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Chapter 1

The Bridge




I stood alone in the overcast and misty morning. The fog swirling across the sound from the tidal marsh, engulfing me in its delicate, ethereal tendrils. The only disturbance of this solitude was the faint call of a Great Blue Heron in the distance seeking a morning fish to bring back to its hungry young. The fog would burn off soon, turning the day into another North Carolina summer scorcher, but for the moment the scene provided an eerie, otherworldly appearance.
This thinly veiled and picturesque scene masked the horror the outside world had evolved into.  Those of us who had not become infected were now hunted by those who had! Homo-sapiens had dropped a rung on the evolutionary ladder, to them, we were sheep or cattle, something used to sustain them.
After retiring as a Police Captain from a large city in Virginia, I became the Chief here in Beaufort, North Carolina, this was my dream job.  My family and I fell in love with the Southern charm of this waterfront community along the Crystal Coast. The genuine hospitality and friendliness of the people who live and work here endeared us to this small coastal town.When I heard Beaufort was looking for a new Police Chief, I wasted no time pursuing the opportunity.   From there, I never looked back to the hectic crime scene of a big city.
That dream died a long time ago.  I never imagined in my worst nightmare, the things I would be required to do and how much loss I would be asked to endure.  Everyone's life was drastically altered by the onset of the plague.
Today, like every day now, life has returned to the suns natural cycle, up at daybreak, in bed by sunset. Lacking electricity certainly has a way of making you a servant to the whims of the sun and nature. This break from the routine today was that my community was going to banish a young man. With the world being what it is, there are no longer resources for the luxury of rehabilitation or imprisonment when people violate the rules of society. As a result, almost every criminal sentence now results in the banishment of those convicted. 
The town would never agree to hand out a death sentence, even though everyone knew in the back of their mind that to banish someone probably had the same result. We massaged our sense of morality by claiming that the convicted individual at least had a sporting chance of making it on the outside if they were careful and extraordinarily lucky.
Slowly, residents of the town formed a macabre little gathering around me to include some members of the Town Council. Most people were either bored or curious and looking for anything that would break the monotony of struggling to survive. Like previous banishments, this one was taking place at the Arendell Bridge on the south end of town.  Everyone was waiting for the anticipated drama to play itself out.
Looking at the people I have known for years, I took in many sad details.  Everyone appeared to be dirtier than they were a year ago.  Their faces seemed a little more pinched from eating a low-calorie diet, coupled with a new life filled with manual labor. Clothing that used to be clean and pressed was now threadbare and stained. Style, fashion, and hygiene that were once important were now relegated to secondary importance. The need to scrape by and survive from day to day took precedence over almost everything else.
Townspeople continued to wander in by ones and twos, some walking or riding bicycles which had become the preferred mode of transportation. There were even a couple of horses, and one enterprising man had an old moped he got running by using 160 proof, distilled corn alcohol as a biofuel. That fact alone was a little surprising because he usually consumed the alcohol as fast as he could push the juice through the copper coils of his jury-rigged homemade still.
The residents of my town were brought here by a relatively minor crime of theft and destruction that occurred three short days ago.  Carrying out a sentence this quickly in the pre-plague world would have been unheard of, but justice was swift now, out of necessity. In a fit of hunger, a young man named Ethan Tyler took it upon himself to scavenge through a neighbor’s garden. In the process, he pulled up several promising bean plants and ate his way through the strawberry patch.    He then began making a move on the chicken coop to relieve the hens daily offering of delicious brown eggs when he was discovered. 
Ethan’s neighbor, heard the fussing from his best egg producers and fearing it was a fox, rushed out the door with his shotgun to greet the four-legged thief. To his great distress, he instead surprised the two-legged rat named Ethan, rooting around inside the chicken coop.
Mr. Weisman was a veteran who walked with a limp from shrapnel he caught in the leg during the first Gulf War.   Despite the pain the old wound gave him, he marched Ethan to the police station. He later confided to me it was one of the longest and saddest walks he had ever taken as he had known Ethan since he was five years old.  Mr. Weisman reminisced about Ethan growing up, learning to ride a bicycle and asking to mow his lawn for ten bucks as they walked and limped the two miles into town. Despite his reservations, Mr. Weisman kept the old Remington 870 shotgun prodding Ethan along whenever he pleaded for mercy or began to drag his feet.
Ethan's trial was brief with little fanfare, ending in a quick decision. The high-priced, fancy lawyers and legal wrangling were dispensed with.  Just the facts and a few honest men and women to pass judgment on what they heard. Everything was out in the open, anyone who had something to say was encouraged to speak their mind. Opinions, personal experience, and gut instinct were valued as much as the facts to help the jury make an informed decision.
A sudden silence fell over the small gathering on the bridge.  Through some unspoken word, the spectators knew it was time for the final chapter in Ethan’s story to begin, all eyes became fixated on me.
How this task fell under my wheelhouse, I am not particularly sure.  Somehow the noose of responsibility had slipped around my neck months ago when the whole world fell apart.  What else was I to do?  The survival of my friends and family descended upon me to lead them through the disaster that was surrounding us? Covering an ironic laugh at the thought of the blind leading the blind with a cough, I mustered the courage to address the gathering.
“Well,” I began, searching for some words that were regal or inspiring to the congregation. I would have settled for some words that just made sense in this crazy new world we were living in, but they didn’t come either. “Ethan,” I began again and turned to him, “Your family has been part of this community for a long time, most of us have watched you grow into a young man.”
Ethan stood a few feet from me, recently brought forward.  An officer held his hand firmly on Ethan’s shoulder, making sure there were no interruptions of this morning's proceeding by uncalled for lapses of manhood. I looked at him closely.  "Sometimes, we make poor choices in life. None of us feel any different about you as a person because of what you did." Though my voice took on a more serious tone, there was still a little respect in it for Ethan, acting like a man and taking his punishment with some dignity.  Ethan really had no choice in the matter, but the fact that he did not make a scene was never the less appreciated.
"You know the rules of how we treat each other within the community, and you know what the punishment is for theft and destruction of another person's food supply."  Ethan looked up from his scuffed, and dirty sneakers briefly caught my eye and nodded once.  He then quickly looked down again in shame so no one would see his glistening eyes. "A jury of your peers has found you guilty and sentenced you to be banished from town, do you understand this, Ethan?" He nodded again, this time, tears were clearly running down his cheeks. Ethan's mother Susan was standing next to him holding his hand with all the unconditional love only a mother could have for her son.
“Chief,” she barely croaked out.
“Yes, Susan?” I replied with a slight catch in my throat from the emotion of the moment.
"I’m leaving with Ethan!" she stated firmly. "I know he has done wrong, but he is all I have left in this world, I won't let him face this punishment alone."
I took her hands in mine and was barely able to whisper, "I would expect nothing less. I am sorry to see you leave.”
“Thank you, Chief," she replied. "You have always been a fair man, a tough man, but a fair one, we have always known where we stand with you."
Susan and my conversation lapsed into an awkward silence until she turned toward Ethan, wiping away tears.  I stood by watching as they shouldered their pitifully small packs and walked toward the bridge. While passing individuals in the crowd of onlookers, some made humble acknowledgments, and others provided them parcels of food.  In a fit of generosity, one man pressed four rounds of .38 caliber pistol ammunition into Susan's hand. She stopped, gave him a hug then pulled out her old, rusty revolver and inserted the bullets, bringing her total to just five.
The Arendell Bridge was supposed to have been replaced by the new Highway 70 bypass meant to keep traffic out of town.  However, that plan had come to a screeching halt with the onset of the plague. Off to our west, the new half-built structure stuck out of the dark, murky mudflats in a mocking remembrance of yesterday's prosperity, never to be realized. Through some bit of good fortune, the new bridge was behind schedule, and the existing Arendale Bridge was a drawbridge which was currently in the upright position. 
I shuddered in remembrance of what had been a knockdown drag-out fight with the mayor to get the bridge in that position. I disregarded his directive and sent officers there to order the watchman to raise the draw. My dreams are still haunted by the wails of the people stuck on the wrong side of the bridge when we opened it. Their hope of escape from the infected blocked by an open drawbridge and swift-flowing tidal waters.  Only later, when the full weight of the impending crisis was apparent, did the mayor stop me after a meeting and thank me for having the foresight to defy his orders.
The Arendale drawbridge was now forever stuck open; power had long ago ceased to flow through it, damning it to an eternity in the upright position.  To compensate we built a smaller wooden drawbridge hanging off the bridges west side. When let down by ropes and pulleys, it reached across the watery gap. In this way, we could go to the south side for scavenging, or conducting banishments when necessary.
In the beginning, prisoners were transported by rowboat, but that process turned ugly one day when Sam Guilder was not willing to get out of the boat on the other side of the inlet. A struggle ensued resulting in an officer getting stabbed with a knife Sam had been concealing for the occasion. Sam received a .308 rifle round to the temple for his troubles, delivered by the officer on watch in the bridges controller's shack. Sam had been a problem since the day he was born, so no one shed a tear that he had met such a fate.  However, it was unfortunate that an officer got hurt in the process. Ever since the incident with Sam, everyone took the long walk into infected territory alone.
The new wooden drawbridge was unceremoniously lowered with a squeak of its pulley and clatter of wood on concrete.   This unceremonious procedure allowed Ethan to take his first tentative step onto the structure. Standing at the precipice, he looked almost fearful that it would dump him into the water. Ethan took one last mournful look back in hopes of receiving forgiveness from the onlookers.  Finding none, he turned to meet his fate and started across the bridge. Susan was on the verge of a breakdown now.  With shoulders heaving, she followed behind her son, not looking back and not expecting a change of heart from the town where she had grown up.
Reaching the far side of the wooden bridge, Ethan and Susan set foot on the concrete decking of the permanent bridge.  They did this with the tentativeness of Neil Armstrong setting foot on the moon because they were now leaving behind the last vestiges of security that we knew existed. From my vantage point, they were fearful that a single foot touching down on the south side would draw an immediate response from those that lurk on the infected side of the bridge.
I watched with detached interest now, as they took furtive glances to the left and right at their new alien surroundings.  They hitched their packs up a little higher and started shuffling across the remaining portion of the Arendell Bridge, down into Morehead City.  In an odd twist of irony, both Ethan and Susan probably thought nothing of this crossing a few months ago during their daily drives to the grocery store, soccer practice or any one of a dozen other mundane tasks. Ethan was probably playing on his iPhone and Susan with her thoughts on the busy life of a single mother.  These 21st-century concerns, distracting them from the remote possibility that their future was about to be altered dramatically as the world was turned upside down.
There was a feeling of electricity in the air as the crowd of onlookers shifted on their feet for the show most of them were secretly waiting to see but would never admit to. Everyone wanted to know how long the banished pair would last in the infected territory!
An old rigging plant and seafood processing facility sat at the southern end of the ramp leading up to the bridge. They were a maze of machines, boats, and equipment that I knew still had an infestation of plague victims hiding within.  It was the first challenge any banished individual had to face on their journey into the infected territory and where all eyes were transfixed. 
A boy suddenly cried out with a shrill voice, “Oh, there!” Pointing his finger toward the diminishing shadows near a pile of old crab pots.  I could see it as well, along with another deeper in the rigging plant.  The two infected were continuing to keep in the shadows, but they were clearly angling to intercept the wary, but inexperienced Susan and Ethan.
“Crack!”
A gunshot rang out, breaking the silence of the morning, sending several birds flying up from the mudflat at the base of the bridge. An audible gasp went through the crowd like lightning, and one man hopped on his feet to get a better view of what was happening. The shot, however, did not come from Susan's antique .38 caliber revolver.  It was the loud throaty bark of a scoped .308 rifle being fired from the top of the drawbridge controller's shack.
Officer Jim Hardin, who had requested bridge guard duty today stood upright with a rifle to his shoulder and scope to his right eye. “There was an infected coming up the bridge boss,” he called down to me.  I knew full well the infected had been lurking in the shadows moving in for a feast without Ethan or Susan knowing.  Jim was trying to give them a fighting chance.
Accepting his lie, I only nodded, unable to bring myself to speak.  Two more shots sang out in quick succession, as I turned and walked back toward the police station. According to Officer Hardin's shift report, he stated he watched Susan and Ethan disappear and the crowd of onlookers dispersed.  Approximately two hours later, he heard four or five gunshots followed by distant screaming, then all was quiet for the rest of his shift.




Chapter 2

Something Odd is Going On




The apocalypse, the Rapture, Armageddon, or maybe Judgment Day like the popular movie?  The challenge in describing the situation mankind currently finds itself in is that it has not been a one-day affair, but rather a slow slide into chaos brought on by "the infected.” It is they who have become the new apex predator upon the land. This watershed event in human history is unofficially known as the “French Plague." It is a conveniently vague description that adds an air of mysticism to the whole experience.  I guess giving the disaster a name makes it easier to wrap your head around something this unimaginable. There is a fancy scientific name which the eggheads at the Center for Disease Control gave the plague, but no one could really pronounce it.   So, the name French Plague stuck. In hindsight, it sucks for the French to have the disease which brought the human species to the brink of extinction named after your country, but sometimes that is how life, or in this case death, works out.
The best way to explain the origin of the French Plague is to describe how it all began. In the early days, rumors were rampant, and everyone had an opinion of where the plague originated from.  Everything was postulated as a cause for the calamity, some said it was God's will, others said terrorism or a Russian bio-weapon was to blame.  The reality of the situation was academically interesting but far less conspiratorial.
The most accurate explanation for the origin of the French Plague came from the United States, Center for Disease Control's "Special Investigative Panel on the Origin of the French Plague." I imagine there is still a government bureaucrat hidden in a bunker somewhere right now finishing the final chapter of the report. The following is based on the CDC report and what I pieced together from social media, the news, and other governmental media releases before they all went dark.
On March 24th of last year, a construction crew was clearing land and demolishing an old building in Marseille France. The relic of a building was a 700-year-old brick and masonry structure which had finally given up the fight against time and gravity. A freak Mediterranean storm with a brisk onshore wind caused the southern wall of the rickety building to collapse.  This came as no great surprise since the building was many hundreds of years past its life expectancy.
The remains of the structure could not be salvaged.  Which was a great relief to its neighbors who had enough of the old building lowering property values and attracting vermin, both the human and rodent. The local zoning board opted in the interest of public safety to raze the site and prepare it for redevelopment.
This property was in a prime commercial area of Marseilles, so the ruins were quickly purchased for the construction of a neighborhood grocery store adorned with fake architecture that mimicked the community. This popular chain was all the rage across southern France; thus, the plans won quick approval. Debris from the dilapidated structure was cleared from the site, and excavation for the foundation began, then quickly ground to a halt. To no one's surprise, "objects of archaeological importance" were uncovered. When you're working in a city thousands of years old, you can't put a shovel in the ground without finding some piece of junk an archeologist finds interesting.
The Musée d'Archéologie Nationale, France's national archaeological museum, took the responsibility of examining the old ruins to determine their history.  Their mission was to determine if what the construction team uncovered was simply another building with no historical significance or something more. A surprisingly small exchange of funds ensured nothing more than a cursory inspection with little archeological work, was done. As a result, the go-ahead was given for a resumption of construction of the new store. Thus, societal progress continued pushing forward unabated by the ghosts of the past.
As bad luck would have it, the old building, a former monastery, was not quite as insignificant as the paid off scholars thought it was. Proper research would have revealed in 1720, Yersinin Pestis, better known as the Bubonic Plague, arrived at the port of Marseille resulting in its quarantine from the rest of France and the world. The cities pitifully small number of hospitals were quickly overwhelmed by the Black Death and every available building, including churches, public houses and monasteries were pressed into service.  A mere 50,000 people would eventually die in Marseilles from that round of the plague.
Goffredo Abalino, a middle-aged, alcoholic construction worker, was hard at work on the new store.  He was operating a large, yellow Caterpillar bulldozer pushing back the dirt to find bedrock for the foundation. Despite the work, his mind kept wandering to his favorite watering hole where he would be spending this week's paycheck. The combination of his normally high blood alcohol level and wandering attention resulted in the dozer blade catching on a previously undiscovered, underground vault. A loud crash of stone was heard for blocks around as the vault collapsed, plunging the dozer and its driver into a watery stew of 300-year-old interned plague bodies.
Burial vaults have been uncovered all over Europe.  Their discovery is not uncommon; the difference was that until now, they had always been free of the live plague virus. No one seriously thought that the disease could still be alive and hibernating after hundreds of years in a burial chamber waiting for its rediscovery. The “Black Death” was thought to be all but extinct in the world, until now.
Scientists later hypothesized that the near freezing, dark water in the flooded vault slowed the decomposition of the bodies to almost nothing. This gave the virus just enough nourishment to keep it alive. Perhaps it was God preserving one of his lesser loved creations, maybe it was just a bad twist of fate.   No one really knows for certain how the virus survived, but it did.
Medicine has progressed dramatically since the 1700s and antibiotics could have easily squashed an outbreak of the bubonic plague. Much to the world's great misfortune what would have turned out to be a disturbing, yet controllable outbreak, evolved into something much more malevolent. Mr. Abalino, the dozer driver, had contracted meningitis as a child.  With good nursing care, he made a full recovery, but the virus would forever lay dormant in his body. It turned out to be a very receptive partner to Yersinin Pestis.
Months later, the Center for Disease Control determined the French Plague had evolved through some type of unexplainable genetic mutation, combining the two viruses. The new super virus had the most lethal and ruthless characteristics of the Bubonic Plague and the Meningococcal virus.
Recovering from their shock of seeing the hapless, half-drunk dozer driver, swim with the dead, his fellow coworkers fished him out of the water-filled vault. They ensured he did not drown during his plunge into the vault of the watery dead and was transported to a local hospital for observation by first responders.  Hours later, he would unknowingly be released as “patient zero,” who was declared "fit and healthy."
Marseilles France was a major shipping port on the Mediterranean, which was frequented daily by merchant sailors from across the globe.  When they come to port after days at sea, they like to drink, just like Mr. Abalino does every evening after work. Mr. Abalino reasoned that he was more than justified with tying back a few extra drinks following his death-defying swim with three-hundred-year-old corpses. With every drink, the story of his plunge into the watery grave became more inflated! Eventually, his rendition included the ancient watery dead, sensed his movement above. They used their skeletal fingers to break through the rock to drag him into their fetid, stinking chamber of death!
The eclectic group of sailors and tourists patronizing of the bar loved the story so much that person after person thrust drinks into Mr. Abalino’s hands.  He graciously accepted them all and poured them down his throat until his body had enough. Vomit of epic proportions erupted from Mr. Abalino’s mouth splattering many patrons with nasty goo laced with a previously never seen microscopic virus. This rapid change of events caused Mr. Abalino to become the brunt of the angry barkeep who was stuck with cleaning up the slop. So, he and his story were none too gently thrown out the door onto the sidewalk. Mr. Abalino staggered two blocks from the bar before he succumbed to the effects of the alcohol and passed out, falling into the old cobblestone street. The impact split his forehead open, adding his own blood to the vomit that covered him.
Hours later as the sun was beginning to rise, two French police officers returning to the station after an uneventful graveyard shift, happened upon Mr. Abalino lying in the gutter.  Sharing some laughter at the blood, vomit and gutter slime-covered Mr. Abalino, the officers felt that they should at least move him onto the sidewalk.  They reasoned that the move would ensure he did not get hit by an inattentive morning commuter, and they could still secure from work on time. With their dubious plan in place, the officers donned their rubber gloves. With one officer grabbing arms, the other grabbing legs, they heaved Mr. Abalino up onto the sidewalk. They chuckled again as the drunken man let out a guttural grunt and moan as he came to rest on the cement.
Officer Dubois leaned close to Mr. Abalino to ensure he and was still breathing before he and his partner could make a hasty departure to the precinct. Inches from Mr. Abalino's face, Dubois began to detect the sticky sweet smell of vomit and alcohol emanating from the man’s mouth. Disgusted with the nasty experience, Officer Dubois declared him to be “alive enough” and decided it was time to go. Without warning, Mr. Abalino’s eyes snapped open to reveal a pair of dark, glassy orbs that sent a shot of icy cold fear into the gut of Officer Dubois.
Before Officer Dubois could get up off his knees and back away, Mr. Abalino reached his arms up and latched them around the officer's body.  An almost superhuman strength pulled the office down to his face with cold clawing hands. The man-monster’s teeth chewed into the officer’s neck and face. Officer Dubois screamed in pain and frantically began punching Mr. Abalino’s head with weakening strength. It was a fruitless effort to get him to release the deathly grasp while blood pumped from a severed artery onto the street.
Officer Chausse seeing the mortal peril his best friend and was in, moved to draw his SIG Sauer pistol.  However, he was not able to unholster his pistol before the animal that Mr. Abalino had become, turned on him latching its jaws on his ankle. A hail of 40 caliber parabellum rounds spit out from the barrel of the handgun at point-blank range into the creature's torso. Six contact hits would have easily disabled any human, but the enraged man-creature only let out a howl of anger and renewed its efforts to gnaw through Officer Chausse's leg. Officer Chausse finally put his gun to the monster's head and again began pulling the trigger, not stopping until the slide locked back on an empty chamber. Additional officers and emergency medical units rushed to answer their radio distress call.  Little did they know Officer Chausse hid in the shadows fixing his cold, black and glassy eyes on them…
From the initial incident, the plague simply became a numbers game of how fast people would infect each other.   The winner would be determined if the virus could infect people faster than healthy people could eliminate them. We know how that game eventually turned out. The volume of infected people eventually reached the tipping point first, sending the contest in their favor.
The patrons of the bar went back to their ships and homes.  Others continued their vacations, all unwittingly carrying the French Plague with them, courtesy of Mr. Abalino.  The people exposed to Mr. Abalino's bodily fluids eventually succumbed to the virus and attacked other people, continually spreading the disease.  In this way, the spread of the plague was compounded, one became two, two became four, four became sixteen…
The medical explanation as to how the virus evolved is a lot more complicated and could fill its own book. The Readers Digest version is that the meningitis virus was reactivated in Mr. Abalino's body as it was introduced to its new friend Yersinin Pestis. The two viruses went to work eating away at the cerebral cortex of the host's brain.  This damage to the victim's brain left only the primitive medulla oblongata untouched and in control, thus destroying the higher functions of the victim's mind.  This left a human, functioning at a low level that was always angry, always hungry, and not particular about what or who it ate.
Within a week there were several dozen known cases in Marseilles, construction workers, first responders, and hospital employees mostly. These were only the ones who could be brought to treatment facilities. There were many more victims the authorities were not aware of, stuck inside their homes and apartments.  They sat like traps waiting for some unfortunate friend or neighbor to check on them when they had not called or shown up for work. These unsuspecting victims would often receive a bite or exposure to bodily fluids as they came through the door. The victims would often flee the attack; leaving doors open freeing the infected to walk the streets. The newly exposed victims would degenerate into another walking plague victim, thus spreading the disease for the winning team. The immigrant populations who were not familiar with western medical facilities and fearful of deportation if they brought in a sick family member became a hotbed for the infected.
The sailors and tourists departed France on ships and planes.  They unknowingly spreading the French Plague across the globe to other cities such as Cairo, Rotterdam, Bombay, and even all the way to Hong Kong. Some of the victims became symptomatic in hours and others in days, there was no way to predict when someone would succumb to the French Plague.  The numbers of plague-infected people around the globe continued to multiply exponentially until all hope was lost of turning back the tide of creature’s people began referring to as "the infected."
We were isolated in Beaufort, which is a small tourist town off the beaten path on the northern end of the "Crystal Coast" of North Carolina. The pre-plague town population was 4,184, and greater Carteret County had a pre-French Plague population of 68,434. The county included the towns of Moorhead City, Atlantic Beach, Emerald Isle, and my home of Beaufort among others. There is no significant industry, and our economy was mainly eco-tourism, farming, and fishing. This was a quiet little corner of America where life was good.
Like most mornings, I drove my patrol Tahoe up to a rather non-descript, white brick building which served as the police station. It seemed out of place among the historic buildings, some of which date back to the 1700s. Walking in I greeted my receptionist, Margo, with a smile and asked her how the town fared through the night. She let out a slight chuckle while handing me the night shift report, a reminder about a meeting with the mayor and a phone complaint from John Hatcher who lived out on North Shore Drive. The note said kids were emptying his crab traps and his wife was threatening to beat him if she couldn't get enough blue crabs for dinner.  Small town problems, I smiled.
If this was the worst problem my morning had in store for me, I figured I could manage.  Sitting down at my old oak desk, I pulled out some files and pushed papers around for a couple hours of mundane administrative work. Eventually becoming bored with mundane administrative paperwork, I decided to take a walk down to the waterfront to clear my mind and recharge my batteries. Walking around town was one of my favorite activities as it was a reassuring feeling knowing most everyone and always being greeted with a smiling face and wave.
Traveling down Broad Street, I cut through the “Old Burying Ground” cemetery behind the United Methodist Church. Looking at the stone grave markers as I passed, it was hard not to recognize the history of each one.  So many heroes were laid to rest in this place over the years. Some of the graves belonged to soldiers who fought for the nation's independence and in the Civil War. It was humbling to walk among those who sacrificed everything for liberty. The cemeteries charm came from the old Oak trees whose canopies were filled with Spanish moss, giving the area a feeling as if time had forgotten it.  I quickened my pace as a foreboding chill came over me, and I exited the old cemetery.  My wandering brought me down to the deli on Front Street that overlooked Taylor Creek and the waterway to the ocean.
Pushing the door to the deli open, it rang a bell hanging from a string as the door swung past, just like what you would hear in an old country store. Sam, the middle-aged and slightly overweight proprietor, greeted me with a wave and a smile.
“Hey Chief, can I get you anything?”
"I think one of your Bar-B-Que specials would hit the spot today."
“Coming right up, Chief,” he replied and turned to the stove to prepare my lunch.
I glanced around at the little store, taking in the tourist knick-knacks, candies, and ice cream freezer all set up to separate the tourists from their dollars. My eyes eventually wandered up to the television hanging above the dining counter. The news was on, with a reporter droning on about stock market gains, a rate increase and bank capital investments, nothing of any real interest to me.
"Order up Chief!" Sam called out from behind the counter, dragging my thoughts away from the economic problems of the country. Settling into a worn, wooden stool at the bar, I began picking at my sandwich.  I was half watching the television when a breaking news ticker came across the bottom of the screen. One of the usual young, blond, female news reporters faced the camera with a look that said she had a good story to report.
“This just in from our European directorate,” she announced, “we go live to our local affiliate in Marseilles France.”
 "Who did they surrender to this time" laughed Sam who was now washing some dishes behind the counter. I chuckled and reached for the television remote to turn up the volume, taking another bite of my sandwich.
“Thanks, Cheryl,” the reporter said with a thick French accent.
“I am reporting to you live outside the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control here in France. Health professionals are meeting today to discuss the recent outbreak of what is being called, the 'French Plague' by locals. Recent events in Marseilles where sick patients have been attacking staff in hospitals has everyone on edge and searching for answers. Of more significant concern to global health are additional reports of symptoms consistent with the French Plague in both Cairo and Hong Kong! The World Health Organization has been unusually mum on the French Plague.  However, an official who spoke to me on the condition of anonymity is gravely concerned about this new virus, and the violent behavior that it brings out in its victims.”
“Pierre,” the American news reporter chimed in; “can you give us any information on the number of patients that may have the French Plague?”
"Well, Cheryl, it is estimated that there are close to two hundred patients. Most of them are being restrained to beds or in locked isolation rooms as they are deemed too dangerous to be in contact with other patients.”
"Thank you, Pierre, for the excellent reporting," Cheryl responded; "please keep us updated as this story unfolds." I about choked on my sandwich with the lack of concern the talking head had about people's lives.
Sam took a long look at me and said, "Chief, this thing scares me! This isn't like Ebola in Africa where there are no decent hospitals; this is France, a first-world nation, and what about how it's spreading to other big cities to quickly.”
“Don’t let it trouble you, Sam,” I replied, “everything is going to be alright. After all, we have the CDC just down the road from us in Atlanta and a great medical system across the country. There may eventually be a few cases in the States, but this will be over in a month, and you'll be sorry you wasted your time worrying about it." I naively believed that nothing truly dangerous could happen in my little corner of the world.
“I hope you are right Chief, I really hope you’re right,” Sam grunted, with concern etched across his face.
As I left the deli to walk back to the office, the news story continued to nag at the back of my mind. It was an elusive fear that I could not put my finger on.  In all my years in law enforcement, I learned one valuable lesson.  Always trust your gut instinct, if something didn't look right, it probably wasn't.




