the stairs and I dropped my rifle in the process. I saw stars when my head thumped the floor, but still had the presence of mind to reach up with my hands and grab him around the throat. The lack of oxygen did not faze him, but at least I was keeping his teeth away from me. He was so close I could smell the foul stench of his waning breath.
He was extremely strong, which seemed impossible. As I wrestled with him, I heard some bumping noises from the top of the stairway. Peering around his ugly face, I saw a group of zombies moving my way. One of them couldn’t make his feet work properly, and fell down the stairs in a heap. Others followed him, falling in heaps, only to start crawling their way toward me. My nemesis was flailing at me with his arms, grabbing with his rotten hands. With tremendous effort, I worked my legs between our torsos and kicked him off me. I reached for my handgun and got it out of the holster as he got to his feet. I expected him to charge me again and brought my gun up to bear. I had a bead on him and was about to fire when one of his friends grabbed me, jostling my arm. I elbowed it violently, redirected my aim, and shot it. I was rewarded with a splatter of black ooze covering my face. I reeled in horror as some of it got in my mouth.
I had no time to think about the possible ramifications before I felt a hard tug on my leg. I spit out what I could and looked to see another zombie, a willowy female wearing nothing but a simple black negligee about to take a bite out of my leg. I was both frightened and angry, the adrenalin was coursing through my body at Mach one. I shot quickly. There were six more of them crawling down the last of the steps and toward me. I hastened a look around, trying to locate the big one, but he was nowhere in sight.
I quickly backpedaled until I was in a corner, forced myself to take careful aim, and slowly, methodically, shot the unholy bastards, all the while looking desperately for my nemesis to reappear.
The slide locked back before I killed the last one, a short fat man with a matted gray beard. I had no time to reload, he was too close. I held him at arm’s length while I used the Kimber semiautomatic as a hammer and bashed his skull in. Skull and brain matter exploded as I hit him again and again. He finally fell and I finished the job by stomping his face in. Now I had time to reload and did so hurriedly.
I looked around in a near panic as I gagged and fought to catch my breath. Seeing there were no other threats, I knew I had to force myself to vomit. I started to gag myself with my finger, but my hands were filthy, covered in the black substance, and I didn’t want even more of it in my mouth. I had to do something drastic.
I hustled over to a closet and retrieved a coat hanger. It was probably not the most proficient method, but it was the only thing I could think of in that particular moment. Wrapping a windbreaker jacket around one of my hands, I shaped the hanger and then thrust it down my throat. I may have damaged something, but that was the least of my worries. When I started gagging, I bent forward and hurled out my breakfast.
I’m not sure how long I did this, but it seemed like several minutes before I started dry heaving. I stopped then and used the water from my camel back to rinse my mouth out. I wasn’t sure if it was going to work. For all I knew I was going to turn into one of those things at any minute.
When I finally gathered my senses, I found myself staring at a full length mirror which was hanging on the closet door. Assessing myself in the reflection, it didn’t look good. I was covered in black ooze, brain tissue, vomit, and who knows what else. I hurriedly found a bathroom and even though I knew better, tried the faucet. Nothing. The toilet bowl and tank were empty as well. Damn.
I went into the next room where I last saw the big one, but he was gone. Stepping outside, I looked around the backyard, but he was nowhere to be seen. Locking the sliding glass doors and pushing a couch up against it, I cleared the upstairs of any other possible zombies hiding out and then worked my way back down to the garage. It too was devoid of any zombies, but there was something much more important in the far back corner, a water heater, and most importantly, it had a thick layer of insulation wrapped around it. I hoped it was an indicator that it had not frozen and cracked at some point in time.
“Alright,” I whispered to it, “I sure hope you have a little water left.”
Opening the drain valve, I was rewarded with a steady flow. I quickly shut the valve off, found a plastic pail, and filled it with the old stale water. It was cold and did not smell very pleasant, but I had no choice. I carried the pail back inside, stripped naked, and washed the filth off me as best I could while standing in front of the mirror.
The only wound I found was a scratch about an eighth of an inch long on my left index finger. There was no blood, but the skin had been broken. The implications were clear, and I must admit I was scared. Remembering what Konya had done to his thumb, I fished around in my pants pocket and found a cigarette lighter. Gritting my teeth, I held the open flame against my finger. It hurt like hell, but I forced myself to hold my finger over the flame until I couldn’t take the pain any longer. Pulling away, I looked it over. The smell of burning of flesh almost drowned out the rotten zombie odor. The wound was cauterized. I knew I was going to have permanent nerve damage in the finger, but I had no other choice.
My clothes were ruined. I had no intention of wearing them again, but I didn’t want to walk home buck naked either. The master bedroom had one of those large California closets with plenty of men’s clothing. I settled on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt. Although they were ill-fitting, they were going to have to do, but there was no footwear large enough to fit my size thirteens. The man of this house was obviously short and fat with little stubby feet.
I cleaned myself up the best I could and dressed in my new clothes. Only then did I remember my assault rifle. Picking it up, I finished the immediate action drill, and performed a test fire into a zombie’s head. It fired perfectly. I found the unfired bullet which caused this mess, picked it up, and inspected it closely. The primer had a distinct dimple from the impact of the firing pin, yet it had not fired. It was one of our reloads. Shit, I wondered how many other rounds were going to misfire on us.
It was time to leave. I had no intention of continuing the hunt, I needed to get home. As I stepped through the doorway, I saw a figure emerge from behind the same tree I hid behind earlier and came within a hair’s breadth of shooting before I realized it was Fred. My heart skipped a beat. Man was I glad to see him. I lowered my weapon, waved, and jogged up to him. He eyed me up and down.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“I’m not sure,” I responded and explained. Fred listened quietly as I told him everything, including the scratch and the body fluids getting into my mouth. When I was finished, Fred was quiet for a long minute. When he spoke, it was directly and with a somber stare.
“Zach, as your surrogate father, I am very displeased with you. Damn it, son, you could have gotten yourself killed, and I forbid you from doing anything like this again,” he started to walk away, but stopped and turned back to me.
“God damn it!” he scolded. “Why do you think I came back after I found my daughter? It was because of the way I felt for all of you, and now, instead of coming to me first, you pull a stunt like this. I could have helped you, son, what the hell was going through your brain anyway?”
I struggled for words. “Those two psychologists got me so mad I… I don’t know,” I struggled for words and the pain I was feeling made me realize how much I valued Fred’s opinion of me.
“I’m sorry, Fred,” I finally said. He stared at me a moment before attempting to put his arm around me. I quickly stepped back.
“No, you can’t touch me. If I’m infected, I’ll probably infect you as well.”
Fred nodded, duly chastened. “What do we do now, son? Am I supposed to put a bullet in your head?” he asked.
“You very well might have to, but I have an idea. We’re going to carry that cage back to the house.”
Fred listened attentively as I explained. When I was finished, he nodded.
“Alright, I guess it’s the best course of action. In the meantime that bastard is roaming around out here somewhere.”
“Yeah, when I got my gun out and shot one of his friends, he realized he was in danger and escaped.”
“He’s getting smarter,” Fred said grimly. I had to agree. The question in my mind, did the tests somehow cause his brain to start thinking again? I took a deep breath.
“I’m going to leave our friend with a parting gift,” I said. It only took a few minutes to get a robust fire going in the house. Flames were visible through the windows as Fred and I walked away.
 



Chapter 16 – Quarantine
 
I sat tiredly in the cage, listening to the sound of a vehicle drive up, skid to a stop, and upon hearing the door open, the hurried footsteps of people running toward the barn. Julie and Andie pushed through the barn door. Julie was holding little Frederick, who was bundled up to the point where I could barely see his face sticking out. She handed him off to Andie and hurried over to the cage.
“Are you okay?” she asked with exasperation as she started pulling on the door to the cage, even though the chain with the padlock was in plain sight.
“I’m fine, but stop with trying to open the door. I need to stay in here a while,” I said, and explained to the both of them about the results of the encounter. After I finished, they were quiet, confused, and worried. The emotions were etched on both of their faces.
Andie reached out and touched the cage timidly, as if drawn to it but at the same time worried it might infect her somehow. “Is this like quarantine, or something?” she finally asked.
“Yeah, I talked it over with Fred and we agreed this is the best course of action.”
“For how long?” Julie implored.
“At least twenty-four hours,” I answered. “If there are any symptoms, I’ll be in here at least a day or two longer.”
The two of them continued to stare at me, afraid to ask the ultimate question. I answered it for them.
“If I turn into one of those things, Fred is going to take care of it. I made him promise,” I had no sooner said it than her tears started. Even Andie was crying. I tried to put on a reassuring smile.
“Hey now, it’s not going to come to that. This is merely a precautionary measure.”
“But, you’re in a cage!” Julie lamented. I tried to calm her down and talk to her. Fred returned while we were talking with Tommy and Joe in tow. They were carrying an assortment of items.
“It’s going to be okay, sweetie. See, Fred has everything I need. A sleeping bag, food, water, a bucket I can do my business in, all of the luxuries of life.”
Fred turned the key in the padlock and pulled the chain out through the bars. Julie tried to step past him but he quickly grabbed her, preventing her from going any further. She responded with an angry glare, but he didn’t let go. With a fatherly shake of his head, he explained.
“I can’t let you. If he’s infected, he’ll infect anyone who comes into contact with him,” Fred looked at her gently as he scolded her. Julie’s glare changed to doubt and she looked over at me for confirmation. I nodded.
“In fact, I’ve asked Fred to padlock the barn door after everyone leaves. The last thing I want is to be a sideshow attraction.”
It took a moment for total understanding, but eventually, she nodded sadly.
“It’s precautionary, but we must establish a protocol. If someone else becomes exposed, they’ll be less inclined to argue about being quarantined if I put myself through the same thing,” I gave the two girls a confident smile and decided to change the subject.
“Okay, since I’m going to be out of action for the next day or two, here’s what needs to be done around the farm…”
We talked until little Frederick became fussy. Julie and Andie reluctantly left, vowing to come back first thing in the morning. Fred and the boys left a minute later. Once he locked the barn door, I lit a kerosene lantern, opened the two knapsacks, and inspected the contents. The first item I paid attention to was a couple of bottles of antibiotics. We’d found them in a drug store about two years ago and I realized we had never used them. The expiration dates were long past, but I didn’t care. Looking at the dosage instructions, I doubled up and downed the pills with a gulp of water. Fred had added a small notepad in the pack, along with a thermometer. I took a reading, ninety-nine degrees, and dutifully logged everything in the notepad.
There was an assortment of other items, which I wasn’t too interested in at the moment, and a thick textbook about nuclear energy. I thought about Benny and chuckled to myself. I rolled out the sleeping bag, made myself comfortable, and started reading.
I had read for almost an hour when I became aware that my skin was feeling weird, like when you’re a kid and you’ve rolled around in the grass too much. My finger also felt like it was on fire. I checked my temperature and resting pulse rate. Both were slightly elevated. I logged the time and the information before going back to my book, but ten minutes later, I was on my feet. I was feeling antsy and restless. I did some calisthenics and pushups to relieve the nervous energy and then tried to read again, but it was no use. I couldn’t sit still, nor could I concentrate. I heard someone walking up and a moment later, there was a soft knock on the barn door.
“Hoss, are you awake?” Rowdy asked.
“Yeah, Rowdy, but you can’t come in, Fred padlocked the door,” I heard him chortle, followed by the rattle of some keys. A few seconds was all it took for him to defeat the lock. He walked in carrying a bottle of dark liquor. Julie was following him.
“Where do you think Fred got them padlocks from? I kept copies of all of the keys. Besides, someone, and I won’t name any names, but someone threatened to shoot my manhood off if I didn’t get her back in here.”
“Did you really think I would stay away?” she asked rhetorically as she found something to sit on. “I’m with you until the end, remember?”
I nodded and smiled sadly at her. “How is Lil’ Rick?”
“He’s fine, Andie agreed to watch him.”
I stared at her somberly. “If it comes down to it, I will have to be killed. I insist on it. You understand, don’t you?” I asked. She closed her eyes and quietly nodded.
Rowdy grabbed a galvanized bucket, turned it upside down and sat on it. He then pulled a coffee cup out of his jacket pocket and poured a healthy shot before handing it to me.
“Something tells me we can’t drink out of the same bottle,” he said with a halfhearted chuckle, helped himself to a swallow and looked me over. “What’s going to happen, Zach? Are you infected?” he asked.
I looked at the dark liquid, thought, why not, and took a sip. It burned my throat pleasantly as I swallowed it. Taking another sip, I told them what happened, all of it.
“So, there is a risk I’ve been infected and I could turn,” I concluded.
“You mean, turn into one of them rotten pus filled bastards?” he implored. Julie glared at him. I nodded my head, which caused him to take a healthy swallow before replenishing my coffee mug. “So, if you turn, one of us is going to have to shoot you, and then burn your corpse,” his question got another nod from me and another glare from Julie. Rowdy scratched his beard.
“Shit fire, Hoss. I don’t know what to say.” The three of us sat in silence for a few minutes before Rowdy spoke again.
“Who is going to do it?” he asked reluctantly.
“Fred is going to take care of it, y’all won’t have to worry about anything,” I sighed heavily before continuing. “Now, consider this an order: none of y’all are going to try to stop him or argue with him. Don’t question him, just let him do his job, it’s going to be hard enough on him as it is, so he doesn’t need anyone giving him grief about it. Now, there’s no logical reason to belabor the issue, so let’s change the subject.”
We were all quiet for a time and the only noise was an owl hooting in the distance. Julie shivered and pulled her jacket tighter. Rowdy cleared his throat.
“It’s a little cold in here, how about I fire up that kerosene heater,” he said, pointing at the heater sitting in the corner.
“Yeah, if you don’t mind,” I replied. Rowdy primed it and had it going in no time. He sat back on the bucket and looked around. The silence was apparently making him uncomfortable.
“Y’all want to know a secret?” he asked.
“Sure,” I replied.
“Rhonda actually kissed me yesterday,” he said with a smile. “I think I’m growing on her.”
I chuckled. “Good for you, Hoss.”
“I mean, I know if we become an item or something, the kids are part of the package, but it’ll be worth it, I’m thinking.”
“I bet you’d be a pretty good dad. They certainly like your singing,” I was serious when I said it. Hell, I liked his singing too, and I was not a fan of country music. The liquor seemed to be calming my nerves a little bit, but now I was feeling hot and I was sweating. They didn’t notice, or pretended not to.
“She’s an old fashioned gal,” Rowdy continued, “she said we weren’t going to do anything until she was sure I’m in love with her and she’s in love with me.”
“Sounds reasonable,” I said.
“You think?”
“Sure, after all, you said yourself she’s an old fashioned gal,” I responded. Rowdy nodded. I continued. “I bet she wants you to clean up your manners. No more belching and farting all of the time, and don’t be surprised if she insists you cut out your drinking.”
Rowdy groaned. “Yeah, she’s said as much already.”
I chuckled again. “I think she’d be good for you.”
“Zach, what do we do if, you know, if you aren’t with us anymore?” Rowdy asked as he shot a quick glance at Julie.
“You guys stick together. This is a good group we have, Rowdy. Each of you has unique strong points. Like you for example, keeping extra copies of keys. You think of little things that nobody else does.”
“Why, thank you for the compliment, Hoss.”
“Can I come in?” Terry was standing at the entrance to the barn. He had been living in the tour bus with Rowdy, so I guess it was a given he was going to show up. Rowdy looked at me. I nodded.
“Come on in, Hoss!” he shouted out. Terry came in a moment later, found something to sit on, and dragged it over beside Rowdy.
“Zach, I want to apologize. I should have gone with you,” he said. Rowdy handed him the bottle, to which he took a long swallow. I started to say something, but he waved me off.
“I knew you needed back up. Hell, we always work in teams, but I was thinking with the wrong head at that particular moment.”
I didn’t say anything. I had wondered if he was going to admit it. Rowdy and Julie looked him over.
“Are you trying to play a little bit of hide the salami with Carla?” Rowdy finally asked in his characteristic manner, which he followed up with a nudge in the ribs. “You dog, you.”
“You’re not worried about her husband?” I asked.
Terry shrugged. “I’ve been keeping a respectful distance, but she’s been making friendly overtures, and Anthony seems oblivious. It’s like he’s in his own little world most of the time. She probably spent the better part of their marriage busting his balls, and now that he’s a meek little lamb, she’s tired of him.”
“It’s a good analysis,” I opined, “but think of it, you know she’s a ballbuster, but you want to get with her anyway,” I set the coffee mug of liquor down and took a long drink of water from a canteen.
Terry shrugged. “What can I say, I’m a whore.”
“I hope you’re careful and it doesn’t blow up in your face like it did with Kelly.”
“Yeah,” Terry responded quietly and took another long swallow before giving it back to Rowdy. “I’m going to turn in early,” he looked over at Julie. “I promised your beautiful wife I’d do all of your chores while you’re in quarantine hell.”
“Alright, buddy. See ya’ later,” I said.
“He’s a good guy,” Rowdy said after he left. “He’s been getting the homestead ready to live in. He’s put a lot of work into it, but I don’t think he realizes Carla would never live in such a common house.” Everyone chuckled.
Rowdy stood. “I’m supposed to help out with the chores too, but if you two need company, I can sit here all night,” Rowdy said.
“No, it’s fine. I think I want to talk to Julie a little bit and then try to get some sleep.”
“Okay, Hoss, whatever you say. I’ll check back in the morning,” Rowdy started to reach through the cage and shake my hand, but I waved him away. He handed the key to Julie before walking out.
When he was out of earshot, I spoke quietly to Julie. “I meant to say it earlier and I know I don’t say it enough, but I want you to know I love you very much. I love you, Frederick, and our unborn child more than anything.”
Julie looked at me somberly. “I love you too, Zach,” she said worriedly. “What aren’t you telling me?”
“I’m pretty sure I’m infected,” I said. She involuntarily let out a whimper and then tried to reach into the cage, but I waved her off angrily.
“Sweetheart, this is exactly why I didn’t want you in here. Under no circumstances are you to come into contact with me. If you become infected, what happens then?”
She hung her head, admonished. Tears sprang unbidden from her eyes. It took her a minute, but she composed herself, wiped her face with the back of her jacket sleeve and took a deep breath. “You’re right, I’m sorry, but I’m still not leaving.”
I sighed. “I didn’t mean to snap at you,” I said meekly. She nodded in understanding.
“Anyway, like I was saying, I’m not feeling well. My body itches and I feel like I’m running a temperature.”
“Is there anything I can do?” she asked anxiously. I thought for a moment and then pushed my notepad through the slot.
“Yeah, I want you to turn off your emotions and I want you to observe and notate everything. If my behavior changes, whether I become deathly quiet, or I start jumping up and down like a wild banshee, I want you to write it down. Observe and notate everything you see. Can you do that?”
Julie nodded silently as she looked at the notepad. I looked around, found the pencil lying on the ground, and tossed it to her as well. “Okay, let’s start with my vitals,” I said and took my temperature.
“It looks like one hundred,” I said. “My resting pulse rate is normally around sixty, but it’s currently at seventy-two.”
I watched as Julie dutifully started taking notes. The feelings of anxiety were getting more pronounced. I was worried, very worried.
“I’m feeling anxious and irritable. It could be the situation I’m in, or it could be some symptoms of the illness,” I said as I stood and attempted to pace. Unfortunately, the cage was too small. I forced myself to sit down and looked at my watch. It was eight p.m.
“I’m going to try to relax and get some sleep. Keep an eye on me. I have no idea what’s going to come next.  If at any time it becomes obvious, you go get Fred immediately,” I looked over at her. She tried to smile but failed and merely nodded. She was too scared I guess. So was I.
 



Chapter 17 – The Fever
 
I awoke sometime during the night with a strong bout of ague. I was shaking uncontrollably and my mind was a muddled quagmire.
“Zach,” I looked over at the person who spoke my name. It took me a moment before I recognized Julie. She was a fuzzy apparition, dimly illuminated by the kerosene lantern. “Take your vitals and tell me the numbers.”
Even though I was not thinking clearly, I sluggishly complied. I read out the number on the thermometer with a tongue that felt like an oversized slug.
“One hundred, three,” I mumbled while scratching myself, and even though I was out of sorts, I recognized the worried look on Julie’s face. An involuntary shiver went through my body. It was happening. Once it got to one hundred six, irreversible brain damage was going to occur.
Julie pointed at the canteen. “Zach, I need you to take another pill and drink some water.” She said it loudly and forcefully, like a mother scolding a recalcitrant child.
I dully nodded in compliance, dropped the pill on the ground a couple of times before I got it in my mouth and drank as much water as I could stomach.
“I’m cold, but my head’s on fire,” I said.
“Get a pair of socks or something out of you knapsack and soak them in water. Do it!” she shouted as I looked at her dumbly. I found my socks in one of the knapsacks, poured water on them and sat there looking at her wondering why she made me do this.
“Wrap them around your head and get back in your sleeping bag,” she ordered. My brain absorbed the information and finally understood. I wrapped the cold, wet socks around my head and zipped myself up in the sleeping bag. The coolness of the wet socks seemed to help, but only a little.
It didn’t take long before other symptoms started. I think I became delirious soon after talking to her. My thoughts were a chaotic, unintelligible blur. It seemed to last forever, but I woke up sometime during the night to the sound of a dog or coyote barking in the distance. My watch said it was a little after five in the morning. My clothes were soaked in sweat, and I was parched. I sat up tentatively, which immediately caused my head to spin. It took a long couple of minutes, but things came into focus gradually. The first thing I saw was Julie. She looked frightened and fatigued.
“How are you feeling?” she asked.
“Better, I think, but damned if I was convinced at one time during the night my hair was on fire and I was covered in spiders.”
“You were hallucinating,” she said, “take your vitals for me.”
I took my temperature and resting pulse. The numbers seemed to indicate I was fine. Julie dutifully notated the data. I nodded gratefully as she passed a full canteen of water through the bars and dropped it before I reached for it. It irritated me, but only for a second as I realized she was merely following my instructions and avoiding physical contact.
Fred walked in shortly after sunrise and spotted Julie.
“I should have known,” he remarked dryly. “Okay, how’s he doing?” he asked while he stared at me intently. Julie showed the notepad to him. He looked it over and I could see she had written several notes. No doubt it was going to be interesting reading.
“My temperature is back to normal now. I think I may have beaten this stuff, Fred. All of the news reports I read didn’t say anything about a person seemingly getting better before getting worse.”
Fred nodded thoughtfully before answering. “I hope you’re right. You look like I used to when I woke up after a night of hard drinking,” he said with a tight smile. I noticed for the first time how tired he looked and wondered if he had slept at all. He saw me staring at him.
“I got the boys fed and put to bed, and was going to come back and sit with you, but I couldn’t bear the thought of sitting here in a cold barn watching you change. I figured I’d wait until morning. If I opened the barn door this morning and you had turned, it would have been easier than watching the transformation,” then he looked at Julie. “I should have known you couldn’t stay away.”
Julie arched an eyebrow at him, which caused me to chuckle.
As a precaution, I kept myself in the cage for another twenty-four hours. I convinced Julie not to sit with me the entire time by telling her it would be an excellent way for me to catch up on my reading. On the morning of the third day, Fred walked in the barn before sunrise.
“Any changes?” he asked.
I shook my head. “Nope. I read the entire text book that Benny loaned me and I’m not having any problem remembering what I read. My muscles seem a little stiff and sore, but otherwise, I believe I’m good to go.”
“Good. The girls have a big breakfast planned. So, I have strict instructions from Julie to get you home immediately,” he said with a grin as he unlocked the cage.
“I’ve been thinking about a lot of things sitting in there by myself,” I said as we rode back to the house. “I have a lot of ideas in mind, but I think the biggest thing is the fact that I beat the disease, or whatever it is. That’s a major milestone, and if we ever run into a doctor or scientist, it should prove to be valuable information.”
Fred nodded quietly as I talked. “It’s very possible that a segment of society is immune, but if anyone else is exposed the way I was, we now have a protocol to enact. This is a good thing, don’t you think?”
Fred looked at me out of the corner of his eye. “I don’t believe you should be saying getting exposed was a good thing while we’re eating breakfast. Julie is liable to break a plate over your head.”
 
Andie met us at the door. She was dressed in blue jeans and an oversized flannel shirt that looked suspiciously like one of mine. She looked at me deeply.
“Are you okay?”
“I believe so. The only thing I’m certain of at the moment is I’m starving, and not for live meat.”
Andie suddenly grabbed me in a hug and held on tightly. After a minute, she let me go, punched me in the arm, and hurried off to the kitchen. I made my way to the master bathroom, shut the door and stripped. The man staring back at me in the mirror looked drawn and haggard. Julie walked in while I was inspecting myself. She handed me a towel and a glass of water.
“I see nothing has rotted off,” she commented.
I laughed and kissed her on the forehead so she wouldn’t suffer the wrath of my foul breath. Once I got my teeth brushed I kissed her again, deeply this time.
“How are you feeling?”
I shrugged as I held her. “I’m about seventy-five percent I think. Nothing a hot shower and a home cooked meal won’t cure.”
“The generator is acting up. Fred’s looking at it, but you may have to wait a few minutes before we have hot water.”
“It’s okay,” I replied as I smelled her fresh hair. “It won’t be the first cold shower I’ve taken.” Her close proximity and the feel of her were getting me aroused. She must have felt it too.
“I’d say you’re more than seventy-five percent,” she quipped. I chuckled and kissed her again.
“I was worried shitless, Zach,” she said as she stroked my chest. “For a while, I thought you were turning.”
“How so?” I asked.
“At about the 8:30 mark, the symptoms started. You started breathing heavily, you were shaking to the point where it sometimes looked like convulsions, you were sweating profusely, and at times you were speaking in gibberish,” she leaned her head against my chest. “I wish you had not gotten yourself into such a pickle.”
I held her close. Spending two days without touching her was doing a number on me. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I pulled a dumb move, I won’t do it again.”
“Liar,” she retorted as she looked up at me. I started to protest, but she shook her head quickly. “Don’t even say it. There will come a time again when you’ll do exactly the same thing. You’ll hunt down another zombie, or find another asshole who calls himself Captain, or General or something, and you’ll decide he’s a threat. It’s in your nature, but we’ve had this conversation before, haven’t we,” she buried her head in my chest again and stifled a sob. It hurt me worse than if she had hauled off and hit me. She pulled away suddenly.
“Get in the shower. You smell awful.”
She walked out of the bathroom without waiting for a response and closed the door. The cold spray of water seemed to sting more than usual.
 
Our kitchen table was full, including all of the Birmingham women. Even the rug rats were present. The ladies had fixed a large meal and we all dug in. Everyone told me how glad they were, except for Wanda, who scowled at me from time to time. She was probably looking for any telltale signs of zombification. I caught her looking at me once and stifled the urge to roll my eyes in the back of my head and snarl.
Everybody else seemed happy, which made me happy. I watched as Rhonda laughed at Rowdy’s antics, and I even spotted Wanda smiling once before she caught herself.
It seemed surreal somehow, perhaps I was still hallucinating and any second now spiders would be crawling all over me again. The only thing keeping me grounded was my son. I held him throughout the meal, perhaps too tightly at times, but he’d bring me back to reality with a grunt or a squeal, or spitting food on me.
 



Chapter 18 – Journal Entry: January 28th, 2 A.Z.
 
Sometimes, Zach is a dumbass. Let me explain so that anyone reading this journal fully understands. Back around the 16th, Zach decided to build a cage and capture a zombie so we could study it and maybe understand them a little better. I thought it was a bad idea, but nobody listens to me. Anyway, we catch the thing and the quack doctors (AKA Ward and Marc) start feeding him and teaching him tricks like he was a pet or something. The damn thing escaped and Zach went hunting for it all by himself. Even though he had discussed the importance of teamwork many times, he decided to go lone wolf.
To make a long story short, dumbass found it, and proceeded to get into a knockdown drag out fight with it and some other zombies. As a result, he got a scratch and some zombie goo in his mouth. We kept him quarantined in a cage for a couple of days. He got sick for a little bit, but he didn’t turn. To be honest, I was scared to death. So was Julie. So, Zach, if you ever read this, remember what a dumbass you can be.
In other news, everything else is about the same. Tomorrow, we’re going to conduct another zombie killing mission. This one involves clearing as many houses as we can along Concord Road. We’ll see how it goes. Now don’t get me wrong, I think it’s fun killing zombies. I like shooting them between the eyes and watching nasty black ooze squirt out of their head just before they fall in a heap. It’s a great stress reliever, but Zach told me to be nice to Kelly and don’t accidentally shoot anyone. He can be such a downer sometimes. - Andie
 
 



Chapter 19 – Clearing Concord
 
We used the school bus as the mobile staging area and formed up into teams. Terry started it off and led his team to the first house, still walking with a residual limp from his gunshot wound. My team, consisting of Andie, Kelly, and Jessica, were the security team. Our job was to stand guard outside while the other teams cleared the houses. I waited five minutes, and after not hearing any gunshots from Terry’s team, I signaled Benny for him to make entry into the next house. Besides Marc and Ward, Kelly and Jessica were probably the weakest links. Jessica could fire a weapon good enough, but she was like Kelly, their resolve in a firefight was questionable.
I wasn’t worried though, Andie was my rock. She had my back, as she’d proven many times. We didn’t need the two other girls with us, but they needed to be somewhere, so they became my responsibility. I expected some tension between Andie and Kelly, but surprisingly, they were cordial to each other.
I got an all clear from Terry and Benny almost simultaneously over the radio. I acknowledged and motioned for Benny’s wife to move the bus forward. Suddenly, four rapid gunshots rang out. Andie pointed toward the house that Fred’s team had entered. I signaled them and we started running toward the house. Mac’s voice on the radio stopped us.
“All clear,” she said with a girlish giggle. “We’re all clear here. Fred’s just showing off.”
“What does Mac mean by that?” Jessica asked. I answered with a half grin.
“If I were to guess, they found four zombies in the house and Fred killed them. He’s probably the best shot around. He’s quick as lightning.”
“I think Mom likes him,” she said. Andie and I looked at her. “I mean, she hasn’t said so in so many words, but if she knows he’s going to be around, she checks herself constantly in the mirror.”
I chuckled and looked at my watch. “Alright everyone,” I said on the radio, “it’s high noon. Finish clearing the house you’re currently in and rally at the bus for lunch.”
 
Lunch consisted of a hodgepodge of food items, slices of ham and sausage, a commercial sized bag of stale potato chips, and a really bad attempt at biscuits. “Wanda and I are still experimenting with the yeast,” Mac explained. Gus took one bite, spit it out, and tossed the rest of the biscuit on the ground.
“Benny,” I said, pointing at the biscuit lying on the ground, “remember what I said about wasting food? Here’s a good example.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Gus snarled. I looked him over and then looked at Benny.
“Well, I guess I’ve been put in my place. Gus here,” I said, pointing to Gus, “has instructed me not to worry about food waste. Therefore, there will be no more food donations,” I emphasized it by putting a slice of ham on my biscuit and taking a bite. I didn’t say anything, but the biscuit tasted like cardboard that had been dipped in some kind of fecal matter. Benny’s face had lost pallor, Gus glared at me. I tried not to choke.
“Mister Zach, we’ll make every effort to be more thrifty, won’t we, Gus,” Benny said pointedly. The rest of the group murmured in agreement. I looked over at Gus, who was glaring at me.
“Do you have something you want to say?” I asked him.
He stood. “Yeah, I do. Who do you think you are?” he stood and took a step toward me.
I wiped my hands and stood as well. If he were paying attention, he would have seen how easily I got to my feet, whereas he had to hoist himself up, much like a lazy old man. “You’re treading on thin ice,” I warned. Andie snickered.
“Are you threatening me?” he asked, as he puffed up his chest, causing his effeminate looking pectorals to jiggle.
“Absolutely I’m threatening you. I’m tired of your pompous attitude. I’ve been watching you, Gus. You’re lazy and don’t carry your fair share of the workload. Hell, even the kids do more work than you, but you’re always the first one in the chow line,” I looked at Benny as I pointed toward Gus. “You and your people take care of this problem child, or I will.”
I glanced at Marc and Ward. “Operant conditioning, straight from Skinner,” I said with a smirk and turned my back on Gus. I wasn’t worried about him trying to sucker punch me. He was all puff and bluster.
Gus glanced at the two doctors. “What the hell is he talking about?”
“He’s making a dig at us,” Marc replied. “He’s referring to B.F. Skinner, a renowned psychologist noted for his studies in, among other things, operant conditioning. He’s indirectly saying we’re going to start suffering as a group unless we convince you to change your behavior.”
Ward stood up, picked the biscuit up off the ground, and added his own to it. “I’m afraid the ingredients are not quite correct, no offense ladies. May I offer these as a snack for your chickens, Mister Zach? The eggs they have provided have been like manna from heaven and I bet they’d love to have these as a snack,” he looked pointedly at Gus. “We will all make sure to correct any bad habits any of us may have.”
I grunted. Leave it to Ward to be the peacemaker. I pulled a bandanna out of my pocket and unfolded it. Ward placed the biscuits in it, and soon everyone jumped up and handed over theirs as well.
“I take it nobody likes the biscuits,” Wanda quipped. Mac erupted with a belly laugh, which caused everyone else to laugh. That is, everyone except Gus, who had sat back down, sulking and saturnine.
“I’ve just thought of your new nickname,” Terry said with a snap of the fingers, “Gloomy Gus.”
Everyone laughed again while Gus glared. Ward walked over to Gus, whispered in his ear, and patted him on the shoulder.
After lunch, I motioned Terry off to the side.
“It looks like your limp is a little more pronounced.”
Terry shrugged. “Yeah, it’s not completely healed up yet and I may be overdoing it. The cold weather certainly isn’t helping.”
“How about we swap out? Andie and I are getting the urge to clear some houses.”
Terry readily agreed. We informed the rest of the crew and made the necessary adjustments. I swapped out Kelly and Jessica for Anthony and Carla. Terry reluctantly added Gloomy Gus to the security team.
We made it to Mill Creek by the afternoon and had rooted out a total of eleven zombies. They were mostly dead already, rotting and hardly moving. After clearing the last house, I plopped down in a comfortable looking lounge chair on the veranda of the house we’d just cleared. The rest of my team joined me. It felt good to relax a little, and the veranda had a nice view.
“Kelly told us Julie is expecting another child,” Anthony said.
“Yes she is. Julie wants a little girl this time. I’d just as soon have another boy. Did you two have any kids?” I asked. Anthony shook his head.
“No. We had plans for a family one day, but we were concentrating on getting our careers established first. We were both real estate agents and had started our own agency when everything started happening,” he kept glancing at his wife while he spoke. She did not seem to have anything to add.
“I’m curious, what hopes and desires do the two of you have?” I asked.
“What do you mean?” Carla responded.
“Do y’all want to settle down here and start a family? Or perhaps you want to move on and try to find something better?”
Anthony looked at Carla again, as if to wait to see if she was going to speak.
“We’ll probably stay here,” she finally commented and looked around. “This house would have easily sold for a million. What do you think of us taking one of these for our own?”
“I’m all for it,” I glanced behind us. “It’s a nice house, and close to Mill Creek, but it’s too large for only two people to defend against an attack and the yard doesn’t look suitable for gardening. You’ll need to take a lot of things under consideration when choosing the right place to live in.”
“What are your hopes and dreams, Zach?” Carla suddenly asked.
“It has been my hope to recreate a thriving, self-sustaining community.”
“It seems like you’ve accomplished that already,” Anthony said. I shook my head.
“We’ve started the process, but we’ve got a long way to go.”
“How so?” he asked.
“Do you guys know the difference between a tribe, a chiefdom, and a state?” they shook their heads, but were attentive.
“Each category is dependent upon the population, social structure, hierarchy and stability. Right now, an anthropologist would describe us as a band on the verge of becoming a tribe. Our numbers are small, but we’re not nomadic, we’re in a fixed location. As of yet, there is no bureaucracy, economy, or hierarchy, but we are working collectively,” I waved my hand. “This is a good example. I believe that at our present rate of growth, within a year, our numbers are going to swell. If we can get cooperating groups to set up communities around this area, our survival of the species will be assured.”
Carla eyed me. “You’re the subject of many conversations,” she commented. “I heard Marc and Ward talking about you the other day,” she commented. “They think your IQ is on the genius level. I believe I understand now why they’d say it,” she was looking at me curiously as she spoke. Anthony was staring at a spot on the ground, as if he didn’t like what she was saying. I remained expressionless.
“What else did they have to say?” I asked.
Anthony cast a cautioning look at her. She ignored him. “They believe you’re suffering from PTSD and are prone to sudden violent episodes.”
She continued eyeing me, as if waiting to see how I’d react. I had nothing to say, hell, they were probably correct.
“Where did you work before the apocalypse?” she finally asked.
“I worked on the farm we currently live on, but only part time,” the two of them looked at me curiously.
“Here it comes,” Andie said with a chortle.
“I was in the tenth grade at the time of the outbreak.”
Their eyes widened, the typical response, and then Carla laughed.
“I’m thinking those two gay gentlemen may have made an accurate assessment of you, Zach,” she said. Anthony looked over at Andie.
“What about you, Andie? What are your hopes and dreams?”
She shrugged. “I’m good with whatever Zach and Julie decide. I think I’d like to have kids one day, but I don’t seem to have any luck in the boyfriend department.”
Anthony nodded, but it was clear he didn’t understand. Andie explained.
“Terry and I were hooked up not too long ago, but I guess he didn’t love me, so he started banging Kelly. I found out and we split up. So, I’m destined to be single I guess.” 
“I have another question, what about all of the stuff we saw in the houses,” Carla asked with an edge to her voice. I guess she didn’t like to hear about Terry’s conquests, so she changed the subject. I managed to keep a poker face.
“Okay, what do you want to know?” I asked.
“Who gets it?”
“Over the next day or two, we’ll gather everything up we believe is essential and carry it to the school. I had, and still have hopes of creating a trading post of sorts. This will be a way of starting it. There will be some items I will insist on taking back to the farm, but for the most part, everything we scavenge will be community property.”
I saw the look in her eye and could tell she was mentally scheming, but I wasn’t sure what she had in mind. Benny appeared from around the side of the house.
“Ah so, there you are,” he said in his best Charlie Chan impression.
“We’re taking ten,” I responded.
“Yeah, I think everyone needs a break,” Benny paused a moment and then continued. “There’s something I’d like to discuss with you,” he said. I looked at him questioningly.
Benny cleared his throat. “Fred told us of your suspicions and we’ve talked it over.”
I waited for him to respond, and after an awkward moment Benny cleared his throat again. “Well, not to be disrespectful, Mister Zach, but we don’t believe your conclusions are correct.”
I looked at him in disbelief and then looked over at the hipsters. “You guys believe the two of them happened to succumb to radiation poisoning and died at the same time?”
They exchanged glances but said nothing.
“We believe, even if their lives were taken by someone, it was for the best,” Benny declared. “We’ve given them a Christian burial and consider the matter closed.”
I didn’t quite know how to respond. I sat there and looked at the three of them. It was a telling fact that we had grown callous about the death of innocent people.
I held off on a smart-assed retort and shrugged indifferently. It didn’t mean I was going to forget there was a murderer in their group, but to push the matter at this point was futile.
Carla started to say something when Terry’s voice suddenly came over the radio.
“Everyone, heads up, we have company!”
 



Chapter 20 – Encounter at Mill Creek
 
The bus was parked on the west side of the Mill Creek Bridge as we jogged up. Everyone was standing around in a loose defensive position, but they were obviously waiting on Fred or me to act. A caravan of three motorhomes and a black van with tinted windows had stopped on the other side of the bridge. I recognized the van, and the person who got out. I quickly looked around for Fred. He wasn’t anywhere, which I took as a good sign.
“Find a spot and cover me,” I said to Andie. She took off at a run and disappeared into some bushes.
“Where the hell is she going?” Anthony asked.
I deferred answering and reached for my radio. “Fred, are you covering?” he responded with a single click of his microphone.
“10-4, Andie is doing the same,” I responded and turned back to Anthony. “She’s my backup in case it goes to shit. Fred’s doing the same thing.”
“They’re going to kill those people?” he asked, wide-eyed.
“It depends on them,” I responded under my breath while gesturing at the new arrivals. “Now, you and your wife keep your weapon handy. Don’t point it at anyone, but be ready to act.”
I walked to the middle of the bridge and stood there, waiting. I watched as Chet Henry casually walked up. It had been a few months since I had seen him. It had been a friendly encounter, but I was still wary of him.
“Well, if it isn’t Zach the Zombie Killer,” Chet said with a smart-assed grin on his face as he walked up. A few of his friends had gotten out of their vehicles and were standing some distance back.
I gestured toward him and spoke to my group. “Everyone, this is Chet Henry, a former police officer, now a – hmm, what would you call yourself now, Chet?”
“Well, I suppose you can call me a survivor, like all of us, right?” he replied and walked a little closer, hesitating a moment before extending his hand. I shook it and looked him over. He’d lost a little weight since the last time I saw him, but he still had a thick neck and chest. A Glock handgun was holstered on his waist. I glanced at it.
“Your holster is unsnapped, Chet. Are you expecting trouble?”
He looked down at it in mock surprise, and then looked back at his friends. “Y’all remember me telling you about the kid who beat McElroy to death?” he pointed at me. “Here he is, in the flesh,” he turned back to me and looked me over as he snapped the holster shut. “You’ve put on some meat in the shoulders since the last time I’ve seen you. In fact, all of you people look pretty healthy. Y’all must be eating pretty damn good.”
I made a quick count. Five of them had exited the vehicles, but the van’s dark tinted windows prevented me from seeing anyone inside. As I looked at the fencing they had jury rigged across the windows, the side door slid open abruptly and a woman jumped out. She strode purposely over to us, and although she was rougher around the edges than the last time I saw her, I recognized her immediately. She stopped beside Chet, who was looking at her quizzically.
“I thought I recognized you,” she said, with no amount of friendliness.
“Do you two know each other?” Chet asked in surprise.
“Yeah, you might say that,” Janet answered.
It was Janet Frierson, the mother of Julie and Tommy. Wait, she was now my
mother-in-law. Shit, it was a nauseating thought. Mac had walked up beside me when Janet approached. Chet gazed at her in wonder.
“Hello, Janet,” I said, and looked at Mac. “This is Julie’s mother.”
“You have a daughter?” Chet asked as he looked at Janet. She never acknowledged Chet, instead she gave me a hard stare.
“Where is the little slut?” Janet retorted.
Mac took a quick step forward where she was now within a couple of inches from Janet, who widened her eyes and instinctively took a step back. “Lady, if you say something like that again, I’m a going to knock the livin’ hell out of you,” Mac emphasized it with a poke in Janet’s chest, and then she looked over at Chet. “Then I’ll knock the hell out of you for good measure.”
Chet retreated back a step as well and held his hands up. “Easy now.”
“This is Mac,” I said. “She’s very protective of people she cares about, so if I were you, I’d watch what you say,” I put my hand on her shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. She continued glaring, but it lessened slightly. “Why are you guys here, Chet?” I asked.
“We’re looking to relocate,” he said, matter-of-factly.
I nodded in apparent understanding. “I see. Well, good luck in your quest,” I looked at my watch. “You guys better get a move on. You only have a few hours of daylight left.”
I casually tapped the top of my head. It was the military hand signal for ‘cover me’ which we also used as a signal for caution. I looked them over a moment longer before turning to speak to the rest of my group. They were all standing near the bus, rifles at the ready. Before I could speak, Chet interrupted.
“Zach!” he practically shouted. Mac jumped in between the two of us as I turned around and I thought she was going to make good on her threat. Chet stood there looking at me, but not glaring with anger. He was looking at me earnestly, almost pleadingly.
“Mac, would you mind going back with Terry and standing by?” I asked. She didn’t want to, but I gave her a gentle squeeze on the arm. She nodded, and cast a baleful glare at the two of them before walking back to the bus.
Chet turned to Janet. “Go back to the van. I want to talk to Zach in private.”
She did not want to be excluded from the conversation, but I think Mac had unnerved her somewhat, so she scowled at Chet pointedly for a moment before walking back to join the others. I motioned to a spot nearby where nobody could overhear us.
“Where did you find her at?” I asked.
“Who, Janet?” he made a face, like last night’s dinner was not agreeing with him. “It’s more like she found us. She showed up a few months ago. We were trying to round up some cattle when she drove up in a car that was on its last legs. She said her group and family had been wiped out. I didn’t even know she had a daughter. How did you meet?”
“We met after the plague. She and her family had driven up from Fayetteville. There was a disagreement of sorts and we parted company. Her daughter ended up coming back to us,” I watched his body language as I asked the next question. “Is her son still with her?”
He looked surprised. “She has a son too?” he shook his head in wonderment and glanced over his shoulder at her. “She said her whole family had been killed, what a lying little bitch.”
His response seemed genuine, which convinced me he was not part of the group of the two men who had assaulted Tommy. I snorted in disgust. One thing for certain, Janet was a bitch. She was a survivor, but she was still a bitch. I wanted to know about what Janet had been doing all of this time, but it was a topic for a later discussion. I changed the subject.
“So, what’s up with you guys?”
“Listen, Zach. We were living up in the Old Hickory area and making a go of it. We were doing okay, nothing special, but then something happened, a toxic spill from one of the factories or something. We went out fishing one morning at the lake, but all of the fish were dead,” he shook his head ruefully at the memory. “Hundreds, no, thousands of them were floating on the water. They were all bloated and rotting. It was sickening,” he sighed. “We should have left the lake immediately, but we were too curious I guess. Whatever killed the fish made us sick as dogs,” he inhaled and wiped his face.
“The zombies up there, there’s something going on with them. Right in the middle of us being sick and feeling lousy as hell, those sons of bitches got through our fence lines and attacked us that night. We lost five people before we could kill them all, and we used up most of our ammo doing it. The next morning, we packed everything we could and left. We’ve got maybe a month’s worth of rations stored in the RVs, but then we’re going to be in dire straits.”
Chet grimaced. “We headed out with no clear destination in mind. We’ve been on the road almost a week now, looking for a suitable place,” he turned back and looked at his friends momentarily. “We’re very low on ammunition, so it’s not like we can go into a neighborhood, clear out the zombies, and make ourselves at home. Everyone’s nerves are frayed. Arguments are frequent. We can’t discuss anything without it turning into a shouting match. This morning I was sitting in the van listening to all of the mindless prattle and wondering where we could go. For some reason, I thought of you guys and how prosperous you seemed. Do you remember our conversation a few months ago on Murfreesboro Pike?” he stared at me hopefully as I nodded. “If you remember, you said if we behave like gentlemen, we’d be welcome. We need some help, Zach.”
I looked over his shoulder at his friends. They were standing in a group, talking amongst themselves, but eyeing us warily. “There seems to be a whole lot of animosity with your group,” I responded. Chet started to shake his head, but I held up a hand. “Even with you, Chet. The way you introduced me to your people was not a cordial, friendly introduction. In fact, it was a little bit on the side of passive aggression. You let them know right away that I’m the one who killed your friend. It was total bullshit, Chet, and now you think we’re obligated to help you out,” when I put it into words, it started to piss me off. I started feeling the rage rise in me. I took a slow, deep breath.
“What’s your status?” he inquired.
Chet heard it. “Who was that?” he asked.
“It’s Fred. Apparently, he sees how pissed off you’ve made me.”
“The guy with the pistols?” he asked, looking around. “I don’t see him anywhere. I don’t see the guy with the long ZZ Top beard either.”
“Don’t worry, they see you,” I replied, not bothering to mention Rowdy was back at the farm taking care of the chores, or quite possibly taking an afternoon nap. Chet immediately understood the implication and looked around worriedly.
“Chet and I are discussing things,” I said into the radio, “standby.”
Chet listened, sighed and held his hands out pleadingly.
“What do you want me to say, Zach? If it makes any difference, I apologize for my behavior. It was a poor choice of words. Like I said, my nerves are shot and I’m not thinking clearly.”
I stood there, staring at the group. They apparently had run out of things to say to each other and were now staring at us silently.
“Alright, I’m going to talk it over with my friends. Excuse me a moment,” I said and walked away from everyone so nobody could hear.
“Alright guys,” I said into the radio. Fred, Andie, and Terry were the only ones on the frequency. I explained the situation to them and what I thought was our best course of action. They agreed. I walked over to Mac and the others, and explained everything to them. When there were no objections, I walked back to Chet, who was waiting expectantly.
“I’d like for your group to gather around and listen to what I have to say,” I said. Chet looked at me quizzically and motioned for all of them to join us. There were ten of them altogether; six men and four women, all of them seemed to be in their late twenties or early thirties. No children.
“Chet has asked us for all of you to relocate in this area.”
One of them snorted and spit on the ground. “It’s not like you can say who can and can’t live around here, bud.”
I looked him over. “What’s your name?”
“Rich. Richard Buckhalter,” he replied. He didn’t offer to shake hands.
“Well, Rich, you’re wrong. In fact, I am proclaiming this area under our control and we determine who lives here and who doesn’t,” I hooked a thumb over my shoulder. “You’ll have to go through all of us if you think differently.”
Richard glared at me and started to walk forward. It was amazing to me the audacity of some people. He was lean with a bur haircut, almost six feet in height, and probably thought of himself as a tough guy. Before he took a step though, Chet reached over, grabbed him by the upper arm and squeezed so hard Richard’s face winced in pain. Chet jerked him close.
“You dumbass, did you not listen when I told y’all what happened with McElroy? He jumped Zach and got himself beaten to death. You wouldn’t stand a chance. Besides, he has at least two of his crew with sniper rifles on us,” Chet let go of his arm with a shove, glared at his friend a second, and turned toward me. “Zach, once again, I apologize.”
I looked at the two men pointedly before speaking. “I’ve spoken with my friends and they agree with my idea. I’d like for your group to set up camp at the Walmart parking lot up the road. The area is relatively clear of zombies, but you will still want to post guards. We’ll come by tomorrow at noon, we’ll bring some food, have lunch together, and maybe we can work something out,” I paused and pointed at Rich. “I’ll say this - all I’m getting from you people at the moment are feelings of hostility and animosity. So I’m asking you, Chet, why in the world would we want people in our community who act in such a manner?”
“You make a good point,” Chet conceded and looked at his group of people. “We’re going to have a long talk this evening and straighten things out.”
We watched as they loaded up and drove off. Benny stood beside me anxiously.
“Are they bad people, Zach?” he asked.
“Our first encounter was not very pleasant. We’ve seen them around a couple of times since. We’ve been more or less hospitable toward each other.”
“Are we really going to let them live near us?” Andie asked. I looked at her and at everyone else. Fred gave me an approving nod.
“I want all of you to know, everyone will have a say-so in the matter, including Benny and your group. It’ll be a joint decision.”
“How is this going to work?” Carla asked.
“We’ll meet them for lunch tomorrow, as planned. We’ll see how everyone gets along and go from there.”
I looked around again. I saw Terry rubbing his leg and Gus was stretching the kinks out of his back. There was fatigue in everyone’s face. Marc caught me looking and smiled hopefully.
“I don’t know about you guys, but I’m worn out. Why don’t we call it a day?”
Everyone readily agreed. We reconvened back at the school and soon had a late afternoon meal going. Benny sat beside me and discussed the weather patterns during the meal. When we were finished, he motioned at me and the two of us walked outside. It was getting colder and I quickly zipped my jacket up.
“You’re not satisfied with our decision regarding our recently deceased friends,” he said as he put a toboggan on his head. I looked at him.
“Your friends were murdered,” I said plainly, “the evidence was there.”
Benny shook his head. “They were simply sick, Zach. Their passing at nearly the same time was merely coincidental.”
I shrugged. “Their passing is inconsequential. What you should be concerned about is the fact there is someone in your group who had no qualms about killing two of your people without bothering to discuss it with everyone else first.”
 
“So, I guess that is that,” I said to my friends as we drove home. I had told them of what I saw and how Benny reacted.
“They were murdered?” Terry asked.
“I think they were,” I responded, “but Benny believes otherwise.”
“So, what do we do?” Andie asked. I shrugged in the dark of the vehicle.
“Think about it, what can we do? If we even find out who did it, what would the best course of action be? Do we execute them? Banish them?” I shrugged. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, if I catch someone killing one of you, I’d kill them without a second thought, but hell, I have no vested interest in two people I never even spoke to.”
I paused a moment as a deer ran across the road and looked us over. “Some might even argue that it was textbook mercy killings. Those two were terminally ill, so…” I left the rest unspoken. We rode the rest of the way in silence.
 
 
 



Chapter 21 – Lunch at Walmart
 
I glanced at the thermometer as I hurried to the chicken coop. Still below freezing, which was no surprise, it was, after all, still January. Fred, Rowdy, the boys, and Terry filtered in, and we knocked out some chores before breakfast, which consisted of hardtack biscuits and stale coffee.
“Alright guys,” I said between mouthfuls, “Julie and Tommy talked it over and they don’t want to go. So it will be all of us and Mac. I don’t know who else wants to go.”
“If Tommy ain’t going, neither am I,” Joe said.
“Fair enough,” I said with a chuckle. “You two can stay here and help Julie with the chores.”
 
We arrived at the school promptly at eleven. Benny greeted us with a tray of steaming mugs.
“We found some hot chocolate in one of the houses. It’s a good day for a hot cup.”
Everyone agreed and grabbed a mug. It was stale, but still delicious.
“Who all will be going with us?” I asked.
“Mac and me, everyone else says it’s too cold to be outside.”
I frowned.
“What is it, Zach?” Fred asked.
I saw them looking at me and explained. “There are ten of them. If they plan on trying some shenanigans, they’ll have us outnumbered.”
“Then again, they saw our numbers yesterday. They might think we have a few snipers deployed,” Benny remarked. I looked at Fred.
“Yeah, it could work out like that. We can help it along with a ruse or two.”
“Besides, after you see what Mac has cooked up, I doubt they’ll be thinking about anything else but filling their belly,” Benny added.
As if on cue, Mac exited the school pushing a wheelbarrow with a steaming caldron in it.
“I figure I have enough servings for fifteen to twenty people. If they can handle my beef stew, they can handle anything,” Mac proclaimed. It smelled wonderful and we carefully loaded it on the back of the truck. “I’m going to warn y’all right now, I ain’t going to take no bad remarks from that woman. If she says anything unkind about anyone, there will be an ass whooping.”
As we were about to leave, Bo drove up and exited with his companion. “Sorry I’m late. I wasn’t going to join in but Lucy insisted on going,” he said, and she barked in agreement.
 