Chapter 3

Preparations




I have always likened myself as a bit of a prepper at heart; maybe a closet prepper would be a more accurate description.  I did not want my friends to think I was a freak with a tinfoil hat worrying about aliens, so I kept most of it to myself.  No, I looked at myself as more of a practical prepper, ready for a power outage or the hurricanes that came up the Atlantic seaboard with perfect regularity.
Growing up in the 1980s, and the constant threat posed by the Soviet Union's nuclear missiles always seemed like a dark cloud looming in the background, overshadowing the excesses of my generation. The threats of terrorism that kids experience today are serious, but I do not think they understand the potential of thousands of nuclear warheads raining down on our country without having lived through the threat. My parents also lived during the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis and oil embargo, so they were in tune with the perils of the world and how it could impact our family.  They prepared appropriately to meet the threats they observed, as I got older with a family of my own, I took that preparedness mentality with me. 
When we moved to Beaufort, my wife Kate and I bought a home on a twelve-acre piece of property that used to be a small farm north of town.  It had direct access to the water leading to the ocean, but it was not on the beach like my wife would have loved.   Instead, we bought a used jet boat to navigate the shallow tidal waters with ease. It was only a ten-minute ride to the mouth of the bay and the Atlantic Ocean, so she compromised on the location allowing me to have some land and semi-isolation and her to have the beach and ocean.
We live in a comfortable home that was probably too large for the two of us, but we always looked forward to our children's visits.  They are hardly children anymore. My son was recruited during college to work as a civilian cybersecurity analyst for the Department of Defense.  At least that was as much as he could tell us, and I doubted that was the truth. How they gave a top-secret clearance to an eighteen-year-old who had to call me about how to put air in his car tire, I'll never know, but he is brilliant. He works out of Fort Meade Maryland and lives a few miles from the facility in an apartment. Our daughter lives outside of New York City in Bergen New Jersey. Her studio apartment is nothing fancy, but she thrives on city life. She works at the various theaters on and off-Broadway depending on what parts she can land. The work is steady and enough to make a comfortable living.  I have a feeling she will eventually land a significant role, and I look forward to the opportunity to see her dreams come true.
Our former farm is a little slice of heaven, exactly what I had always been looking for to get away from modern life. The home is two stories, with four bedrooms and a screened, covered deck that overlooks the water. The previous owners had installed a pool, which offered a nice respite on broiling July afternoons, even though the water could top ninety degrees sometimes. Leftover from the properties past glory days as a working farm was a small barn turned into a craft shop for my wife.  A chicken coop that had fallen into disrepair and an old bunkhouse. The latter had been used to house the migrant workers who visited the farm when it was still producing corn, soy, and winter wheat. You could count on the seasonal workers coming through to do the manual labor of harvesting the land's bounty as each crop came into season. The farm was rounded out with an eight-stall horse barn with a two-acre fenced paddock that was an all-afternoon project to mow. Shortly after we moved in, we built a steel Morton barn that sat three feet higher than the surrounding land. Those three feet of dirt were pricey to truck in but would hopefully save us from having flooded out vehicles during hurricanes and tropical storms.
I built an ad hoc firing range, complete with a ten-foot earthen berm with a backhoe I rented on the far end of the property.  Out there, I could comfortably do some target practice without annoying my wife with the noise. I preferred shooting outdoors on my own terms rather than on a public range under the supervision of a range master.
The Morton barn was climate controlled in the summer and is where we stored most of our emergency supplies. Well, maybe I should call it my emergency supplies. My wife understood the value of being prepared and tolerated what she called my "hoarding." This was on the condition that I did not criticize every piece of unwanted furniture she found on the side of the road during trash day and brought home to refurbish for her antique store. I'll give Kate credit; she does fantastic work on rehabilitating old furniture and making true works of art. Her store does a brisk business throughout the summer, and it was the culmination of her dreams to retire and upcycle old items as she re-imagines them into something new.
After watching the devastation and hardship suffered by the people of New Orleans live on television during Hurricane Katrina, we agreed that a few appropriate supplies stored away sounded like an excellent idea. I took this agreement as a green light and went a little overboard.  As a result, we have set aside a pretty good hoard of supplies to see us through disasters and hard times. I started off with a variety of freeze-dried food from Mountain House or whatever vendor had good sales.  My goal was to focus on items with long term nutritional value with the widest variety as I could find. I also have a connection with a military friend who ordered me twenty cases of military surplus MRE's from the commissary at Cherry Point Marine Corp base. While not high on my dietary desires, they would keep us alive. Every week I would make my pilgrimage to the big box store to buy ammunition in whatever brand I needed and was on sale. This resulted in me having enough firepower to take over a small third world country. I reasoned, you never know what the future may hold particularly with the governments unpredictable gun laws.
I did not focus much on water purification as we had a well and pool with 20,000 gallons of water.  Instead, I just made sure to have extra chlorine and bleach available to add to the water if necessary. My list of supplies extended into medical items, camouflage clothing, body armor, kerosene lamps, and a variety of other things we might need in an extended emergency. My OCD required everything to be organized and stored in plastic totes to keep it safe from mice and other critters. Kate had a well-stocked pantry in the barn as well to save space in the house. She was an avid user of coupons and would make bulk purchases when the deals were good. For her, it was more the challenge and thrill of getting stuff at super low prices than about creating a well-rounded pantry. I didn't have the heart to tell her that the thirty-six containers of garlic salt she got for twenty cents apiece were helpful, but probably were more than we would use in a lifetime. We both worked to our strengths and unwittingly put ourselves on solid footing for what was to come.
We spent the previous summer trying our hand at canning in mason jars with minimal success.  As a result, we had several cases of canning jars lying in the corner of the barn mocking me whenever I passed them. We had planned to buy a dehydrator at some point, but our canning failure took that wind out of our sails. Much to my great disappointment, we never seemed to use our farmland for much more than a small garden that barely produced enough for a salad after the rabbits made short work of digging under my fencing. I had envisioned a small working farm that would add to our independence, but our current lifestyle was still too busy for those plans.
Our homesteading failures began to change when I had the opportunity one evening at work to meet a young man named Jonah. He was a bit of a drifter, didn't have a steady home, work, or family; he was just existing and looking for his place in the world. I found him sitting on a city street bench in front of cranky, old, Mrs. Haddie's house on Turner Street. She called into dispatch that a man was lurking in front of her home.  She reported him to be a shifty looking character who was casing her house and planning to ravage her. Poor Jonah turned out to be the latest in a long line of "shifty" characters Mrs. Haddie called about. Everyone stopping at the bench in front of her home for more than five minutes was the recipient of a call to the police.
I was on patrol the night the call about Jonah came in and decided to take it so one of my guys would not have to waste their time on a call that would amount to nothing. I stopped down the street from Jonah and walked up, introducing myself to him. He was a polite young man, not an engineer or philosopher, but my first impression was that he appeared to be a respectable man with what I guessed to be a strict upbringing. I took a seat with him, and after some initial small talk, asked how he wound up in my town. Jonah wove me a tale of the past six months of his life and his travels from Western Kentucky to the here. He had always dreamed of seeing the ocean and wanted to get as far from the poverty, family problems, and drug issues that plagued his hometown in the mountains as he could.
“Well Jonah,” I said, “you can’t get any further east!  Now that you have seen the ocean, what are your plans?"
Jonah shrugged with a defeated look, turned to me and said, "I don't know sir, I left with nothing, I have nothing but a few clothes in my pack and $2.38 in my pocket.  I'm just searching for my place in the world.  I guess you want me to leave town?"
I have always been a bit of a sucker for hard-luck stories, especially when I can see that it is a good-natured person who is down on their luck. I was about to get dinner anyway, so I invited Jonah to go get some pizza so we could talk more about his situation.
“I can’t take food from you without giving you something in return,” Jonah replied softly with his head down.  Suddenly he looked up at me and stated firmly, “I don’t like owing anybody anything!”
I considered his statement for a moment, nodded my head to him and said, "think of it as me repaying you for your company and fascinating story." Jonah looked distrustful, but hunger won out, and he held out his dirty hand to shake mine.
“Deal,” he said.
We spent over an hour talking about his past, future, skills, job prospects as well as living arrangements. I'll admit I was developing a plan that was a little self-serving but would also solve my problem of having a vagrant wandering around town as well. Usually, I would encourage them to keep heading to parts unknown. There was something different about this young man that intrigued and inspired me to maybe go out on a limb to help him. During the conversation, Jonah told me his father was basically a modern-day sharecropper.  He rented a piece of land and barely scratched out an existence as a farmer by giving most of his earnings to the landowner.  It was a cycle his father could never stay sober long enough to get himself out of. Jonah claimed he worked the farm and held it together and took odd manual labor jobs around town to anyone who would pay him while his dad was on drinking binges.
Jonah described his favorite task was tending horses and how he enjoyed the gentle majesty of the beasts and the power they possessed. I stroked my chin with two fingers thinking about this additional piece of self-serving information Jonah had just shared. I have always had a fondness for horses and worked on the police mounted patrol for a few years during my former career.  I currently owned a sixteen-hand gelding, named Traveler. Yes, he is named after General Lee's horse. I live in the south, what do you expect?
A seed of a plan was forming in the back of my mind, but I needed the full support of my wife Kate before putting it into action. I may have been the Chief of police in town, but I knew who ran the roost at home and anything this audacious, would require her full approval. As we polished off the last of the pizza, I gave Jonah directions to a spot in the woods where he could hide out for the night without drawing any attention to himself.  Finally, I asked him to stop by the police station sometime tomorrow to discuss his future if he was interested.
Driving home, I continued running through my mind how to pitch the crazy idea of inviting a nineteen-year-old kid to live in the old bunkhouse on our property.   How he could tend the horse, work the garden and generally help with the upkeep of the property and maybe turn it into a productive farm again. I would be sure to remind Kate of the fact that she said she would love to start selling fresh fruit and vegetables at her store. Yes, I thought as my plotting continued, I think I could make this scheme work.
I was pleasantly surprised to find that it was not nearly as hard of a hard sell as I thought it was going to be. My wife liked the idea, in theory, but she would have to meet Jonah first.  I also had to promise to make him leave if things ever turned, "creepy." I had my foot in the door now, all I had to do was ensure Jonah gave an excellent first impression. If I could do that, then there would be no more shoveling horse crap or mowing the lawn for me.
I was sitting at my desk the next morning, reviewing some budget paperwork the mayor sent over when my office assistant Margo rapped her knuckles on the door.
“There is a young man here to see you,” she said with a grimace on her face.
“Ok, drop the other shoe,” I replied with a smirk.
“He is a bit creepy and dirty,” Margo said, holding her nose.
I was crestfallen that the germ of an idea I had been working on could fall apart based on hygiene issues, I had to think fast. Looking into the lobby, there was Jonah, sitting in the well-worn waiting room chairs trying to straighten the mop of hair on his head, but realizing it was a hopeless cause because he had not had a shower in three days.
Praying that I was not making a colossal mistake, I put on my best smile and walked out to greet him.
“Thanks for seeing me,” Jonah mumbled, looking defeated.
“It’s a pleasure, Jonah, thanks for stopping by,” I answered him. “Like I said last night, there is something I want to talk to you about, but first…. let me show you to the locker room so you can clean up a bit.”
Margo gave me a, “what in god’s name are you up to” look then rolled her eyes as I ignored her while we walked past.
“I brought some fresh clothes, Jonah; you are about my son’s size, and they were just hanging in a closet from the last time he came to visit. Why don't you shower, change, and then we can talk business over breakfast?” I tried not to make it look that the shower idea was one of pure aromatic survival for me, to be honest, I could not stand to be in the same room with him any longer than necessary.
“Take your time and come down the hall to my office when you are done.”  He nodded, and I walked out of the locker room, trying not to look like I was holding my breath.
Margo gave me another questioning stare and mouthed, “who is that” as I walked past again.  Opting to continue to ignore her and keep her in suspense, I just shrugged my shoulders and let her wonder.
Thirty minutes later, Jonah came walking into my office, clean and obviously feeling better about himself. “Come on Jonah, I said, it’s time for some breakfast pastries, we call them that because a good cop doesn’t admit to eating donuts.” We walked out to my Tahoe and Jonah went to get in the back seat. “What are you doing? I asked”
“I just thought I was supposed to sit in the back,” Jonah replied in a downtrodden voice.
"You're not under arrest, so sit up front with me and enjoy the ride." He smiled for the first time, genuinely appreciative that I was talking to him like a man and showing him some dignity and respect.
"I have only been in a police car once," Jonah remembered out loud, "and it was in the back seat." He must have seen my slight apprehension because he quickly clarified the statement. "It was when I was fourteen, my brother and I were taken home by a Sheriff's Deputy for throwing snowballs at moving cars. Dad gave us such a beating that we could barely sit down the next day!”
Laughing at the memories of my own foolish brushes with the law, I was relieved the officers never brought me home to my parents.  I assuredly would have wound up in the same sore position that Jonah had.
We pulled into the Beaufort Donuts parking lot and walked inside. A couple of the old-timers were jaw jacking in a corner booth when they saw us step in.
"Howdy chief," they called, interrupting their tall tales of fishing exploits. "Who's your friend?" There are no secrets in a small town, how I presented Jonah now would set the stage for his time here.
"This is my good friend Jonah," I replied, "we are going to talk some business." They had a perplexed look for a moment, nodded their heads calling out that they were glad to make his acquaintance and went back to their stories. I could tell they were making mental notes to ask around town and find out what the Police Chief was up to.
“Thanks,” Jonah said to me, obviously reading the body language of the men we had just spoken to.
“No problem. My acceptance of you will give you a fair shake with the people here, but what you do after that is how you will earn their respect.”
Jonah gave me a quizzical look and asked. “Why I am here?” as we took a seat in a booth.
"Well, Jonah, I have a business proposition for you if you're interested." He leaned closer with a questioning look in his eye, which said he was intrigued, but not ready to commit to anything.
"I need something, and I think you can help me out," I stated as if my plan were perfectly clear to him.  Looking at his confused face, I felt foolish when I realized he would need more information.
“Ok, here’s the deal. I have a twelve-acre farm outside of town that I would like to become more than just the piece of unproductive land it has turned into. I would like to see if you are interested in coming to work for me? It would be an exchange of room and board for a fair day’s labor. You would stay in the bunkhouse on the property; it has a proper bathroom and kitchen along with a wood stove for extra heat in the winter. I realize you need cash to survive as well so I will further sweeten the deal for you. I have an eight-stall horse barn with only one horse. You can rent the other seven stalls and keep the proceeds for yourself if you continue to put in a full day’s work around my farm."
I paused for all of this to sink in with Jonah, then pressed on. "This is, contingent that you pass inspection by my wife," I said, giving him a lopsided grin. Jonah looked taken aback by my offer, his mouth hanging open said this was clearly the last thing he expected to come out of my mouth.  He more likely expected a stern lecture to get the hell out of town.
"Why?" Was all Jonah replied?
"I have a good feeling about you.  I have been working with people for twenty-five years as a police officer, and I’ve learned to read people well. I need you on my property, and you appear to be a trustworthy guy with skills that I can use. It could be a very beneficial arrangement for both of us. If you pass muster with my wife, you're hired, if you want the job."
Again, he looked down, swirled the straw around his soda for a moment then looked me in the eye stating, “that’s more than a fair offer, sir. I would be honored to work with you.” We shook hands and have never looked back.
Kate was thrilled with Jonah.  He made a great first impression, quickly winning her over with his manners and gratitude for the opportunity to put down some roots. We stayed up late talking about our plans and dreams for the farm, or homestead as Jonah began calling it. Within months, Jonah had become a fixture around our home, my wife's store, and the town. I needed to do very little to foster his acceptance in the community.   He had a way of putting people at ease and was quick to lend a hand to anyone who asked. The residents of Beaufort grew to love and respect him as if he had been born and raised here.
The bunkhouse took some retrofitting; it was half full of stuff left by the previous owner, which we should have gotten rid of years ago. The building was overdue for a thorough cleaning anyway, so it was fortunate that Jonah came to live with us. The stove in the kitchen worked and was hooked up to a five-hundred-gallon propane tank. The building had eight built-in bunks in two rooms, so there was plenty of space for him to spread out. Jonah slept in one bunk room and used the common area, the other side we maintained as storage.  The bathroom was a little spartan and was built for multiple users without much privacy but was functional and more than enough for one occupant.
Jonah went right to work on my long-delayed projects. He was soon renting out two horse stalls and had our chicken coop up and running again. Kate bought eight laying hens who began providing more fresh eggs than the three of us could eat. Jonah became a good and trusted friend around the homestead; even my kids grew to like him. 
Jonah did not come to us with many possessions, and I had to spot him some money for appropriate work clothing. I recommended that he could borrow a gun because he was going to run into a snake in the fields someday.
"I don't care for guns, thanks but no thanks," was his reply to my knowing smile.
As predicted, one Saturday afternoon Jonah almost stepped on a Cottonmouth Moccasin while repairing a paddock fence a horse had broken.  Watching from the house, I just about fell off my chair laughing as Jonah jumped and screamed running across the field.
He stomped up to me with a look of fury on his face.  “Chief, there is a monster "Death Adder" out there!  I need a ride to the gun store!”
He started his small arsenal out with an older .38 revolver and a box of snake shot.  Anything that slithered after that was soon the recipient of a severe case of lead poisoning. He slowly built up a personal stock of firearms to include a Remington 870 shotgun, a .22 rifle, and a .308 bolt action rifle.  He was always chronically low on ammunition, except snake shot which he bought in bulk.
The night I had seen the first news report at the deli about the French plague, I sat down with Kate on the screened porch connected to our kitchen.  We have been married for so long that she intuitively knew that I was distracted.  “Did something go wrong at work today?”
“No, but I caught a news report from France while I was at lunch that really has me thinking and more than a little concerned.”
“I’ve seen similar reports on my computer news feeds.”
Kate volunteers at the Carteret County medical clinic as a Nurse Practitioner so she can get enough hours each year to maintain her licensure. She told me they had received information faxed from the CDC describing the French Plague and what precautions are recommended if a patient is displaying symptoms.
"Alex," she said with concern in her voice, "they recommended patient's even displaying symptoms be fully restrained at all times.  The virus causes extreme violent behavior with many attacks on medical staff and first responders being reported. Transmission of the virus is suspected of coming from exposure to bodily fluids such as blood, saliva or semen, just like HIV and Zika.  It is extraordinarily infectious, and exposure causes infection 100% of the time.”
I leaned back in my chair, "shit" was about all I could say, "I hope to hell the plague does not come here.”.
Looking a little agitated, Kate suddenly announced with an edge to her voice, "I think I am going to make an extra run to the grocery store tonight." She did not appear panicked, but the message was clear that we should put away a little extra in case the French Plague invaded America. We both fell into silence watching a Bald Eagle riding the thermals coming off the water in the fading light of day, lost in our own thoughts.
Kate was gone for several hours on her shopping trip; I suspected she went to the big Sam's Club up in New Bern.  They are guaranteed to have plenty of bulk food at reasonable prices. When she returned hours later, her truck was filled with all types of non-perishable canned food, paper products, and all the accouterments that keep life comfortable.
"The store was not very busy, so I took the time to buy a little extra with some coupons and they had some outstanding sales." This was her attempt to put a spin on the overflowing truck, so I would not think she was overreacting. Nothing was further from my mind.  In fact, I was already planning my own shopping spree.
The next morning was Saturday, and as usual, I was up early reading the news feeds on my computer over breakfast. The headlines were becoming more alarming in the eighteen hours since I was at the deli with Sam. The media was sensing a compelling story was in the making, and reporters from around the world were flooding into Southern France. Germany and Italy announced they had closed all their border crossings into France. It was an apparent effort to keep anyone exhibiting plague symptoms from entering their countries and spreading the virus. Speculation was rampant that Spain was expected to make the same announcement within hours.
Curfews and travel bans have been implemented across France, as the government grappled with slowing the spread of the plague. The United States CDC was recommending all American citizens evacuate France at the earliest opportunity.
"Holy crap" I whispered out loud, I have never heard them use the term, evacuate when referring to an entire country before. Continuing to scroll through my favorite web sites and news blogs I found numerous references to the French Plague, including many cases that the mainstream media were not reporting in Mogadishu, Tehran, Bombay, and China.
“Wow, just wow,” I thought, shaking my head in disbelief at what I was reading, this is much worse than I could have imagined.
I stalked out of the house full of nervous energy. My mind was racing with all that I had read, not yet sure what to do with the information. I ran into Jonah in the horse barn, and despite the early hour, he was busy mucking the stalls and listening to the radio. I was proud of him; he had indeed found his place in the world. He was up to five horses that he was boarding plus Traveler.  They gave him a fair amount of work each morning if they stayed inside during the night. After watching him work for a few minutes, my mind finally settled on a plan. I approached Jonah and asked if we could talk.
“Sure chief, what would you like me to work on today?” He replied cheerfully.
"I don't have any work I that needs to be done today, but I do want to ask you a question."
“Ok,” he replied tentatively, not sure where I was going with my conversation.
“Do you trust me?” I asked him.
"Yea...of course," he replied even more confused.
“Have I ever steered you wrong since I have known you, Jonah?”
“No sir, you sure haven’t.”
"Ok, I think there are some bad times ahead of us, the French Plague has me scared, and you know me, nothing has ever worried me. I want you to take Kate's truck and all your money, go to the gun store, buy a few boxes of ammo for each of your guns and then go to the grocery store and buy as much food as you can.  Minimize the junk and focus on food, canned, and dried stuff only. I think there is a serious storm on the horizon." He just nodded, understanding my seriousness, and went for the keys.
It was 9:30 when Jonah departed, and I began organizing my day of shopping. Climbing into my truck, I headed for the local hardware store as my first stop. Before long, I was struggling through the aisles with one of those stupid orange carts weighed down by a dozen sheets of half-inch plywood and a pile of two by fours. I wondered how they could almost be out of plywood on a Saturday, not yet realizing I was not the only one on a shopping mission today.  Making my way to the checkout counter, I came across the seed display. “Crap, seeds are going to be important if this plague goes sideways.”  They stay good for a long time even if we do not need them when they are kept cool and dry. Kate wanted a garden anyway I justified the purchase to myself. I took all the food seeds, vegetables and the like, even the beets and spinach. I really hope it does not get so bad that I will need to eat beets and spinach! My next stop was for a variety of PVC piping and plastic sheeting to eventually make a warming tunnel for the seedlings and winter growing.
My next stop was my favorite of the day, the local coin dealer. “Hey, Pete!” I said as I walked in the door and took a deep breath, inhaling the unique smell that only old money can produce. I have been a coin collector since I was a kid and usually come to visit Pete’s store once a month to fill a gap in my collection. My visits only seem to be getting more expensive as I filled in the easy missing blanks in my collection years ago.
"Good morning, what can I do for you today, Chief?" Pete called out jovially. “Hey, I got in a great shipment of Silver Morgan’s yesterday, care to look?”
"That is tempting, but I am just coming in to see how much junk silver you have sitting around looking for a new home." He walked over to me and leaned against a display case, taking a long, serious look at my truck parked out in front, fully loaded with building material.  I watch his eyes roll up to the television screen mounted on the wall. My eyes followed his, and even though the volume was turned down, I could see that there were four talking heads trying to be heard over each other and a ticker running along the bottom that continued to report new outbreaks of the French Plague around the globe
"Hmm…Junk silver you say, survival silver, perhaps?" He said with a half-grin on his face as his eyes came back down to meet mine. "Do you know something I don't?" He wondered aloud giving a slight jerk of his head toward the television.
I ponder the implication of his statement and slowly reply, "we have known each other for a couple years now Pete, and I wouldn't blow smoke up your butt, this is just an investment purchase."
"Ha! investment my ass," he barked with a laugh. “Investment for the end of the world is more like it, but I’ll see what I have laying around for you. What denomination are you looking for?” Pete called from the back room amid the noise of coins jingling and boxes being shuffled about.
“Dimes and Quarters if you have them, Roosevelt’s and Washington are preferable, maybe Mercury Dimes,” I said while browsing his showcases. Minutes later, he came out with a handful of rolled coins.
“This is what I can spare, under the circumstances” he snorts with a grin on his face. Pete hands me five rolls of dimes and one of the quarters.
"This is great, just what I was looking for." We made the deal and shot the bull for a little bit before I got up to leave. Halfway to the door, I stopped and turned to Pete.
"You want the no shit deal, Pete?" I asked. He just nodded once, face expressionless. “I have not been given any official information, but if I were you, I might close early and hit the grocery store this afternoon." With that, I turned, pushed open the door walking out into the late morning sun. Pete sat at his display table for a moment, looked up at the television again, then walked to the front door.  He flipped the open sign to closed as the news ticker listed more cities with infection outbreaks across Africa and Asia.
If there is a significant breakdown in social order like what was going on in France, our paper currency would have no value.  The government put us on a fiat system long ago, backed by the full faith and credit of the United States of America.  What happens when there is no government to say the money had value?  The old coins were made of silver, which will always have value because of what it is.
I took a swing by the Tractor Supply store and ordered an Obadiah's cast iron wood cook stove that I had seen a week earlier for delivery that afternoon. It was an odd purchase I'll admit, but if the world fell apart, we would run out of gas and electricity, and I did not want to try and cook over the fireplace. Either way, it would be the start of an outdoor kitchen on the porch. The last stop was Wal-Mart to pick up a few things that would round out my wife's purchases from the night before. My shopping list included honey, rice, salt, sugar, canning jars, extra sealing rings, oil, peanut butter, jars of tang, and bottles of vitamins. I completed it with boxes of matches, spices, toilet paper, and a variety of toiletries. Pushing my overloaded cart back to sporting goods, I noticed they were doing a brisk business at the firearms department. Patiently, I waited my turn in line behind several confident and rugged-looking men and women, I finally made it to the counter.
Prominently posted on the half-empty display case was a sign that limited purchases to three boxes of any single caliber. Ammo always goes first in a crisis I thought to myself.
"What would you like sir?" the harried clerk asked, clearly perplexed at the run on items in her usually quiet corner of the store.
“Can you give me three boxes of 9mm hollow point, three boxes of .223 and three boxes of .308?” Damn, they were out of .22 as usual. “Let’s top it off with three boxes of 12-gauge slugs as well.” As I proceeded to check out, I observed more people get in line at the gun counter, the store's ammunition supply would not last the day.
On my drive home, I passed several minivans and SUV's filled with families, pets, and luggage coming down for an early summer break to enjoy the beach and sun. It was mid-June, and most schools across the country were beginning summer vacation. The Crystal Coast usually drew families with children looking for relaxation rather than a party like the resort cities like Miami and Panama City.
Pulling down the driveway and up to the house with my haul, Kate saw me approach from the front porch and walked out to meet me. “Well big spender,” she said, looking at the full bed of the truck and bags of groceries in the cab, “do we have any money left?”
"Money yes, Credit, not so much, but like a party dress we can always return it." She rolled her eyes at my poor attempt at humor, opened the passenger door, and grabbed some groceries to bring into the house. I spotted Jonah coming out of the bunkhouse, and he gave me thumbs up for his successful mission as well.
My eyes popped open Monday morning, and the earth was still here.  No apocalypse occurred overnight, and I began to think I had been overreacting during the weekend. Letting Kate sleep in, I headed to the office. When I arrived at the station, my office assistant, Margo, handed me a message from the mayor, Tom Dailey. Tom was a good man.  He had been mayor just about forever, and it looked like he would be for the foreseeable future as well.
“What does the mayor need,” I asked?
“Don’t know,” Margo replied, “he does not entrust his secrets to us mere working people.”
"For god's sake, that would have been helpful!" I replied in mock jest.
She pushed her glass off the bridge of her nose to peer at me with pretend indignation. “When the mayor says he wants your butt in his office as soon as you get in, I don’t have much wiggle room to pry for information that could keep you out of trouble Mr. high and mighty Police Chief.”
“Ouch Brutus, you wound me,” I told her reaching to my back to pull out an imaginary knife as I walked back outside for the short drive over to city hall.
Strolling into the mayor's office fifteen minutes later, I found him sitting in his chair, hunched over and intently watching the television. "Hey boss," I announced, knocking on the door. He waved me in motioning to sit without ever taking his eyes from the TV. Sitting in the finely padded leather chair across from him, I glanced up at the television subconsciously knowing what I would see. As expected, it was a French news reporter. 
"Turn it up, will you Tom?" He swiped the remote off his desk without lifting his eyes and clicked the volume up a couple of notches.
“Have you seen the stuff going on in France, Alex? It’s unbelievable.”
I had to admit that I hadn’t seen anything this morning. “Nope, not this morning what’s new,” I asked him?
“They just declared martial law in France!  Not just in a riot area or a city, but the whole damn country. Have you ever heard of anything like that? It’s that French plague they have been talking about,” his voice going up an octave.
“France is like, two thousand miles away from us Tom, I would hardly get excited about it," I said, trying not to sound annoyed at his panic. In the back of my mind, I knew my little buying spree which maxed out my credit cards yesterday were along the same vein as the mayors growing paranoia.
"Just before you came in, the news said the president has rerouted all commercial flights inbound from Europe through Bangor Air Force Base.  It’s to screen passengers for the French Plague and quarantine the infected." Tom droned on in a whiney voice.
I shrugged my shoulders, “seems like a pretty sensible precaution, don't you think?"
“Yes, it is, but I have never seen anything like this?”
“Neither have I boss, I replied, neither have I.”
“What do you think we should do, Tom asked?
“There are not even any confirmed cases in the United States Tom.”
“I know that,” Tom replied testily, “but let’s get the department heads together this afternoon to look at preparedness and options if this plague reaches the United States.”
“If you say so boss, I’ll send everyone on the Management Leadership Team, or “MLT” as we called it, an email to get together and meet here, say one o’clock this afternoon?”
“Sounds great” the Mayor mumbled distractedly as his attention once again became riveted on the television screen. Arriving back at the office, I called in my day shift Sergeant to see what we needed to do to get our small department and town ready.  We had no idea what to expect if the French Plague makes its way to our corner of the world.
New York is the largest city and shipping port on the Atlantic seaboard.  With major international airports, it was home to a teaming, bustling hoard of eight and a half million people. I really wanted my daughter to get out of the city ahead of the plague if it eventually jumped the Atlantic.  If it did, New York would be one of its first destinations.
Marcie finally picked up on the fourth ring, typical I thought as I counted the rings. "Hey, Dad, how are you?" She answered the phone in her happy sing-song voice.
“I’m doing great, how’s my actress on this fine summer day?”
"Not bad, I just got back from a run and getting ready for work this evening, we are prepping the theater for our next show." The conversation moved on to small talk for a couple of minutes and then in her usual direct way, Marcie questioned me out on the reason for my call.
“It’s pretty unusual for you to call me in the middle of the morning dad, is something wrong?”
“You have always been a very perceptive young woman and do not hesitate to cut to the chase, do you?” I replied.
“No time dad, the show must go on!”
I shook my head as I tentatively asked her if she had been watching the news. "Uh yeah," she replied. "Did you see the funny YouTube video about the dog that someone is trying to teach to sing? I don't think it really sounds like singing, but it’s getting a lot of hits anyway,” she responded barely able to keep her laughter under control.
“Oh, you’re funny; you know what I mean.” I fired back not missing a beat.
“I guess you mean that little plague thing,” she replied.
"Yes," I said starting to get annoyed, "and you are in ground zero if the virus or whatever it is hits the states!"
“I know…she said we have covered this a dozen times in the past;” she trailed off. “Well,” I replied questioningly?
“Well, what?”
“Your mom and I,” which was as far as she let me go before cutting me off.
“Mom, really?” She said accusingly.
“Ok, I…think it would be best if you were to come down to visit for a week or so until we know which way the weather is blowing if you know what I mean.”
“Seriously, just up and leave now while things are so busy at the theater? What do I tell the production manager?” Excuse me, sir, she started out in a mocking voice.  May I have the next week off, my dad thinks that crazed flesh-eating plague victims are going to be walking down Madison Avenue any minute…she let her mockery hang in the air.
"I wouldn't put it just like that…what are you talking about, flesh-eating?" I responded to her flabbergasted.
"Seriously, they have this cool new thing called the "internet," you remember, the one Al Gore created." My total silence was more than enough proof that I clearly had not been up to date on my social media. "Go and type French Plague victims into any search engine and watch the videos that come up. People have been uploading stuff to various social media sites.  It has really picked up in the past twelve hours. Apparently, the French government is censoring what they release to the mainstream media, but the private videos people are posting are horrific. Infected people are running in the streets like a pack of wolves until a live person or animal comes into sight then they just attack them without reason. It's some of the scariest stuff I have ever seen dad, I didn't know humans could act in such a way." I sat in stunned silence, I had not known this, what are the French dealing with over there I wondered?
After a few moments of silence passed between us, I finally asked, “so are you leaving or not?”
“Well if you must know, I plan on taking off after work tonight; traffic should be a lot lighter at eleven. On my run this morning, I stopped by the storage unit to check on the Bronco, made sure it was running and ready to travel."
I smiled on my end of the phone line, that’s my girl I thought to myself, always thinking ahead. It was then that it hit me she had planned on leaving all along and had been playing with me throughout the whole conversation
“You know what,” I asked?
“What dad?”
“You are a little shit; do you know that?”
“Yea, but I am your little shit,” she replied.
“That you are,” I said as we made our goodbyes and she promised to be on the road by midnight the following day.
When both our children left for their own careers, I wanted to give them an insurance policy to get out of their living situation if necessary.  I envisioned all manner of calamities, a natural disaster, terrorist attack, or abusive relationship, but never did I foresee something like the French Plague. Don't judge me too harshly; I wanted my family to survive anything and come home to my wife and me. We paid for a storage unit that would not stand out near each of their homes and supplied them with everything I thought they would need to make it home. My daughter had a reconditioned 1968 Bronco truck provisioned for a one-thousand-mile journey. I know most dads just give their daughter a can of mace and set them loose on the world, maybe I’m a little eccentric.
The truck was equipped with long-range CB radio, it had four-wheel drive transmission and a rack on the back that held four extra ten-gallon gas cans. They were supposed to be full along with an additional fifteen gallons in cans to initially fill the tank. Marcie rotated them through her personal car periodically to keep them fresh.  The gas cans were treated with Sta-bil in case she didn't. In the back of the truck was a military-grade backpack, provisioned as a bug out bag, an AR-15 rifle with 5 spare magazines in a pelican case. Two hundred extra rounds of .223 caliber ammunition, a Glock 19 pistol with four spare magazines with an additional two hundred rounds of ammo for the handgun. I also threw in several cases of civilian MRE's, assorted Mountain House freeze-dried foods and an Alexapure survival spring for water purification.
The weapons were unregistered in New York and would probably end up with her arrest if they were discovered, but neither she nor I were fans of the draconian New York gun laws restricting the Second Amendment. I hoped everything was there to get her home if she ever needed it.
My next call of the morning was to my son Scott, which of course went to voice mail as it always does when he is working. He called back in about ten minutes.
“Hey Pop, what up,” he said when I picked up the phone.
“I’m just calling to check in and see how you are doing,” I said.
“It’s busy here as you can expect with all that is going on around the world.”
“Don’t I know it.  Your sister is coming down to Beaufort tomorrow, what do you think about making it an impromptu family reunion? She is going to drive her Bronco down this time.” I was talking in a veiled code, and he knew full well the meaning behind what I was saying.
"Well dad, I would love to, but everyone is required to stay on campus in preparation for the bad weather ahead. I'll be inside so I won’t have to be out in the rain and you know how much I hate to drive in the rain.”
I was disappointed at his response but understood the dedication he had to his work and their mission.
“We will miss you and hope that you can visit soon, but it’s fantastic to hear that you do not have to go out in the rain, just make sure your umbrella is handy just in case.”
"Will do, Dad, I'll be out of the weather starting tomorrow morning. I have to go now but will stay in contact when I can.”
Although the communication was cryptic, I was relieved as to what he had relayed to me. Scott was a security analyst working at Fort Meade, Maryland. In the short conversation, he let me know that he was being brought onto the base for the duration of the event and should be safe there. It is a similar situation to North Korea's scare eight months ago after we sank their ballistic missile submarine off Hawaii. His umbrella was his get out of town truck. Like his sister, we put an older Toyota Tundra in a storage unit outfitted as a twin of his sisters. I let him know she was on her way home in her Bronco so he would know she was aware of the potential emergency and getting out of the city. The most alarming thing I learned was the government pulling its staff on to the base now. What did our leaders know and were not sharing with the rest of us? How dangerous was the French plague, and how bad would it get?




Chapter 4

The Plague arrives




The afternoon meeting with the Mayor and other department heads was an unusually tumultuous one. Usually, the mayor's meetings were snoozefests except for planning the Pirate Festival, which generally involved pointed digressions on porta-potty placement and the pirate king coronation ceremony. The first to arrive was Joseph Fields, Director of Public Works, followed closely by Bill Hudgins of Public Utilities and Bob Mathis, my counterpart in the Fire Department. We were the younger half of the town's management team who was comfortable making quick, hard decisions when they needed to be made. We had an unofficial majority voting bloc when it came to forcing a decision within the town government, but we rarely had to push an issue. Despite everyone's differences, decisions were usually made in the best interest of the town and its residents. The four of us shot the breeze while we waited for the Mayor, John Jefferies with the Finance Department and Joseph Sporanga with Planning. The three of them were in their seventies, born and raised here in Beaufort. I don't mean to diminish their knowledge, but I secretly wondered if they were up to the challenges, I feared we would soon be facing.
The three of them came scurrying into the conference room about fifteen minutes late; they had been working themselves into a frenzy in the mayor's office watching the news.
"Have you all been watching what's going on around the world?" Squeaked John Jefferies.
"Uh, no, we have been sitting here at the meeting that was supposed to start fifteen minutes ago," replied Bob. I repressed a grin watching the petty conflict play out.
"Sometimes," responded John, in a contemptuous voice, "a good leader must be informed to make the appropriate decisions for the community."
"Enough bickering!" the Mayor exclaimed, "we need to be better than that."
"Here, Here!" I responded, slapping my hand on the table in rousing approval.
"Oh, that's really funny," Tom retorted shooting me a glaring sideways glance.
"Sorry boss, just trying to add a little levity to the meeting."
"Let me get started," Tom said out loud, indicating he had enough of the rivalry and it was time to move onto what he wanted to discuss.
"I received an official briefing during an emergency conference that the Governor's office about the French Plague. He also shared that the President will be addressing the nation tonight about the federal government's efforts to prevent the plagues expansion into the United States.
The Governor gave a state of the world report as well. India has more than ten thousand known cases in their country alone! More pockets are popping up hourly, the spread there is exponential! People are being attacked in the streets and contracting the plague within hours. The news was airing a video from Cairo where security forces were executing anyone suspected of having the disease! The Germans have resorted to mobilizing their armed forces to turn back the flood of refugees fleeing France ahead of the plague. France no longer knows how many patients they have and declared it to be an out of control pandemic within their borders!" Tom finished wide-eyed and scared.
Shit, I thought to myself, I had no idea the plague was spreading so fast, this was unparalleled in history.
"The Governor has directed each municipality to examine how they plan on addressing a public health emergency if the federal government cannot keep the plague out of the United States." Tom took this opportunity to look around the table, making eye contact with each of us to be sure we understood the gravity of what he was telling us. Twenty minutes of animated discussion where very little was decided, Tom asked us all to reconvene later with plans to protect the health and safety of the citizens of Beaufort.
Disgusted by another useless meeting that was big on talk and small on decisions, I lost interest. While the mayor droned on about masks, gloves, and PPE, I began plotting out my plan for the police department.
Back at the office, I sent out a mass text to my sixteen officers, advising them that they needed to be in the office for a mandatory meeting in two hours. I knew it would put some of them in a hard spot with childcare, but I could not put talking to them off any longer. I then sat down with Margo before my officers began arriving.
"I need you to help me with something Margo."
"Absolutely Chief, name it," she happily responded.
"I need you to order some supplies and equipment with my city credit card, which we probably shouldn't be making."
Her eyes filled with suspicion. I told her how I feared the French Plague may soon make its way to us, and we needed to be prepared. As I was finished, her hands were shaking, with a tear in the corner of her eye.
"Come on, let's order your supplies," she finally said with an artificially firm tone to her voice.
We arranged for the police fuel tank to be topped off tomorrow through our usual contractor, which wouldn't raise any eyebrows. We ordered two thousand rounds of .223 caliber ammunition, five thousand rounds of 9mm ammunition and five hundred rounds of high powered .308 caliber ammunition with next day delivery. Shipping was brutal, but no one in finance would know for a month. We moved on to medical supplies, masks, gloves, personal protective equipment, and one hundred body bags, along with a pallet of MRE's. The list of supplies went on until the credit ran out. With our purchases for the department as complete as we could make them, Margo ran out the door to buy supplies for her own family before there was a run on the stores. Ten minutes later, I took a deep breath and walked into the very crowded muster room. There were a couple smiling faces, some handshakes and one guy who was downright pissed off because he had to break a date with his wife.
"Guys, I have always been straight with you since becoming Chief, and I have always shared my concerns, thoughts, and dreams for the department with you."
"Did you get yourself fired?" Someone called out from the back of the room.
This broke the tension better than I ever could have. Smiling, I replied, "no, you guys are not that lucky, and you didn't have to share your dream with me!" This got an even bigger round of laughter. I savored the moment, wishing I could take a picture of the loyalty and friendship to see me through the tough times ahead.
"Listen to what I am going to tell you and listen closely." This brought them back down to reality because I rarely talk with this level of seriousness. "You have all seen the news reports of the French Plague; it is confirmed in numerous countries around the world. There are tens of thousands of people who have contracted it, and they are acting in violent and unpredictable ways. We would be foolish to think this disease is not going to make its way to the United States! With the air travel and sea commerce that goes on every single day, it will inevitably show up here. For all, anyone knows it may be here already. This brought the jovial mood from a moment before to a swift and sudden halt.
I nervously paced back and forth in front of my officers as I spoke. "The federal government has a plan to screen incoming planes, but how many people got in before the screening began? If you have seen any of the news clips or online videos, you will see this plague is unlike anything we have seen before. Mark my words, it will reach us, even right here in the small town of Beaufort, North Carolina! Now let that sink in and sink in good!" I exclaimed with a sense of purpose in my voice. "Right now, the general population of the country is nervous, but not panicked. Once you see the first significant population centers start to have outbreaks, people are going to lose their shit! No amount of police or government reassurance is going to prevent that from happening."
"When the general population realizes the government does not have this under control, there will quickly be a run on food, guns, and supplies. Then the violence will begin as people struggle to find resources to keep themselves and their families alive. As the plague spreads, we will probably see an impact on the nation's infrastructure, communications, and the power grid. Between people becoming sick, not showing up for work and struggling to survive, all the systems we depend on will fall into disrepair and eventually fail. I am not sure when, if or for how long it may take for that to occur, but as the Boy Scouts say, Be Prepared". That attempt at levity fell flat as my officers were sharing nervous glances trying to process what I was saying to them.
Jim Hardin responded first since he was usually the unofficial spokesman for the officers. "What you are telling us," he paused for a moment searching for words, "is that you think all holy hell is about to break loose in America? Is this just speculation on your part?"
"No, and yes a little," I replied uncertainly. "The course is already set from the violence and martial law you see in France and Germany. Spain's and now Italy's response to the plague on their doorstep shows us that despite a government's best effort to control the spread, they are failing at it. In Egypt, the army is shooting suspected plague victims rather than trying to treat them!" I added that fact to drive my point home and let it sit on their conscious for a moment. Then I followed up with, "how bad can conditions be on the ground when the only treatment options for the infected is a gunshot?"
"Have you heard from your son?" Jim pressed me further, trying to gauge my level of seriousness. Everyone knew my son Scott worked for the Department of Defense and probably had access to information the public did not.
I shifted uncomfortably on my feet because Scott did not like me talking about his work, and I never wanted to put him in a difficult spot. Finally making my decision, "yes, we talked briefly earlier today." Now I could see everyone hanging on my next words. "He told me that all civilian contractors were being brought in and housed inside the secure perimeter of Fort Meade starting tomorrow morning. He did not give me any more details because of security reasons as you can all understand. You are smart men and women and can read between the lines, what does that tell you?"
"The Mayor was part of a conference call this morning with the governor to discuss preparedness for the French Plague where he learned the President is supposed to address the nation tonight. Once the President’s speech is complete, I expect the run on the stores to begin shortly after and into tomorrow as the gravity of the situation hits home with people. I have worked with all of you for a while now, and I trust you, implicitly. Do as your conscience dictates, my family is making all preparations possible and I recommend you do so as well. I will work the street alone tonight, and if I need assistance, I will call the Sheriff's Department. Tonight, I want all of you to see to the needs of your families, make sure you are prepared for the long haul as best as you can!" With that, I stood up and left my officers speaking amongst themselves while I walked out to my Tahoe to cover the rest of the evening shift.
I stopped in for a home-cooked meal at the time of the President's address to the nation. I wanted to watch the speech rather than listen to it on the radio in the truck. I have been a student of human behavior for decades, and even a well-trained politician couldn't entirely control their body language. More would be transmitted in what he did not say.
My fellow Americans, the President, began his speech while sitting behind his desk in the oval office. As most of you know from media reports, there is an extraordinary scourge at work in the world. A growing viral pandemic is sweeping across Europe, Egypt, coastal India, China, and many North African nations. This pandemic, commonly known as the French Plague is something I expect everyone listening has many questions about. I understand the greatest fear is the unknown! I will share some of what your country is doing to help our allies and ensure the virus does not reach our shores. I assure you that all government agencies are mobilizing to address this pandemic. The CDC has worked tirelessly with its partners around the globe to understand this illness and its effects on the unfortunate individuals it infects. I have been assured they are doing everything possible to find a cure for those who have fallen ill.
I have directed all government resources, be given to assist any nation around the world who may be facing this menace, regardless of them being friend or foe. Combating this pandemic is now a global effort, no resource shall be spared, and no stone shall be left unturned in the search for a cure. I am a realist and recognize that this rapidly spreading pandemic could reach the shores of the United States. Out of an abundance of caution, I am directing FEMA and the Department of Homeland Security to begin necessary preparations in assisting local governments in addressing any outbreaks that may occur. I am further ordering no civilian air traffic fly into the United States from Europe, China, India, Africa, or any other country deemed a contamination risk. All incoming sea vessels will undergo Coast Guard inspection of its passengers twenty miles from the coast of the United States or any of its territories. This precaution should only have a marginal impact on the flow of goods and international commerce. Lastly, I am directing that all military branches shall recall troops, sailors, and airmen from around the world. They are to be moved to larger installations in non-infected nations, or to bases inside the United States. The goal is to not only preserve our warfighting ability from possible degradation by the pandemic but also to provide adequate humanitarian support to our friends across the globe. This order will also involve the call up of more than seventy thousand reservist and national guardsman to assist in this massive transportation effort.
In the challenging days ahead, I ask each of you to pray for the people in need and take care of your families, friends, and neighbors. As events develop, your government will be providing regular updates on our progress in addressing this virus. God Bless each of you and the United States of America.
I looked at Kate. "what do you think?
"We are in some deep shit;" she said succinctly and then went back to cleaning up the dinner plates. I gave her a kiss on the cheek and went back out on patrol. I kept running the President's speech through my mind and Kate's response. Try as I might, I could not come to any different conclusion, it was a long, lonely, worry-filled night until my shift was over.
I woke up early the next day after a fitful night's sleep and decided to tackle some of the less enjoyable tasks I had been avoiding all spring. At the top of the list was cleaning the solar panels on the roof of the house. The recharge rate for the batteries seemed to be slow lately, so they were probably covered with dirt and pollen. We had them installed after spending two weeks on generator power after a hurricane a few years back. That experience sucked with barely anything working in the house. You do not realize how spoiled and dependent you are on electricity and modern conveniences it provides until you go without it for a while.
Once that unenviable task was completed, I wandered out to the barn to feed Traveler and promise him a ride tonight. Watching my horse run around the paddock, I felt an anxious tightness in my chest. I felt as if the world was standing on a high precipice with no way to change the future that was barreling toward us like a runaway train. What was to become of the world, my country, my town, my family? Were we up to the inevitable challenges ahead; was I up to them, I wondered? Traveler pulled me out of my visions of self-despair by snorting and nuzzling my head with his. The simple and enjoyable life a horse, I thought. Simple needs, enough food to fill the belly and some room to run brought him all the happiness he needed. Dragging myself out of the self-destructive worry, I finally concluded that everything will work out in the end. Good or bad, it always works out in the end.
There was a different feeling in town this morning than there was last night before the President's speech. Traffic was congested on Cedar Street heading toward the Arendell Bridge that led to Moorhead city and eventually leading inland. There were, of course, the usual folks heading to work and about their busy schedules. Intermixed were a lot of families with cars packed with suitcases, beach toys and children that just days before I watched stream into town. This was particularly odd since today was Tuesday, not the usual tourist changeover day since most places were weekly rentals. I guess it's normal for most people to want to go to familiar surroundings where they feel safe. I would want the same thing I thought while watching another car pull into an overflowing gas station parking lot.
The tourists were not the only ones buying gas, as I saw nearly every car with at least one red gas can to be filled along with the vehicle. Not wanting to get caught up with the chaos of the gas station I pulled into a convenience store. Some donuts for the guys at work would hopefully act as a thank you for letting me wreck their schedule last night. Walking through the door, I was greeted with greater chaos than what was at the gas station.
"What the hell happened to your store" Najief? I exclaimed.
"Chief, it has been a great business day as you can see. Everything is flying off my shelves, unfortunately not everyone was as neat and tidy as they should have been, and I have quite a mess to clean up."
Surveying the store, his assessment was correct. The food aisles were ransacked, someone knocked over a candy bar display, the beer cooler was empty except for a couple bottles of Wild Irish Rose. I was not sure what poor Najief was going to sell after today.
"When's your next delivery scheduled for?" I called to him from across the ransacked store.
"The truck should be here at four tomorrow morning, not a minute too soon if you ask me," he replied still with a smile on his face, that I am not sure should have been there.
"Tell you what, when the truck arrives, call in to dispatch and tell them that the chief asked for a patrol car to be in the area while you unload. I think people were getting a little nervous after the President's speech last night."
"You are right Chief' that has been the main topic of conversation for everyone coming through my store this morning. The speech and the fact there has been an outbreak in Miami he declared." I froze in my tracks while struggling to maneuver through the dropped merchandise on the floor of the store.
"What did you just say?"
"It is all over the news this morning; they are quarantining a crew from a Tunisian flagged cargo ship that made port in Miami the day before yesterday. Transporting a cargo of Dates or something," he said, turning away with a broom and dustpan to start his cleaning.
Damn, the plague virus was here before they even started to screen people in ships and aircraft. The president must have known the risk or the probability there were sick people here before he came on television and gave his speech last night. A thousand and one things were now running through my mind in that instant. Marcie was on the road, Scott was locked up inside the base, Miami was hundreds of miles away, and we were far off the main highways. One thought after another rapid fired through my mind. Distractedly I gathered up an assortment of candy bars since the donuts had departed with the tourists and headed out the door. Scenes of bumper to bumper traffic were displayed on Najif's television of people fled Miami. Theoretically, there was no threat beyond the quarantined people, but the golden horde of the unprepared was already on the move. If I were in their shoes, I would have been doing the exact same thing!
A short while later, I was greeted at the door to the police station by Tyler Morgan. He was the Officer who was mad at me for calling him in last night and ruining the date night he had planned with his wife.
"Good morning Chief," he said.
"Tyler, good morning," I responded, trying not to sound distracted by the news I had just received.
"Good, good," he responded awkwardly, "do you have a minute?"
I nodded and waved him inside.
"Sorry to ambush you as you walk in the door," he apologized.
"No worries Tyler, come in my office and have a seat."
He took a seat in front of my desk and leaned toward me and in a hushed voice stated, "I'm sorry I was a jerk last night, I had no right."
"You had every right to be angry, Tyler. I get it…but you can't be that way in front of the other guys or the public," I responded, meeting his gaze until he looked away.
"You're right," he said, looking down at his lap.
"Look, you are always welcome to voice your opinion and tell me what you think in private. I expect it, I demand it! I need to know what you guys are thinking and feeling if I am to be effective. We need to show a united, strong front to the community, especially now that the plague is getting worse. Do you understand what I am saying Tyler?" I used his name quite intentionally to get my point across and to show him that I cared about him as an individual.
"I understand," he replied, still looking a little put-off.
"Enough said about that, it's behind us." With that, I ended the conversation, there was no need to hold a grudge or drag out the awkward conversation.
"Now tell me what is going on in our little corner of the world this morning," I asked as if his insubordination never happened.
"What a difference a day and a presidential speech make," Tyler began, regaining his composure. "We are seeing an exodus of tourists, and they are cleaning out the stores as they go. There was a fistfight between a local, and a guy from Philadelphia at Piggly-Wiggly this morning. I mean are you kidding me, who gets in a fight in the Piggly-Wiggly for god sakes!" Laughing, I asked if he got it all sorted out.
"I gave them a stern lecture, explained how ashamed they should be, two grown-ass men fighting in front of their kids over some wonder bread."
I burst out laughing again at his description of the event, picturing in my mind his blow by blow rendition. "Anyway boss, I also wanted to thank you for the warning to stock up on food, there has been a run on the grocery stores and gas stations all morning. Your warning gave all of us officers some time to put a few things away, just in case it all goes south, the guys are very grateful."
"Pass on to everyone that I will continue to give them any information I can to keep them prepared and aware of what's going on in the town and world around us."
Later that afternoon, the first of my equipment orders from the day before began to arrive. We use an equipment distributor up near Jacksonville North Carolina for most of our police supply orders, so I was confident in our next day delivery. Much longer than that and things may get a little sketchy.
"Hey, Chief," the driver greeted me.
I have seen him several times on deliveries, but I could not remember his name, so I tried to fake my way through the conversation. I felt terrible, but there is only one of me to remember, and I have a town of over four thousand people. Try as I might, I can't remember a fraction of them.
"Great to see you, I appreciate you delivering to us today, how was the drive?"
"Coming out to the coast, was a breeze, hardly anyone is traveling East. Going back is not going to be as easy, looks like everyone is heading home early from their vacations. Ridiculous if you ask me, the government is going to take care of this plague thing; you wait and see."
"You bet," I said, trying to sound a lot more confident than I felt. "Let's get cracking on unloading your truck, I am sure you have better things to do than stand here talking to me."
We unloaded boxes of ammo and other supplies then finally the pallet of MRE meals. The regular equipment could be stored in the armory, but the food I locked up in a spare office so it would be out of view. I wanted something to bargain with if ever I needed to get people to help me or if I had nothing to pay my officers with.
With the deliveries taken care of, I went to check on the Sherriff of Carteret County, Aden Seafeld. With a department of fifty-two sworn officers and overlapping jurisdictions, our officers and deputies work together daily. He and I have built a strong relationship since I have been with the town. Aden has always been a solid Cop whose family means everything to him. He has had some significant challenges adjusting to becoming an empty nester with his son in his freshman year in the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Aden had been there for his son throughout his life as a baseball coach or Boy Scout leader. Either he or his wife was involved in every activity their son participated in. It was great to see parents so involved in their child's life. There was no doubt in my mind he would do anything for his wife and son.
"Alex," he greeted me warmly, "how are things in Beaufort?"
"As well as can be expected, we have a bit of an exodus going on today. I can't wait for the next meeting with the mayor and hear him drone on about lost revenue and tax dollars."
Nodding his head, "isn't that the way it always is with politicians wanting to spend everyone else's tax dollars." I laughed and agreed.
"We have been investigating accident after accident this morning, it has been keeping my deputies hopping all over the county. You would think people had never driven before. Your officers have helped on a few; I really appreciate the assistance. There was a particularly nasty one just before daybreak where a minivan slid off the road into the water. Everyone got out ok, but three were transported to the hospital due to their injuries."
"Anytime Aden, that's what we do for each other."
I could tell he was distracted and had a feeling I knew what was on his mind.
"How's David doing at Chapel Hill, have you heard from him lately?"
"Yea, kids! They think they know everything. The only problem with them is that they come with their own brain; it would be so much easier if they just did what we told them to." I could tell from his distant tone that said he was focused on some old memory. "I talked to him about an hour ago. He said something along the lines of, chill, nothing is going on since Chapel Hill is a really safe place if there are problems you can come and get me."
"I love my son, but sometimes he can be so frustrating. Enough talk about me and my problems, how's your family?"
"They are good, Marcie is driving down today to stay with us for a week's vacation, and Scott has been sequestered on Fort Meade for the next couple of weeks."
"Now that is an interesting development, I wonder what the government is not telling us?"
It only took three more days for the federal government to let us know what it was not telling us!
After the initial tourist exodus, life pretty much returned to normal around town. Delivery trucks kept coming and restocking the stores. However, they did not stay filled for long as there was often a line forming before they finished unloading. The largest grocery store in town took to closing the store while they restocked, so there was no uproar. Kate and Marcie began going out to pick up what they could every day to keep our food stocks at home topped off.
I was home the evening the president addressed the nation again. All indications were that the news was going to be negative. Social media is a beautiful and evil thing, nothing about the onslaught of the plague was a secret for long. There were constant reports out of France on how the once-proud nation was descending into chaos. Videos of sick people wandering the streets and attacking anyone and everything they came across were making their way to mainstream media to be played repeatedly. It was horrifying to watch as more than one news reporter fell to roaming packs of infected victims while bravely trying to bring the truth to the world.
The AP was submitting reports the French Military was now actively hunting the infected in the streets to slow the progress of the virus. Few soldiers could be found willing to shoot their own countrymen who were just sick and in need of treatment. Once they realized an aggressive policy was the only solution, there were too few soldiers alive to have an impact. Germany's best efforts to stop the virus at the border failed miserably as well. Too little, too late.
The most chilling video I watched was of German soldiers on the French border turning back civilians. The news camera filming interactions at the gate panned out to watch a stampeding crowd of people fleeing their vehicles and attempting to cross the border. The slow, elderly, disabled, and children fell underfoot being trampled by the masses surging from an unseen threat. Slowly the cause of the uproar came into view. A horde of the infected as far as the camera could see was pushing the crowd and picking off stragglers in the rear. The German guards were slow to recognize the new threat, and in a moment of indecision and humanity, they let people through the border crossing to escape the crush of bodies. Unfortunately, the delay had mixed the infected and non-infected who very quickly overwhelmed the border guards, starting a flood of infection that would soon overwhelm Germany.
The rest of the world was facing a similar crisis. As usual, Africa was in the worst shape as the port of Marseilles had literally shipped the virus to other ports throughout the African Mediterranean region. There were significant reports of the plague throughout Egypt, Somalia, Libya, Morocco. It was spreading south like wildfire as refugees fled ahead of the virus, unwittingly bringing it with them. Weak and ineffectual governments were powerless to control the infection or their own populations, so the situation quickly went from bad to worse. Clans and warlords took the opportunity to settle old scores, which only fueled the chaos.
The vast Chinese and Indian populations, which many experts thought would be a benefit by providing enough available people to force treatment on the infected patients. These vast populations only turned into breeding grounds to spread the virus. Most people wound up trying to hide their sick family from the draconian containment rules set by the Indian and Chinese governments. Remote villages were wiped from the face of the earth by government containment efforts. Those horrific actions did little to slacken the tsunami of the infection, and it continued spreading at exponential rates in both countries.
As for the United States, we were only faring a little better than everyone else, probably only because we were late to the party. The virus initially popped up in Miami, then Los Angeles quickly followed by New York City. Predictably in hindsight, the French plague began to move on to some of the airport hub cities such as Atlanta, Charlotte, Pittsburg, Kansas City, Denver, and the list went on. Eventually, all private passenger air travel was suspended by the federal government. Beaufort just hunkered down and went about life in as routine a manner as possible under the circumstances.
By mid-June, a little over two months since the first outbreak in Marseilles, it was becoming clear there were too many infection outbreaks to control. Every major city now had infected patients in the hospitals, private homes, or in many cases, wandering the streets. Law enforcement and emergency responders had taken a fierce beating as they were the first line of defense against the disease. Everywhere on the news and social media, police, EMT's, FEMA employees, and National Guardsman were being infected. They were simply being overwhelmed and infected while trying to quarantine victims. Everywhere across the nation, the approach being taken to manage the infected was to treat them as if they were just sick people. Everyone everywhere was hoping there was going to be a cure just around the corner. That was our first mistake of the French Plague pandemic in Beaufort as well.
My first encounter with how utterly ruthless the French Plague made its victims will be forever etched in my mind. Wednesday, June 18th began with another beautiful summer morning. It was easy to ignore the building chaos around the country and the governor's recent mobilization of the remaining North Carolina National Guard.
There were several people in town being referred to as refugees behind their backs. They were just the extended family of residents who wanted some out of the way place to hide while the plague ran its course. This segment of the population is where our first crisis arose. My usual morning routine found me in the police station listening to news reports on the television when the emergency tone went off on the police radio. The dispatcher was looking for Beaufort officers to assist the County Deputies on a disturbance and possible drowning on Russell Creek Road. Hearing that the Sheriff and a deputy were responding as well as two of my officers, I became intrigued. Since I wanted to talk to Aden anyway, this would be an excellent opportunity to see him and get lunch after the call.
On my way, I fell in behind one of my officers and soon arrived together at an older, yet well-maintained home that was a short distance down a gravel driveway. We pulled into the driveway, parking a safe distance from the house near the two Sheriff's cars that had arrived before us. A small gaggle of people approached us, with all of them yelling and demanding we help them. Two small children were crying and holding onto their mother's legs, which only added to the uproar. In the back of the crowd was a young man who appeared to be in shock with a torn and bloody shirt. Holding up my hands, I somehow got the group to stop several paces from us. Aden bellowed "shut the hell up," clearly annoyed with his hand resting on the butt of his handgun. This got the adults to settle down enough to carry on a conversation, although the children were still whimpering against their mother's legs.
A man who was probably in his fifties, whom I had seen around town but did not know his name, stepped forward. He waved his hands in a downward motion to what I presumed were his family, which tamed them even more.
"Thanks for coming officers, I'm Rich Roberts, and the problem is with my son in law. He was acting crazy and fell off the dock into the creek this morning." This had been sounding like a body recovery. I was relieved when he followed up with, "don't worry, he is still alive, just stuck up to his waist in the mud, its low tide, you know."
The mudflats looked quite expansive behind the house, and there were flocks of sea birds feasting on the crabs and other unfortunate creatures stuck in the tidal pools. The ambulance crew arrived pulled up and immediately went to work examining the young man with the bloody shirt.
My attention was distracted between Mr. Roberts, the crying children, the beautiful morning, and the Emergency Medical Technicians conversation with the young man about his injuries. Everything was swirling around me when I heard the words, "he just bit me" were uttered from the injured man behind me.
"What the hell?" I thought.
"Quiet everyone, quiet!" I yelled out, as reality hit me.
Since I had been quiet up to that point, my outburst startled everyone. "What did you just say?" I said, turning to the young man with the bloody shirt in a frantic tone.
"He bit me; Frank just went crazy, came after me and bit me in the damn shoulder, took a chunk of skin out. I pushed him off the dock and ran back to the house to get help." It was that moment when all the color drained from the face of the young man who I had never met.
"Oh my god, oh my god!" he screamed and just kept repeating himself. His family looked from him to me, the facts not adding up to them. Suddenly, as if someone threw a light switch, it dawned on everyone. Almost in unison, they started taking small shuffling steps away from their injured family member with looks of horror on their faces. The French Plague had just arrived in my little town.
Mr. Roberts ordered his family into the house and needed no encouragement as they took off at a run. I turned to the EMT's, "as soon as the injury is stable, strap him to the gurney and get him to the hospital for treatment."
"You got it chief," they replied in a calm, professional tone, even though I could see the terror in their eyes. To be honest, I think we were all feeling the terror that morning, I know I was. We knew you needed exposure to contract the French Plague but knowing someone afflicted with the virus was standing a couple feet from you was unnerving.
"Let's regroup for a second," I said to Aden as the EMT's were loading their patient. "Ok, we have the two of us, plus three more officers and deputies. I would like to send one of my guys with the ambulance to the hospital in Moorhead City just in case, and the Emergency Room staff is aware of what we suspect here."
"Agreed," replied Aden still in a state of disbelief that we suspected the plague was here.
"The rest of us and the firefighters from the ladder truck can go out to the dock and see what is going on while we will get another ambulance here."
Mr. Roberts informed us his daughter and son in law came into town from Atlanta to stay until the plague issues were resolved, and they could return home.
"They arrived late at night and went right to bed after a brief hello. I didn't think anything was out of the ordinary; until I heard yelling from the dock a short while ago."
I just shook my head, pissed off at being put in this position. Pissed off that people were so irresponsible, and even more pissed off that my beautiful spring day and lunch plans were about to be demolished.
Aden, Deputy Rogers, Officer Mark Latham and I, with Mr. Roberts in tow, stepped out onto the dock. Tentatively we moved toward a male figure we saw thrashing around in the Carolina mud in the bottom of Russell Creek. Despite all that I had seen on the news and social media, I was not prepared for what I saw.
Rounding the house, my team came into view of the mud man. When our movement caught his attention, he began to snarl, renewing his fight against the suction of the mud trying to get at us. He was a man in his early thirties wearing what was once a red flannel shirt and blue jeans. He was covered in stinking swamp mud since he had been flailing around in the tidal flat for an hour. I will never forget his eyes, they were black and lifeless, as if the soul was missing from this man. It was eerie at the time but has become an all too common sight in the days since. His face was contorted with rage and pain while saliva drooled out of his mouth. What could cause this man to be such a tortured soul?
"What the hell," I said while taking a knee to watch the mud man while trying to come up with a strategy to extricate him without any of us getting hurt.
"Do you have any ideas, Aden?" I asked, cocking my head to look at him as he stood above me.
"Well," he replied in an uncertain tone, "let's throw him a rope and see if he will grab onto it. If he does, we can pull him up to shore, then restrain him at that point."
"I don't know Aden, he looks pissed and out of control. I think we will have to handcuff him once he is onshore, he's gonna be a fighter! I doubt he will be cooperative with his own rescue, almost like he's in a drug-induced rage or something," I replied.
"Nope," Aden replied, "he sure doesn't look like the cooperative type," and called out to one of the fire guys to get a rope from their truck. Robert, as his father-in-law informed us his name was, would hopefully grab hold of it and be pulled out of his nasty, muddy situation.
Deputy Rogers offered to be at the head of the tug of war line and took the rope out on the dock with him to try and convince Robert to grab hold of it. The tide slowly inching its way back into the creek, compounded our time pressure. The incoming water was starting to flood the mudflats and began to pool in the hole Robert had created while thrashing around. Realizing this, I turned and looked at Aden stating, "It looks like time and tide wait for no man" rather proud of my quick wit. He turned to me and replied, "you are so dumb, that's really not funny." However, he said it with a smile on his face.
Deputy Rogers cautiously made his way out onto the dock, repeatedly calling Robert by name. He never got a verbal reply, Robert just gave him a snarling, spitting reaction with an outstretched arm. His fingers were curling and uncurling, which we took as a signal to throw the rope. Robert was only about five or seven feet from the dock, so Deputy Rogers tied a loop at the end of the line and tossed it out to Robert. It was a perfect throw and landed in Roberts's outstretched palm. His fingers quickly curled around the rope, brought it up to his nose, gave it a sniff, and dropped it. Robert once again stretched out his arm toward Deputy Rogers with his fingers curling and uncurling trying to close the distance between them.
"What do you think?" I ask Aden distracting us both from the actions of Deputy Rogers on the dock.
"Stop, don't go out there," a fireman shouted behind me. Swinging my head back to the dock, my mouth fell open, taking in the scene unfolding before me. Balancing his feet in the cross supports on the side of the pier just above the mud was Deputy Rogers. He was precariously balanced, holding a piling with one hand and stretching his other out to Robert. "Get out of there!" Aden and I both shouted in unison as the fireman continued his pleas in the background.
Robert gave a mighty lunge toward Deputy Rogers, almost pulling one leg out of the mud. For one hopeful moment, it looked like the ill-thought-out plan was going to work. Our hopes were dashed as Robert grabbed him by the forearm with vice-like, mud-covered fingers and dragged Deputy Rogers off the dock. We all fell into silence as he hit the mud. If it weren't such a deadly situation, it would have been comical enough to harass him about for the next five Christmas parties. What occurred next gives me knots in my stomach to this day.
Deputy Rogers started to push himself up from his face plant in the mud, but his hands and arms slid down into the oozing goo beneath him. Robert seized the opportunity by immediately grabbing the deputy by his arm and back of his tan uniform, leaned over and began gnawing on the back of his head. I watched a white tooth fly out of Robert's mouth as it was knocked out from the impact with the deputy's skull. Even with the loss of this one, the remaining teeth began ripping into his scalp. Head injuries are notoriously bloody due to the blood vessels near the surface of the skin, this injury was no exception. Deputy Rogers screamed in pain and flailed about in the mud but was gaining no traction because every movement sucked him deeper into the slop. Robert's head came up half-covered with blood and a piece of scalp with hair on it hanging from his mouth. There was a look of ecstasy on his face.
Deputy Rogers quickly realized he did not think his actions all the way through, began to reach for his gun to fend off the attack. Robert's maw again came down and started chewing off the deputy's right ear, interrupting the plan. He continued to scream for help as his dirty, slime-covered fingers could not get purchase on his pistol and holster to release the retention safeties.
Officer Mark Latham was closest to the action and first to react. He drew his Glock 17 and in loud, clear voice ordered Robert to release the Deputy. Mark repeated his order once more only to watch Robert redouble his efforts and chew into the back of Deputy Rogers's neck. Mark fired his handgun once. The nine-millimeter hollow point round struck Robert in the right shoulder. Robert looked up, gave an animalistic cry of anger, and ignored the pain that would have crippled an average man. Instead of stopping, he drove his mouth back into Deputy Rogers shoulder, trying to gnaw through the Kevlar vest. Officer Latham readjusted his aim, took a deep breath, and fired again. This time, the carefully aimed projectile struck the top of Roberts' head, entering above the right ear and exiting out the rear of his head. Robert immediately collapsed oozing blood and brain matter onto the back of Deputy Rogers and into his wounds.
The shock at the speed of the attack and Officers Latham's shooting was now wearing off. The only remaining sounds were Deputy Rogers moans underneath Roberts's lifeless corpse. Quickly recovering the rope that was intended to extract Robert, I threw it again, this time to Deputy Rogers. The line landed inches from the deputy's right hand, he reached out, hooking his arm through the loop that moments before he anticipated Robert grabbing onto. Aden, Officer Latham, and two firemen were finally able to pull Deputy Rogers from under Robert and close to the dock. I lent a hand as he climbed out of the slimy river bottom Gloves were hurriedly passed out by EMS before we put our hands on him.
The injuries to Deputy Rogers were relatively superficial, but they were ugly, painful, and messy. The fire department washed the mud and Robert's goo off the Deputy with a hose. He then gingerly climbed onto the ambulance gurney laying his bandaged head on the pillow for the ride to the hospital.
"I think we just saw our first French Plague victim….and attack," I announced to no one in particular, although on reflection, I was pointing out the obvious.
Hours later, I knocked on the mayor's door to give him an update on the shooting and plague victim we discovered. Tom was looking a little unhinged, his usually pristine appearance was marred with a wrinkled shirt, a loosened tie and worried look on his face.
"Alex, come in," he stated when he heard my knock on the door. "How is your Officer? Have we ever had an officer-involved shooting?"
I was pleased that he first asked about the officer's welfare and not the potential liability the city just incurred from killing someone.
"Mark is doing as well as can be expected. No one likes to do what he did, but sometimes we have no choice. I don't know when the last time a Beaufort officer had to use deadly force. That man was going to maul Deputy Rogers to death mayor. I have never seen anyone act as he did. We will do a complete and thorough investigation, but under the circumstances, the only reason I did not shoot was that Mark beat me to it."
Tom nodded, his eyes flicking nervously to the television that had been permanently tuned to the news for the past several weeks. Worsening headlines continued to scroll across the bottom of the tv, reporting new outbreaks, businesses temporarily closing "for the duration of the emergency" and the beginnings of food shortages in large cities. Truckers were on strike in many places and refusing to enter the cities out of fear of the French Plague victims wandering the streets.
"We were no different than the big cities now Mayor."
"There are going to be more attacks, Tom," I stated, and he did not respond, eyes still fixated on the television. "Tom!" I repeated, louder this time. His head jerked toward me as if I caught him daydreaming.
"What did you say Chief?" He asked.
"There are going to be more infections, more attacks! How do you want us to handle them?”
"But you did handle it, Alex," he stammered, confusion etched on his face.
"Are you serious?" I asked incredulously. "At what cost, the patient dead, two people in the hospital who will probably become infected themselves and an officer off the street for killing the infected patient!" I responded with an angry edge to my voice. "I can't afford too many more of those successes, Tom!"
Glaring at him for a moment, my anger subsided only to be filled with pity at the realization he was losing his mental grip on the situation. The magnitude of the French Plague around the nation and globe were manifesting themselves in Beaufort, in his home, the only place Mayor Tom Dailey ever felt safe. His reality was being rocked down to its foundation.