When we drove into the Walmart parking lot, they had set up some tables of various sizes and circled them with a combination of barrels and metal trashcans, all of which had an inviting fire burning in them. I made a quick headcount as we parked. Chet approached with a welcoming smile.
“You’re missing two men. Where are they?” I demanded immediately.
His smile quickly changed to a puzzled frown. He stared a moment, and about the time I was going to tell them the deal was off, two of the men walked out of the Walmart with a cart full of folding lawn chairs. I relaxed a little then.
“You’re a little paranoid, Zach,” Chet observed.
“It’s what keeps me alive,” I replied with no apology, looked off into the distance, and made a phony hand signal. Chet saw it and looked at the imaginary point I was staring at. I offered my hand. He stared off for a moment longer before shaking, and then watched as Fred tied a handkerchief to the radio antenna.
“He’s doing that so your snipers will get a good idea of the wind,” he quipped. I nodded, to which he shrugged.
“Suit yourself. Whoever you’ve got out there is going to freeze their asses off. The sky looks like crap and I bet we’re going to get snow or freezing rain before the day is over,” he commented. I nodded in seeming agreement as I looked around, watching his people for any susceptible behavior.
“Yeah, I believe we’re going to have a cold February. That’s both bad and good,” I said. Chet looked at me quizzically. “The cold slows them down.”
He nodded in understanding. “I believe that’s one of your rules I’ve seen painted all over town.”
“Yep, rule five.”
“Well, let me say this from the get-go,” Chet said. “We had a long discussion last night. Everyone agreed to try to make this work. Even Janet said you know your shit, but she also said that you think you’re king of the roost.”
“I’m a little set in my ways,” I conceded, “but it’s not like I go around barking out orders to everyone. We have a democratic process going on here, mostly.”
Benny chuckled. “It works out pretty good, Mister Chet. You’ll see.”
We were about to help unload the large kettle out of the bed of the truck, but Mac beat us to it. Using a pair of mittens, she hefted it out with ease and carried it over.
“Holy shit, she’s a strong one,” Chet said under his breath.
“Yes, she is,” Fred said in agreement. “Let’s get set up and eat.”
 
Mac’s stew was a hit and we ate it all, down to the last drop. Chet’s group had a couple of cases of beer, which they shared with everyone. Lucy went around to all of the humans, begging pitifully. She was rewarded with everyone letting her lick the bowls clean.
The conversation was awkward at first, but Rowdy soon had everyone going with his jovial demeanor and goofy wisecracks.
Chet sat back after eating a couple of bowls and hooked a thumb toward the Walmart. “There’s not much left in there.”
“Nope. It was pretty decimated by the time we got to it, even though there were several zombies inside.”
“Ah, that explains the pile of burnt bodies piled up over there,” he said pointing at the charred corpses Howard and I had stacked up so long ago.
I nodded. “Yeah, we never did get around to burying them. Did you guys find anything you can use?”
“We got a few things, nothing spectacular,” he commented. I nodded in understanding. “All those piles of corpses along Bell Road, are you guys responsible for them as well?” he asked. I nodded again. “Holy shit, dude, there must have been over a thousand of them. That’s a hell of a lot of work.”
“It’s very necessary work,” I added. “As you’ve learned, humans cannot live in a symbiotic relationship with those things.”
“Say what?” one of them asked.
Fred simplified it. “We can’t have them anywhere around, so we kill them at every opportunity. At some time in the near future, before it gets warm, we’re going to dig a mass grave and bury what’s left of them. Maybe you guys can take care of it in exchange for some commodities,” he said, then winked at Mac and me.
Chet looked at the others, one of whom shrugged indifferently. “I don’t think any of us is very proficient at operating heavy equipment, but we’d be willing to try.”
“Don’t worry, I can teach all of you,” Mac said. Chet and the others looked at her, trying to decide if she was joking before looking over at me.
“Mac is a jack of all trades. She can drive any piece of heavy machinery you can imagine.”
“Well, one thing’s for certain,” Chet said, “she’s a hell of a cook.” Everyone heartily agreed.
“Where is Julie?” Janet asked during a pause in the conversation. She was eyeing me like I was hiding something, which was true. She had no idea Tommy was with us.
“After the last encounter the two of you had, she was reluctant to come.”
“What happened?” Rowdy asked innocently. I had previously told him all about Janet one night, but I guess he was drunk and didn’t remember. I also noticed he had been eyeing Janet the entire time and would grin at her whenever they made eye contact. She’d cleaned up since yesterday, although it looked like all of them could benefit from a long hot shower with a bar of strong soap and a scrub brush. I saw hints of gray at the roots of her hair, and wondered how long it would take for her to figure out there were probably some hair coloring products still inside the superstore.
“It’s kind of a long story, but one day we met some people whom Janet was staying with. Janet and Julie got into a discussion, Janet called her a whore, and Julie slapped the taste out of her mouth.”
My answer got a booming laugh from Mac, along with chuckles from some of the people who were listening. Obviously, she wasn’t the most popular member of the group.
“I like her already,” one of the women commented. Janet glared at me, but didn’t respond. Suddenly, the CB radio in the truck crackled to life.
“Come in, Zach,” it was Julie.
“Why speaking of my beautiful wife, I believe she’s calling me on the radio,” I jumped up, hurried over to the truck and turned the volume down so the rest of them could not overhear our conversation.
“How’s it going?” she asked.
“It’s going okay. No drama, no threats. Your mom asked about you and she’s actually behaving herself.”
Julie keyed up the microphone and sighed. “We’re on our way there. I’m bringing Frederick, Tommy, Joe, and Kelly.”
I smiled a little. She would never admit it, but she probably missed her mother, and I’m sure Tommy did as well. She gave me an ETA of ten minutes.
I grabbed a map out of the console before walking over to Fred and filling him in before sitting back down at the table. Before I could say anything, Janet spoke up.
“Why are you claiming Julie is your wife?” she asked. Her tone made it seem like a motherly type of question, but I never knew with her.
“We met with a group of people who had a minister with them and he married us,” I studied her face to see how she reacted to my next statement. “Julie is on her way here. She’s bringing along Tommy and your grandson.”
Janet stared at me in puzzlement a moment before what I said it sunk in, and then she let out an involuntary gasp.
“I sincerely hope you’ll be on your best behavior,” I added. Before she could respond, I turned to Chet.
“I have a map here of the local area,” I unfolded it and placed it on the table. “Fred and I thought it over and came up with some locations nearby which might be suitable for y’all.”
The weather was getting worse and the wind was picking up, so we used dirty bowls at each corner to keep it from blowing it away. I started right in and pointed at an area of the map.
“This is an area y’all might like, it’s called College Grove. It’s an urban community with a fair amount of farm land,” I ran my finger down the state highway. “If you go in this direction, there is a large state park which might be a good spot.”
“Henry Horton State Park,” Andie added. “There was a group of people camping there a couple of years ago, but they got eaten. We found what was left of them one day,” she looked at me as if she were thinking she said too much. “The farms in College Grove are mostly vacant though.”
The rest of the group had gathered close and were listening with interest. I continued.
“We’ve cleared most of Nolensville Pike of fallen trees and other debris, but the potholes, like all the other streets, are starting to add up. If you guys locate there, we’ll definitely need to make road repairs.” I sipped a small swallow of beer as Rowdy opened his third can.
“Now here,” I said, pointing, “is the Ellington Agriculture Center. It’s roughly two hundred acres. If you guys want to stay closer to the Nashville area, this could possibly be an ideal location. It’s located less than two miles from here, there is access to water, and there is arable farm land.”
They started conversing with each other. I glanced at Fred, who gave me a nod of approval. It consisted of him dipping his head about a quarter of an inch. The casual observer would have missed it. During the conversation our Ford Raptor truck turned into the parking lot, causing everyone to stop talking and watch.
“Now that’s a nice truck,” one of them commented.
“They’re here,” I said to Janet as I got up and walked over to the truck. All of them got out and looked around tentatively. They had all cleaned up and were wearing fresh clothing. Tommy and Joe were dressed like soldiers and held their M4s in a low-ready position. Kelly was holding Frederick, and it reminded me to look around in the store for a child’s travel seat before we left.
Janet walked up slowly, stopping to look over her two children and grandchild.
“Hello, mother,” Julie said plainly and gestured to the child she held in her arms, “this is our son, Frederick, your grandson.”
Janet looked intensely at little Frederick and then focused on Tommy. He had grown a few inches and gained some weight since I had found him, which coincidentally was not too far away from here. His hair had also grown out since his last haircut and he kept pushing it out of his eyes. He remained quiet, staring at his mother and scanning out the rest of the crowd.
“Hi, Mom,” he said with an equal amount of plainness as his sister.
“I thought you were dead! Where have you been?” she asked.
Tommy ignored her question and looked over at me. “Those aren’t the same men Mom was with when you found me,” he turned back to his mother and eyed her the way most teenage boys eyeball their mothers. “Those other men were heathens.”
I nodded in understanding. Last November, I had happened upon Tommy purely by fate. Two men, who were friends with Janet, had brought Tommy along on a scavenging run. Apparently, it was commonplace for the men to bully little Tommy. One of the men decided to rape him on that fateful day. I had no regrets when I shot them. Tommy looked at me. I nodded in understanding. We kept this secret to ourselves and it was going to stay that way.
They stood there, awkwardly staring at each other. I don’t know what I expected, maybe some tears and hugs or something. After all, they had not seen each other in quite a while.
“Well, I’m sure the three of you have a lot to talk about. We’ll give you some privacy,” I walked back to the table with Kelly and Joe, where there was an animated conversation going on.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
One of the women, a grungy looking brunette who called herself Penny, spoke up. “I know this area,” she said, “there is a beautiful horse farm right here,” she pointed at the intersection of Franklin Pike and Concord Road. She then pointed at Bo. I noticed her fingernails were practically black with grime. “He said we can’t move there.”
I shrugged. “Bo’s living there. I don’t think he wants any roommates.”
“Why, that’s ridiculous. The house is a huge mansion and there are multiple barns. All of us could live there easily,” she looked around, trying to get us on her side. I glanced at Bo, who was obviously starting to get angry.
“Ma’am,” Fred said, “perhaps, one day Bo will change his mind, but not today. He says you’re not going to live there, pick somewhere else.”
She looked at the two men in disbelief for a moment before staring back down at the map. Suddenly, she stabbed a finger at the other side of the intersection. “Who’s living here?” she asked.
I looked at the map and then at Bo. Across the street from the horse farm was another older, stately mansion. Nobody was living there. He shrugged.
“That place has a couple of barns and plenty of acreage. I don’t give a shit if they move in there, as long as they leave my horses alone.”
She looked back at Bo, wide-eyed. “You have horses? I love horses!”
 
Frederick didn’t even budge when we moved him from the truck to his bed. The day’s activities had worn him out. Julie changed his diaper before tucking him in and then she crawled in bed with me.
“How’d it go with your mother?” I asked after she had gotten under the blankets and snuggled up beside me.
“It was uncomfortable, but at least she didn’t call me any disparaging names.” Julie sighed and started rubbing my arm, which I had draped around her. “She asked about Frederick and why I didn’t name him after my dad.”
I chortled. “I can only imagine how you responded.”
“I’ll have you know I was very civilized. So, then she did the superficial caring mother routine. She asked how I had been, how Tommy was doing. It took about three or four minutes on that routine and then she spent the rest of the time asking about our set up.”
“It figures,” I quipped.
“When I wouldn’t answer, she got a little peeved, but didn’t say anything. Then, she asked if she could come live with us,” she was silent for a moment. “I told her I’d think about it.”
I was silent. The last thing in the world I wanted was that bitch to live with us. Julie had fallen asleep while I was thinking about the ramifications.
 



Chapter 22 – Journal Entry: March 1st, 2 A.Z.
 
February was butt-cold! We had a foot of snow fall on the 1st, and about a week later it snowed another six inches. It stayed on the ground throughout most of the month, so travel has been very limited. Zach had found some ski equipment and we took turns practicing our skills at cross country skiing. It was fun, until Julie twisted an ankle. She said it had never completely healed since the last time she twisted it. Most of the time the weather was so miserable we stayed cooped up in the house. Zach declared February ammo month, and so we spent many hours reloading ammunition.
Here is a summary of our situation –
Food: Our food supplies are still good, but limited in variety. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m very grateful for the chopped steak and mashed potatoes I ate for dinner last night, but good Lord, I miss the things we used to take for granted, like pizza, burritos, strawberry milkshakes, candy bars, gummy bears, all the stuff that made life enjoyable.
Livestock: we’ve added more donkeys to our population, but even so, we’ve lost a few cows to predators. We’ve doubled up on traps, which helped, but I feel sad when we trap a coyote or a feral dog. They look so helpless when we find them. Our chicken population has grown, which is good because those idiots on Concord Road keep letting theirs die. I asked Zach about Bo’s horses and hogs. He said not to worry, Bo dotes on the horses like they’re his own children and hogs can live through anything. I also worry about the bees, but I guess they’ll be okay.
People: late in January, we had some new arrivals. They are some of the same people we encountered back when we raided the police evidence building. There are ten of them, six men and four women. One of those women is Julie’s mother. Julie told me all about her, and it sounds like she is a total bitch. They were having a very hard time surviving on their own and decided to move closer to us. I think we should have made them leave, but everyone else agreed to let them live nearby. They ended up moving into a house on the corner of Franklin Pike and Concord road. It’s about six or seven miles from our house, but not far enough away for my comfort. We only had limited contact with them before the big snowstorm hit. So, for most of the month, we’ve only been communicating with Mac and the rest of them through the radio. They seem to be doing okay.
Mac said there have been no new arrivals, which is not surprising. I don’t think anybody can travel on the roads until it starts to warm up and everything thaws out.
We’ve been doing okay, mostly. Little Frederick was sick for a few days with the colic or something, but he’s better now and he’s learning how to crawl. I know childhood illnesses are a major source of worry for everyone.
Julie is pregnant again. She thinks she conceived the first of January. Nobody else is pregnant that I know of, but not for lack of Terry and Rowdy trying their best to sow their wild oats.
Zombies: I’ve not seen any around, probably due to the freezing weather. However, Zach went out skiing one day and said he saw a few that were frozen. He didn’t say anything else about them, but he immediately went to the barn and spent a few minutes sharpening his machete. That is his preferred method of killing them so as to save ammo. Nobody else cares to get that close to them. We’ve had a lot of discussions about them lately. Zach is convinced the ones who are still alive are going to become predators that will be able to think and stalk their prey. It’s a scary thought and it reaffirms our belief that we need to kill as many as possible.
Hopefully, it’s going to warm up soon. I’m tired of the cold and the snow – Andie.
 



Chapter 23 – Birthday Girl
 
I sat on the edge of the bed, holding Frederick, watching Julie sleep. It was still dark in the room, a little after five in the morning, so I could only see the outline of her form. I didn’t need anything else though. I had memorized every line, curve, and freckle long ago. She was breathing deeply, as was Frederick. It was peaceful.
I don’t know how long I sat there, watching her. She eventually turned in her sleep and reached out to where I would have been lying beside her. When her hand didn’t find me, she stirred and wakened.
“What’s wrong?” she asked when she saw me.
“Not a thing, sweetheart.”
“Nothing?” she asked again, sitting up.
“Our son insisted on seeing his beautiful mommy on her birthday,” I said quietly. She rubbed the sleep out of her eyes and scooted over beside us.
“I hope March isn’t going to be as cold as February was,” she said with a yawn. I put my arm around her and gently caressed her. I think she would have fallen back asleep, but Frederick, who was awake now, had other ideas and started in with loud baby talk.
“Somebody’s hungry,” she said.
“I’ll take care of it. You go back to sleep if you want to,” I left her with a kiss on the forehead. Twenty minutes later, I had Frederick fed and then burped him while I waited for the inevitable diaper change. I was certainly going to be glad when he was potty trained. Andie joined me while I was letting Curly outside.
“You’re up early,” I said.
“Terry and I are going to check on the beehives and wanted to get an early start.”
I looked at her with a grin. “Oh, yeah? Sounds like a fun date.”
She looked away and I thought I detected her blushing. “It’s not like that. We’re just friends.”
I nodded knowingly and looked at the morning sky. “Y’all should have a good day for it. I’m not feeling any dampness in the air. It’s going to be a beautiful March day I think.”
“What are you going to do today?” she asked.
“Whatever Julie wants to do,” I replied, and then whispered. “I’m going to talk her into going to Bo’s and we’ll spring her present on her.”
Andie smiled. “She’s going to shit her pants.”
I chuckled at her crassness, as we watched as a pair of headlights came into view. We immediately recognized Mac’s truck. Since everything had thawed out, she loved joining us for breakfast and little Frederick was fascinated by her. I stood and handed him off to Andie. “I’ll get some coffee ready.”
 
“This pretty girl is Isis,” Bo said, stroking the face of a dark brown quarter horse. She was currently in a stall with a blanket on her. She nickered at Bo and playfully nipped at his arm. “She’s fully trained, but she’s not as big as these Thoroughbreds around here and they tend to pick on her. So, Zach and I believe she needs a new home.”
“Happy birthday,” I said with a grin. “Oh, by the way, she’s pregnant too.”
Julie looked at us with wide eyes. “She’s beautiful. Thank you,” she grabbed me in a hug, and then hugged Bo as well, which embarrassed him.
Penny walked out from a nearby stall. “Oh good, one less horse I have to clean up after.”
Bo shrugged when we looked at him. “She wants to ride my horses, she’s gotta earn her keep.”
“So, what do I do with all of these horse turds?” Penny asked, pointing to a muck pile in the corner of the barn.
I grunted and looked around until I spotted a wheel barrow. “If you guys aren’t going to put it to use, I certainly will,” I moved the wheelbarrow over to the muck pile and grabbed a shovel.
Penny watched me curiously as I began shoveling. “What in the world are you going to use horse shit for?” she finally asked.
“I’m going to add them to the compost pile,” I paused for a second. “Say, Penny, have you guys tilled up any garden plots yet?”
“No, should we?” she asked and looked questioningly at Bo. He cleared his throat.
“I’ve got a couple of plots laid out, but Chet and his boys haven’t done much of anything.”
I nodded thoughtfully. Bo must have read my thoughts.
“They’re too smart for their own good, Zach,” he said. “I’ve tried giving them advice, but they ignore me. I avoid them now because all they do is piss and moan.”
I listened to him as I finished shoveling and closed the tailgate. “Are you coming to the dinner?” I asked. He nodded. “Penny and I are going to head over in a couple of hours. I’ll carry Isis to your barn and get her settled in if you’d like.”
“That’d be most appreciated. Maybe we’ll go pay Penny’s buddies a visit and see how they’re doing,”
“Can I ride with you guys?” Penny asked and looked at Bo. “I want to get a change of clothes.”
I shrugged and nodded.
 
“You two are certainly a curious couple,” Julie commented as we exited the gate to the horse farm. I grinned and glanced at Penny in the rearview mirror. Her mouth had dropped open.
“Is it obvious?” Penny asked.
Julie responded with a lighthearted laugh. “Bo has trimmed his beard and he was wearing a clean pair of overalls. I don’t think he did it to impress the horses.”
“Bo’s a good man,” she responded after a moment. “He’s stubborn as hell, but he’s okay. He said he’s not quite ready for me to move in with him though.”
“I assumed you were hooked up with someone from your group,” I commented.
Penny shook her head. “I was with a dude who called himself Mojo, but he was killed when the zombies attacked us,” she responded. “I’ve been solo since then.”
Julie looked back over her shoulder at Penny. “We’ve all lost loved ones, I’m sorry.”
Penny shook her head. “Oh, no, it wasn’t like that. I didn’t love him.”
I frowned and looked in the mirror again. Penny shrugged.
“When we first met, I was all alone and starving. Everyone I knew was either dead or had turned into one of those things. We met by chance. He offered me food in exchange for sex,” she grimaced. “Mojo was okay, but I didn’t love him. I mean, he protected me and was kind toward me, but good Lord, the man was gross. He didn’t bathe very often, and he didn’t seem to care too much for the use of toilet paper, if you know what I mean,” she saw Julie wrinkle her nose and snorted.
“I know, it sounds bad, but I was alone, completely alone, and I literally had not eaten in three days when he found me. I was starving and scared to death. When you get to that point, you’ll take whatever is offered.”
“I was at that point once. Zach was my knight in shining armor, and, I might add, he is very skilled in the proper use of toilet paper.”
Penny burst out laughing. “Well then, I’d say he’s a keeper.”
I had no desire to discuss my personal hygiene so I changed the subject. “So, which one is Janet sleeping with?” I asked.
Penny shook her head again. “She tried to get together with Chet, but he turned her down and I don’t think she’s interested in Johnny, he’s the only other one still single.”
Interesting, I thought, Chet was not interested in Janet. Maybe I underestimated him. We parked in front of the house and I looked around. Other than a couple of rain barrels attached to some downspouts, neither Julie nor I saw any other evidence of improvement. Penny must have seen our shared look of disdain.
“You two don’t care for us too much, I’m thinking,” she stated.
Before I could answer, we were interrupted by Chet and another man walking out of the front door.
We got out and everyone exchanged handshakes, which seemed to be a good gesture. That is, until Chet’s buddy tried to assert his male dominance by gripping my hand tightly. It didn’t work. My hands were hardened with layers of callouses, and my strength was equal to, or greater than his. I smiled politely and increased the pressure of my grip. His cocky smirk became a strained grimace before I let go.
“Well, I don’t believe you two have come to visit since we’ve moved in,” Chet mentioned casually.
“You’re right, we haven’t. It’s been a long cold February and we’ve mostly stayed home. How’ve you guys been?” I asked.
“What the hell is that smell?” the other man interrupted. Apparently, failing the attempt to intimidate me with an overpowering handshake, he was now going to resort to a passive aggressive form of incivility. He was standing to the left of Chet, giving me the stink eye, waiting for me to respond. I looked at him studiously. He was in the same age range as Chet, late twenties or early thirties, lean, rawboned, maybe six feet tall.
“Are you referring to the horse manure I have loaded in the back of the truck?” I asked.
He snorted. “If you say so.”
“Your name is Johnny, right?” I asked. He nodded indifferently. “I’m not sure what you’re trying to imply. Maybe you’re saying it isn’t the truck load of horse shit that smells so bad. Maybe you’re saying I’m the one who stinks, or maybe, you’re saying my wife stinks. What are you saying, Johnny?”
He answered with a silent, unfriendly stare. I returned his stare a moment before redirecting my attention to Chet. “Chet, we’re having a pot luck supper at the school and came by to invite you guys” I pointed at Johnny. “Based on his behavior, maybe it’s a bad idea for y’all to come. It’s good to see you,” I turned to Julie. “Let’s get going.”
We turned to go but Chet held a hand up.
“Hold on guys. Johnny was just clowning, right, Johnny?” Chet turned and glared at Johnny.
“Yeah, I was just clowning. Don’t mind me,” he responded without feeling. I stared at him a moment to see if he was going to say anything else, or do something stupid. He returned my stare a moment, and then made like there was something interesting in the distance to gaze at. I held my temper in check and tried to be diplomatic. After all, it was Julie’s birthday.
“Anyway, like I was saying, we’re all getting together at the school. It starts at sixteen hundred hours. Everyone is expected to bring some food to the table. There’s plenty of room if you want to spend the night, but you’ll need to bring your own sleeping bags.”
“It sounds really good,” Chet said, and cast a warning glance at Johnny. “We don’t have a lot of food to offer though. We’ve been clearing out houses in the area, but we’re running low on ammo and fuel. Plus, a lot of the canned foods we’ve found are swollen out of proportion. I don’t think they’re good anymore.”
I nodded. “Thermophiles.”
Everyone looked at me as if I were speaking a foreign language. I spelled it out for them.
“Long explanation short, prolonged exposure to heat, like last summer, will cause the microorganisms inside the cans to grow and ruin the food. If the cans are swollen, the contents inside are no longer edible, but don’t throw them away. You can give them all to Bo and he can feed his pigs with them. I’m sure he’d trade a smoked ham for anything you have.”
They looked at me as if they had already discarded everything they thought had no value. I didn’t bother asking.
“Okay, back to the dinner invite. Bring what you can. It’s mostly going to be an informal event, but we’re also going to discuss our future and how we can possibly do some projects together,” I looked at the two men. “I’ll be honest, Chet, I look around and see at least a dozen things you guys can be doing to improve your situation. If y’all are up to listening, we can discuss it in detail over dinner.”
“Can I say something here?” Johnny asked in a tone which suggested he was trying to suppress an irritation. I shrugged a shoulder.
“Certainly.”
“You’re what? Eighteen, nineteen?” he asked.
“Eighteen, why do you ask?”
He glanced at Chet momentarily and then gestured at me. “My point is that you’re a kid. What could you possibly teach us?”
Chet glared at him, but I waved a tolerant hand. “Why don’t y’all come to the school, take a look around at the improvements we’ve made, talk to everyone, and listen to what we have to say. Maybe you’ll change your mind.”
I started to say more, but was interrupted by Penny emerging from the house. She was accompanied by Julie’s mother.
Julie leaned in close. “I bet she doesn’t even realize what day it is,” she whispered.
“Hi, kids,” Janet said as she walked up.
“Hello, mother,” Julie replied. I watched her, but didn’t return her greeting. There was a few seconds of awkward silence.
“Chet, we must be getting back,” I finally said. “We have a few chores to do before dinner. I hope you guys join us.”
“I think we’d like that, Zach,” he said. Johnny nodded slightly in agreement. Janet suddenly spoke up.
“Can I come visit my grandson?” she asked, almost sheepishly. I looked at Julie. She stared back at me silently, but I knew her well enough.
“Yeah, sure,” I replied, “hop in the truck.”
Janet looked at me suspiciously a moment to see if I was tricking her. When she realized I was serious, she hurriedly got in.
 
I backed the truck up to our compost pile and the women immediately headed to the barn, leaving me to do the shoveling. I could overhear most of their conversation and I wondered if Julie was going to allow Janet to grill her with prying questions.
“I didn’t know you could ride horses,” Janet said.
“Fred taught me,” Julie replied as she softly brushed Isis. Janet scoffed.
“Oh, the cowboy who thinks he’s living in the Wild West. I should have known. What in the world made you want to learn to ride horses anyway?”
“Because I like horses, they’re beautiful creatures, like Isis. She’s beautiful.”
Isis must have known she was being talked about, she nickered softly.
“She’s Julie’s birthday present,” Penny added.
 Julie watched her mother out of the corner of her eye. It took a moment before her eyes widened in realization.
“Oh, my God, it’s your birthday!” Janet exclaimed, as if it was somebody else’s fault she had forgotten it. Julie ignored her melodrama.
Fred and the boys drove up as I shoveled the last of the manure out of the truck. I leaned against the shovel and waited on them.
“Did you get that from Bo?” he asked, nodding toward the manure.
“Yeah, he has plenty.”
“It’ll certainly be tasty for all of those worms the boys dumped in there,” he commented.
“Yeah, I think so. I’m going to experiment a little with it. I have an organic gardening book somewhere that I need to read.”
His next comment was a low whisper. “Is that who I think it is inside the barn?”
I nodded. “Yep,” I replied in the same low whisper. “It was probably a mistake, but since it’s Julie’s birthday, I invited her to join us. We’ll dump her after the dinner. By the way, I invited Chet and his group to join us.”
Fred grimaced slightly.
“I know,” I said, replying to his unspoken opinion, “but if they’re going to continue living here, we need to get them on board with us. Besides, Penny just told us Janet tried to hit on Chet, and he turned her down, so maybe there’s hope for him.”
I tried not to grin when I said it and then regrettably realized I was talking about Tommy’s mother right in front of him. If it bothered him, he didn’t show it. We looked at each other a moment and then the four of us walked in the barn. The women turned their attention on us when we walked through the barn door and smiled. Well, except for Janet. She jogged up and embraced Tommy in a hug. He looked uncomfortable and shrugged out of her grasp.
“How do you like your birthday present?” Fred asked.
“You were in on it too?” Julie asked. Fred smiled slightly and nodded.
“The boys were in on it as well,” Fred walked over and stroked Isis. “Even though she’s pregnant, you’re light enough to ride her without any problems, as long as you’re gentle with her.”
Julie smiled and gave Fred a hug. Fred grinned. Penny and the boys smiled broadly. Janet looked like she was out of place and trying desperately to fit in.
 
The school cafeteria actually looked festive. There was colorful crepe paper hung from the ceiling and posters of various cartoon characters adorning the walls. Mouthwatering food aromas were emanating from the kitchen.
“We found all of the decorations in a storage closet,” Ward said with a grin. “We thought it would cheer the place up.”
“It’s certainly – colorful,” Fred commented dryly, causing Ward to beam in pride.
Mac and Wanda made sure everyone had food, and had arranged the tables where everyone was sitting close enough to talk to each other without having to yell across the cafeteria. I ate quietly while listening to Janet talk to Tommy, which consisted of her grilling him about us. I finally chimed in.
“Janet, I’d be interested in hearing what you’ve been up to since the last time we saw you at the National Guard barracks. How long has that been? Almost two years now, right?”
She eyed me warily before responding. “Where would I even begin?” she responded.
“What happened with the soldiers? The last time we saw you, you and Tommy were living with them.”
She sampled a bite of food before answering. “The Lieutenant, Ward, or whatever his name was, he was killed. One of his own men shot him in the back. Tommy and I escaped with what’s his name, Private Lard-Ass…”
“Private Dawson,” Tommy added. Janet glanced at him a moment. It looked like she was going to scold him for interrupting, but decided against it.
“Yes, Private Dawson. It got pretty scary with those soldiers. Dawson got one of those Army vehicles and we went with him. We met up with some people and…”
“Those were the heathens, Zach,” Tommy said in between mouthfuls of food.
“Stop interrupting!” Janet chastised, but Tommy shook his head defiantly.
“You don’t tell me what to do anymore,” Tommy said between mouthfuls of food. “You’re not in my chain of command.”
Janet gasped at the rebuke and looked at the rest of us like we were supposed to reprimand him. The only response was Andie snickering and nudging Tommy in the ribs. I waited a moment before resuming my questions.
“What happened to Private Dawson and the other men?” I asked. She looked at me as if she were wondering what I was up to. In fact, Tommy had told us everything that had happened up until the time I found him. I merely wanted to see how much she was going to lie. She shrugged and answered.
“Private Dawson apparently didn’t like the company. He left in the middle of the night. Two more of them disappeared a week later with Tommy,” she looked over at Tommy then. “What happened to you guys?” she asked. “I thought you were dead!”
“Zach found us and killed them,” Tommy responded. “They deserved to die.”
Janet’s eye’s widened. Chet, who was sitting at the next table over and listening to the conversation, laughed.
“Damn, Zach. What’d you kill those two for? You didn’t like the way they looked or something?” Chet asked.
“Or something,” I responded without emotion and looked back at Janet. “What happened after Tommy didn’t come back? Did you guys go looking for him?”
“Of course we did,” she responded curtly, which made it made it sound like an obvious lie.
“So, what happened next?”
Her face darkened, and for a moment I did not think she was going to answer. I noticed Chet listening intently as well.
“There was a big fight and some shooting. The ones who were left alive made me leave,” she said quietly, and for a minute I thought she might actually cry. She inhaled and pulled herself together though, and a second later, the same old Janet emerged. “As far as I’m concerned, they can rot in hell.”
Chet turned his chair around, straddled it, and changed the topic. “You people have done a lot to this school.”
“Benny and his people did most of the work. If you look around, you’ll see some things you should do to your house.”
“Or, you guys can come live in the school,” Benny said from the next table over. “We have plenty of room, each classroom can serve as living quarters, we have a large communal kitchen, and we’re working on the plumbing situation,” Benny saw the questioning look from Chet and explained. “The toilets and drains are hooked up to the city sewer system, which doesn’t work properly. We capped it off and have to use outhouses at the moment. When the weather warms up, Mac and I are going to try our hand at installing a septic tank large enough to handle everyone’s deposit,” he grinned at his own joke. “I have an idea for a solar heated water system too. It’ll be awesome!”
Chet looked at him thoughtfully and then looked at me with a wry grin. “What do you think, Zach?”
“If y’all can get along, it’s an excellent idea. There is strength in numbers, and with larger numbers, larger work projects can be accomplished.”
“But, you don’t live here,” he said. I shook my head.
“We have a place not far from here. We had already made improvements before any of y’all came along, so we’re quite comfortable with what we have, but it may change one day.”
“They have running water and hot showers for God’s sake,” Kelly lamented. Chet and his friends looked surprised when they heard this.
“So that’s why you always look squeaky clean,” Johnny said.
“Yeah, we have solar panels and a generator, but we’re still dependent on fuel somewhat.”
Our conversation was interrupted by Fred leaning over beside me. “Have you seen the Thompsons?” He asked in a whisper. I looked around. Sure enough, they weren’t present.
“I guess they decided not to come?” I said, questioningly. Fred shook his head.
“It doesn’t seem right. I’m going to take a ride and check on them.”
I stood up. “I’m coming with you.”
“Might I tag along?” Chet asked. Fred started to object, but something changed his mind. He walked out with Chet and me following.
We arrived at the Thompson house within minutes. There was a note stuck in the door. I looked at Fred and pulled it out. Unfolding it, I read it quietly before looking at the two men.
“It’s a note from Geoffrey. It says they’ve decided to leave and find some relatives who live in Kentucky,” I looked at Fred and frowned. “This is a surprise.”
Fred looked around. “Their SUV is gone,” he then checked the doorknob. It was unlocked. He looked at us and walked inside. Chet and I followed.
We didn’t find anything unusual inside, and there were bare spaces in the closets and dressers, indicating they may have packed some stuff.
“What do you think?” I asked Fred. He shrugged.
“It kind of looks like some clothes are missing, but damned if I know why they didn’t say anything before leaving.”
I looked at the note again. It definitely appeared to be masculine handwriting. I looked all around for anything else Geoffrey may have written so I could make a comparison, but I found nothing.
In the end, we agreed the Thompsons left of their own accord, but Fred and I also agreed it was damned strange.
 



Chapter 24 – Chet
 
Chet was chopping wood when the four of us drove up. Sweat was drenching his faded blue tank top and bandanna tied around his forehead. His physique looked as though he was beefy at one time. Now he was lean, but with no real definition in his arms. They looked more like four by four posts and I had no doubt there was a lot of strength there. Richard and a woman whose name escaped me were sitting on the ground, watching Chet indifferently. There were a couple of others who were wrestling with some barb wire, trying to attach it to an existing fence. He stopped working and wiped his face as we drove up. Rowdy was the first one out of the truck. He walked up to Chet with a grin and shook his hand.
“Howdy, Hoss!” he said enthusiastically. “You sure are working hard.”
“We found this in the barn,” Chet said with a grin, holding up a double-bladed ax. His grin faltered. “We don’t have any two-cycle oil to use a chainsaw.”
“The house is nice, but it’s big and drafty,” Richard added. I nodded in agreement. They should have chosen a smaller home, one they could better manage. I kept my thoughts to myself and looked around at their work.
“How have y’all been getting along?” Fred asked.
“Not too bad, not too good,” Chet responded. Richard, one of the men sitting on his ass doing nothing, snorted. Chet pointedly ignored him. “We’ve been out foraging, but haven’t had a lot of success in finding food and everyone is getting tired of eating nothing but beef and venison. Plus, we’re almost out of fuel.”
“Well, that’s what we wanted to talk to you about,” I said.
“Yeah?” Chet asked.
“We’re putting together a team to raid a fuel reservoir and were wondering if any of you guys want to join in.” Terry answered.
“Now you’re talking!” Richard said, jumping to his feet. “When do we leave?”
“Two hours,” Fred said. “Do any of you boys or girls know how to drive an eighteen-wheeler?”
His question was met with silence. “In that case, you guys will be part of the support team,” Terry said. “Be at the school in thirty minutes for the mission briefing.”
“Four or five of you will do,” I added. “Whoever can’t take orders, leave ‘em behind, we don’t have time for rebels.”
“We’d love to join in, but we need gas for our van and we’re low on ammo,” Chet lamented.
“Bring the van,” I said, “we’ll gas it up and we have some extra ammo we can spare.”
Chet grinned. “I knew I had a good feeling about you guys.”
“Alright,” I continued, “we want you guys to understand something. We’ve trained extensively together and we do things a certain way. Terry is executing the mission and Fred is in charge. This isn’t a debatable issue, so if any of you don’t plan on being a team player, please don’t join in.”
“You’re not going?” Chet asked. I shook my head.
“There will be plenty of you going. I’ve got too many chores to do back at the farm.”
What I didn’t say was that I was staying close to my family until I could hunt down and kill the thing I now referred to as Big Bastard. He was still out there somewhere. We didn’t know where, but my intuition told me he was still in the area.
“Okay then,” I said, “we’ve got to be getting back and getting prepared. We’ll see y’all in two hours sharp.”
*****
Chet and Richard watched as the four men drove away.
“That boy is full of himself,” Richard commented. Chet grunted.
“He’s smart,” Chet replied, “don’t underestimate him.”
“You keep saying that,” Richard retorted. Chet grunted again, stretched, and glanced at Richard.
“I’m going to finish up here. Go get cleaned up, I’ll be in in a minute.” Richard shrugged and walked inside.
Chet started chopping some more wood, but his mind was on other things now. He stopped and stared down the road. Zach reminded Chet of his own little brother, Justin. Justin was a sharp kid and had graduated high school as the class valedictorian. He had gotten engaged to the only girl he had ever dated and joined the Army. When he came home after graduating boot camp, he found out the love of his life and Chet had been having an affair. The two brothers fought, although it wasn’t much of a fight. Chet used his size and wrestling skills to throw his little brother to the ground repeatedly. Justin finally conceded defeat, picked himself up off of the ground and left, ignoring Chet’s plea for forgiveness. It was the last time Chet had ever seen him.
He felt his eyes watering up, quickly wiped them, and looked around to see if anyone was watching him.
*****
Chet brought two of his friends with him, Richard and a woman named Cami, who apparently was Richard’s girlfriend. She was a plain looking woman, about the same age as Richard, and seemed to prefer to keep her hair cut very short, ridiculously short.
“Well, after a little talking and a lot of arguing, I only brought these two,” he said, gesturing at Richard and Cami. Richard grinned.
“We promise we’ll be team players, unlike the rest of our bunch.”
Chet groaned. “I swear to God, I love my friends, but they’d argue with a stump over the price of wood. How in the hell do all of you guys get along?”
I shrugged. “We have our moments, but we seem to be able to work it all out.”
Terry gave his mission briefing in the parking lot. His only prop was a map which he used to show the route. Everyone listened attentively. The only question was by Cami.
“Are you guys going to keep both tankers?” she asked.
“Affirmative,” Terry answered.
“But why? Y’all already have one, can’t we have the second one?” Terry stared at her a moment before answering.
“We have one tanker for regular gasoline. We’re going to fill another tanker with diesel. If you want a tanker all to yourselves, I suggest you go find it, like we did.” Cami started to argue the point, but Chet stared at her pointedly, effectively silencing her.
Afterward, I motioned Chet off to the side.
“You heard the mission briefing, what do you think?” I asked.
“Terry seems to have everything planned out.”
“He does,” I replied, “he’s very good at it.”
Chet looked at me perplexed. “I’m getting the feeling there is something you want to say.”
I nodded and made direct eye contact. “Like I mentioned earlier, our original group works very well together as a team. Terry is a soldier, Andie may be small but she’s as tough as they come. Rowdy is downright goofy at times, but you can always count on him. Fred and Mac, I don’t even have to say anything about them. Tommy and Joe are good kids and have been forced to become men before they’re ready. Julie is one hell of a shot. Benny has fit in nicely, and then there are Konya and Bo. They’re both loners I guess you’d say. The rest of the people here are more oriented toward the domestic end of the spectrum.”
Chet looked at me and smiled tightly. “You guys are testing us.”
“Yep,” I said simply, “we need people we can count on in case there’s trouble.”
His smile didn’t disappear, but it did tighten a little more. “Understandable I suppose,” he finally said. “What happens if we don’t measure up?” he asked. I shrugged and walked off.
 



Chapter 25 – Silver and Meth
 
We watched the gang load up and drive off, waving at them like they were going on vacation, and watched them until they were out of sight. I then looked at Julie with a grin.
“What say we take a ride?” I asked. Rhonda was at our house with all of the kids, running them through the shower and what not, so we had a babysitter for most of the day.
“Where to?” she asked.
“Through the neighborhoods, maybe stop in one of the libraries and look for some books.”
“You’re not fooling me. You want to find Big Bastard,” Julie declared. “You’re becoming obsessed with him.”
I reluctantly nodded. “He’s dangerous. The sooner he has a bullet put in his head, the better off we’ll all be.”
Julie sighed. “We can ride around and check things out, but we’re not going inside any houses or buildings.”
“We’ve cleared houses together before,” I said, thinking I’ve also cleared plenty of houses on my own.
“Do you really want your pregnant wife clearing houses?” she responded, to which I had no rebuttal.
“Touché,” I conceded, “alright, I have an idea, let’s go to Howard’s shop. It feels like we’ve knocked the front end out of alignment on the truck. Besides, those two machine guns we took off of the Captain’s bus are still in there.”
Julie tried to think of a rebuttal, but finding none, nodded reluctantly. We checked our gear, hopped in the truck, and had no problems making our way to the shop.
The shop was once a tire store located on Old Hickory Boulevard. When Howard and his family found themselves without a place to live, he moved them to this store and painstakingly converted it into a home. He had fortified it heavily. All of the windows, bay doors, and even the roof had rebar welded solidly in place. The lobby had been converted into the living quarters, and the rest was left as a shop to fix automobiles. Only a few of us knew of its location in case we needed a place to bug out.
I circled the immediate area, looking for any potential threat before driving into the parking lot. Julie stood guard as I unlocked the main entry door, made a quick sweep, and opened a bay door for her to drive the truck in. I shut the door behind her, nursed the generator to life and turned on the front end alignment apparatus.
“Do you know how to use it?” Julie asked. I nodded.
“Howard taught me, although I’m not as good as he is, or was.”
My last comment brought a pained expression on her face. “I know, babe, I miss them too.”
We sat on the concrete floor and watched the computer boot up. I instinctively reached over and held her hand.
“What are your big regrets?” I asked her. She looked at me questioningly. “Since the world went bad that is. I regret what happened to Howard. I know it’s my fault and I should never have…” I was interrupted by Julie shushing me with a finger on my lips.
“It was a tragic accident,” she said. “We could have begged them to stay with us and they would have, but instead, we encouraged them to go to Fort Campbell. The rest is fate.”
“I know, I know, but I also encouraged them to keep their guns with them.”
“Yes you did,” she responded, “but you believed you were doing the right thing, and I agree. Now, nobody knows what has happened up there. If they were armed, they could have made a difference.”
I softly squeezed her hand in appreciation. “It’s a lot of speculation,” I mumbled, “but I appreciate it.” We sat there quietly for a moment on the floor, holding hands like school kids.
“I regret what happened to Macie,” she finally said. “If I had been more aware of my surroundings, I would have seen those two bastards hiding in the store.”
I shook my head vigorously. “No,” I said forcefully.
“Oh, Zach, we both know it’s true. You never said anything, but don’t think I didn’t figure out we messed up your line of fire by standing too close to Andie’s jeep.”
I started to disagree, but she stopped me with a squeeze of a hand. “You asked me what I regretted, so let me get it out. I regret saying nothing as I watched my dad leave the safety of the school and getting himself killed. I regret the way I allowed my mother and her lover to deceive you and Rick back when we first met. I think Don might even still be alive. He wasn’t a bad guy, but he was so bamboozled by Mom that he didn’t use good judgment. I didn’t see it back then, but I see it now.”
She sighed. “And finally, I regret losing Tommy for so long,” she dabbed at her eyes. “So, those are my regrets, most of them anyway.”
I put my arm around her and hugged her tightly. “We’ve done some good things, haven’t we?” she asked me plaintively.
“I think we have,” I responded. The computer for the alignment machine beeped, indicating it was ready.
“Why don’t I work on the front end, and you,” I said pointing to a work bench in the corner, “give those M60s a once over.”
“Do we have any ammunition for them?” Julie asked as the two of us stood up.
“No we don’t. I think we’re going to have to raid the National Guard barracks and see if we can find any. Maybe you can get your mother to draw up a map of the place.”
Julie chortled. “Yeah, I’m sure she’ll be very helpful.”
We spent the next two hours lost in our individual tasks. When I was finished, I walked over to the work table where Julie was carefully using a dental tool to work specks of carbon out of the nooks and crannies of the receiver assembly.
“Are you finished?” she asked.
“Yep,” I responded, “how are you doing?”
“There was a lot of soot and carbon built up on the parts, but I’ve cleaned most of it off,” she pointed at the parts scattered about on the table. “You get to help put them back together, if you think you can,” she teased.
I chortled. “Piece of cake.”
Although it took us longer than we thought it would, we finally got the weapons reassembled. Howard had fabricated new stocks, but had never gotten around to making heat shields on the fore stocks. It would be another task for me when I got the chance. I inhaled deeply.
“Ah, the smell of gun lubricant is so intoxicating, it’s getting me all worked up.”
“You want to fool around before we had back?” Julie asked accusingly, although she was smiling slightly.
We didn’t bother with the beds located in the dark back room. Instead, I threw a blanket on the couch in the main room. It wasn’t the most comfortable spot to make love, but we were alone for a change and that more than made up for it.
Afterward, we loaded up and backed the truck out of the bay. I was locking up when Julie gave me a heads up.
“I hear a car coming.”
The two of us grabbed our respective assault rifles and took up a favorable position to hide from view and defend ourselves, if needed. The vehicle was coming from the west. It was a familiar looking van with a homemade camouflage paint scheme.
“I believe it’s Konya,” I said and ran out to the roadway. Julie joined me and we waved vigorously as the van drove down Old Hickory Boulevard. I heard the dogs start barking before the van stopped in the roadway. The driver made a U-turn, and headed back toward us. Julie looked at me and smiled.
“I thought he was dead,” she said.
“Me too,” I replied and waited for him to approach. He drove slowly, eyeing us as he neared. His appearance indicated he had had a rough winter. Three of his dogs jumped out before him and ran in circles around us, obviously happy to see familiar humans.
“Hi, you two,” he said with a halfhearted attempt at a smile. His beard was even longer now and unkempt. I shook hands with him while Julie opted for a hug. Number Two jumped up on Julie and licked her face while his tail wagged so hard his butt was gyrating.
“Where have you been?” she asked him. “We’ve been worried about you!”
He scratched his beard a moment before answering. “I’ve been around. I found a house with a lot of food, so me and the kids stayed in there until it warmed up a little bit.”
“Are you missing a dog?” I asked. Konya nodded his head sadly.
“Number Three got attacked…” his voice cracked and he was unable to talk for a moment. “We were hunting through some houses, and some of them bastards laid in wait,” he looked at us with tears in his eyes. “They worked as a team, Zach. A couple of them grabbed hold of him, and while Three was biting one of them, the rest of them…” he turned away from us. Julie instinctively started rubbing him on his back. After a moment, he wiped his eyes and faced us. Number Two nuzzled my hand and I absently petted him.
“Well, the good news is, I killed them, but they sure weren’t acting like your everyday dumb zombie. Have y’all noticed they don’t seem to be rotting anymore?”
“Yeah, we’ve been noticing the same thing. It was little things at first, but every time we encounter them, we’re seeing something new.”
We stood there chatting and talking about the weather. Konya pointed at the building.
“Find anything good in there?” he asked. I shrugged noncommittally.
“Nah, I was aligning the front end on one of our trucks. All of these potholes are wreaking havoc.”
He nodded and looked around silently. Julie made eye contact with me and gestured at him. I got the hint.
“Hey, most of the gang is out on a fuel run. Why don’t you follow us back to the house?” I suggested. “I’ll get the generator going and you can take a hot shower and join us for dinner.”
Konya looked at his dogs before answering. “If we’re still welcome I’d be much obliged.”
“You’re always welcome,” Julie replied with a smile.
We were starting to load up when we heard the distinctive sound of a car with a creaky suspension hitting a pothole. Looking around, we saw another van approaching. It was full sized, similar in appearance to Konya’s, and also fashioned with a similar hodgepodge of spray painted camouflage patterns and chicken wire covering the windows. Before I had a chance, the driver stuck up a hand and waved. Julie and I waved back tentatively. He drove straight to the parking lot and parked a few feet away. The dogs stood in front of Konya protectively while Julie and I kept our hands close to our weapons.
A haggard looking middle aged couple got out and smiled with a mouthful of yellow teeth. I nodded halfheartedly.
“I’ve been trying to catch up with you for the past ten minutes,” he exclaimed while pointing at Konya’s van. “My name’s Charlie,” He started to walk toward Konya with an outstretched hand, but the dogs stopped him with some menacing growls. I stepped forward.
“Hello, my name’s Zach,” I said, shook his hand, and gestured at my better half. “This is Julie, and the man with the protective dogs is Konya.”
“I’m very pleased to meet all of you,” he replied while eyeing the dogs nervously. He turned his head and gestured toward his companion, a tired looking forty-something woman with a wrinkled face. If I had to guess, I’d say she spent far too much time in the sun when she was younger. “That’s my wife. Her name’s Mary.”
“Them dogs got rabies?” she asked suspiciously. “They look like they’re infected.”
Konya responded with a disdainful glare while I looked over the man carefully.
“What brings you out this way, Charlie?”
“Oh, we’re travelers. We travel around, meet people and trade with ‘em. Been all around these parts,” he said with a sweeping gesture of his hand.
“Wow, I bet you two are a wealth of information,” Julie said.
“That we are,” Charlie replied with a smug grin.
“How many people have you two seen?” I asked. Charlie folded his arms and rubbed his face.
“I’d say about a fifty, sixty in total.”
“What about the River Road people?” Konya asked. Charlie frowned.
“Those people are not very pleasant,” he said and spat. “They don’t trade fair. Speaking of trade,” he said and gestured toward his van, “we have stuff to trade. What about you people?”
“We always bring food supplies along. We have different types of canned vegetables. What have you got to trade?” I asked, hoping he had some good stuff. He frowned before responding.
“We traded for some canned stuff a while back and it was all bad. Do you people know how to can properly?”
I looked at Julie. She was not smiling, but at least she didn’t let fly with a disdainful retort. I went over to our truck, pulled out a jar of blueberry jam and handed it over to Charlie.
“On the house,” I said. “Give it a try and see what you think.”
Mary hurriedly grabbed it out of her husband’s hand, opened the lid, scratched the wax off, took a cautious sniff, and then inhaled deeply. There was a look of ecstasy on her face as she smelled the blueberry aroma.
“Well?” Julie asked.
“It smells wonderful,” Mary replied as she dipped a couple of fingers in, scooped out a healthy dollop, and then stuck them in her mouth. Charlie grabbed the jar out of her hand and did the same.
“It’s delicious,” he exclaimed as he smacked his lips.
“So, now that we’re through questioning our canning techniques, what have you got to trade?” I asked. Charlie gave a nod and a confident smile, as if whatever it was he had was going to have us jumping up and down with joy. He walked to the van and emerged after a second with a cloth Crown Royal bag. He made a big presentation of reaching in and pulling out some of its contents. I looked in his hand.
“Silver?” I asked. Charlie nodded smugly. I arched an eyebrow.
“What in the hell are we going to do with silver?”
“Silver bullion is an excellent trading commodity, young man,” he replied with a slight tone of righteous indignation. “Once the economy gets reestablished, you’ll be able to buy anything you want.” I shook my head at his logic.
“Mister Charlie, we have absolutely no use for silver, gold, paper money, or anything similar.” I pointed at the bullion in his hand and shook my head. “Enjoy the jam, but you can keep your silver.”
He shook his head in dismay as he put the pieces of silver back in the bag and went back to his van. Returning a moment later with yet two more of those purple cloth bags, he opened one and thrust it out at me. I looked inside and then back at him questioningly.
“Some good crystal meth,” he said in explanation. “There’s a dude up in Joelton who has a good cooking operation. This is some primo stuff.” He looked at me expectantly and I shook my head disgustedly. Charlie looked crestfallen as he pulled the string taut on the bag and opened the next bag. Inside were various assortments of pill bottles.
“I got all kinds of pain pills here. Percocet, hydrocodone, you name it.”
“Do you have any antibiotics?” I asked. Charlie bit his lower lip and shook his head. I shrugged.
“We could probably use some pain pills, but you don’t have enough that would make a trade with you worthwhile.”
“We could really use some food,” Charlie said softly. His wife nodded as she continued eating the jam. It didn’t look like she was going to save any for her husband. Charlie held the bag up again, a hopeful expression on his dirty face. I shrugged and shook my head.
“Do you have any real trade commodities?” I asked. “You know, ammunition, hygiene products, practical stuff,” I pointed at the jar of jam. “We could really use more mason jars and lids. Do you have anything like that?”
Charlie looked around and picked at his fingernails before responding. “We don’t have much,” he lamented. “I got about twenty rounds of ammunition, two bars of soap, some spare clothing, but no food. The missus and I have been eating Purina dog food for the last week,” he rubbed his face. “There’s places out there I don’t think has ever been scavenged, but there’re too many of those zombies in them buildings.”
I thought for a minute. “You know, dog food actually meets all of the nutritional needs, except for vitamin C. Dog’s don’t need vitamin C.”
I know, it sounded lame. At least Julie refrained from rolling her eyes. The other three looked at me questioningly, even the dogs. I cleared my throat and suddenly snapped my fingers. Retrieving one of my notepads from the truck, I sat on the tailgate and motioned Charlie over.
“Alright,” I said, opening the pad and clicking my pen, “you said you two travelled around and interacted with other people?” I asked. Charlie nodded but it was plain to see he was puzzled. “Good, information is always good. Tell me everywhere you’ve been and everyone you’ve seen. Tell me all about it.”
We gave them a dozen jars of various canned products in exchange for their information about the area and a dozen valiums. Charlie and Mary, although it was obvious they lacked a formal education, had excellent memories. They remembered specific places, names of people, how they were surviving, et cetera. I got tired of writing after about an hour and told them they had met their obligation. We departed with the promise to meet again in a month.
 