Chapter 5

The Tide Turns




On my way home the night of the attack, I took a detour to the hospital in Moorhead City to check on the condition of Deputy Rogers. Although mentally prepared to see the patients restrained, I was deeply troubled to see someone I knew be tied down to the gurney and unconscious. Later, Kate met me at the door to our home with a smile on her face. Sometimes I don't realize how lucky I am to have met such a thoughtful and wonderful woman, all those years ago. We had known each other for so long, we could easily read each other's emotions, and just about complete a sentence before the other said it. While I am not particularly religious, I realized in her arms that night, that I am honestly a blessed man.
We went to the back porch after I peeled off my body armor and uniform. With the sun was setting low over the marsh, I closed my eyes inhaling the salty sea air being blown in from the coast. I thought for a moment that all was right in the world, if only for a few moments.
Our solitude was interrupted as Marcie came out of the kitchen with Jonah carrying a plate of sandwiches and glasses of lemonade. Everyone sat in rapt attention as I retold the story of Robert and the attack on Deputy Rogers.
Marcie gasped, "Deputy Rogers is probably infected and very dangerous by now."
"I didn't know him well, but he was married with two children. It's heartbreaking to know he has a fate worse than death.
A phone call from Kurt Bozeman, one of my night shift Sergeants, woke me very early the next morning. "Hey Chief, sorry to wake you at O-Dark-Thirty. Something is going on in Moorhead City and Jacksonville outside Camp Lejeune that you may want to know about."
Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I swung my feet out of bed. "What kind of stuff" I mumbled in the way you do when your mind is not yet firing on all cylinders.
"Well," he drawled, "I just got a call from a buddy of mine in the Jacksonville PD. Camp Lejeune just closed the main gates and are quietly funneling military dependents through a back entrance after a full-body screening. That's not the best part though, they are building sandbag bunkers at the front gates complete with machine guns!"
"What kind of shit is that?" I said a little too loudly, causing Kate to stir in bed next to me. Not wanting to risk waking her, I stumbled off to the next room, so I could talk freely.
"I'm not exactly sure what they are doing Chief, but the news is just starting to catch wind of it now. It's not just at Lejeune, it's everywhere! Cherry Point, Seymour-Johnson Air Force Base, Norfolk Naval Base, San Diego naval base, you name it. The news is claiming there is supposed to be another government briefing at 0800."
"All right, thanks for the heads-up Kurt. Oh yea, what's going on in Moorhead City?"
"There was some big disturbance at the hospital, a fight involving patients and staff. It took every available Sherriff's Deputy and a couple of State Police officers to bring it under control."
"Did we send anyone?"
"No, we had a busy night ourselves, a bad wreck out on 101 and assisting at an apartment fire on Pine Street."
"Anyone hurt at either location?"
"The wreck involved two kids out joyriding, the driver was intoxicated, he went to jail. "The fire killed a cat, but everyone else got out unscathed. Unfortunately, half a dozen families are now homeless. We called the Red Cross for assistance but got a message that all personnel had been mobilized to assist with the French plague response and to leave a message. None of this news is good Chief, not at all."
I slipped into my uniform after a quick shower, looked longingly at my bed that had been my friend for far too few hours that night and my wife who was equally neglected then closed the bedroom door. Walking out the door, I grabbed a power bar to settle my gnawing hunger and headed into town. Najief's Quickie Mart came into view, just as the yellow and orange hues of the sun broke the Eastern horizon. The suns rise signaled the start of another day. I said a silent prayer, hoping it would be better than the last,
"Good morning, Najief!" I called out entering through the front door on my way to get a drink for me and a coffee for Kurt.
"Good morning Chief" he called out in response from one of the mostly bare coolers where he was restocking sodas with the last of his supply.
"How are things going, my friend?"
"Not as well as I would like. My deliveries are not coming consistently, the last one had less than half of what I requested."
"That's odd, any explanations from your distributor?
"Just vague explanations claiming they are only getting limited shipments from their manufacturers. People are not working because of the plague, I guess." He shrugged his shoulders and turned back to stocking the cooler. "This French Plague is bad for business, bad for everyone," Najief mumbled under his breath.
"Yes it is my friend, but I am convinced everything will work itself out in the end with things going back to normal soon enough."
"You're right Chief! I should not despair. It's a beautiful morning that started out with a good friend as my first customer, it is a good omen for the day!"
Kurt was sitting at his desk, finishing the nightly incident report when I walked in with a steaming cup of coffee for him.
"Oh…fresh coffee, you are the best boss ever, did you know that?" Kurt said as he deeply inhaled the sweet aroma.
"I've been told that, but always by someone prettier than you," I replied with a laugh.
Kurt broke into laughter as well. "You're pretty chipper for being woken up before the sun today."
"When the world is falling apart and are powerless to change it, you may as well start the day with a good cup of Joe and a smile," I said, but couldn't quite manage the smile.
Perusing the nightly incident report over a few sips of coffee later, I asked Kurt, "what's happened since I talked to you an hour ago?"
"The news is out of control boss! Major outbreaks of the plague are popping up everywhere! It's like the number of plague victims suddenly hit a magic tipping point, causing the number of infected to grow incredibly fast! There are videos on the television of people attacking each other in the streets right here in America, terrifying stuff! It's a duplicate of what we saw in France. I was watching a blog from New York City where half a dozen plague victims chased down a family like a pack of dogs. Once the family was knocked down, it looked like infected were feeding on their victim's flesh! Ain't that some shit! When the NYPD showed up, the plague victims turned on them, unbelievable," he ended in a whisper.
"What happened?" I asked.
"What?" Kurt said, lost in his thoughts.
"What happened in the video when the officers showed up in New York?"
"The people turned on them Alex. It looked like the officers didn't want to use force on the people, they hesitated, pleading with the folks who were sick to stop. Finally, one officer wades into the group as if he is going to stop them."
"Then what?" I press on, dreading the answer.
"The sick people turn on the officer; take him down to the ground. They just swarmed him and took him down. The other officers just started shooting the people, six of them opened fire and blasted away at the infected. I have never seen anything like that! The worst part," he stammered with shock in his voice. "The worst part is that the gunshots had minimal effect on the people attacking the officer. The bullet wounds just seem to anger them, then they chased down the officers who were shooting! The guy taking the video ran, it never showed what happened, just a video of someone running for their life!" Kurt trailed off.
"What the hell is going on out there!" I exclaimed.
Forty minutes later and promptly at eight in the morning, a pre-recorded message from the President came on the television.
"My fellow Americans," the President began. "Our country and the entire world is facing a public health crisis of unparalleled proportions. The best efforts of government around the globe have been unable to impede the spread of the French Plague. It has appeared in cities and towns across our nation, affecting everyone it touches. White, black, rich, and poor alike are all in peril. It is a threat to every one of us, now is the time to work together, in partnership with your public officials."
"I am declaring a national state of emergency. This will allow greater authority for FEMA, the National Guard, and the Department of Homeland Security to assist localities in stopping the spread of this disease. I am further ordering the repatriation of the remaining military units from across the globe to the United States to preserve our fighting force from the ravages of this epidemic and assist civil authorities on our borders here at home. I ask that each of you pray for your fellow citizens who are afflicted with this terrible infection…" He droned on for a few more minutes about patriotism and coming together, but I had already tuned him out. I did not even hear the reporters who followed the President with more proclamations of violence, unrest, and disease.
While lost in contemplation of what all this meant for me, my family, and my town, I felt my cell phone vibrate. Checking the caller id, I was delighted to see that it was my son Scott. He did not often make phone calls, so I felt both happiness and apprehension at seeing his name appear on my phone.
"Hey Bud," I announced answering the phone.
"Hey dad, how are things down there?"
"To be honest…So-So and relayed the attack on Deputy Rogers."
"That's awful, I was hoping the plague would not reach you guys in Beaufort. Did Marcie make it home?"
"Yes, she arrived a couple days ago and is terribly worried about her friends in New York. She has a lot of guilt about not bringing some of them with her to escape the city."
In a hushed voice, as if he was not supposed to be talking to anyone, Scott stated, "the plague is far worse than the President is letting on Dad. It was well entrenched before they made the initial announcement. The government is restricting a lot of information from the news media to try and keep people calm. The President is closed up in NORAD, they sent the entire NAVY fleet to sea, I mean everything! They flooded dry-docks in Norfolk to take ships out of repair by tug to put to sea with partial crews. Every effort is being made to protect national assets with bases being put on lockdown!"
"Yea, I heard that. One of my Sergeants has a buddy over at Lejeune, who said they were not allowing traffic onto the base and only admitting family members after extensive screening."
Scott pressed on. "Things are even worse overseas! Africa is all but off the grid and in total chaos. The German army was mobilized to fight the plague victims. I don't mean control and help, I mean to fight and kill the victims Dad! The infected over there are wandering the streets attacking the non-infected. For some reason they tend to gravitate into packs, there is no better description than feral packs of humans. The Germans started with simple riot control actions, and when they continued to get overrun, resorted to using deadly force. Their troops did not want to shoot sick people, military leaders openly refused to carry out their orders resulting in tactical units large and small getting overrun. China and India have the same issues, except they have even more sick people to deal with, and they are a lot less squeamish about using deadly force on their own population."
"How is it up in Maryland?"
"Inside the fence is tense; everyone is worried about their families and friends. They are not stopping any civilians from leaving, but those on active duty are required to stay. All military reserves and National Guard units have been activated nationwide. A contingent of Marines from somewhere with one hell of a supply convoy arrived yesterday morning and have been at work nonstop reinforcing the perimeter fencing around the critical areas. Anytime you go outside, there is a steady staccato of gunfire at the perimeter fence. I have not been up there, and I don't want to see what's going on." he stated flatly. "I overheard a Major state they are thinning the packs at the fence to relieve pressure in certain areas, the number of infected must be huge out there."
I was sickened and appalled by what he was telling me. How could our own military be shooting its citizens I agonized? Surely Scott must be wrong! There must have been no other way to survive, was the only conclusion I could come to after a few moments of contemplation.
"Have you called your mom?" I asked.
"She is next, I wanted to give you the real facts, not the processed government ones so you could take care of everyone down there."
"Thanks. When you talk to mom, try and leave out some of the details. She is already a wreck worrying about you, and I don't want it to be worse for her."
"Will do, take care of yourself, I will call if I can to keep you updated. I am not sure how long we will continue to have cell service or how long the power grid will stay functioning. Dad, do whatever you have to do to keep the plague out of Beaufort," and the line went dead.
I hung up the phone, not sure if Scott cut off the call, the government cut it, or the phone system chose that moment to give up the fight. Sitting in stunned silence, I attempted to process all he told me. I trust Scott implicitly, but how can any of what he said be true? This is America, shit like this doesn't happen here.
My thoughts were interrupted by Margo calling into my office, "Hey Chief, Sherriff Seafeld is here to see you. Would you like me to send him in or tell him you're busy?"
"I always have time for Aden, send him in please."
"Aden, can I get you some coffee?" I asked when he came to my door.
"No thanks, I can't stay long."
"Well, your choice, come on in." Aden pulled out the chair across from my desk, he was wearing blue jeans and a polo shirt, a little out of the ordinary for a workday. All the signs said his visit brought terrible tidings.
His body sagged slowly into the chair across from me. His eyes hiding a deep sadness and his body language told me he was bearing a heavy burden. Waiting patiently for him to open the conversation, I kept my eyes averted from him, studiously examining a diploma on my wall. He would tell me what was on his mind when he was ready.
"Alex," he started, then stopped speaking with a lump in his voice. "I have to go get my son in Chapel Hill." I blinked twice, taking in his words, then the implication of his decision.
"Aden, do you know what's going on out there?" I said with my finger-pointing in a random direction to indicate the rest of the world.
"Better than you Alex, I was at the hospital this morning!" He said it probably a little more accusingly than he intended. I took no offense at his tone; he was obviously experiencing tremendous turmoil inside. His voice suddenly assumed a distant sound as he began to tell me the events that took place this morning. Deputy Rogers slipped into a coma in his hospital room, so the doctors ordered his restraints removed out of respect for him being a Sheriff's Deputy.
"Just hours before he had been talking to me as fine as could be for god sakes!" Aden said with tears in his eyes. "Later in the middle of the night, unbeknownst to anyone, he got worse, much worse. He left his room and started attacking the nursing staff then went into other patients' rooms biting and mauling other patients like a dammed dog! Seven people were injured before the hospital security, other deputies and a State Trooper who happened to be at the hospital subdued him. Now he and all the patients he infected are tied up and housed in locked rooms. That god-awful plague is here Alex, it is here!" He repeated, reaching out and clutching my forearm across the desk.
"I need to rescue my son," he said, looking imploringly at me as if I was supposed to condone some sin he engaged in. "I think I waited too long, hoping this plague thing would pass him and us by," he continued desperately. "Now there is plague everywhere between here and there! My son says he is holed up in the dorm with a few friends, afraid to go outside. When they look out from between the closed window shades, they can see the infected walking around campus with no one trying to stop them. I have not heard my boy cry since he was six Alex, he and his friends are friends terrified! I have to go rescue them."
"Let's go, we will stop by my house, pick up Jonah and some guns. We can be on our way in a half-hour," I told him. "Let's go, Aden, get up!" I repeated standing over him now.
"No, you can't go with me. You have a family, you need to take care of them, you need to protect the town and the county."
"What the hell are you talking about?"
"I am going to go pick up my son alone, it's not your responsibility, maybe if you could spare some ammo for my rifle, that would be appreciated, but I am going alone. I will not risk anyone else's life for what is my responsibility. I do need you to do something for me, though."
"Are you kidding me?" I exclaimed when he told me what he wanted.
"I am very serious, I need you to be the acting Sherriff in my absence."
"What about the Under-Sheriff? You are in an elected position, you can't just pick someone willy-nilly to replace you!"
Aden held up his hand to silence me, calmly explaining why he thought it made perfect sense.
"John is a fine Under-Sheriff, a good man, but I don't think he is up to the task ahead, and neither does he." In the absence of the Sheriff, the state code says that all law enforcement responsibilities in a county pass to whomever the Sheriff dictates." He let that sink in for a moment before continuing. "There are good Chiefs and officers over in Moorhead City, Atlantic Beach and Havalock but none with the tenure and experience you bring to the table."
"Are you kidding me, because I have a lot going on right now and this isn't funny," I responded, starting to get angry.
"No jokes, my friend, no jokes," he said solemnly, shaking his head.
"Does the Mayor know about your scheme?" I asked.
"I went by to see him to explain what was going on, but he is not taking this whole situation very well, I think he is going to lose it soon. He was pacing around his office with the news on the television. He has not showered or changed his clothes in a couple days; I'm worried about him."
Great, I get a big ass job dumped on me by my best friend, and my boss is a sandwich shy of a picnic all while a plague is destroying the world.
"Do you have any more good news?" I asked, trying not to be too snarky.
"How about that .223 ammo," Alex responded somberly.
With the fight taken out of me, I sighed and said, "Go ahead and drive around back, I'll hook you up with what you need." A few minutes later, I was at the rear of the police station with Aden. "Pull up to the pump and let me top off your gas tank, then come inside, and I'll give you a couple things." Alex followed me into the armory, and I gave him a hundred rounds of .223 and 9mm ammunition, then went to the locked spare office and grabbed two cases of MRE's for him.
"These should help you out, they taste like crap, but are full of nutrition and should keep you going till you get back with your son."
"Thanks, Alex, you're the best."
We spent a few minutes talking about the logistics of taking over the Sheriff's Office until he returned home. Then we shook hands, and he drove off with a hard, determined look on his face. That was the last time I ever saw Aden Seafeld.
Needing some time to think after Aden left, I headed home for an early lunch with Kate. Reaching the end of my driveway, I was greeted by two goats tied to the fence in the horse paddock. They both gave me a look that said, "We live here now, what are you doing?" They brayed once and went back to grazing on the early summer grass. Shaking my head in confusion, I just walked toward the house. My mind was already overloaded without having to worry about a couple of stray goats in the yard.
"Kate, Marcie," I called while walking in the door to the kitchen.
"Yes," Kate said, appearing in the hallway.
"Do you know that some goats moved into the yard?"
"Yes," she replied again and walked back into the bedroom where I could hear Marcie snickering.
"Can you explain why there are goats in the yard?"
"Impressive interrogation you are doing officer, maybe you will solve this mystery someday," Came a playful response. I stood there, not sure if I should be mad or confused, so I just turned and walked back to the kitchen.
Kate called after me, "I left you a Scooby Snack sandwich in the refrigerator if you are hungry." Then both my wife and daughter burst out in laughter, apparently at my expense. While I didn't like being the brunt of their jokes, the laughter felt delicious, and it washed away some of the tension I had been feeling since last night. I smiled at my situation but dammed if I was going to let them see.
While I ate, Kate explained how she had a customer in her store this morning from the rural part of the county who was looking at a repurposed dining room table that was large enough for her to seat her out of town guests. That comment struck a chord with me, and I made a mental note that we were going to have to get a handle on people coming into town. If we don't, we are going to see more people bringing the plague with them like we saw in Deputy Rogers attack.
"This woman was looking longingly at my table and chairs but told me she did not have the money to buy them, so I asked her if she had anything to trade, thinking that I could get some more material for other projects. As she went through what she had to offer me, nothing really sounded very interesting until she said."
"I have two goats, a male, and female."
"I have been thinking about expanding our livestock around here anyway. This was a good addition, so I made the exchange!" Kate said with finality.
"We have eight chickens, I would hardly call that 'livestock' to expand upon," was my retort for being the brunt of her joke earlier.
"Ye of little faith," Kate responded without missing a beat, "they can give us goat milk, we can make goat cheese…"
"Or they can give us goat fillets, goat kabobs…" I interrupted, which earned me a swat with an old newspaper. Marcie piped in that she had named both goats and everyone knows that once you give them a name, they become pets…The rest of the conversation went downhill from there.
My respite at home was not a long one, as I needed to talk to Mayor Dailey about the responsibilities of temporarily overseeing the Sheriff's Department. Not to mention, I had my fill of being the butt of goat jokes.
The mayor's secretary was absent, so I knocked on the door to his office, "Mayor, are you in?" I called. Receiving no response, I just walked in without an invitation and found Mayor Tom Dailey sitting at his desk, eyes transfixed on the television as usual.
"Tom!" I called out, "how are you?" "Tom!" I yelled again only a few feet from him now. The shouting caught his attention, and he turned his head to look at me with a vacant, unfocused look in his eye.
"Oh, Alex, it's so nice to see you," he said and turned back to the television absentmindedly. I glanced over to the tv which was set to a local news channel with the news anchor just finishing a story on cities and towns across North Carolina that had ongoing plague outbreaks. The ticker was crawling across the bottom of the screen, bringing more news of death and infection.
"Did you see that," Tom suddenly yelled! "New Bern, there are infections in New Bern!"
"Tom!" I grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him; "we had an infected person here in Beaufort and more in Moorhead City, New Bern is not news!"
"My God Alex, what we are going to do?" Tom began to shake, just about crying with genuine fear in his voice.
"The Sherriff left town, Tom! Aden is gone and left me in charge of the Sherriff's Department as well as our police department." I told him in a tone that was almost as desperate as his.
"I think he mentioned it in a letter," the mayor said, switching back to his far off, disconnected voice.
"Oh, for god's sake!" I yelled and stormed out of his office.




Chapter 6

The Siege




I woke early the following Saturday and found myself once again standing on the porch overlooking the sound, enjoying the morning ritual of the sun rising in the distance and the world coming out of its slumber. Daybreak has always been my favorite time of day, watching the world come alive has always filled me with a sense of wonder and renewal.
I felt the distant explosions, long before I heard them, the earth shuddered, then somewhere in the distance five deep, guttural rumbles rippled across the marshes reaching up to my doorstep. The distant shock disturbed the waterfowl, sending them into flight. I was puzzled by the explosions that came from the direction of Cherry Point Marine Corp Base off to the Northwest of Beaufort. It was common to hear their Harriers and other aircraft tearing through the skies on training missions off the coast, but an explosion was something different entirely. A crash would be unlikely and certainly would not cause five blasts in a row. The noise I heard this day was something new.
I called my duty Sergeant, to see if he had heard of any kind of emergency going on at the base. "Ben, did you hear the explosions, it sounded like something going on over at Cherry Point. Maybe a training exercise?"
I heard some distant rumbles but could not make out where they were from. I'll call over to Cherry Point security to see what they have going on. I'll have an answer by the time you get to work. Satisfied, but troubled for the moment, I finished breakfast, said goodbye to Marcie as Kate had already left for her store.
Long ago it had become my morning commute routine to stop at the Quickie Mart for a bottle of water for me and fresh coffees for my guys. Now even as the world was falling apart, I stuck with my routine to the bitter end, hoping against hope to maintain a sense of normalcy. "Good morning Najief, any customers today?" I asked, walking into the store. However, just looking around, I could tell that things were not going well at all. The shelves were bare of any food, the drink coolers had a couple of sodas, and there were only a few of the less popular candies left at the counter. Mainly the kind you never liked getting at Halloween.
"Good morning, Chief," Najief replied in a voice filled with worry and anxiety.
"I think I am doing a little better than you are my friend; you look sold out of everything edible."
"Appearances can be deceiving; I have some stock in the back for my most trusted friends. Everyone has become too aggressive in their quest for food to risk putting anything on the shelves. Just yesterday I caught an old woman shoplifting a can of Chili! What is the world coming to when you can't trust your regular customers? I am forced to hide my stock out of fear!"
I frowned as I reflected on Najief's situation and wondered how many people were in the same boat he is. "I am sorry that people are giving you a hard time, I have not been getting out too much to socialize between home and work. What is the mood around town? What has everyone been saying?"
"The town is scared Chief, hardly anyone is going to work. I don't think too many people are out of food or going hungry, no more than usual. I do fear what the town will look like in a couple of weeks when no one has food left," he said, shaking his head sadly.
I didn't know what to say, something reassuring seemed appropriate, but I wasn't feeling reassured myself. "Najief, my friend, keep your head up, continue to be fair with your customers. Maybe you should move to more of a barter system, I have a feeling the greenbacks in your register are not going to be worth a whole lot soon. "How many coffees today Chief?" Najief said, suddenly bursting with a smile.
I laughed and told him, "based on the advice I just gave you, I have nothing to share in exchange."
"That is where you are wrong, you have given me great advice, and for that, I am still indebted to you even after two coffees. I will reach back to the customs of my homeland and create a new barter store and marketplace; you are a wise man, Chief!"
When I got to the office, John Jacobs the Under-Sheriff was already there talking to Sergeant Ben Stillmen.
"Good morning gentlemen, are you interested in a couple of steaming hot coffees to start the day?"
"That would hit the spot boss," John said. The comment was not lost on me as it was surely a subtle sign that the change in leadership within the Sheriff's department was not going to be contested by him.
"I heard multiple explosions this morning, it sounded like something was going on up near Cherry Point base like they were doing bombing practice. That seems crazy with everything going on in the world."
"We've been trying to reach Cherry Point security since I talked with you earlier and are still getting nothing. No answers, no reply, nothing at all!" Ben said. "Initially the line was just ringing, then I received a message that all circuits were busy. What the hell does all that mean, Chief?"
I shrugged my shoulders to reaffirm my lack of answers. They are just up the road a bit, I can't believe we couldn't get a landline connection with them.
"I tried my cell phone and got the same, 'all circuits are busy,' message. I moved on to our shared dispatch channel that we use for interoperability…nothing in response. I can't remember a time they refused to answer the emergency radio! For my last option, I moved to the Orion network and received a very brief response to stay off military radio channels! Something is very wrong up there," Ben concluded.
"What's in the news this morning," I asked, changing the subject for a moment.
"Doom and gloom," John replied. "Much of Europe is off the grid, the Red Army in Russia is fully mobilized, and Iran has been launching missile strikes into Israel, even though they are both fighting infection outbreaks. Some grudges will never die, I guess. News reports from South America are indicating chaos, fighting, and looting rather than infections. In many places, the non-infected are doing more damage than the infected are. In the United States, most major cities are teaming with the infected. No one is even attempting to stop them now, so they are wandering the streets and spreading into the surrounding communities. Like their food supply in the city is running out!"
"Law Enforcement and National Guard responses are getting less and less effective as they are being overwhelmed by the masses of infected people. I can't blame them for walking off the line in favor of protecting their families. I couldn't live with myself if something happened to my family while I was out trying to take care of other people," he trailed off…
"Let's make sure it does not come to that here!" I concluded the somber conversation. "Our first order of business will be to find out what's going on at Cherry Point and get some information on whether the infection is moving toward us. Our alarm should not be the stray infected refugee who finds their way into our community again. John, how many deputies do you have working?"
"I have six on day shift plus a detective in the office."
"Ben, how about the town, who do we have working?" I asked
"Just me and two officers today, another called in sick."
"OK," I said with firmness in my voice, that I did not feel down deep in my heart. "John, I need you to take another deputy and head up to Cherry Point. Contact the base to find out what the hell is going on up there. Once you make contact call me on our local mutual aid radio channel. Ben take a deputy and one of our officers. Drive down as far as Swansboro and see what they have heard from Jacksonville and Camp Lejune. No one goes anywhere from this point forward. I fear time is not on our side, gentlemen, let's make every minute count and move quickly."
Once Ben and John left, I took the opportunity to drive around Beaufort and my new countywide jurisdiction. I felt very out of place driving through Moorhead City and Atlantic Beach, kind of like I was invading someone else's territory. Dispatch calls were nonexistent considering everyone received the "all circuits are busy" messages on our phones, I was not surprised.
The law enforcement resources I had available were trying to remain visible and provide a calming effect on the community to counteract their inability to contact us. I stopped in a supermarket, and the clerks were friendly, but the shelves were nearly bare. I did pick up a couple cases of canning jars and two boxes of wooden, strike-anywhere matches which were overlooked in the hardware section of the store. The manager had sent everyone but herself and two employees' home, there just was not enough work for them all to do since they had not seen a delivery truck in days. I wished them the best and advised that phone service was getting unreliable, but there were plenty of deputies and officers out to keep the peace. It was only a little lie, and I hoped it sounded more convincing than I felt.
Leaving the grocery store, I drove south on the beach road enjoying the ocean breeze coming through my window. As I passed through the town of Emerald Isle, my radio crackled to life.
"Chief, where are you? I need you down here in Swansboro!" Ben's excited voice came through the radio.
"I'm in Emerald Isle, I can be to you in about ten minutes."
"Step it up boss, they have quite an outbreak of infected down here, we think it arrived with some refugees coming across the bridge from Jacksonville.
After an anxiety-filled, ten-minute breakneck drive later, I met up with Ben and Chief Bo Knowlton of the Swansboro police department.
"Alex, glad you and your boys are here," Bo said as he reached out to shake my hand.
Bo was a good man, a Marine who moved onto a second career and a strong, no-nonsense leader. "We have encountered the occasional infected person. The only thing we can do is subdue them and restrain them to a bed at the local doc-in-a-box until we can transport them to a hospital. A short time ago, two of my officers responded to a disturbance at the campground on Comers Cove Road. They heard fighting and yelling inside one of the trailers, fearing someone was in imminent danger they forced entry. Instead of going in, five infected men came pouring out. Both officers were bitten and mauled, one of my guys shot an attacker six times at point-blank range with no significant effect. The guy just shook it off and kept coming! Can you believe six .40 caliber rounds to the chest and the monster kept on coming!"
"Monster? I am not very politically correct either, but don't you think that is a bit much Bo?"
"What else do you call them? You can't talk to them, can't reason with them, they are beyond sick, they want to kill, and hunt anything living. It's them or us now Alex, that's the bottom line with anyone who has the plague!" Bo answered with finality.
I shook my head, "Ok, I get it, they're dangerous and have seen that first hand. I've seen gunshots barely hurt them, but they are sick. We have a moral obligation to help them get treatment!" I replied with the best righteous indignation that I could muster.
Bo backed down a little. "I get it, Alex, you're right. In normal times that is what we would do, no, it's what we should do, what we are obligated to do. However, I have never seen anything like this infection, and neither have you!" He said, pointing his finger at my chest. "The little communities like yours and mine have been left high and dry. The military is secure on their bases, the national guard and State Police are overwhelmed and outmanned trying to deal with the infected and refugees. The federal government saw the writing on the wall early on and has gone into hiding in their secure facilities. Guess what happened to the poor schmucks that went to work in the big cities to help the people who were infected?" Bo goaded my morality.
"They are infected now as well." I finished his statement, and we will be too if we are not careful." Suddenly an awful realization washed over me like a wave in the ocean. This is it, our every choice now was critical to our survival.
"Let's head out to the campground and see what kind of problem you have brewing Bo," I ended the moral wrangling with a heavy heart and a slap on his shoulder.
A short drive brought us to the campground on the corner of Cedar Point Boulevard and Comers Cove Road. Parking in a small field at the intersection I looked at the mismatch of police vehicles, Sheriff's Department, Swansboro Police, Beaufort Police and an Officer from Emerald Island had come over to help as well. We were an eclectic group; however, most of us had worked together at one time or another on mutual aid issues, so there was some level of familiarity. Bo and I conferred and agreed to split up our group of eight into four, two-person teams walking through the campground looking for additional plague victims to take them for treatment when we found them.
The temperature was climbing through the mid-eighties as the morning was wearing on. It was going to be another hot and gorgeous day the Crystal Coast of North Carolina was known for. On the outside chance I might need it, I took my carbine out of the truck, stuck a spare magazine in my pocket and slung the rifle over my shoulder. I did not anticipate needing it, but I also had no idea what we may find. Bo's narrative of the previous attack on the officers had me more than a little concerned about the wellbeing of my officers.
Walking on the north side of the street, we stopped and listened outside each trailer for signs of a disturbance. After checking half of a dozen, I heard one of Bo's guys call out from across the street and two mobile homes ahead. "I think I have something here" as he pointed at an old gray RV who's skirting was falling off. A sad, old dog was tied up and standing vigil in the yard, wishing he was somewhere else. The eight of us converged on the trailer, forming a loose perimeter while the Blue Tick Coon Hound took a long gingerly look around, gave a half-hearted growl before retreating into his rickety, wooden dog house. Animals seemed to have a sixth sense that let them know when something terrible was about to happen, unfortunately, I did not pick up on what that old coon hound knew.
One of the Swansboro officers knocked on the aluminum door with his blue rubber-gloved hand. With a loud, authoritative tone to his voice, he announced, "Swansboro police open the door." The response inside the trailer was immediate! Loud growling and banging were what he received.
"Shit!" The officer exclaimed, taking two steps back from the door in surprise. "I think we have at least one infected in here, probably two by the sounds of it Chief," he called out.
"Hey, Bo," I said. There's a ballistic shield in the back of my Tahoe; maybe we can use that to pin the person down until we can handcuff them if they come out trying to attack us. We should also have someone with a Taser available to light them up if we get any resistance."
Bo had an uncertain look on his face as his guys had already paid a heavy price in this neighborhood, he did not want anyone else injured. After a few moments' of contemplation, he said affirmatively, "Let's do it" adding, "I want everyone with gloves and mask on, no accidental exposures!"
With a loose plan in place, we stacked up on the door. The first man opposite the entry team would open the door, then the one across from him would be the first to face the infected resident with the ballistic shield in hand for protection. Right behind him was the arrest team. Bo and I were the less-lethal pair, ten feet away. We were offset from the stack so we would have an unobstructed field of fire. Bo had his Taser out, and I found myself as the lethal cover because I had brought my carbine. With everyone set, the tension in the air felt like a compressed spring as the Swansboro officer reached for the door to swing it open, not knowing who or what would be coming out.
He attempted to turn the door knob…. "It's locked, shit!" We must have looked like a bunch of monkeys with a football as one of the guys ran back to his car for a Halligan tool to pry the door open. The pressure must have been getting to everyone to have overlooked the possibility the door may have been locked. All potential surprise was destroyed as the infected person inside was making so much noise the trailer was rocking. I smiled, thinking of the old phrase, "Don't come knockin, if the trailer is Rockin" and couldn't resist stating it out loud. The gallows humor worked because everyone broke out with groans and chuckles from the bad joke. Once we had our game faces back on, everyone got down to business. There was a look of steady resolve as I glanced from face to face. The officer at the door, now equipped with the Halligan tool put out his right hand and held up three fingers, then two, then one. He began prying at the lock…then all hell broke loose.
It was like a slow-motion train wreck you couldn't take your eyes off. The trailer door lock gave way quickly and efficiently, then the plan fell apart. An infected male had apparently been pushing at the inside of the door. The pressure caused it to fly back, striking the officer with the halligan tool in the side of the head. This brought him to his knees, seeing stars. The man from inside the trailer simultaneously lost his balance as he was unable to navigate the two steps to the ground. He subsequently did a face plant into the beer can littered yard. The shield officer seeing his opportunity moved in to pin Mr. Infected under the shield. It was an excellent idea and worked out nicely. This allowed the arrest team to move in, quickly securing one arm in a handcuff. It was at that moment, Mrs. Infected made her appearance at the door. She was clad in a torn flower print sundress that exposed one breast and her pink bra. Standing maybe five feet tall and weighing in at two hundred and twenty pounds, she was a force of nature before the plague. Like the last infected person I encountered, she was equipped with those haunting, black, glassy eyes. I could only describe the noise she was making as a cross between a growl and a snarl, certainly not something that humans had made in millions for years.
Bo quickly saw the danger to the exposed arrest team and fired his Taser at Mrs. Infected. The probes made perfect contact with one going into her chest and the other into her rather fat stomach. 50,000 volts traveled through the leads. Mrs. Infected dropped like a rock as expected, just inside the trailer door. Unfortunately, it did not take the fight out of her as she quickly recovered and tried to stand back up. Bo gave her a second ride of lightning that only brought her to a knee. Suddenly a third infected male clad in blue jeans; a white wife-beater t-shirt and a ball cap that had slid sideways on his head came into view of the doorway. Bo scrambled to reload the cartridge in his Taser when Mr. Wife Beater pushed Mrs. Infected out the door, causing her to land in the middle of the arrest team.
I took aim with my Colt AR and fired three times into the chest of Mr. Wife Beater as he was about to jump down onto the tangle of officers, which now included Mr. and Mrs. Infected. He was thrown backward by the kinetic energy of the two rounds striking him in the center of mass and third striking just below the elbow, almost severing his arm. The gunshot wounds did not kill him as it would have any other man! Mr. Wife beater pushed himself up on his one remaining arm and scuttled toward the door on his knees and one hand while oozing bright red blood from his wounds. I took aim at the center of the bald spot on the top of his head and fired twice more. This time he collapsed, his head torn open by the passage of the high velocity .223 caliber rounds onto the dirty carpet just inside the trailer door.
This still left Mrs. Infected snapping and clawing at the officers in a heap at the bottom of the stairs. I could not shoot her for fear of hitting one of the officers or more likely the round passing through her and catching one of them. That possibility would be more catastrophic as the officer would be infected from blood exposure. Fortunately, one of the Swansboro officers broke my indecision by hooking Mrs. Infected in the shoulder with the Halligan tool and dragging her off the arrest team. In gratitude, she snapped her teeth and swiped her hands at him, but he put an end to her efforts by bringing the pry bar down on her temple, crushing her skull. We were now left with Mr. Infected who was now handcuffed but spitting mad that he could not get up and bight anyone. He roared, snapped and twisted, but was now securely hogtied on the ground.
"Check yourselves gentlemen, was anyone bit, cut or exposed to blood and saliva? Bo called out.
One by one, we all checked ourselves; the guy from Emerald Isle took off his shirt and threw it in the grass.
"My shirt was wet, I'm not sure from what, but I am not going to risk coming down with that shit!" He said, jerking his head toward Mr. Infected.
"Good shooting Alex," Bo said, "we would have been totally hosed if he came out the door." Then realizing what he was saying said, "Sorry man, I am sure you did not want to have to do that. It was all we could do to handcuff that guy;" Bo pointed to the hogtied man in the dirt who was still snapping his teeth. "Asshole!" Bo said, ending the one-sided conversation with Mr. Infected.
We were catching our collective breath and waiting for an ambulance to arrive and transport Mr. Infected when the old coon hound in the rickety dog house poked his grey-haired head the door. He emitted a growl from deep in his throat, one of those low guttural, throaty growls that said danger was near. I swung my eyes to the old dog and saw that his hackles were up, but he was not growling at us. Following his gaze east down the street toward the Atlantic Ocean, my jaw dropped as I saw a group of ten or twelve people running in our direction.
"Uh guys," I called out, grabbing Bo's shoulder to get his attention since his back was to our visitors, "We have a problem!"
Everyone looked up, and you could hear the audible pucker factor when the realization hit everyone that the approaching crowd was not concerned citizens, but rather more of Bo's monsters.
"Time for a strategic retreat gentleman!" I called out and started jogging toward my car. I did not have to look back to know that we all had the same idea as I heard the crunch of gravel under everyone's boots directly behind me.
"Momma, Momma, let me in!" Came a cry from behind us that halted everyone in their tracks. Maybe it was a sense of honor or duty to the innocent, but to a man, everyone turned to help the child calling out in need. I zeroed in on the child attempting to get in a locked camper, twenty feet to our rear. Unfortunately, the infected crowd also heard the child's cry and reoriented their trajectory toward her looking for lunch, albeit a small one. They quickly began closing the distance to the screaming child. Bo and the shield officer from earlier, who I still did not know his name, immediately took off running toward the girl without a thought for their own safety. I brought my carbine up and started to fire into the ravenous herd as they closed on the child. I shot round after round into them. I made hit after hit and was not making a measurable impact. The other officers now had their handguns out and were firing at the approaching infected as well. I noticed someone got a lucky headshot, and the infected person immediately dropped like a sack of potatoes, not getting back up. The realization hit me, and I yelled out, "aim for the head dammit, that will take them down; body shots have no effect!" The fusillade increased in tempo, a couple guys doing combat reloads with their pistols, but it was too late.
Bo and his officer won the race against the infected to reach the child first, but it was not enough. She did not want to go with them and hung onto the door handle, wasting precious seconds while Bo pried her fingers loose. In that short time, the infected we had not killed enveloped them, bringing all three of them to the ground in a frenzy of biting, scratching and tearing. I heard more gunshots from Bo and his fellow officer as they attempted to free themselves, but it was only a few, and I expect the last one was for Bo himself.
I hated to leave them behind, but there was no more struggling going on underneath the pile of infected and looked to be just feeding now. Everyone's head was on a swivel as we watched more infected slinking out from behind campers, drawn to the commotion. Sizing up the rapidly deteriorating situation, I made a quick decision and yelled to everyone. "Back to your cars, meet me down the road in the shopping center parking lot!" I jogged back to my car, fighting tears and the lump in my throat at the brave demise of my friend, fearful of what this many infected meant. Driving out of the campground, I watched in my rear-view mirror as more infected were flooding into the site of the attack. When I pulled onto Cedar Point Boulevard, I was forced to weave around numerous erratically staggering pedestrians, obviously infected walking down the road coming from the direction of Jacksonville.
When we six survivors arrived at the shopping center, I had already made up my mind on what to do next. Everyone got out of their cars, in a confused daze as they came down off the adrenalin rush of a few minutes before. One man vomited as the realization of the fact that we just shot who knows how many people, watched two officers and a child being mauled and left another man hog-tied on the street. My god, I thought, is it like this everywhere? Are these the unthinkable choices that police officers and citizens across the country are being forced to make? I had to control my breathing not to have a panic attack myself, but after a few deep breaths, I regained enough composure to speak.
"Alright guys, gather round, are any of you hurt?" Receiving several negative head nods made me feel better until I noticed Ben just staring into space. I walked over to him and put both hands on his shoulders and looked him in the eye. "Ben, are you with me buddy?" I asked. He looked pale as if he was about to throw up, reflecting on it later, I probably looked the same. "I need you now, I need you to hold it together for everyone…for your family Ben." Mentioning his family seemed to do the trick, and he partially snapped out of whatever trance he was in.
"Yea boss I'm here, tell me what you need."
"Ok guys, we just got our ass handed to us, and now our responsibility is to protect our families, homes, and communities before these infected get to them." Dan, contact the Chief from Emerald Island and blockade the causeway. You need to find some way to block the bridge to stop the infected from coming across to the Island. Ben, go straight back to Beaufort and call everyone into work. Have them meet at the Arendell Bridge, set up a roadblock and only let people in after you check them for infection, you got that?" I said this directly to him, ensuring that we made eye contact. I was worried he would space out on me again and not do what I needed him to do.
"I got it Chief, you can count on me," Ben replied as if making up for his perceived failure minutes before. "Swansboro officers and Sheriff's deputies, I need you to go street to street using the public-address systems in your cars to warn everyone that there are infected plague victims on the streets and to stay indoors or take what they can and flea north toward Moorhead City and Beaufort. Does everyone understand what I need from you?" I received head nods in return. I repeated my question more forcefully. Does everyone understand what you must do! This time I received a resounding "Yes Sir" from all the officers and deputies surrounding me. Watching them get in their cars, I followed up with a yell of encouragement that I expected to see each of them again. I only ever saw Ben again, probably because he was the only one I sent to a safe place.
My truck raced back down highway twenty-four with my emergency lights on and siren blaring the entire way. What a damn fool idea that turned out to be, one more mistake that lack of knowledge and experience with the infected brought. I sped past numerous small neighborhoods and the seasonal tourist shops which were now closed but still had windows filled with beach umbrellas, towels and sand toys for the upcoming summer tourist season that would never arrive. As I reached another large grocery store at the intersection of highway seventy and twenty-four, something caught my eye in the parking lot. There were a group of people chasing a solitary man. What the hell I thought. My pre=plague experiences made an incorrect assumption, leaving me wondering why are people pursuing a shoplifter at a time like this? Slowing, I turned into the parking lot to put an end to the foolishness and warn them to get off the street. It was then that I got the first inkling that all was not as it appeared. My years of policing had biased me into thinking that when people are chasing another across the parking lot of a retail store, it automatically meant they were chasing a shoplifter. In my new paradigm that I had not yet learned, it means infected people were hunting a food source.
I drove up alongside the pursuers to stop them when they suddenly took an interest in me instead of their quarry and started walking towards my truck. Out of the corner of my eye, the man being pursued, stopped, began yelling and waving his arms. I was confused by his actions. With my windows up, I could not make out what he was saying because my attention was split between him and his pursuers. My mind was still not fully processing the facts as they were unfolding before me. This was peculiar I thought, the suspect never tries to get the attention of the police. With my mind still stuck in neutral, the first of the pursuers reached the door of my truck.
The face of a woman appeared next to me while she reached up and placed both hands on my driver's side window with a loud thump. Time slowed down as her partially bloody face slowly turned toward me, showing a ragged series of bites from her chin to scalp line. Realization of how badly I misread the situation hit me as her lifeless black eyes stared into mine. Nausea coursed through the pit of my stomach as she pressed her bloody face against the window, her jaws snapping as if savoring the first bite of me. Her efforts only resulted in a long slimy trail of blood and saliva being smeared across the window. Frustrated that she could not bite her way through, she began to snarl in anger and pound her fists against the window.
"Jesus, H Christ!" I screamed while slamming the truck into drive and screeching the tires as I sped away from the infected woman. Once free of the infected surrounding my vehicle, I looked for the man who was being pursued. He was nowhere in sight, wisely taking my ill-thought-out interruption of his pursuers to beat feet like the third monkey racing for the ark in a rainstorm.
More disturbed now, than when I was at the campground, I continued racing down highway seventy toward Beaufort and home as fast as I dared. Little did I realize that my lights and siren caused a general migration of the infected in the direction that I was traveling, I had unwittingly become a pied piper drawing them toward my home.
With my speedometer reaching 70 it did not take long to reach Beaufort. Pleased with what I saw, I skidded to a halt at a makeshift roadblock on the south side of the Arendell Bridge. "Ben," I called from the open window of my truck. Finally getting his attention, I signaled him to come over. "There are infected people all over the place from Swansboro to Moorhead City! One of them tried to get through my window," I said gesturing at the slimy red smear down the window and side of the truck. He gaped at the gore with his mouth hanging open, then swallowed the rising bile in his throat and proceeded to give me a status update.
"We've been stopping cars here, doing brief inspections then letting them through as you requested. We have already sent a good number of cars across the bridge. I stopped by city hall to get Joe Fields and his public works guys to bring out some cones, barrels, and stuff for the roadblock as well. When the mayor overheard the plan, he went ape shit thinking you wanted to ‘cordon off the city' and not let residents in. He carried on yelling about you having no authority to block the public roads, blah, blah, blah… I told him how deadly these infected people are and how we barely made it out of Swansboro alive, but he kept going on and on about the city getting sued! I mean seriously, he is worried about a lawsuit, and I watched two officers become lunch to these infected people!"
"I'll take care of the Mayor, he has not been handling this whole situation well and is starting to get a little unhinged."
"Whatever you say Chief," Ben replied, shaking his head back and forth while walking up to the next car that stopped at the roadblock. Ben called over his shoulder to me, "I'll have two more guys here soon, and keep me posted if anything changes."
My mind was racing as fast as my truck had been while I walked over to town hall. What should we do next, how can we manage the infected that were coming this way, my family is in danger, and the last thing I need to be doing is screwing with a roadblock. All these thoughts and more were screaming through my mind, threatening to paralyze me. Stepping out of my truck, I was unsteady on my feet, my mind foggy with indecision. Clutching the door and taking several deep breaths, I willed my mind to clear and began to prioritize problems. Finally settling on a plan, I took one step after another until my moment of panic subsided.
Before the mayor cornered me, I wanted to find Joe Fields to see what he could give me to create a better, more permanent roadblock. We had some time to come up with a plan, but only a little. Time seemed to be in short supply with events unfolding faster than we could react to them.
"Joe," I said, walking into his office.
"Damn, Alex, you are in a heap of trouble with the mayor, blocking the main highway into town, he is pissed! It's really awesome though; I wish I had thought of it, hell I wish I had a video of his reaction when he overheard the plan." Finally looking up at me, he concluded with, "Dude, you look like shit!"
"The mayor can spare me his drama; these infected people are beyond dangerous. If any of them get into town, we are all done for." Over the next few minutes, Joe got the Readers Digest version of the events in Swansboro and my trip back to Beaufort. He sat with rapt attention, not commenting or interrupting. I could tell he was taking it all in, processing the information and looking for some shred of falsehood or inconsistency to my story. Once my rendition of the events was complete, Joe sat for a moment then got up and went to a map file cabinet in the corner of his office. Rifling through it for a couple minutes, he found what he wanted and returned with a large map that took up most of his desk when unrolled. He looked me in the eye and said, "Ok Alex; I have an idea of how to protect the town."
"This is a map of Carteret County, including Beaufort," he said waving his hand across the map. "You have a roadblock at the Arendell Bridge here; he put his finger on the map, correct?"
"Yes, you know that," I replied a little annoyed.
"Excellent, look here." He drew his finger east to west through the middle of the county. "Adams Creek, which part of the Inter-coastal waterway separates the county into two parts, and it will be the key to keeping the plague out of Beaufort. The water is deep and wide with high banks and plenty of mud."
His plan suddenly hit me, it was so obvious, and I was surprised that I did not see it earlier. "Yes, yes, I see it now! Adams Creek and the other waterways will act as a moat keeping the infected out and everyone inside of it safe!"
"A moat is what I was envisioning." Joe replied, thumping his hand on the table, "I had been thinking of what to do since Ben came in here earlier and set the mayor off."
"The only other problem I see is that we have nothing covering the highway 101 bridge over Adams creek north of town," I stated.
"I think I have that covered. I am dispatching several of my guys with an eighteen-wheeler that I'm ‘appropriating.' Hopefully, our friendship won't be tarnished by a little grand theft," he said with a chuckle.
"I like where you are going with this," I replied, ignoring his effort at humor.
"My guys are going to bring the truck to the south side of the highway 101 bridge at Adams Creek. With a front-end loader, they will flip it onto its side and wedge it in a spot where no vehicular or pedestrian traffic can get past. We will effectively create a wall across the highway."
"Great plan, when do you think they will be in place?" I asked.
"I'm not sure, maybe an hour or two," he replied.
"I sent a few guys up toward Cherry Point earlier to find out what is going on up there. Phone service seems to have dropped off, both landlines and cellular aren't working," I stated.
"I figured that may happen," Joe replied. "If people are staying at home or are infected, phone systems are not going to be maintained. I'm surprised they lasted as long as they have under the circumstances."
"I still have good contact with my guys via radio," I said, sounding hopeful.
"How long will the electricity last," Joe questioned me ominously, "that will probably be the next thing to go," he ended gloomily.
"Keep me posted on your progress, time is running out fast," I ended the conversation and walked out of his office.
Hoping to collect my thoughts and put off my impending confrontation with the mayor for just a little longer, I made my way to the Sheriff's office and slipped in unnoticed. It was strange being there and felt like I was intruding on someone's private sanctuary. My gaze lingered over the pictures of Aden's family and came to rest on one of him and his son at a High School graduation party, less than a year ago. Good luck, my friend, I hope you find your son and make it back to us, I quietly prayed.
Taking my portable radio from its holder on my utility belt I switched the channel over to the sheriff's dispatch channel and spoke into the microphone. "Beaufort Police Chief, calling Deputy John Jacobs." I received silence in response. After a few seconds, my impatience won out with me repeating my call.
To my relief, a voice crackled across the airwaves; "this is John, go ahead Chief."
"John, where are you? What's your status?" My voice almost pleaded across the airwaves.
"We got to Ferry Point, just west of Harlowe when we started to run into some of the infected. I mean no shit run into! One of them ran in front of our car like a deer, and we clipped the guy." There were some clicks and static, then John continued. "That scared that crap out of us, and we stopped to help, but the guy ran off into the swamp. We tried to push closer to Cherry Point, but the infected were everywhere! I don't know how the plague has spread so quickly. We were forced to turn around and head back sorry Chief." John ended.
"You made the right call John, I need you guys to go back to the bridge over the Inter-coastal. Set up a roadblock and don't let any infected past. They are brutally dangerous, use deadly force if you must, but keep them away from you!"
This time there was a long pause from the other end of the radio before John came back with a question in his voice, "can you repeat that Chief."
"You heard me! When we were in Swansboro, we lost two officers to a pack of infected, Bo and one of his men are gone, John! Just gone," I trailed off…
This time the pause was even longer, and I received a choked "10-4" as John's only reply.
"We have an eighteen-wheeler on its way out there to block the bridge; can you hold it until then?"
"We will do whatever we have to; you can count on us, Chief."
"I know I can, you guys are the best."
Now the time had come to speak to the Mayor and convince him that my scheme was the only course of action left to save the town. The door to his office was open, and I could hear the television in the background and the mayor muttering at it. Tentatively approaching the door, I knocked softly.
"Alex," he barked at me with the ferocity of a tornado, "what in god's name do you think you are doing?" he asked accusingly. "Roadblocks, checkpoints! What will the community say Alex? We have no legal right to stop the free flow of traffic on the state highways! I expect to get a phone call from the governor at any moment!"
"You can't Tom, the entire phone system is down," I replied softly, hoping a controlled tone would bring the mayor down a few notches.
"That is preposterous," he yelled, marching over to his desk, snatching the phone off the receiver and holding it to his ear. A perplexed look came over his face as he realized there was no dial tone and he started pushing button after button in a vain attempt to get the thing working.
Tom looked up at me with shock on his face, "the phones aren't working," he stated as if this was a new revelation and not something I had just told him.
"Yes, I know they aren't Tom."
"The television network stopped working a while ago, I had to switch to the antenna to pick up the news," he stated in a way that said his mind was not putting the puzzle pieces together.
Trying to bring him back to reality, I asked what the news had been saying. He managed to stammer, "some channels have the FEMA logo on them and the words standby for further instructions, it's strange," his voice wandering off, once again not reaching the logical conclusion.
My frustration was rising now. "I watched people get attacked and killed by the infected Tom; my men and I were forced to flee Swansboro for our lives. The infected are incredibly dangerous; we cannot let them into town!"
"Those poor people are just sick!" He yelled back. "We have to help them; they just don't know what they are doing. Just do your job and help them or I will find someone who will!" Tom yelled back at me with a look of venom in his eyes.
"Dammit Tom, you are not getting it, unless we stop them, we are all going to die, me, you, my family, your wife, everyone," I yelled right back at him. "I don't need your permission to block the damn highway anyway." He looked taken aback at my outburst, but I pressed on anyway. "The Governor is probably dead, the President is in hiding, we are alone Tom, all alone, do you get it!" Tom Dailey slid into his chair with a look of utter defeat and despair on his face as I stormed out of his office.
"Chief, this is Ben, are you there?" Came a distant voice across my radio.
"Yea Ben, what do you have?"
"It's getting hairy out here Ben, we need you at the bridge ASAP and bring anyone you can find."
"Shit," I said out loud, things were moving too quickly, much too fast to think them through thoroughly. I found two deputies that had just reported to work in their muster room and came across a Beaufort Officer in the rear parking lot. "I need all of you to go to the Arendell Bridge and raise the draw! It does not matter who is on the other side, just get that bridge raised!" They ran for their cars as I tried to reach Joe Fields on the radio. "Beaufort Police Chief, calling Joe Fields, are you out there?" Come on, Joe, answer me, I pleaded to the microphone as I tapped it on my forehead in frustration. Finally, after two more attempts, Deputy John Jacobs's voice came across the radio waves.
"We got some serious shit going on out here on the 101 Chief;" John's voice came out of the microphone. His voice maintained its discipline, but there was an urgency to it that I rarely heard from someone as reliable and experienced as John.
"Talk to me, John, what's going on?"
His voice again crackled across the radio, a bit more garbled this time. "The truck's been tipped over, and the bridge is blocked. Unfortunately, there are about twenty-five infected on the other side, banging away on the truck with their fists making a hell of a racket. They don't seem agile enough to figure out how to climb over or around, so I think we have them stopped here. They are showing no interest in the water like they are afraid of it or something."
"Great job, keep an eye on things, I will get you relieved as soon as I can, but it's going to be a few hours."
"Roger that," was John's only response.
Trying to walk out to my truck, I was again intercepted by an angry Tom Dailey. "I can't find John Jacobs anywhere, is he involved in this whole mess with you, I just know he is, you two are always scheming against me!" He screamed with an accusatory tone.
"I don't have time for this Tom, you either need to start being a part of the solution or get the hell out of my way!"
"I am your superior and ordering you to cease and desist whatever actions you are taking! That's it, you're on suspension as of right now!" Tom spat out the words. I stopped in my tracks, dumbfounded by what he was saying. Suspend me, did the fool not see that the world was crumbling around us and my next paycheck was never going to come anyway? I just pushed past him and jogged to my truck, shaking my head.
It was a tense three-minute drive to the bridge, and relief flooded over me as the draw was in the upright position with one end of the bridge raised high into the sky like a sentinel for all to see. My officers and deputies were safely on the Beaufort side of the bridge, gathered around one of the patrol cars. They had a shell-shocked look to them. What happened, I wondered while slowly driving my truck up to the group and stopping? Stepping out onto the concrete, my foot kicked some spent ammunition brass that made a tinkling sound as it skidded across the pavement. Looking down at the noise, I noticed dozens of shell casings littering the street, my tunnel vision expanded to take in the entirety of the chaotic scene laid out in front of me.
Half a dozen cars were parked haphazardly around the patrol cars at the base of the bridge, a child was crying while hugging a woman who was on her knees calling out for Jesus. Three bodies were lying on the ground with multiple gunshot wounds, including one to each of their heads. From the other side of the bridge, I could hear blood-curdling screams pleading for it to be lowered, coupled with growls and animalistic noises that sent a chill down my spine. I glanced over to the officers, trying to get one of them to make eye contact with me; none did, but one finally turned to try to comfort the crying woman and her child. Finding Ben and giving him my best what the hell look, he shrugged with his palms up and mouthed; we had no choice and shook his head.
"Ok guys gather around me," I called out trying to organize the mess. "Here is what I need you to do. Start by securing this scene; I don't care if Jesus H. Christ himself was trying to eat you, this is still a damn crime scene! Then I want someone up in the controller's shack to tell me what the hell is happening on the other side of the bridge!" Give the officers a purpose, move them beyond what just happened, get the guys going again was my goal. There was just too much happening around us, and it was moving too fast for them to shut down and try to process whatever just happened.
Once the officers were performing their tasks, the kid stopped screaming, and the women stopped calling for the Lord, I could finally think for a second. Taking Ben by the arm and moving him over to my truck, I asked, "What the hell happened out here?"
"Alex, it was worse than Swansboro! I have never seen anything like what this plague does to people." Ben said as he began to relive the events at the bridge. "After you came through, we set up the cars offset from each other, so anyone coming through would have to slow and serpentine between them."
"Yea I understand, that was a good plan."
"The cars came through fairly steady, and everyone was really cooperative at first, some people laughed saying we were overreacting. Then suddenly a whole mass of cars came through with frantic people in them telling us crazy stories about people with the infection chasing them. They said people were running in the streets, banging on their cars, someone even said they had to run over a man because he was trying to climb on his hood and punch through the windshield! What caused this Alex, what causes people to act like this?" Ben pleaded to me as if I knew the answer any better than he did.
I had no answers; my mind was racing not wanting to hear more, but I needed to so I could figure out what to do next.
Ben continued, "I told the other guys what to expect if someone who was infected shows up, what they were like, what they are capable of. I think everyone had seen the videos on the news, but there is nothing like living through it."
I thought that's all I was going to get because Ben turned away looking at the bodies on the ground.
"That's when we saw them Alex. Not some small group like what chased us at the campground, but a group of about one hundred or more chasing the last car down the road. I am not sure what got them all started in this direction, but it must have been something powerful to lure them like that!"
I froze with the realization that the "powerful lure" had been me. Images of people coming out of side streets and houses as I drove past filled my memory. Shit I thought, the lights and siren were on the whole time, what did I do? But how could I have known that the emergency light and noise would draw the infected? I had never seen any reports indicating that! Why did the government keep sending us useless information about the proper and humane method for restraining victims and personal protection, like we were dealing with a sexually transmitted disease? How worthless it all was now. Maybe something useful, like a public service message stating that loud noises would attract cannibalistic humans who will eat you and your friends! Now that bit of trivia would have been useful to everyone.
"Boss, are you there?" Ben asked me.
"Sorry, I think I attracted them." The admission was worse than the thought, I was horrified that I was the cause of this fight at the bridge.
"Yea, I kind of thought that might have been the case. Too much of a coincidence otherwise," Ben replied succinctly. "There is no way you could have known boss, don't beat yourself up about it. There is nothing any of us could have done that would have made a shit bit of difference anyway, and if it's any consolation, I think you saved us all."
"What are you talking about," I said in confusion.
"About the time the infected pack starts coming up the street, Frank and the other guys show up. They immediately start yelling that they are going to open the bridge and to get our asses back on the Beaufort side. Now, I'm not the smartest guy on the street, but that sounded like a brilliant idea to me. We waved half a dozen cars through, pulled our cruisers across and got out waiting for the last car, I could tell it was going to be close. Some of the infected were surrounding the car slowing their speed; I guess the driver did not want to run them over. We all had our guns out, two guys had their carbines. When the infected got to the crest of the bridge, I ordered everyone to open fire. A few went down even though we shot more than a dozen. Just as the car crossed the bridge, the controller hit the lever to open it."
"Unfortunately, there is a delay from the time the lever to open the bridge is switched till the time it actually opens. Instead of the bridge raising, I watched the red safety bars start to drop, and it became rapidly apparent that we may have waited too long. I was afraid that one last car, he glanced over his shoulder to the still-devastated woman and child behind him, may have done us in. My conscious is barely holding together as it is Alex, but we had to save that one last family."
"You did the right thing, it's what I would have done if I were here," I said reassuringly, but secretly thankful that I did not have to make that decision.
"Thanks for saying that it means a lot, it really does. So now we have a bunch of infected that are shot, a couple with limbs, busted up, just crawling towards us relentlessly. Some of them got stuck behind the stop bar. It was almost comical as they stacked up, not knowing how to navigate past. It wasn't until the pressure broke the bar that they continued towards us. Three of us were standing on the edge of the bridge as it started to rise, firing into the crowd, trying to get them to stop. They didn't seem to be affected by their injuries unless a leg bone was broken, making them unable to stand or so much damage was done; they just bodies fell apart.
"We started to back down the bridge, they move rather quickly if you ever have the misfortune to be on one while it is opening," he added with a little levity. Getting no reaction from me, he pressed on with his story. "The next thing we know three of those things launch themselves up, leap onto the opening bridge and slid down our side. That female infected with the ‘I love North Carolina T-shirt slid into Frank, knocking him down and they end up in a heap at the bottom of the bridge. The other two beat us to the base as well, but the other deputies filled them so full of holes, there was nothing left for us to do."
"We were just left with Ms. "I Love North Carolina" struggling with Frank. "Her jaws were snapping at him, and she had strength, far beyond what I would have imagined a young woman should have had, it was unreal. Frank is a tough guy Chief, but I was afraid this little girl was going to overpower him. I know it's a bit out of policy, but I gave her a size twelve boot in the ribs. She didn't react to the pain, but the force of the kick rolled her off Frank. Faster than you would imagine, she was back on her feet, ready to come after one of us. It felt like I was looking at pure evil, her back was hunched, arms outstretched, clothing torn and dirty with her face topped off by those lifeless black eyes.
She was sizing us up, slowly turning from person to person, she was hunting! Frank was the first to react; mad at being bested. He had his Glock up in a flash stitching her from belly to head with half a clip. The last round struck her under the chin and took the top of her head off, ending the fight."
Sensing movement now in the controller's shack, I called up to the officer, "What's on the other side?" A faint voice, barely above a whisper stated, "my worst God damn nightmare!" Came the disembodied voice from up above.
"Well, it could be worse," I mumbled.
"How do you suppose that Chief?" Came the disembodied voice again?
"Because this is not yet my worst nightmare," I replied barely audible above the screams of new victims and growls of the infected coming from the other side of the bridge.
With the infected on their side and we on ours, an odd calm settled across the bridge. I set up a rotation schedule for the officers to monitor our unwelcome guests across the water, and we settled into an uneasy balance. With the immediate crisis passed and everything at both bridges at a stalemate, I opted to head home to decompress. I'm sure Kate would be worried about me by now. With the phones being down, I knew her concerns would only grow. Exhausted, I made my way through town barely noticing that the blinking traffic light at Live Oak and Cedar Street was not working. That's odd I thought, I'll let Public Works know in the morning to change the bulb. Such was my pre-pandemic mindset that had not fully adjusted to the realities of my new existence.
Pulling down my gravel driveway, I came to a stop in front of the house. Traveler ran across the paddock to greet me, kicking and throwing his head, wanting to be ridden. "Sorry old buddy," I said more to myself than him as I passed, "I don't have it in me tonight." In the simple way of a horse, he did not take my slight personal and ran off to chase the two goats that had invaded what had once been his private domain.
Kate ran out the door to meet me, intuitively aware that our lives had reached a turning point because of my long departure that day signaled her that trouble finally reached our small town. For the moment, we just enjoyed the fact that we were both safe and secure, then walked hand in hand into the house where Marcie and Jonah were talking at the kitchen table, with several candles lighting the room.
"Whoa, I said with a laugh, what's with the mood lighting in here?" Not getting the laughing response, I was hoping for, I looked from face to face for an explanation.
"We lost power a couple of hours ago," Kate replied. The disjointed details all came rushing back to me, the things I noticed but didn't register on my drive home. No lights in the houses I passed, the dark Quickimart, the non-working traffic light, how could I have been so distracted? I immediately realized how foolish that thought was, how often do you get chased by violent infected plague victims, watch them eat your friends and then isolate your town from the rest of the world, not to mention I think I got fired. It was quite a day.
The next hour was spent describing the events of my day, highlighting the danger and threat the infected posed to each of us and our town. Marcie was the first to speak after I explained this was probably happening all over the world.
"My God" she gasped covering her mouth with her hands, "what about the cities, all the people in the cities, and my friends in New York," she said stifling a cry. "If it's that bad here, how can anyone survive in a city of millions?" She asked to no one in particular, already knowing the awful answer.
"It will be tough in the cities; hopefully the people you know got out before too many people became ill," I said hopefully. She just shook her head, back and forth then never spoke of it again, although I knew the thought caused my daughter pain every day.
"Alex, do you think the power will come back on?" Kate asked me.
"Probably not, we get most of our power from the nuclear plant in Brunswick. I imagine when too many critical employees stopped showing up the plant was put in a safe mode, and power production was shut down. There is a small natural gas generating plant in Moorhead City, but they only use that at times of peak power to take the strain off the system. I am not sure if there is anyone around or more likely, alive, over there to run the thing. Hell, I don't know if we could safely get anyone over there to turn the plant on, even if the engineer was sitting here with us."
"What's the plan Chief, you always have a plan," Jonah said from across the table.
"I don't know Jonah, but right now I need some sleep."