“I brought you guys a present,” Konya said after he had devoured a plateful. Rhonda hurriedly refilled it with a friendly smile as I looked at him questioningly.
“I found a few slightly used salt blocks for the cattle and two cases of motor oil, some of that synthetic stuff,” he said as he helped himself to another piece of cornbread to go with his lima beans. I whistled in appreciation.
“That’s awesome, Konya,” I said earnestly.
“Have you been travelling around much, Mister Konya?” Rhonda asked.
“Yes, ma’am, I have,” he replied.
“Hey, I meant to ask you,” I said, “what was the thing you said about the River Road people?”
“Out on River Road, there’re some people who have built a sizeable compound, and they aren’t very friendly toward strangers.”
“A compound?” I asked. Konya nodded.
“Yep. They’ve taken over what was once a rehab clinic on the banks of the Cumberland. It’s completely walled in with old cars that’ve been stacked up, barb wire, and other assorted junk,” he finally pushed his plate away and then wiped around his mouth with his shirtsleeve. “They also have the whole road blocked off. When I drove up, they were standing on top of their wall. There were five or six of them and they all had guns pointed at me.”
“Did they have anything to say?” I asked.
Konya chortled. “They told me in no uncertain terms I wasn’t welcome. I tried to talk to them and one of them shot at my feet.”
“Interesting,” I muttered and reached for the notepad.
“Are you going to stick around now, or are you going to keep being a lone wolf?” Julie asked.
“Julie,” I chastised. Rhonda gasped, but Konya chuckled.
“No, it’s okay,” he said and wiped his mouth. “I must be honest, it’s been hard being around people, but I’d like to stick around if the offer is still on the table.”
“That’s wonderful!” Julie responded. I reached out and shook his hand.
“We can put you up in the basement if you’d like,” I said. Konya nodded.
“I’d appreciate that, but I don’t want to impose. As soon as I can, I’d like to find my own place somewhere around here. Besides,” he added, “Number Four is pregnant and I’m pretty sure I know who the guilty party is,” he said as he eyed Number Two. Amazingly, Number Two reacted with a guilty expression, which made us laugh.
I stood up. “Let’s get you settled in and you can get a shower before the gang comes back. I’m sure they’ll be happy as hell to see you.”
 



Chapter 26 – Journal Entry: March 18th
 
Hello journal. The latest news is not good and it has taken me four days to work up the strength to write about this, so I’ll come right out with it - Big Mac, Joe, and Tommy are dead.
The mission was to go to a fuel reservoir located on Centennial Boulevard in an area known as Cockril Bend. A couple of months ago, Zach, Rowdy, and Fred had scouted it out and found a fully loaded tanker truck parked there. It seemed like a great plan. The route was a straight shot down Briley Parkway. There were no blockages, only an occasional abandoned car.
Everything was going perfectly and we made good time. When we arrived, there was nobody else around, only a few rotting bastards who died quickly. The tanker was still sitting there, undisturbed and gathering dust. Mac tinkered with the truck’s big diesel engine and got it running in less than ten minutes. Everyone was cheering.
Joe and Tommy were riding with Mac in the truck. She was going to teach them how to drive it. Fred gave the okay and we headed out. Fred, Terry and I, were lead security and were riding about a hundred yards ahead. Chet and his friends were rear security. The potholes were awful, but not unexpected. We carefully inspected the bridges and determined they were safe, but unfortunately, we didn’t look closely at the curving on-ramp. Mac was driving the truck up the ramp when the front right wheel hit one of those potholes. The weight of the truck caused the road to give way. Mac never had a chance to recover. The truck rolled over and exploded almost instantly. Chet’s van was too close. They were caught in the fireball and killed as well. There was nothing we could do for them. We couldn’t retrieve the bodies because the fire was threatening to consume the entire reservoir at any minute. Fred assured us there would be nothing to recover. Only three of us, Fred, Terry, and I survived. We were holding up okay until the secondary explosion, and then we wept openly on the way back, even Fred.
So, here is my report dearest Journal: on March 14th, a beautiful sunny day filled with bright blue skies and puffy clouds, six people died a horrible fiery death. Big Mac (Mackenzie), Tommy (Thomas), Joe (Joseph), Cami (I’ve no idea what her real name was), Chet, and Richard are the fatalities. I’m not normally a religious person, but I hope they’re all in heaven now. - Andie
 



Chapter 27 – Round Two
 
We still needed fuel, and even though deep down we knew there would be nothing left, we had to see for ourselves. It took us two weeks before we worked up the motivation to go back to Cockril Bend. On the day we geared up to head out, Andie begged off and instead volunteered to babysit.
The morning was cool, with overcast skies of a dull gray. A soft drizzle of rain reflected our mood. We travelled slowly, cautiously, and stopped on Briley before the bridge crossing over Centennial. We had a bird’s eye view of the area, but there wasn’t very much left to look at. The entire area was burnt to a blackened crisp.
“After the tanker blew we took off. It was a massive explosion when the reservoir blew,” Terry said to Julie and me. “We were about a half mile away when it happened and the shock wave damned near flipped the truck over.”
Nobody else had anything to add. I looked around with the binoculars. The epicenter of the blast was obvious, and the destruction extended outward in a rough, angry circle. Everything within was obliterated and black. I shook my head sadly and handed the binoculars to Fred.
“Aren’t we going down there?” Julie asked.
“We can, but it would be futile,” I said. “There’s nothing left,” I looked at her for emphasis, “nothing.”
Julie grabbed the binoculars out of Fred’s hands and looked the area over for several minutes. Fred walked away from the group and stood by his truck silently.
“So, what do we do now?” she finally asked.
“We go to the downtown reservoir,” I responded. “Hopefully, it’s still intact and not overrun.”
After a brief debate, it was agreed Fred and I would perform the fueling operation while everyone else stayed a safe distance away. I convinced Julie this was the best course of action and promised her we’d abort if we encountered any problems, no matter how small. Everyone piled into the van except for Fred, who insisted on driving alone. He led the way in his truck.
We slowly drove the entire length of the Victory Memorial Bridge looking for anything which might indicate the bridge had structural damage. Seeing nothing that might spell our demise, we parked on the top of the bridge. I got in the truck with Fred and the two of us drove down to the reservoir premises without comment. Luckily, there was only one lone zombie aimlessly roaming around the lot. It appeared to have been a construction worker at one time. He was wearing one of those insulated coveralls, a heavy canvas jacket and even a hardhat. I was going to shoot him, but as soon as I stopped the truck, Fred jumped out, grabbed a four foot long piece of lumber lying on the ground and took off running toward it before I could say anything. I watched as he angrily pummeled the thing until its head was a pulpy mush.
“All clear here,” I hurriedly said on my portable before anyone who was watching got excited. I waited for Fred to walk back to the truck.
“Do you feel better?” I asked him.
He didn’t bother answering. Instead, he grabbed some tools and walked toward the pumps. Seeing no other threats, I grabbed a grounding rod and went to work. It took us almost forty-five minutes to fill the 500 gallon tanker, mostly in silence. After finishing, we drove up on the bridge to the waiting crew. Fred told me to hop in the van, effectively kicking me out of the truck, and we began the tedious journey home. The roads would be perfect for a stretch and then all of a sudden we’d run up on potholes from hell. I drove carefully, but it didn’t stop Julie from chiding me.
Since the tragic accident we had all been going through the motions of our daily routines without much communication. Fred, who of course was stoic by nature, became even more withdrawn. We’d go for days without seeing him.
“We’re going to have to learn how to plow with horses,” I commented in an attempt to break the silence. “Maybe we can find some mules that are still alive. Mules are supposed to be able to pull a plow better than horses.”
I looked over at Terry. He stared absently out of the passenger window. “You’ve got to stop beating yourself up over it.”
He jerked his head around and gave me a harsh stare. “It was my fault, Zach. I should have spotted the problem with the road,” he looked back out of the window before adding quietly, “you would have.”
“I don’t know about that,” I responded. I caught a glance from Julie in the rearview mirror. When she saw me looking, she turned her head and stared out of her window. I never said it, but when told what happened on that fateful day, it was one of the first things I thought about. I mean, you’re about to drive a fully laden tanker truck over a roadway that had not been maintained in over two years. They saw the potholes, yet they didn’t give the on-ramp a closer inspection. There were several times in the ensuing days I wanted to jump up and scream, why? But, I kept my opinions to myself. What had been done was done.
“Fred won’t talk to me,” Terry said after a moment.
“He’s not talking to anybody,” Rowdy said.
“He’s blaming himself as much as you are,” I added.
“So, what do you suggest?”
“I don’t know, bro. We were all close, and Chet was beginning to grow on me. I really didn’t know those other two very well.”
“Rich said he was prior Army,” Terry said, “he was an MP.”
I nodded quietly and slowly swerved around another large pothole. “How much have you talked with the rest of Chet’s group?” I asked. Terry shrugged.
“I’ve probably talked to them the most,” Rowdy said. “Y’all know I can get along with anyone, but the ones who’re still living are a little bit on the asshole side. They make little snide remarks all of the time. I think they’re envious of us, but they don’t want to do what it takes to improve their disposition,” he said with a snort. “Penny’s moved in with Bo, did y’all know that?”
“I’d heard.”
“Damn,” Terry said, “he’s old enough to be her dad.”
“How old is she?” I asked curiously.
“Twenty-three.”
“Wow, she looks a lot older,” I said with a shrug. “It’s a different world now. They seem to get along, so whatever works.”
Terry sighed. “I wish I knew what worked for me.”
“Yeah,” Julie added, “you lust after anything with a vagina.”
Rowdy chuckled. Terry wiped his face and then threw his hands up in the air in agreement.
“So, what is happening with your love life?” I asked.
“Not much,” Terry replied.“After Kelly and I started messing around, she wanted us to find a place of our own. Of course, after I’d made the conquest, I wasn’t attracted to her anymore. I’m not sure in what category to place Andie. Don’t get me wrong, I really like her, but I still find myself lusting after other women.”
“Did you ever hook up with Carla?” Julie asked. Terry looked at her like she’d brought up an unpleasant memory.
“Let me tell you what that bitch did. She led me on and led me on, and then when I made a pass at her, she acted all offended and couldn’t wait to tell her husband.”
Julie chortled. “She wanted to see if she had the power to seduce you.”
“Yeah, I guess. The thing of it is, now I want her worse than ever.”
I laughed then. Terry merely sighed. “I’m fucked up when it comes to women. You’ve got a good thing with Julie. I don’t know how you focus all of your emotions on her and nobody else.”
I kept quiet. The truth of the matter, I did find myself thinking of other women. It didn’t happen often, but it happened. When I talked it over with Fred, he surprised me when he admitted the same thing. He told me as long as I didn’t act on it I was fine, but it still worried me and I damn sure didn’t say anything about it to Julie. Terry pointed as we approached the Thompson and Nolensville intersection.
“This is where the soldiers got overrun by the zombies and you got shot, right?” Terry asked. I nodded. “Whatever happened with the soldier’s weapons?”
“We weren’t able to come back here for a couple of weeks,” Julie said. “When we did, all the weapons were gone. The soldiers were stripped clean.”
“We figured the Captain’s gang took them, but Andie said no,” I said. “We’ve never determined who got them.”
Terry nodded in understanding. We passed through the stack of cars at the intersection slowly. None of them had been moved, which was a good sign. I spotted a skull and a few more bones, but most had probably been drug off by scavengers. It was a solemn spot, but today it wasn’t totally bereft of activity.
“I count six,” Terry said. I didn’t slow down, but instead pointed at the radio.
“Tell Fred. He’ll take care of them.”
I heard gunfire before Terry even had a chance to grab the microphone. Terry looked back over his shoulder and watched as Fred shot them all through the open window of his truck. “I guess Fred needed to let off a little tension too,” he observed.
 
The friends of the late Chet Henry were waiting at the school when we arrived. They were sullen looking, unfriendly. There were no handshakes offered when we exited our vehicles.
“We’re going to need at least a hundred gallons,” one of them said as I began filling a five gallon container. I looked up at them.
“Well, folks, that’s a mighty big order. What do you have to trade for it?”
Johnny scoffed. “There you go with that barter bullshit again. Y’all owe us at least that much after you got our people killed.”
There were murmurs of agreement from the rest of them, but before I could answer, Fred walked over and decked Johnny with a right cross.
“What the fuck old man?” Johnny blurted while holding his nose. The other ones started toward Fred. He turned and squared off, both hands near his pistols. Everyone stopped in their tracks. I think even the birds stopped chirping. It was deathly quiet. Fred stared at Chet’s group coldly.
“What are you waiting on?” he demanded. “Grab your guns and start shooting. I’ll probably only kill a few of you before you get me.”
To say I was startled was an understatement. Hell, all of us were dumbfounded. Fred had always been the cool, calm, collected one, and I was the hothead. I held a hand up.
“Alright, everyone, take it easy,” I said and looked at Johnny, who was glaring at Fred as blood poured from his nose. “For your information, we lost three people we care about very much, including two kids who Fred thought of as his own sons.”
Johnny got to his feet. “Yeah, well we lost three good friends too, and it was y’all’s fault.”
“How do you figure, Johnny?” I asked. “Tell us all how it was our fault.”
He squeezed his nose before answering, making his tone nasally. “They’d still be alive if you hadn’t have invited them to go along.”
“True, and your nose wouldn’t be broken if you hadn’t made such a stupid statement. They didn’t have to go, Johnny. They went because they wanted to. They wanted to help out and they wanted fuel.”
Rowdy stepped forward. “We’ve all lost people we care about and love. I pray it doesn’t happen again, but it probably will. Life is difficult these days.”
Everyone seemed to calm down a little then, but Johnny pointed at Fred. “He had no call to hit me.”
I looked over at Fred. He was whipcord tight and his face was hard. After a tense moment of silence he glanced at me. I knew him well enough to see the pain in his eyes. Without saying anything, he walked to his truck and drove away.
I found him later at his farm, chopping wood. He was stripped down to his waist, revealing a lean physique of sinewy muscle. Unlike Chet, Fred was splitting the logs with one blow, the chunks of wood flying away in angry protest. As I waited for him to take a break, I looked around and saw a two foot long rat snake sunning itself on the steps to his house. Fred saw me looking.
“That’s rat boy. The boys found him one day when he was small and kind of adopted him. They’d catch field mice and feed him. He’s probably wondering where they are.”
“Yeah, probably,” I paused and gave him a long, quizzical stare. “How’re you doing?” I asked tentatively. Fred gripped the axe tightly before answering.
“Well, that’s the question of the day, isn’t it? Let’s see, how am I doing? All I’ve been doing lately is thinking of people dying. Everyone dies, right, Zach?” he asked rhetorically and readied another log. I watched as he split it with seeming ease.
“My family, Rick, Mac, Macie, Tommy, Joe, everyone dies, right?” he asked again, and with that, he hurled the axe, which embedded itself deep into an old gnarly oak tree. He stared at it a moment before pulling a bandanna out of his back pocket and wiping the sweat off of his face.
“What did you do with that crew?” he asked.
“Chet’s crew?” I asked, and then shrugged. “I gave them gas. We used the tanks on their RVs as storage tanks.”
Fred gave me one of those stares he did when he was displeased. “I wanted to make a friendly gesture,” I explained, “especially after you broke Johnny’s nose.”
“How much?” he asked.
“About a hundred gallons,” I responded evenly. He continued staring at me a long moment. I thought he was about to chastise me, or tell me I was a fool. Instead, he changed the subject.
“How is Julie doing?”
I looked at the axe and then out into the distance. “She’s not doing very well. She puts on a good front, but she cries herself to sleep almost every night, and there’s something else,” I added. Fred was putting his shirt back on but paused and looked at me expectantly. “She asked to let her mother move in. I agreed.”
Fred said nothing. We both knew why I did it, I did it for Julie.
 



Chapter 28 – Blame
 
Breakfasts were awkward these days. If something was said the wrong way, Julie would start crying and go to our bedroom. Janet used it as a way of reinserting herself into Julie’s life. She would rush after her and tell her everything was okay while holding her in her arms. It bothered the shit out of me. Maybe I was jealous. I assumed Julie would rather seek comfort in my arms, and I was angry when she chose her mom over me. Normally, I would have understood, but it was Janet, and Janet was not the All-American mother.
It got to the point where I’d get up early every day, fix my own breakfast, and then spend the rest of the day away from the house. This was my routine for almost two weeks now. The deaths of our loved ones had acted as a negative catalyst, which undermined the group dynamic we had tried so hard to cultivate. We interacted with each other only when we had to. Even then our conversations were short.
It was on one particular cloudy day in mid-April when things finally came to a head. Konya, Bo and I were on horseback, rounding up stray cattle. We were slowly but steadily moving twenty head down Kidd Road and were within sight of Nolensville Pike when we saw them.
“Looks like there’re only four of them,” I said. Konya’s dogs started growling and he went for his rifle, as did I. Bo started moving his horse forward but Konya stopped him.
“Hold up!” he shouted as he aimed his rifle toward a dilapidated barn on the edge of the roadway. I watched in confusion as the group of zombies at the intersection started moving toward us. Their gait was slower than a healthy human, but definitely faster than any I had previously seen before. The one in the lead closed in and started panicking the cattle. I took quick aim and shot it. The gunshot caused a full panic now and they ran forward, knocking over the three remaining zombies in the process. Konya pointed vigorously.
“No, watch the barn!” he shouted in warning. It was then I saw them. A dozen of them poured out of the barn. It was a very clever move. The bastards waited for the cattle to pass by, therefore having a straight shot at us.
We began firing quickly. Unfortunately, the staccato of gunfire caused my horse to panic and rear up. It caught me by surprise and I fought to stay on, but it was no use. I went head over heels and landed firmly on my ass. They were on me quickly. I had the wind knocked out of me, but I still managed to get on my feet and butt stroked the nearest one. Her skull split open with a resounding crack. I desperately tried to suck in air as I shot twice more, hitting my mark on one of them and missing completely on the third shot.
The one I missed was now inches from me and I was getting a good close-up of him. Any hair he might have had was long gone. Now his entire head was covered in scabs and scars. He eyed me malevolently with his black eyes as I struggled backwards. I was seeing stars from the lack of oxygen and my legs were threatening to collapse on me at any moment. I fired again, striking him in the throat. He lunged forward and grabbed the barrel of my rifle, jerking it violently, causing my legs finally to give out. I fell on my ass again, and would have been a goner, but Number Two appeared from nowhere, lunged onto my adversary and bit down on its arm so hard I could hear the bones break. It was enough for the thing’s grip to weaken. Jerking my rifle back out of his grasp, I concentrated on my aim and shot him right under the nose. The kinetic energy of the 5.56 caliber bullet blew out the back of his head with a fine spray of brain matter and black mist.
I was finally able to suck in a breath of air, which cleared up the cobwebs a little, and looked around as Number Two barked at me anxiously. I forced myself to inhale again, got into a sitting position, and looked for a target. Konya had dismounted and was surrounded by four of them. He and I shot simultaneously and two of them went down. I made quick work of the third one, but the fourth one was too close to Konya for me to shoot. It was able to grab Konya, and the two of them went to the ground. I looked at Number Two and pointed.
“Get ‘em boy!” I shouted. Two needed no further encouragement. He took off at a run and knocked the zombie off of Konya like a linebacker going after a quarterback. Konya brought the barrel of his weapon up against the zombie’s chin and fired. The thing’s skull must have deteriorated, because the blast caused his whole head to explode.
We seemed to have gotten a tempo going then and our firing took on a rhythmic pulse. My breathing slowly returned to normal about the time the last zombie fell.
“Red!” I managed to croak out as I reloaded. I fumbled a little more than I should have before getting the magazine seated and getting to my feet.
“Green!” I said and scanned the area. When Bo and Konya reloaded, I checked myself for injuries. Bo kept watch as Konya checked his dogs. Satisfied his kids were uninjured, he pointed at the barn. The dogs circled the barn, sniffing for any other occupants, and then made their way inside. They returned a moment later to Konya’s side. He looked at us and shook his head.
“There’s none left.”
“Did anyone get bitten?” I asked.
“Not here,” Konya responded, “but it was close for a second or two.”
Bo shook his head also. “What happened to you?”
“My horse bucked me off. I got the wind knocked out of me when I landed and one of those things was on me quick.”
“Did you get bit?” Bo asked.
“No, but I have Number Two to thank for that,” I said and scratched him behind the ears while I explained. We stood together, catching our breath and warily looking around.
“We were lucky,” Bo said after a minute. “Those sons of bitches set up a pretty good ambush.”
“Yeah,” Konya said, “being able to think out an ambush and act in tandem, that’s downright concerning.”
I walked over to each corpse and looked them over. They had many of the same character traits as the other evolving zombies, so there were no new surprises.
“Is Big Bastard one of them?” Konya asked. I shook my head.
“He’s not, but for some reason, I feel like he was involved in this somehow.”
“I’ll go get your horse,” Bo said and mounted up. He returned a few minutes later leading my mount. “He’s still a bit skittish, so be careful.”
After recovering our brass, it took us another hour to round up the cattle again before heading home, but we still made it in time for dinner.
 
Julie was unusually quiet when I got home. I tried to give her a hug, but she pushed me off.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“While you’ve been out playing around all day, like you’ve been doing a lot of lately, I’ve had to deal with all of the shit going on around here,” she walked out of the room before I could say anything and I followed her into the bedroom. She started to change the diaper on Frederick.
“Why don’t you relax and let me do it,” I said. She sat down on the bed without making eye contact. I started in on the dirty work and cast a glance at Julie.
“I don’t go out and play around and you know that, so I’m wondering why you’d say such a thing.”
Julie did not respond. Hell, she barely watched me change the diaper. “You’ve not been yourself lately. Every time I try to talk to you, you shut me out. I’ve tried to be understanding, but I have no idea why you’re treating me this way.”
“What way?” she asked defensively.
“Just now is a good example I believe. There was a time not so long ago when I could expect a hug and a kiss from you after being away from you for more than an hour, but not lately.”
I waited for a response, but didn’t get one. I finished with the diaper, went into the restroom to clean my hands and returned to find Julie had left the bedroom. I found her in the kitchen talking to her mother, never once making eye contact with me.
The dogs sat attentively at our feet during dinner, putting on their best starving dog faces and begging for food scraps. The dinner conversation was subdued but not unpleasant, and then Konya mentioned the ambush.
“What happened?” Rowdy asked.
“Those danged things set up an ambush on us, about a dozen of them. Zach got thrown off his horse. It was hairy for a few minutes. We were lucky.”
I groaned inwardly as Julie looked at me sharply.
“Sounds like another case of poor judgment,” Janet remarked. I glared at her. She pointedly looked back at me and it was all I could do not to grab her by the scruff of her pants and throw her out of the front door. Before I could say or do anything, Julie spoke again.
“She’s right,” she said. I looked back at her, but she wouldn’t make eye contact. The rest of the table was quiet for a moment and then Konya spoke up.
“Begging your pardon, ma’am, but I was a part of it and I didn’t see any poor judgment. Perhaps you could explain how we could have gone about it differently.”
“I don’t have to explain anything to you,” Janet said.
“That’s because you weren’t there and you have no idea what you’re talking about,” I retorted and continued staring at her hard.
“Don’t talk to her like that,” Julie said and I redirected my attention toward her. She was looking at me now and it was not with any amount of warmth. “She’s right, it was poor judgment and it’s not the first time.”
Her words hurt, and the hurt caused anger. The table was quiet now. Andie started to say something but I held up a hand. Everyone looked at me, wondering what I was going to do. I wanted to throw something, put my fist through the wall, something physical. I also had some things that I was sorely tempted to say, but I didn’t. I didn’t say anything, I didn’t hit anything. I pushed myself away from the table, stood, and walked out.
Walking to our bedroom, I grabbed some things, shoved them into a knapsack and quickly exited. Andie caught up with me as I made my way into the barn.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“I’m going to see if Fred wants a roommate for a while,” I responded and grabbed some things off the shelf.
“So why are you getting the ghillie suit?”
“I think I might do some hunting,” I pointed my finger at her. “That’s something that’ll stay between you and me.”
“I’m going to cut her throat in her sleep,” Andie said. “I’m sick and tired of that bitch.”
I shook my head. “Although it’s a pleasant thought, Julie would never forgive you. Or me.”
Andie sighed. “Yeah, you’re right. How long are you going to stay with Fred?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. Julie’s been distraught ever since the explosion. I had hoped things would be better by now, but they seem to keep getting worse.” I sighed. “Part of it may be her pregnancy messing with her…”
“But that bitch is causing most of it,” Andie finished my sentence and scowled. “I’m going with you.”
I shook my head again. “Would you mind staying here and keep an eye on things? I’d be most appreciative and will make it up to you somehow.”
Andie looked at me a long moment and then nodded in understanding. “I’m warning you though; if the bitch crosses me, I’m going to take a knife to her.”
 



Chapter 29 – A Night Hunt
 
I hugged Andie tightly before leaving and watched her walk back into the house. I halfway hoped Julie would come running out, apologizing and begging me to come back inside. It didn’t happen. I don’t think she even bothered looking out of the window.
I slapped the steering wheel in frustration as I exited the driveway. Things haven’t seemed right in a while and this latest debacle was yet another example. My anger was more of sadness and frustration, and I didn’t know what to do about it. One thing was certain though, if Julie thought I exercised poor judgment by rounding up stray cattle, she was really going to be pissed about what I had planned, but at this point, I didn’t care.
I tried Fred several times on the radio, but he didn’t answer. I wasn’t surprised. Oh well, I was going to tell him what I had in mind, but I guess it didn’t matter. There was something I didn’t tell Andie, I had no plans of going directly to Fred’s, I was going hunting tonight.
I stopped when I was a few hundred yards away from Kidd Road and urinated beside the truck before donning the ghillie suit. As the sun set, I left the roadway and walked through a field overgrown with weeds and an old corn crop. I circled the area of the barn where we had been ambushed, scanning the area constantly. I saw no movement but I didn’t expect any. For some reason, I had a strong instinctive belief there would be no activity until well after sundown. I found a suitable spot, hunkered down, and waited.
I was armed with my Kimber handgun and a Winchester sniper rifle equipped with a scope. I also had some night vision gear, which I fully intended to use in a few hours. I sipped some water from my camelback, but only a sip. I didn’t want a full bladder interfering with my business.
The sky was a dusky, purplish hue when I saw a figure in the distance ambling down the road. I expected more than one, or maybe I was all wrong and this lone zombie had nothing to do with the group who had ambushed us.
I wasn’t wrong. I waited patiently as he walked directly toward the barn. No coincidence there. I scanned the area, but there was nobody with him. The lone zombie took his time and looked at each individual corpse. He was so focused on them he didn’t notice when I stood and began working my way toward him. He stood there, motionless, with his back to me and seemed so engrossed in his dead friends that he didn’t hear me until I was less than ten feet from him.
His appearance was much the same as other zombies. This one had a severe stooped posture. His was clothed in a ragged hunting jacket, camouflage pants and combat boots. It made me curious. I wondered what he had been doing before he became infected.
He must have finally sensed me somehow because he turned slowly and faced me. He had a big nose, and it was smashed to one side of his face. He made a weird rasping sound as he breathed through it.
“Well, you’re not Big Bastard, but I bet you two are friends. Why don’t you tell me where he is?” I asked rhetorically. He snarled and began moving toward me. I sat the rifle down carefully before running at him and tackling him. It wasn’t the smartest thing to do, my back was still aching from being thrown earlier, but I didn’t care. When he fell to the ground, I turned him on his stomach and then used my weight to keep him in place.
“I’m sick and tired of you motherfuckers,” I said as I unsheathed my knife. “I don’t know how far along your kind has come in communication, but I’m going to send a clear message to your friends,” his snarling became more agitated as I yanked his head back and began cutting his throat.
It took about a minute to cut his head off, because I was careful not to be bitten in the process. I used some barb wire to tie it to a nearby fence post, positioning it so that he was looking at the direction he came from. I looked at my work and he stared back at me, gnashing his teeth.
“Be sure to tell your buddies who did this to you,” I said with a wink.
The zombie’s eyes watched me as I dragged the rest of the corpses into the dilapidated barn and set it on fire. I hoped Big Bastard understood the message. I admired my work for no more than a couple of seconds before walking off into the darkness.
I sat in the field and watched the fire burn until well after midnight. No other zombies made an appearance. No strangers showed up to inspect the fire either, so I had a reasonable belief there were no humans in the area that we were unaware of.
Looking at my watch, I decided it was time to go, got up, and made a slow crouching walk back to my truck. My cautiousness paid off. When I was within fifty yards, I checked my truck with my night vision goggles.
There were two of them, and it seemed like they were waiting on me. They were crouched down behind my truck, unmoving. I was pretty sure they were zombies due to the signature in my scope, but I wasn’t positive. Nevertheless, whoever, or whatever they were, they had ill intentions.
I did a slow three-sixty, looking for any other possible threats. Finding none, I focused back on my new adversaries. I had to stand in order to get a good shot, but it was okay, they didn’t see me. The first shot was deafening and it was still echoing in the hills as I fired the second time.
I moved quickly now, jumped in the truck, and turned on the lights. The two dead ones were indeed zombies. I paid them no more attention and ran over them as I drove off. I felt like I partially accomplished my goal for the night, now it was time to find somewhere to sleep.
 



Chapter 30 – An Informal Separation
 
I intentionally faced my truck east so the morning sun would wake me up, but it didn’t matter. I probably got all of an hour’s worth of sleep and lay there watching as the sky slowly brightened. When my watch indicated it was five, I got up, stretched, and turned the CB on.
“Come in Saigon,” I said. Andie answered almost immediately.
“Saigon here. Where are you? I’ve been trying to call you.”
“I’m heading over to Fred’s,” I said, “come by if you have a chance.” I turned the radio off without waiting for a response. My mood had not improved since yesterday and I didn’t feel like talking or answering any questions.
Fred was sitting on his porch drinking coffee when I drove up. He had another cup sitting on a homemade table and poured me some dark liquid out of a thermos. I sat down in one of the chairs, thanked him, and looked at the table. It was bare of any paint and crudely built.
“The boys built it one day,” Fred said in explanation. I nodded quietly, knowing he would keep it until it rotted.
“Terry came by here last night looking for you,” he said. I nodded again but said nothing. “He said there were some harsh words spoken at the dinner table.” He glanced over at me and waited for my response.
“I’d like to stay here for a few days if you don’t mind,” I said. He was silent. I shrugged. “If you’re still feeling unsocial, I have no problem living out of my truck.” I finished my mug and refilled it.
“You know you’re welcome here anytime,” he finally said. “I suppose I could use some company.”
“Everyone is hurting,” I said, “some of the gang are taking it personally that you’ve withdrawn from us.”
“Understandable,” Fred responded. I looked at him and grunted. Same old Fred, I thought.
Our dirty white van pulled into the driveway about the time we were having our third cup. Julie was driving. Andie and Terry got out first and walked over with a picnic basket.
“We brought breakfast,” Andie said, “and Julie wants to talk to you in the van, unless you want to eat breakfast first.”
I shook my head and walked over to the van. “Hello,” I said as I got in.
“Fred told Terry you didn’t stay here last night,” she said. I didn’t answer. “You look like you’ve either had a wild night with some tart or you slept in the truck.”
“Take your pick, whatever answer I give will be wrong and will no doubt reflect my lack of good judgment,” I retorted. I had not slept well at all and was feeling quite irritable.
“You don’t have to be so mean.”
I glared at her. “I didn’t sleep very well last night. The only thing I could think of was the woman who promised she’d stick with me until the end is suddenly a stranger to me. Forgive me for not being all warm and fuzzy.”
“Mom said you’d try to make me out as the bad person in all of this,” she said with her own scoff.
“Yeah, you’ve been listening to her a lot lately. It’s very confusing to me considering everything she’s done in the past, or don’t you remember?”
“She’s changed,” was her only response. I chortled.
“She said you’d try to blame her as well.”
“Well, she certainly has all of the answers. I mean, how in the hell did we ever get by without her sage wisdom? Let me answer. We were doing pretty good up until she moved in. Now look at us.”
“Yeah, look at us. Tommy’s dead because of you. If you had gone on the fuel run instead of obsessing over a zombie that got the best of you, he’d still be alive.”
I think my jaw literally dropped open. “How do you figure?”
“Terry said you would have spotted the problem on the road immediately. I wanted you to go with them, but you couldn’t be bothered with it.”
I felt my fists clenching. “Do you really believe I’m the reason they died?” I asked incredulously.
Julie didn’t respond, instead she looked out of the front window. For a moment, I was tempted to tell her about the day I found Tommy. I wanted to tell her about the two men whom her mother had called friends. I wanted to tell her how one of them raped Tommy while the other one watched and laughed gleefully. I wanted to tell her that was the reason I killed those two men, and, I wanted to tell her I was the one who rescued him and brought him home, but I didn’t. It seemed like a moot point now.
“I see,” I muttered and looked toward the porch. “I’ll tell Terry to load up my clothes and bring them over.”
Julie looked at me sharply. “I’m miserable, Julie, absolutely miserable. You’ve shut me out and question everything I do as if I were a pathetic screw up and not the man you love. You’re blaming me for the death of your little brother which is absolutely ludicrous. You’ve turned against me, Julie.”
I waited for a response, but got none. “Well hell, I never thought your mother would steal you away from me, but I guess I was wrong. She’s sure done a number on us.”
I got out of the van and walked back to the porch.
“How’d it go?” Andie asked. I shook my head ruefully and walked inside.
 



Chapter 31 – When Angry, Go Hunting
 
It was on the third day when I started to wonder if I was being a damned fool.
On day one, I was totally pissed off with the female gender. Granted, I’m eighteen and still don’t know shit about what makes them tick, which always seems to work against me. Case in point: I thought I’d extend an olive branch. I went into Nolensville, found some feminine products, bagged them up in one of those cellophane gift bags, and presented what I thought was a nice present to Julie. I was hoping she would melt at the kind gesture and maybe it would go from there.
Boy was I wrong. Julie took one look into the bag, called me a sexist after contemptuously rolling her eyes and walked back inside without a backward glance.
I was at a loss. I had no idea how to proceed, and the not knowing pissed me off. I sat in my truck, not quite ready to drive away, but I couldn’t bring myself to walk into the house and convince her to talk to me. While I was sitting there fuming, Terry appeared out of the barn and walked up.
“What’s going on, bro?” he asked. “You moving back home?”
I gripped the steering wheel in frustration and shook my head. “Ride with me,” I finally said. Terry eyed me, but got in without asking why. I drove the short distance to the barn.
“Hang on,” I said, “I’m going to grab some stuff.”
Terry followed me in the barn and watched in silence as I stuffed a knapsack full of ammo and MREs. When I put the ghillie suit on, he couldn’t stand it any longer.
“What the hell are you about to get into?” he finally asked.
“I’ve got to get away from here for a few days. Drive me down to Mack Hatcher Parkway and drop me off. I’m going to do some hunting.”
Terry stared at me a few seconds. “You’re crazy, dude.”
Much to his credit, he didn’t try to argue with me. He got in the driver’s seat and started the truck. I had him drop me off at the location where we first trapped Big Bastard and told him to come looking for me if I wasn’t back in a week.
I spent the first day in a sniper position with a wide kill zone of the entire intersection, lying in an uncomfortable prone position, waiting for my nemesis to make an appearance. He was a no-show. Even so, I still had a productive day.
They would appear randomly. Sometimes they would be alone, sometimes in small groups between two and ten. I’d pick them off with single shots to the head at three hundred yards. I had no idea where they thought they were going. They were of various ages, genders, racial makeup, but oddly, there were no children among them.
I didn’t want to blow my cover, so I didn’t take the time to inspect them or set them on fire. Instead, I’d kill a couple, low crawl to a fresh spot, and then wait for the next group to appear.
As I lay there, all I could think about was Julie. Her words really hurt. Maybe it was merely a phase our relationship was going through, I had no idea. The only thing I knew for certain was I felt as though she had betrayed me, and that feeling was very painful.
The warm morning sun did a number on me and I dozed off at one point. It was only for about ten minutes, I think, but when I came to, I saw something which made my skin crawl.
There were about a dozen of them, and they were low crawling through the tall grass, maneuvering their way toward the sniper position I had previously occupied. One of them crawled by within a few feet of me. The only thing that saved me was the camouflage my ghillie suit afforded.
I sat motionlessly, controlling my breathing until the thing had crawled past, and watched as they slowly but steadily crawled along. They converged on my previous spot about ten minutes later, about fifty yards from where I was currently lying. When they reached the spot, one of them struggled to his feet and looked around. I peered at him through my scope. The long crawl had torn the front of his shirt open, exposing his torso, which was also scraped and torn. Black ooze seeped out, but he was oblivious to any pain. He made some type of guttural grunting noise and a couple of them managed to get to their feet.
It shocked me. The bastards were now able to communicate with each other! It was at a primal level, sure, but a year ago these things were completely mindless. It partially explained how they could set up an ambush. When I got back home, I was going to carefully review my notes and maybe even talk it over with the psychologists.
They stood there looking around, ignoring their comrades who were not able to get to their feet. I aimed between the eyes of the apparent leader and took him out first. The others looked at him when he fell to the ground. Now they were without direction and stood there like morons. I made quick work of all of them. 
On day two, I spent the entire day slinking about and started working my way toward I-65. The only action I had were two lone zombies hung up in a fence. I dispatched them with my machete.
I saw no other zombies that day, which made me smugly think it reflected the good work we’d been doing of eradicating them, but there was also a little tickling in the back of my mind telling me it was a sign of something more ominous. I pondered this feeling the rest of the day, but no answers came to me.
I slept that night on the top of an abandoned tractor trailer. On the third morning, I awoke to a squirrel less than a foot away from me, noisily eating on an acorn. My ghillie suit was covered in dirt and enhanced the camouflaged effect. When I sat up, I must have looked like an apparition. The little rodent emitted a loud shriek as it scurried off the trailer.
As I enjoyed some beef jerky for breakfast, I finally admitted to myself how foolish I was acting. I was doing this more for the escape from everyone and finding Big Bastard was only an excuse. I was unnecessarily putting my life at risk. There were at least one or two people who still cared about me. Besides, there was work to do back at the farm. It was time to get my act together and go home.
Unfortunately, it was going to be Fred’s home I was going back to, and it was about seven miles away. I worked my way down to the Interstate and started the long walk back. I’d not explored I-65 in a while and wanted to see if anything had changed.
The Interstate was silent, its lanes filled with immobile vehicles. In spite of my head injury a couple of years ago, my memory was still sharp. I remembered every car and truck. Nothing had changed with only one exception. There was an SUV on the side of the road about a mile from the Concord Road exit that had been burned down to the frame. I thought it was odd. Nobody had mentioned it. I looked it over for maybe a minute and continued on my way.
The condition of the roadway was slowly but steadily deteriorating and I idly wondered how long it was going to take before the roads would be in total ruin. Abandoned cars were grimy and tires were going flat. Every once in a while I happened across skeletal remains and could only speculate about how they ended up here.
When I got close to Concord Road, I saw a portion of the fence alongside the Interstate knocked down. On a whim, I decided to take the cut through and work my way to the back of the school. I don’t really know why, but I wanted to watch them for a while, see what they were up to.
I climbed the embankment, crossed over Lipscomb Road, and headed toward the school, which was about a hundred yards away. I only walked a short distance when I came across a fresh path in the woods. One direction of it led to the school, but I had no idea where the opposite direction led. All I could readily discern were the fresh footprints. Somebody had definitely used it since the last rainstorm.
Curious, I followed it. It emerged from the woods to the back yard of an older house. Small and worn out looking, it had a small detached shed in back. It reminded me of the home my grandmother raised me in. The lone window to the shed had been boarded up, which seemed odd. I was standing there wondering why someone from the school cared enough about this house to visit it, when the door to the shed suddenly opened. I ducked back and crouched down among the trees and bushes.
I watched as Anthony emerged, looked around, and then shut the door, padlocking it behind him. He then began walking toward the path. Something told me not to jump up and say hello. Instead, I remained ghostly still as he walked by. The ghillie suit once again proved effective. He didn’t notice me and walked casually, disappearing down the trail a moment later. I even heard him chuckling to himself.
I waited five minutes and then went to the shed. He was hiding something, and I wanted to see what was inside. Whatever it was, it must have been good to have him in such a mood.
I took the head cover of my suit off and studied the padlock. Since I had none of my lock picking tools with me, I looked around until I found a big rock and smashed the hasp off the old wood. As a precaution, I led with my rifle as I slowly opened the door. As the sunlight illuminated the dark confines, I gasped.
There, cowering in the corner, naked, dirty and emaciated, was a live human. I almost didn’t recognize her.
“Oh, my God,” I uttered, “Jessica?”
 



Chapter 32 – Jessica
 
When Jessica saw me, she began whimpering and trembling uncontrollably. I quickly realized I looked pretty much the same way when I scared the squirrel.
“Jessica, it’s me, Zach!” I said a bit louder than I intended. It didn’t seem to help so I yanked the headgear off, struggled out of the top of the camouflage suit and dropped it on the concrete floor.
“Look,” I gestured at it, “this is called a ghillie suit. I’m wearing it because I’ve been hunting zombies. I’m not here to hurt you.”
It took a minute, but recognition finally dawned in her eyes. “Zach?” she asked weakly.
“Yeah, it’s me, Zach,” I replied, “you’re safe now.”
“Please don’t hurt me,” she begged.
I looked her over carefully. She looked like death warmed over. She was dirty, scrapes and bruises were all over her, and her once beautiful blonde hair was matted to her head with a combination of dirt and dried blood. Both eyes were blackened and swollen, and her face looked like Andie’s when the Captain had beaten her so badly. There wasn’t much in the shed; a dirty mattress along with a tattered blanket, a plastic pail overflowing with excrement, and one of those double bowls people had for their pets. It was disgusting and I found myself becoming deadly angry as I realized what Anthony had done. I took a slow, deep breath.
“No, sweetheart, I’m not going to hurt you. I’m going to take you home.”
She shook her head vigorously. “No, I can’t leave! He’ll find me.”
“Jessica,” I said as I took another step forward, “I’m not going to let anyone hurt you, okay? I’m going to get you away from here, and nobody is going to stop us. If they try, I’ll kill them. I’ll kill anyone who tries to hurt you again.”
She looked at me as if there was no way I could keep my promise. It was then I noticed a crudely fashioned steel collar around her neck and a chain attached to it. The chain led to a bolt that was anchored in the concrete floor.
“Jessica, can I come closer to you? I promise I won’t hurt you.”
Her eyes were frightened and vacant, causing me to wonder how much of her mental acuity was left. I held my hands up in a placating gesture.
“I won’t hurt you, I swear. I only want to get that chain off you.”
“Can you do that?” she timidly asked.
“Yes, just trust me, okay? You know me, right? I would never hurt you.”
She stared at me and I thought she might start screaming at any moment. Finally, she nodded. I stepped closer and got a good look at the source of her restraint. It looked like a piece of one inch wide steel, about an eighth of an inch thick, and it had been shaped into a tight circle around her neck. It was bolted to the chain and the bolt had been deformed by a hammer or something, preventing it from being unscrewed. Her neck was a combination of scabs and fresh, bloody furls in the skin from the constant abrading of the collar. It would be difficult to bust it loose without injuring her further. I looked down to where it was anchored to the floor. It was a simple eyebolt embedded in the concrete.
“Alright, sweetheart, I believe I can bust this eyebolt open, but I need to look around for some tools to use.”
Jessica’s lower lip started quivering. “You’re going to leave me?”
I shook my head vigorously. “Absolutely not, I’m only going to look around for some tools and then I promise I’ll be right back.”
She didn’t seem convinced and it looked like she was on the verge of passing out.
“Hey,” I said, “I bet you’re hungry.” I took my knapsack off and fished out some jerky. Tearing it into small pieces, I handed it to her.
“Here,” I said, thrusting it into her hand, “it’s a little tough and salty, but it’ll fill your stomach. Chew on it slowly.”
As an afterthought, I pulled my machete out. Jessica inhaled sharply and I held up a hand.
“No, no. Here,” I said, flipped the handle around and handed it to her. “You can keep this for protection.”
She looked at me as if I were trying to trick her and refused to touch it. I reached out and grasped her arm, forcefully put it in her hand and gently closed her fingers around it. I then carefully put my hand on her chin and forced her to look at me.
“If anyone comes through that door besides me, you have my permission to bury this machete in their skull, okay?” I released her chin and waited for a response. She worriedly nodded. I gave her a reassuring smile.
“I’ll be right back. We’ll get you free and get out of here. Just hang on, okay?” She nodded again, grabbed my hand, and squeezed it. I gave her another smile and walked out.
I peered out of the door for any threats before exiting and hurriedly walked to the nearby house. The back door had already been kicked in, presumably by Anthony. I led with my AR-15 as I quickly cleared the house. Finding no threat, I began searching for anything I could use. The house had been thoroughly ransacked and there was not much left. I only found two things I could use, a well-worn screwdriver and an old dusty dress that had been stuffed under a bed for some unknown reason.
I hurried back to the shed and grabbed the rock I used earlier.
“Jess, it’s me, I’m coming in,” I took a careful step inside. Jessica was still in the corner, but this time she held the machete defensively.
“Hey,” I said. She eyed me warily, and I realized the big rock I was holding was probably unnerving her. I motioned with it. “Okay, here’s the deal,” I pointed at the eyebolt as I walked closer. “If you’ll notice, the eye in the eyebolt is not solid. There is a little bitty gap. I’m going to try to wedge it open with this screwdriver and rock. It’s going to be noisy, but I don’t want you to be afraid, okay?”
Jessica nodded, but I was worried about the way she was holding the machete. I tried a lighthearted chuckle. “Don’t hit me with that thing. Remember, I’m the one who gave it to you.”
It took about fifteen minutes. My fingers hurt and I was drenched in sweat, but I finally worked the eyebolt open enough where I could slip the chain link out.
“Success,” I said with a grin. Jessica looked at me blankly.
“Can’t you get this off me?” she asked, tugging at the steel collar. I shook my head.
“I don’t have the proper tools here, but when I get you back home, Fred and I will be able to get it off in seconds,” I handed her the dress. “Here, put this on. It was the only thing I could find.”
She fumbled with the dress and seemed to have difficulty putting it on, so I reached for her wrists and raised her arms. She complied without protest, and with a little bit of clumsiness, I managed to slide the dress down on her and gently pulled the rusty chain through the neck opening. I turned her around to zip her up and it was then I noticed numerous welts on her back. I instinctively touched one. Jessica flinched and let out an involuntary gasp.
“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” I then leaned close. “I’m going to make him regret doing this,” I whispered. She responded with an involuntary sob. “In the meantime, let’s get you home.”
She was too weak to walk. The weeks of subsisting off of an occasional morsel had left her looking like a holocaust survivor. I did not dare think about what else he had done to her.
The closest place was the school, but when I mentioned it, Jessica started panicking and almost went into convulsions. Since the fuel tanker accident, the Birmingham women had moved into the school, so the radio tower was empty. My house, the house I used to live in with my wife and kid, was a few miles away, as was Fred’s home. There was no way she was going to be able to walk that far. I thought for a moment.
“Okay, I have an idea,” I started. Jessica listened to me tentatively. “We’re going to walk to the school…” I couldn’t finish before Jessica started shaking her head.
“Now, listen a minute before you start disagreeing with me,” I said and waited for her to calm down. “In spite of Anthony, there are people there who I believe we can trust. I’ll either borrow a car or get one of them to give us a ride home. It’ll work, okay? Besides, if anyone does something shady, I’ll shoot them,” I said while holding up my rifle. She didn’t react, but she had calmed down somewhat, which was good enough. I tried leading her by the hand, but it was obvious she was too weak to walk for more than a few steps.
“Alright, there’s only one way to do this, I’ve got to carry you.”
“Please don’t take me to the school, he’ll…” she didn’t finish before she started whimpering again. I thought it over for a few minutes. Anthony would not dare try to hurt her in front of other people, especially me. He didn’t know it yet, but I had a bullet with his name on it, but, seeing him was going to traumatize her even more, and I couldn’t do that to her. I thought for a minute more and then patted her hand.
“Okay, I have a better plan,” I explained what I was going to do. She didn’t seem to understand all of it, but she nodded her head when I asked if it was okay. I got her back out of the dress, stripped out of the ghillie suit and put it on her. Her body was so tiny it hung on her loosely.
“Okay, are you ready?” I asked. The mask and headgear moved slightly, which I interpreted as her nodding her head. I hoisted her on my shoulders and carried her through the woods back down to the Interstate. It took me about ten minutes to get to the Concord Road exit. I found a spot in some thick bushes off the roadway, and set her down gently.
“Now, you stay right here. Don’t move and be as quiet as you possibly can. You do that and nobody will see you.”
I instinctively kissed her on top of her filthy head before I put the camouflage headgear back on her. I was now clad only in cargo shorts, boots, and a dirty brown tee shirt as I walked up the exit ramp and onto Concord Road. Wanda met me at the front door as I walked up.
“Oh, my Lord,” she said in her usual sour tone. “Just look at you. Where have you been? Everyone thinks you’ve lost your ever loving mind!”
She gasped as I grabbed her by the arm and yanked her away from the door. She started to protest but I held a finger up to her lips. I looked around to see if anyone was around.
“Wanda, I need you to shut up for one minute and listen to me,” I hissed. She glared at me, but remained silent. I lowered my hand and leaned close, to which she involuntarily leaned back. I doubt it was due to fear, more likely because of how I smelled.
“We can discuss my sanity later, but right now I need your trust. Can you please trust me just this once?”
She eyed me in much the same manner as she always eyed me, but after a moment she nodded her head slowly.
“Okay, I need your help, but you’ve got to keep quiet about this and don’t tell anyone.”
“What’s going on, Zach?” she asked warily.
“I’ll explain everything and answer any questions, but right now, I need a ride and we need to move quickly.”
“The keys to all of the cars are inside,” she responded evenly.
“Okay, get the keys to your minivan. If anyone asks, tell them you’re going visiting. Don’t tell them about me, and don’t bring anyone along with you. Meet me at the exit ramp of the Interstate in ten minutes, okay?”
She continued eyeing me warily, but nodded again and walked back inside. I took off running toward the Interstate, wondering why I had put so much trust in her of all people. Maybe it was because she had helped deliver my son and had never asked for anything in return. In any event, I was going to have to take a leap of faith.
Jessica had listened to me and had not moved. If I didn’t know what I was looking for, I never would have seen her. Wanda arrived promptly, but she had Rhonda with her, which was not what I wanted, but I liked Rhonda. She would never hurt anyone and realized it was probably a good idea to have her with us after all. I stood and walked over to the van. Wanda rolled down the window and the two women looked at me questioningly.
“Alright, ladies, I have someone who is in trouble and needs our help. Wait here,” I said, and they watched me in wonder as I took off down the exit ramp.
Jessica remained where I left her. She looked at me doe-eyed through the mask and I gave her a wink.
“I have Wanda and Rhonda waiting for us up on the road. You remember them, right? They’re good people and are going to help. Are you ready?”
I hoisted her back on my shoulders and lugged her up to the waiting women. I was breathing heavily as I opened the side door to the minivan, and as gently as I could, put Jessica in one of the seats. The two women were wide eyed and cast a long glance at each other.
“Drive straight to Fred’s house,” I demanded, “and don’t stop for anyone!”
Wanda refused to budge. “Who is that under all of that stuff?” she asked. I realized Jessica’s face was hidden by the camouflaged cloth of the headgear, reached over, and gingerly removed it. Both women gasped.
“Jessica?” Rhonda asked in wonder. Jessica didn’t answer. I think she was too frightened.
“Where did you find her?” Wanda added. She still had her foot on the brake.
“I’ll explain along the way. Now drive for Christ’s sake!”
She needed no further prompting, put the car in drive and made a U-turn.
 



Chapter 33 – Torture
 
Fred was in the garden working a hoe as Wanda drove up and slid to a stop in the gravel. He must have realized something was amiss. He dropped the hoe and started jogging toward us as I got out.
“Oh, my God,” he said quietly when he saw Jessica.
“I’m going to carry her inside,” I said and pointed at the steel collar. “We’ll need some tools to get this damn thing off.”
Fred needed no further prompting and ran toward his barn where he kept his tools. I got Jessica inside and placed her on my bed. Wanda pushed me out of the way then and took over.
“Why did you dress her in this stuff?” she asked in a huff. “It’s filthy and it stinks.”
I didn’t bother answering. Instead, I sat heavily on the floor and suddenly realized how spent I was. Rhonda came in a moment later with a pail of water and wash rags. Fred was right behind her with a hacksaw. He worked at the bolt rapidly and had it cut in two within a couple of minutes. He then used brute strength to bend the collar wide enough to slip it off her neck. Rhonda started gingerly cleaning Jessica’s neck while I explained how I found her. Fred held the collar and chain up, inspecting it with narrowed eyes.
“Was it only Anthony?” Wanda asked her, “Or were there others?”
Jessica looked confused. “Just Anthony, I think. May I have a glass of water?” she asked weakly. Wanda glanced at Rhonda, who nodded and hurried toward the kitchen. She then focused her glare on Fred and me.
“You two get the hell out of here,” she demanded, pointing at the door. “I don’t want any men around her.”
It was then I saw a revolver stuck in her waistband. I gave her a respectful nod and we shuffled out of the room.
“Have you killed him yet?” Fred asked. I shook my head.
“I wanted to make sure she was safe first.”
Fred poured us both large glasses of water. I nodded gratefully and we sat at the kitchen table talking about this new development. Wanda walked out ten minutes later and joined us. She retrieved a clean glass out of the cupboard and poured herself a glass full with nervous hands before sitting down heavily.
“She’s asleep. She’s in bad shape, on the verge of starvation, and she has several injuries.”
“I never asked her what happened, did she say?” I asked. Wanda scowled, which I think was her usual facial expression.
“He came to visit them one day. They didn’t suspect anything. He told them he was there to carry them to the school for a surprise party. He drove them somewhere and shot Geoffrey immediately. He then took them to a shed somewhere, chained them up and then took turns doing things to them. She said her mother escaped and promised she’d get help and come back. She thinks that was three weeks ago. Anthony told her he found Janine and fed her to the zombies.”
I shook my head in disgust. Fred remained stoic, but there was a vein along the side of his neck that was now pulsating. I knew him well enough to feel the anger emanating off him.
She took a long drink of water and looked at us pointedly. “Why haven’t you killed him yet?”
“At the time, my priority was to get Jessica safe,” I responded. She glared at us.
“She’s safe now, what are you two waiting on?”
“I want to make sure he acted alone, and now I want to make sure he didn’t find Janine and has her chained to the floor in some other shed somewhere. It’s imperative we get the truth out of him. If he has her chained up somewhere, she may die before we find her.”
“Do you have a plan, son?” Fred said. I looked at him and nodded.
“I think we should kidnap him, take him somewhere nice and secluded, and then make him talk, and when I mean make him talk, we’ll most likely have to play hardball,” I realized I was gripping my glass tightly as I spoke. I let go before I broke it. Wanda slapped her hand down on the table with a bang.
“Are you going to kill him or not?” she demanded. I nodded my head slowly.
“I can assure you he is a dead man, but we’re going to get answers out of him first. Now, I’m going to get cleaned up, get a meal in me, and then we’ll get started.”
I thought over my plan as I hurriedly showered. I was going to get some answers out of him, one way or another, but we would have to be tactful about it. I’d read more than a few spy novels where interrogations were described in intimate detail, but I had no idea how accurate they were. It was something I’d discuss with Fred.
I dressed quickly and made my way into the kitchen. To my surprise, Wanda had a plate prepared for me.
“Thank you, ma’am,” I said appreciatively and sat down. I was into my fourth bite when I noticed Fred was absent. I saw the look on Wanda’s face and dropped my fork.
“Fred had another plan,” she said. “He said to sit tight and he’ll be back in a little while. Oh, and he took the time to yank out some wires or something from all of the vehicles before he left so you wouldn’t follow him.”
“Shit!” I replied a little louder than I meant.
 