Chapter 7

The Plan




Sleep did not come easily to me that night; I tossed and turned, running Jonah's question over and over in my mind. What was I going to do? What was my plan? Why am I responsible for taking care of everyone? I only wanted to be the Police Chief in a small town and live out my second career in peace. I was shocked at how quickly the French Plague had descended on my little corner of the world. Even after nodding off into a restless sleep, I could not escape from dreams of the infected and dying.
Awaking after nine the next morning, my body felt refreshed, but my mind remained troubled. A long hot shower began to improve my demeanor but the worry of when will the natural gas in the lines run out, nagged me while I let the rejuvenating power of the hot water eat away at my stress. Kate must have heard me moving about, and even though she was battling her own demons with the impact of the plague, she took the time to cook a breakfast of bacon and eggs to start me off on the right foot.
"How are you feeling this morning?" Kate asked.
Pondering the question for a moment, I wondered, "how was I feeling?" There were so many thoughts going through my mind. What were my responsibilities to my family, the town, and a mayor who was losing his grip on reality? I wanted to pour these concerns out to my wife, to unburden myself, but I held back, unwilling to place that pain on her. Finally, I settled with a non-committal, "pretty good."
She gave me a knowing smile that a wife of twenty-five years has when she can interpret your thoughts and body language. Who am I kidding, she knew what I was really feeling despite the facade I put up. "You're amazing."
"You're welcome, she replied, knowing that her love and confidence were enough to see me through. We sat on the porch, chatting and eating while watching the birds in the water behind our home. Life in the sea continued uninterrupted by the ongoing tragedy on land.
Eventually, I broached my concerns. "What should I do Kate? My first responsibility is always to you, Marcie and Scott. I need to be here to provide for the family, to keep everyone safe, it's what a man does for his family." She just looked at me, waiting for me to continue, knowing there was more. She has always been a fantastic listener, rarely speaking, just letting me work out my problems by bouncing ideas off her and coming to a solution on my own. She was an insightful woman who often knew how to lead me to the correct and moral conclusion of any problem I wrestled with.
"What about my responsibilities to the town? I'm the Police Chief and apparently the acting Sheriff who just surrendered half the county to the infected."
"Was there any choice other than the decision you made? Could you have protected everyone?" Kate asked.
Thinking long and hard about the decisions I made the previous day, I shook my head. "There was no time, everything was evolving so rapidly, I don't think there was anything else we could have done. If we hadn't made the radical decisions we had, the entire town would have been lost. It was touch and go at the bridge as it was."
She nodded in agreement, "I think you did the right thing and most people will see it that way," she replied.
"Except for the people who have family on the other side," I replied sadly.
"True," was the only thing she could say, wisely knowing nothing could comfort me from that harsh reality.
It was then that Marcie came out onto the porch wearing shorts and a t-shirt like it was any other day where she was heading off to the beach.
"Good morning sleepyhead," Marcie said and walked up behind the chair I was sitting in, leaned over and gave me a hug.
"It's good to see you this morning. How is everything?" I asked her.
Traveler and I went out for a ride this morning, he was about to go stir crazy, you have been ignoring him again," she said disapprovingly.
"You're right, consider me appropriately admonished for my horse negligence," which earned me a half-hearted laugh from Marcie. "Is Jonah around? I was hoping to talk to everyone and come up with a plan on how we are going to live out here on the farm before I go back to work.
"He's outside, I'll get him," Marcie said, turning and walking back through the house.
A few minutes later, Jonah was pulling up a chair and drinking a glass of lemonade with the rest of us. He gave me a smile; knowing all along that I would do what was needed to keep the farm, my family, and the community safe.
"As I see it, Beaufort is cut off from the rest of the nation now. I honestly don't even know how much of the country is left uninfected. I suspect there are probably a lot of small communities like ours that have been cut off and left to fend for themselves. Our first responsibility must be to keep our family strong and self-sufficient. Once we are on solid ground, we can help our friends and neighbors then look at what we can do to connect with other communities. Let's assess where we are in the resource department here at the farm."
"Homestead," piped in Jonah. "I want to call it the homestead. After all, isn't that what we have been reduced to, homesteading on a new frontier?"
Smiling at his young enthusiasm for life despite the danger surrounding us. I replied, "Ok Jonah, from this day forward, this piece of land will forever be known as ‘The Homestead!' All in favor," I called out in a mock vote; the ayes were heard around the table. "Now that the first order of business is under our belts let's talk about survival."
Power is our biggest concern right now since the grid appears to be down and I don't foresee us getting local electricity again, at least not for a long time anyway. We are lucky to have the Astroenergy Solar System we installed two years ago. It's got twelve photovoltaic panels on the roof to give us some electricity, on sunny days it should generate a little over three kilowatts. According to the dealer, our system should produce up to four hundred and twenty-kilowatt hours of electricity every month, enough to power the refrigerator and most lights. We can use the pump for the well and washing machine or the window air conditioner for short periods, maybe. It will take some experimentation to see what kind of load the system can take. We have always just supplemented what we drew off the grid, never used it in a real survival situation.
Fortunately, we are moving into summer and will be receiving the maximum amount of sunlight every day for the next few months. The system came with a pretty good bank of batteries that are set up in the barn. Under the circumstances, we should try to expand our battery supply if possible. One of the advantages of living in a seaside community is that it's easy to find plenty of used deep cycle marine batteries. I have accumulated six in the barn to someday hook them into the central battery bank for extra storage capacity. If we can put our hands on a few more, we will be sitting in a pretty good position.
"Marcie, can you start a list of items we will need to make the homestead more self-sustainable? Start with finding additional marine batteries."
"Number one, she wrote, more batteries, got it," she mocked me.
"Can you ever be serious?" I asked her.
"Ah…no, I'm an actress, remember dad," she laughed.
I ignored her efforts to make me laugh with a disapproving scowl, "Let's move onto water sources. We have the well and pump with enough electricity to run it periodically. Jonah, I would like you to start work today on connecting the eves from the house to the pool so that we can catch and store rainwater. Eventually, we should build a water tank on the roof or on stilts that we can replenish with the pump or from the pool and it can gravity feed the house."
"It will take a while Chief, but I will move those things to the top of the priority list," Jonah said confidently.
"Kate, how are we on food and consumables?"
"With your insight a few weeks ago, we were both able to stock up on a lot of items that we would not have had otherwise. The canned and dried goods we just bought along with the different store-bought foods we normally have on hand, should give us six weeks' worth of food for the four of us. Adding in the freeze-dried Mountain House emergency supplies in the barn will give us an additional six months of food for the four of us. That's pretty good, but we will probably run out of stored food in the February/March time frame, which is not so good as it will be late winter. Once the freeze-dried food is used, we have the cases of MRE meals, I will have to take stock of those, but there is no more than three of weeks' worth."
"To counter the winter problem, you secured us a pretty good supply of seeds and the supplies to build a greenhouse, so we can start to grow some of our own food to supplement as well. With a little work, we can begin to hatch more chickens, plus we have your two favorite goats for milk and cheese," she added with a sly smile."
Not as bad of an investment as I thought, I grudgingly admitted silently to myself. However, I refused to give Kate and Marcie the satisfaction of knowing I was trying to set aside my feud with the goats.
Jonah added, "We can hunt and fish which will add weeks to our food supply, but I would recommend starting soon before the land, and local waters get picked clean.
"We are slim on gasoline," Marcie added. Even though we have not been driving much, what we have won't last long. The three cars all have half to three-quarters tanks of gas, and we have another fifty gallons in gas cans, but that's it. On the bright side, we have Traveler and the six other horses Jonah is boarding for transport if we need them. Several owners were storing their tack here, so they are a ready mode of transportation. I don't want to become a horse thief, but it is an option. We don't know if the owners are still alive or even in Beaufort," she blurted out before catching herself.
Wow, did we just go back in time a hundred years I thought? No electricity, soon no motorized transport, growing our own food, damn! What is this world coming to I snorted in irony at the situation we found ourselves in.
"There is one final point I would like to discuss before I have to check on how things are going in town and with my officers. Weapons are now a critical tool. I can't stress enough that each of us always carries a firearm. At minimum a handgun, but preferably you should have a long gun within arm's reach. If the infected come, do not hesitate to shoot them, there is no alternative. We don't have the ability or resources to help people with an incurable disease that causes such reckless violence on the part of its victims."
"We are very fortunate to live outside of town and have an abundance of resources due to our foresight to prepare. Unfortunately, most people will be out of food and clean water soon, they may come seeking these basic survival needs. Be prepared for the possibility that strangers and friends alike may try and take what we have, our family cannot afford to lose anything!" I hoped I conveyed my message with the deadly seriousness it required.
"Get into the mindset to be prepared to shoot first and ask questions later. This is not the same world that it was last week or even yesterday. In the gun vault, we have four AR-15 carbines, two with red dot sites and two with scopes. Four Glock 17's, a .308 with a scope, three assorted shotguns and four .22 rifles. Two are bolt actions and two Marlins with twelve round magazines. Between the vault and what is stored in the barn, we have about 2000 rounds of carbine ammunition, 1500 rounds of 9mm, 750 rounds of .308, 300 shotgun shells in a variety of slugs, double-ought buck, and birdshot. Add to that 5500 rounds of .22 caliber rimfire ammunition, the tools and dies to reload shotgun shells as well as pistol and rifle brass. I think we are sitting pretty good in that department."
Marcie spoke up next, "I have my Colt AR and Glock from the truck along with the ammo and MRE's that we can add to the family supply, it's not much but will help."
Jonah added, "I bought several weeks' worth of food when you said to. I will bring it to the main house, so we can eat together. I also have a .38 pistol, a twelve-gauge shotgun, a .308 rifle, and a .22 bolt action rifle. My ammo supply is not nearly as abundant as yours, I only have fifty rounds of hollow point and fifty rounds of snake shot for my pistol, 120 rounds of birdshot for the shotgun, sixty rounds for the .308 and 220 rounds for the .22. Ammo was getting scarce when I tried to stock up."
"No worries Jonah, you did great. If you ever run low, you are always welcome to get some from the main house."
Temporarily satisfied that my family and the homestead were marginally secure and we would not start suffering immediately, I felt comfortable enough to head into work to check on my guys. Driving through town to the Arendale bridge, I noticed there were a fair number of people out and about, some in cars and a few walking. I intentionally drove at a pretty good clip, ignoring people's waves and their efforts to get me to stop. No one appeared to be in immediate trouble, so while I felt guilty for neglecting them, I knew if I slowed to talk, I would be drawn into long conversations that I didn't have time for. My guilt came from having dedicated my career to these people and building relationships with many of them. Now was not the time to comfort their fears which I couldn't resolve.
Driving up to the Arendale Bridge, I saw Ben Stillman and Kurt Bozeman, my two Sergeants, talking and casually leaning against a patrol car. Stepping out of my Tahoe, I took in the scene and remembered what had occurred the previous night. The bodies of the infected people had been pulled off the road and covered by an emergency blanket from a patrol car. There were red smears across the pavement marking the path of the bodies from where they died to where they were currently resting.
"Was the night shift uneventful?" I asked, walking up to them.
"Hey chief," Ben replied. "Other than a lot of moaning and snarling from the other side, there is not a whole lot going on here at the bridge. However, there has been a steady stream of gunfire throughout the night coming from Morehead City and possibly Atlantic Beach." To emphasize his point, we heard a long string of gunfire, that sounded like someone emptied a handgun magazine and transitioned to a shotgun for the coup-de-grass, I thought as the blasts echoed across the water.
"Is there anything we can do for people over there?" I asked.
"I don't know, we have not seen anyone who was not infected on the other side of the water," Ben said. There have been a couple boats moving around the sound, but none of them came near us, there is not much more to report."
"Here is what I need you guys to do. First, Ben, go home. You did more than your share last night. Make sure your family is safe and get some rest; I am going to be relying heavily on you in the coming days." Ben smiled, the fatigue evident in his eyes.
"I am not sure how much sleep I will get, yesterday was one of the worst days of my life, but you do not have to tell me twice. See you sometime tomorrow," he replied over his shoulder as he strode away.
"Kurt, how many guys are working today?"
"Four showed up, and John Jacobs said he had seven deputies."
"That's more than I thought would show up. Assign two to this bridge and two to the bridge on route 301, so those guys can go home as well. I want someone up on top of the bridge controller's shack with a rifle to cover anyone who may try to get over to our side. Also, find a boat that we can use to get people across if anyone does show up."
"Consider it done Chief, I'll put Al Hardin up there, he spent two tours in Iraq, he should be comfortable with the job." Kurt decided out loud.
Just then, Joe Fields drove up in his personal car and stopped next to Kurt and I. "Holy Mother Alex! What the hell happened up here?" His eyes were as big as saucers taking in the morbid scene before him.
"It's a long story, but for the moment we are isolated from the infected on the other side of the bridge, and the town is relatively safe from the plague.
Glancing at the emergency blanket-covered bodies on the side of the road, he stated, "It looks like you just barely pulled that off!"
"If you only knew how close it was Joe," was all I could add, shaking my head in disbelief at the memory.
"I'll send a truck up here to pick up the bodies. What do you think we should do with them?"
"Take them down to the cemetery on Broad Street, dig a hole and bury them I guess."
"That's a little callous, don't you think Alex?"
"Just a bit," I replied, a little more annoyed than I should have been. "But the danger of leaving the bodies rotting on the street is a lot worse. That leaves us with burial or burning as our only alternative. My guys did not recognize them as residents so we can mark the graves with what we know, but they need to get in the ground today!"
"The cemetery is not the property of the town you realize," Joe said in a negative tone.
I sighed, "for God's sake Joe, just find any suitable piece of land that the town owns and start a new town cemetery, I am sure it will get plenty of business in the coming weeks!" My temper got the better of me as I barked at my friend.
"How about Freedom Park next to the public works compound? There are multiple ball fields, plenty of space for all of your additional burials," he said being intentionally snarky. He let the unspoken warning not to push him, drift in the air between us.
I nodded, backing down and wondering how many people were going to die from the effects of the plague even if no one caught the virus?
As Joe walked back to his car, he bent down and picked up a 9mm shell casing. He looked at it, I heard him say under his breath, "Jesus" and threw it off the side of the bridge watching the tiny splash as it hit the water. "Oh, Alex," he called back to me. "The Mayor has called a staff meeting, one hour in his conference room!"
I was left standing alone on the bridge as I have done countless times since that day, pondering the enormity of the situation surrounding us. Yes, we saved the town for the moment, but what kind of future was ahead of it? The whole situation was giving me a migraine. Rubbing my temples, I went and found Kurt. "Two more things before I go, can you collect the spent brass and leave it my office; it may be worth reloading later. Second, find out how many officers and deputies are in town and if they are still willing to work even though we can't pay them. I'm guessing most will do what they can, but the circumstances are extraordinary right now. I don't know who got caught on the other side of the bridge, gesturing at the upright drawbridge. That damn bridge would now stand as a testament to my failure or success, which I did not know.
"I'll call you on the radio when I have a number," he replied absently as if he was reflecting on the enormity of the situation as well.
Driving over to the quickie mart, I found it closed with the doors locked. Then a slow drive down Front Street revealed none of the stores or restaurants appeared to be open either, I had never seen the town so quiet, not even on Christmas. Making my way by the police station, I found no officers in the building, everyone must have either been at the roadblocks or out patrolling the county. It then came back to me that Ben said he had seen some boats on the water earlier this morning. I drove to the waterfront marina in hopes that something, anything was going on there that might brighten my spirits. Unfortunately, I was again greeted with the now-familiar ghost town feel. In the slack tide going out, a couple of dolphins swam through the waterway, exploring and looking for a quick fish to catch. Their lithe bodies bobbed in the water without a care for the human drama playing out on land. The radio microphone attached to my jacket squawked to life, startling me out of my sobering reflections, it was Kurt.
"Go ahead, Kurt," I replied into the microphone.
"OK Chief," I got the best count I could on staffing. "There are nine town officers on this side and twenty-four deputies. Everyone else lived in Morehead City or further south. There has been no sign of them at the bridge so far."
My world suddenly felt as though it was closing in around me. My God! I am missing six officers, and the Sheriff's Department cannot account for thirty-three deputies! Once I accepted my own staff's numbers, my mind made the logical jump to how badly the other town services may have been hit? I could not even guess how many people are in the town right now!
"Thanks, Kurt," I croaked out through an emotional voice, "contact our officers and see if they have any immediate needs, then put together a schedule that can provide coverage to the town and county."
"10-4," Was Kurt's only reply and the radio again went silent.
I looked at my watch, it was time to head to the Mayor's meeting; which I had been dreading since Joe told me about it earlier. Parking on the street in front of the town hall, I still could not get over how strangely quiet the town was. There was very little traffic, in fact, the relative silence was broken only by the muffled roar of the emergency generator powering the town buildings. How long would generator electricity last, I wondered? I think our generators have a three-day supply of diesel on site but after that?
"Shit," the bigger picture was beginning to scare me now, how would we get consumables to run the town? What about food for the families, medicine, water, sewage, and health care…the problems were endless, and none of the solutions were easy. Pulling open the front door, I wondered if it would have been more merciful to have let the infected into the town and put us out of our misery quickly rather than watch everyone wither on the vine and die slowly.
With a heavy heart, I trudged through the lobby and punched the button for the elevator. Standing for a moment like a confused child, I wondered why it did not open for me. Eventually, the stupidity of defaulting to this habit rather than going to the stairs made me laugh. No electricity meant no elevator, the generator would not run it. Taking the stairs gave me time to wonder how long I would be turning on switches when entering rooms that would never reward me with light due to a force of habit. The big building was already getting stuffy and warm from the lack of air conditioning. How long would these buildings really be useful in this climate? No one is going to want to work here in July. I wonder what it is like in South Florida or Mississippi right now with no air conditioning? Hot, humid, and miserable not to mention filled with the infected hunting everything that was warm-blooded, was the conclusion I came to. A shiver ran down my spine with the magnitude of the carnage and devastation that was occurring in large crowded cities like Orlando, Miami, New Orleans and so many other places that I could not name them all.
Pondering these devastating thoughts, I reached the top of the stairwell and shuffled down the carpeted hallway to the Mayor's office. Memories of my many previous visits here under better circumstances further flooded my mind. My first interview for Police Chief was here, the many planning meetings, and Christmas parties…
"Hello Alex," I heard Tom's voice, and it brought me out of my self-reflection.
Shaking my head once to clear my mind before I responded, "Tom; it's good to see you, I'm glad you are ok."
"Only thanks to you and your officers is my understanding," he said in a mellow, tired voice.
"I was just doing my part, you know my guys did all the hard work," I replied.
"Modest as always Alex, that is why I hired you for Chief; did I ever tell you that?"
"No, you never mentioned it;" my curiosity now peaked for a moment at his nostalgia.
"You came to us with excellent qualifications, probably far more qualified than we ever needed in this small town. I would have settled for a far lesser candidate than you. It was your qualities that were not on paper that impressed me the most and led me to champion you to the Town Council." Uncomfortable with the praise, I looked around awkwardly glad we were alone.
"You were unassuming yet confident and quick to credit others for your successes. The excellent case clearance rates under your leadership were in your words, due to you ‘just doing your part' to create an environment where everyone would succeed and do the best work possible. You would not take credit for the success that was clearly yours, allowing your employees to savor the victory in your place. You have a quiet, unassuming leadership style that makes people loyal to you. I only wish I possessed the qualities you do. I still lack them even after decades of public service," he concluded with a frown on his face.
"You honor me more than I deserve my friend, but do not sell yourself short. You too are a leader Tom, far more than me. The town looks to you for guidance, to speak on their behalf and make the tough decisions that will get us through this crisis. You are just a different kind of leader than me, and I have learned so much from you during my time in Beaufort. I work for you and will continue to do so until you see fit to replace me."
Tom looked away from me in a moment of shame at his harsh words the night before. He turned back towards me and said, "I was such a fool! Paralyzed with fear like a small child at the beginning of this crisis. I continue to struggle with my fear, despair, and depression. It was not until last night as I reflected on you and your officers struggling to protect the town, did I truly understand just how high the stakes are. You have my confidence and always will Alex. We will all have plenty of opportunities to question our motives, actions, and fears in the days and months to come." With that, our conversation ended as oddly as it had begun.
Pulling out my usual chair to the immediate right of the mayor, my body settled into the comfortable leather. Taking advantage of a few moments of silence, I set my elbows on the table with my head in my hands massaging my temples to ease the nagging headache that had been lurking just under the surface all morning. Bill Hudgins voice dragged me away from my vain efforts to improve my pounding head.
"You look like your day is going as bad as mine!"
Looking up at him with a half-smile. "Really?" We had to shoot infected people who were trying to eat my officers, block fleeing citizens from safety as well as isolate the town and northern half of the county from the rest of the world! How's your morning going?" I half snapped at him.
"Well," he shot back; "the town has no power, television, phone service or internet. Two of the three city wells are not working due to lack of power with the third one on emergency generator power. Add to that the sewage plant is not working. Apparently, the generators were never checked to see if they could handle the load after the last expansion. I have raw sewage backing up throughout the system, and I'm worried we will have to start dumping it directly into Davis Creek or at least isolating the plant to save it from permanent damage! Half my staff is missing or not coming to work, most of the city services my office provide are not getting done!" he growled, glaring back at me."
"You're right Bill, I guess you do have a pretty shitty situation on your hands," I replied with a straight face that only lasted a moment before I succumbed to my own stupid joke and burst out laughing.
"Too much humor is going on in here for it to be an actual meeting," said Fire Chief, Bob Mathis as he strolled into the conference room.
"Sorry Bob, Joe was just telling me how his whole operation is going down the crapper this morning!" Now he could no longer contain his laughter. It felt good to have something to laugh at after the stress of the previous day.
Slowly everyone found their way to the conference room, except the noticeably absent Joseph Sporanga, the towns planning director. The Mayor asked if anyone had seen or heard from him this morning? There were only negative head nods around the table. I finally spoke up, offering to drive over to his house after the meeting and check on him and his wife. He was probably home taking care of her since she had been undergoing cancer treatments for several months and had not been doing well for the past couple of weeks. The lack of power would only aggravate her situation.
Mayor Dailey looked around the table at each of us. "These are frightening and troubling times we are living in, and we will all be asked to do things that are far beyond what we would typically be asked to do. The French Plague has undoubtedly shocked me to the bottom of my soul, and I apologize for it taking so long for me to understand that radical action was required." Clearly, he was struggling to get this out, his hands were shaking, and there was a slight quiver to his chin.
I smiled and nodded politely. I did not see the fire in Tom's eye that would be necessary during the coming months, but this little speech was a start down the right path, and the fact that he was holding himself together was a bonus.
"Please bring everyone up to date on the security situation, Alex."
"Thanks for the encouragement," I began. "Think of Beaufort and the northern half of Carteret County as a castle surrounded by a moat. We have the Atlantic Ocean to our east, Pamlico Sound to our north and west and the Intercostal Waterway to our south. There are three ways to access our safe area. Two are bridges, the 301 bridge which we blocked with an overturned tractor-trailer on the approach ramp and the Arendale bridge which thankfully we were able to open the drawbridge before it lost power. The third access is going to be the most challenging one to monitor, it is anyone attempting to come across the water by boat. Uninfected people are great, and I welcome anyone who can make it here, but I worry that someone who has the plague but not yet showing full symptoms will make their way into our safe zone. They could easily infect large numbers of people before we even know that the virus is here! Believe everything that you saw on television about the infected because it is true! The infected are extremely violent, attacking anyone who comes near them with bites and scratches. There are currently officers watching the main waterfront in Beaufort for incoming vessels, but we will need a better system of monitoring the waterways."
"I am having a difficult time envisioning people who are just sick attacking others like the TV has been showing," John Jefferies, the Finance Director said.
"Believe me when I tell you I saw it firsthand John. We were in a running gunfight with a pack of them up in Swansboro yesterday, they overpowered the Chief and a deputy as they were trying to rescue a small child," my voice cracked at the memory. "It was the bravest thing I had ever seen. The infected are violent, and exposure to their bodily fluids seems to transmit the virus, bites are a death sentence. I watched them traveling in packs like wolves hunting people, it is unlike anything I have ever seen in my life, John. We cannot risk any infected getting into our safe zone!"
"I would need to see this behavior in person before I could possibly believe it!" John continued defiantly. We all saw the television clips before the power went out, but they must have been just extreme cases."
"I understand your point and would never have believed it myself if I had not been cursed to see it firsthand. What I am telling you are the facts, and if we do not take extraordinary action to protect the town, we will be facing the same danger as the rest of the outside world.
The Mayor quickly chimed in to avoid a fight. "Chief Mathis; I understand the fire department and your dispatchers have had some communication with other towns in the state?"
"Thanks, Mayor, we have temporary emergency power to the 911 center located next door. We had radio contact with the State Police headquarters in Raleigh approximately two hours ago. They were reporting severe plague infection across the state, with the hardest-hit areas obviously being the largest population centers such as Raleigh, Charlotte, and Greensboro. Hell, there are also outbreaks in any city with a significant population. The flood of refugees leaving the earliest hit metropolitan areas seems to have carried the virus to even remote towns and villages throughout the state by people who did not realize they were carriers."
"There are very few safe zones. FEMA had set up camps in Wake Forest, outside of Wilmington and in Goldsboro, but they are all off the grid and not responding anymore! I'm not sure what that means, but I think it is safe to assume it's not good. The Governor is missing and presumed dead. His State Police escort was trying to reach Fort Bragg but never showed up. We were also told the President is holed up in NORAD, and minimal direction is making it out to the civilian world. There are just too many holes in the civilian communications networks, no one is coming to work to keep it running. The military bases are not communicating with us when we try to reach out to them. I'm not sure why? We have always had a good relationship with Lejeune and Cherry Point." He answered, shrugging his shoulders.
"Locally, the town fire department is in good shape, all equipment is operating fine although we have not been able to contact three men who lived in Morehead City, he said bluntly."
I could not meet his gaze since I decided to open the bridge preventing the escape of anyone caught on the wrong side, which probably meant the death of his three firefighters. Right then, I knew the guilt of that decision would haunt me for the rest of my life.
The meeting went on with Joe repeating his warnings about water and sewage problems along with all the associated health issues that would soon arise with untreated human waste. He ended his speech that every home without a septic system would need an outhouse quickly, or we would begin to see cholera, typhoid, and dysentery among other intestinal infections. Without access to proper medical treatment, of which we have none, other than a "Doc in the Box" and the walk-in clinic, there will be no way to cure these previously minor irritants.
Ominously Joe pressed on, "there will be a significant number of deaths that were preventable before and are not now, prevention has got to be the word of the day." He dropped that into everyone's lap without any warning, and as you would expect, it went over about as well as you would think a pronouncement that we were rolling back two hundred years of medical and technological progress.
The Fire chief said that he would bring out his tanker truck and drive through neighborhoods to provide clean water to residents. Everyone would still have to boil the water to drink it, but at least they will not be getting their drinking water out of the river, ponds and mud puddles. "The good thing is that the town still has one working water well, so I can refill the fire truck from that until we run out of gas.
Joe fields piped up, saying that he would send out his backhoe and start to dig outhouse holes for people who want them; however, they will have to build their own structure. He also added that gasoline was going to be his greatest challenge very soon as well.
"This is a great start," the Mayor said, "keep me appraised of your status, particularly the gasoline situation."
Bill Hudgins reported that his department was mainly out of a job since there were no functioning utilities. He promised to distribute gasoline to keep the critical generators at the communications center, the town water well, and the sewage treatment plant functioning for as long as possible. He ended with the fuel report that the Town had approximately 7500 gallons of gasoline available at several locations and 4200 gallons of diesel.
John Jefferies, the town's financial manager also reported that without electricity his staff could accomplish little and since there was widespread disorder outside the area, he doubted if anything his team could do would matter, so he had released them from work until further notice. He had a very defeated look, as if his lifetime career in the financial field, translated into nothing of value when the last chips for survival were on the table.
We continued to do a roundtable discussion on several points with Tom listening and asking a few questions. At last, he put up his hand to stop the debate. "I am granting each of you broad authority to take care of issues within the town that fall under your authority. I will be the final arbitrator on all internal disputes, but I expect you to be professional and look out for the best interests of the town above all else. I will be drafting up several documents today, the first is an order of succession within the Town government." This garnered several puzzled looks from everyone. "In this time of uncertainty, we must have a clear governmental structure.
I am the mayor and in charge of the day to day operations of the town. If something should happen to me, the line of succession will be as follows until there are regular elections. The police chief, fire chief, then finance, planning, public utilities, and the public works managers.
"Now wait for one god damn minute, I don't want to be second in charge of anything!" I growled rising from my seat. "What are you thinking? "Make city council in charge if something happens to you, not me! I wanted no part of this and slammed my fist on the table. You cannot have the police in charge of the government, our system does not work like that! I'll go home and leave all this before that happens!"
Tom looked at me and quickly came to the realization that I was passionate about this, he was very taken aback by my outburst. "I just want to ensure that the town survives he mumbled. I think you would do a good job if I am not here."
I quickly realized I was being unreasonable and probably unnecessarily hurting Tom's already fragile feelings. "Sorry Tom," I said, watching him, "I didn't mean to yell, but I wish you had asked me earlier. I feel very strongly that you need to keep the leadership of the town in civilian hands; there is too much risk for all that power to be concentrated in one position."
Tom nodded back at me and agreed that he would speak to City Council later today to seek their input. Scanning the troubled faces throughout the conference room who witnessed the disagreement left me acutely aware that a very uneasy feeling about the town's leadership had settled in and possibly created some wedges between people that were not there before.
"The other things I would like to occur if we can get through the rest of this meeting without further interruptions," Tom said shooting me a glance that said it was time to keep my pie hole shut. "I would like the fire department to go door to door and catalog the residents actually in town, the status of every building and residence and if there are any immediate needs of the people. My secretary will be putting together a letter from me that I would like them to pass out to every family. Joe and Bill, please work on a more permanent solution to address the water and sewer issues in town, I fear that those two things will become serious problems soon. Alex, please do what you can to keep the town secure and reach out to find other survivors." Nodding to indicate my understanding, Tom moved on. I lingered over some papers after the meeting for a moment, ensuring that I was the last one out so I could apologize for my outburst. "Tom, I was way out of line earlier."
"Yes, you were my friend, yes you were," he said, placing a hand on my shoulder and smiling. "It will be ok, we are all under a lot of stress."
I ran into a Sheriff's deputy name Roger Billings, who had just finished a break while walking out of city hall building. "Hey Roger, how is it out there?" I asked, indicating the rest of the town.
"Lots of nervous people, everyone fears the plague will show up in town. There is one crazy rumor after another floating around, each one worse than the other, particularly one about you fighting off a herd of infected people at the bridge. Care to comment about that Chief?" He said with a sly smile. I tried to give him my best glare and finally just said, "I would have given my left nut, not to have been there."
Roger laughed, "I bet you would have, the story sounded a little hairy to me."
"That's putting it mildly," I snorted.
"Since your career at being a comedian is not going very well, I was hoping that you could run over to Joe Sporanga's house with me to check on him and his wife since he missed the meeting with the mayor earlier."
"You got it, Chief, I got all day."
"Excellent, it's only a few blocks from here over on Sunset Lane, if you don't mind we can just walk." It was a good idea not only because it was a beautiful day, but it would be reassuring for the residents to see police officers doing more than driving past them in a car or truck.
The walk to Joe's house was leisurely in the sunny afternoon, neither of us rushing to get out of the pleasure of the warm sun. Unfortunately, the distance was short, and we made it to our destination in just a few minutes. We arrived at an Old Federal-style home displaying one of the historical placards Beaufort is known for on the front porch. It proudly declared this it was the "Peter Masking House 1821" indicating which town founder built the house and when he did so.
The home fit perfectly in the historic district and was a testament to the construction skills of our forefathers to have lasted this long along the hurricane-ravaged outer banks. Joe's car was in the driveway, a newer model Hybrid. He always was a bit of a tree hugger I thought with a grin as I walked up to his front door. While banging the brass knocker on the door, I examined the Peter Masking placard and wondered if anyone would ever care enough to put a sign on my house in a hundred years? Probably not, I decided. "Hmm, no answer," I muttered after my third try, "the door is locked as well" I called to Deputy Billings. "Let's check the perimeter, I'll take the right side, you take the left side, and we will meet by the rear door and see if there is an answer."
Everything looked in order as I walked around the well-manicured yard, avoiding the tulips that were in full bloom in the flower beds. I tried to peak in the windows while circumnavigated the house, but the drapes were pulled tight in every room. That was odd, but maybe Joe was keeping the house dark, so his wife could rest and recuperate from her cancer treatments, I hoped.
Deputy Billings simply said, "all secure" as he rounded his side and came into the small yet tidy backyard. Approaching the back door, I banged on it with my fist, waiting a few moments, and repeating it even louder. Looking over at Billings, he had the classic, "something ain't right here" look on his face. Trying the door and finding it locked, I looked around thinking of a way in and then on a whim lifted the welcome mat under the door. There it was, a shiny bronze key sitting under the rug. "I love small towns," I said out loud while reaching for the key and found that it fit perfectly into the old lock on the door. Turning the key, then the doorknob, I slowly pushed the door open.
"Is anyone home?" I called out and promptly received no answer. "Beaufort Police, is anyone inside? I repeated. Looking at Billings, he nodded in understanding, and we both drew our weapons to conduct a search of the house, something was clearly wrong here. Entering with our guns at the low ready, we moved silently through the downstairs, carefully searching anyplace a person could be concealed. I stopped at the bottom of the stairs and waited a moment for Billings to complete his search. Again, meeting his eyes, he gave a small shrug of one shoulder and a slight nod to indicate that his area of responsibility was clear. Moving my gaze towards the stairs so that he knew I intended to climb them, he nodded once in reply. Slowly and carefully, I put my boot and full weight onto the first 250-year-old step and was greeted with the expected squeak and grown as the stair took my weight. There would be nothing stealthy about this ascent and continued my climb, squeaking with each step. The second floor was a straight forward design with three open doors and one closed. We quickly cleared the rooms with the open doors to ensure there was no one behind us while we dealt with the final room with the closed door.
Listening at the door for a moment since I did not know what lay beyond as I had never been inside Joe's house before today. Deputy Billings held out his non-gun hand and placed it on the doorknob, then with a nod indicating I was ready, he flung the door open. I did a buttonhook entry into the room, scanning each corner and everything in between until my eyes came to rest on the bed. It was then that the coppery smell of blood invaded my nostrils.
Lying on the bed were two bodies, those of Joseph Sporanga and his wife Lauren in what clearly appeared to be a murder/suicide. Joe's wife was lying prone on her back with a pillow over her head that had a hole with several feathers and fluff poking out. Seeping out from below the fabric was a trail of congealed red blood that had run off the bed and pooled on the hardwood floor. Leaning up against the backboard and next to Mrs. Sporanga was Joe. He was dressed in his usual work suit and tie. It appeared he was ready to go to work if it were not for the fact that a portion of the back of his head that was missing. Joe had a Colt 1911 semi-automatic .45 caliber pistol in his left hand that had slid down to his lap. It appeared from his broken teeth which were also in his lap, that he had stuck the pistol barrel in his mouth and clamped down on it with his teeth as he screwed up the courage to pull the trigger.
No matter how it happens, death is never a pretty occurrence I mentally concluded for the thousandth time in my career. Slowly I pried the pistol out of Joe's cold, dead fingers. With as many dead bodies as I have seen in my job, I have never gotten used to rigor and how the human body becomes stiff and inflexible right after death. The cold, clammy skin and stiff joints feel very unnatural in what is the very natural event of death.
Who knew Joe owned a gun I thought, struggling with Joe's death grip on the pistol. His outward statements, actions, and behaviors certainly made one feel that he was opposed to the Second Amendment, not to mention his other political beliefs were more than a little left-leaning. Maybe it was something that his dad brought back from the war, or was left to him as an inheritance, but I felt confident he did not buy it himself. For whatever reason, he had the gun and no longer needed it, so I continued to work the pistol loose from his hand. One by one I pulled his rigor tightened fingers off the handgun. Finally freeing it, I popped out the magazine and cleared the chamber, with the unspent round flipping out and landing on the bed without a sound. I scooped it up, inserted it back into the magazine and put both into the cargo pocket of my pants. We found a box of ammunition on the dresser which I also took for safekeeping.
Finally looking around the room with more detail, my eyes came to rest on an old wedding photo of Joe and his wife, they were smiling in a much happier time, surrounded by friends and family. It was then that my eyes were drawn to the letter written in Joe's neat handwriting sitting next to the wedding photo. Picking up the message, I began to read. "I am genuinely sorry for what I am about to do, it started. Lauren has been battling breast cancer for months and is in chronic pain daily. It is pathetic that I have overseen strategic planning of the town for years, yet I could not remember to pick up her pain medication before the plague struck. My wife has run out of pills, and all the pharmacies are now empty of everything she needs. Since the news has been filled with stories of the infected people attacking and killing others, my wife and I are so afraid. Now that the power has gone off as well, Lauren can only lie here in agony with no hope of further treatment or relief from her constant pain.
I noticed Joe's neat handwriting becoming more erratic in the letter as the emotions of his decision must have been getting to him. I can't stand what I am doing to Lauren, she has been crying out for me to help for hours, but there is nothing I can do, nothing anyone can do. There is no 911 to call for help, there is not even a hospital available to us if I were able to call an ambulance because the hospital is unreachable. I need to make her pain stop and give her cancer-riddled body some peace, the letter went on. God forgive me and maybe understand why I am doing what I am about to! Lord, why have you forsaken us in our hour of need? The last words were scrawled, almost illegible at the bottom of the paper.
Deputy Billings finally cleared his throat to get my attention, and it pulled me out of my deep thoughts. "Hey Chief, I'll run by the station and grab a couple body bags then call public works to drive over and pick up the bodies for burial."
"They didn't have any children and no local extended family to notify," I said.
"Got it, Chief, what do you want to do with all of their stuff? The food, their house, a lot of items people will be wanting and needing soon."
Reflecting on his words for a moment, I wondered what would happen as soon as everyone knew Joe's house was vacant? It won't be long before a hungry family ransacks the house looking for a meal! "While I'm waiting for you to come back, I'll do a quick, search looking for any weapons, food, and gasoline, they are the most critical perishables. We will hold the weapons and gas for city use and drop the food off at the pantry being set up by the Annunciation Catholic Church. It's a bit outside of town for a food pantry, but more accessible to the whole county."
"I'll get started, Chief, see you shortly," Billings responded.
I walked back to my truck, reflecting on the loss of Joseph Sporanga and what that meant to the town. He has been a pillar of the community and town government for years, I had to admit he was irreplaceable even as much as we had disagreed. Joe's loss was another tragedy in the long list of disasters the French Plague had brought upon the world.
Billings returned about the same time as a truck from public works arrived with two guys who did not look at all thrilled with their current task.
"Are you bringing them out, Chief?" One of them asked me as he stepped out of the truck?
"Yea, we will take care of them, wait here, it won't take long." We enclosed the sheets and anything else we could get in the body bags to dispose of the biohazard and try to keep the residence halfway sanitary for any future resident. With Billings and I on either end of the black body bags, we struggled to carry Joe and his wife down the stairs to the waiting truck. If you have not had the pleasure, it is a surprising challenge to move the dead weight of a human body around, pun intended! We were sweating and winded by the time we had them both loaded up in the bed of the Public Works pickup truck. I was having a difficult time registering the fact that we just put two friends into the back of a pickup truck to be buried in a field next to the towns maintenance yard. Seriously, I wondered for the hundredth time, what were we doing? But what other option was there when the circumstances were forcing us into making decisions that only days ago we would have found abhorrent? No longer would there be a solemn removal service to come accept the bodies for some grand and sterile funeral where everyone files passed an expensive mahogany casket whose price had been inflated dramatically. In just a couple of days our priorities had changed to incorporate the genuine need to get bodies in the ground as soon as possible; otherwise, a wide variety of diseases and vermin would arrive to dine on the dearly departed. This is the unfortunate new reality of how we would manage death. However, I made a mental note that I would be delegating this task out to someone else from now on.
My shoulders sagged with mental fatigue over the handling of Joe's and his wife's deaths. I was looking forward to ending the day as it was getting late, but I knew that I had to break the news to the Mayor before I headed home. Tom had shown a surprising bit of resilience this morning as if he was starting to come to grips with what was happening around us, but this blow would come hard to him as he and Joe had been friends for years.
Hours later, I was on the road home with another post-apocalyptic migraine in full bloom. My prediction that the mayor was putting up a front at this morning's meeting was very accurate. When I sat him down to explain what we found at Joe's home, he came unhinged. Sobbing uncontrollably and mumbling doom and gloom statements about how we were all going to become infected and die horrible deaths. If there were any psychiatric hospitals left, I would have had him evaluated. But seeing no alternative, I counseled him through the worst of his sorrow and promised to check on him in the morning, making a strategic exit for home as soon as possible. I felt guilty about leaving Tom in such a state, but I had not seen my family all day, and there was plenty of work needing to be done there to keep us alive. My family was the top priority, well ahead of the mayor's mental health.
Turning into the driveway of my home, I noticed the gas gauge on my truck was edging toward empty and would need to be filled up tomorrow. In the same moment, I realized I would need to start driving less because there would be no more fuel deliveries for a very long time and needed to stretch what we had. Approaching the house, one of the damn goats was standing in the middle of the gravel driveway, munching on some fresh grass sprouting up between the stones. I inched my truck up to within a foot of the thing, and he would not budge. He just stood there staring up at me with those funky, slit-pupil eyes that goats have, chewed his grass, then put his head back down to eat more.
"Fine, I'll just park here!" I said in frustration, slamming my shifter into park and turning the truck off with a huff. Opening the truck door, I immediately came face to face with the second goat standing four feet away staring like Cujo, challenging me to try and pass.
"What the hell," I thought, "are these things possessed?" Resisting the urge to draw my gun, I tactically stepped around the devil goat only to have him take a nip at my ankle, causing me to turn and stare him down. We locked gazes, and I said in no uncertain terms, "you listen here goat! I am the alpha male around here, and if you do that again I'll be having you for dinner!" Sticking out my finger threateningly at him. He just continued to glare at me and pawed his hoof once to let me know that he was not at all impressed with my threat. Our locked gaze continued for a few more moments before I started to back away toward the house.
Mumbling under my breath, "I'll be damned if I am going to be pushed around by a goat on my own damn property!" I wonder what barbequed goat tastes like, was all I could think about as I stomped away. Probably tastes like chicken, everything weird tastes like chicken; it's the vanilla of the animal kingdom.
Kate and Marcie were in the living room reading by candlelight and welcomed me with a hug as I walked in the door.
"How was your day?" Kate asked.
"Ugh, don't ask!" I replied, knowing I would tell her later in private. "What were you guys up to all day?"
"We spent the better part of the day working with Jonah setting up the wood-burning cookstove on the covered porch in the back of the house," Kate said.
"Why there?" I asked.
"Because I did not feel like taking a chainsaw and cutting a hole through the wall of my kitchen!" Kate replied, barely looking up from her reading. "Plus, I think there would probably end up being a fair amount of soot and ash getting in the house. It would be nice just to leave all the mess outside."
"I always knew you were the smart one of the family and can't argue with your logic."
"Wise decision Mr. Police Chief," she said with a coy smile. "We installed the flu going up and out a hole cut and framed through the screen window. Tomorrow's agenda is to build a lean-to style shed to store wood which is going to be an issue by the way. We only have about five pieces of wood next to the fire pit in the back yard."
Yikes! I thought that is a critical problem, no wood for heat or cooking. I am glad we have the summer months coming up, and for the moment we are still getting natural gas to the house. We have some wiggle room, but not much. We will have to start putting a lot of wood away for winter heating as well. Another problem for another day, I concluded.
Sitting and pondering the wood situation, all the other responsibilities and worries about preparing my family came flooding into my mind. Wood, water, planting, long term food issues, where was my son, was Fort Meade holding out, I needed to be here, but the town needed me too, it felt like everything in my life, including my sanity was beginning to hang by a thread!




Chapter 8

Hanging by a thread




It was now June 29th and a week after the French Plague outbreak hit Beaufort.  My initial concerns about all the problems we would face were nothing in comparison to the realities of life in a town cut off from the world we once knew.  I would have thought most people were more self-reliant than they were turning out to be.  Few people had more than a weeks' worth of food in their home.  I understand the lifestyle, because Kate and I lived that way for many years, due to both economic reasons and a belief that society would never change.  The unthinkable disasters were just that, unimaginable.  Unfortunately, that is a dangerous mindset to have when the unexpected is waiting around every corner.  At one time we all believed the stores would always be open, the paychecks would continue to arrive, and the government was too big to fail.  We were wrong in all three cases. 
I spent as much time at home as I dared as there is a shocking amount of work to be done when there is no electricity.  Every task that used some of our precious resources was weighed on its overall benefits for the long term.  Over the past week, we wired the spare marine batteries into the solar power system and finished the outdoor wood stove.  We also connected pipes from the eaves troughs on the house to the pool and even equipped them with filters to catch debris and sediment.  Although we currently had the power to run the well, I felt it better to have an alternate water source for the home and garden.  Finally, we started planting a good-sized garden but did not go too crazy on the size.  Except for Jonah, none of us had grown anything more substantial than a houseplant, and my record for keeping them alive was spotty at best.  On top of the additional projects were the daily chores of cooking, cleaning, caring for the horses, goats, and chickens, which made for long, busy days.
The mayor was absent from the next supervisors meeting we had scheduled. "That's great, Tom is not even making it to his own meetings now!" Bob Mathis grumbled out loud when we reached ten minutes past the scheduled meeting time. 
"Let's get going without him, we can catch him up later," I said in reply, knowing it would probably not matter anyway. "Alright Bob, I understand your guys have finished the census and survey of the town and county, what have you found out?"
The Fire Chief shuffled some papers around, apparently looking for his notes on the task. "According to the last official census for the county, the population for the area in our safe zone was 7,732 souls." He stopped for a dramatic moment and looked around. "The door to door census we just conducted determined the current population of the 'Greater Town of Beaufort' now stands at 5,673 residents.  345 of them are out of town relatives of residents and 267 non-resident refugees who were stuck here when we isolated ourselves.  This gives us a total of 6,285 people from the age of two months to 98 years.  There are dozens of houses standing empty right now with some of the displaced staying at rentals.  A few of the last-minute people across the bridge are staying with good Samaritans that the local churches have arranged, but most are at a temporary shelter we set up at the middle school."
"There are some commons themes in the needs people were reporting," Bob continued. "Food, of course, is number one, most everyone had only a week or so of food in their homes. Some people are already out, and everyone else is going to start getting pretty hungry, pretty quick!  Clean drinking water is also a problem, medications for the critically ill, gasoline, loss of power, the list goes on and on," he said flinging the report on the table.  I frowned at his assessment and the daunting task of seeing to the needs of everyone and the myriad of challenges we were all facing.
Trying not to immediately have the meeting get bogged down with the census report, I quickly turned to Bill Hudgins. "What's going on in the world of utilities?"
"We still only have one freshwater well working for the entire town, but that won't last.  Generators are powering the well to fill the fire departments tanker truck for distribution to their temporary storage pool for people to walk or drive to. It's a stop-gap measure and will only continue to work until the gasoline supply gives out.  Before my employees quit, they managed to salvage and mothball the sewage treatment plant in hopes that when power returns, we can quickly return it to use.  It was one of our biggest pieces of infrastructure that we will need in the future, salvaging it was of the utmost importance.  The sanitation lines are still full, and if people continue to use them, they will back up and flow into their homes.  However, that will be a self-correcting evolution!" he said, and everyone chuckled at the images of overflowing toilets throughout the town.
“The backhoe we sent out has dug pits for over two hundred outhouses as of this morning, and people are going to town with their ad hoc construction efforts to build latrines.  With any luck, we will be ahead of any human waste-related illnesses."
“My last item of news is that we have buried an additional three bodies this morning.  I guess Public Works is going to be stuck as the unofficial body removal and disposal service."
“What happened to them I inquired?” 
"It looks like one heart attack, one person who required an electrical oxygenator to breathe and had no backup power and another suicide."
"On the law enforcement front," I started off. "We are beginning to see a rise in burglaries and thefts as people are looking for survival items or positioning themselves for the tough times ahead.  I am sure that all of you are seeing additional absenteeism at work and I cannot say that I blame anyone since we can’t compensate our workers and they probably have plenty to do to keep their families alive.  I have reduced my officer's work to six hours or less per day.  They need to have time to take care of their families or none of this, I waved my hands in the air to indicate the town, matters!"
"The infected near the Arendale Bridge have dispersed, they are rarely visible, and the officers only hear occasional gunfire from the other side now.  There have been no efforts by any non-infected to approach the bridge.  The 101 bridge is another matter entirely, and the group of infected at the roadblock continues to grow.  The officers estimate there are around three hundred on the approach to the bridge.  They think the noise of them pounding on the metal trailer along with all the moaning and snarling is attracting more infected every hour.  I'm heading to the barricade after this meeting to check on the situation and see if there is anything we can do about them."
“What do we do now?” John Jefferies asked with a melancholy tone to his voice, barely disguising his hopelessness. 
"We all need help, and we have a town full of people with a wide range of skills that we will need to tap into," I said.
“Volunteers?  You want to run the town on volunteers?”  
"Would you rather run it on town employees who are going to stop coming to work because they are not getting paid?" John gave a disappointed shrug of his shoulders with no answer.
"Does anyone have a better idea?" I asked of my friends and coworkers around the table, but no one had anything significant to add. "Since the mayor is not making his meetings and according to his succession memo, I guess I am in charge in his absence.  I would like you guys to go out into the community and let the citizens know that we are looking for people to volunteer their time for the benefit of the entire town.  We need farmers, fishermen, scavengers, soldiers, and medical personnel, I’m sure the list will grow.  "Better yet," I said with a bit of enthusiasm in my voice. Let's organize a swap meet or bazaar where people can start to exchange items that they need to survive, and people with skills can offer them up for trade."
John perked up a little, "let's set it for the Fourth of July, get people together to celebrate," he continued. "We can try to set up groups of people to help in each area the town needs employees.  Don't forget to add the clergy, they have a long history of helping people in need!”
“Maybe they can pray for us!” Bob Mathis, the Fire Chief piped in which earned him a glare from John. 
Stepping in to avoid a fight I said, "John, if you can start organizing the event, that would be great, I am sure that Bob and his staff can help out," I added with a grin. "If there is nothing else critical, there is an infected party at the 301 needing my attention.”
Walking out of Town Hall, I wondered how the plan of pushing many of the town's responsibilities out to the community was going to work.  The few town employees that are remaining could not manage this whole affair, especially with the mayor not even showing up to work. Everyone in that room today was not there because they had nothing better to do.  We all knew there would be no more paychecks, no benefits, and the town could not even guarantee a clean glass of water.  Why were we trying? I began to wonder in frustration and slammed the door to my truck as my temper rose.
At the police station, I used the small portable generator brought over by the public works guys to run the gas pump, so we could fill up the police vehicles.  Watching each gallon drain into the tank, I knew in the back of my mind that each was a gallon that could not be replaced, but what else was I supposed to do?  I would try to conserve gasoline at some other time because right now every crisis needed an immediate response.
With the gas tank full again, I walked into the armory and brought out a case of 9mm pistol ammunition and another of rifle ammunition and placed them in the backseat of the truck.  As an afterthought, I tossed in a box of MRE meals for the guys working the route 101 barricade.  Not a delicious meal, but I am not sure when they ate last.  Driving felt good, it was nice to be out of town and in the country where the air was fresh, and my mind could clear of all problems for a few minutes.  The sound of the tires humming on the pavement lulled me to a point where my mind disengaged, and it felt like I was driving on autopilot.  The feeling was so good I did not realize where I was until the approach to the bridge over the Inter-Coastal waterway appeared, and I saw the roadblock looming ahead of me.
Considering it was a thrown together operation, the officers and public works guys had done an excellent job making the barricade.  The eighteen-wheeler trailer had been flipped on its side with the flat roof now facing the end of the bridge inhabited by the infected.  The entire trailer was wedged at an angle between the concrete walls on either side of the bridge. Without being hooked up to another large truck or backhoe with a chain, I was confident it was going nowhere.  The officers handling the post had started to make the place a little more functional as well.  At the base of the bridge, they had put up a couple of tents for sleeping and brought in a picnic table from god knows where.   Finally, they had covered it with a screened canopy to eat, prepare food, and relax when not at the barricade.  Just behind the trailer on the bridge, they set up a second covered rest area with another appropriated picnic table so that they could get out of the sun there as well.  The fire department left a ladder to climb on top of the overturned white goliath to observe what was happening on the other side of the barricade.  Two patrol cars were parked at the apex of the bridge, so I pulled up behind them.  I waved to the officer standing on top of the overturned trailer and the other two resting in the shade from the mid-morning sun that beat down on the pavement.
My ears were assaulted as soon as my truck door was cracked open by the constant moaning and growling coming from the far side of the overturned trailer.  It reminded me of the noise of standing on the side of a busy interstate highway and was more than enough to ruin the serenity of the river that flowed gently beneath us.  I felt terrible for the guys who drew this assignment and had to put up with that constant background noise for hours on end, it would drive me insane.
“Morning Chief!” They all called out as I approached. 
I waved and smiled while asking how they were doing. 
Officer Holly Lartin spoke up, "not too bad now, it has really helped to drop every one to six-hour shifts, gives us all more time at home. I know my two boys appreciate the extra mommy time, even though we are constantly working on chores."
"I think we are all in the same boat right now, work, chores, sleep, repeat.  Not exactly what I had anticipated for my second career," I replied.  Everyone laughed until I asked about the situation on the other side of the trailer?
There were frowns all-around at that question and again Holly spoke up. "It's a mess, Chief!  There are 250-300 of the infected milling around over there.  It's like they can tell we are over here, but can't figure out how to get to us, it's very…unsettling.  When you are on top, she nodded her head towards the top of the overturned trailer; you can see they get more and more agitated, pounding and clawing at the metal.  You can hear their fingernails breaking as they search for a way through.  I get the uncomfortable feeling they think there is a meal over here and they are waiting for the opportunity to feast."  I shuddered involuntarily at her analysis of the situation.  
Unfortunately, I needed to have a look myself, so I climbed the aluminum fire department ladder leaning up against the trailer and tied off against the now exposed undercarriage.  Rung by rung, I climb until my vision broke the leading edge of the container.  The sea of infected before me came into view, it was a far worse scene than I could have possibly imagined.
The entire ramp to the apex of the bridge was filled with a sea of humanity, or more accurately, inhumanity was a better description of what I was seeing.  It appeared that once the infected came up the ramp, the mass became stuck between the trailer and sides of the bridge, unable to figure out how to turn around and get out.  The officer's initial assessment of the number of infected appeared correct, at least those that were close to the barricade.  They were hard to count as they were continually moving amongst one another, pushing, shoving, and generally jockeying for the best position close to the trailer.  I could see more off in the tree line along the side of the road, milling about, looking for small woodland creatures to feed on no doubt.  Examining the infected closest to me, I could tell there were all types, elderly, teenagers, young kids, white and black.   The French Plague apparently was an equal opportunity virus.  Most of them had bloody hands and feet, probably due to all the walking and efforts to claw through the metal trailer.  Some looked as though they had walked out of their shoes at some point.  There was even one older female with a dirty torn dress still wearing one high heel, the other was missing, leaving a worn and bloody stump in its place.
My survey of the infected led to my next poorly thought out course of action.  Climbing entirely on top of the trailer, in clear view of the infected gathering, I gazed over the leading edge. Looking down into the mass of bodies crowded close to the container trying to get even closer to me.  My attention was drawn to a young girl, probably no more than twelve years old, dressed in a formerly pink Ivory Ella shirt and faded jeans.  Her face was upturned toward me with her right arm outstretched and standing on her toes, struggling to get closer.  I searched for some sign that there was still a little girl in the monster down below me.  I prayed there was some indication of a bit of humanity in those oily black orbs that were probably at one time strikingly blue making her the pride of her daddies' heart.  Now, she only let out a hiss from her mouth snarling as her fellow infected jostled her farther from her anticipated prey.
I don’t know if it was the fact that she reminded me of Marcie as a child or my overwhelming pity for the girl who would never be more than the monster she now, but I was overcome by a need to put her out of her misery.  Without putting enough thought into the ramifications of my actions, I drew my pistol from its holster and took careful aim at the young girl who would never grow up to become a woman.  Aiming not at the center of mass, like my years of training dictated, but at the center of the top of her head since I was above and looking down on her.  I squeezed the trigger of my pistol, firing once.   
Several catastrophic things happened at once.  The young infected girl's arms immediately fell, and her face lost all movement and expression.  Oddly she did not fall to the ground, because her peers pressed in closer to the trailer.  This action kept her upright, and she began moving back and forth as the crowd surged around her.  There was nowhere for her to fall as the bodies of the infected now became packed so close together and pushing toward me and the trailer like a compressed spring.
Suddenly, with a screech of metal on concrete, the entire trailer gave a great lurch backward, almost knocking me off my feet. "Holy shit!" I cursed out loud.  The pressure of the compressed spring of infected pushed the trailer back several inches.
"What's going on Chief, why did you shoot?" Officer Lartin said as she reached the top of the ladder and saw the astonished look on my face.
"No time!" I yelled, "get everyone up here and tell someone to get the extra cases of ammunition from my truck." Two of the three officers scrambled up the ladder and were on top with me when the trailer gave another screeching lurch to our rear.  The half-panicked faces of my officers looked at me for direction.
“We are going to need to relieve the pressure, or just the sheer force they are exerting on the trailer is going to push open a way for them to get past!" I yelled over the renewed crescendo of guttural growls and screams coming from the infected below me who sensed their prey was near.
"Aim for their heads, they can withstand a lot more injury to their body, can you do this?" I frantically yelled at my officers.  Stunned nods were my only reply.  A third lurch of the trailer sealed the deal for everyone as it was opening a gap on one side of the bridge.  The three of us approached the leading edge of the container and looked down into the infected crowd who had worked themselves into a tumultuous state due to the sound of the gunshot, the screech of metal on concrete and the sight of three live, juicy humans standing just out of reach.
"Fire!" I yelled, raising my pistol and taking aim at a particularly plump older infected man who had lost his shirt.  My gunfire was soon joined by another gun, then another and another.  We all carried fifty-two rounds of ammunition between our pistols and two spare magazines, so it was a mad minute of gunfire once we began.  Bang reacquire a target, fire, bang, reacquire, fire, bang and on it went with everyone doing combat reloads of their magazines until we all went dry.
The carnage laid out in front of us was unimaginable before the plague; this introduction to violence and death even out of necessity was almost more than I could bear.  We had started shooting the ones directly below us, but the pressure from the ones behind kept them standing as they pushed forward. I instructed everyone to begin picking off the infected at the fringes of the group.   Finally, the pressure let up and all the dead packed in the middle and front collapsed under their own weight like a series of dominoes.  Before we knew it well over one hundred corpses were laid out in front of us, all that was required was to aim and fire.
When my third magazine ran dry, I found myself frozen standing with my mouth open, staring out at the bodies and listening to the now subdued background roar of the infected. "What have we done?" Officer Lartin tapped me on the leg, she was kneeling behind me, tearing open the case of ammunition.  She had a new box of 9mm ammunition in her hand outstretched to me.  I took it with a heavy heart and retrieved one of my empty magazines from the roof of the trailer where I had dropped it during a reload.  Pulling open the cardboard box of ammunition, I reloaded first one, then all three magazines bullet by bullet.  This cycle continued until the bodies of the infected were heaped several feet deep in front of the barricade, and none were left standing within twenty yards.  A few more scattered infected wandered in the distance, but they did not pose an immediate threat to us or the integrity of the barricade, the danger was over for now.
I turned to look at the officers with me and saw that there were only two left standing atop the trailer.  Frantically looking around for our missing comrade, he was not present. However, a silver five-star badge was lying on the ground at the bottom of the ladder.  I looked down the bridge and saw our missing man getting into his car, sobbing like a child; he would not be the last man to quit over the plague.
Using my radio, I called Public Works to send up a front-end loader to dispose of the bodies.    They were not only an insult to nature, but in the hot June sun, they would soon become a health hazard of unparalleled magnitude.
Mentally exhausted, we all sat the table in the shade contemplating what we had just done waiting to hear the grumble of the front loader's engine. The machine was usually used to move beach sand and mud from the periodic tidal flooding on the rural roads.  It was never intended for today's task.  Once the truck arrived, it took ten minutes of hooking up chains to the trailer to get things ready to pull it far enough to allow passage of the front-end loader.  With a roar of the engine, the chain creaked with stress as it pulled taught and ever so slowly, the trailer was drawn back.  This action was accompanied by a screech like fingernails on a chalkboard as it revealed the piles of dead infected.
"Stop there," I said to the driver after he puked over the side of his machine when he saw the sight before him, “here is what we are going to do.  First, we need a path plowed through the bodies, and then I need you to scrape out a hole as best you can in the grass on the side of the highway.  One of us will stand guard with a carbine to take care of any threats and the others will do a quick check of the bodies looking for identification cards and driver's licenses so we can figure out where these folks came from." My tiny group gave grim nods of understanding, and we went about our horrible task of putting to rest the bodies of these hopeless souls.
Four hours later, the last of the deceased infected were safely plowed into the makeshift grave on the side of the road.  Officer Lartin use her carbine had to dispatch an additional five infected who came wandering up the road and out of the woods, presumably drawn by the noise of the machinery and gunfire.  The loader finally pushed the trailer back into place with another ear screeching metal on concrete howl.  Once again sitting in the shade, we took stock of what we had recovered off the dead while reflecting on the actions taken here today.
What would the town think of us when word filtered back to them on what had happened here?  Were we villains for slaughtering the innocent sick people who we should have been trying to help make well again?  Or would we be considered heroes for keeping an inevitable flood of infected people from entering the county and town to imperil us all?  I tried not to spend much time thinking about it, I would have many sleepless nights ahead that would give me sufficient time to second guess my actions without worrying about the town's reaction right now.
"Ok guys, what have you found from the bodies?" I asked temporarily putting the town's judgments out of my mind.
Sitting at the picnic table behind the trailer, everyone emptied their pockets of driver's licenses and assorted identification cards, sorting them into piles by state and town.  North Carolina, of course, had the most extensive collection and there were a few from Virginia and some other localities, but they all seemed to have military dependent identification cards with them.  Examining the driver's licenses, we discovered there were a few of the infected who came from Harlow, but most were from Havelock outside Cherry Point Marine Corps base.   There were a couple with homes in New Bern, which is a hike, assuming the infected walked all that way.  It was no surprise that the driver's licenses came from a mixed bag of locations as there were so many refugees in the days following the arrival of the infection in the United States.  People were seeking to hide anywhere they could find a safe place to escape to.
I stuck around until the relief officers showed up and then said my goodbyes.  Driving home, I felt as though the weight of the world was crashing down on my shoulders, it was almost more than I could bear.