*****
Fred drove as quickly as the rough road allowed him to, and arrived at the church ten minutes later. It looked like it was laundry day. Marc and Ward were hanging wet clothes on a line strung up in front of the school. They waved as Fred parked.
“Hello, stranger!” Marc said. “We haven’t seen you in a month of Sundays.”
“Hello, gentlemen,” Fred replied amicably, “hard at it I see.”
Marc and Ward laughed. “Yeah,” Marc replied, “we’re just a couple of old wash-women.”
Fred forced himself to laugh along with them. “Well, I won’t disrupt your work, is everyone else inside?”
“Yeah, except for the Wanda and Rhonda duo. They went visiting Julie,” Marc said. “Go on in, though I have to warn you, everyone is cleaning house and they’re liable to put you to work. Come out and chat with us when you have a chance.”
Fred nodded with a forced grin and walked inside. The docs were right. Everyone was involved in various house cleaning tasks. He found Anthony in the kitchen, struggling with a stack of dirty dishes.
“That doesn’t look like any fun,” he commented. Anthony looked up and shrugged.
“It’s better than scrubbing the toilets, but yeah, it’s a pain in the ass. What’s going on, Fred? I haven’t seen you in a while.”
Fred looked around like he didn’t want anyone else to hear him. “Yeah, I’ve been remiss in visiting, but right now I’ve got a problem, and I need some help.”
Anthony continued looking at Fred quizzically as he wiped the suds off his hands with a dish towel. “What’s up?” he asked.
Fred stepped closer, looked briefly over his shoulder and lowered his voice. “It’s that damned Zach. I think he’s gone off the deep end. He took off a couple of days ago. I’ve been looking for him all day and I found his truck in a neighborhood over yonder ways,” Fred pointed to an ambiguous area as he spoke. When Anthony didn’t respond, Fred tried his best helpless expression.
“Would you mind helping me go looking for him? Terry’s leg is gimped up and I have no idea where Rowdy and the rest of the crew are. There are too many houses to peek in before the sun goes down, and I could use an extra man to help me find him. He may be alright, but for all I know, he could be laid up with a broken leg or something.”
Anthony looked undecided. “The gay dudes are outside, I’m sure they’d be glad to help.”
Fred frowned. “I like them, I surely do, but they’re gossipers. I’d just as soon do this with someone who’ll keep their mouth shut,” Fred looked at Anthony expectantly, but he could still see the reluctance on the man’s face. He held his hand up in surrender.
“Hey look, I understand, you’ve got a lot of work to do. I’m sure nothing’s wrong. Zach probably found a shack to hole up in and he’s sitting around feeling sorry for himself.”
“What’d he do that for?” Anthony asked.
“Well, I don’t know the whole story,” Fred replied, “but I think he was messing around with that little Jessica girl and Julie found out. They had a big fight and he moved out. Then, he goes on this little lark of his,” he looked around and shrugged. “Oh well, don’t mind me. Get back to your dishes. There’s a neighborhood back behind the school near where I found his truck. I think I’ll go back over there and take a look around,” Fred gave a halfhearted wave. “I’ll be seeing you.”
Fred walked out without waiting for a response. He got as far as opening the door to his truck when Anthony came running out.
“Hey, Fred, wait up. I’m coming with,” he ran to the passenger side and jumped in. Fred noticed a Colt 357 holstered on his hip as he got in and started the truck.
Fred drove directly to the street where the shed was located. As he drove, he watched Anthony out of the corner of his eye. He noticed tenseness in Anthony’s body language, but to his credit, the young man kept a poker face.
“I found his truck over yonder,” Fred said, again pointing ambiguously. “I’ve already checked the houses on that street, but I figure he may have decided to start in this neighborhood first. Now, his usual practice is to pick the door locks of houses, but if there are any sheds or outbuildings with padlocks, he’ll simply bust them open or break out a window. He always leaves the doors unlocked and after he’s through with a street, he’ll go back and paint the FEMA sign on each house he searched.”
“What do we do?” Anthony asked.
“Well, we’re not going to clear every house, it’ll take too long. I think the best way of doing this is to go door to door and look in windows, look for sheds with busted locks, anything that would indicate Zach might be around. If anything is still locked up, it means he hasn’t been in there, so don’t bother with it. It shouldn’t take us too long if we split up. I’ll take one side of the street and you take the other.”
“Okay,” Anthony responded and pointed on the side of the road where the shed was. “I guess I’ll start on this side.”
Fred nodded innocently. “Sounds good. We’ll meet up at the end of the street. If you get into a bind, start shooting and I’ll come running.”
Anthony gave the okay sign and headed out. Fred had six houses on his side of the street. He went through the motions and acted as if he was conducting a diligent search, but in fact, he hurried along so he would be waiting for Anthony.
“Did you find anything?” he asked when Anthony walked up. Fred could clearly see he was shaken at the realization Jessica was no longer chained to the floor inside a dirty shed. Anthony shook his head.
“I didn’t see jack shit, how about you?” he responded.
Fred ignored the question and looked around. This is as good a place as any, he thought as he took his Stetson off, walked a few feet away, and propped it carefully on a mailbox. He then looked at Anthony unfeelingly while his right hand casually moved toward his pistol.
“A couple of those houses on your side had outbuildings. Had any of them been broken into?”
Anthony shook his head again, this time the anxiety was obvious. “They’re all locked up tight.” He then peered at Fred suspiciously. “Why, did you see something?”
“In a manner of speaking,” Fred replied. “I’m seeing a liar at the moment.”
Anthony kept a poker face and stared directly at Fred. “What the hell are you talking about?”
Fred breathed slowly and kept a steady gaze on him. “Anthony, Zach found Jessica. He’s the one who busted open that shed back there,” he said, gesturing toward the area where the shed was located. “We have her at my house. She told us just about everything.”
Anthony went pale and began gesturing with his hands. “Fred, I have no idea what you’re talking about. I thought the Thompson family had left. You guys told me so yourself.” His hand movements became more animated and he looked around, as if he was confused. Suddenly, he went for his gun. It was a foolish move. Fred drew with lightning speed. The shock of the bullet’s destructive path through Anthony’s forearm caused him instantly to drop his gun as he howled in pain. Fred curled his lip slightly in disgust.
“Son, I started practicing my quick draw before you were born.”
Anthony stared at Fred with malice in his eyes as he held his arm. “I haven’t done anything, old man!”
Fred slowly opened the cylinder to his revolver and replaced the spent cartridge before walking a few feet closer to Anthony. “Young man, I already know you’re guilty. I only wanted some confirmation in my mind so I could rationalize what I am about to do next.”
“You can’t prove anything,” Anthony declaimed defiantly. He stood there staring at Fred as if daring him to do something.
Fred stared back without emotion, stepped forward, and punched Anthony in the gut. He exhaled and doubled over. “You don’t get it, young man. I don’t have to prove anything. You’ve already been found guilty.” Fred followed up with a knee to the face, knocking Anthony to the ground.
He lay there for a couple of minutes until he could catch his breath and the stars circling in front of his eyes subsided. Fred watched impassively but patiently. Anthony glared at Fred for a moment and then spotted his handgun laying only a couple of feet from him. With a surge of confidence, he lunged for it. Fred was quicker though, he kicked it away and then stomped on Anthony’s arm, causing him to scream again. Fred then pulled out a pair of handcuffs, the same pair the Captain had used on Zach, wrestled Anthony to his stomach, and shackled his hands behind his back. Fred cinched the cuffs as tightly as he could, causing Anthony to gasp.
“This is what happens next,” Fred said casually. “I’m going to ask you a few questions and you’re going to give me truthful answers.”
“You can go fuck yourself, you cocksucker,” Anthony retorted and spit out a mouthful of blood. Some of it hit Fred’s boots. Fred grunted.
“Somehow, I knew you were going to be difficult, but I’ve got a remedy.”
Anthony looked up at Fred suspiciously. “What’s that?” he asked.
“Torture,” Fred said plainly. “From the looks of the injuries on Jessica, you have a good idea what’s about to happen.”
Anthony spit out some more blood and then looked up at Fred. “Fuck you, old man.” he snarled. His snarl turned to uncertainty as Fred retrieved a knife from a sheath on his belt and locked the blade open.
“Here’s what is going to happen next. You are going to answer every question I ask you truthfully. If I don’t like the way you answer something, I’m going to work on you with this here knife,” Fred looked at his knife and emitted a short chuckle.
“I bet I know what you’re thinking right about now. You’ve watched all of those idiotic TV shows where the bad person threatens to do something but never has a chance to follow through before the cavalry comes in,” Fred squatted down beside him before continuing. “Son, nobody is coming to rescue you.”
Fred dropped a knee onto Anthony’s chest, pressing down with his weight, grabbed one of his ears, and began slicing. Anthony’s screams of agony echoed through the vacant neighborhood.
 



Chapter 34 – Death Notice
 
It was a good two hours before Fred returned. I was murderously angry with him for the first thirty minutes of his absence. The next thirty minutes I was mentally rehearsing the cussing out I was going to give him. As the next hour slowly ticked by, my anger faded. I regaled myself impatiently to pacing in the yard. When he opened the door and got out of the truck, I immediately noticed the bloodstains on his clothing. He walked directly to one of the rockers on the porch and sat. I sat in the adjacent chair and waited. Neither of us spoke for at least ten minutes until I realized it was going to have to be me who would have to break the silence.
“The women are inside. They woke up Jessica long enough to get some soup in her and then she went right back to sleep. Rhonda is going back to the church whenever you decide to hand over the spark plug wires, but Wanda is going to stay here. I told her you said it would be an honor for her to sleep in your bed.” I looked at him with a smirk and waited for some type of reaction, but he didn’t even arch an eyebrow at me.
“So,” I continued, “both of us are going to be sleeping in the den, unless of course you feel like snuggling up next to her every night.”
Fred rocked slowly but still said nothing. I waited a couple more minutes before speaking again.
“Are you going to tell me what the hell happened?”
Wanda walked outside at that moment with her usual scowl. I made eye contact with her and motioned for her to sit down. “Fred was just about to tell me about his encounter with Anthony, weren’t you, Fred?”
“Yep.”
“Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” she demanded. Fred took a deep breath.
“The first woman he raped and murdered happened about four years ago back in Huntsville. After the outbreak, he murdered two of the men in their group, raped their wives, and murdered them. He said he’s been a good boy since then, his words not mine. He thought he had gotten it out of his system, but when he saw the Thompson women, he said he couldn’t help himself. He planned it out and waited for the right opportunity,” he paused for a minute and breathed deeply.
“He described all of the things he did to them, which I won’t bother going into. When Janine escaped, he said he spent all of his spare time looking for her, but as far as he knows, she’s gone; maybe eaten by zombies. Anyway, he was going to keep Jessica alive until he had the opportunity to catch someone else,” he glanced over at me. “Kelly and Julie were his next targets.”
I nodded somberly and could only imagine what he had done to Anthony in order to illicit this information. I had no intention of asking for details, but Wanda had other ideas.
“How did you get him to talk?” She asked. Fred slowly shook his head. The dried blood was the only indicator of violence, but it was clear he was not going to discuss the details.
“Well, you at least killed him, right?” she pressed.
“Yes,” Fred answered. Wanda stared at Fred for a few seconds, trying to browbeat him into telling her more. Finally, she scoffed.
 “That poor girl is going to be scarred for life,” she said.
“Was anyone else involved?” I asked. Fred shook his head.
“Alright, I think you need to get out of those clothes and get cleaned up. Then we need to pay a visit to the school and tell them all about this.”
Fred got up without a word and walked inside.
“I didn’t know he had it in him,” Wanda commented idly.
“Never underestimate him,” I responded.
“Since I’ll be staying here, Rhonda is going to pack some of my stuff for y’all to bring back.”
“No problem. May I make a suggestion? I think she should be moved to my house first thing in the morning. Not only is there is plenty of room, Julie and Andie can help out.”
Wanda looked sidelong at me. “Why did you move out?”
“Julie and I are having some issues. She can tell you all about it if she wants to.”
Wanda nodded in seeming understanding. “Well, I’d say your suggestion is a good one, but I don’t like Julie’s mother one bit. The two of us are liable to butt heads at every turn.”
I smiled at the thought. “I certainly hope so.”
 
I had radioed ahead and everyone was gathered out front when the three of us drove into the parking lot. Carla walked up to Fred immediately as he exited the minivan.
“I thought Anthony was with you?” she asked.
“Where is Wanda?” Benny asked Rhonda. I answered for her.
“Wanda is at Fred’s house. She’s going to be staying with us for a few days.”
“Why?” Tonya asked, “You didn’t answer Carla, where is my brother?”
Fred looked over at me and gave one of his subtle dips of the head. I cleared my throat.
“We have something to tell all of you that will not be very pleasant. We’ve found Jessica,” I paused and there were some murmurs of confusion.
“Wait,” Gus said, “I thought they had packed up and moved on.”
“We all believed it, but it wasn’t true. You see, Geoffrey was murdered and the two women were kidnapped. They were chained up in a shed where they were tortured and raped,” I paused a moment to let it sink in. Benny started to ask a question but I held up a hand.
“As some of you know, for the past three days, I’ve been roaming around in this area hunting zombies. This morning I happened to see Anthony walking out of a shed, padlocking it behind him. When I had a look-see, I found Jessica chained to the floor, naked, starving, and with several injuries that had been done to her over the course of a few weeks. She confirmed it was Anthony who did it.”
Everyone was stunned. Tonya, Anthony’s older sister, was now trembling uncontrollably. Carla was motionless and her face was ashen.
“So, you’re saying Anthony murdered Geoffrey, and then kidnapped and raped the two Thompson women?” Benny asked.
“That’s exactly what I’m saying.”
“Liar!” Tonya suddenly shouted. “Where is Anthony?” she demanded.
“Dead,” I replied. “It should interest you to know, before he died, he also admitted to murdering four people who were with your group.”
Tonya stared at me balefully while Carla held her hand to her mouth and ran inside.
“I make no apologies for Anthony’s death. If any of you have anything to say, go ahead and get it out of your system.”
There was a minute or two of silence before Benny spoke.
“I’m very confused, I’m wondering why you killed Anthony.”
I think I frowned and glanced at Fred. There was no response from him. “Well now, you have me confused, Benny. I just told you what he had done, what would you have liked for us to do, give him a blue ribbon?”
Benny shook his head quickly. “What I’m trying to say is this; you people have talked about creating a civilized society, but vigilante justice has no place in such a society. Anthony was entitled to due process.”
“Fair enough,” Fred said. “Next time, we’ll have a fair trial before we hang him.” He glanced at me momentarily. “I’m ready to go.” He walked back to the truck without a backward glance. I hurriedly got a suitcase from Rhonda and jumped in the truck before Fred left without me.
 



Chapter 35 – Healing
 
I was sitting beside the bed when Jessica woke up. She looked at me sleepily and was frightened momentarily until recognition dawned on her.
“Good morning,” I said cheerily.
“Hi,” she replied hoarsely, “how long have I been asleep?”
“Off and on, I’d say about fourteen hours. Wanda says you’re doing a lot better. She’s in the kitchen fixing breakfast. If you’re hungry, I’ll get you a plate, or I can carry you into the kitchen and you can join us.”
After a moment she nodded. “I think I’d like that.”
I waited in the hallway while Wanda helped her get dressed and then carried her to the kitchen. She was light as a feather and I guessed she only weighed about seventy pounds.
“Fred ate an early breakfast and is out working on the farm,” I said, “so it’s just the three of us.” I set a plate in front of her.
“Wanda has gotten pretty decent at making bread, so how about some eggs and toast?” I asked.
“I don’t think I can eat very much.”
“No problem, eat what you can, go slowly, and when you’ve had enough you can stop,” I smiled at her reassuringly. “Look, we even have milk now,” I pointed at the pitcher of cool milk. “Fred had a pasteurizer, but it was destroyed in a fire. Konya, I don’t think you’ve met him, anyway, Konya and Rowdy went out scavenging the other day and they found a couple at an abandoned farm gathering dust.”
“What’s a pasteurizer?” she asked. “Is it one of those cow milking machines?”
I smiled and explained. “No. Milk is a great medium for microbial growth, so you use a pasteurizer which kills the microbes and gives it a longer shelf life.”
“Oh. So, you have to milk a cow the old fashioned way.”
I nodded. “Yep. Milking a cow means the cow has to develop a level of trust before she’ll let you pull on her udders without kicking you, so I had to spend more than a few evenings wooing her in order to win her over,” I said with a grin.
She rolled her eyes at me, much the same way Julie and Macie always did, picked up the glass and took a sip. For the first time since I found her, I saw a pleasant, almost beatific expression cross her face.
“It’s wonderful! I haven’t had a glass of real milk in forever.”
I glanced at Wanda as the two of us watched her nibble at her breakfast. Wanda sat down beside her and encouraged her to eat. She only took a couple of bites before she pushed the plate aside.
“I’m sorry, I can’t eat anymore,” she said apologetically.
“No worries at all,” I replied, “you ate more than I expected. You’re going to be back to one-hundred percent in no time.”
Wanda stood. “I think I’m going to get a hot bath ready for you, how does that sound?”
Jessica smiled. “It sounds wonderful.”
Fred walked in the door and began fixing a fresh plate of eggs as Wanda and I helped Jessica walk to the bathroom. He had it cleaned by the time I walked back in.
“Chow hound,” I said with a grin. He grunted and finished off his glass of milk. I heard a vehicle approaching, but before I could look out the window, Fred spoke up.
“That would be Julie and the gang,” he said. My good mood evaporated. Our last encounter didn’t go so well and I had the feeling it was going to turn out the same way today. I stood and waited. She walked in a minute later carrying little Frederick. Rowdy, Terry, and Andie followed. My son’s big blue eyes spotted me and he squealed in delight. I couldn’t help but smile as I took him from her arms and gave him a big hug.
“How’ve you been big guy?” I asked. He had no idea what I said, but it didn’t keep him from grabbing my nose and squeezing. I looked at Julie then. She stared at me, but damned if I could read what she was thinking.
“How are you?” I finally asked.
“Okay,” she responded without a lot of emotion, “how about you?”
I looked at Frederick. “I’m better now.”
There was a moment of awkward silence. Rowdy finally cleared his throat. “Say, Hoss, would it be okay if we say hi to Jessica?”
“I think she’d like that, but Wanda is the person to ask,” I looked around. Wanda had come down the hall and was staring at everyone with her sour puss scowl. She was looking especially hard at Rowdy. Rowdy repeated his request. Wanda narrowed her eyes.
“I think it’d be good for her, don’t you?” I asked her before she retorted. She held the scowl on Rowdy for a long five seconds, but finally relented.
“She’s taking a bath at the moment. Everyone will have to wait until she’s ready to get out.”
“I’ve brought some clothes over,” Julie said. Terry handed over a duffel bag. Wanda took the bag, looked inside and gave a sniff.
“I’ll get her fixed up first, and when I say it’s time to go, you’ll leave immediately. No arguments. Do I make myself clear?” she watched as everyone obediently nodded.
“Good,” she gave one last scowl and disappeared down the hall.
Fred’s den was small. The house was built for functionality, not for luxury, so it was a little cramped with all of us in there. I caught Julie looking at me.
“I’m going to sit outside with the big guy, you want to join me?” I asked. She nodded tentatively and followed me outside. We sat in the rocking chairs, avoiding eye contact, neither of us sure of what to say. She noticed the table, touched it, and saw how wobbly it was. She chuckled.
“Who the hell made this table, you?”
“Tommy and Joe,” I replied quietly. Her derisive chuckle stopped immediately. “They were fooling around with Fred’s tools one day and he found them some scrap wood to experiment with.”
“Fred was good to them,” she said after a moment. I nodded in agreement.
“Yes he was. He blames himself for what happened and the two of you have never talked about it.”
“It wouldn’t do any good.”
“Sure it would. We’re all family after all.”
“You abandoned your family,” she accused. I frowned.
“I hear your mother’s voice when you say things like that.”
“It’s true.”
“Okay, let’s say it’s true. I want to hear you say why you think I abandoned my family,” I challenged. She stared at me insolently, but only for a second before dropping her eyes. I sighed. “You can’t bring yourself to say it, or you refuse to acknowledge how you’ve treated me ever since the accident.”
“How have I treated you, Zach?”
“Like shit,” I retorted. “Lately, you’ve treated me like shit. After the accident, you moped around, depressed and sad. I’d try to help, but you’d react as though I was a stranger to you, which did nothing but make me miserable. You’ve shut me out, even though I’m supposedly the man you’ve professed your undying love to. Then, when your mom moved in, it got twice as bad. The only reason I consented to it was because I thought it’d help things out between you and me, but no, it got worse. The final straw was when you blamed me for their deaths for God’s sake,” I looked over at her but she refused to make eye contact.
“That was a very cruel thing to do. Until you realize how wrong it was to blame me for something I had absolutely no control over…” I left the rest unfinished and filled the silence by playing with Frederick.
“So, are you going to hook up with someone else, Kelly, or Jessica maybe?”
I looked at her in astonishment. “Julie, I love you, not Kelly, not Jessica, only you.”
“She looks so much like Macie,” she muttered.
“I’m in love with you,” I repeated.
“How did you find her?” she finally asked. Don’t think I didn’t notice how she changed the subject. I thought for a moment to point it out, didn’t do it, and explained the events leading up to the discovery. When I was finished, she reached over and grabbed my hand. I squeezed without realizing it.
“You saved her life,” she said, pointing out the obvious.
“I think it would be good if she came to live with us,” I said, and then corrected myself. “I mean, if she came to live with you and Andie. Being around women her own age would be good for her I think.”
“Are you going to come back home?” she asked, after a minute.
“Are you still in love with me, Julie?” I asked.
“Do you even need to ask?”
“I think I do, the last time I heard you say those three words has been a long time. You couldn’t even say them just now.”
I could see the expression on her face change. First it was anger, and then realization. It was a long moment before she replied.
“I haven’t been myself lately.” She said quietly.
I waited for her to explain, but after a few minutes of uncomfortable silence, I realized she was not going to. I sighed.
“I miss the two of you terribly, but there are two things that need to happen if I am to move back,” I responded. Julie remained silent, but at least she looked at me now.
“The first thing is, I want my old Julie back. Not the Julie who has been so cold to me lately, criticizing everything I do and blaming me for things I have no control over.”
“What is the second thing?” she asked.
“Your mom has to go,” I said. Her eyebrows furrowed and she stared at me as if I had made some type of disparaging remark.
“We’ve come a long way since she moved back in.”
“I disagree. She does nothing but manipulates and plants the seeds of discord between the two of us. She’s jealous of us and covets what we had, and now, she has it. She has our house, farm, food, her daughter, everything you and I worked so hard to build, everything she was incapable of achieving on her own.”
“She said you’d try to turn me against her,” she quipped.
“I’m the one who got you two back together, or don’t you remember that? Did she twist that fact around too? By the way, did she tell you what she said when we met on the bridge back in January? Where’s the whore, that’s what she said.”
“You’re lying,” she said coldly.
I stared hard at her. “You know better than that. Oh, did you ever talk to Tommy, and did he tell you that Janet told him you were dead?” I waited for a response, but got none. “So, we’re still at an impasse here.”
I waited for her to say something, anything, but she didn’t. “Well, I still love you.”
She looked at the ground briefly before making eye contact, but before she could say anything we were interrupted by Terry walking outside.
“Hey, guys, I hate to break it up, but Jessica said she’d really like to see you,” he said, gesturing at Julie.
“Go ahead,” I said, “Terry and I will keep little Rick amused.”
Terry took over the chair when Julie went inside. “So, how’d it go?” he asked.
I shrugged as I bounced my son. “It could have been better. Looks like I’m still staying here with Fred. How’s it going on the home front?”
“Not too bad. No zombie encounters. We’ve been doing the chores, which by the way, I think Rowdy has just now realized how much of the work you were doing before you moved out.”
“Yeah, I’m sorry to leave y’all high and dry. I’ll be over first thing in the morning and start helping out again.”
“Oh,” Terry said suddenly, “I don’t think anyone has told you, we’ve finally got the old homestead fixed up. Rowdy and I moved in yesterday.”
“Awesome.” I replied. I tried to smile, but couldn’t.
“Yeah, Konya and his dogs have been staying with us too, but he’s been looking around,” he then snickered and lowered his voice. “Oh, and this is between you and me, Rowdy has been putting the wood to Janet.”
I perked up. “No shit?” I asked. Terry nodded.
“The two of them think they’re being sneaky. They’ve been having a regular late night rendezvous in the tour bus.”
“He has no idea what he’s got himself into,” I said, shaking my head. “Poor Rhonda.”
“Oh, he’s still wooing Rhonda whenever he gets a chance,” Terry said with a chortle.
“What is it with you two?” I asked. “You’ve got to chase every piece of tail around?”
“Yeah, well I guess we can’t help ourselves. So, Carla is single now?”
I glanced at him uncertainly and realized he was only half joking. “Yeah, but I don’t know how what her frame of mind is at the moment. She certainly has no warm and fuzzy feelings toward Fred and me,” I thought for a minute and stared at him until we had direct eye contact.
“Jessica is off limits,” I declared and pointed at him before he responded. “Now don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying you’re a bad guy, I happen to think the world of you, but hell’s bells, she went through a very traumatic episode. The last thing she needs is for some horny bastard trying to add her as a notch on their belt.”
“You got that right,” Fred added. He had walked around from the back of the house and had been listening in. “That little girl is officially under my protection. You boys should get the word out to everyone.”
I looked at Terry with an expectant stare and could see the message was received. He nodded curtly in acknowledgement. The girls walked out then, effectively ending our conversation. Julie gave me a long look.
“I guess we should get back home,” she said.
“I’ll help you get Frederick strapped in,” I replied and walked with her to the van. The others stayed back and gave us some space. It took me a moment to get Frederick into the child restraint seat.
“I didn’t realize how long it’s been since I’ve done this,” I quipped. Julie said nothing and watched me patiently. When I straightened up, she was standing close. My first instinct was to grab her and hug her tightly, and I think she wanted me to, but I didn’t.
“Wanda wants to wait until tomorrow before we bring her over to the house,” she said, breaking the tension.
“Okay, good. We’ll get her over first thing tomorrow morning. I promised Terry I’d start helping with the chores again as well. Are there any issues you need me to help with?”
“Oh, now you ask,” she retorted sarcastically. I looked at her.
“I remember a time when you wouldn’t have even thought about responding like you did just now,” I turned and walked off without waiting for a response.
 
After dinner, Fred decided to take Prancer for a late afternoon ride. He didn’t ask if I wanted to accompany him, so I went to the porch, sat in one of the rockers and watched the setting sun. Wanda came out and joined me.
“How’d she do today?” I asked.
Wanda nodded. “Good. The company cheered her up, but it exhausted her. She’s sleeping.”
“I told Julie we’d bring you two over there tomorrow morning, is that good with you?”
“You’re not going?” she asked. I shook my head slowly. We watched as Fred rode up and walked Prancer into his newly built barn. “You and Julie belong together,” she commented.
I looked over at her. It was the first time she had ever said anything about Julie and me. I shifted in the chair.
“I agree, but there’s a dynamic going on with Julie and her mother which isn’t helping any. I have hopes, but I’ve no idea what to do.”
“Well, she’s pregnant too, don’t be too hard on her,” she said.
“Do you realize we’re actually having a pleasant conversation?” I asked rhetorically.
“Don’t ruin it,” Wanda quipped. I chose not to respond.
 



Chapter 36 – An Attack in the Night
 
It was late when I got home. For the past three days, I had been helping Rowdy and Terry with the farm work, and today seemed especially toilsome. I suppose it was because it was an unusually hot day and the gnats were especially bad. The women took pity on us and fixed us lunch. It was nice sitting at my own kitchen table. Everything almost felt like normal, except for Janet and her nonstop passive-aggressive comments. She was like a human version of an annoying gnat that I wanted to swat.
“You look worn out,” Fred commented as I watched him brushing down Prancer. He had relented on Bo’s insistence and now had four more horses in the barn.
“Those other horses are going to feel neglected with you doting so much on Prancer,” I commented as I grabbed another brush.
“If I don’t take care of Prancer first, she gets her feelings hurt,” Fred responded and fed her a carrot.
“Sounds like at least one woman I know,” I quipped. Fred nodded in agreement.
“How’s it going between the two of you?” he asked.
“I honestly don’t know,” I said as I started brushing a big gelding named Hank. “Our conversations are pleasant, but short. Jessica seems to be fitting right in with her and Andie, but Janet acts like she’s a big inconvenience,” I started chuckling. “Oh, you’ll love this, Janet hates Wanda.”
“Not surprising,” Fred replied. “How’s Wanda taking it?”
“Oh, you know her, she’s not taking an ounce of shit,” I frowned. “It’s funny, Andie and Jessica don’t like Janet either, but Julie doesn’t see it.”
“Is Rowdy still doing her?”
“I believe so.”
“Dumbass,” Fred muttered. I agreed.
“What are you going to do?” he finally asked.
“I honestly don’t know,” I finished up on Hank and started on the last horse, another gelding named Dusty, causing Hank to snort at being abandoned.
“When I got through with the chores, I played with Frederick for a little while, and when I went to leave, she hugged me, but that was the extent of it.”
“Sounds like progress.”
“Yeah, but I noticed she looked around to make sure Janet wasn’t anywhere around before she did it.”
“When I went on my ride, I noticed some tracks,” Fred said, “lots of them.”
I stopped brushing Dusty and stared at him. “Human or zombie?”
“Zombie, I’d say. They were going down Holt Road. I didn’t follow, too many of them.”
I nodded in understanding. After my little trek, Fred threatened to kick me out, so we agreed never to do any zombie hunting by ourselves, if we could avoid it.
“We’re going to have to put together another kill mission,” I said. “I wonder if the crew over at the school would be willing to join in.”
Fred shook his head. “I’d rather not be in close proximity of Carla and Tonya if they’re armed. They might decide to take a shot at me. We’ll head over to Bo’s tomorrow. He’ll join in. Maybe that other crew would be willing to join us.”
I agreed, but was thinking the same thing that Fred was. Chet’s crew had become somewhat stand-offish since the tanker accident. Anytime we had suggested any group endeavor they acted like we should pay them for any assistance.
The two of us had a simple quiet dinner and talked it over before retiring to the porch. I got a lantern going and began to read. Fred sat quietly, looking out into the distance.
“I miss the boys,” he suddenly said. It was the first time in a while he had mentioned them. I closed my book. “Yeah, I miss them too. They were growing into some fine men.”
“I miss Mac too. She was one of a kind.”
“Yes she was,” I responded.
“I’ve replayed that day over and over in my mind,” Fred said heavily. “I should have paid more attention.”
“Andie said other than a large pothole there was nothing else that stood out.”
“Julie avoids eye contact and won’t talk to me,” his voice almost cracked when he said it. I felt for him.
“She’s been doing the same with me. She actually blamed it on me because I didn’t go with y’all. That was the final straw for me moving out.”
Fred looked over at me. “I didn’t know that.”
I shrugged. “Yeah, my brain tells me she said it because she’s so distraught over Tommy’s death, but even so, it hurt like hell. Maybe we can get Marc and Ward to talk to her.”
Fred grunted. “Hell, they’d want a group therapy session, followed by a big group hug and campfire songs.”
I smiled at the thought of all of us pouring out our emotions to them. “Yeah, you’re probably right, but hell, it might even do some good.”
We talked some more until Fred yawned and said he was going to turn in early. I knew I couldn’t go right to sleep, so opted to stay up and read some more. About the time I started nodding off, I was startled awake by the sound of distant gunfire. It took a second or two before I realized the direction the gunfire was coming from.
“Fred!” I yelled as I burst through the door and frantically began gathering my gear. Fred rushed in the den as he was pulling on a pair of jeans.
“Julie’s in trouble!” I tossed him one of the rifles and took off toward my truck. Fred followed me with a shirt and boots in his hands. I kept the headlights off as I raced down the road. I knew the route to my house with my eyes closed and didn’t want to alert anyone of our presence until we had a chance to put some lead into them.
Fred hurriedly finished dressing, checked the load on his assault rifle, and then checked mine. “We’re good. How much ammo do we have?”
“There should be twenty magazines in my bag!” I shouted louder than was needed. The adrenaline was coursing through my veins, and the worry over Julie and my son’s welfare was making it difficult for me to keep calm. I kept trying to speed up, but Fred admonished me, forcing me to slow down.
 
*****
 
It took almost thirty minutes for Julie to get little Frederick to sleep and another thirty minutes of shifting around in bed, trying to find a comfortable position. She was just starting to nod off when she heard the loud braying of one of the donkeys, which caused Curly to sit up and bark.
She was tired. The heat had not dissipated much and the house was stuffy, which didn’t improve her irritable mood. She lay still, mentally trying to will the donkey to shut up and go back to sleep. He didn’t. Reluctantly, she heaved herself into an upright position and stood up. Her ankle, which she’d injured when Prancer had thrown her, ached a little worse than normal. She retrieved her assault rifle, which was leaning against the bedroom wall and started walking toward the den.
“I’m going to kill that jackass if he doesn’t shut up,” she muttered. Curly jumped down from the bed and followed her dutifully.
She rounded the corner into the den when two things happened simultaneously; the front door slowly opened and Curly let out a guttural growl. Julie was stunned as he launched himself at the thing walking through the door.
 
*****
I rounded the final curve leading to the driveway when there was a loud thump followed by the truck shuddering. I slammed on the brakes and turned the lights on. There were probably fifty or sixty of them in the roadway and dozens more hung up in the barbed wire surrounding our property. I gasped as I saw at least as many wedging themselves through the open gate and marching down the driveway toward the house.
“Holy shit, Fred, the gate’s open,” I said with fear running down my spine.
“Holy shit is right,” Fred echoed, rolled down his window, and began firing. I maneuvered the truck as close to the entrance as I could before the sheer mass of ugly zombies prevented me from traveling any further. There was no need for subterfuge any longer. I turned on the rack of lights mounted on the roof and the two of us began methodically firing. A lot of the zombies turned their attack toward us and swarmed the truck. It was futile for them though. The thick hardware mesh I had mounted over the openings held fast.
Within minutes, the acrid odor of cordite was thick in the interior of the truck. Our eyes were watering and we were coughing, but we continued firing. We could also hear shooting coming from the house.
“From the sounds of it, they’re putting up a good fight in there!” Fred shouted over the gunfire. “How much ammo do they have?”
“About a thousand rounds inside!” I shouted back. “Red!” I saw Fred nod out of the corner of my eye as I inserted a fresh magazine before shouting. Fred then reloaded and gestured toward the zombies.
“These little bastards are starting to stay clear of my kill zone,” he commented. I realized they were doing the same to me. I put the truck in gear and repositioned it.
“Just don’t stack the bodies up in front of the gate,” I said. “Otherwise, we’ll never be able to drive in.” I started firing again. Both of us instinctively knew we had to make each shot count; we had no idea how many of the things were surrounding the house.
Fred and I burned through two magazines each before the number of zombies dwindled to the point where I could drive through the gate. I made a point of parking safely out of the kill zones I had created from the windows and paused long enough to try to raise them on the radio. I didn’t receive a response from anyone in the house, but a sleepy voice did answer.
“Is that you, Zach?”
It took me a moment to recognize the voice emanating from the speaker. “Kelly, we’re under attack by zombies!”
There was a pause before she answered. “Oh, my God, Zach, what do we do?”
“Wake everyone up and get them to form up in their defensive positions, they might try to attack you guys next.”
“Uh, okay,” she responded.
“I’ll call back in a few,” I dropped the microphone without waiting for a response and resumed firing.
After what seemed like an eternity, we had annihilated the horde with only a few stragglers left. I found the microphone lying on the floor and was about to call for someone in the house again, but Fred cleared his throat.
“I believe I see a friend of yours,” he said casually and pointed back toward the end of the driveway. I looked in the direction he pointed, confused and wondering why he was wasting time, until I saw what he was pointing at.
It was Big Bastard. He was standing off to the side of the driveway near a tree, out of the way of all of the gunfire, watching. I pointed at him as well.
“He was leading this assault, Fred,” I said incredulously. “That motherfucker led an assault on my house with my wife and kid inside!”
“Yep, I believe you’re right,” Fred responded.
He must have sensed we had seen him and took off at a run. Not a fast run, it looked more like a seventy-year old man with a bum knee, but running nonetheless. I floored the accelerator. Fred had just enough time to brace for impact as I ran him down.
I lined up the truck and hit Big Bastard squarely. His head snapped backward as his torso was propelled forward about twenty feet. I slowed only a moment and then drove forward until I felt like I was running over a speed bump. Stopping the truck, I looked over at Fred.
“If you don’t mind, cover me,” I said coldly. Fred nodded.
We exited the truck together. My driver’s side tire was on top of Big Bastard’s lower torso. He stared up at me malevolently and snarled. I didn’t bother with any clever one-liner. Instead, I pulled out my lock-blade knife and slowly, deliberately, cut his head off. I’d never admit it to anyone, but I had a smug sense of satisfaction as I buried the knife into his neck.
 



Chapter 37 – Bitten
 
Fred and I circled around the house with the truck and killed off what stragglers remained. When we were sure we had killed them all, I shouted our established password at the house. Andie finally answered. She was out of breath and hard to understand.
“We’re coming in, make sure nobody shoots us!” I yelled. Andie acknowledged and we made our way past the barricades. We got no further than the front steps before we were stopped by a stack of corpses.
“Holy shit,” I said quietly as we shone our flashlights around. There were at least thirty or forty of them lying in and around the doorway. We took turns covering each other and pulled enough bodies away to clear a path inside the doorway. There were more bodies stacked up in the den. On the other end of the den, Julie and Andie had moved the couch up against the hall doorway and used it as a barricade. Brass cartridge casings were scattered all around them.
“Holy shit,” I said again in wonder. The coffee table was up against the couch with a few corpses lying across it. There were dead zombies literally within inches of where they had made their final stand.
I spotted a lamp lying on the floor and got it lit. Setting it on the coffee table, I looked at the two of them standing behind the couch, fatigue and uncertainty etched on their faces, like they were not convinced all of the zombies had been killed and there would be more coming through the doorway at any moment. I motioned behind me.
“Fred and I got the rest of them. Are y’all okay?” I asked.
It was a stupid question, yet it didn’t stop the two of them smiling gratefully, if not somewhat tiredly. I looked pointedly at Julie, not quite certain what I should do. She finally stepped over the couch and hugged me tightly. Wanda and Jessica walked in from the back room a moment later. Both were armed with a pair of my Glock nine millimeter handguns. I looked at them questioningly.
“Someone had to cover the back of the house,” Wanda quipped. I nodded gratefully. Fred used his hand to sweep all of the cartridge casings littering the couch, maneuvered it away from the doorway and pointed at it.
“All of you ladies come over here and take a load off,” he ordered and gently guided them toward the couch. Jessica was ashen faced. Wanda put a protective arm around her.
“Jessica did good,” she said with a gentle squeeze of her shoulders. “Y’all should have seen her. She was a regular Annie Oakley.”
Jessica pulled her shoulders up to her chest and even though she was a year older than me, she looked like a frightened child. Fred gave her a fatherly smile, patted her on the knee, and disappeared into the kitchen. I could hear him rummaging for glasses in the cabinets. I sat down beside Julie and gently took her hand. The adrenaline was wearing off now and all of them were sitting beside each other with shivers running through their bodies.
“What the hell happened?” I asked.
“We were all asleep,” Julie responded shakily. “I woke up hearing one of the donkeys braying and then Curly started raising hell. One of them was coming through the door when I walked into the den. I was dumbfounded for a second but Curly attacked him and gave me enough time to start shooting.”
There were tears streaming from her eyes and I looked to see what she was staring at. Curly, our dumb lovable dog, was lying on the floor off to the side beside a dead zombie. His throat had been ripped out. Julie buried her head into the crook of my shoulder and began sobbing. After a minute, she collected herself and looked up at me.
“I swear to God, Zach, I locked everything up tight before I went to bed. I’ve no idea how they got in.”
I looked around in wonder. There must have been at least a dozen who had actually made it inside the den. It was amazing they had not been completely overwhelmed. I squeezed her hand.
“You ladies kicked some major zombie ass, didn’t they, Fred?”
“Yes indeed,” he replied as he brought in a pitcher of water and glasses. He set them down on the coffee table and poured a glass for everyone.
“I want each of you ladies to drink slowly, but finish the glass. Adrenaline and fear will make you thirsty as hell,” he said.
I looked around then and realized someone was missing.
“Where’s my son?” I asked with sudden worry.
“He’s fine,” Wanda replied, “he’s in his crib. Who do you think we were protecting back there?” she asked sarcastically. I breathed a sigh of relief and then realized there was one additional person who was missing.
“Where’s Janet?” Julie looked around in confusion.
“She usually sneaks out after everyone has gone to bed and heads to the bus,” Andie said. Julie looked at her questioningly. “A couple of nights a week she and Rowdy meet up. He’s been fucking her brains out.”
“Well, I think we’ve figured out how the door was left open,” Wanda said with some more of her patented sarcasm. She finished her glass of water, scowled at the glass and stood. “I’m going to fix some coffee,” she said and stepped over some corpses as she headed toward the kitchen.
I was seething inside at the realization Wanda had hit the nail on the head. Janet, that foolish imbecile of a woman, had endangered everyone’s lives. I was about to comment on it when we heard a couple of gunshots coming from the direction of the homestead. I jumped to my feet and started toward the door. Fred held up a hand.
“I’ll go, why don’t you stay here and clean some of this up,” he said and motioned toward the pile of corpses lying on the den floor. He then gestured at Andie. “Why don’t you come along?” he asked her. “I need someone to watch my back.” Andie jumped up and headed down the hallway. I noticed for the first time she was wearing only a tee shirt that didn’t quite cover her bare ass. She walked back in a moment later wearing jeans and sneakers. Grabbing her assault rifle, she checked it before walking toward the door.
“Maybe you’ll be covering my back,” she retorted. “I feel like killing some more of these sons of bitches.” She kicked one of them as she walked out.
I sat together with the three women. All of them were wearing basically the same thing, tee shirts which were now soaked with sweat, and shorts. Julie looked quite sexy, Jessica still looked skinny as a rail, and Wanda looked, well, I kept my eyes averted. We sat together on the couch drinking our coffee, silently staring at the stinking corpses.
“It was a close one,” I said quietly, “I’m glad you ladies are okay.” They replied with tired but grateful smiles. I got up and inspected the door. The women watched me silently.
“There’s no evidence the door was forced open,” I opined. “It was left unlocked and the zombies have either learned how to open doors, or it was left standing open,” I waited for a response, but the three of them remained silent.
“Oh, and by the way, the gate appeared to have been left unsecured too.”
Wanda scoffed, but didn’t bother adding her two cents worth. Julie stared at me, as if waiting for me to accuse Janet. She was utterly exhausted, all of them were. So, I was not going to start offering my opinion on the matter. It could wait until a more appropriate time.
“Alright, we’ll discuss all of this later. Right now, I’m going to get these bastards cleared out of here. You ladies sit and relax, you deserve it.”
None of them argued. I found a pair of thick rubber dishwashing gloves under the kitchen sink, put them on, and began the arduous task of dragging the bodies out into the front yard with the numerous other corpses.
I heard three additional gunshots coming from the direction of the homestead, which is where the tour bus was parked. Eventually, the headlights of the approaching truck signaled their return. Another truck was following, which had to be Terry and Konya.
The six of them exited their respective vehicles and made their way through the corpses before the headlight timers ended and plunged the yard into darkness.
“Is everyone okay?” I asked.
“Unfortunately,” Andie said. I took her response as a yes and we walked inside together.
“I got them all out of the den, but we’ve got a hell of a lot of work to do in the morning,” I said to them all as we stood there looking around.
“That black stuff is going to be hell to clean up,” Wanda lamented as she pointed around. At her direction, everyone moved into the kitchen where it was much cleaner. Julie lit two more lamps while everyone got seated. Wanda poured everyone a mug of coffee, intentionally omitting Janet. I could plainly see Janet’s contemptuous glare in the dull lamp light. Wanda acted indifferent.
“What the hell just happened to us?” Rowdy asked.
I repeated Julie’s story to the rest of them and then asked Terry what happened to them.
“Konya’s dogs started raising hell about the time we heard the first gunshots,” he replied.
“I’d say there was about a dozen of them surrounding the homestead,” he said. “They hit both the front door and back door at the same time,” he paused a moment and shook his head before continuing. “It seemed almost as if they were trying to keep us contained rather than trying to break in. They did a pretty good job of avoiding our kill zones. It took us longer than it should have to kill them off.”
“I’d say Terry summed it up pretty good,” Konya said and looked around at everyone. “Did anyone get injured, or bit?”
I watched as everyone shook their head. Everyone except Rowdy, he was staring at the floor. I grabbed a lamp and brought it close to him. He remained motionless as I gasped. Both of his arms had multiple bite marks. The teeth marks were deep. Blood seeped from them and they were already turning black around the edges.
“The sons of bitches got in my bus before I knew what was happening,” he lamented.
I swore. Fred did not hesitate. He hurled himself at Rowdy, tackling him from behind and dragged him to the floor.
“Hold him down!” I yelled. Terry, Konya and Andie dog piled on top of him and held him tightly. I looked somberly at Rowdy and he stared back with fear in his eyes. He watched as I used my shirttail to take the hot protective globe off of the lamp.
“This is going to hurt like hell, Hoss,” I said, “but you’ve got to let me do it.”
He whimpered and was on the verge of panicking. I grabbed him by the shoulder and squeezed. We made eye contact again and I nodded slowly. He was afraid, deathly afraid. Nevertheless, he slowly extended his arms. I put my knee across one and held the lamp’s flame to the bite marks. He screamed loudly.
“Do it!” he screamed over and over, like a mantra as I moved to the next arm. It was unsettling, but the only other noise in the house was Frederick back in the bedroom, crying. When I got the wounds cauterized, I nodded at the others. They released him and moved back away from him. Rowdy slowly sat up, cradled his arms and sobbed in pain. Everyone was quiet, deathly quiet, except for little Frederick. He was alone and crying. Julie tore herself away and hurried toward the bedroom.
“We’ve got to put you in the cage now,” Fred said somberly.
Rowdy eventually sat up and tried clumsily to wipe his face. “Yeah, time for the cage,” he replied weakly. Andie grabbed a napkin and began wiping his face.
“Don’t worry,” she said soothingly, “I’m going to stay with you.”
“Oh, sweetheart, you don’t have to go and sit with me,” Rowdy said. “It’s a little chilly out tonight and those things can’t get to me if I’m in that cage. Besides, I got myself into this mess, there’s no need for you to suffer through it.”
Andie pointed at Janet. “You’re not stupid enough to think she’s going to wrap your wounds and sit with you through the night, do you?” she asked scornfully. Rowdy looked at Janet, who didn’t respond, but instead got up and poured herself some coffee. He looked back at Andie and nodded sadly.
“I’d be most grateful,” he muttered quietly, stood awkwardly, and walked out before anyone could say anything.
Terry and I drove them to the barn. Rowdy was quiet. He exited the truck and walked into the barn without complaint. I locked him in and stood there, looking at him with what I hoped was an encouraging expression.
“Alright, Hoss, there’s enough water to get you through the night. There is a bottle of antibiotics in the bag there. Take four of them right now and wash ‘em down with as much water as you can drink.”
Rowdy complied without question. Once he swallowed them, he looked at me questioningly.
I nodded in approval and pointed to my pair of socks, still lying on the ground. “Pretty soon you’re going to get a fever. Take those socks, wet them down and wrap them around your head. You’ve got to keep your brain cool. Trust me, it’ll help.”
“Okay,” Rowdy said tentatively and continued staring at me. “Do you think I’ll be alright?”
I nodded reassuringly. “First thing in the morning, I’m going to bring you a big breakfast and we’ll tell each other a tall mess of stories.”
“How bad was it for you, Hoss?” he asked.
I frowned at the memory. “I know I got a bad fever. I think I hallucinated and it felt like spiders were crawling all over me at one point. I don’t remember much else, but Julie got me through it,” I said. The thought of her staying with me during that time made me realize how much I missed her. “Andie is going to do the same for you.”
“It worked out okay though, right?” he asked. I held out my arms.
“I’m still here, Hoss,” I said with a grin. Rowdy nodded and looked at his cauterized arms.
“One thing’s for sure, I’m going to have a mess of scars to brag about.”
Everyone was quiet now. Terry cleared his throat and looked at Andie.
“I think I should lock the barn doors when we leave. If you have any trouble, start shooting. We’ll come running.”
“You got it,” she replied. “You guys get out of here.”
Fred was standing outside, scanning the area with night vision goggles as we walked back to the house. “I’m seeing nothing but dead zombie bodies everywhere,” he said. “There’s nothing else out there.”
“We need to secure this place,” Terry said. “Let’s start with that damned gate.”
We made a careful sweep of the perimeter before heading to the gate. It took several minutes to drag several bodies out of the way, but managed to get it secured.
“I wonder who dropped the ball on getting the gate secured for the night,” Fred commented idly as we walked back to the house.
“All I can say is someone went to their former residence, got some of her clothes, and came back about the time the sun was setting,” Terry responded. “She said she locked it up, but I should have double-checked it myself.”
Neither Fred nor I responded. When we got back to the house we looked over the exterior. There were several dead corpses stacked up on the porch and around the door. It took us another thirty minutes to drag all of them out into the yard. It was laborious work, but necessary.
Afterward, we sat on the porch and scrubbed our hands clean with a bucket of water and lye soap. I was tired, dead tired. I sat in one of the chairs and could have easily fallen asleep right there. Julie brought me a fresh glass of water. I nodded in thanks.
“Tomorrow we’ll get one of Mac’s dump trucks and haul those things out of here,” I said. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m just too exhausted to do it tonight.” Everyone voiced their agreement.
“I believe we should retrieve more than just the dump truck,” Fred said. I knew what he was thinking. Julie looked at us.
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“That is technically all of our equipment. Those Huntsville people have no claim to any of it.”
“Yeah, we’ll figure it out tomorrow.” I said. “Let’s get inside and try to relax.”
Julie stayed close beside me as we went inside. The den was dirty, but it didn’t stop me from plopping down in my favorite easy chair. Much to my surprise, Julie sat in my lap. Her closeness was wonderful and comforting. We watched in tired silence as Wanda worked the floor with a mop, attempting to clean up some of the black ooze all over the den floor.
“We’re all tired, that can wait until tomorrow,” I said. Wanda made a face.
“I’m not going to let this shit dry and stain these nice floors,” she retorted. I shrugged. I was too tired to argue. Julie leaned forward until her lips were close to my ear.
“Can I talk you into staying here tonight?” she whispered. “I’d feel a lot safer.”
It was what I was hoping to hear. I looked at her and nodded.
 
Even though I was dog tired, Fred and I waited until everyone went to bed and then talked quietly about the night’s events. After yawning a few times, he ordered me to bed as well and I didn’t argue. Julie was asleep already, so I slipped off my boots and most of my outer clothing as quietly as possible before gently slipping under the blanket. She must have sensed my presence and immediately snuggled up against me. It was comforting and reinforced how much I missed her. I fell asleep immediately but only for a few hours before awakening with a start. I think I was dreaming about those damned zombies getting into our house and had sat up, expecting to be attacked. When my senses sharpened, I looked out of the window to see the sky turning gray. I eased out of the bed and checked on Frederick. He too was sleeping soundly. Quietly moving into the den, I saw Fred sitting beside the radio.
“I tried calling them all night, they just now answered,” he said with clenched teeth. “Kelly said they had no troubles and everyone had gone to bed.”
I shook my head in disgust. We had impressed upon them to maintain hourly radio contact in the event something like this happened. The dogs came scampering up the stairs, followed by Konya.
“The kids said you two were awake.”
I forced a tired smile and poured a cup of last night’s coffee. It was lukewarm and brackish. Fred stood up and stretched.
“Let’s go take a look at the damage.” He said.
The carnage was even more unbelievable in the daylight. Fred pointed.
“It looks like they all came in through the gate and went straight toward the front door.”
I nodded. There were dead corpses everywhere, but most of them were concentrated at the gate and the front yard. I pulled out the keys to the padlocks.
“I suppose we need to check on Rowdy,” I said heavily. The ride only took a couple of minutes. I knocked loudly on the barn door and waited for the verbal challenge. It was quiet inside, which seemed odd.
“Andie, it’s us, we’re coming in!” I opened the two padlocks on the door and swung it open. Andie was waiting for us. It was obvious she had a rough night. Her eyes were puffy and her short cropped hair was disheveled. On the other hand, Rowdy appeared to be sleeping soundly. I walked over and tapped the metal of the cage with one of the padlocks.
“Hey, Hoss, how’re you doing?”
There was no response. I suddenly became concerned and looked closer. Rowdy’s features were contorted and there was a bullet hole between his eyes. I gasped and looked over at Andie. Tears were falling heavily down her face.
“I’m going home,” she said in a childlike voice and walked out.
“We’ll take care of this,” Fred said, gesturing toward Rowdy. I nodded gratefully and ran after Andie. Once I caught up with her, I put my arm around her shoulders and we walked together back to the house. She explained as we walked.
“He turned about three hours ago. I used some scrap burlap to muffle the sound of the gun,” she looked up at me. “I didn’t want to wake anyone up. There was nothing anyone needed to lose any more sleep over,” she then burst out sobbing. I held her tightly as we walked into the house and sat on the couch. Everyone began waking up then and filtering in the den. Janet was the last person to come in and scowled at Andie.
“What the hell is she crying about?” she asked nobody in particular. Before I could respond, Andie lunged off of the couch with a shriek and all five foot three inches of her attacked Janet with the ferocity of a raging pit bull.
By the time Julie and I were able to pull Andie off her, Janet’s face was a bloody mess.
“What is wrong with you, you damned psycho!” she shouted between breaths.
“Rowdy told me what happened, you bitch!” Andie shouted back. All of us looked at her questioningly. She pointed at Janet. “When the zombies opened the door to the bus, she pushed Rowdy in between herself and them. That’s how he got bit.”
All of us looked at Janet now, lying on the floor, a pathetic bloody mess. I glanced around at the room.
“Rowdy turned. Andie had to put him out of his misery.”
There was a collective gasp. It had been a long night and the day wasn’t starting off any better. Jessica appeared to be faint and grabbed the couch to steady herself. Wanda came to her aid, maneuvered her around Janet, and got her seated at the kitchen table. I let go of Andie and Julie gently coaxed her to her bedroom. Making sure she was okay, I went back into the den and stood there staring at Janet, still lying on the floor, breathing heavily. Julie walked back in and stood on the opposite side of Janet, glaring at her mother, maybe seeing her in a new light. She finally squatted down and checked on her injuries.
“How bad is it?” I asked without any empathy. One of her eyes was already swollen shut and she was bleeding profusely from her nose, but in spite of the obvious pain, Janet glared at me.
“Get that bitch out of my house immediately!” she snarled. I shook my head.
“No, this is Andie’s home, not yours,” I responded, “you’re only visiting.”
Janet looked at me in astonishment, but it quickly turned into an expression of pure hatred.
 



Chapter 38 – Rick’s Hill Revisited
 
We skipped breakfast in lieu of burying two close friends, Rowdy and Curly. There was a good spot on the hill with Rick, Macie and Macie’s infant child. We all said a few words in tribute to him and how his life enriched ours. Janet chose to remain in the house. I guess sleeping with Rowdy did not enrich her life one iota.
Afterward, we loaded up and went to the school. Fred remained outside as the rest of us went in. They were sitting down for breakfast when we entered and seemed surprised to see us.
“Good morning,” Benny said, “are you joining us for breakfast?”
“No sir, we only wanted to see how you guys were doing. After going on alert status last night, we couldn’t raise you on the radio.”
I heard Tonya scoff and looked at her. “Have I said something wrong?”
“You seem to think when you say jump we’re supposed to say how high on the way up. You certainly are an arrogant prick.”
I looked around the cafeteria. Marc and Ward were avoiding eye contact. Gus was already on his second plate, ignoring his whining children and us. Carla eyed all of us with something between sadness and contempt. Kelly and Rhonda were nowhere to be seen. Benny was the only one who would make eye contact with me.
“Zach, we had a very busy day yesterday. Everyone was dog tired.”
“I see,” I said after a moment.
“I see,” Tonya mimicked me and scoffed again. I saw Julie’s expression turn to anger. I caught her eye and shook my head slightly.
“We’ll be going then,” I responded.
“Yeah, get out of here. Maybe you can find someone else to murder.”
“Why, is there another piece of shit like your brother wandering around?” Julie asked sarcastically. Tonya’s eyes widened and she went for the handgun in her holster. We responded as a team, drew our respective handguns and leveled them at her head. She froze and her face paled. It was a standoff of sorts, but Tonya had four guns aimed at her and she had not even cleared leather. The tension in the air became thick within seconds.
“Lady, get your hand off that gun before I send you to hell with your brother,” Julie snarled.
“Honey, please,” Benny begged. Tonya eyed Julie and reluctantly let go of her revolver. Terry quickly strode over, took it out of her holster and unloaded it. He leaned forward until his face was inches from hers.
“Your brother was a rapist and a murderer. We all know it. Denying it won’t make it go away.”
He glared at her a moment longer and shoved her revolver back into her holster. He then walked out with Andie a moment later.
I holstered my handgun and stared at the woman for a long minute before looking at Benny. “So, is this how it’s going to be? Has your wife turned into some sort of psycho who’s going to pull a gun on us whenever we visit?”
Benny said nothing. It looked like he wanted to say something for a second and his mouth started to move, but then he looked at his wife and remained quiet. I started to walk out, but stopped and turned.
“We welcomed you guys with open arms. We had no idea there was a sociopathic serial killer in your midst, maybe y’all were unaware of it as well, I don’t know,” I stared pointedly at Tonya and Carla a moment before looking the rest of them over.
“Do y’all even talk about what happened to the Thompsons?” I waited for an answer but all I got was a chilly silence. I resisted the urge to sigh in futility, although futility accurately explained my state of mind with these people.
“Anthony murdered Geoffrey in front of his sister and mother. He then chained up Janine and Jessica like they weren’t even human. He raped them, tortured them, you name it,” I took a deep breath before continuing.
“You talked about due process, Benny. You were right. Anthony deserved due process, but the truth of the matter, Benny, you people would have turned a blind eye to it, just like you did when two of your own were strangled to death.”
My palms were sweating and I could feel myself getting more disgusted by the minute. I paused for a moment to get my emotions in check and looked at all of them.
“Tell me the truth, all of you. If we had any kind of trial and he was found guilty, what would you have done then? Sentence him to some kind of intensive therapy? Is there any of you who would have done what needed to be done?” I looked around. Nobody answered.
“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”
“What makes you think he would have been found guilty?” Tonya suddenly demanded. I gritted my teeth before responding.
“Your question implies you think I’m lying about the whole thing and Jessica is either lying too, or she’s identified the wrong person who held her captive and committed all kinds of sickening things to her,” I said evenly, “and that, my former friends, is very sad indeed.”
Julie stepped forward. “Maybe for some idiotic reason you thought Zach was lying. All you had to do was listen to what Jessica had to say. Oh, wait. None of you pieces of shit even bothered to visit her. I don’t even recall if any of you asked about how she was doing,” she said and spit on the floor. “You people disgust me.”
There was a muted silence now. Even Tonya had nothing to say. I looked at Julie.
“I think we’re done here,” I started to leave, but remembered the black plastic trash bag I had brought in.
“Oh, I brought you guys a present. Consider it a parting gift,” I walked over and put the bag on the table in front of Marc and Ward. Marc peered inside and shrieked like a little girl.
“It’s pretty obvious that you people don’t give a shit about what happened to us last night, but I’ll tell you anyway,” I gestured at the bag. “That monster, the same one you guys went g00-goo over, did something downright scary. He organized a group of fellow zombies. Somehow he figured out where we live and orchestrated a planned, methodical assault on our homes. We lost one of our own because of it.”
“Who was it, Zach?” Benny asked. I stared at him in disgust.
“You’re just now asking?” I looked around. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
Kelly caught up with us as we walked through the parking lot. She looked at us and then focused on Andie.
“Can I please come back with you guys?” she pleaded. “I can’t stand it here. I promise I won’t be a problem.”
Andie didn’t answer. Kelly looked over at Julie and me. “Please?” she begged.
“Well,” I said, “Andie is…”
“No, it’s okay,” Andie interrupted. “I’m going to move in with Terry, she can have my bedroom.”
Julie and I looked at the two of them in surprise before looking at each other. She shrugged indifferently. “Okay, go get all of your stuff. We’ll wait for you, but make it quick, and tell Rhonda she can come too.”
“Alright everyone, load up in my truck,” Fred ordered. “We’ve got a lot of equipment to move and a lot of work waiting for us when we get home.” Everyone moved with a purpose. Fred pointed at me questioningly.
“Y’all go ahead,” I responded and motioned for Julie to ride with them. “I’ll drive over as soon as I get Kelly and Rhonda loaded up.”
“Are you going to be okay?” he asked.
“Yeah, none of them are stupid enough to try anything.”
He nodded again. I leaned up against my truck and watched as my friends drove across the street as I waited for the two girls. Benny walked outside a moment later. I tensed up until I saw he wasn’t armed. He looked across the street at the radio tower and saw everyone walking around the heavy equipment.
“What are you guys doing?” he asked.
“We’re going to move most of Mac’s toys back to our house. That includes the tanker.”
“May I ask why?”
I looked him over. “Take a long hard look at yourself, Benny. A girl had terrible things done to her at the hands of one of your own. When informed of it, how did you guys react? When we were under attack last night, how did y’all react? Last night was rough, Benny. We came very close to being overrun. When we lost radio contact with you people, we thought you had been attacked too and were worried to death. When we arrived here this morning, we stood in the parking lot looking things over,” I waved my hand around. “You people weren’t attacked, you weren’t overrun. So, what do y’all do? You say to yourselves how tired y’all are and go to bed.”
I took a few breaths before speaking again. “We talked about you guys while we were burying our friend,” I said and looked hard at the man. “I had infected my friends with the hope of creating a thriving, harmonious society. When you guys arrived, I believed it was the start of something good, but look at how it turned out. If you guys had expressed one little ounce of regret about Anthony and what he had done to the Thompsons, it might have been enough. But no, you guys go into denial and then make us out as the bad guys when we took care of the problem. Before we came over here, we had a little group meeting. I listened intently to what my friends had to say. They were all disappointed and angry, and it was my fault.”
“Rowdy,” Benny observed quietly, “is he the one who was killed?”
“Yes,” I answered. Benny grimaced.
“He was a good man. I’m sorry,” he said, “I’m sorry for everything. Things have been rather tense since Anthony was – since Anthony’s death.”
I nodded, but did not respond. Hell, there was nothing else to say. I watched as Kelly came out with a couple of suitcases. I gestured at her questioningly.
“Rhonda said she’s going to stay here.”
“Kelly is going to move back in with us,” I said in response to Benny’s unasked question.
Benny watched as I loaded up Kelly’s suitcases in the back of the truck, and then got in without shaking his hand or saying goodbye. He looked downright sad as he turned and walked back into the school. Kelly and I watched him as he closed the door. Suddenly, she leaned over and kissed me on the cheek.
“Thanks, Zach. I’ve really missed y’all. These people aren’t the same as you guys.”
I started the truck and began driving across the street. “Yeah, all of us had high hopes.”
 
Kelly and Julie drove the trucks while everyone else jumped on a piece of machinery and we formed a convoy back to the farm. It would take us a total of three trips to get everything and it was late afternoon before we had it all lined up on the road leading to our driveway. Fred motioned everyone to gather at the gate.
“We’re going to need to leave everything parked on the side of the road for now until we can make some room,” Fred said while making a sweeping gesture toward the farm at all of the corpses. He pointed at Terry. “Why don’t you bring the dump truck in, and Andie, you bring the front loader in, we’ll use it to load up the bodies.” Everyone agreed without comment.
Julie and I jumped in the truck with Kelly. She was wide-eyed with amazement.
“Oh, my God, they’re everywhere!”
“Yeah, it was a close one,” I said.
“What did those idiots say when you told them we had called?” Julie asked.
Kelly made a face. “Benny and Gus walked around the fence with flashlights. They said they didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, so everyone went to bed. They didn’t seem too worried.”
Julie frowned as I shook my head in disappointment. We had discussed this possibility at length and had established a basic contingency plan. Apparently, they didn’t think much of it, or us.
 
We used the front loader and piled all of those nasty things into the dump truck. Even though it was a cool April day, we were all sweaty and dirty by the time we were finished. Julie walked up beside me as I looked at the dump truck. The corpses were stacked almost to the top edge.
“How many were there all together?” Julie asked me.
“About three hundred, give or take,” I answered.
“Holy shit,” she said while looking around and wrinkling her freckled nose. “I hope we get a good rainfall soon, the smell is awful.”
I looked up. The sky was a deep blue and the air was muggy. “Yeah, a good soaking rain would be nice, but I’m not feeling it in the air. Once we get the corpses hauled off, it should help with the smell.”
“Where are you taking them?” she asked. I grinned wickedly.
“I think I know of a really good spot where certain people will not be able to deny we were attacked.”
Julie looked at me quizzically, but smiled when I explained.
Fred and I drove to Concord Road. I stopped at the entrance to the old Publix parking lot and then backed the truck to the middle of the nearby bridge.
“I think this is a good spot,” I said. He grunted in agreement as I activated the hydraulic dumping mechanism. The bodies formed a large pile in the middle of the bridge, effectively blocking it of anything larger than a bicycle from getting through. If Benny and his group wanted to visit this neck of the woods, they’d either have to clean up this mess or be forced to take a long detour.
Fred stood by and kept a lookout, while I threw some old tires on top of the pile along with a combination of gas and used motor oil. Fred and I watched the fire for a minute. 
“Are you sending a message?” Fred asked.
“Yep,” I answered. He nodded his head slightly in approval. The heat became very intense, so we loaded up and headed back home. I looked in the side view mirror at the burning pyre as I drove.
“What are you thinking?” Fred asked.
“I’m thinking that it’ll take a couple more fires to burn all of those corpses, but I don’t think I’ll do it. Maybe we should just leave them there, rotting in the sun.” I glanced at Fred to see if he had anything to say on the matter. He merely grunted. I took that as his way of agreeing with me.
 
Neither Terry nor Andie joined us for lunch. I suppose they were getting reacquainted. Janet didn’t make an appearance either. Instead, she chose to brood alone in her bedroom. Julie fixed her a plate and carried it to her room. Personally, I wouldn’t have been so nice. So, lunch consisted of Julie, Kelly, Jessica, Wanda, and yours truly. Personally, I thought the company was quite nice, but it would have been nicer if Julie was playing footsie with me under the table like she used to do.
“Tell me what’s been going on at the school?” I asked Kelly as we ate.
She frowned and poked at her food with a fork. “Everything was going really good for a while, and then it seemed like the mood of the whole group changed overnight. It was tense. Social conversation stopped and people only spoke to each other when they had to. Rhonda and I were worried we’d done something wrong.”
“How was Anthony?”
“He never said anything that would creep you out, but looking back, I remember several times I was doing laundry or something and I would look up and he’d be there staring at me. I thought it was odd, but it never unnerved me.”
“He never said anything creepy?” Julie asked. Kelly shook her head.
“He was always on the quiet side, but he’d stare. Except when Carla was around, and then he mostly stared at the ground.”
“After we left, when we told them about Anthony, how did they react?” I asked.
Kelly frowned. “After you guys left they hurried into a back room. Rhonda and I weren’t invited. When they came out, I tried to ask them what they had talked about, but nobody would say anything to me.”
“That figures,” Julie muttered. I saw Wanda staring at me.
“What are you going to do now?” she asked.
“I think it’s safe to say our relationship with the Huntsville crew has soured. They’ve made a home for themselves in the school, so we’ll just let them be.”
“What about Rhonda?”
“I asked her if she wanted to come with us,” Kelly said, “but she said no. She said all of the kids had bonded and she didn’t want to split them up.”
Wanda sniffed. “It’s just as well I suppose, we’re out of bedrooms,” she stared at me again. “What about Janet, is she leaving?”
I looked over at Julie, who was staring at me as if I were about to commit a terrible atrocity. I slowly shook my head.
“She has nowhere else to go. Chet’s crew made it clear she’s not welcome back. The Huntsville group doesn’t want her either. I’d try to fix her up with Konya, but he’s not that stupid.”
Wanda actually chortled, but Julie gave me a withering glare.
 
 



Chapter 39 – Journal Entry: May 1st, 2 A.Z.
Status report:
Rowdy is dead. Our compound was assaulted in the night by zombies and Rowdy was bitten. We used the same protocol when Zach was exposed, but it didn’t do any good. I sat with Rowdy and watched as the disease changed him into a monster. It took about an hour or two. He kept lunging at me from inside the cage. After ramming his head against the bars for several minutes, he paused long enough for me to get a shot in.
It was the hardest thing I ever had to do.
Anyway, enough about Rowdy. We gave him a good burial and there’s nothing else I want to say about it.
Zach said the assault was not a random act of zombie violence, but rather it was planned out. How those mindless, stinking things can plan anything is beyond me, but they obviously did. Zach also pointed out that all of the zombies we killed were adults. There were no children in the group.
The body count totaled 297 of the bastards. We’ve killed well over two or three thousand in the past two years, but they still keep popping up like cockroaches and I have to wonder if it will ever end.
Oh, I forgot something important. The one Zach called Big Bastard was in with the group that attacked us. Zach seems to believe he was the one who somehow got all the other zombies to team up. Anyway, Zach ran him over and cut his head off. So, no more Big Bastard.
I should point out that on the morning after I had to kill Rowdy, the queen bitch, also known as Janet, pissed me off and I beat the shit out of her. Instead of continuing to live in the same house as her, I moved in with Terry in the old homestead that Zach and Rick used to live in. Kelly has moved back in at the main house and is living in my old bedroom. Janet still lives there. Zach refused to kick her out because he loves Julie so much and she didn’t want her mother kicked out of the house with nowhere to go. The bitch is very careless and I strongly suspect she’s going to meet up with a fatal accident one day.
Konya comes and goes. He’s a lone wolf. I don’t think he’s gotten over the death of his wife yet, and can only stand to be around people in small doses.
Bo and Penny came to visit yesterday. They seem to be doing okay. Penny confided to us that she’s pregnant. They said the mentally disabled fuck-sticks from Huntsville are doing okay, which is irrelevant. I don’t even know why I’m writing about them. Speaking of which, Penny said her former friends (Chet’s group) are shitheads and lazy.
Apparently, we’re going to have a bumper crop this year. We’ve only lost a few cattle, and even though we’re plagued with deer and rabbits getting into our gardens, they don’t eat too much. They used to irritate the shit out of me until Zach pointed out we’re merely letting them fatten up, and then we’ll kill off a few of them.
I’m not sure what else to say. We are going through the motions of survival, and we’re succeeding, but there are only small happy moments in our lives. The rest is a continual struggle, and we all know it’s not going to change for the better. I’m thankful I have Terry. I would never admit it, but I feel sorry for Kelly. She doesn’t have anyone and I guess I can understand why she did what she did with Terry. I hope Jessica and her find someone to love one day. – Andie.
 



Chapter 40 – A Confusing Encounter
 
I was on the back end of our fence line, looking for any problems or breaks in the fence when I spotted a car on the side of the road with the hood up. The horse I was riding, Hank, nickered. I spotted the vague outline of someone under the hood, apparently tinkering with the engine. I pulled my rifle out of its scabbard and pointed the barrel in their general direction.
“Hello!” I shouted. To my surprise, Carla’s face appeared from behind the hood.
“It stopped running,” she said. “I don’t know what the hell is wrong with it.”
“I’ll be there in a minute,” I replied. I was wary, but I wasn’t going to abandon her. I nudged Hank into a gallop and headed back to the main gate. It took me a couple of minutes before I made my way back to her. She was bent over the front of the car, wearing faded jeans that were tightly stretched across her backside, tinkering with something.
“Have you figured out what’s wrong with it?” I asked while making a point of looking for weapons. There was no holster on her hip, no shoulder holster, nothing in her hands. She responded with a helpless shrug.
“I think there’s something going on with the fuel injection, but I’m afraid I’m not very good with cars.”
“May I ask what you’re doing riding around in these parts?”
She straightened up and turned to face me. I couldn’t help but notice the tee shirt she was wearing had a vee cut neckline and it looked like she was wearing one of those bras that pushed her boobs up. I quickly looked up at her face.
 “I had to get out for a while,” she replied with a sigh. “I know it sounds funny, but there are times when I need my own personal space,” she looked around. “This morning it was so pretty out, I decided to jump in the car and ride around before it got too hot. I didn’t realize where I was until now. I didn’t mean to intrude.”
I watched her a moment longer. Her story seemed questionable, but I saw no hostility on her face or body language, nor did I see any weapons. She must have known what I was thinking.
“My gun is in the car, if that’s what you’re looking for,” she said. “If you’d be nice enough to help me get this thing running, I’ll be on my way.”
I looked around once more, but seeing nothing out of the ordinary, I slid the rifle into the scabbard and dismounted. Hank immediately headed for the side of the road and started nibbling some grass.
“I don’t have any tools with me, but maybe we can figure out what’s going on. You didn’t run out of gas did you?” I asked. Carla frowned.
“I don’t think so,” she replied. I walked back, turned on the ignition, and looked at the gauge. She had over a half a tank. I also noticed her handgun sitting in the passenger seat, exactly where she said it was.
“No, you’ve got plenty of gas,” I said and was about to try to start it when suddenly, Carla was standing beside the car pointing a gun at me with both hands. It appeared to be a Glock model seventeen. It was only a nine millimeter, but more than adequate enough to kill me. She definitely had the drop on me.
“I had it hidden,” she said smugly. “Get out very slowly.” I maintained eye contact with her as I slowly got out of her car. “Face away from me and put your hands on the roof of the car,” she demanded. Seeing no other option at the moment, I did as she ordered. She walked up behind me and pressed the barrel of her weapon into my backside.
“I have no doubt you can overpower me, but before you can do it, I’ll pull the trigger and give you a new asshole.”
“I understand,” was my only response. If she wanted me dead, she would have already shot me. I waited to see how she was going to play this thing out and kept my hands on the roof of her car as she relieved me of my trusty Kimber handgun.
“Now what?” I asked as I felt her back away.
“Don’t bother going for the gun in the seat, it’s unloaded. Turn around slowly,” she said. I obeyed and kept my hands up at shoulder level. She tossed my gun over the fence and moved forward, pressing her gun against my gut.
“You murdered my husband,” she declared.
I stared at her. “Nobody murdered him. Fred is the one who did the honors of eradicating his disgusting life from this planet, but I assure you, I would have done it if he had not beaten me to it.”
She stared at me with a blank expression. I wasn’t sure what emotions were surging through her. Hell, for all I knew, she was on the verge of putting a bullet in me, but I wasn’t going to beg.
“Why shouldn’t I kill you?” she finally asked.
“I can answer that with a question, what is the reason you think you should kill me?” I countered.
“Whether you or Fred pulled the trigger, you’re responsible for his death,” she retorted. I shook my head.
“You’re mistaken. It was his actions which lead to his death. If you don’t believe me, follow me back to the house and you can speak with Jessica.” I looked at her closely. “If someone did to you what Anthony did to Jessica, I’d kill them as well.” I waited for her to respond and carefully watched her trigger finger.
“Grab my tits,” she suddenly demanded.
“Uh, what?” I asked. She lowered the barrel of the gun to my crotch.
“Do it,” she demanded again. Seeing no other option, I complied and tentatively put my hands on her breasts. “Squeeze them.”
I squeezed lightly. Yep, she was wearing a push-up bra.
“Do you like them?” she asked.
“They’re very nice, yes.”
“Anthony hadn’t touched them in over a year,” she said quietly. I nodded and started to drop my hands. She prodded me with her gun. “Don’t let go, squeeze them like you want me.”
Seeing no alternative, I squeezed them tightly this time. She let out an involuntary moan as she reached out with her free hand and stroked me. After a moment she chortled and grinned coyly.
“I can feel you getting hard. You’re a typical male, Zach.”
“My wife is seven months pregnant. I’ve not had sex in longer than I care to remember. To steal an old movie quote: my dick gets hard if the wind blows.”
“You know you want me,” she said huskily. Yeah, my hormones were raging, but I shook my head slowly.
“Regardless of what I may want, I’m still in love with my wife. I can’t be unfaithful to her,” I said and slowly removed my hands from her breasts. “I’m sorry.”
She stared at me intensely for a long minute.
“You’re a bastard,” she finally exclaimed. She then lowered her gun, pushed me aside, and got in her car. She started it and then stared at me.
“Put the damned hood down, if you don’t mind.”
I readily complied and jumped out of the way before she ran over me. I stood there dumbfounded and watched as she drove out of sight.
“Well, that was damned confusing,” I muttered to myself and whistled for Hank.
 
Julie listened to me quietly as I told her what happened. I didn’t spare any of the details. If I did, and she found out what really happened later, well, I imagine it would not have been pleasant.
“Jesus, Zach. There are too many horny women running around here,” she said when I finished.
“Yeah, I guess.” I didn’t know how else to respond. I thought there was more to it than a woman who hadn’t had any sex in a while, but since Julie didn’t blow up at me, I thought it best to keep any other opinions I had on the matter to myself, and simply be thankful.
 
Fred joined us for dinner. After cleaning the dishes, the two of us sat on the back deck together. I told him of my encounter with Carla.
“Next time you see her, you’ll either need to fuck her or kill her,” he said dryly. I snorted and chuckled.
“You’re funny.”
“Did you tell Julie?” he asked. I nodded. “How’d she take it?”
“Better than I thought she would. She made a smart assed remark and then the matter was dropped.”
“How’s it going between you two?”
I shrugged. “Better than before, but she’s not the old Julie,” I inhaled and sighed. “She told me the other night she still loves me, but she wasn’t certain she was in love with me anymore.”
Fred glanced over at me, but said nothing. We changed the subject and discussed issues around the farm until the sun disappeared behind the horizon. Fred stood and stretched.
“I’m going home. Don’t worry about the gate; I’ll take care of it. I’ll see you in the morning.”
I watched him leave and then went around checking everything before going inside. The women were sitting at the kitchen table playing cards. Frederick was in the crib playing with one of his toys. I got him out and held him as I began reading a new book. He was restless and wanted to crawl around on the floor. After a minute, I stopped reading and watched my son exploring every nook and cranny in the den, all the while, hoping he wouldn’t stick any foreign objects in his mouth.
This was our life now. My days were spent working the farm, with an occasional trek into one of the towns or nearby suburbs to scavenge. When we ventured out, we’d encounter the random zombie, but never any groups larger than a dozen or so. I imagined if we ever ventured out further than the twenty mile radius we confined ourselves to, we’d encounter large groups, but ammunition and fuel was limited.
After working on the farm all day, I’d come home in the evening and act like we were one big happy family. It seemed to be a never-ending cycle. I looked at Julie sitting at the table. Somehow, our bond between each other had eroded and I had no idea how it happened.
I would have left long ago if not for the little rug rat crawling around and our unborn child who was due sometime around September.
Julie looked up and saw me staring at her. It used to be whenever we caught one another staring, we’d smile. There were no smiles now. She held the look a moment longer and then went back to her cards.
 
It was two weeks later when I saw Carla again. She was parked in the same spot as before, but at least she didn’t bother putting the hood up. I walked Hank up to the fence as she got out of the car. She was wearing a pair of loose fitting jeans and a black tank top. It was tight fitting and accentuated those perky breasts of hers. There was no weapon in sight, but I kept my assault rifle handy.
“You’re very predictable,” she said.
“How so?” I asked.
“Every two days at about the same time, you ride around, checking the fence.”
I nodded at the observation, realizing she was right.
“Why don’t you come over here and join me? We can talk,” she said with a tentative smile.
“Hmm, I think I’d like to keep the fence between us this time,” I replied.
Carla chortled. “If I wanted to kill you, I could have done it already.”
“Good point, but I think I’ll stay here.”
“Suit yourself. I guess I came off as pretty crazy last time, huh?”
I started readily to agree, but instead, thought better of it. “I suppose it was understandable. You’ve been through a lot. So, what brings you out, Carla?”
“I wanted to see how you guys were doing.”
I shrugged. “Decent for the most part, how about you guys?”
Carla shrugged. “About the same. Oh, we’ve got some new people who’ve moved in.”
“Very nice,” I replied, “tell me about them.”
“They’re a married couple with a fifteen-year-old son. They were living on a small farm outside of Fairview, but they kept having trouble with zombies. They’d heard the radio transmissions, even though we haven’t done that in a while, and they decided to come check us out.”
I nodded and looked her over. She was freshly bathed, and I even thought I detected the hint of some makeup. “You’re looking very nice today. How are you doing personally?”
Carla looked at me before looking off in the distance. “I have good days and bad days,” she stared at Hank for a moment and then looked up at me. “Mostly bad days. I want to apologize for the way I acted toward you. I spent a lot of time thinking about what you said and it made sense.”
“Your apology is more than accepted,” I thought for a moment before speaking again. “I’d like to ask you a personal question if you don’t mind, and I’d like a truthful answer.”
“You’re going to ask me if I knew what Anthony was doing,” she said. I nodded my head slowly. She bit her lip before she responded. “I never knew exactly what was going on with him, but I had suspicions. I always thought he was fooling around on me.”
She fidgeted a moment before continuing. “I even thought he might have been a closet homosexual. We seldom had sex.”
“Why didn’t you leave him?”
“It’s complicated,” she answered. I pulled one of my feet out of the stirrup and curled my leg around the saddle’s pommel.
“I’ve got time.”
She sighed heavily. “My little sister and I were raised by a single mom. She worked two jobs to make ends meet, but we were still what you would consider lower middle class, so we never had much money. When I got my realtors license, I got a job where Anthony worked and we started seeing each other. Anthony had proposed to me multiple times, but I kept turning him down,” she leaned up against her car and folded her arms. “I mean, he was okay, but I wasn’t sure he was the man for me, does that make sense?”
“I suppose so. What changed?” I asked.
“Tonya came to me one day and we had a long talk. She had a patent on some sort of equipment that’s used in nuclear reactors, and she made a lot of money from it. She said if I agreed to marry Anthony, she’d pay off my student loans, pay for my little sister to go to college, and loan us the money to open our own real estate business,” she frowned. “She made me an offer I couldn’t refuse I guess you’d say.”
“I can’t disagree. So, the married life was good?”
She shook her head abruptly. “I wouldn’t go that far. Anthony never treated me cruelly, but his behavior was always, awkward, and Tonya, she micromanaged everything we did. If I balked at any of her directives, she would make it clear we were indebted to her. We always had to do things her way and we didn’t’ dare act on anything without first getting permission from her. She’s still micromanaging everything at the school.”
“Sounds pretty tough,” I said.
“Yeah. Anyway, we were married for a little over a year. I was in the process of talking with a divorce attorney when this plague thing ruined the world,” she held her hands up in surrender then. “Tonya’s a domineering woman, but she and Benny are incredibly smart. We’re still alive because of them.”
She pushed herself off the car and stretched, causing her breasts to push against the fabric of her shirt. I had no idea if she did it on purpose.
“I don’t have anyone now,” she said quietly. Sadness was etched on her face and a tear fell down her face before she quickly wiped it away.
I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t know what to say.”
We were both silent for a few minutes. Carla had leaned against the car again, looking at nothing in particular.
“Do you want to join us for lunch?” I finally asked. “We usually eat outside at the picnic tables. It’s a little hot today, but still pleasant enough.” She quickly shook her head.
“Your wife and I don’t get along, and I’m not sure I can be around Jessica right now.”
I nodded in understanding. “Yeah, bad idea I guess.”
“I guess I should be going,” she said. She started to get in her car but stopped. “It was nice talking to you, Zach.”
I said goodbye and gave Hank a nudge. I was about a hundred yards away when I heard a single gunshot.
 



Chapter 41 – Suicide
 
I spurred Hank into a gallop and raced back to Carla. She was sitting in the driver’s seat, unmoving. I stopped Hank beside the fence, stood on the saddle and jumped over. I landed without twisting an ankle or anything, jogged over to the car and looked in.
“Oh, Carla,” I said sadly. There was a hole in her temple. Blood was seeping out and the handgun had dropped into her lap. I stared at her for several minutes before I rode back to the house. Andie and Terry came back with me. We wrapped Carla in a blanket and drove back to the school. I casually noticed most of the zombie corpses we’d dumped on the bridge had been pushed into the creek.
I tapped on the horn a couple of times when we entered the parking lot. It didn’t take long before they all came outside, including a few people I’d not seen before.
“Hello, everyone,” I said.
“Hi, guys,” Marc replied, “what brings y’all over this way?”
“I’m afraid we’re bringing bad news,” I said and lowered the tailgate. When they saw the wrapped body, there was a collective gasp. Benny hurried forward and started to open the blanket, but stopped short.
“Is it Carla?” he asked. I nodded.
“She shot herself while sitting in her car,” I said. Tonya ran up then and roughly yanked the blanket aside, exposing Carla’s head. Everyone else stepped forward to look now. Tonya stared at me balefully.
“How do we know that’s what happened? Are we just supposed to take your word for it?”
I returned her stare with scorn. “Quite frankly, I don’t give a shit if you believe me or not,” I turned my attention to Benny.
“She had come by a few times and we would talk. She seemed very sad today,” I stopped and thought briefly of our chat. If I had known how depressed she was, I would have insisted she come home with me. I cleared my throat.
“I had no idea it was going to come to this. You have my sincerest condolences, Benny.”
Benny looked at me with tears in his eyes. “Thank you, Zach,” he wiped his eyes with a trembling hand. “She was acting different lately. I tried to talk to her yesterday and find out what was troubling her, but she wouldn’t speak to me.”
He looked around. “I am going to carry my sister-in-law to the church and bury her. I would appreciate it if all of you would give me some privacy.”
Everyone murmured their agreement, while Benny carried Carla to his vehicle, put her in carefully, and went inside. He returned a minute later with a pick and shovel, put them in the car, and got in. Tonya started to get in with him, but he stopped her.
“You’ll stay here,” he said angrily before driving off. Tonya stared at the car until it disappeared from sight before angrily storming off. We were about to get in our truck and leave, but Marc and Ward walked up to us.
“We’ve missed you,” Marc said. Ward nodded. “We’ve missed all of you,” he leaned forward. “How is Jessica doing?”
“She’s doing much better now. How about you guys, how’re you doing?”
Ward put his hand on his partner’s shoulder. “We’ve been okay, Zach,” he said. “We have some new people with us, as you can see,” he said with a wave to the new people standing off to the side. They waved back tentatively.
“Our gardens have done wonderfully and we’re making improvements every day,” Marc added, “but, to be totally honest, it hasn’t been the same without you guys.”
“We also never got a chance to express our condolences about Rowdy,” Ward said. Marc nodded in agreement. “We loved that man. He was so funny and full of life.”
“I appreciate that,” I said.
“Have you had any zombie problems?” Terry asked. The two men shook their head.
“Our only recent encounter was a group of four of them walking down Franklin Road one day. We were out riding our bicycle and were going to visit Bo and Penny. When the zombies saw us, they thought we were going to be their lunch, but Bo made quick work of them.”
We talked some more while I kept Tonya in my peripheral vision. She was sitting in a chair off to the side, glaring at us. At least she wasn’t trying to shoot any of us.
“Well, guys, we’ve got to be going,” I finally said.
“So soon?” Ward asked. I leaned close to the two men and lowered my voice.
“I’m not so sure about Tonya,” I said, “maybe we should leave before there’s another unpleasant incident.” They nodded their heads in unison.
“We totally understand,” Ward said, “and for what it’s worth, we feel really awful about how things turned out last time. We hope you’ll accept our sincerest apology.”
“I hope you accept mine as well,” I said. I held out my hand. The two men were tempted to hug me but settled on handshakes. I thought for a second and made a decision.
“I have a suggestion though. Why don’t you two come join us for lunch tomorrow? We can talk and catch up. Julie would love to see you two.”
Their faces lit up. “Oh, that’d be wonderful!” Marc said.
“Good, tomorrow it is. We’ll see you guys at about noon. Ride in a car,” I admonished, “not that bicycle, it’ll be safer.”
We shook hands again and left.
We went home then. The conversation on the ride was muted. As I waited for Terry to open the gate, I looked at Andie.
“I guess we’re going to need to tell everyone what happened,” I said. Andie agreed. We gathered everyone under one of the shade trees and I went over the details.
“How did Benny and Tonya take it?” Julie asked.
“Benny was deeply upset, Tonya’s opinion was she thought maybe it wasn’t a suicide and maybe I had something to do with it.”
Julie scoffed. “What a bitch,” she then looked at me. “So you just happened to run into her?” she asked. I looked at her to see if she was accusing me of anything.
“She figured out I ride the fence lines every two days. She made a point of meeting with me and apologizing for her previous behavior.”
“What else did the two of you talk about?” Janet asked. Her question may have been sincere, or she may have been implying we were up to something else, I didn’t know.
“I asked her if she knew about Anthony.” Everyone waited in anticipation. “She claimed she had no idea of his true nature, but after thinking about it, she realized we were telling the truth. She said in hindsight there were some odd behavior traits.”
I went on to tell them what she had to say about their marriage and Tonya.
“There were no warning signs, Zach?” Julie asked.
I frowned. “Before we said our goodbyes, she made a comment saying she didn’t have anyone now. I felt sorry for her, but it didn’t seem like there was anything dire in the statement,” I shook my head. “I guess I wasn’t paying attention. I’ve been told many times that I know nothing about women. I suppose this is just another example.”
To my surprise, Julie walked over and hugged me. “You had no way of knowing,” she whispered.
 
Later in bed, Julie and I were lying on our backs, hoping for a cool breeze to blow in through the screened window. I reached over and found her hand in the dark.
“Thanks,” I said.
“For what?”
“For what you said earlier. Tonya tried to blame me for what happened and I wasn’t quite sure what kind of reaction I’d get from you.”
She was quiet for a few minutes before she responded. “I was wrong when I blamed you for Tommy’s death,” she said quietly. I squeezed her hand in acknowledgement. I could have made a smart assed retort, but wisely chose to hold my tongue. Instead, I turned my head and kissed her on the cheek. She continued.
“I’m also glad you weren’t having an affair with her, she could be a snooty bitch, but, if you had of hooked up with her she’d probably still be alive.”
“I don’t know how to respond to that,” I said.
“You know I love you, right?” she said in the darkness.
“I know I love you, and I know it wasn’t so long ago when you said you weren’t certain if you were still in love with me anymore.”
“And you believed me?” she scoffed. “You don’t know anything about women.”
“Yeah, you’ve told me that many times. You’ve called me a sexist too.”
Julie chortled. “You don’t realize it, Zach, but a lot of things you say and do are condescending toward women. You remind me of Rick quite often.”
“Well, maybe one day you can get me straightened out.”
“Oh, trust me, I intend to. You can start by getting some lotion and rubbing my belly,” she moved my hand to her stomach. I grunted, got out of bed, and found some lotion in the dark bathroom. Squirting a liberal amount in my hand, I began rubbing her prominent bulge softly. She moaned in pleasure.
“In spite of your rough hands that feels really good. I’ve been hurting lately.”
“It’s only going to be a couple of more months now.”
“Yeah,” she responded, and then was quiet for a minute. I thought she had drifted off to sleep when she turned her head toward me.
“This pregnancy has been rough, Zach. I’ve got pains I’ve never felt before. I’m not sure I want to go through another one.”
“Does this mean no sex at all?” I asked.
“I’m not sure,” she replied. “Mom said there are other methods of birth control, but I’ll be honest, Zach. I’ve not had any of those urges in quite a while, and I don’t even know if they’ll return after I give birth. It’s been feeling weird down there lately. I don’t know how to describe it any better.”
I stared up at the ceiling for a minute before answering. “We’ll deal with it when the time comes. For now, I only want the Julie I fell in love with,” I said. “As long as I have her, nothing else matters.”
I rolled over and kissed her deeply. It had been an awful day, but it was one of the better nights I’d had in quite a while.
 



Chapter 42 – Lunch with Old Friends
 
“So, why did you only invite those two?” Terry asked. He and I had hurried through our morning chores and were now waiting by the front gate for the arrival of the two psychologists. I shrugged at Terry’s question.
“I thought it’d be a nice gesture and I’d like to get an idea of how they’re doing.”
“Well, they’re nice guys I guess,” Terry said, “but I’m not so sure I like them very much.”
I nodded in understanding. I was still a little miffed at them for the Big Bastard incident, but I was attempting to put it behind me. Marc and Ward arrived a little after noon. When they stopped, both of them looked a little apprehensive.
“What’s got you two spooked?” I asked.
“When we turned onto Nolensville Pike, we spotted a car,” Marc said nervously, “and they’ve been following us.”
No sooner had he said it, than a SUV rode into view. It looked like a Toyota, very dirty, and covered in dried mud. Terry and I instinctively retrieved our assault rifles and took up positions on either side of our truck. We watched as the SUV stopped at the end of the street for a long two minutes before slowly driving toward us. There were four people inside, three men and a woman. When they covered half the distance, they stopped again. I offered my standard wave. One of them immediately waved back, and soon, the other three did as well. I looked over at the Docs. I didn’t see any weapons.
“Do either of you two have a firearm?” I asked. They nodded and Ward pointed downward.
“We didn’t want to alarm anyone, so we put them under the seat.”
“Okay, no problem. I want you two to reach down and get them out. Don’t point them at anybody, but keep them handy, just in case.” I watched them nervously try to act casual, which would have been amusing at any other time. When they straightened, they both looked at me with the expression of waiting for their next instruction.
“You guys stay calm, they might be friendly, but be ready to act accordingly if they’re not, okay?” I got another pair of nervous nods. “Alright, here they come. You two get out and keep your car between them and yourselves.”
They complied without complaint and the four of us watched anxiously as the SUV finally drove up and stopped about ten feet away. The driver stayed in the vehicle as the rest of them got out. We waited as they approached.
“Hello,” I greeted while looking them over. All of them were in their early twenties, rough, dirty, mixtures of mismatched clothing, long dirty hair. Each of them had a sidearm tucked into their waistbands. “We don’t get many visitors these days.”
One of them, he looked like the oldest one of the bunch, stepped forward and stuck out his fist.
“Yeah, we had no idea anyone was living in these parts. My name’s Michael,” he gestured toward his other friends. “I don’t shake hands because of the plague, only a fist bump.” I nodded in understanding and bumped fists with him. He smiled and pointed at his friends. “This is Sue and Kelvin, and the cautious one sitting in the car is Felix.”
I froze when I heard the name and peered intently at the SUV. The sun was reflecting off the windshield, but I could see enough. I started walking toward the car as the driver opened the door and got out. We stopped a foot from one another, staring at each other. He was still wearing his thick glasses, which had some black electrical tape holding them together at the bridge. It was the only familiar thing I remembered about him. He was a little taller now, still skinny and as dirty as his friends were. There were thin patches of whiskers on his oily face. It was the Felix I knew, but he looked much older now.
“Zach,” he exclaimed and the two of us grabbed each other in a tight hug. I couldn’t help myself and started laughing.
“Holy shit, bro, I thought you were dead!” I said and hugged him again.
“I thought you were dead too,” he replied quietly and looked closely at me. “You’ve picked up a few scars.”
I instinctively touched the scar on my cheek. “Yeah, I’ll tell you all about them,” I said and looked at him with a grin as he pushed his glasses back up on his nose. Patting him on the shoulder, I turned back toward everyone else. They were watching us curiously.
“Everyone,” I said loudly, “this is my best friend, Felix, and if you guys are friends with Felix, then you’re my friends as well.”
The tension level dropped significantly then. Everyone took turns introducing themselves to each other, and then I insisted on them joining us for lunch.
Janet and Jessica were sitting in the den when we walked inside. Janet looked at the new arrivals and scowled. “You said there was only going to be the two fags,” she said with a scoff and an angry flip of her hair. “Who are all these other people?”
I glared at her. “Did you really have to go there, Janet?” I looked over at Marc and Ward. “I apologize for our resident bigot.”
“Yeah,” Julie said, “I apologize for my mother too.” She walked over and gave the two docs a hug. “I’ve missed you two,” she said and then looked at the other four. “Okay, I have no idea who you guys are. I’m Julie, Zach’s wife.”
I took turns introducing everyone, even Janet, although it was with great reluctance. When I got to Felix, Julie gasped.
“Are you Zach’s old high school friend?” she asked. He nodded as he looked at her dumbly. Julie grabbed him in a tight hug. Felix looked over at me in astonishment.
“You’re married?” he asked. I laughed as I nodded my head. Janet apparently felt like she needed to assert herself.
“You four stink!” she said in a scornful tone.
“Mother!” Julie exclaimed scornfully. The two women made eye contact. Janet apparently thought she could brow beat her daughter into submission. It didn’t work this time. Julie pointed toward the hallway.
“Excuse us, everyone,” she said to the rest of us, “my mother and I are going to have a little talk.”
We all watched as Julie encouraged Janet into the hall with a hand strongly gripping her upper arm. I turned to everyone.
“Again, I apologize,” I said and focused on the new arrivals. “Everyone, Marc and Ward happen to be gay. They are also our friends. If anyone has a problem with it, keep it to yourself or please leave.”
Felix cleared his throat. “We have no problem at all,” he looked at Marc and Ward. “We’ll never hold it against you that you two are friends with Zach.”
Everyone started laughing then, and it almost drowned out the hushed, yet heated conversation I could hear emanating from the hallway.
“C’mon guys, I’ll show you where to get cleaned up.” I said and led them to the guest bathroom.
The kitchen was too small for sixteen people, so we set up lunch on some picnic tables that were under some shade trees behind the house. I led the way with a large pitcher filled with ice water and several glasses.
“Holy shit, you guys have ice!” Michael exclaimed in wonder. I chuckled.
“Yeah, it’s a luxury, especially in the summer,” Terry said. “We rigged up the fridge to some solar panels and car batteries. It works for the most part.”
Felix and his friends made the sounds of contentment as they enjoyed the water and caught whiffs of food aromas.
“Felix, how’s it been going man?” I asked when I sat down. Felix shrugged his shoulders.
“Okay, I guess,” he responded. I smiled and looked at him curiously.
“Holy shit, dude, I’ve never known you to be so quiet. We haven’t seen each other in what, almost three years? Tell me what you’ve been doing with yourself, how have you survived?”
He finished his water, poured another glass from the pitcher and took a long moment before responding.
“What day was it that we last saw each other? The day after Thanksgiving?”
I nodded. “Yeah, I believe so.”
Felix clenched his jaw. “Mom attacked Dad that night. I ended up killing her. I called 911 but nobody ever came. Dad turned into one of those things about an hour later.”
“Did you have to kill him too?” I asked quietly. Felix nodded, wiped his nose with the back of his hand and pushed his glasses up.
“So, everything was pretty chaotic at that point. I made the mistake of walking outside, and started getting chased by about a dozen of those things,” he gestured over at Michael. “He was driving down the road at the time and saved my ass.”
Michael grunted. “Those bastards were attacking everything in sight.”
“There used to be twelve of us,” Felix said as he gestured at his friends. “This is all that’s left. Anyway, I joined up with this bunch and we’ve stuck together ever since.”
“Yeah,” Kelvin added, “we’ve been thrown together by fate. We’ve mostly been surviving by scavenging and wandering.”
“How’d you lose your friends?”
“Some to zombies, others were killed by humans,” Felix replied and changed the subject. “Is Rick still around?”
I shook my head. “He died of a heart attack or something.”
Julie cracked the door open and motioned to me. “I’ll be right back,” I said and rushed inside. I came back out a moment later.
“Alright everyone, lunch is ready. They set it up buffet style, so follow me.”
There were the usual gasps of wonder at the amount of food we had. I encouraged everyone to have seconds, and even third helpings. Afterward, we all sat around with our bellies engorged.
“That was a wonderful meal,” Michael exclaimed and leaned back in his chair.
“Don’t get too comfortable,” Julie said. “We cooked the food. You guys have to clean up.”
Everyone started to stand, but I waved them off. “Don’t worry, I’ll clean up. Y’all relax and chill out.”
I’d no sooner gotten started washing the stack of dirty dishes when Felix walked into the kitchen and joined me. I grinned at him. “Are you here to give me a hand or supervise?”
He shrugged, grabbed a dish towel, and began wiping the clean dishes dry. “Y’all have a good set up here.”
“It took a lot of hard work and no small amount of ingenuity,” I said and handed him a wet dish. “Your friends, are they good people?” Felix responded with a nod.
“Good,” I said. “I went to your house a while back looking for you. I left a note.”
“Yeah,” he said, but offered no further comment. I looked at him curiously, but didn’t push it.
“Where are you guys living?” I asked. Felix shrugged.
“Around,” he answered, “we move from place to place.”
“We can set you guys up in a place close by,” I suggested. “There are plenty to choose from. We still have zombies around here, but not many. We’ve killed off a bunch of them. What do you think?”
“I’ll have to talk it over with my friends,” he said. “So, you’re married, huh?”
I grinned. “Julie and I met after the outbreak. We had a little bit of a false start at first, but we worked it out and became very close. We came across a preacher and he married us.”
“And you have a kid with another one on the way,” he added. I nodded and handed him another plate. “You’ve done pretty good for yourself.”
“I’ve done okay my friend, I’ve done okay,” I looked him over. He’d grown an inch or so, but had not gained any weight. His hair was long and unkempt, and his face was oily with a lot of acne.
“I know what you’re thinking, Zach. When I bother looking in a mirror, I see how I look. It’s been a tough couple of years for some of us.”
“Yeah, it’s been tough for us all,” I replied. Felix scoffed.
“Shit, Zach, look at you,” he said. “How much weight have you gained since the last time I saw you? I’m guessing forty or fifty pounds and it looks like all muscle.” He gestured toward himself. “Look at me, all skin and bone. It couldn’t have been too tough for you,” he looked around, his eyes being magnified by his glasses. “You’ve got it all,” he murmured. I nudged him with my elbow.
“It took a lot of hard work, brother.” I gestured at my scars. “I didn’t get these the easy way. We’ve had some tough times, make no mistake about it.” Felix looked at me but said nothing. “And look at you. You’re taller now, and tougher looking,” I said. Felix looked at me guardedly, perhaps wondering if I were messing with him. I chuckled.
“We’ve got a lot of catching up to do, but we’re together again. My best friend is alive and well,” I grinned at him. “Things are going to be good now, we always took care of each other back in the day and we’re going to do it again.” I pointed out the window. “These are good people here. Well, except for Janet, she’s a bitch, but the rest of them are good people.”
Felix was staring out the window, as if lost in thought, but suddenly looked at me questioningly. “What are you thinking?” I asked.
“Oh, I was actually thinking of the dark headed girl outside,” he said with a bashful smile.
I grinned. “That’s Kelly, she’s single and only a couple of years older than you,” I nudged him. “You leave it to your old buddy. I’ll see what I can do.”
Felix shook his head. “No, I meant the other one. You called her Andie. I think she’s awesome.”
I was surprised. Felix must have seen the look on my face. “Let me guess, she’s taken,” he said. I nodded. Felix looked crestfallen as he pushed his glasses up. “Figures.”
 
“We’re running low on fuel and ammunition,” I told them. After the dishes were done, Felix and I joined everyone else, who had hardly moved from under the trees and were collectively watching the sun set.
“We’ve still got a few hundred gallons of regular gasoline, but we’re desperately short of diesel.”
Michael sat up. “Wait, did you say a few hundred gallons?” I nodded. “Holy shit, that’s a lot of gas.”
“Not as much as you’d think,” I replied. “We’ll need more, and we need diesel.”
“What have you got in mind?” Sue asked.
“We’ve found a place with fuel, but it’s in downtown Nashville. I’m sure you guys are well aware that anywhere you go in that area, you’re liable to run into a horde of zombies lurking around any given corner.”
“I know exactly where you’re talking about,” Felix said, “over by the Titan’s stadium, right?”
I nodded. “We’ve done it before, but it’s risky, and in case you guys haven’t noticed, these zombies are changing, they’re getting smarter.”
Felix and his friends looked at each other. “Yeah, we got attacked one night,” Felix said as he pushed his glasses back up on his nose. “They bit a couple of our friends. We had to kill them.”
“Yeah, we’ve had something similar happen to us,” I responded. “I made up a rule about it.”
Michael chuckled and pointed at me. “You’re the one who spray painted those rules all over town.”
“Yeah,” I replied with a frown. “I thought I was doing something important at the time, but I’m not sure if many of them apply anymore though, except maybe the last one.” I was also thinking about what he said. He was aware of the rules I had spray painted, so that meant Felix was aware of them. Maybe I was stretching it, but I thought Felix of all people would have immediately known who the initial Z stood for.
I saw them looking at each other, like they couldn’t remember any of the rules. I laughed, on the inside anyway. There were only two other people who had memorized them; Julie and the Captain, and I wasn’t sure Julie even knew them anymore.
“Rule fourteen: They’re Evolving.”
Michael snapped his fingers. “Ah.”
I shrugged. “Yeah, anyway, their behavior used to be entirely predictable, so it was pretty easy to work around it.”
“Not anymore though,” Terry said. “They’re doing some pretty scary shit lately. Anything you try with small numbers these days is pretty risky.”
“We’ve agreed it’s much safer if we go only in large numbers,” I added.
“Yeah,” Julie chimed in, “we had this problem with one particular member of our group who occasionally gets a bad case of Rambo on the brain.”
I grimaced. Here it comes, I thought. She continued.
“Yeah, he’d go out by himself dressed up in his raggedy sniper outfit and hunt zombies like he was on a personal quest to rid the world of them.”
I hastened a glance at everyone. Terry and Andie were smirking. Fred was looking at me with his patented arched eyebrow, like he was saying ‘I told you so.’
“Who was crazy enough to hunt those things by themselves?” Sue asked, and then she saw everyone looking at me. “Oh,” she said. Terry started chuckling.
“In my defense, I thought it was the right thing to do at the time,” I retorted.
“Bullshit,” Julie counter-retorted. She was right, I knew it and she knew I knew it. I wasn’t going to win and decided to change the subject.
“Well, anyway, with the four of you working with us, we should have no problem getting back to business. Strength in numbers, right?”
“I’m afraid we can’t help much, Zach,” Felix said. “We only have around a dozen rounds of ammo left,” Michael looked at him harshly. It was obvious he did not want that information shared. Felix caught the look.
“It’s okay, guys, we can trust Zach.” He continued to get stared down by Michael. Felix, feeling chastened, looked down at his hands.
“Alright,” I said, “ammo is the number one priority. You guys can help us raid the National Guard first.”
“We’ve tried it already,” Felix said, “but the armory is built like a bank vault.”
“We’ve got to try,” Andie said. There were some murmurs of agreement.
“I know where the keys are,” Janet said quietly. She looked up to see everyone staring at her intently. She had been morose since Julie’s talk. I was hoping God had answered my prayers and the bitch was never going to speak again, but what she just said had my undivided attention.
“I mean, back when Tommy and I lived there, I knew where the keys were kept. I’ve no idea if they’re still there.”
I caught Julie looking at me. She winked. I was going to have to get the scoop on her little talk she had with mommy dearest, but at a later time.
“Well, I believe you’re going to be worth having around after all,” I said. Janet looked at me with cold, appraising eyes.
“It’s settled then,” I said and looked at Terry. “The Corporal is going to put together a mission plan. We’ve got quite a few farm chores to catch up on first, but I’d say we should be ready to do it in a couple of days. Everyone okay with it?”
 
Julie murmured in contentment as I massaged her back. She had to lie on her side, which made it a little difficult, but I managed to evoke more than one sound of pleasure.
“That must have been some lecture you had with your mother, it seemed to have had a positive effect,” I commented. Julie chortled.
“I made it plain that she was going to have to change. She didn’t like what I had to say, said I had a bad attitude, and blamed you for brainwashing me.”
I snorted and continued massaging. She cooed some more. I think I found her weakness.
“Anyway, I think I got my point across. She could have kept her mouth shut about the keys, so maybe she’s coming around.”
“I hope so,” I responded.
“You hate her, don’t you?”
I carefully thought of my answer before responding. “I don’t care too much for her, but I don’t hate her, even though she planned on killing me once.”
Julie didn’t answer and after a minute, I realized she had fallen asleep. I kept massaging her back until I drifted off too.
 



Chapter 43 – Ammo
 
Fred opted out of our mission. Even though he didn’t say as much, I don’t think he liked Felix and his friends. He definitely didn’t like Janet. I didn’t argue the point.
We located the keys in a lockbox in the commanding officer’s office. I found it a little bit ironic. The keys to unlock the armory were locked in a small metal lockbox. A little work with a cutting torch yielded us easy access to them. Janet led us to the armory, which was a concrete structure with a massive steel door. Even with a healthy shot of WD-40, the locks turned only in great reluctance. The hinges were just as bad. We took turns yanking on the handle before the rusty hinges reluctantly broke free.
“Shit,” I said. The gun racks were totally empty. The only items left were some spare parts. Terry frowned.
“Alright,” he said, “we may or may not be able to use this stuff, but let’s load it up anyway.”
It took us less than five minutes to load up the sparse inventory, and then we made our way to the ammunition magazine. It wasn’t as hard to make entry this time, but we didn’t have much luck there either.
“Well, Corporal, how much?” I asked.
“A grand total of three ammo boxes,” he said. “Two of them are empty, the third one has about five hundred rounds of 7.62,” he opened one of the boxes and inspected the ammunition. “It’s all linked, so that’s a plus.”
I looked in the box. They appeared in good shape with the copper showing only a slight tinge of patina. Every fifth round was orange tipped. I pointed at one and looked at Terry.
“Are those tracer rounds?” I asked. He nodded.
“If only we had some machine guns,” Kelvin lamented. I thought of our M60s and hastened a subtle glance at Terry, who made brief eye contact with me.
“Yeah, well, we’ll take it with us. Maybe it’ll be a good barter item,” he said innocently.
We were suddenly alerted by a poor imitation of an owl call coming from outside. It was Felix. Andie snickered as we hurried out.
“We’ve got zed company,” he said excitedly. I looked to where he was pointing and observed twenty to thirty of them, slowly walking down Sidco.
“It looks like it’s a bust here,” I said, “let’s head out.”
“You’re not going to kill them?” Janet asked with an edge of contempt in her voice. “There’s only a few dozen.” I shook my head while she stared at me in disbelief.
“Only a few dozen we see,” I countered. “When we start shooting, we’re liable to have twice as many in no time.” I looked around. “Ammo is tight right now, no need wasting it when we don’t have to.”
“Yeah,” Michael added, “unless you guys got plenty to spare, I’d rather not engage them. Let’s load up and get the hell out of here.”
Everyone agreed and we exited onto Sidco in the opposite direction from where the zombies were coming from. Suddenly, Andie pointed.
“Look,” she said. She was pointing in the direction of the motor pool. “I see portable tankers.”
“Yeah,” Terry replied, “but the military uses mo-gas. We might be able to flush one out and use it for our needs.” He grabbed the radio microphone and raised Michael in the truck behind us.
“Do you guys see those tankers over on the left?” he asked. Michael acknowledged. “We can come back for them when we don’t have tankers already in tow. Y’all are going to need one or two of them if you’re going to settle down in our neck of the woods.”
We waited for some kind of comment about it, but they changed the subject.
“Where to next,” he asked, “the fuel reservoir?”
I nodded. “Yep, we’re going to take Franklin Road downtown, it’s the shortest route and there aren’t very many obstacles.”
Franklin Pike was four lanes wide, so it was an easy ride, but as we drove through the Melrose community and into downtown Nashville, we encountered another horde. Andie stopped the truck and scoffed in disgust.
“Shit, where are they all coming from?” she asked nobody in particular. I grabbed the microphone.
“Alright, there are about ten to fifteen of them up ahead, blocking the roadway. We’re going to drive through them. Go slow and there’s less chance of them getting hung up under the wheels. Hold your fire unless you have no other choice.”
“Roger that, Zach,” Felix responded. Andie closed the distance and then slowed to a crawl. Our makeshift triangular shape bumper did a mostly successful job of pushing them out of the way, only a couple of them fell directly beneath the truck, but they didn’t get hung up. It only took a minute for both vehicles to bust through the line and then we increased our speed.
“I hope that’s the only group we run into,” Felix said over the radio. I swapped a look with Terry. We both hoped he was right. He was wrong.
We kept running into group after group. Ultimately, we ended up having to fire several times, maybe forty or fifty precious rounds. It took us almost an hour to cover less than six miles, but we stopped suddenly at Broadway and Fourth Avenue.
“Holy shit,” Andie exclaimed. I groaned in agreement.
Everyone got out of the vehicles and gathered around.
“This is bad, isn’t it, Zach?” Felix said.
“What do we do now?” Michael asked.
“We go home.” I said belatedly.
 



Chapter 44 – Journal Entry, July 20th, 2 A.Z.
 
Yesterday, we conducted a mission with our new friends, or should I say Zach’s new friends. Their names are Felix (Zach’s best friend from high school), Michael, Kelvin, and Sue. They’re all from Nashville. Zach seems to think very highly of Felix. Quite frankly, I don’t trust any of them. Neither does Fred. There’s something in the way they look at us and our stuff that sets off warning bells with me. When Zach showed them the new root cellar we recently built, they looked at the shelves filled with fresh vegetables and mason jars with the look of at least one of those deadly sins my grandmother always preached about.
The results of the mission: We busted at the National Guard Barracks. No guns and only five hundred rounds of 7.62 ammo, but it got worse. We made our way toward the fuel reservoirs only to be stopped by water. Yeah, water. Downtown Nashville was flooded. Zach believes the Wolf Creek dam finally gave way. He said the dam held back almost two trillion gallons of water. I’m not sure how he knew that, but it’s a shit load of water.
So, the bottom line: no more fuel from the reservoir. Hell, most of downtown Nashville for that matter, everything within a couple of hundred yards from the Cumberland River is now under water. Zach said the water level will eventually return to normal, maybe in a year, but in the meantime…
There’s more bad news. The place out on River Road that Konya told us about, Zach said they would have been flooded out as well. So, if there are any survivors, they’ve been displaced and may be a potential problem for us.
Everyone was quiet on the ride back. Quiet and dejected. It didn’t help that Chet’s fucktard friends were waiting for us when we arrived home and had the nerve to say we should share the gas with them. Zach tried to be polite and tell them what went wrong. One of them actually walked over and looked into our empty tanker. Zach and Terry finally had enough. They ordered them to leave and not come back. They weren’t happy, but they’re no match for us and they knew it. I think we should’ve killed them. I know their type. They’re going to do something sneaky one day.
Okay, enough about them. Our status is as follows: We have plenty of food and barring any unforeseen disasters, we’re going to be fine in that department. Our livestock population is good. Bo has given us more horses, we now have six. He said if we prove we can take care of them, he’ll give us more.
Our supply of fuel will last us through the winter, if we don’t share it with anyone, but then we’re going to be in a pickle. Zach says all of the existing fuel out there is nearing the end of its shelf life anyway, so we need to adjust. It seems like this is the last thing we have from normal times, and even it is slipping away from us.
Our stock of ammunition is tight. Zach said we are completely out of primers, which prevents us from reloading. All of the gun stores we’ve previously visited have been completely looted, so we’re going to have to go house to house, looking for ammo and reloading products.
Julie and Penny’s pregnancies are progressing as well as can be expected. I don’t know of anyone else who is pregnant, I’m certainly not. - Andie
 



Chapter 45 – Macie
 
It was a cool crisp morning and the fog was lying thick along the Harpeth River. Fred hadn’t said anything in over an hour, even when he caught a nice five pound small mouth bass. I adjusted my jacket and cast my line again.
“It’s going to be a pleasant fall, I’m thinking,” I said as a way of breaking the silence. Fred mumbled a quiet assent. “I wonder how bad the winter will be this year. If we don’t have a lot of snowfall, I think the flooding will go down significantly.”
“How is the food inventory?” he finally asked.
“We’ve got plenty. The silo is full of feed corn, and if I’ve calculated correctly, we have more than enough hay for the livestock. I’ve spoken with Bo and he says he’s got plenty stored away as well, but we’ve got enough to share if he runs short.”
Fred nodded silently. I cast my line further out in the stream. I hadn’t even had a nibble. We heard the report of a small caliber rifle coming from upstream.
“If he’s hitting his target, that makes six,” I said. “I guess he wasn’t having any luck with his new compound bow.”
Fred responded by casting his line a few feet from a log floating in the water and was rewarded a moment later when his line went taut. He reeled in another smallmouth. It looked like about a three-pounder this time. I recast my line near where he caught it. We heard another gunshot, which caused me to stand and look around. Fred glanced at me as he worked the fish off the lure.
“You getting nervous?” he asked. I kept my anxiety hidden with a casual shrug.
“Eh, I guess so.”
“She’ll be fine,” he said. “I’ll bet you’ll be a daddy again by the time we get home.”
I sat back down on the bare ground and crossed my legs. He was right. When Julie started having contractions last night, she suggested the men find something to occupy our time rather than standing around outside the house. So, Fred and I went fishing, Terry opted to do some squirrel hunting.
“Have you thought about starting another family?” I asked. Fred glanced at me.
“I’d say I’d need a woman before thinking about a family.” He turned back toward the river and cast his line. “And no, I’m not hooking up with Janet.”
I chuckled, but stopped short when I heard some rustling through the bushes. I started to stand before Terry sounded off with the password. A moment later, he emerged from the morning fog. I sat back down by Fred and Terry joined us.
“Well, how many?” I asked. Terry opened his shoulder bag and dumped the contents. I smiled in appreciation.
“Those are fat ones,” I said, looking at the six dead squirrels. He grinned proudly.
“I only missed one. Do you think she’s given birth yet?” he asked.
“Well, I just don’t know,” I said and cast my line. It went awry and the lure landed in the middle of an overhanging tree branch.
“Shit,” I muttered and struggled to pull the lure free. Terry snickered and began gutting the squirrels. Fred watched me struggle with my line before setting his pole down and relieved me of mine. After a minute of gentle manipulation, the lure pulled free from the tree limb. He reeled it in and handed the pole back to me.
“Why don’t we head on back,” he suggested, “you’re ruining my fishing.”
The fog had almost completely dissipated by the time we got back home. Konya was sitting on the back deck with his dogs. Number Two ran out to greet us and instantly became aware of the dead squirrels in Terry’s bag.
“How’re the puppies doing?” I asked Bo.
“Playful and a pain in the ass, but Number Four is being a good mama to them. They’ve taken up residence in the old barn, which incidentally is now home to a feral cat as well.”
“Won’t it try to eat one of the puppies?” I asked. Konya shook his head.
“I think it was tame at one time. I’ve been feeding it and got close enough to look it over. He’s a neutered male tabby, about four or five years old I’m guessing. I think we’ll be okay.”
Andie walked out the back door during the middle of our conversation and crooked a finger at me. I walked inside hurriedly and followed her to the bedroom. Julie was sitting up in bed. She looked a lot worse than when she had given birth to Frederick, but she was still smiling.
“I told you we were going to have a little girl,” she said with a loving smirk. I sat beside the bed and looked at the bundled little mass she was holding. She was small and pale, with a slight tuft of blonde hair peeking out. She was sleeping peacefully and I thought she was beautiful.
“Have you told everyone her name yet?” I asked. Julie looked around the room. I caught Janet staring intently, maybe even a bit hopefully. I kept a disgusted look from forming on my face. The woman honestly thought we were going to name our daughter after her. Andie brought the men in and everyone stood waiting.
“Everyone, this is Macie Marie Gunderson,” Julie said. Everyone oohed and aahed. “Macie was a person who was very special in our lives and died too soon. Marie was the name of my grandmother,” she paused and looked pointedly at Janet, “on my father’s side.”
The look on Janet’s face was very special and would be imprinted in my memory for the rest of my life. My old buddy, Rick, would have described her expression as looking like a cat trying to shit a persimmon seed.
 
It didn’t take long for Julie to fall asleep. Wanda shooed us out of the room with her usual scowling expression. I looked at my watch and then looked at Andie.
“What do you say we cook up some lunch?”
It was a beautiful day outside, so we ate at the picnic tables. The mood was jovial and everyone, well, except for Fred, was cutting up with each other.
“Well, you’re now the father of two children. How does it feel,” Konya asked.
I smiled. “I’m thinking I’m not going to get very much sleep for a while.”
“You’re right about that,” Konya said. “My son was a quiet child, he didn’t cry very much, but his sister was the opposite and was very, very loud,” he said with a sad chuckle. “I don’t think I slept much more than a couple hours a night for the first year.”
“Zach, may I ask a question?” Jessica asked tentatively.
“Of course,” I replied with a smile.
“How are you going to address childhood illnesses?”
“Well, I’m not a doctor, but Julie and I have been reading up on the matter. There are homeopathic remedies for various illnesses, and in the event either one gets sick, we’ll be keeping them quarantined and trying the treatments recommended in the books.”
“That doesn’t sound too promising.” Janet opined. I shrugged.
“It’s all we’ve got. Do you have any better suggestions?” I asked. Janet didn’t bother answering. Andie glared and pointed a finger at her.
“You’re always quick to criticize other people and tell them how wrong they are, but you never have any better ideas. You should practice on keeping your mouth shut. That way nobody will realize how stupid you are.”
Janet didn’t like it, but since Andie was holding a kitchen knife at the time, she knew better than to get sassy with her.
The truth of the matter, I was very worried about the welfare of my children. Before the advent of modern medicine, the infant mortality rate was very high. I saw Jessica looking at me thoughtfully. I gave her a reassuring smile.
“Our advantage is that we are not in the close confines of a major population. Therefore, the odds of diseases spreading through our group are very low. Otherwise, I can only hope and pray.”
“I would like to have children one day,” Jessica said quietly. “I would like to find a good man and raise a family.”
“Me too,” Kelly added, and looked over at Andie. “Are you two planning on children?” Andie responded with a noncommittal shrug.
“I’m sure we will one day,” Terry said. “It’s certainly not for a lack of trying.”
Everyone burst out laughing. Well, except for Janet.
 
 



Chapter 46 – The Drone
 
I finished mucking the barn as the afternoon turned to evening. Kelly and Jessica came in as I loaded the last of the apples into the wheelbarrow.
“Can we help out?” Kelly asked.
“Sure. I’ve just got them wormed,” I said, pointing to the horses, “now they need some loving. Why don’t y’all grab some brushes and curry combs. Be careful though, they might be in a bad mood and decide to give one of you a kick.”
Hank nickered and snorted. He liked human attention, especially from the women. They started in and I pushed the wheelbarrow outside. I listened to the girls talk and laugh while I dumped the manure in the compost pile and used a pitch fork to work the pile. After gently working it, I paused and looked over some of the worms I had dug up.
“What are you doing?” Jessica asked. The two of them had come outside and were watching me curiously.
“You seem enthralled with this pile of shit with worms wiggling through it,” Kelly said with a giggle.
 “They aren’t just any old worms,” I replied, “they’re compost worms.”
“Okay,” Kelly drawled out, “what exactly does that mean?”
I pointed at the large trough I had built which contained the compost. “When Tommy and Joe were still alive, they collected a bunch of earthworms and put them in here,” I pointed at a couple of them who were wiggling around in manure ecstasy. “They eat and excrete. The result is vermicompost. With this,” I gestured and pointed at the valve on the bottom of the trough, “I take the liquid run off and use it on the greenhouse plants.”
“Where did you learn that?” Jessica asked.
“In a book about organic gardening,” I replied. “It’s a fascinating topic.” The two of them laughed at me.
“You’re something else, Zach,” Kelly said with a grin.
“I want to learn how to garden,” Jessica suddenly said.
“I’d be happy to teach you.” Jessica looked at me gratefully. I felt myself blushing and changed the subject.
“Okay, let’s go check out your work,” I said and headed back toward the barn.
“So, you’re a daddy again. Aren’t you excited?” Kelly asked with a grin. I chortled.
“Excited that I won’t be getting any sleep for the next six months?” I asked rhetorically but grinned anyway. “I won’t say excited would be the right word, but I’m happy. Well, Julie has me changing diapers at all hours of the night, but other than that, I’m happy.”
“That’s so sweet,” Kelly said. “How’s Julie holding up?”
“I’m not sure. She’s not recovering as quickly as she did when Little Rick was born,” I replied with a frown. “I wish we had a real doctor around here.”
“Wanda’s actually quite knowledgeable,” she said.
“Yeah, but she never went to medical school.”
“Penny is due in a couple of months. Have you seen her lately?” Kelly asked.
I chortled. “Yeah, she’s as big as a house. I wonder if she’s going to have triplets or something.”
One of the donkeys came wandering up while we were talking and followed us into the barn. He looked us over and nudged Jessica. She stroked his face, and to my surprise, stood quietly when she started brushing him.
“Shithead seems to have taken a liking to you,” I observed.
Jessica smiled. “Why did you name him shithead?”
“Oh, when we first rounded him up he was a real mess. He had shit all over his face, like he had stuck it in a pile of fresh manure or something, and he did not want to come home with us. He was being a shithead, both literally and figuratively.”
She smiled warmly at Shithead. “Well, I’m glad he changed his mind,” she said as she stroked his neck. “He’s very sweet.”
His eyes were half closed in pleasure of Jessica’s caressing strokes, but suddenly his ears pricked up and his eyes opened wide. As we watched, he turned and ran out of the barn, braying as he went. I grabbed my rifle and followed Shithead out of the barn.
“Are there zombies?” Kelly asked as she followed me outside. I quickly scanned the area, but saw nothing. Kelly gasped.
“What is that?” she asked, pointing skyward. I looked up and saw something I had only seen on television, back when there was television. It looked like a little UFO with four rotors and a camera in the middle enclosed by a plastic dome.
“It’s a drone,” I said in wonder. In another time, under other circumstances, I might have continued watching it curiously, or would even have taken a photo of it with my cell phone, but things were different now. I grabbed Kelly by the shoulder and pulled her back inside the barn. She looked at me in surprise.
“What’s wrong?” she whispered.
I held up a finger and tried to peek at the drone through one of the dirty windows. It was hovering now, about a hundred feet in the air, making it quite obvious whoever was controlling the drone had spotted us, or more likely the crops, tended fields and livestock. I didn’t have a shotgun, only an assault rifle. It took me three shots to bring it down. When it crashed, I ran up to it and made sure it was no longer operating.
“What did you do that for?” Kelly asked as she ran up. Jessica watched us tentatively from the barn door before deciding she wanted to see it too and joined us. I took my time inspecting it before answering.
“It has a video camera on it,” I said, pointing. “Whoever was operating it saw us, and more importantly, they saw what we have.”
“Is it military?” Jessica asked. I frowned.
“I’m not sure. It looks civilian, but there’s no rule that says the military can’t use a civilian product, especially nowadays.”
“So, what’s going to happen now?” Kelly asked.
“It means somebody is going to pay us a visit soon.”
“Is that good or bad?” she asked. I looked at the two of them.
“I don’t know.”
 
I told everyone else about the drone over dinner.
“Terry,” Fred asked, “did you have any experience with drones when you were in the Army?”
Terry shook his head. “It was a totally different MOS,” he looked at us and clarified the acronym. “MOS is an acronym for Military Occupational Specialty. I’d seen them flying around on occasion, but I never had any training with them.” He finished his glass of water before continuing. “The range on them can be quite far. Since it was hovering over the farm instead of merely flying by, I’d guess the video was a real time feed rather than a recording.”
“Yeah, the camera was still running when I got to it. I got the power turned off, but I’m sure they have a general idea where it went down.”
“When can we expect company?” Julie asked. I shrugged.
“Probably first thing in the morning,” I said and looked at Fred. He nodded in agreement.
“Why don’t we have a reception waiting for them?” Terry suggested. I looked at him in surprise.
“That’s a damn good idea,” I said and looked at Fred. He shrugged indifferently.
 



Chapter 47 – The Reception
 
I was certain the drone’s GPS system was not working. It didn’t mean the drone was worthless, it only meant the operator of the drone needed some exceptional skills. In addition to having superior drone piloting skills, they’d need an accurate topographic map and be proficient in their map reading skills. Which lead to the following speculation: if they were going to pay us a visit, the most probable location we’d encounter them would be the intersection of Nolensville Pike and Concord Road.
“What makes you think they’re coming from this direction,” Janet asked when we had stopped the truck.
“If they come from I-65, they’ll drive down Concord Road. If they are somewhere in Nashville, they’ll most likely come down Nolensville Pike,” I answered. “Either route they take, they’ll end up here.” It sounded good, but I guess Janet was not satisfied with my logic.
“What makes you think they won’t come in from the back roads, or maybe even fly in?” she asked. I looked at her in exasperation.
“Do you remember that wise advice Andie gave you? If you stop and think a minute, this is the most probable avenue of approach, if they bother coming at all. We can’t cover everything, so unless you have a better idea, please stop second guessing me and help out.” I grimaced in disgust. I don’t know why I let her come with us, but she had insisted on it.
“Okay, so why didn’t we simply sit at home and wait for them?” I was starting to get angry now.
“Give Sun Tzu a read sometime and you’ll have your answer.” She looked at me like I’d said something dirty to her. Obviously, she didn’t read very much. We’d not even met these people with the drone and she’d already put me in a foul mood. I shook off the negative thoughts and pointed.
“Let’s get this stuff unloaded and set up.”
We set up a couple of picnic tables in the middle of the road along with a cornucopia of home grown food. Once we were set up, Kelly, Marc, Ward, and yours truly, waited patiently. Felix and his friends opted out, along with the rest of the Alabama crowd. I didn’t bother asking Richard and his buds. Andie and Terry were set up on the roof of the old Publix with their favorite sniper rifles. I had no idea where Fred was hiding, but didn’t worry about it.
When we hammered out the plan the night before, Andie whispered to me that maybe Janet would meet an unfortunate accident. I refrained from laughing, but didn’t bother admonishing her.
I hauled the drone out of the truck and laid it on the roadway. Terry and I had tinkered with it last night and were pretty sure how to activate it. I activated my walkie-talkie.
“Alright y’all, is everyone in place and ready?” Everyone answered in the affirmative and I nodded in satisfaction.
“Okay, let’s see if this works.”
I had an attentive audience looking over my shoulder as I reattached the power connection and fiddled with the video camera. After a minute, a little red light came on and the lens began rotating and stopped when it angled itself to my face. I held up my notepad in which I had written an invitation, the location we were currently at, and CB channel 19.
“Do you think this will work?” Kelly asked. I shrugged.
“Fifty-fifty I’d say,” I responded. I could see the nervousness on everyone. I didn’t show it outwardly, but I was nervous too. It wasn’t so long ago I met with a group of soldiers and ended up getting shot. I fought the urge to rub the scar on the side of my head and pointed at the big Volvo truck. “If anybody does show up and it doesn’t look right, I want you to get in the truck. Lock yourself in until we determine their intent. If it goes bad, get out of here, the rest of the gang will cover you. Kelly, you’ll be the one driving.”
Kelly nodded nervously. Fred had only given her a couple of driving lessons, but she still wasn’t sure of herself.
“What about the rest of you?” Kelly finally asked. Before I could answer, the radio came to life.
“Would the drone killer happen to be listening?” a disembodied male voice asked over the radio. I walked over to the truck and reached for the microphone. Everyone followed and crowded around me.
“We’re here. My name is Zach Gunderson. Would you care to identify yourself?” I asked.
“This is Colonel Coltrane of the United States Marine Corps,” replied the voice. Needless to say, there was more than one surprised expression. “What is your current position?” he asked.
“We’re at the intersection of Nolensville Pike and Concord Road. If you have friendly intentions, please join us for lunch.”
“Affirmative,” he replied. “Our ETA is ten minutes.”
“Oh, and Colonel,” I said, “I’ve had at least one unpleasant encounter with military personnel not so long ago. I don’t want to see any weapons pointed in our direction.” The response was quicker than I expected.
“Be advised you and your people will need to be unarmed when we arrive.”
I was instantly irked and glared at the microphone a couple of seconds before responding.
“Then save your fuel and turn around, Colonel. We will not disarm for anyone,” I said. “Oh, and what is it you military people say? Over and out.” I looked around at my friends. “Disarm my ass. Alright, everyone, let’s load the food up and move out. We’ll come back for the chairs and tables later,” I said. Nobody needed any further urging. Everyone, even Janet, moved with a purpose.
“What about the drone?” Kelly asked. I looked it over. It would be a nice piece of equipment to have, but we didn’t have the control console for it.
“We’ll leave it for them.”
Kelly stopped and cocked her head. “I think I hear engines.”
I stopped what I was doing. I still had a constant ringing in one of my ears due to being shot, so I didn’t hear anything, at least, not at first. We all looked down Nolensville Pike. There were two HUMVEES driving side by side. They ignored the potholes as they quickly approached, leaving no doubt they had already spotted us.
“Everyone, get in the truck,” I ordered, pulled my walkie off of my waistband and spoke on the sideband channel. “Did you guys hear the conversation on the CB?”
“I did,” Terry said. The two military vehicles stopped a hundred yards away. Both vehicles had an M60 machine gun mounted on the roof and each was manned by a soldier wearing a gas mask. Both of them had their hands on the weapons.
“Well, alrighty then. They’re here,” I said. “I don’t know if this is going to be friendly or not. I’m going to have a little chat with the Colonel on the CB, y’all listen in.”
I motioned to Kelly, who handed me the microphone through the open door. Before I could speak, the Colonel keyed up.
“Gunderson, is that you standing beside the truck? I see you’re armed. Not smart, kid. In the interest of safety, you and your people need to lay down your weapons.”
“Colonel, you don’t seem to understand. Your lives are in danger, especially the two knuckleheads pointing their M60s at us. If this goes bad, it’ll be your fault, Colonel.”
There was a long moment of silence before he responded.
“Would this be called a Mexican Stand-off?” he asked.
“Not at all, we’re leaving. Please don’t try to follow us or we’ll consider it a hostile act.”
“We should at least see what they have to say,” Janet said. I looked at her harshly and was about to respond when the Colonel spoke on the radio again.
“How about we do this? You and I meet halfway. I’m going to bring one other person with me and you do the same.”
I thought it over. “Agreed,” I said. “Render those machine guns safe and have your soldiers move away from them. I’ll only have a sidearm and I’ll keep it holstered.” I looked at Janet. “You said you wanted to hear what they had to say? You’re coming with me.”
Two soldiers were already walking toward us. Janet reluctantly got out of the truck and followed me as I walked toward the soldiers. I watched as the two other soldiers opened the feed tray of their respective M60s and disappeared inside their vehicle.
The Colonel, identified by the silver eagle affixed on his Kevlar helmet, was a tall man, maybe six and a half feet. He was lean and lanky, and he had a Beretta semiautomatic handgun holstered on his side. His partner was more diminutive, well under six feet, and unarmed. Instead, he had a camouflage knapsack on his shoulders. His rank identified him as a Major. They were both wearing military issue gas masks. I waited until they got within ten feet before speaking.
“Unless you two know something I don’t, the pathogen is not airborne,” I said and pointed at my chest. “I’m living proof of that.”
The Colonel looked at his partner before taking off his helmet and removing his mask. He then tucked it away in the pouch on the side of his leg before putting his helmet back on, assuming a parade rest posture and appraising us with dark brown eyes. His skin was dark as coal, reminding me of the late Lieutenant Ward. His features were lean and sharp, like the Lieutenant’s, but the similarities ended there. The Colonel had a nose which looked like it had been flattened in the boxing ring and his face was pockmarked with old scars. I subconsciously rubbed the scar on my cheek.
“I hate the damn thing,” he quipped about the mask and looked over at his fellow soldier. “Parsons, go ahead and take it off, the kid’s right.”
The Colonel introduced himself, as the Major carefully folded and stowed his mask in the same fashion as the Colonel.
“I’m Colonel Almose Coltrane of the glorious United States Marine Corps, currently assigned to the CBIRF. That’s Chemical Biological Incident Response Force to you civilian personnel. In the interest of hygiene, we’re not shaking hands.” He turned toward his comrade. “This is Major Parsons, he’s a doctor and he’s not shaking hands either. That shit may not be airborne, but you can damn sure catch it through physical contact.”
He made a good point and I nodded in understanding. “I’m Zach Gunderson and this is Janet Frierson. State your business, Colonel.”
The Colonel exhaled and glared at me like I’d just farted. “Why is it every group of survivors we run into has no respect for the authority of the United States Military?”
“Is that a rhetorical question, Colonel?” I asked. He continued glaring.
“Of course it’s a rhetorical question,” he replied in a low sardonic growl. “Why in the hell would I ask a question I expect an answer to? That’d be just plain stupid, right?”
“Absolutely,” I responded, “unless that’s a rhetorical question as well. If it was, ignore my answer.”
“Are you being a smart ass, Gunderson?”
“Hmm, that must be a rhetorical question too. Allow me to ask a couple of questions to which I would like an answer. Why are you here? What is your mission?”
The Colonel looked around, spotted the drone and pointed. “Is that my drone?” he asked in a demanding tone.
“Yep.”
“Did you damage it?”
“Yep, I shot it. It’s probably reparable though.”
His jaw muscles tightened as he clenched his jaw. He stared at the drone a few more seconds before refocusing on me. “You said our lives are in danger, what exactly do you mean by that?”
“We are survivors, Colonel. We have no idea if your intentions are hostile or not. Therefore, we have snipers deployed. I can assure you the spot between your eyes is currently in at least one rifle scope.”
The Colonel made a slow three-sixty. “I don’t see anyone. I think you’re bullshittin’ me,” he said loudly and leaned his head forward. “Are you bullshittin’ me, son?”
I gave a hand signal and pointed at the asphalt. A rifle shot suddenly rang out and ricocheted off the asphalt behind his feet. Both soldiers jumped. It sounded like it originated from the Publix building. I forced myself not to look in that direction and instead continued staring at Coltrane.
“Goddamnit, Gunderson! That was a rhetorical question!” he turned around before I could say anything. The two soldiers had jumped up and started working the actions of the M60s. Colonel Coltrane held a hand up.
“Stand down you shit birds!” he yelled and began pacing. I grabbed my walkie talkie.
“Everyone stand by please,” I said in a much calmer voice than the Colonel’s.
The Colonel paced for approximately a minute as Janet and I watched him silently. The Major seemed to be used to the Colonel’s antics. He inhaled and spoke up.
“Our mission is to seek out survivors, test them, and relocate them to protective facilities.”
The Colonel stopped pacing for a moment and gestured at us. “They don’t need our protection, Major. I think that fact is pretty damned obvious.”
“What kind of tests?” Janet asked.
“We would like to take blood samples from everyone in your group. In layman’s terms, we’re going to see if you have the pathogen inside you, and more importantly, we’re testing to see if any of you have any type of antigen in your system.”
“Where are you guys based out of?” I asked.
“Our HQ is in Indian Head, Maryland.”
“Have you been to Fort Campbell?”
“Why do you ask?” the Colonel responded.
“We’ve been in contact with soldiers from there, although we’ve not heard from them in about a year now.”
“Never heard of them,” the Colonel replied.
“Is there any government left?” Janet asked.
“We’ll answer all of your questions if you allow the Major to draw blood,” the Colonel avowed.
“If your equipment is sterilized, I’ll let you draw blood,” I said, “but I can’t speak for anyone else. Excuse me for a minute and I’ll ask.” I walked back to the truck and told everyone what we had discussed. I walked back to the two soldiers five minutes later.
“Nobody else is interested,” I said.
“Mister Gunderson,” the Major responded, “the nation has been under a state of martial law for quite a while now. This is a lawful order. All of you must comply.”
The Colonel snorted. “It won’t do any good, Major. Take Gunderson’s blood, we’ll get our drone and get the hell out of here,” he looked around. “What the hell is up with the tables and chairs,” he asked.
“We had a big welcome lunch prepared,” I responded. “A home cooked meal. Fresh vegetables, steaks, even some pecan pie.” The Colonel’s eyes widened and he actually looked like he was going to start drooling.
“Did you say steaks? And pecan pie?” he asked. I nodded. He looked at Major Parsons, who was trying hard to keep his composure and not run straight for the picnic tables. Good food was more valuable than gold nowadays. Coltrane fixed me with a stare.
“Well, is the invitation still good, Gunderson?” he demanded.
 



Chapter 48 – Journal Entry: September 12th, 2 A.Z.
 
Yesterday, Zach spotted a drone and shot it down. It turned out that it belonged to the military, specifically, a special unit in the USMC. They met us on Nolensville Pike today. To be honest, I thought it was very close to turning out very badly. In typical arrogant fashion of government minions, they demanded we disarm “for our own safety.” What a bunch of shit. If they knew what they were doing in the first place, this world would not be in the toilet.
In any event, Zach seemed to muck his way through the tension by offering to let them draw his blood. The offer of a good home grown meal seemed to go further in calming the jarheads down as well. During our lunch, the rest of the people from the school drove up. They were uninvited, but that didn’t stop them of course. They had eight new arrivals, including a couple of cute guys who were somewhere in their early twenties. Maybe one or both of them will take an interest in Janet and we can get her the hell out of our house. More likely than not, they’ll take an interest in Kelly and Jessica and end up moving in with us.
Colonel Coltrane did most of the talking and here is what he said: There is still an American government, although it is a shell of what it used to be. The President and VP actually survived the plague. Members of Congress weren’t so fortunate. They were placed in secure facilities, but one or two people were already infected, which caused all of them to become infected within a matter of hours. Zach asked if they were killed, but the Colonel refused to answer.
The Colonel went on to say that their statisticians estimate there are approximately thirty million people in the U.S. who initially survived the plague. Zach had a debate with the two officers on the calculation of the numbers, which I won’t bore you with, but they were in agreement there are probably only ten million left alive as I write this.
Everyone eventually filtered in, except for Terry and Fred. They stayed hidden in case somebody needed killing. After everyone started eating, the tension level went down and everyone had a swell old time. Especially since it was free food. The new people were pleasant, but a little stand-offish. One of them eyed Kelly a couple of times, but he never tried to talk to her.
In the end, all of us agreed to give a blood sample except for Fred and Terry. The Colonel said they were going to travel around and look for other survivors before heading back to Maryland. - Andie
 



Chapter 49 – Abducted
 
“So, you’re saying you don’t trust them.”
“Nope,” I responded. Janet rolled her eyes. It was an irritating character trait and Julie had inherited it.
“They did absolutely nothing to make me believe they can’t be trusted,” she said. Everyone around the kitchen table was quiet. We were discussing yesterday’s visit by the Marines. Apparently, everyone was waiting for me to respond to Janet. When I didn’t, she spoke up again.
“Okay, tell us please, why does the all-knowing Zach Gunderson distrust those soldiers?” she asked with no small amount of sarcasm in her tone. I glanced at her and then at Terry.
“Terry, in the military, is it SOP for a full Colonel to go out on field missions to locate survivors and test them?”
“No it’s not,” Terry responded. “His rank indicates he’s in charge of the whole unit, which would roughly be the size of an entire brigade. You’re right, Zach. It’s kind of odd, but of course, there may not be very many of his soldiers left alive.”
“True, but there were so many things he did not tell us. Did y’all notice how they danced around certain questions?”
“Like what, Zach?” Terry asked. He had also provided security from atop the grocery store, so he could not hear most of the conversation.
“Like, where are the President and Vice President, and what has the government been doing for the past two years? What were they doing so far south of Maryland? How many survivors have they encountered?” I finished my plate and used a piece of bread to wipe the plate clean before swallowing the bread whole. I looked up to see everyone looking me. I guess I needed to work on my table manners. Julie handed me a napkin. I took the hint and wiped my mouth.
“The continuity of the government plan was very complex, yet he didn’t know, or refused to tell us about it.” I shook my head. “Too many unanswered questions. I find it suspicious and therefore I don’t trust them.”
“What does Fred think?” Janet asked.
“Fred and Zach think alike,” Julie said before I could respond, “as do I.” She looked at me and actually winked at me. It was almost like old times. She changed the subject.
“What plans do you have today, love?”
“I’m going to help Felix and his buddies get some firewood cut. They don’t have near enough to last them through the winter.”
“Will you be home for dinner?” she asked.
“Absolutely,” I answered with a smile.
“Good, now go change the babies before you leave.” My smile turned into a frown.
 
I rode with Felix and Michael in the big dually, while Kelvin and Sue followed in their SUV. I had hooked up a trailer and hoped we could get several ricks of wood hauled back to their place, which was the Allen’s old home. Michael pointed out a church with several acres. “There are trees everywhere out here,” he commented. I nodded in silence as I surveyed the area. There were five or six trees lying on the ground, but I think they intended on cutting down live trees.
I wanted to tell them the time to cut down live trees was at the beginning of the summer, allowing the wood to dry out and season so it’d burn better, but I kept my counsel. They’d learn the hard way.
“I figure Sue and Kelvin can keep watch while the three of us work the chainsaws,” he added.
“Yeah, that sounds good,” I said and pointed. “We have to be careful though, so we don’t have any accidents.” They looked at me questioningly. “Think of it this way, if all three of us are cutting trees down at the same time, the risk factor goes up. The last thing we need is one of those things dropping on one of us.” They agreed in understanding, as I put some in some earplugs.
It was about an hour into our venture and I was working on a large oak that appeared to have been struck by lightning. I backed up to watch it fall and make sure my friends were out of the way. They were standing over by the truck, watching. When the tree fell, I motioned for them to come over and help cut it up. They didn’t move. I turned the chainsaw off and removed my earplugs.
“What are y’all waiting on?” I asked.
“Well, Gunderson, I believe they’re waiting on us.” I turned to see Colonel Coltrane, along with a dozen soldiers, standing behind me. They were armed with assault rifles and had them pointed at me. I had an uneasy feeling as I set the chainsaw down and let my hand linger beside my holster.
“Good morning, Colonel,” I said warily, “are you here to help cut wood?”
He chuckled and shook his head. “Gunderson, I don’t want my men to shoot you, so you just stand right there, don’t make any sudden moves, and let my marines disarm you.”
I looked at my friends. Felix wouldn’t make eye contact. The other three stared at me unemotionally. One of the soldiers walked over to me and took my handgun, which was Rick’s Kimber. The Colonel saw me staring at my friends.
“Oh, they aren’t going to help you, Gunderson. In fact, they sold you out.”
When I realized he was telling the truth, I stared at them balefully. Felix continued staring at the ground. It’d been a long time since I’d felt this level of betrayal.
The soldier who disarmed me chuckled. “With friends like those, who needs enemies, am I right, asshole?”
“What’s this all about?” I asked.
“You’re going to be coming with us,” the Colonel replied. The marine who disarmed me stuck his face close to mine.
“That’s right, asshole. You’re coming with us.” He attempted to grab me by my neck, but I knocked his hand away.
“You fucking punk,” he growled and attempted to butt stroke me with his rifle. I sidestepped it and landed a solid right cross to his face. He dropped his rifle and fell to the ground. It felt satisfying, for about two seconds. That’s about how long it took for one of the other marines to blindside me with a butt stroke to the back of the head.
 



Chapter 50 – Incarceration
 
When I came to, I was a little bit disoriented and I had a whopper of a headache. I knew I was restrained and blindfolded. The restraints around my wrists felt like zip ties, so I assumed there was another one wrapped around my ankles. I was sitting in a moving vehicle. Did I say sitting? It was more like I was lying on a hard metal surface and being roughly bounced around every time the vehicle hit a bump. I had to be in the back of a truck. I could hear and smell the loud acrid exhaust of a large diesel engine. I tried to sit up, but I was quickly pushed back down by someone’s boot and a disembodied man’s voice spoke up.
“The Colonel gave us strict orders not to let you get hurt,” a disembodied man’s voice said. His tone was casual but authoritative. “So, I’d rather you didn’t get up and try something stupid.” There were a couple of guffaws in the background.
“Why’s that, soldier?” I asked. I think I heard him chortle, but the truck exhaust drowned it out.
“My rank don’t allow me to ask questions from a Colonel, so be a smart guy and don’t try anything.”
“Aw, let him try, Sergeant. He’s got some payback coming to him,” another voice said.
“That would be Private Solonowski,” the first man’s voice informed me, “he used to be a Gunnery Sergeant, but he got busted for being too much of a hothead and smarting off to officers. He’s also the one who recently lost his two front teeth, thanks to you.”
“Ah yes,” I replied, “the ugly one.” I was rewarded with a hard kick in the ass. There were a couple of chuckles, followed by the sergeant’s gruff rebuke.
“At ease, Sol. If you want to go another round with him, I’m sure the Colonel will allow it once we get back.”
That was the end of the conversation with me. For the rest of the ride, the soldiers only spoke to each other, but I listened attentively. By the different voices, I believed there were four of them, but I thought I also heard another vehicle or two following behind. They talked about nothing of consequence. Mostly, it was bitching and complaining about guard duty, janitorial assignments, and the lack of women. Apparently, there was one female Marine, a corporal who I gathered was pretty ugly, and I gathered the soldiers regularly took turns with her. As they talked about her, I felt a nudge from a boot.
“She’s going to be practically drooling when she sees the fresh meat,” the sergeant said. “You be careful, Gunderson, not only does she look like a rabid bulldog, she fucks like one too.” Everyone laughed.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“Now, now, no questions, Gunderson. If we answer any of your questions, we’ll catch hell.”
“You’re not even going to tell me why y’all kidnapped me?”
“I’m sure the Colonel will debrief you when he feels it necessary.”
By my estimation, it was a full two hours, maybe even three, before the truck came to a stop and was turned off.
One of the soldiers sighed loudly and muttered. “Home again, home again, jiggity-jig.”
The tailgate’s hinges squeaked noisily as it was unceremoniously dropped and then I was roughly hauled to my feet.
“Alright, Sol, help me lower him down. If you drop him, you’ll be pulling guard duty and cleaning latrines for the rest of the week.”
I heard Solonowski grunt in reply as the two men grabbed me under the shoulders. I prepared myself to be dropped, but they didn’t do it. I was slowly lowered until I felt my feet touch the ground. It was then I realized I was barefoot. I suppose it was a deterrent to keep me from running. I felt someone’s presence very close to me, and then the hood was yanked off my head. It took a moment for my eyes to focus.
The Colonel was standing a couple of feet away, staring at me unemotionally as I quickly looked around. It looked like a military base. There were several nondescript buildings, both brick and prefab metal, maybe twenty or thirty. The outer perimeter was surrounded by a defensive barrier made up of anything and everything; sandbags, burned out vehicles, concrete barricades, you name it. Concertina wire was strung all along it and every fifty feet there was a wooden guard tower about twenty feet tall. There were a total of eight soldiers, along with Colonel Coltrane. They all stared at me impassively, as if abducting a person was no big deal.
“What the hell is going on, Colonel?” I demanded.
“Well, Gunderson, I knew you would not come along willingly, so we had to resort to a more aggressive approach.”
I stared at him balefully. “Kidnapping an American citizen, doesn’t that go against your ethics and regulations?” I asked.
“The world has changed, Mister Gunderson, the world has changed,” he replied matter-of-factly. I heard other vehicles driving up. The Colonel looked at them approaching and I thought I saw a hint of concern in his expression. He motioned to Sergeant Smithson. “Get him in one of the quarantine cells A-S-A-P.”
The sergeant took a pair of wire cutters, snipped the zip tie around my ankles, and Solonowski grabbed me by the arms and led me across the parking lot to one of the unmarked brick buildings. We went through a double-metal security door, which I noted was unlocked. I didn’t know how just yet, but I was determined to escape from this place. So, every little detail I observed I committed to memory. If they knew how good my memory was, they would have kept me blindfolded, or else they were confident I was helpless to do anything.
We continued down a long, dimly lit hallway that was separated a few times by those thick strips of plastic you see in a cold storage warehouse. I was soon led to another set of metal doors. These were locked. The sergeant gave a perfunctory knock and a moment later, I heard the lock being opened from the other side. A squat, unattractive looking woman opened the door. She had military fatigues on, but they did not camouflage her short, thick physique and wide hips. Her face, square and masculine, was bare of any kind of makeup, which I’m not sure would have helped. 
“You must be the bulldog,” I commented. The sergeant chuckled as she glared at me. We walked past a room with windows. I could see a couple of desks and computers that were actually turned on. There was a door beside it. The bulldog used some keys to unlock it and opened the door.
“Here’s your new home, Gunderson,” the sergeant said as Solonowski shoved me in. The sergeant cut the zip tie around my wrists, but not before warning me not to try anything.
“I’ve got strict orders not to let you be killed, but it won’t stop me and Sol from putting a few more knots on your head if you act up.” Solonowski chuckled at the warning. I remained motionless and simply stared at the private as the sergeant worked the wire cutters.
Both men appeared to be in their early twenties. Solonowski was short and lean, maybe around 5’7” tall, with a ruddy complexion and bristly brown hair. His lips weren’t bleeding anymore, but they were both split open and he kept licking them. He would need some stitches. I smiled inwardly at the thought of being responsible for it.
When the sergeant had cut the zip tie, he walked around in front of me. I looked him over carefully. He was taller, almost my height. His light brown hair was cut in a fresh high and tight, and his facial features looked like they were chiseled out of marble. I bet he looked striking when he wore his dress blues, if they even wore them anymore. Because of the loose fitting camouflage uniforms, I couldn’t get an idea of either man’s physical shape, but Smithson had shoulders as broad as mine and they both struck me as being physically fit.
“Look at him giving us the stink-eye,” Solonowski said. The sergeant returned my stare with a wry grin.
“He’s giving us a good looking over because he wants to memorize our faces,” he replied. I glanced at his nametag; Smithson. So, Sergeant Smithson wasn’t a typical dumb jarhead. Solonowski chortled.
“He thinks he’s going to escape from here and hunt us down one day I’m betting,” Sergeant Smithson said. Solonowski chortled again malevolently.
“I’m looking forward to it.”
Sergeant Smithson looked at him with a wry grin. “I don’t think you want to go another round with him. Hell, he put it on you with just one punch.” Solonowski scowled and was about to retort, but Smithson held up a hand.
“Alright, Gunderson, for what it’s worth, I want you to know we’re merely following orders. You’re going to be spending some time here. I don’t know how long, so don’t bother asking. In the meantime,” he said with a sweeping gesture of his hand, “make yourself at home.”
The two marines exited the room and I heard the door being locked behind them. The door was solid metal with no doorknob. Instead, it had one of those large deadbolts used only for jail cells.
I looked around and inspected the small room. It was about six feet wide by eight feet long with a high ceiling holding a set of dusty fluorescent lights. One of the bulbs flickered continuously. The concrete blocks were painted several layers of a dull off-white color and the grooves between the blocks were gathering dust. Most of the space was taken up by a cot and one of those portable toilets you see in hospitals and convalescent homes. One wall had a four by six foot window of thick glass. I reached out and tapped on it. If I were to guess, I’d say it was bulletproof, which meant I wasn’t going to be able to break it. The bulldog was standing on the other side, watching me curiously. After a moment, she leaned toward a microphone.
“You need to strip and put on the surgical gown.” Her voice sounded metallic through the speaker mounted beside the window. The gown in question was lying on the cot. I picked it up and looked at it a moment before unceremoniously dropping it on the floor. Bulldog glared at me. I responded with a shrug and sat on the cot wondering what was going to happen next.
After about thirty minutes, Colonel Coltrane and Major Parsons walked in the office. The corporal quickly snapped to attention. I watched their lips move as they had a brief conversation. The colonel looked at me as the corporal spoke. He nodded and then dismissed her. After she left the room, he moved a chair in front of the microphone and sat down. He looked at me without emotion as he pushed the little black button on the side of the mike.
“The corporal said you’re being disobedient,” he said with a wry smile. I watched him, but didn’t respond. Major Parsons was busily typing on one of the computers and barely looked up as the colonel spoke. After a minute of typing who knows what, he stared at the screen a moment before focusing on me. 
“You can talk to me, Gunderson,” Coltrane said. “There is a microphone embedded in the speaker.”
“Are you going to tell me what’s going on, Colonel?” I asked icily. He stared at me a moment with a smirk before looking at Major Parsons and nodding. The major leaned toward the microphone.
“Apparently, Mister Gunderson, your blood has some rather special properties,” he looked at me thoughtfully before continuing. “I’ll keep it in simple layman’s terms. Your blood is different from anyone else, with the exception of one other person we’ve tested.” He leaned forward. “When we collect blood samples, we conduct several tests. That’s why I took seven vials from each of you. One of the tests we perform is that we actually introduce the Z-pathogen into a vial of blood. In every case save two, the pathogen quickly attacked the healthy blood cells and mutated them within a few hours. It didn’t happen in your case. Your white blood cells aggressively attacked the pathogen and successfully killed it. As you can imagine, this is a significant breakthrough,” he said proudly. I glared at both men.
“So, after making this discovery, instead of approaching me in a civilized manner, you decide to attack and abduct me.” Colonel Coltrane chuckled.
“You never would have come with us voluntarily, you know it and I know it.”
“Of course I wouldn’t have,” I retorted. “I have a life which doesn’t involve sitting in a little room.” He raised his hand, palm up, as if to say, see what I mean? I frowned and shook my head.
“It didn’t mean that I wouldn’t have cooperated, it could have been worked out in a different way that would have accommodated everyone.”
“I’m afraid we don’t have that luxury, young Mister Gunderson,” the colonel replied. “POTUS himself has issued the order.” I looked at him a moment to see if he was serious.
“The President was told about me?” I asked incredulously. “And he approved of your tactics?” Both men nodded somberly. “That motherfucker,” I growled and began pacing. After a minute, I stopped and looked them over.
“What about this other subject? What’s going on with them?” I asked. The two men looked at each other before Colonel Coltrane responded.
“Well, there’s the rub. The other subject was allowed to remain with her people. Apparently, there was some type of altercation and she was killed. This is why POTUS ordered us to take you into protective custody by any means necessary.”
I nodded in reluctant understanding at the logic, but it didn’t make me feel any better. My mind was racing, attempting to find a solution out of this dilemma. I looked at the two men.
“There is no need to hold me prisoner. I’ll submit to your tests. So, let’s get started so I can get out of here. I have a lot of obligations back home and people who depend on me.” Colonel Coltrane looked at Major Parsons, who burst out in amused laughter.
“What’s so funny?” I asked warily.
“Ah, Mister Gunderson, you don’t understand. You won’t be going anywhere. This is your new home for a long, long time.”
My mouth went dry as I realized what he was saying.
 



Chapter 51 – Tests
 
Unfortunately for me, these bastards had those riot shields with an electrically charged strip on the outside of it. When I refused to cooperate, my good friends Smithson and Solonowski entered the cell, pressed up against me with those shields, and zapped me a few times. I don’t know how much voltage it was, but after a couple of hits, I was totally immobilized. After zapping me, they held me down while Bulldog gleefully stripped me. So, rather than sit around buck naked, I reluctantly put on the musty smelling hospital gown.
The tests started with blood being drawn into little vials. Then there were demands for urine samples, stool samples, saliva samples, and cheek swabs for DNA. Did I mention blood samples? The good Major drew blood three, sometimes four times a day. By the third day, my arms were heavily bruised and festooned with needle tracks.
After my evening repast consisting of watery oatmeal and powdered milk, Bulldog tapped on the window. She pointed at the chessboard hopefully. The two of us had played several games in the last couple of days. She was actually pretty good at the game and a nice person and snuck me extra food.
“Nobody else will play with you?” I asked. She chuckled and keyed the microphone.
“I’ve beat everyone else so many times they won’t play anymore.” She looked at me pleasantly. “You’re the only person who’s beaten me in the past three years.”
“We’re four and four, with six draws,” I said in agreement. “I guess we need to play a tiebreaker.”
She grinned happily and held out her two fists. I pointed at the left one. She opened it to reveal one of the black pieces, and then used some rubber bands to hold down the push-to-talk button.
“Let the bloodshed begin,” she said playfully. I smiled. I don’t think she realized it, but I was using our chess games as a means to get information out of her.
“Why did y’all leave Maryland?” I started with my best nonchalant tone.
Bulldog scoffed as she set up the board. “Some of the personnel got infected and it spread too quickly before we could contain it. We’ve relocated to three different bases before we ended up here. Don’t ask me why, I just follow orders.”
I nodded in understanding. “Where are we now?”
“Fort Campbell, Kentucky,” she replied. I looked at her incredulously before speaking.
“There was a refugee camp set up here. The Commanding Officer was an army captain by the name of Jack Steen, and the first sergeant was a guy by the name of Santiago. Have you seen or spoken to them?”
She shook her head slowly.
“What about civilians? Are there any here?” This time she nodded .
“We have a few civilians here, but not many. One of them told me there was a big riot or something a while back and a lot of people were killed.” She finished setting up the board and noticed the board was partially hidden from my view by her canteen sitting on the desk. “I never pay much attention to their gossip,” she moved the canteen aside. “That’s all these people do, spread gossip. I’d rather read a good book than sit around talking shit about everyone.”
I thought worriedly about Howard’s family, but there was nothing I could do for them. I had more important things on my plate at the moment.
“Have you ever wondered if any of your family survived?” I asked as she moved a pawn. She shrugged sadly.
“They’re all in Oregon. It’s so far away, there’s no way I could go check on them.” I nodded as I moved a bishop’s pawn. She eyed my move and smiled. “Are you going to try the Sicilian defense on me?”
“I’ve got to try something,” I replied. “You’re a very tough opponent.” Corporal Bulldog smiled at the compliment. I kept it up.
“These guys underestimate you. You’re a lot smarter than they give you credit for.” Her smile broadened even more. I think she may have even blushed.
After a thoughtful moment, she moved one of her knights. I responded by moving my queen’s pawn. She clapped her hands once.
“I knew it. You are going to try the Sicilian.” She was giddy in anticipation. “This is going to be fun. The only person who ever beat me with it was my high school boyfriend.”
“Is he the one who taught you to play?” I asked. She shook her head.
“My high school history teacher had a chess club. I was only in it for a month, but had to drop out. Father thought it was a waste of time.”
“My buddy’s father taught me. I never knew my father. Tell me what yours was like.”
“He was a devout Protestant. We attended church every Wednesday and Sunday, and if we weren’t in school, we worked on the farm from sunup to sundown. He took care of his family but he was a very stoic, unaffectionate person.” She sighed and brushed away some imaginary lint off of her shirt. “He was a kind man, but I don’t think he ever once told his kids he loved them or even hugged them.”
“That’s sad. What would he think if he were here right now?” I asked. “What would he think of how I’m being treated?” Her smile faltered and she was quiet. I did not want to push her, so I opted to remain quiet and instead let her think about what I said. She castled on her ninth move before she spoke.
“The major said your blood might hold clues to curing this plague.” 
I scoffed. “Maybe it does, maybe it doesn’t. Does it warrant me being treated like this? The end justifies the means, right?”
She didn’t respond. For several minutes, the only words spoken were when I directed her to move the pieces. Finally, I maneuvered a knight and trapped her queen. She gasped when she realized it.
“Shit,” she muttered.
“She’s trapped and her death is imminent,” I said, “much like me, wouldn’t you say?”
She looked at me sharply. I inhaled. It was now or never. I leaned forward toward the glass and spoke softly.
“I need your help. The tests are going to become more extensive, more invasive, and they won’t stop. They’ll never release me. To them, I’m nothing more than a lab rat now, something less than human. I know it and you know it.”
Bulldog continued staring at me and started to say something, but then she looked suddenly over her shoulder and out into the hallway. Someone was coming.
I listened to the heavy lock being turned. The door to my cell opened a moment later and Major Parsons walked in, along with his two ever present companions, Smithson and Solonowski.
“Time for more blood, Major?” I asked with a frown.
“I’m afraid we are going to have to resort to something a little more…invasive,” he replied. I glanced through the window. Bulldog was looking at me worriedly. I looked back at the Major with an arched eyebrow.
“I’m going to take a bone marrow sample from you,” he said, a little too matter-of-factly. “It will be easier if you’re unconscious while I do it.”
The two jarheads stepped forward with the riot shields. Solonowski was grinning sadistically. I fought, but it was no use. The ensuing electrical jolts zapped me of any energy. They had no problem holding me down while the major injected me with a sedative. I was unconscious within seconds.
 



Chapter 52 – Marrow
 
I came to while lying on my cot. Bulldog was sitting beside me, wiping my face with a washrag. I tried to sit up, but she pushed me back down with a gentle hand on my chest.
“You’re alright now, just relax. You need to conserve your strength.”
“How long have I been out?” I asked.
“About four hours,” she said. “Are you thirsty?” Without waiting for an answer, she retrieved a plastic cup off the floor and guided the straw between my lips.
“Drink up, you need to rehydrate yourself.”
I complied and took several sips. My left thigh ached. I looked down and pulled the gown aside to see a gauze wrapping. There was a bloodstain about the size of a quarter on it.
“I wonder what kind of test he has in store for me next,” I muttered as I looked into her face. She looked worried, but didn’t respond. “What’s your real name?” I asked.
I didn’t think she was going to answer at first, but after a minute, she made eye contact. “Ruth, from the Bible. Why do you ask?”
“Because calling you Bulldog is unfitting,” I said and looked around. There was now a set of leg shackles around my ankles. I raised a foot and shook them.
“That’s not a good sign,” I opined. Ruth glanced at them, but said nothing. She walked out of the room and returned a minute later with another cup of water and an MRE.
“Eat as much as you can,” she ordered and used a small pocket knife to cut open the thick brown plastic food package. She dumped the items on the cot. I looked them over, started with a pack of crackers, and began eating.
“I’ve got to get out of here, Ruth,” I said between bites.
“I know,” she replied quietly, “I’ve heard some rumors.” I looked at her expectantly. “This morning I walked in on the Colonel and the Major while they were talking about your kids.” She spoke in almost a whisper now. So, they knew about my kids. This was bad.
“What did they say?” I asked tensely. She shrugged.
“I didn’t catch much.”
“Will you help me?” I asked pleadingly.
“Where will you go?” 
“Back home,” I said and looked at her expectantly. She returned my stare and looked at me a long moment before answering.
While I was thinking, Ruth looked cautiously out of the window before pulling a folded piece of paper out of her cargo pocket.
“I can’t let you keep this. If you get caught with it, they’ll know I gave it to you. Do you think you can memorize it?”
I took it from her hand and unfolded it. It was a hand drawn map of the facilities and an escape route. I studied it intensely for five minutes before giving it back to her.
“Did you memorize it already?” She asked as she hurriedly stuffed it back into her pocket. I nodded.
“It’ll help. Thanks.”
“Solonowski has the midnight shift guard duty. I can’t leave the door unlocked. They’ll know. You’ve got to get him in here somehow and overpower him.”
“I think that shouldn’t be too much of a problem,” I said with a nod.
“I hope you’re right,” she replied and handed the pocket knife to me. I looked it over. It was a three-bladed Case brand. The longest blade was about three inches and was razor sharp.
“It belongs to Solonowski. It fell out of his pants one night when he was…visiting.” Her face reddened. “So, I was thinking, if you’re caught with it, they’ll assume you got it off him and not me.” She then did something unexpected. She retrieved a key and loosened the leg shackles.
“You should be able to work your feet out of them when the time is right.”
“Gotcha,” I replied. “Thanks for doing this.”
“Maybe you can make it up to me one day. Now, eat everything in that MRE pack and give me all of the trash. There’s no telling when you’ll be eating again.”
I did as she instructed. When I was finished, she stuffed the discarded plastic into one of her cargo pockets and walked out without another word.
I hated the taste of MRE food. I’d gotten spoiled eating farm fresh food for the last couple of years and this stuff tasted awful. Nevertheless, I had eaten every morsel. She was right. I’d need every bit of energy the packaged food had to offer.
Solonowski casually walked in a little before midnight. Ruth bitched at him for being late. He responded with an uncaring grin and slapped her on the ass as she walked out. When she had left, he stared at me through the window. I reacted by flipping him off. He glared and reached for the microphone.
“Keep it up and you might fall down a time or two before the night is over.”
“Not from your punk ass,” I responded. He continued glaring at me, but didn’t respond. Hmm, I thought. This wasn’t going to be easy. I stared at him for a good thirty minutes while he pointedly ignored me and looked through a well-worn Playboy magazine.
I’m not sure if it was a lucky break, but the MRE food was not agreeing with my digestive tract. I got up, shuffled over to the portable toilet, and squatted down on it. The noises and smells coming from my ass were awful. I noticed the jarhead glancing at me in disgust. It was an opportunity to rile him some more.
“Hey!” I yelled. “You got any toilet paper? I need to wipe my Solonowski!”
He leaned forward and growled into the microphone. “Watch your mouth, asshole.”
He was getting angry, but not taking the bait. I was getting desperate and needed to do something drastic. Standing, I grabbed the pail out of the frame of the toilet and hurled it at him. Vile excrement splattered against the window. It did the trick. He stood angrily, glared at me with homicidal hatred and stormed out of the office.
I hurriedly worked the leg shackles off as I heard the lock being turned. I had to hope he was so angry he didn’t bother grabbing one of those riot shields. I had just enough time to open the pocket knife when the door was flung open.
Solonowski charged in like a raging bull and put a shoulder into my gut as he grabbed me around the waist. We went down on the hard concrete floor as I wrapped my legs around him. When my back hit the floor, I involuntary exhaled heavily. Solonowski chuckled as he began punching me in the ribs.
He obviously had training in ground fighting and he used his feet to push me up against the wall, while continuing to punch my ribs. His training involved rules, rules I had no interest in. I reached around the back of his head with one hand, and while I dug a finger into one of his eyes, I used my other hand to stab him in the neck with his own pocket knife.
He screamed like a madman while trying desperately to dislodge my finger and get away from me. I squeezed my legs tighter while I continued digging my finger in and slashing with the knife. I kept it up while feeling his strength gradually fading. He tried to bite me once, but I was able to hold his face away from me with my finger, which was now embedded deeply in his eye socket. After a minute or two, he stopped moving. I rolled over on top of him, buried the knife deep in his jugular, and gave it a few twists for good measure.
When I was satisfied he was dead, I stood and caught my breath a minute before daring to peek out of the door. Nobody was around, which was good. I walked into the office and immediately saw a water jug. I used it to wash the blood off me and wiped myself dry with that damned hospital gown I was forced to wear.
I found my clothes stuffed into a file cabinet in the office, but my boots were nowhere to be seen, along with all of the various things I always kept in my pockets. Solonowski’s boots were a size nine, too small for my overgrown feet. His wool socks would have to do. I searched through his pockets, but the only thing he had was a pair of fingernail clippers. I pocketed them and then peeked again out into the hallway.
“Well, that was the easy part,” I muttered to myself, inhaled deeply, and started walking.
 



Chapter 53 – Escape
 
There were only a couple of security lights working, so I had no problem hiding in the shadows as I walked. I only saw one other person, a Marine who suddenly rounded a corner about fifty feet away. He walked with squared shoulders, the way all Marines walked, but his head was down. He was either lost in his own thoughts or didn’t care who I was. He continued walking to wherever he was going and disappeared behind one of the buildings.
Bulldog’s hand drawn map was pretty accurate.  It directed me toward a particular guard tower with a note saying it was going to be unmanned on this night. I worked my way to the top of the wall and looked around. The sky was clear and the moon was in its waxing crescent phase. The scant ambient light limited my visibility to about twenty feet. Working my way through the concertina wire, I quietly dropped to the ground and slowly made my way through the layers of tangle-foot.
I tried to jog, but even though the socks were thick wool, they were not going to protect my feet very well from rocks or sharp objects, so I slowed to a hurried walk. After several twists and turns, I found one of the entrances to the base. The number at the top of the guard shack indicated it was gate six, and it led directly out to Fort Campbell Boulevard. It was blocked with a double wide stack of sandbags eight feet in height, but I had no problem crawling over them.
It looked like a war zone. Even in the dim light, I could see the burned rubble of retail businesses that once lined the roadway. There were numerous craters, presumably from mortar and artillery fire, and the corpses, there were hundreds of them. Obviously, they had no inclination to burn, or even bury the bodies. If I had a can of spray paint, I’d leave them with a list of my rules, just on general principal.
I headed north, the opposite direction of home, and got as far as the Walmart in Oak Grove when I heard the distant sound of a loud horn. I knew what it meant.
I would have liked to have gotten more of a head start before they discovered my escape, but it was going to have to do. I left the roadway, got my bearings with the North Star, and headed northeast through some crater infested farm land. It took approximately thirty minutes before I ran into Interstate 24.
I was going to assume that Colonel Coltrane figured out I knew we were at Fort Campbell. So, there were two routes for me to get back to Nashville; I-24 and the old state highway 41. I chose I-24, but I wasn’t fooling myself. It wouldn’t be long before search parties would be driving down the Interstate, looking for me.
My goal was to get as far away as possible before sunrise and then find a place to hide. I was under no illusions. Solonowski may not have been well liked, but his comrades were not going to have much sympathy for someone who killed one of their fellow marines.
I’m not sure how far I got before I saw headlights approaching from a distance. It wasn’t going to be a matter of hiding in an abandoned car or crouching down in a ditch, I had no doubt they had night vision gear, and probably even thermal imaging equipment. I quickly hopped the fence on the side of the Interstate, groaning as I did so. My ribs were hurting and I was wondering if Solonowski had broken one or two of them.
Jogging through an overgrown cornfield, I stumbled and fell into a shallow ditch. Catching my breath, I looked around worriedly. Nobody was around and I don’t think I made too much noise. It seemed to be a good spot to stop and hide. I only hoped this was an area bereft of zombies.
Three vehicles drove down the Interstate very slowly. Two of them were using searchlights, but I still believed they were also using other equipment. If I were in charge, I’d have one of my soldiers looking toward the rear with a thermal imaging scope in anticipation of the escapee making his move after the search vehicles had driven by.
I stayed down in the ditch until they were long out of sight. Heading back toward the Interstate, it suddenly occurred to me they could simply drive down the road for a mile or two, and then simply shut off their vehicles and wait for my dumbass to walk up to them.
So, I backed away from the Interstate, sat in the weeds, and thought about what to do next. I opted to go back to the ditch, certain they would grow impatient after a few hours of unsuccessful searching, and head back home.
At some point during the night, I drifted off to sleep, but was awakened as the sun was coming up, along with the usual swarm of flies competing to fly into my nose and mouth. I swatted them away as I stood and stretched, but quickly hit the ground again when I heard vehicles coming back down the Interstate. Low crawling until I was about a hundred feet from the Interstate, I raised my head cautiously for a look-see. It appeared to be the same Humvees from last night, and I assumed they were heading back to the base. I hugged the ground and remained motionless as I listened to the sound of the engines slowly fade.
When I couldn’t hear them anymore, I counted to a hundred before standing and carefully making my way back to the Interstate. I chose the westbound lane to make my way back to Nashville. I figured the mindset of the soldiers would be to search the eastbound lane, since that was the direction I was going to be travelling.
As I walked, I continuously scanned for any possible threats; soldiers, zombies, wild animals, and of course, hostile civilians. I don’t know why, but it amazed me how many weeds were growing through cracks in the asphalt. Mother Nature was slowly but steadily reclaiming her territory.
It took about a mile before encountering a zombie. He was like the other ones we’d encountered lately; jet black eyes and most of the decomposition was now healed over with layers of scar tissue. He was ugly as hell and was moving pretty good. I sidestepped him when he charged, tackled him from behind, and bashed his head against the asphalt until his skull was crushed.
If anyone saw this fresh kill, I’m sure they’d realize I’d done it, so I drug the body off the roadway and hid him amongst the tall weeds. There was a sizeable patch of black ooze on the asphalt, but I could do nothing about it. If they found it, they found it.
I kept looking at the abandoned cars as I walked, looking for anything I could use. The cars had been ransacked, almost every one of them. I kept seeing the hoods partially open and wondered what that was all about. I checked a couple and observed the batteries missing. Interesting, I thought. Someone knew that car batteries still had power, even if they didn’t have enough amperage to crank a car. They could be used for a host of things.
It wasn’t until my socks were in tatters that I happened upon a semi with skeletal remains hanging out of the open door. I didn’t think much about it until I saw a nice pair of black boots on his feet. Hurrying over, I scrutinized them closely. Size eleven. They’d have to do. I carefully got into the truck. Discovering no zombies, I searched it thoroughly. The trucker’s clothes, underwear, tee shirts, socks, and bib overalls, were all neatly folded and lying undisturbed in the compartment under the bed. He sure liked his overalls. Hell, it was all he had. Well, I had no options at the moment. I discarded my ooze infested clothes and changed. The tee shirt was fine, but as you can imagine, the leg length of the overalls was too short and the waistline was too big. I looked foolish, but at least I didn’t smell like a zombie.
Unfortunately, he had no other shoes other than the pair of boots currently occupying what remained of his rotting feet. Carefully working the boots off, I shook out the rest of his feet before trying them on. They were wide enough, but far too tight for any long distance walking, so I made room by cutting the toes out with Solonowski’s pocket knife. It wasn’t very comfortable, but it was the best I could hope for until I found some that fit.
I tried to start the truck, but the battery was dead and it was probably out of fuel anyway. I searched in vain for a firearm. I thought all truckers carried one, but this guy apparently didn’t. The only thing I found of value was a pair of bifocals, an old bottle of water, a pack of Red Man chewing tobacco, and a bandanna stuffed in his back pocket that was overwhelmed with dried snot and boogers. I took it anyway. Hell, if nothing else, I could use it to wipe my ass.
The chewing tobacco was bone dry, but it didn’t matter. I was counting on the nicotine to suppress my appetite and keep me awake. I then took a tentative swallow of the water. It had a distinctive plastic taste, no doubt of the antimony and BPA that had leached out of the plastic, but it wasn’t too bad. It was probably going to upset my stomach, but my thirst overrode caution and I took a couple of big swallows. Biting off a plug of tobacco, I looked around and started walking.
“Well, let’s see, sixty miles to Nashville, figure out a way around the flooded areas, and then an easy fifteen miles back to the house, piece of cake,” I said with mock cheerfulness.
 



Chapter 54 – Evasion
 
“Shit,” I muttered. My first day of freedom consisted of a lot of walking while constantly looking over my shoulder, and, I did a lot of hiding. I only saw the soldiers once, but I was constantly running into zombies.
I achieved about two miles on the night of my escape and about ten miles of progress on the next day. When the sun was getting low, I spotted an old barn a couple of hundred yards off the Interstate. It looked abandoned and I thought it’d be a good place to hide in for the night. My stomach groaned in protest as I made my way through the overgrown field. My mouth was parched too. I had a couple of ounces of water left and only took a sip after I made it to the barn.
“Shit,” I muttered again as I looked out of the loft opening. I had a nice view of the area, which allowed me to see around a dozen zombies wandering around. Hunting for water and starting a fire was a no-go.
The barn was full of field mice and smelled of excrement and moldy hay. That was the bad part, but I lucked up and found a machete. It was rusty and not very sharp, but it was a weapon nonetheless.
I used my bootlaces to set up some snares immediately outside of the barn. If I caught anything, it’d probably only be a rodent, but eating a dead rat was far better than starving, and I was desperate.
There was surprisingly quite a bit of hay left in the loft, although it was pretty rotten. It’d have to do. I gathered it around me and settled back as the sun set behind the horizon. I’d had gone without food and any appreciable sleep since my escape and the fatigue was catching up with me. I lay there, listening to the sound of crows cawing, thinking things over. 
The whole situation was stressing me more than anything else had previously. As I walked along the Interstate, I gauged my progress by the mile markers. It wasn’t much, only twelve miles. If I didn’t have to stop and hide so often, it would have been considerably more. I passed by several subdivisions, but I didn’t dare stop. I worried about going in them and searching houses. If I happened upon any survivors, I had no idea how they would react. They might welcome me or try to kill me. We were still fairly close to Fort Campbell, so it was entirely possible word of my escape had been spread and a reward was being offered for my capture. I wouldn’t put it past Coltrane to do something like that.
If my own predicament wasn’t bad enough, I was worried to death about my friends and family, and my kids. I worried for my kids most of all. Had the marines done anything to them? What about Felix, did anyone know of his betrayal? Sergeant Smithson had told me the story. When the Colonel and Major decided to come get me, they happened upon Felix and his friends. After some discussion, they agreed to set me up for a pathetic payoff of food and ammunition. It hurt me deeply that a person I considered a close friend had done this to me.
I dozed off somewhere at that point, but was awakened by voices. Spanish voices. It was dark out now, and although I couldn’t see them, I could see the glow of their flashlights as they shone them around.
I know only a few words of Spanish, but during the dialogue I heard the words hombre extraño and aquí. Back in high school, I was going to take some Spanish classes, but I thought the teacher was a pretentious asshole. I was regretting it now, but I got the gist of the conversation. Someone had seen me walk into the barn. The fact that they were waving their flashlights around meant they were either very stupid or they were armed and not worried about attracting attention. I watched as they made their way into the barn now, while continuously waving their flashlights around. One of them focused their beam up at the loft.
“Hello?” A man’s voice with a distinctive accent hailed. I had no intention of answering. Instead, I remained motionless and gripped the machete tightly. There was a hushed conversation in Spanish, followed by another hail. The ladder to the loft began to creak as someone started to climb it. Suddenly, the man cried out in alarm and fired a shot.
“Zombies!” a young boy’s voice cried out. There were several gunshots then, followed by more panicked shouting. I couldn’t stand it any longer so I dug myself out of the hay and peered over the rail of the loft to the barn floor. The flashlights were now lying on the ground, casting an eerie pallor inside the barn. There was a man, a young boy, and several zombies. They had apparently run out of ammunition, because now they were swinging their rifles wildly as the things swarmed them.
I couldn’t help myself. Without thinking, I launched myself over the railing onto a zombie who was within inches of biting the little kid. I cleaved the thing’s head with such a force that the machete stuck in the skull. When it fell to the ground, I had to stand on it and use both hands to work it free. The little boy looked at me in shock as I swung it in an arc and buried it in the side of another zombie’s head. Once again, I had to pull hard to work it free. I looked and saw the man stomping on the head of one, but there was another one coming up behind him.
“Look out!” I shouted and ran toward him. The look on his face seemed to indicate he thought I was aiming at him. Before he could do anything, I pushed him aside and sank the blade deep into the side of the last zombie’s neck. It didn’t quite kill it, so I gave him another whack on the opposite side of the neck, successfully decapitating him.
There was a time not so long ago when I could keep this up all night, but I was spent and breathing heavily. Backing up, I reached down and grabbed one of the flashlights before resting against the barn’s wall. The man eyed me and reached for his son.
“Gracias,” he said while putting a protective arm around the boy. He appeared to be in his thirties. His jet black hair was greasy, but combed and pulled back in a ponytail. I guessed his height at a few inches less than six feet and he was as skinny as a rail. His son didn’t look any older than nine or ten and even skinnier than his father.
“Sure,” I replied, “no problem. I’m afraid I don’t speak Spanish.”
“Is not a problem, señor. My name is Jose and this is my son, Christian.”
“I’m – Terry. I’m pleased to meet you.”
“May I ask why you are here?” he asked. I thought about it carefully before answering.
“I’m only passing through,” I responded. “If this is your barn, I apologize for trespassing. I only needed a place to sleep for the night.”
Christian spoke to his father in rapid Spanish. I absently adjusted the grip on my machete. Jose noticed it and hushed his son. He eyed me for several seconds before seeming to come to a decision.
“You can stay the night, but you must leave before sunrise.” He looked out of the open barn door. “They are looking for you and there are people, people who are my friends, who will tell them about you.”
“I understand, and thank you.”
He nodded and gestured toward the flashlight.
“If you don’t mind, I’d like to hang on to this,” I said. He thought about it and nodded. He pushed his son toward the barn door and turned back before exiting.
“If I see you again, I will act like I have never met you.” He turned and the two of them walked into the night without waiting for my response.
Jose seemed sincere, but even so, I waited until I was sure they were gone, gathered my bootlaces, and headed out in the dark.
 
 



Chapter 55 – Kelly
 
“I think I’m going to go for a walk over to the homestead,” Kelly said. Julie smiled at her.
“Are you getting bored?” she asked. Kelly grinned.
“Yeah, I think I’ll go check on the puppies. I’ll be back in an hour.”
“Okay,” Julie said and looked at her watch. “Stop at the smoke house and bring back a ham. We’ll cook some up for dinner, and if you see Zach, tell him to get his butt back here. He should have been finished helping Felix over an hour ago.” Kelly nodded with a knowing smile. Julie knew how much Zach liked ham. It was good to see the two of them getting along again.
Kelly walked along the path to the homestead and made her way to the barn.
“Number Four?” she called out as she entered the barn. “Are you here?” She looked over in the corner. Sure enough, Number Four was lying on her side nursing her puppies.
“There you are,” Kelly said in baby talk. She walked over and pulled some chunks of ground beef out of her knapsack. Number Four sat up and snatched a chunk out of her hand.
“You’re going to spoil her rotten,” Konya said. Kelly looked up to see him standing in the doorway. She smiled.
“She’s a mom, she needs her nutrition,” she replied and handed Number Four another piece of raw beef. Number Four swallowed it in one gulp. “See?”
Konya chortled. “She’s got you fooled.” He walked over and squatted down beside them. “Well, let’s check these puppies and see how they’re doing.” He picked each one up, there were four of them, and inspected them thoroughly before putting them back against Number Four’s belly.
“Any problems?” Kelly asked. Konya grinned at her.
“They’re all looking good. If we’re lucky, we won’t lose any of them.” He looked over at Kelly. “Which one do you have your eye on?” Kelly smiled and picked up a multi-color puppy with one blue eye. Konya grunted.
“I’m betting you already have a name for him.”
“Of course I do,” Kelly replied while she cuddled him. “His name is Blue.” Konya grunted again and walked out. Kelly sat with the dogs for almost an hour before reluctantly getting up.
“I have to be getting back, girl. I’ll be back tomorrow,” Kelly said and petted Number Four before starting to walk away. She made it to the door of the barn when she heard distant gunfire. She instinctively dropped to a crouch and scanned the area. She didn’t see any zombies, which she assumed was the reason for the gunfire.
Konya exited the house, armed with a rifle. The gunfire increased in intensity and it was then she realized it was coming from the direction of their house, and it was automatic weapons fire. They didn’t have any automatic weapons, she thought in confusion. She looked questioningly at Konya, who was scanning the area. He motioned her back into the barn before suddenly grunting and falling back. A second later, she heard the gunshot and quickly realized Konya had been shot by a sniper. She backed into the barn, bumping up against the door frame. She slipped and fell, scraping up against an exposed nail in the barn siding. She gasped in pain as she hurried toward the back of the barn. Looking down, she saw a tear in her pants leg and a growing blood stain soaking her pants leg. Instantly regretting not having a firearm, Kelly knew she was defenseless. Looking around, she made a split decision, ran to the back of the barn, and hid herself behind a stack or spare rain barrels.
It seemed like forever, but Kelly was too afraid to come out. She knew at any time someone would come, shout out the password, and everything would be okay. There had been a long pause in gunfire, perhaps an hour or so, and the she heard a couple of vehicles approaching. The vehicles were left running as she heard the doors open and the sounds of boots hitting the ground. The people were talking to each other in loud, angry voices. She did not recognize any of them. A gunshot from inside the homestead rang out suddenly, followed by a staccato of gunfire.
“Son of a bitch!” one of them yelled angrily. “Stewie is down. Lewis, Stevens, cover us, we’re going in.”
Kelly sat in anxious silence and listened as two additional gunshots rang out. She heard more obscenities, but the voices were muffled. Perhaps they were in the house, she thought.
“What’s going on, Sarge!” one of them yelled out.
“A damn dog bit me!” was the response. “Check the barn!”
Kelly’s stomach knotted up and she began silently praying. She heard them as they walked into the barn. Number Four began growling. More gunshots rang out and Number Four whimpered in pain. She felt hot tears running down her cheeks but she dared not move. Two more shots rang out and Number Four fell silent.
The soldiers, there were two of them, were verbally patting each other on the back while they walked around the barn. She heard the sergeant shout out.
“What’s going on in the barn?”
“All clear in here, Sarge, just a mangy dog and her puppies.”
Kelly stifled a gasp. She was frightened, very frightened. She could see daylight through gaps in the barrels and was deathly afraid of being spotted. She caught a brief glimpse of the men and saw familiar looking uniforms. They were dressed like the Marines they had met a couple of weeks ago. She held her breath as the soldiers stood within a couple of feet from her, and she listened as they made some crass remarks about killing her friends.
Eventually, they moved toward the door and stopped immediately outside when someone called them on the radio. She continued listening, and although she couldn’t hear the entire conversation, she heard enough.
“Corporal Stewart is down,” she heard the disembodied voice say. “There was someone inside the home, but we got him. A dog bit me, but there are no other hostiles at this location.”
She wondered who he was talking to and got her answer a moment later.
“Aye, sir.” The voice said. “Alright, listen up, the Colonel ordered us to rally up back at the main objective. Lewis, Stevens, load up Stewie. We’re going to carry him back with us.”
Kelly instinctively knew who the Colonel was on the other end of the radio. The question was, why were they killing everyone? The realization of what was happening was sinking in, and it was causing her to shake even more than she had been.
She remained hidden and listened. Her leg hurt like crazy, but she didn’t dare try any first aid, lest she made too much noise. Eventually, she heard the vehicles start up and drive away. Waiting ten more minutes, she carefully emerged from behind the barrels and peeked around. Number Four and her puppies were dead. Wiping away the tears, she carefully peered out between the cracks of the old barn siding. She was suddenly startled by someone croaking out her name.
“Kelly,” Terry said in a barely audible voice. He was standing a couple of feet away from the barn door, swaying unsteadily. Kelly gasped and tried to run to him, but her leg hurt too badly. She limped as fast as she could and grabbed him in a hug. He moaned in pain and nearly fell down. She looked at him and realized his chest was covered in blood.
“Oh, my God, what happened?” she asked in a whisper. Terry coughed in response. She looked around worriedly, put his arm around her and half dragged, half carried him into the barn. Terry leaned against a wall and slid down into a sitting position. His breathing was ragged and a bloody froth was coming out of his mouth.
“We were ambushed by Felix and his friends,” he painfully forced the words out. “They’re in cahoots with the Marines.” When he said the words, he doubled over and had a coughing attack. Kelly straightened him and ripped open his shirt. She saw a hole in his chest the size of her little finger and gasped again.
“You’ve been shot,” she exclaimed.
“Yeah,” Terry replied. It was obvious he was in a lot of pain but he managed a chuckle. “They missed my heart though. Otherwise, I’d already be dead.”
Kelly looked around frantically and found a box of scrap rags sitting on the work bench. She grabbed a bunch of them, separated the cleanest looking rags from the rest and started working on Terry. He grabbed her hand and made eye contact.
“It won’t be long, sweetheart, I’ve lost too much blood already.”
“We’ve got to do something,” Kelly said frantically. Terry shook his head.
“Too late for me,” he said in short breaths, “save yourself.” He clenched her hand tightly. “They’re dead. All of them, I think. The Colonel, I saw him. You’ve got to get away.”
“Where should I go, the school?” Terry shook his head.
“Don’t trust them.” His breathing was worse now and it seemed like it was a heavy effort for him. He coughed again, which sent shudders of pain through him. “If the Colonel found our house, he knows about the school. Stay away from them.”
“What do I do?” Kelly asked plaintively.
“Hide,” Terry said forcefully. “Hide until dark and then get to the semi. It’s got supplies in it and is ready to go.”
“Go where?” she asked.
“Fort Campbell,” Terry replied between breaths. “There’re good people there. Or, go anywhere, but get the hell out of here.”
“Terry, where’s Zach?” she asked. Terry’s eyes were half closed and his breathing was now in halfhearted, raspy gasps.
“Don’t know.”
Kelly wanted to ask more questions, but she felt Terry’s hand go limp and realized he had died.
Kelly was overwhelmed with emotion and it was everything she could do to stop herself from wailing with grief. After a few minutes, she pulled herself together, wiped the tears away and thought about what she needed to do. She started with searching Terry. He and Zach always carried all kinds of gizmos with them, but the only thing he had left on him was a wristwatch. She took it off with shaking hands and stuffed it in her pocket.
There were plenty of rags in the barn, but all of them were dirty. Finding a couple of saddle blankets, she wiggled herself back between the barrels and the barn wall and used them to cover herself. It wasn’t very comfortable, and if anyone bothered to search back there, she’d undoubtedly be found, but it was the only place she could think of to hide. She held one of the dirty rags against the cut on her leg and remained deathly still, only checking Terry’s watch occasionally.
When the digital display read twenty-three hundred hours, she worked her way out and cautiously stepped over to the door. She could see the outline of Terry in the dark, or at least she thought she could. She suddenly worried that he might have turned into a zombie. After all, he hadn’t been shot in the head. She stayed as far away from him as she could and tiptoed to the door.
Peeking out, she neither saw nor heard anything out of the ordinary. She was tired, thirsty, and her leg ached, but she knew she had to make her way to the Volvo big rig without being seen. It would have been nice if it was parked immediately outside, but she wasn’t so lucky. It was parked at the main house beside the new barn.
Kelly told herself to be strong, took a deep breath, and started limping toward her objective.
It seemed to take forever, and several times she was afraid she had wandered off in the wrong direction in the darkness, but eventually she saw a fire in the general direction of the house. She walked carefully. Being unarmed, out in the dark of the night with the possibility of zombies or marines nearby, it was almost too much for her. She fought the urge to return to the security of the old barn and kept walking.
There was a key fob hidden under the steps on the driver’s side of the truck, everyone in the group knew about it. She only hoped it was still there. She heard voices as she got close and realized there were people sitting around the bonfire behind the house. Kelly froze and slowly crouched. She didn’t have a clear view of all of them, but she could see Felix. He was passing around a bong and laughing at some unknown joke.
She couldn’t believe it, yet, there he was before her very eyes. Zach’s best friend had indeed betrayed them. She wondered where Zach was and could only assume he was dead as well.
The fob was still there. The locking mechanism seemed ungodly loud when she pushed the unlock button. She involuntarily jerked and crouched down quickly, shooting a jolt of pain up her leg, but she remained quiet. She waited beside the truck, ready to run at the first sign of anyone approaching, until she realized she wasn’t going to be able to out run anyone. She climbed the steps and opened the door as quietly as she could.
It was hard for her to get inside as her leg was really hurting now, but she managed to do it and closed the door gently. Now what, she thought.
Her stomach was groaning with hunger pangs and her mouth was dry, but she didn’t remember where the food and water were stored and she didn’t dare risk turning on the interior dome light. She knew she had a decision to make.
“Alright, I hope this works,” she muttered to herself. She turned the ignition on, waited for the indicator light, and then pushed the starter button. The Volvo fired up immediately. It was loud, too loud. She quickly disengaged the brake, put it in gear, and took off.
It wasn’t until she was about a quarter of a mile down the road when she saw headlights in her side view mirror. They closed the distance fast and she watched as someone leaned out of the passenger side and started firing. She tried desperately to increase her speed as bullets started striking the exterior of the cab, but it was futile trying to out run a passenger car.
“Alright, assholes,” she said, “it’s time to show you a little trick that Fred taught me.” Kelly had the rig’s speed up to sixty now. She knew this section of roadway well. It was the route they always took to the school and radio tower. She hugged the right side of the roadway, leaving plenty of room for the car to drive up beside her. She hoped they would take the bait. They did.
They swerved to the left and maneuvered their car beside her quickly, all the while continuing to shoot at her. Kelly prayed the glass from the bank teller’s windows was really bullet proof as rounds began striking it. She let off the gas and braked hard while simultaneously turning the wheel sharply to the left. The corner of the front bumper caught the car where their front passenger tire was located. Kelly downshifted and floored it. It didn’t take off like a race car, more like a diesel truck weighing several thousand pounds. Nevertheless, the tactic worked. The bumper made contact against her assailant’s tire and pushed the car to the left. They tried to brake, but it didn’t work. They lost control, ran off the roadway and into the ditch.
“Fred would have been so proud of me,” she said. She was grinning, but there were also fresh tears running down her cheeks.
 



Chapter 56 – Rescue
 
I was on the outskirts of Joelton and tired as hell. I’d probably only slept three or four hours in the last few days.
I sat on the guardrail warming myself in the noon sun, thinking about the last week. That’s how long I’d been away from my home and family. It seemed like a lifetime ago.
There were four of them lying at my feet. I’d only been walking for ten minutes when the bastards bum rushed me when I walked by a Greyhound bus. Yeah, they were moving quicker than I’d ever seen since all of this shit started. It wouldn’t be long before they would be able to run like track stars.
Fortunately for me, Rick had taught me many things, including unorthodox methods of sharpening blades. He had showed me more than once how to use ceramic of a toilet to use as a sharpening stone. I made use of that knowledge at an abandoned house I slept in, broke off a chunk of ceramic from one of the toilets and honed my machete to a reasonable degree of sharpness. I couldn’t shave with it, but it was sharp enough to dispatch those four before they could chew on me.
If I had a working automobile, I was only about twenty minutes from home, but I was on foot, constantly dodging zombies and wondering how much longer it was going to take. Although I had not seen any Marines in the last two days, I was not able to put in very much mileage. I was constantly encountering packs of zombies. Instead of killing them, I’d hide, unless I had no choice, like the four that bum rushed me. I slept on the top of a semi-trailer one night only to awaken to a pack of them aimlessly milling around. I wondered if somehow they had gotten a scent of me but couldn’t locate my position. They kept me at bay for a full day and a half before finally moving on.
I’d given up on the hopes of finding a running vehicle. I wasted too many hours searching for one, only to encounter dead batteries and empty gas tanks.
I found a bicycle in the house I shacked up in and thought I had struck gold. The tires were flat, but it had one of those little air pumps attached to the rail, so I thought I was in business. Unfortunately, the tires had dry-rotted. I made it about a half a mile before they went flat.
Deciding I was wasting far too much time attempting to find reliable transportation, I reminded myself only to rely on my two feet, which had never let me down.
I had a small amount of luck though, I found a knapsack and on occasion I’d spot innocuous little items in the abandoned cars that I could make use of. I even found a granola bar wedged between the seats of one car. It was old and gooey, but it tasted wonderful.
I took one last look at the zombies who attacked me and began walking, vowing to get at least ten miles in before the sun went down. I probably walked three steps when I heard it. It was a vehicle. More specifically, it sounded like a diesel truck. I ducked into a minivan, which was occupied by a couple of sets of skeletal remains and waited. The truck came into view a couple of minutes later. The driver was having trouble maneuvering around and in between the abandoned vehicles. They used the oversized plow which was affixed to the front bumper, but not with very much efficiency. The driver kept stopping and moving forward timidly instead of busting through the abandoned vehicles.
I recognized the truck. Hell, Fred and I are the ones who found it and modified it. I squinted and tried to focus on who was in it. The current driver, whoever it was, crept along very slowly. I waited somewhat impatiently as it approached. The bulletproof glass that Fred and I had mounted with makeshift brackets was scarred with the impacts of bullets, as was a lot of the truck. The thick glass prevented me from identifying the driver, but they looked like a female. Was it Julie? I jumped out of the minivan and ran toward the truck, waving my arms frantically.
The driver stopped the truck in front of me and a moment later, I heard the sound of the airbrakes being set. The door opened and a woman exited.
It wasn’t Julie, it was Kelly, and she looked like hell. She ran with a limp as she grabbed me in a tight embrace.
“Oh, Zach, I never thought I’d see you again!” she cried. I held her just as tight but held in the emotions that I was feeling as she sobbed in unrestrained despair.
“Holy shit, Kelly, what the hell are you doing way out here?” I asked. She tried to answer, but she was sobbing too hard.
I waited her out, but I was worried the noise would attract attention. I comforted her as best that I could before gently prying her off of me.
“What happened?” I asked. “Where is everyone else?”
“They’re dead, Zach, they’re all dead.”
I inhaled sharply, but before I could ask her for details, I heard the sounds of dogs barking nearby, a lot of them.
“Shit,” I muttered.
“What is it?” she asked as I grabbed her by the arm and walked quickly to the truck.
“It’s a feral dog pack,” I replied. I’d heard them barking earlier and wondered if they had picked up my scent. I gestured at the truck and started moving her along. “We need to get out of here, get in,” I ordered. She obeyed but had trouble climbing the steps. It was then I noticed a tear along the thigh of her jeans and dried bloodstains.
“Hurry up,” I urged and looked down the Interstate. The pack was visible now. There were about ten of them, led by a large alpha male Rottweiler. Any question as to whether or not they had my scent was answered. They were running toward us at a full gallop now. Kelly had grabbed the handrails, but was still moving slowly. There was no time for niceties. I put my hands on her butt and roughly pushed her into the cab. I jumped in right behind her and managed to get the door closed just as the lead dog leapt up.
“That was a close one,” I said as I watched the pack circling the truck and barking excitedly. They were convinced they had us trapped, which was partially true.
“Alright, we’ll talk in a minute, but right now we’ve got to get out of here, they’re making too much noise.”
“Won’t they follow us?” Kelly asked. I looked back at the dogs, realizing she was right. I gestured toward the pistol on her waist.
“Do you have any other weapons in here?” I asked. She reached into the back and retrieved an M4 assault rifle. I tossed the machete, grabbed the rifle, cleared it, and performed a function check. The magazine had only ten rounds in it. I reinserted it and yanked on the charging handle.
“If I take out that alpha male, I think it’ll scare them off,” I explained. After several minutes of aiming the rifle out of the porthole without results, I opened the door partially and banged on it. As expected, several of the dogs lunged toward the door. The big Rottie pushed his way to the front, which was what I was hoping for. My first shot only wounded him. He yelped, but it stunned him long enough for a head shot. When he fell, one of the other dogs ran up and started sniffing him. I shot him just under the eye. The rest of the pack instantly scattered.
“Okay, we really need to get out of here now,” I said urgently. Kelly nodded in understanding. I put the truck in gear and made a U-turn.
 
“Talk to me,” I said as I maneuvered the truck around the various obstacles. Kelly had surprisingly found a route from Nolensville through the urban area of Nashville and around the flooded areas. I followed her directions, but I wanted to know what had happened after my abduction.
“Let’s hear it,” I repeated.
“I don’t know exactly what happened, but when you were late coming home, Terry and Andie went looking for you.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah, I think they went to the school and then were coming home when they were ambushed. I was in the barn at the homestead when I heard the gunshots. At first, I thought they were under zombie attack. When I walked out of the barn, Konya was standing in the doorway of the house. He got shot by somebody and fell back inside.”
“So, what happened then?”
“I ran back into the barn and hid. I was unarmed and didn’t know what else to do,” she said, somewhat defensively.
“Okay, I understand. What happened then?”
Kelly slowly, painfully, told me the rest of the story. I could see the agony in her face. I believe Marc and Ward would have called it survivor’s guilt.
“Are you sure everyone is dead?” I asked. Kelly shook her head.
“That’s what Terry told me before he died. The only ones I know of for sure, are Terry and Konya.” She wiped some fresh tears before continuing.
“Once I got the truck and escaped, I kind of drove around aimlessly. In spite of Terry’s warning, I went to the school. They seemed genuinely shocked, but their attitude was like, better us than them.” She shook her head. “Not a single one of them said, hey Kelly, you’ve been through a lot, why don’t you stay with us.” I nodded in bitter understanding.
“So, I went looking for Bo and Penny, but they’ve bugged out and nobody knows where they are. Then I went across the street to Chet’s old friends. Johnny actually laughed when I told him about what had happened.” She was lost in thought a moment before continuing. “You guys went out of your way to help all of them, and it didn’t seem to make a difference.”
“Yeah,” I replied, “some people are like that. I can’t explain it.”
She looked at me a long moment. “What happened to you?”
I told her the story, starting with Felix and his pals betraying me and ending with my escape. I didn’t bother going on about the last week of trying to get home. It could wait until another time.
“So, what the heck are you doing up here in Joelton?”
“It was Terry’s idea. He told me to get the truck and get the hell out of there. He said I shouldn’t trust anyone at the school and he suggested I make my way to Fort Campbell. I didn’t take his advice at first, but after striking out everywhere else…”
I nodded in partial understanding. “I’m not sure it was a good idea, but I’m certainly glad you came this way.” I glanced over at her while I drove. “When you ran them off the road, was it a bad wreck?”
She shrugged. “I don’t really know. I saw them run into the ditch, it didn’t look too bad, but I didn’t exactly stick around to check on them, you know?”
That meant they probably were not killed or injured. No matter, I was going to deal with them one way or another. I saw her looking at the leg injury and could see fresh blood seeping around the tear in her pants leg.
“How bad is it?” I asked.
“It’s bleeding again and it hurts like hell. Maybe you could take a look at it?”
I nodded. “Yeah, let’s find a place to hide first.”
“What are we going to do, Zach?”
I grunted. “After we get you fixed up, we’re going home. We have unfinished business there.”
 



Chapter 57 – Infection
 
“You have an infection,” I said. We ultimately decided to stop in a parking garage located near the intersection of White Bridge Road and Harding. It provided cover and was not far from home. After parking, I got Kelly on the bed in the sleeper compartment. She didn’t look very well when we first met, and within the last hour, her condition had gotten worse. I had helped her pull her jeans off and carefully removed the dirty rag she had wrapped around her leg. The gash was on the outer side of her thigh, about four inches long, swollen, and oozing out pus. I leaned forward and smelled it. Not good.
“How bad is it?” she asked nervously.
“It could be worse, could be better.”
“Can you stitch it up?” she asked. I shook my head.
“I could have on the day it happened, but not now. We’re going to have to do something a little different.” She started to ask me to explain, but I held up a hand.
“I’ll explain later. Let me think a minute.” I was so tired my brain was not firing on all cylinders. I had to think things through slowly, not like I normally did.
We hadn’t cleared this area and so I had no idea if there were any humans or zombies lurking around. It was a chance I was going to have to take. The one thing I was sure of was a creek nearby, a pharmacy, and plenty of garbage dumpsters.
“Okay, I’m going to leave you here for a little while and try to find some things we need. Do you need to go to the restroom or anything?” I asked. Kelly shook her head.
“Are you going to be gone long?”
“I don’t think so, maybe an hour.” I handed her the fob for the truck locks.
“I want you to stay back here in the sleeper and be as quiet as a church mouse. I’m going to lock the truck behind me. When I come back, I’m going to knock and then say the password. It’ll be Nashville, and if you’re in danger give the duress password of Tennessee, okay? Oh, and say it loud enough where I can hear it, but don’t shout at the top of your lungs, unless your life is in immediate danger.” She nodded in understanding. I tried to give a reassuring smile, but couldn’t do it. Instead, I nodded curtly.
“I’ll be as quick as I can,” I said and exited the truck before she had a chance to ask me any additional annoying questions.
I was now armed with the M4, but I only had eight rounds left. I grabbed one of the jerry cans, looked around for any threats, and then sprinted across the street to a strip mall on the other side of White Bridge Road. At the opposite end was one of those super-duper grocery stores with all of your shopping needs, including a pharmacy.
Just as I suspected, the store was infested, not with rats, but with cats. There must have been twenty or thirty of them. It still smelled awful though, maybe even worse than rat odor, if that was possible. I struggled to hold down the beef jerky I had eaten about ten minutes ago and ventured in.
I was not worried about the cats attacking and killing me, but if I got a bad scratch it could easily become infected. I’d have to tread lightly. Thankfully, they scattered when they saw me, probably believing I was a zombie in search of a cat snack.
It pained me to do it, but I used the truck driver’s well used bandana to cover my face. I’d rinsed it out a few times, but it was still in rough shape. As quietly as I could, I made my way back to the pharmacy. The place was a wreck. Stuff was strewn everywhere and the shelves were bare. I looked around in disgust and started to give up when I happened to spot one of those bags with the prescription and instructions stapled to the outside. It was lying in the middle of a bunch of debris and cat turds. Picking it up, I looked at the prescription - Ampicillin.
“Bingo,” I said aloud before catching myself. I pocketed the bag and made my way back out of the store.
Taking several breaths of fresh air, I headed around to the back of the shopping center where there was a creek. The water really smelled bad, almost like raw sewage. Even though we had a couple of those stick water filters back in the truck, I was reluctant to chance it, especially when I saw a dead deer lying on the creek bank. On a hunch, I walked closer and inspected it. It was covered in maggots.
“Well, at least now I don’t have to go crawling around in a nasty dumpster,” I said, only in a whisper this time. Using the bag that the pill bottle was in, I scraped several maggots into it and folded it closed.
 
“Zach, please don’t do that,” Kelly pleaded, but I was not in the mood to coddle her.
“Listen to me for a minute,” I snapped. “Do you want to lose your leg?” Kelly looked at me apprehensively. “Well, if gangrene sets in, I’ll either have to cut your leg off of just let you die.” I knew I was being harsh but my disposition was frazzled. I was trying, without success, not to stress out over the fate of my family. I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself.
“Maybe I’ve not explained it properly,” I said. “The maggots will eat away only the dead stuff. They don’t like living flesh. They’ll help the wound heal.”
“But we have the antibiotics,” she implored. I muttered an expletive under my breath.
“It won’t be enough. You have to trust me on this.” What I didn’t say was I had no idea if the combination of the maggots and the expired Ampicillin were going to do the trick. I didn’t see any red squiggly lines around her wound more than a quarter of an inch long, but for all I knew, it was already too late.
I looked at her expectantly. After a moment, she reluctantly nodded her head and moved her hands away from her thigh. I opened the bag, dumped all of the maggots in her wound before she could complain, and used one of Fred’s clean tee shirts to wrap it.
“Okay, it won’t hurt, but I imagine it’ll be a little irritating. Don’t scratch it. Let those little fellows do their job, okay?” Kelly nodded her head again. I looked her leg over again, wasn’t satisfied, found another tee shirt in the drawer and wrapped it around her leg as well. She looked ashen and feverish. I didn’t say it out loud, but I was worried for her. I encouraged her to drink and fed her some pills.
“Alright, get under the blanket and try to get some sleep.” She did so without protest and then looked at me.
“Zach, will you lie here with me?”
I shook my head. “I want to keep watch for a little while and make sure we’re safe. You never know if someone is hiding out there and they’ve seen us. Besides, I haven’t had a bath in several days.”
“Neither have I, but you look exhausted,” she said. “You need to sleep.” In fact, I was terribly exhausted. I ached from head to toe, especially the spot on my leg from the recent surgery, but I was too stressed out even to think about sleep.
“I’ll be alright. Maybe I’ll lie down once it gets dark. You get some sleep though. I need you to break that fever.” She nodded in acquiescence.
I moved back into the front of the cab and sat in the driver’s seat. I really wanted to drive straight home, but I knew I couldn’t. As exhausted as I was, I was fearful I’d drive us straight into a trap. I checked myself in the vanity mirror mounted on the back of the visor. I looked awful. My gaunt face was dirty, chapped, sunburned, had multiple bug bites, and I don’t think I’d even bothered combing my hair for the past few days. I’d lost a lot of weight, at least twenty pounds, and in summation, I looked like shit warmed over.
I looked back in the sleeper. Kelly was already out. I readjusted the blanket on her before resuming my seat and watched the streets. The only signs of life were the cats wandering around. Not even a single zombie. Eventually, it got too dark to see. Somewhere in there, I drifted off to sleep.
 



Chapter 58 – Exodus
 
There were thousands of them. For some reason, I was standing on top of a stool in the middle of the street, looking them over. They had me surrounded, their empty black eyes staring at me in deadly silence. I started shooting, over and over, but there were too many of them. None of them moved, they simply stood there staring at me until a bullet to the head knocked them over. One of them finally walked up to me. I shot her right between the eyes. She didn’t fall over dead like she should have. Instead, her mouth began to move.
“Zach,” it said. I frowned in confusion. The thing was a woman at one time, very badly decomposed with black pus gushing out of the fresh wound in the forehead.
“Zach,” it said again, only this time the voice sounded familiar. The decomposed face then started to change before my very eyes. I stood there transfixed as the face began to take shape.
“Zach,” she whispered. It was Julie. I inhaled sharply and jerked awake. 
“Zach!” The voice was a frantic whisper. As I became more alert, I looked around, expecting to see Julie, smiling because she had awakened before me. Instead, it was Kelly, and her face was very close to mine. So close, I instinctively pushed her away.
“What is it?” I mumbled irritably. She quickly held her finger up to my lips and then pointed out of the passenger side window. I rubbed the sand out of my eyes and tried to focus. At first, I did not see it. I kept looking around the parking garage, overlooking the view out of the open section. Kelly pointed again. Then I saw it. There were zombies, lots of them, walking along the railroad tracks that ran behind the garage.
“I stepped outside to pee,” Kelly whispered, “and I spotted them. They didn’t see me though, I was real quiet.”
I shrugged off the grogginess, pushed aside the dream and focused on the zombies. They were trudging along, almost like they had a specific destination in mind. I had no watch, but it looked like it was sometime around noon.
“How long have they been walking by?” I asked in a whisper.
“I first spotted them about an hour ago,” Kelly replied. “You were exhausted and I knew you needed your sleep, but after an hour went by with no end in sight, I thought I’d better go ahead and wake you.”
I nodded in understanding, glad she let me get an extra hour of sleep, I certainly needed it. I didn’t have my watch anymore, which irritated me. Straining to look out of the entrance to the garage, it was difficult to see where the sun was in the sky. I glanced at Kelly.
“Got any guess what time it is?” I asked. She reached back, retrieved her jeans and pulled a Timex wristwatch out of her pocket.
“A little after noon,” she responded. I focused again on the zombies. There was an endless line of them.
“Where are they going?” she asked. I shook my head.
“It may be wishful thinking, but it looks like they’re in the middle of a mass exodus from Nashville, at least I hope so,” I said. “Maybe there’s nothing for them to eat around here anymore.”
“That’s good, right?” she asked. I nodded.
“It’s good for Nashville, if in fact they’re leaving, but very bad for every town on down the line.” I thought a second. “If they stay on those railroad tracks, they’ll eventually end up in Memphis.”
“Why are they following the railroad tracks?” she pressed. I refrained from giving a smart assed answer. I was still tired and had not eaten very much in the past couple of days.
“The correct answer would be rule number nine; they’re following the path of least resistance,” I said. Or, were they? Maybe they actually had a plan of some sort. Maybe they were simply walking down the tracks until they got to an intersection before diverting to another location. I guess the rules really don’t apply anymore. We sat quietly and watched the seemingly endless line of them walking, walking to who knew where.
“There’re so many,” Kelly whispered. “It’s like we’re in a world of Zfinity.” I looked at her oddly.
“What?”
She looked at me and absently rubbed her wound. “Zfinity, no matter how many we kill, we’ll never be rid of them.”
I thought about that and eventually nodded my head. “You’re probably right,” I replied and looked her over. She was still wearing a shirt, but had not put her pants back on. I had to admit to myself, her legs were nice and toned. She still had a tan, leftover from the summer when the girls liked to bask in the sun, but she’d gone several days without shaving. I put my palm against her forehead.
“You seem to have broken your fever,” I said. She nodded.
“I woke up about sunrise. I’m feeling a lot better, except for those damn maggots, they’re itching like crazy.”
“Let’s have a look at it,” I whispered and untied the two tee shirts that were wrapped around her wound.
“Is it bad?” she asked with a slight quiver in her voice.
“You’re going to have a pretty good scar, but I’d say the maggots have done a nice job of cleaning things up,” I replied and looked around.
“There used to be a first aid kit in here. We’ll look for it in a minute. In the meantime, I’ll get these little critters off you.”
“Oh, thank God,” she whispered in relief. “I’m going to have a phobia about maggots for the rest of my life.”
After picking the maggots out and securing them in the prescription bag, I found the first aid kit exactly where I had first stored it, cleaned up her wound, and wrapped it with fresh gauze. The kit had a thermometer as well, which I had forgotten about. I pulled it out and stuck it in her mouth.
“Ninety-nine degrees, that’s good. You’re not out of the woods yet, but I think you’re going to be alright. You’ll need to keep a fresh dressing on and I want you to follow the dosage on the bottle of Ampicillin, okay?”
“Thank you, Zach,” she said gratefully. I shrugged.
“We’ve got to take care of each other,” I replied. “If you’re right about everyone being dead, we only have each other now.” My statement elicited an involuntary whimper from her, causing her to reach over and hug me tightly.
“Are we going home now?” she asked. Her voice was muffled because it was buried against the nape of my neck. My body odor did not seem to bother her.
“Yeah, eventually, but we have to be careful we don’t drive into a trap, and if we start the truck now, it’ll alert the zombies.”
Kelly pulled her head away. “We can out run them,” she replied.
“Yeah, but I don’t want them diverted. They’ll follow us down Woodmont until we’re out of sight and then simply keep walking. It’ll bring them closer to home. Let them keep going wherever the hell they’re going.”
“Oh. So, how long are we going to sit here?”
“I have no idea,” I replied. “I would think there is an end to the line somewhere and the number of them will gradually dissipate.”
It did. Dissipate, that is, but only after we sat there for four long hours, watching them trudge past. The both of us dozed off and on. At one point, Kelly and I were whispering to each other while I occasionally glanced at the horde. Kelly was saying something about eating when I grabbed her hand.
“Don’t move,” I warned in a quiet but stern whisper. She started to say something, but I squeezed tightly for emphasis. It started with one single zombie. He was ambling along with his ugly zombie buddies, but then he suddenly stopped. Every other zombie behind him stopped in unison. He slowly turned his head toward us and stared. A second later, the rest of them turned their head and stared. I remained perfectly still. Kelly, who was facing me and could only imagine what I was seeing, followed my lead and didn’t move.
“What is it?” she asked so quietly I could barely hear her.
“They’re looking this way,” I answered in the same manner. “All of them are looking over here.”
The windows on the truck were tinted, and the thick bullet proof glass Fred and I had mounted, helped in making it difficult to see who or what was inside the semi. Nevertheless, those things saw or sensed us somehow. We remained motionless for several minutes while the things looked in our direction. I was convinced that at any moment, they were going to start walking our way.
Then, just as suddenly as they had stopped, they faced back in the direction they were going and started walking again.
“That was damned strange,” I whispered. Kelly nodded in agreement.
It was late afternoon when the last one of them, Mr. Caboose, finally walked out of sight. We waited another thirty minutes before quietly exiting the truck and creeping over to the opening in the wall of the garage.
“Do you see any?” I asked.
“Nope,” Kelly replied, “not a one.”
“Good, let’s get out of here.”
The clock on the dashboard was not calibrated, which irritated my obsessive compulsive personality. Once exiting the driveway, I got a fix on the position of the sun. 
“What time is it?” I asked as I gunned it and quickly went through the shifting of the gears. She pulled out her watch again. “Two minutes after five.”
“We’ve got another hour or so of daylight, which will be plenty if we don’t run into any problems. Help me keep an eye out. If you see anything unusual, let me know, and get that damn clock calibrated,” I said, pointing at the instrument panel. “That’s driving me nuts.”
We made it to Howard’s old tire store in quick time. I parked the truck across the street, turned it off, and looked around carefully before getting out.
“Why are we stopping here?” Kelly asked as she hobbled after me. I paused for a moment, waiting for her to catch up. I pointed at the building as an answer.
“Put your arm around my shoulder,” I directed. She did so and I helped her as we slowly walked across the empty street and made our way to the building. Looking around, I retrieved a key Julie and I had hidden. I sincerely doubted anyone or anything was inside, but I followed our established protocol anyway.
“Only a few of us know of this spot,” I explained. “It’s a secondary hideout. It’s stocked with food, water, and some ammo.” I unlocked the door, and standing to one side, spoke clearly but not too loudly into the interior.
“Come in Saigon,” I said, waited, and repeated it. There was no response, which didn’t raise my hopes. I carefully pushed the door all of the way open and stepped inside.
“Wait here and stand watch,” I directed and proceeded to clear the building. Satisfied, I motioned Kelly into the living area and we sat on the couch.
“The Allen family used to live here,” I explained. “After they moved out, we agreed to use it as a backup location and not tell anyone about it. Besides them, the only people who know about it are Julie, Fred, Andie, and Terry.” I sat for a moment and rubbed my face. The last time I had shaved was back at home and I had a face full of scruffy, teenaged whiskers.
“There’s food and water stored in the kitchen,” I said. Kelly started to get up but I put a hand on her shoulder.
“Keep your seat, I keep forgetting about your injury. I’ve been chastised more than once by Julie about being self-absorbed.”
I fixed up a couple of plates of mixed canned food and room temperature Kool-Aid. We ate quietly in the dim ambient lighting, listening to the sounds of nature outside and attempting to discern any subtle differences.
“Is there running water here?” Kelly asked. “I could use a good bath.” I grunted, knowing I was just as rank as she was.
“No running water, but we have several jerry cans in back along with a wash tub and soap. You’ll have to bathe standing up, but it’s all we have at the moment.”
“I’ll take it,” she said. I picked up one of the candles we’d lit and walked with her back to the rear of the building. Kelly watched as I took one of the jerry cans and filled the wash bucket with about a gallon of water.
“Go ahead and wash your clothes if you want to keep them,” I said and pointed at a clothes line. “You can hang them there. If you’re ready to throw them out, there are extra clothes in the closet. They’re Julie’s. What are you, about an inch taller than her?”
“Yeah,” Kelly responded, “but it won’t make much of a difference. Aren’t you going to bathe too?” she asked as she started to get undressed. I nodded.
“I’m going to get the kitchen cleaned up first. Besides, you need your privacy.” She scoffed as I walked out.
 
“So, what’s the plan?” Kelly asked. After cleaning up, Kelly informed me it was close to eight o’clock. We turned down the blankets to the bed and blew out the candles.
“Full dog fart mode,” I replied in the dark. I heard Kelly sit up.
“What the hell is dog fart mode?”
“Silent, but deadly,” I replied and adjusted my blanket. “I’m going in there silent, and if anyone gets in my way, they won’t have an enjoyable day.”
I could see her silhouette in the dark. She was still sitting up and appeared to be staring at me. I explained further. “We’re going to get up before sunrise. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there is a Chevy Volt parked out back. It was running a couple of months ago, but we may need to jump it off. That’s the vehicle we’ll be using.”
“So, what’s special about the Volt?” Kelly asked.
“If you will stop interrupting, I’ll explain,” I retorted. After a moment, I sighed and sat up. “I’m sorry for that. I know I’m being an irritable bastard.”
“It’s okay. You’re worried about your family.” She got up, limped over to my bed, and sat down on the edge. “Please keep explaining, I won’t interrupt.”
“Yeah, okay. So, we’re going to get up early and head toward the farm in the Volt. I don’t know if you’ve ever been around one, but they’re really quiet.”
“Do you think there are people still there?” she asked. I refrained from telling her she’d just asked another question.
“I don’t know,” I answered, “but we don’t want to drive right up and risk being killed. So, here’s how it’s going to go. We’re going to get a few hours of sleep and then head out while it’s still dark. You’re going to drop me off about a mile from the old homestead and then you’re going to hide while I do my super ninja routine and make my way there without anyone spotting me. I’ll check the old homestead first and then work my way over to the main house.” I was silent for a minute. Kelly continued sitting beside me.
“You’re going to do all of this in the dark?” she asked.
“Yeah, I know every square inch of that farm, so the dark will work in my favor.”
“Okay, I have to ask, if anyone is there who is not a part of our group, are you going to kill them?”
“I’m pretty sure I will. Do you have a problem with that?”
“Not at all,” she said quietly.
“Good. Now, get back in your bed and get some sleep. We’ve got a long day tomorrow.”
 



Chapter 59 – Confrontation
 
The predawn morning fog was as thick as pea soup, which was wonderful. Nobody was going to see me until it was too late – for them. We parked the Volt on the side of the road like it had been abandoned.
“Lock yourself in the car and put the seat down. If anyone or anything walks down the road, pull the blanket over you. You’ll be alright,” I said to her, “but, if you have any problems, you have your gun, don’t hesitate to use it. Then, take off. Make your way back to the tire shop and wait there.”
“I understand,” she replied. “How long are you going to be?”
“Eh, that’s a good question. If I’m not back by sundown, head back to the shop and lock yourself inside, okay?” Kelly nodded, but not without a concerned expression.
“What if, well, what if you don’t make it?” she asked. I shrugged.
“I don’t really know how to respond to that. Don’t worry, I’ll be okay.” I gave her shoulder a gentle reassuring squeeze and jogged off.
I jogged slowly in the dark, careful to avoid any wandering zombies or tripping over a fallen tree limb. Fortunately, I did not have any issues and easily found the driveway.
The bridge was surprisingly still blocked by the backhoe and barbed wire. I had no problem getting through and felt confident walking up the hill. Even so, I still held my M4 at the ready, just in case.
I got close and worked my way around the house. It was deathly quiet, no dog barked out a warning, not even the rooster was crowing. The exterior was riddled with bullet holes and it looked like they had a high caliber weapon they used on the hard points. It was more or less in ruins; I’d never be able to repair it.
Using the small light attached to the M4, I made my way in and searched for any survivors, but it was devoid of life. One of Konya’s dogs, Number One, was lying dead in the hallway, beside his owner. They’d both been shot multiple times. I didn’t see Two or Four. I hoped they were alive somewhere. The place had been ransacked of anything of value.
The barn was in similar condition with two of the horses, Isis and her colt, dead in the stalls. It looked like the bastards shot them for nothing more than pure meanness. Number Four was lying in the corner with her puppies curled up beside her. All of them had been shot.
I had no trouble finding Terry. He was lying crumpled against the wall where Kelly said she left him.
“I’ll see you on the other side, bro,” I whispered to my friend as I covered him with a saddle blanket.
I struggled to keep the tears in check, exited the barn, and started making my way to the main house. I suspected I knew what was awaiting me, but I had to see it for myself.
The old homestead and the new house were only about four hundred yards apart. If you stood in the front yard of one house, you couldn’t see the other due to the contours in the terrain in between, but I knew every nuance of this land and had no problem finding my way in the thick fog.
I went to the other barn first. It had been stripped clean. All of my tools, hell, even all of the riding tack were gone.
The main house, the house my wife and children lived in, was in shambles. It had been shredded apart by gunfire and that same high caliber weapon. It too looked like it would collapse at any minute.
I went through the house carefully, looking for corpses, but all I found were thick stains of dried blood. I couldn’t find any bodies though, which caused me to convince myself that perhaps they had somehow survived.
Everything else of value, food, weapons, even clothes had been taken. Even my notepads were gone. The only thing I found was Andie’s journal, which she often kept under the couch. I exited the house, walked around to the back and my delusion of anyone surviving was instantly erased.
There, in the backyard, not too far from where the picnic tables once were, was a stack of corpses. They had been burned, making any type of recognition impossible, but I knew who they were.
I sat on the ground and looked at them for I don’t know how long. The tears flowed freely and my sobs were unrestrained. Make no mistake though, deep down inside, a smoldering rage was burning.
I guess I sat there for an hour or so, lost in the memories of these people whom I had grown to love. I knew I needed to move along, but I couldn’t seem to do anything other than sit there and reminisce.
At some point, I realized that I was being selfish. Kelly was alone, hiding out in a car parked on a desolate road, waiting on me. I needed to get back to her and started to stand, but before I could act, I heard the sound of a vehicle approaching.
I ducked down behind one of the concrete barricades quickly and peeked around. It was Rick’s big red dually pickup truck coming up the driveway, and there were four people in it. They stopped about fifty feet away from me and backed up to the root cellar we had dug out a few months ago. I could smell the pungent aroma of marijuana wafting out of the open windows, and watched as they passed around a rather large water bong that looked a lot like a deformed donkey’s dick with one end of it shaped like two large testicles.
After parking, they sat there for several minutes and passed around their bong, talking and laughing without a care in the world, before it finally occurred to them they had come here for a specific purpose. They eventually exited the truck and began loading up all of our food products from the root cellar into the back of the truck. I waited until they were finished. After all, there was no need for me to do all of the work.
When it looked like they had reached their limit of physical exertion, I stood. The M4 felt good in my hands, like it innately knew its purpose.
The weed slowed down their thought processes; they gave no thought to post a guard or at least scan the area for any possible threats. Michael had stopped momentarily to scratch himself, and only then did he look around. He stood there with his mouth froze in an O-shape when he spotted me. His three companions slowly realized Michael was startled and followed his eyes to me. Their reaction was much the same, their mouths dropped open and they stared stupidly.
“If you want to live, do not move one single muscle,” I ordered in a snarl. The four of them were dumbfounded, no doubt due to a combination of the marijuana and the disbelief that I was here, facing them.
Michael worked his mouth, perhaps in an attempt to say something but nothing came out. He blinked his bloodshot eyes several times and then I guess he somehow convinced himself he could get the drop on me. His hand went for the pistol tucked in his waistband. I shot him in the upper thigh about the same time his fingertips caressed the handle. He screamed in agony and fell in a heap. I cursed myself silently. I was aiming for his groin, but I was off by a few inches. In any event, the gunshot had the desired effect, he dropped to the ground and his conscience, overloaded with pain signals, forgot all about his gun. I looked at the other three.
“Throw your weapons on the ground if you want to live.”
“You can’t get us all,” Kelvin declared.
“Did you learn that line in some idiotic movie?” I asked. “This is the real deal dumbass. Do what I say, or else you’ll end up like Michael.”
Michael continued whimpering, which caused Kelvin to lose his resolve. He slowly took his handgun out from his waist and tossed it on the ground about a foot in front of him. I guess he thought he was going to be able to dive for it and shoot me when my attention was diverted. The other two followed suit. Stupid, very stupid.
I walked up and kicked Kelvin in the chest with my size thirteen. When he exhaled, he sounded like a dying cow as he fell back on his ass. I reached down and quickly picked up his gun. It was one of Fred’s Rugers, which didn’t help my disposition. I tossed it aside, well away from them, and gestured at Felix.
“That gun in Michael’s waistband, it looks a lot like my Kimber forty-five, am I right?” I asked. Felix shrugged. I walked over while keeping eye contact on all of them and snatched it out of his waistband. He gave me the stink eye while I inspected it.
“Yep, I believe it is.” With that, I smacked Michael in the face with it. His nose made a pleasant crunching sound. It began bleeding profusely, which made me all giddy inside.
“Now back away from those guns and sit by your buddy,” I demanded. This time they did as ordered. I looked them over with undisguised hatred. Felix appeared to be unarmed, which seemed odd.
“Where the hell is your weapon?” I asked. He gestured over at the truck. A rifle was casually leaning up against it. “Dumb shit,” I muttered.
“Why are you doing this?” Sue wailed.
Instead of answering verbally, I slowly raised an arm and pointed at the pile of burned corpses. My finger then moved to point at Felix.
“I loved you like a brother, Felix.”
Felix held out his hands. “I didn’t have a choice in the matter, Zach. They were going to kill me if I didn’t go along.”
“What, these pieces of shit?” I asked and looked over the other three. They were fixated on watching me, fully aware now that I was on the precipice, waiting for any kind of sign to kill them, or worse. I returned my cold stare at Felix.
“All you had to do was give the word and I would have killed them. You should know better than try to tell me some bullshit story.” I waved the M4 at them. “What about it, Felix? Do you want me to kill them now?”
Felix dropped his hands and hung his head, refusing to answer.
“Which one of you killed Julie?” I asked. Nobody responded.
“Wrong answer,” I said. I took a couple of quick steps and struck Felix, the butt of the rifle catching him squarely in the nose. He cried out in pain as he fell back, his thick glasses flying off his head. He grabbed his nose with both hands and the blood spurted out from between his fingers. I wasn’t sympathetic though, instead, I chortled sadistically.
“Now you look just like your buddy,” I said and watched to see what their reaction would be. They were frozen like a deer caught in a car’s headlights.
“You four have a choice,” I said, “answer my questions, or else I’ll get pissed off and start doing nasty things to you.”
“We didn’t kill them,” Felix wailed, “the Colonel and his soldiers did.”
“Why?”
“He wanted your children for some reason and Julie wouldn’t give them up. He never told us why.”
“Alright, maybe I believe you, maybe I don’t. Tell me how it went down,” I demanded. Felix sobbed and blew blood out of his nose.
“After grabbing you, they put you in a truck and took off. The rest of them went to your house. They caught Andie and Terry somewhere, shot them, and then went to the house. Fred was mowed down with a machine gun. Then they approached the house and demanded everyone come out and surrender.”
“Well now, I believe I’m catching you in a lie,” I said. “A little birdie told me Andie and Terry had been at the school and encountered you guys on the ride back to the farm. Y’all waved them down and then y’all shot them.”
“We were just going to keep them out of the way while the Marines did their job,” Felix said, “but Terry pulled a gun and Michael shot him.”
“It was self-defense, man,” Michael lamented.
“So, you shot both of them.”
“It was self-defense,” he repeated. I guess he thought if he said it enough times I’d believe it. I didn’t do anything to him. I wanted to, but decided to wait. I had something better in mind.
“So, what happened next?”
“We went to the house. The Marines drove up with a couple of those little mini tanks…”
“A Bradley,” Sue added.
“Yeah,” Felix continued, “a Bradley fighting vehicle, that’s what they called them. So, they drive up to the front of the house and the Colonel gets on a loudspeaker. He demanded everyone come out and surrender. Everyone in the house opened fire, but it didn’t do any good, those things were bullet proof. They took out the main door with that gun that’s mounted on it.”
I searched my memory. The Bradley had many configurations, one of which was a twenty-five millimeter chain gun mounted on it. It could have easily blasted through the steel entry door with the right ammunition. It explained the large impacts I observed earlier.
“They didn’t stand a chance,” Felix continued. “I guess you know the rest.”
“Did they take my kids?” I asked. Felix nodded. “What about Julie?”
Sue spoke up. “They promised not to hurt her.”
“Yeah, Zach, we made them promise not to hurt anyone,” Felix said. “That was part of the bargain, but they didn’t keep their promise.” I looked at him in disgust.
“So, what happened then?”
“During all of the gunfire, she got shot,” Felix said reluctantly.
“Were my kids hurt?” Felix quickly shook his head.
“They must have been protected somehow. After the shooting was over, those Marines went in the house and came out with them. They found both of them unharmed.” Felix saw me staring hard at him. “They took them when they left.”
I gestured at the stack of burned corpses. “Who all is over there?”
“Fred, the old woman, Jessica, Andie…” Felix couldn’t finish the sentence.
“And Julie,” I said while continuing to stare at him balefully. Felix reluctantly nodded but then quickly spoke again.
“That Colonel made us burn them. We were going to bury them, but we haven’t had a chance yet.”
“Yeah, I see y’all have been really busy with other priorities.”
I walked over to Felix as he stared at me in fright. The blood was still running down his nose, which was now mashed and bent to one side. I gestured toward the pile.
“The count is short. Where the hell is Janet?” I asked. Felix shook his head unknowingly.
“I don’t know. The bodies, those that we found, those are the only ones we saw, except for Terry and Konya. We haven’t had a chance to get to them yet.”
I grunted. They probably had every intention of simply letting them rot where they died.
“What about the people at the school?” I asked. Felix looked at me and shook his head.
“They had no idea, man.”
Felix, when I looked at him, I was heartbroken. He was my best friend. I spoke quietly.
“Just a few weeks ago we were part of a cohesive group. Now look at you, a bunch of disgusting pieces of shit. So, Felix, you’ve never said why you betrayed me. Let’s hear the truth this time, you owe me that.”
He wiped his face, but all it accomplished was smearing blood everywhere. He shrugged, and then he started crying.
“You had everything, Zach. You had a home, a wife, kids, friends, food. You had everything. I had nothing.” He shuddered, then inhaled and tried to compose himself. “I can’t explain it any better than that.”
“Is that it?” I asked simply. Felix slowly nodded his head.
“You forgot a few things.”
“No, Zach, that’s it. I swear,” Felix replied pleadingly.
If he was waiting for some type of reprieve from me, it was not forthcoming. I shot him between the eyes and watched him as he slumped over. I then looked over at the other three.
“He forgot to tell me about chasing the truck and shooting the hell out of it, didn’t he,” I demanded.
“We didn’t know who it was,” Sue said quickly. “We were…” she bit off her words. I prodded her with my rifle barrel. “We were burning the bodies when we heard the truck start. We jumped in our car and caught up with them on the road. We weren’t sure who it was, so we started shooting. They ran us off the road and got away.”
I nodded solemnly. It matched up with Kelly’s story. “You just saved yourselves a bullet,” I said and stared at them a long moment. I finally gestured at Felix.
“If you don’t want to end up like your friend, take your shoes off and get in the back of the truck.” They were confused at the demand, but complied anyway. I gestured at Michael. “Give him a hand, and put Felix in the back too. I don’t want his body anywhere near this place.” 
Sue and Kelvin muttered under their breaths, but lowered the tailgate and helped Michael get in. By the time they were finished, both of them were wheezing from the exertion. They were pathetic, and yet they managed orchestrate a mass murder.
“Why don’t you idiots try to tend to your friend’s wound,” I said. They looked at me blankly.
“We don’t have a first aid kit or anything,” Sue replied. I was beginning to wonder how in the hell they had survived this long.
“Well then, why don’t one of you remove an article of clothing and use it to bind the wound. Damn you people are stupid.” My response seemed to have sparked a brain cell or two. They looked around and finally decided to use Michael’s tee shirt. Sue shoved the shirt down Michael’s pants where the bullet had struck him and cinched his belt around it tightly. Michael groaned in pain. Looking at her work, and apparently pleased at her first aid skills, she looked over at me with a helpless, pitiful, puppy dog expression.
“What are you going to do with us?” she asked plainly.
“I’m going to take you folks on a little ride,” I answered. They looked at me in blank puzzlement. I wasn’t going to bother with an explanation, but then changed my mind.
“I was never going to forgive Felix, he was supposed to be my best friend. You three though, you really had no allegiance to any of us, if you don’t count how much we helped you guys when we first met. So, I’m going to take y’all for a ride.”
“A ride?” Kelvin asked.
“Yeah. I’m going to take y’all far away from me and drop you off. After that, you’ll be on your own.”
“That doesn’t sound very promising,” he quipped.
“I’m giving you guys a chance, so don’t push it.” The fact I didn’t kill them outright actually had nothing to do with them. It had everything to do with how many people I had killed in the last couple of years. Sometimes, when I lay awake at night, I wonder if I have turned into a cold blooded killer, which is what Julie had called me once. I looked them over, sitting in the bed of the truck, looking at me as if I were being terribly unfair to them. I had no sympathy though. They were despicable pieces of shit, not worthy of any compassion. Killing them would have probably been the most compassionate act of all, but I kept that thought to myself.
“Sit there and enjoy the ride. If any of you jump out of the truck, I’ll kill you all.”
The interior stunk like hell, but it had almost a full tank of gas.
“Good,” I muttered, started the truck, and put it in gear. I took back roads and drove around in circles before ending up at Henry Horton State Park. I drove deep into the woods before stopping. If they paid attention, they would have made mental note of road signs and landmarks, but I somehow doubted they had the forethought to do it. Putting the truck in park, I jumped out and waved the M4 at them.
“Get out,” I demanded. The three of them looked at me questioningly.
“I not asking, I’m telling.”
“Where are we?” Kelvin asked.
“Your new home,” I replied.
“Are you leaving us here?” Sue asked.
“Yep,” I responded.
“But, we’ll be killed,” she exclaimed with borderline panic in her voice.
“Maybe, maybe not. I’ve been through worse and came out just fine.” I said and tossed the pair of fingernail clippers on the ground, along with the pocket knife. “You’ll need these, that’s what I had when I made my escape.” I gestured at Michael.
 “Well now, Michael, here is where the real test of friendship is going to be put to the test.” Michael stared at me sullenly. His face was ashen and the effects of the gunshot were taking hold.
“What do you mean?” he asked. I pointed at Kelvin and Sue.
“At some point, these two are going to start contemplating their own survival. They’re going to look at you and your gunshot wound and wonder if they’d be better off without you. The question is, are they going to be true friends and take care of you, or are they going to leave you for the zombies?” I watched in amusement as he slowly began to understand and realization struck him. I chortled.
“My guess is they’ll leave you when you’re sleeping. You’ll wake up and they’ll be gone.”
“You’re really going to leave us out here?” Sue asked weakly. I nodded.
 “You can’t do this to us!” Kelvin shouted angrily. He was on the edge of panic as well.
“You should have thought of that before you fucked my life up,” I retorted angrily and looked around. “By the way, you might not want to yell so loud, you might attract monsters.”
I got back in my truck and drove off, but not before throwing the bong out of the window, hitting Michael in the head with it.
 
I stopped the truck near the Volt and got out. The dark tinted windows made it difficult to see inside, but I didn’t detect anything out of the ordinary. I knocked on the window and gave the password. She peeked out from under a blanket before sitting up and unlocking the door.
“Did you have any problems?” I asked when she stepped out.
“No, everything’s been real quiet. Something walked by the car, but I don’t know if it was a deer, a human, or a zombie. I was covered up and didn’t move. It walked on by without stopping. So, what happened?”
I gave her the rundown on what happened.
“So, you killed Felix but let the rest of them live?” she asked. I nodded and explained.
“They’re dead,” I said, “it’s just going to take a while longer.”
“That’s cold, Zach,” she said. I shrugged.
“It’s their problem. Does that offend you?”
Kelly shrugged a shoulder. “They’re indirectly responsible for the deaths of our family. They’ll get what they deserve.” I nodded in satisfaction. It was the answer I was hoping for.
“Alright, I’d like to check out Fred’s house. Get in the truck, we’ll come back for the Volt later.” I started walking while she was standing there about to ask me more questions. She limped behind me and got into the passenger seat.
“What are we going to do next?” she asked. I ignored her and kept driving. She asked again and I continued to ignore her. She repeated the question a couple more times before finally screaming at me.
“Zach!” she screamed. I hit the brakes and glared at her.
“If you’re going to continue to treat me like a second class piece of shit, take me back to the Volt. I’ll find a way to make it on my own.”
“Is that what you want?” I asked. Her big brown eyes stared at me.
“No,” she exclaimed pleadingly, “I want to be with you. I want to be your partner, but I don’t want to be treated the way you’ve been treating me these past two days.”
I gripped the steering wheel tightly and breathed heavily for a good solid minute before I responded.
“You know what? You’re right. You’re absolutely right. I owe you, I really do, and I apologize for my behavior toward you. I’ve been…no matter, I apologize. I’ll take you back to the Volt.” Kelly reached over and grabbed me by the arm.
“Zach, I want to be with you,” she said plainly. I stared at my hands tightly gripping the steering wheel and forced myself to relax. I looked over at her.
“Yeah, I’d like that. You’ve been a good friend and I’d hate to lose you. I promise I’ll be nicer, but if you want to head out on your own, maybe go back to the school, I totally understand.”
“So, what now?” she finally asked. I sighed and thought for a minute.
“If Fred’s house is in good shape, I think that’s where we should stay, at least for the time being. It’s set up pretty good, and if it hasn’t been looted there should be plenty of food, but, at some point, I’m going to pay a visit to the school and see if they had any involvement in this shit. So, what’s your decision?”
“I’m going with you,” Kelly said with finality. I shrugged and put the truck in gear.
 



Chapter 60 – Planning
 
Fred’s house was untouched and the hidden key had not been moved. The interior was clean and very neat. Even the bunk beds were made with military efficiency; the blankets were smooth and pulled tight, as if waiting for Tommy and Joe to show up at any time. I went directly to the gun cabinet. Fred had a good inventory. He had an assortment of weapons, including a few I’d never seen him use before, and ammunition for each. Good, I thought, but we were going to need more eventually. We made a quick inspection of the rest of the house. There wasn’t a speck of dirt anywhere. Unlike my old buddy Rick, Fred was a very neat, yet utilitarian person.
“He should have let us decorate this place,” Kelly observed. “It’s very Spartan.”
“His original house was really nice and beautifully decorated,” I said and looked around. “I would guess he purposely kept it like this so he wouldn’t be reminded of his wife,” I said.
She looked around and pointed at the walls. “Why did you guys build this house out of concrete? I mean, I’m sure it’s very sturdy, but it looks awful. I feel like we’re back in the parking garage.”
“Simple, we built it with defense in mind, not aesthetics, but I see your point.” I stood staring at the walls, deep in thought.
“What are you thinking?” Kelly asked. I pointed at the walls.
“The walls, they’re thick enough against small arms fire, but those marines had heavy weapons, chain guns, I think. They’d be able to penetrate these walls.” I looked up. “Hell, they can penetrate the roof with mortar fire. The basement is fortified, but it only has one entrance. We’ll have to work on it. If those bastards decide to pay us another visit, we’ll need to be able to survive the assault.” I wanted my kids back, I thought. I caught myself looking for a notepad, but Kelly interrupted my thoughts.
“Well, if we live here, you better believe we’re going to decorate it.” She tried a cheerful smile. I frowned before catching myself.
“I know I’m not being a pleasant person.”
 “You’re not yourself lately, I understand.” She squeezed my hand and looked pointedly at me. “You asked me earlier what I wanted and I told you, but you didn’t tell me what you want.”
I smiled glumly. “The only thing I know for sure that I want is my kids,” I finally said, “other than that, I’m not sure what I want. I mean, Julie was the love of my life and the mother of my children.” I rubbed my face. “She’s now a burnt corpse in a pile of burnt corpses and I’m – I’m not sure about anything anymore.” I looked down at my shoes and fought to keep from crying again. Kelly held out a hand and lifted my chin.
“I have a great deal of admiration and respect for you, Zach. I know you loved Julie. I’m not trying to replace her, okay?”
“Okay,” I replied and drew a breath, “but before you declare you want to partner up with me, be forewarned you may not like or agree with some of the things I’m going to do, and my actions are more than likely going to put our lives at risk.”
“Dog fart mode?” she asked sarcastically. I nodded.
“If I get the chance, I’m going to kill them all,” I said. She looked deeply at me with those dark brown eyes before responding.
“Then I suggest after we unload the truck, you get out a notepad and start planning.”
I stopped her and pointed at the couch. “Have a seat. You’re not doing any unloading until that injury heals. I need my partner at one hundred percent.”
Kelly smiled, which was nice.
 



Chapter 61 - Journal Entry: November 1st, 3 A.Z.
 
I’m not exactly sure when we decided on it, but after a family discussion one cold wintery night, we arbitrarily decided to use November First as the first day of the first year of the zombie apocalypse. It didn’t seem prudent to use Anno Domini anymore, although I’m sure some people would argue the point. So, in this neck of the woods, today is the third anniversary when the world changed.
I’m not sure where to start. Andie did a wonderful job with this journal, I feel compelled to continue her legacy.
Well, let’s see. Since the last journal entry I was abducted by the very Marines whom we had previously befriended. I was betrayed by a man I thought was my best friend, Felix. Felix and his buddies made some kind of a pact with Colonel Almose Coltrane and they set me up.
Oh, they didn’t stop there. It wasn’t enough to abduct me, the Colonel saw fit to take my children and kill everyone else. Only Kelly escaped.
They carried my kids and me to Fort Campbell, Kentucky. Well, I can’t really say that. I never saw them and only assume they took them to the same location they took me. All I know is for my entire time they had me, they treated me like a lab rat. The Colonel claimed it was by orders of the President, but I’ve no idea about that claim. They said it was because my blood contained some kind of anti-zombie antigen. Major Parsons, the doctor conducting the tests, didn’t explain it any better than that. I had no idea my kids were in their custody as well and dare not think what tests are being done on them.
Luckily, I was able to escape. Unfortunately, I had no idea about my kids. I would have never fled without them, but again, I had no idea. A certain Corporal by the name of Ruth has some explaining to do, if I ever see her again.
When Kelly escaped, she took the big Volvo truck and fled for her life. Somehow, fate intervened and the two of us found each other. She told me everything, but I had to see it for myself. We went back home, and there – there were the people I loved. They had been unceremoniously stacked in a pile, like they were zombies, and burnt beyond recognition.
Fate intervened again. I happened upon Felix, Michael, Kelvin, and Sue. On September 30th of the 3rd year After Zombie, karma came back to bite them in the ass. I have nothing further to say on this.
For whoever happens upon this journal and is now wondering what I have done to find my children, I can only say this. On October 5th, in the dead of the night, Kelly and I infiltrated Fort Campbell, the last known location of Colonel Coltrane and his soldiers. We did it easily, too easily. Why? They weren’t there. In fact, the entire post was devoid of humans. We spent eight days looking in every nook and cranny. Nothing.
I’ve no idea where they went. Everything was gone, all of their equipment along with their vehicles. In fact, the whole military compound had been gutted, which was amazing in itself. The installation must have had millions of dollars in property at one time, and now it was all gone. There was nothing of value left. The only thing that remained was my prison room, complete with dried feces splattered on the window and blood stains on the floor. There was also a notepad with a few hand scribbled notes on chess moves. If I know military types, this would have been cleaned. My conclusion is they relocated immediately and I’ve no idea where to find them.
Kelly and I are currently living in the house that was originally built for Fred and Joe. We now call it home. We’ve recovered enough food to last us through the winter and the livestock is squared away. The greenhouses were all shot up. We got one of them repaired to last through the winter, but the other two were ruined.
We’re wary now when we see strangers and always greet them with a loaded weapon pointed at their gut. It’s not a way to make new friends, but we’re not interested in making new friends anymore. Well, let me clarify; Kelly would probably be receptive to making new friends, but I’m not.
We don’t have a lot of contact with the group at the school. There are new people who live there and they seem nice enough, but I’m not in a sociable mood much these days. Kelly is friends with them, but I avoid them. They said Benny was killed by zombies and Tonya is now running the show. She still has a special hatred toward me, so I don’t bother with any interaction with them. I’m skeptical about Benny’s death anyway. Hell, for all I know, Tonya killed him, not that it matters. I don’t give a shit anymore. Whatever feelings I once had for them, for anyone, died with Julie.
Bo and Penny are missing in action. We’ve not seen them nor do we know if they are alive or dead. Richard and his group claim ignorance. Deep down I think they did something, but have no proof. Besides, we’re too busy simply trying to survive.
I buried Julie and my friends on the mound next to Rick, Macie, Macie’s child, Rowdy, and that lovable mutt, Curly. On occasion, you’ll find me sitting on top of that mound, talking to them. They don’t answer, but it doesn’t matter. I know they hear me.
Kelly and I hooked up rather quickly. We were two lonely, desperate people who really only had each other. I’ve grown very fond of her in the short time we’ve been together and I depend on her more than I care to admit. I’m surprised she’s not pregnant yet. I tell her I love her, and maybe I do. I’m not sure because I really don’t know what love is anymore.
I don’t know where to go from here. I had so many ideas for a new society, but they all went to shit. If I were older, perhaps a bit wiser, people would have perceived me differently, but I’m just a teenager, and because of that, most people don’t take me very seriously.
What a pity. – Zach.
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Zombie, Inc., introduces the newest in home security with Ze Popper!® line of defensive containment. Keep your home safe with your own personal army of the dead! Robbers will move along when they see you’re protected by ZI mobile corpses.
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*A permanent collar of small charges instantly decapitates any collared zombie that wanders over the laser line, rendering the zombie harmless** to you and your family. Simply contact your Zombie, Inc., representative via their customer care scan code and the team of Zombie, Inc., Recovery Specialists will take over.
**A beheaded zombie could potentially pose a threat if you come in close contact with its mouth. Keep children and pets away from a decapitated zombie, and DO NOT attempt containment yourself. The ZI team of Recovery Specialists is here for YOU!
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The SUV was a Mazda Zecon with black-tinted windows and a complete black wrap with the Zombie, Inc., logo on each side in white, an Assessment Team scan code on each door panel, and a photo-realistic, life-sized horde of zombies plastered across the entire back. Classy, Carl thought and popped the passenger door open. The trainee sat in the driver’s seat, wide eyed and shaking. She had a small Ze Cross!® gas canister crossbow and bolt trained unsteadily on Carl’s head.
Carl raised his eyebrows. “Don’t get out much, Dillalia?”
She lowered the bow and breathed out a long, shaky whistle of air. She smiled, but even the smile was tentative. Carl had come to believe that people of Dillalia’s generation were hardened, insensitive. Not this one, though. She was smallish, not more than five four. Thin but strong looking and neatly turned out in the ZI Assessment Team uniform of white button-down Oxford, and tan khakis. It was an old-fashioned outfit, a throwback to the ’20s and before, when service-people in many fields wore such things. Of course, Carl remembered when men (mostly) had worn them in earnest. It hadn’t been a uniform back then, it had just been business casual.
“It’s ze-cedure, though,” Dillalia said. Her tone was questioning. She was looking for confirmation, instruction. “It’s right in the handbook to be on the defensive when you’re in the wild.”
Carl snorted and slid heavily into the passenger seat. “The wild, huh? That what you kids are calling it these days, Dill?” He shook his head. “That meant something entirely different when I was your age.”
“Right, I know. Jungles and stuff.”
Carl snorted again. “Well, kind of. Not really, though.” He shot her a look. “And please don’t call it ‘ze-cedure’ again. Just call it ‘procedure’–call it what it is. Believe me, all the ‘ze’ this and ‘ze’ that is not going to catch on if it hasn’t yet.”
“But the handbook–”
“The handbook is ninety-nine percent crap once you’re in the field,” Carl said. “File it away for the information regarding health care and whatever, but I’ll tell you one thing right now that will help us get along–don’t contradict me with handbook bullshit. Okay?”
Dill nodded, her face untroubled but intent, and Carl wondered what his reputation at ZI had become. Of course, everyone in Field Assessment was considered a little bit of a loose cannon. Assessment was the front line, the ones who left the safety of the ZI compound to do the dirty work. Assessment decided next steps, further measures and compensation. It took a lot of training, a lot of practice. There had been two trainees before Dill that hadn’t made it. One dead, one quit, and they both went against Carl’s record. It wasn’t bad over the course of a career to lose one or two, even four or five depending on how long you were training and the adversity of your territory, but to lose two in a row had been bad luck.
There was every possibility that Dill, herself, was Assessment, too–Employee Assessment–the most hated and feared group in ZI.
“Scan for the Wranglers,” Carl said. Time to get down to business. “We’ve got a menzie stuck head first in a sewer grate.”
“Collared or…?”
“Yep, pretty sure. Not popped from what I can tell. One Wrangler truck is enough.”
Dill flipped down the visor and touched the corner of her eye. A laser bloomed from the small scanner tucked next to her eyelid, and she trained it on the code under WRAN. A blip came from the vicinity of her ear, and she touched her earlobe lightly with two fingertips. “This is FA 12382, and we are requesting one Wrangler truck. Location broadcast.”
“Okay, Field Assessment, Wrangler truck on the way.” The automated voice was good, very close to human, but there was always a hitch when it switched. “Is this containment?”
Dill glanced at Carl and without looking up from his clipboard, shook his head. “It’s already contained itself,” he said, muttering distractedly. “There’s nothing to panic over.”
“No,” Dill answered the voice and removed her finger from her earlobe, ending the call. “What’s next? Do we go wait out near the one in the gutter?”
“Christ, no,” Carl said. “We wait until the Wranglers–” Carl shuddered, “–get here.”
“Are they really that bad?”
Carl raised his eyebrows at her. “You haven’t seen the Wranglers yet? No? Well, they’re just, you know, different. Not as bad as the Cleaners, but you wouldn’t want to hang out with Wranglers on a regular basis.”
“I’ve heard that about them.”
“Okay, so, procedure, see here? This form? This is the first one filled out. Always. On site and in front of a homeowner if it’s regarding a defect or perceived defect in a system.”
“Assess first, though, right?”
“Yeah, well, shit, of course. You have to assess to be able to fill the damn thing out.”
Dill nodded again, unperturbed, her eyes on the clipboard. Carl swallowed his impatience. It was his own fault. He wasn’t explaining things right, and also, she hadn’t been with him. How would she know?
Okay, so he was a little rattled. There seemed to be more riding on her success because it impacted his.
“Listen, Dill, I could tell from the guy’s tone when he called that it would be a bad idea to give him an audience. You’ll learn that. Next time, you’ll come with me, okay?”
Dill nodded again. Carl couldn’t get a good read on her. She was self-contained enough to be Employee Assessment but seemed too young. She’d been scared to be in the SUV by herself, but that could be an indicator of anything. The only ones who weren’t skittish outside company walls were Wranglers, Cleaners, and of course, zombies.
Gave you an idea where the Wrangler and Cleaners’ heads were at.
“Once you have everything down on the clipboard,” Carl continued, “then you input it into the tablet.”
“Why not just put it into the tablet in the first place?”
Carl sighed, but it was a reasonable question for a young person. Most of them had probably never used pens, pencils, or paper. “It’s part of the service, part of the…what the hell is it called the, uh, the–? The mystique! Just like the khakis and the Oxfords. We’re going for old-fashioned. We’re going for reassurance.”
“I wouldn’t be reassured by a clipboard,” Dill said.
“No, I guess you wouldn’t,” Carl said, “but you’re not in your fifties. You don’t own a house or–” He cocked an eyebrow at her. “Do you own a house?”
She looked at him as if he was crazy. Her first real expression if you disregarded the fear earlier.
“No, see?” Carl continued. “That’s what I mean. Our territory is almost entirely houses, homeowners, richies who can afford the big systems. See what I mean? They want to see a goddamned clipboard and some chop-chop. It makes them feel good. More secure.”
Dill nodded and turned her eyes back to the clipboard. She was ready to learn. That was good, because she had a long way to–
A gas engine roar made her jump. Carl couldn’t see the Wrangler truck from here, but he recognized it nonetheless. Wranglers had actually fought for and won the right to the old gas vehicles. That’s how crazy they were. It was as if they wanted to attract zombies. Crazy.
“Okay, they’re here,” Carl said. “Sneak on up there.”
Dill pressed the steering wheel at the top. The car hummed and rolled forward, slowly gathering momentum. She rounded the corner, and the Wrangler van came into view. Her eyes widened.
“What the fu–?”
Carl laughed. He’d been watching her face, waiting to see what happened once the Wranglers were in sight. “Something else, huh?”
She glanced at him and then turned her stunned gaze back to the vehicle twenty-five feet down the road, turned sideways curb to curb. It was a big pickup truck, flat black, with the Zombie, Inc., logo on each door panel in red. The tires were easily four feet high with heavy, studded tread, and the body of the truck sat an additional eighteen inches over the tires. A cowcatcher grill, also flat black, covered the front, and a rack of bullhorns with zombie heads on each of the two points sat above it like something from a wild-west nightmare. A red cap on the back had the word ‘Wrangler’ in loopy writing made to look like rope.
The engine roared, shaking the truck, and then the sound died. In the sudden silence, Dill took a breath to speak, but then the doors of the Wrangler truck opened. Two Wranglers tumbled out.
The men were dressed as old-time bikers in heavy blue jeans and leather chaps and leather vests over bare skin. Their forearms were laced up in black leather, they wore studded collars around their necks, and the sun glared and sparked off the metal spikes. Steel-toed cycle boots with chains and do-rags of flat black emblazoned with red skulls completed the look.
They ran, whooping, toward Carl and Dill.
“They…they, uh…” Dill stuttered. The Wranglers looked like bandits, like pirates, hooligans, ruffians. “Are they coming to kill us?”
Carl’s shoulders rose and dropped. “Man, you just never know,” he said, and then his door clunked open, and he pointed to the legs in the sewer grate, redirecting the Wranglers’ furious attention.
They turned like flocking birds and their whoops increased in both volume and frequency when they saw the legs. One or two ‘yee-haws’ popped out of them like uncontrollable burps.
“I’ll be back,” Carl said and began to close the door.
“Wait!” Dill said, her voice edged with panic. “What about me?”
“You’ll be okay. You have your crossbow, right? Keep it handy.”
“Yeah, but what about, you know, learning the job?”
“Do you see those two?” Carl asked and hooked a thumb back over his shoulder. The Wranglers had the errant zombie by the ankles and were pulling as they laughed, dragging it from the sewer. “Shit, Dill, you’re going to have plenty of on-the-job, okay? For now, just observe, okay?”
Dill nodded and sat back in the seat. She scanned the rearview and big side mirrors. Always be aware of your surroundings. Alertness was the number one rule when you were outside the compound wall. It wasn’t written specifically anywhere in the training materials, but the stories of lives lost through sheer inattention were many and frightening. Even if at least half of the stories were more office lore cautionary tale than factual account.
The Wranglers nodded to Carl and resumed their tugging. The zombie finally pulled free and one of the Wranglers stumbled back and landed hard on his ass. The standing Wrangler bugled a laugh as the grounded Wrangler cursed.
“Haw! You idiot! Watch where yer own big damn feet is, idiot!”
“Fuck you, Floyd! It wan’t my feet the problem! It was this ’un!”
“Floyd, this old feller never got nowhere near them bloated boats you calls feet. Now get on ’em boats, and let’s get this feller took care of.” The standing Wrangler turned and spit a thick stream of tobacco onto the road. He turned back and grinned broadly. “You idiot.”
The grounded Wrangler cursed again and turned the zombie’s foot with a sharp, businesslike twist, snapping the ankle. The standing Wrangler crouched and twisted the zombie’s other leg in a similar fashion, snapping the other ankle, splintering the fibula with a crunch. Then the Wranglers stepped back.
The zombie pushed, grunted, and gained his knees. His head dangled almost to the ground. The Wranglers crossed their arms over their burly chests and tilted their heads in observation. They were quiet, watchful. All pretense of idiocy and rambunctiousness seemed to have drained away clean.
“The collar only half popped would be my guess.”
“Yeah, mine too. Charges mighta wore out?”
“Not supposed to, not on the new models. See that blue tag there? That collar ain’t but a month old.”
“Shitfire, you’re right about that, Floyd. We’ll have to pluck that sucker offa that guy. Get the collar back to ZI so they can figure out why the poppers didn’t pop ’im.”
“Well, that’s what we’re about, Floyd, so let’s get about it. Let’s wrangle this sucker!”
The Wranglers turned to Carl. “Keep an eye on this one while we get the gear, would you, Abby? There’s a good girl.”
Carl gave them the finger, and they broke up laughing and bashing each other on the shoulder as they trotted back to their truck.
Wranglers were mystifying. They all called each other ‘Floyd’ and called everyone else–for reasons unknown–‘Abby’. They were a tight, secretive bunch, and Carl pitied the HR rep in charge of them. For years, the company had tried to move a Wrangler into management specifically for the HR job, but there were no takers amongst the Wranglers. The job was currently being handled by a young man who was rumored to be near suicidal because of it.
The Wranglers came back, one carrying a long pole with a rope on the end. A dogcatcher, it was called in the old days. Carl remembered them well. Now there were no more dogs, or at least, not many. After the plague, dogs had been drawn to the rotting zombies, drawn by the smell. It had not been uncommon to see a dog chewing the leg of a shuffling zombie or trying to roll on the less ambulatory ones. But zombie meat was poison to animals.
A lot of the ASPCA equipment had been bought up by Zombie, Inc., at pennies on the dollar. It translated well to zombie containment.
The other Wrangler carried a thin baton and a long Taser. They approached the struggling zombie like animal trainers in a zoo for the insane.
“We don’t need your help, Abby,” the Wrangler addressed Carl without looking at him. “Get back in your pussy-mobile, and wait for the report. This one’s gonna be easy!”
“You said it, Floyd,” the other Wrangler said. “Half the head gone already? I like those odds!” He swung the pole in a circle over his head, and the loop hissed and snapped. “Half the head gone; half the job done! Haw!”
“Catch hold on ’im and stop runnin’ yer mouth, Floyd. He’s gained his feet somehow.”
The zombie stood swaying on the stubs of his ankles, feet pointing off in different directions, the twisted bones of his shin poking through the skin. His head dangled against his chest, the back of his neck having been blown off by the collar. Shards of bone entangled with ribbons of rotting skin hung around his shoulders like a macabre scarf. He moaned, and it was muffled in the old corduroy jacket he wore. A substance that looked like a mix of coffee grounds and drying blood clots trailed down his back. He swayed and shuffle-hopped toward the Wranglers, leaving one foot behind. A coffee-clot about the size of an eyeball fell to the pavement with a slucking sound.
“Shit, sucker’s got a little life in ’im yet, I reckon.”
“Just get ’im looped up, Floyd, for fuck’s sake, quit yer dickin’!”
“I got ’im, I got ’im, quit yer cry babyin’, ya’ loose stool.” He swung the loop of rope and twirled it down over the zombie’s dangling head, but the zombie lurched to the left, and the rope skidded down his side.
“Aw, fucker! Hold still, ya’ oily cunt rag!” He raised the loop again–the pole was long and unwieldy–and this time, the zombie feinted backward, and the loop tripped uselessly down his front. Then the zombie lurched forward, swinging his arms and groaning as his head rocked side to side on his chest.
“Jesus! Quit fucking around, and LOOP that thing!” Carl said as he fumbled at his belt for his pistol.
“Shut up, Abby, Floyd’s got ’im! Go sit in your pussy-wagon if you can’t–”
The zombie tumbled, one of its reaching hands tangling in the Wrangler’s vest. The Wrangler roared like a surprised lion and jumped back as the other Wrangler stepped in with the Taser. “Floyd! Be careful! Sucker almost got you!” He jabbed the Taser into the zombie’s arm.
The zombie’s arm jerked up and back, flinging wildly. The Wrangler pushed closer and jammed the Taser into the open cavity at the zombie’s neck. Blue fire zizzed and flashed, and a stink of hot, rotted flesh combined with ozone made Carl gag.
“Loop ’im, Floyd! Loop the fucker!”
“Can’t! The head’s too far over! Loop won’t catch! Fuck!”
The zombie lunged again, the Wranglers jumped back in perfect synchronicity, and then a black bolt appeared in the zombie’s head as if by magic.
It collapsed forward over itself and crumbled onto the pavement.
Carl stopped fumbling for his pistol and stared open-mouthed. The Wranglers looked at each other, frozen, and then turned slowly to look behind them.
Dill stood ten feet away with her crossbow at shoulder level.
The Wranglers blinked at Dill, then blinked at Carl, and then turned their attention back to Dill.
“Thanks, Abby,” the first Wrangler said, “but we’re supposed to bring them back kickin’.”
Dill’s face, already very white, became whiter still. “Oh,” she said and lowered her shaking bow. Her shoulders fell in dejection. “Well…fuck.”
The Wranglers blinked at her again and then burst out laughing. “Don’t you worry about it, Abby! Haw haw! Yer a good little Abby!”
“Better a dead deadie than a dead Wrangler! Haw!”
They clapped her on the shoulders, nearly flattening her, but Dill managed a grin. They hawed harder and commenced to slapping her on the back. She nearly went to her knees.
“Yer a good one, Abby! Yer a good assessment man!”
“You call us anytime, Abby! We’re your wranglers!”
“Thanks–guys, thanks–oof, thanks, I–” She stepped away from their good-natured pounding. They continued to grin at her. “My name’s Dill, though.”
“Aw! Right you are, Abby!” the first Wrangler said and caught her up in a bear hug that took her breath away. “Grrr…yer a good man!”
“Jesus,” Dill said, her voice a squeezed squeak, “put me down!”
The Wrangler dropped her all at once, and her teeth clicked together when her feet hit the pavement. The Wranglers leaned in, and once again, all traces of buffoonery had dropped from their features. Dell gazed into two pairs of brown eyes as warm and intense as any pit bull pup’s had ever been. The first Wrangler said, “We mean it; anything you need–”
“–you call us first, Abby,” the second Wrangler finished.
*
Dill and Carl watched from the SUV as the Wranglers sawed away at the zombie’s neck in order to retrieve the unpopped collar. They laughed and yelled and occasionally gave the Assessment SUV either the finger or a thumbs-up and then broke up again, seemingly unaffected by their brush with death and unconcerned with the charges on the collar that hadn’t fired. Of course, many Wranglers were missing fingers. It seemed a mark of honor among them.
“Weird. They’re so weird!” Dill said and shook her head. Her voice was still shaky, and her face very white. Her wide eyes prismed with carefully unshed tears.
“You made a good impression, though,” Carl said. His tone was halfway between admiration and irritation. “You seem to know how to handle yourself, especially considering you’ve just started. Most people aren’t quite as confident their first time out.”
Dill sighed and crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not EA, if that’s what you’re wondering.”
Carl glanced at her and away. “If you say so,” he said and shrugged.
She turned to him. “I mean it. I’m not Employee Assessment. I promise I’m not.”
Carl nodded, seemingly disinterested, and watched the Wranglers.
“I’m not, Carl, and anyway, it’s company policy that I have to say I am if someone asks.”
Carl snorted. “Who told you that?”
“I don’t know, I mean, it’s just something people say. It’s just known.”
“Dill, think about it–how could that possibly be a policy? How could they possibly enforce it?” He shook his head. “That’s why I like being on the outside. Too much yapping and information cannibalism in the office.”
The Wranglers had the zombie head removed, and the collar was in the truck. Now they stood at the sewer grate, where gore was flung across the road and sidewalk in wide arcs. They moved methodically, back to back, blinking and turning in quarter turns.
“What are they doing? Why are they blinking like that?” Dill asked.
“They’re recording the scene. Wranglers have camera implants along with the scanner implants.”
“Jeez,” Dill breathed, “that’s got to be expensive!” Her fingers went unconsciously to the call code scanner embedded near her eyelid, but she didn’t touch it. It was smaller than half a grain of rice and activated by pressing. The laser scanned a series of squares and connected you to your party via the tiny phone implanted near your ear. The scanners and implant procedure weren’t that expensive; it was the plans that really got you. Luckily, when she’d joined ZI, they took over her plan and deducted personal calls from her pay.
Camera eyes were usually only for richies like government workers.
“Company pays for it, obviously,” Carl said. “Wranglers are far from rich. Same as the rest of us.”
“Do you have an eye camera?”
“No way,” Carl said. “No company plan combined scanner, either.”
“How do you call anyone?” Dill asked. Her voice was almost breathless with befuddlement. He might as well have said he didn’t have a brain.
“I have my personal,” he indicated his left side, “and a company one,” he indicated his right. “I won’t have them controlling my plan.”
“Why not, though? They make it so easy! They filter out all the personal calls and take it right from my check. I never have to pay a single thing.”
He gazed at her, eyebrows raised. “You’re paying,” he said, “believe me, Dill. You’re paying.”
 
Zombie Inc. is available from Amazon here
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