Chapter 9

The Rescue




The glorious Fourth of July has arrived at last and like everywhere in America, our nation's birthday had always been celebrated in Beaufort with gusto. Food, carnivals, fireworks, bands, funnel cakes, the whole nine yards. The waterfront used to be transformed into a place where everyone could come, enjoy themselves, and be proud of being an American.
The mayor came out of his depressed funk for a couple of days before July 4th and showed up to help organize some events. A celebration of sorts was planned a short distance outside of town at the Michael J. Smith airfield, a small paved landing strip primarily used for personal planes. It was a short walk for most residents of the village and surrounding county. We really did not know how many people to expect, so somewhere with ample open space was chosen because it had been advertised as a public market and service day. I thought it was a corny name, but isn't everything designed by committee?
Everyone who was still left in the town government was beginning to understand how close most of the residents lived to the edge of disaster. Most people were only living paycheck to paycheck before the plague, few had prepared for the unexpected. To combat that mindset, we concluded the only way to help people survive was to get them connected to one another. We kicked around ideas in meeting after meeting of trying to provide for everyone's needs in a commune type of system. However, the discussion turned into very ugly debates about self-reliance and socialism to the point of almost ending up in a fistfight one afternoon.
In the end, a two-prong solution was decided on. We would rely on capitalism and self-reliance to keep everyone alive. There were too many people to try and provide for all their needs and conversely too few people to cater for everyone's needs. It was a very troubling social problem that we found ourselves in. Our local economy had suddenly become non-existent. Instantly no one had a job, money was worthless, and there was no means of exchange. There was no longer a security net for those people unable or unwilling to provide for themselves and their families. No food distribution network, no healthcare, and no social security. The list of things that no longer existed far exceeded the list of the things we had available to us in our dangerous new world.
The town's management team, present company included, met for hours on these topics and the best idea we could come up with was to let the market forces handle people's wants and needs and to keep our hands off the local economy. It was funny that between us all with over a hundred years of public service and four Masters Degrees, the best plan we could come up with was to let the law of supply and demand sort things out. The town government would set the framework for connections through events like the one today that would hopefully blossom into cottage industries. That may be simplifying it too much, but that was our essential economic plan.
The second prong of providing for the community was to send a group of people into the infected territory and bring back resources we could not produce ourselves. The newly formed department of acquisitions would manage those efforts, but details on how they would go about their mission were still pretty sketchy.
Since town and county employees willing to work were becoming a scarce commodity, anyone coming into work and a good number of volunteers were being drafted to act as committee chairpersons and organizers for new town departments. Unnecessary offices were done away with including, Finance, Parks, and Recreation as well as the tourism development office. Newly created and more practical offices were the department of agriculture, fishing, boating, acquisition, affectionately known by its members as the department of scavenging, refugee relations, health and welfare, essential skills registrar and security. Tents and tables were set up at the July Fourth market to lure people into areas that interested them. Everyone was asked to participate, even knowing that there would be no reward for their efforts beyond the positive feelings they would get by contributing to the survival of the town.
Entry to the market required the donation of an item of food for one of the local church's food pantries that could be later distributed to the needy. Most everyone brought a canned good, some brought smoked fish or eggs, some folks were generous and some grudgingly parted with as small of an amount of food as they felt they could get away with.
In addition to the area devoted to public service, a tent was set aside to connect people needing work to those who were willing to do it. Currently, there were only fishermen looking for mates on their boats and farmers looking for field hands. With no electricity and little gasoline left, suddenly people willing to do manual labor was more critical than ever. Every task required substantially more manpower to complete than before the plague arrived. Fishermen were struggling to cope with reverting to a sail-based mode of transportation. Shockingly, even in a coastal community, finding enough people who were skilled in sailing, was proving to be a challenge. It turned out that even the people who may have sailed a little sunfish at summer camp many years ago were in high demand. Humorously, that was a more experienced sailor than most of us. Like everything else, the ancient tradition of fishing and farming had become a victim of technology and gasoline.
While farmers often had enough gasoline to run the tractors for a while, most were hoarding their supplies for essential plowing and harvesting needs. Workers were offered portions of the catch or harvest to pay for their services. After touring that area of the market, I saw glimmers of hope that what we were envisioning might come to fruition.
The town leadership hoped that we could jump-start a connection between employers and labor that would spark a barter economy. This spark could build into the fire that would stave off hunger and the inevitable violence that follows when people are trying to feed themselves and their children. How could I blame people for stealing when their children are crying out in hunger? I could easily envision getting to the point where I would kill for a can of beans to feed my children too.
Having no useable currency required workers to be compensated with food products or other items of value. That method of compensation required people to barter those items for other things they needed or wanted. This seemed to be the only way to go, as cumbersome as it was. The old greenback had gone the direction of the dinosaur; no one wanted a piece of paper that had no intrinsic value like gold or silver.
The largest area of the market was devoted to the barter and trading area. It looked like a giant flea market with a little bit of everything being present for trade. As expected, the most essential item in demand was food. Walking up and down the makeshift aisles, I saw signs that read, "Willing to trade for food and canned goods" at multiple locations. Others had signs looking for guns and ammunition, gasoline and medicine. Items displayed for trade also ran the gamut from fishing gear, horse tack, electronics, books, and assorted household items. There were many trade goods I thought were junk and would be useless in this new economy such as televisions and computers. I laughed at a prominently displayed electric toaster as I walked past and suspected a lot of people would be carting old electronic technology back home tonight.
The big hits of the day were people selling fish, crabs, shellfish, and produce. Fortunately, it did not appear the sellers were gouging people yet, but the pinch of hunger had not fully hit the town. The discomfort of hunger would make people willing to trade exorbitant amounts for food. The mayor will have to keep an eye on people unfairly profiting from their neighbor's misery. I am all about a healthy profit but not at the expense of your neighbors. The most heart-wrenching sight of the day was a young girl and her mother who appeared to have everything that was of value to them laid out on a blanket with a small sign requesting to buy or trade for insulin. I had to walk away quickly not get choked up at the thought of the young girl with diabetes and the minimal amount of insulin they probably had on hand with no chance of getting more.
Late in the second day of the market, I was strolling around with the mayor, reasonably pleased with the towns handiwork of organizing the event. A lot of needs were being met, people were communicating, neighbors were meeting neighbors, and life was slowly inching forward. My friend Najief had even erected a sign directing people to his renamed store "Najief's Bazar and House of Treasures," where he had turned his Quickie Mart into a richly-named swap shop.
Several officers were also working the event to keep the peace and ensure there was no theft. I realized early in the first day; however, that theft was not likely to be a problem as almost everyone was openly carrying firearms. Only a fool would try to steal from an armed man. All sorts of weapons were present, handguns, revolvers, automatics, shotguns, rifles, AR-15 variants, even a couple AK-47's were seen slung over the shoulders of attendees.
Mayor Dailey was startled when my police radio called out, breaking the silence of our inspection tour. The call came in from the dispatcher who was primarily working off another handheld portable radio to save electricity rather than the vast computer network and displays of the prior dispatch system. We had also given him a CB radio, and a short-range ham radio set up so that he could monitor any other communications over the airways.
"Chief, this is Charlie at dispatch!" he called. Before I could even key my microphone to respond, he was calling again with even more urgency in his voice.
"Go ahead, Charlie," I responded before he started into his third call.
"Chief, you have got to hear what's coming over the radio; it's on the mutual aid channel."
"What is it, what are you hearing?" I called back, now with real urgency to my voice.
"It's the Coast Guard Sir; they are calling in the blind to anyone who will answer."
Tom and I exchanged glances, and his eyes went wide. "They are coming to help us, thank god! I knew the government would get a handle on things," he almost screamed.
I was not so sure and had a nagging fear that it was something else, based on the distressed tone of Charlie's voice.
"What exactly are they saying, Charlie?" I called back to him. "What kind of assistance are they offering?"
"No! I don't think you understand. They are looking for help from anyone because they are about to be overrun by the infected! They are asking for any assistance from anyone who can hear their radio transmission!"
Both the mayor and I were crestfallen by those words and stood dumbstruck, staring at the commotion around us. People were packing up their trade items, three girls were playing hopscotch, the young diabetic girl and her mother who were looking for insulin walking away with their heads hung low, the girl sluggish and pale. Once again, I got the now-familiar feeling that my world was collapsing in on me, that brief glimmer of hope we felt was extinguished as quickly as it appeared.
"Chief!" Charlie's voice echoed somewhere in the back of my consciousness. "Chief, are you still there," he called again apparently agitated because I was not reacting as fast as he needed me to.
"Yes, Charlie, the mayor and I will be to you shortly. For the moment, don't respond to the radio transmission."
"What! Give me that radio, we need to talk to them before they are gone!" A very agitated Tom Dailey demanded of me.
"NO!"
"What do you mean, no? This could be our only chance to talk to someone outside the town, and you are waiting?"
"What if they are not the Coast Guard Tom? What if they are looking for someone to steal from, some town to attack and take their resources? We are safe because they do not know we exist!"
It was evident that such a line of thinking never crossed Tom's mind because his mouth moved a couple of times with nothing coming out, then he just nodded and followed me as we walked to the dispatch center. When we arrived, Charlie was clearly agitated and could barely sit still in his excitement to finally have heard a voice from the outside world.
"Chief, Mr. Mayor," Charlie blurted out as we entered. "I knew there were other people out there, I told you Chief, didn't I tell you!" He said with great enthusiasm.
"Yes, you did Charlie." I smiled and put my hand on his shoulder to calm him. "Why don't you put the transmission on the speaker, so we can all hear it?"
Charlie fiddled with the radio and announced, "I picked up the first transmission shortly before I called you and they have been repeating it every few minutes since. It varies a bit each time, so I do not think it's a recorded message he mumbled mainly to himself while arranging the radio so everyone could hear. "Ok," he finally said, "I have the frequency, and it is about to begin again!" He reached over to the console, flipped a silver switch and the speakers came to life.
"This is Petty Officer William Bradford, acting Officer in Charge of Coast Guard Station Fort Macon. We are broadcasting in the blind to anyone within listening range via the mutual aid channel. The Coast Guard base had been sealed per presidential directives until approximately forty-eight hours ago when a large wave of the infected buckled our perimeter fence and overran the base. Currently, there are twenty-two Coastguardsman and fifty-seven civilians who have evacuated the station and taken refuge inside historic Fort Macon, adjacent to the base. While we are currently safe from attack by the infected, we are trapped with limited supplies. We are requesting aid from any military or civilian law enforcement agency that can assist us. The situation is dire, and we request immediate assistance!" With that Petty Officer, William Bradford went off the air.
"Jesus Christ!" I said out loud.
"Indeed," said the mayor, "what are we to do?"
"We have to help them, rescue them I guess and probably bring them back to Beaufort," I replied while my mind raced.
"Charlie, head over to the airport, get the volunteer tent and bring back the list of people who want to assist with security and the list of anyone who has prior military experience at the skills registrar tent. Go quickly, time is of the essence."
I looked at the Mayor and said, "let's find out what Mr. Bradford has to say, shall we?" With more than a little apprehension, I took a deep breath and spoke into the microphone. "This is the Chief of Police in Beaufort North Carolina calling Petty Officer Bradford at the United States Coast Guard Station Fort Macon." I let out the rest of my breath in an audible sigh that took with it some of the apprehension I was feeling. The radio crackled once, but no voice came through, so I repeated my call; "this is the Chief of Police in Beaufort North Carolina calling Petty Officer Bradford at the United States Coast Guard Station Fort Macon."
"This is Petty Officer Bradford," came both a startled and desperate-sounding voice through the speaker, "to whom am I speaking with?"
"This is the Chief of Police of the Town of Beaufort; the Mayor is here with me to see how we can assist you."
"It's fantastic to hear from you; we feared we were all alone!" Petty Officer Bradford responded, and we could make out cheers in the background.
"You're not alone, just cut off like us; I replied in a reassuring tone. Can you give me a situation report, Mr. Bradford? We are currently gathering the personnel and assets needed to assist you, and we need to know everything about your situation.
"I will fill you in on all the details when we meet, but the reader's digest version is that two days ago the front fence at the Coast Guard station buckled under the weight of a wave of the infected that had been gathering there. We were concerned the fence might not hold and had prepared to move to historic Fort Macon ahead of time, which would provide a solid defense. We currently have food and water for a couple more days inside the fort, and then we are going to have to look for a new home. We have very few firearms with us and are mainly down to hand to hand weapons. Sanitation is a bit rough, but we are doing alright."
"Are there any signs of infection among your people inside the fort," I asked.
"That is negative; we lost a lot of people on the way over, but checked everyone after we secured the gate. We appear to be virus-free."
"Sounds good Mr. Bradford, what is your estimate of the number of infected on the base and the number surrounding the fort?"
"We estimated around 400 were at the front fence facing Fort Macon Road when it gave away. Of those, over one hundred made their way to the Civil War fort where we are holed up. They are currently wandering around and not a threat of getting in, but there is no way we can get out past them. Fifteen have fallen into the moat as well!" I just shook my head and laughed at that statement. Could the Union and Confederate soldiers who served here all the way back to the 1830s possibly imagined that in the year 2019, people would once again be seeking refuge inside the fort with its four-foot thick masonry walls, earthen berms, and wide moat. Not hiding from a military adversary, but from sick plague victims that were just as dangerous as an armed man if they can get their hands and teeth on you.
At the end of my radio communication with Petty Officer Bradford, the mayor returned to his office to worry, and I wandered next door to the town planning office. Joe Sporanga's office caught my eye as I passed. Pausing for a moment, my memory traveled back to when I found him and his wife's body in their home; they were among the first casualties in the struggle against the infected here in Beaufort. "Shit," I said, frustrated with the waste of a good man and went on about my task of searching for maps of the town and county that may show Fort Macon and the Coast Guard station. "Hello," I called out to what I suspected was an empty office. Getting no answer, I just let myself in. As expected, no one was in today. In fact, it looked as if no one had been in this office for a couple of weeks. The desks looked like someone had just walked away from them, some were neat, and some looked like a tornado had just gone through. "How people can function in such chaos," I grumbled while rifling through papers.
Pulling open a desk drawer, I was startled to find an opened fifth of whiskey and shot glass. Laughing and stating to no one in particular, "I always thought she was a closet drinker," referring to the previous owner of the desk. I put the alcohol in my pants cargo pocket and moved on. Several more frustrating minutes of searching brought me to a cabinet marked, "maps."
"Well, if that were a snake, it would have bitten me;" I said and pulled open the drawers.
With my arms full of maps, I went back to the communications center where predictably the mayor had not returned. As expected, he would leave the hard work to others, not able to make decisions that risked people's lives. I was just sitting down to study the maps with a cup of coffee when Charlie came walking in with a middle-aged stranger whom I had never met before.
"Here are the lists you requested Chief and when I was inquiring about the folks with prior military service, Dennis Porter," he indicated the stranger, "was at the table and said he has a background you may be interested in."
I looked over at Dennis, he was a solid-looking man, not overly muscled, but solid in the way of a man who had done his share of manual labor. He looked to be in his late forties, much like myself. "Dennis," I said, standing up and sticking my hand out to shake his. He had a firm grasp, not overbearing as if he had something to prove, but just a solid handshake of a man who was confident in himself and his abilities. "It's a pleasure to meet you. I assume Charlie has mentioned that we have contact with some survivors outside the town and need help rescuing them."
Dennis nodded, "yes, he mentioned it on the way over."
"Since we have never met; can you tell me a little about yourself and your background, so we know how best to utilize your skills?" I asked.
"It's good to meet you, Chief; your reputation is quite impressive around town. Thanks for all you have done to keep everyone safe from the plague. My family and I appreciate it from the bottom of our hearts," he concluded.
From the look in his eye, I felt that it was not just him blowing smoke, and he was sincere in his gratitude. "My wife and our two teenage daughters were among the last to come across the bridge into town before it was lifted. We are originally from Greensboro and had fled the city in our truck packed full of everything we could think of to keep us alive. The city was in flames as we drove out, the infected were everywhere, people were shooting anyone they didn't know or suspected of being sick. Looters were taking advantage of the situation since the infected had already taken down the police. The whole scene was something I never thought I would see in the United States."
"On our way out of town, we barely made it past a National Guard checkpoint that was supposed to keep the infected out, but they had changed their tactics to try to keep the local outbreak inside the town. The soldiers turned their Hummers around and were firing their fifty Cals over our truck into the crowd of infected chasing us. It was unreal! As we drove past, the spent brass rained down on the windshield. I am not sure how long those men stayed, but they were the first in a long line of people that my family owes their lives to. We kept heading to the coast, hoping to find refuge; we thought maybe near Camp Lejune would be safe, but we could not get close and made a last-ditch hope of hiding out on one of the barrier islands."
"In my entire military career, I never felt so limited in my options, we were being hunted everywhere we went and could not catch our breath until we got here. Along our journey, so many people gave so much for my family's safety, now it is my chance to give back."
I was an infantryman in the Army, retired after twenty-one years as a Gunnery Sergeant, never really took to the admin work, so I was not going to go much higher in rank. I pulled a couple of tours in Iraq, saw some combat then decided I had done my part. I felt it was time to raise my daughters as a full-time dad, not a deployed part-time dad. Especially now in the teenage years when a dad is needed to intimidate the boys!" He finished with a knowing smile.
"Saying that from firsthand experience when you were a teenager, Sergeant?" I questioned him with a wink of my own. We both broke out in laughter at the thought of our teenage years.
"Ok, you're hired. I played at ROTC for a couple of years in college, and when I had to make a commitment to the Army, it was not consistent with my romantic life, and I followed my calling into law enforcement. I need someone who understands combat operations, patrolling, and all that shooting stuff."
Dennis grinned and replied, "Well, Chief, I think you found your guy."
"Come look at my maps, while I fill you in on the distress call we received earlier today. I understand there is an inter-service rivalry, so don't laugh, but the Coast Guard needs rescuing."
At that statement, he let out another infectious laugh that seemed to go on and on. "Sorry Chief, that was uncalled for," he could barely say without further laughter.
"Let's get down to business. Charlie has a list of people who claim to have prior military service, we will need to pick among that group to find people who can help rescue the Coasties and civilians they are protecting. Across the sound, is Coast Guard Station Fort Macon and it sits right next to the Civil War Fort of the same name that has been turned into a state park with the old fort partially restored. An infected herd built up at the fence line of the Coast Guard station until it buckled under the weight. Fifty-Nine survivors, Coast Guard and civilian have taken refuge inside the Civil War fort."
"Bugger me!" Dennis said with a whistle. "That was a good idea, the infected will never get in there."
"Unfortunately, they will never be able to get out either," I said. "The Petty Officer in charge is guessing somewhere around four hundred infected took out their fence, and over one hundred broke away and cornered them in the old fort."
Dennis gave another low whistle, "Ok, let's work the problem," he said, pulling the maps over to him.
Scanning the list of volunteers Charlie had brought, I circled a few I knew would be useful and sent Charlie out to collect them. Soon five more men were sitting around the conference table in the room outside the mayor's office. The first idea of a land extraction was nixed before it even got any steam; we did not dare lower the Arendale Bridge even if we could. Doing that would just make us too vulnerable. Topped with having to traverse all the way through Moorhead City, cross the causeway out to Atlantic Beach and then head all the way north to Fort Macon. There were too many unknowns, the number of infected was probably significant, were their old roadblocks, obstructions, and disabled vehicles. The list of perils was enormous.
A water extraction turned out to be the only viable alternative we could think of. However, we were coming up short on appropriate watercraft to make a safe shore landing when I had an epiphany. "Provided no one has stolen them yet, let's get the two boats that the National Park Service uses to shuttle people from Harkers Island out to the National Seashore and Shackleford Island. There is a third one here in town that runs to the South end of Shackelford Island. Each one can land in shallow water and carry 15-20 people easy." There were nods all around the table that those boats would fulfill our needs and a couple of the guys said they could arrange for some smaller watercraft if we can come up with the gasoline.
"The hard part is where to land the boats. The beach to the north has some wicked current coming through the channel, and if we went all the way out to the Atlantic Ocean side and came in, we would get beat to death in the surf."
Finally, after staring at the maps for close to an hour, Dennis concluded, "I guess that means we will have to assault the Coast Guard station itself."
"I'm sorry, did you just say assault the Coast Guard station? There is probably close to two or three hundred infected still in there, we are not the Marines." I laughed at him.
"I know it sounds crazy, but just listen," Dennis said, raising his hand in annoyance to silence the grumbling around the table. "A forced landing on the beach is fraught with all sorts of danger, the surf, climbing in and out of boats, the waves, currents, tides, it's a mess. If we load up fifteen guys on each boat, that will give us forty-five shooters on every trip. We leave the Beaufort harbor, motor over to the Coast Guard pier on the sheltered side of the island." He took a moment to look around at everyone to make sure we were following his description. "The key is that we don't land and don't get off the boats. We can just sit back twenty feet from the docks since the water should be as smooth as glass in the sheltered cove. We then make some noise from an air horn and shoot the infected without setting foot on land or putting anyone in danger until we are ready to. We control the entire encounter," he concluded with confidence. The brilliance of the plan dawned on me as he was explaining it, why would we put ourselves in danger before we had too, plus the infected have shown an incredible aversion to water, maybe this was the break we were looking for.
Now that my mind was working on this new line of thinking I chimed in excitedly, "there is really no rush, we could sit offshore all afternoon if we wanted, even take a couple of days to dispatch the infected in the area!"
"Let's not get carried away, Dennis said, we are still going to have to go in and get our hands bloody so to speak."
"Yes, I know that," I said irritably, as he began raining on my parade, "but we can limit our exposure dramatically."
"That's exactly right, but let's take this opportunity and think a little bigger. You don't want to just save those people, you also want control over that Coast Guard facility. It is a tremendous asset, we should try to secure it and clear it of infected. This will be the first step of expanding the area the town controls;" Dennis concluded again bringing the conversation to a standstill. We were all for saving people, but bringing the fight to the infected, that was a new concept and not one I am sure everyone around the table was prepared to sign off on.
Dennis could see that he was going to get some pushback on asking everyone to put themselves at additional risk for questionable returns, so he sent out a pre-emptive barrage. "We are all safe inside the town, right." He again looked around the table at everyone. "How soon do you think it will be until we start running out of the everyday items that people need to survive? I'm not just talking about food which is already running low, how about medicine, gasoline, tools, clothing even toothbrushes?" Theatrically, he let the question hang in the air and then followed it up with another poignant observation. "I'm not from here, but does Beaufort have any industry? Does your town have any ability to make anything?" Crickets were the only response he got because the logic of what he was saying was indisputable. We had all mentally connected the dots before he brought his argument to a conclusion. All the lines led to a dead-end for the town if we did not find a means to expand and resupply ourselves.
Dennis went right back into his description of the rescue as if the question was settled and the interruption never took place. The reality was that no matter how much we didn't like it; to survive, we would have to venture outside our safe zone. "Once the group of infected is thinned sufficiently from the water, and don't any of you get premature thinking that will be easy either. The boats will still be affected by the water, bobbing, and whatnot; it will take a while to put them all down. I'm also sure it has been some time since most of our volunteers will have done any serious shooting, but as you said, time is on our side."
"Once the infected are dispatched we can bring the boats in and dock at the end of the jetty," he said, jamming his finger onto one of the maps for emphasis. "Then we split the volunteers into teams to sweep the station. Later we can have a group secure the fence with another on security watch. Only after we have a clear and secure area to operate from, will we move on the remaining infected at the old fort."
I took a moment to look at the big picture if we succeed. Once we have the Coast Guard Station and Fort Macon secure, the town will have an alternate base of operations, a deeper port then the town harbor, and a defensive location to protect from attacks out of the ocean. Finally, we will have a refuge of last resort that is impenetrable from the infected all wrapped into one.
"I don't understand why you have to go," Kate said irritably later at home. "Leave this up to the others who are experts in combat which I would like to point out you are not!"
"I understand what you are saying, and I realize that I can't do it all. However, I feel strongly that if I ask people to go on a rescue mission, I have to be willing to be a part of it or my credibility is shot!" She shook her head disapprovingly, understanding but in complete disagreement and walked off to the other end of the house, a sure sign that she felt I was making the wrong decision.
The next morning, I met with Dennis and the volunteers at the airport, he opted for that location because there was enough open space for the men and women to practice some small unit drills.
"Good morning, Dennis, how are you?" I asked.
"Pretty well even though my back is a bit stiff this morning, the ground is unforgiving as you age."
"What are you talking about; did your wife make you sleep on the couch last night too?" I joked.
"My family and I are staying in tents, out at the school with the other refugee families," he replied as if it was no big deal.
"That's not acceptable, you can't live in a tent!" I said, appalled that not only was my new friend being housed in a tent while I slept in a comfortable bed but more so that I was totally unaware of it.
"Tell you what; I know a furnished vacant home that you can stay in."
Dennis immediately began to protest, "I don't want to get in the middle of a dispute when the owner shows up wondering why my family and I are staying there, that arrangement will never work."
Reaching out, I put my hand on his shoulder and looked him in the eye, "the owner won't be coming back." The understanding was instantly conveyed between us. "Joe was a friend of mine, he would be honored to have a new family in his home. Dennis just nodded his head and said that his family would be very appreciative of anywhere permanent they could live, and they would honor Joe's memory.
"What about the other families who are staying at the middle school? It's not fair that my family gets a place to stay, and theirs don't."
"Nope, it's not, but don't look a gift horse in the mouth. The refugee committee has been discussing long term housing and is identifying suitable housing for everyone now; I guess the logistics of that process is taking longer than expected. However, I think we have both seen enough of the world to know that the lack of vacant housing is not going to be an issue for very long." His face took on a grim look as he nodded in agreement. Switching gears from the uncomfortable silence that had suddenly overshadowed our conversation, Dennis said, "why don't you come to meet the guys Chief." We have been organizing our plan, I think most of the kinks are worked out of the operation."
Walking over to the small concourse for the airport, we managed to escape the drizzling rain that had started coming down while we were talking. There was a pretty good-sized crowd of men and women standing around talking and drinking coffee. I overheard snippets of conversation while walking in with Dennis. "I don't know how we made it here!" "We are almost out of food, how about you?" and "I can't wait to get some payback, those sons of bitches killed both my parents!" The air was thick with curses, oaths, laughter, jokes, and sorrow.
Walking up to what I guessed was the front of the room with Dennis, he called for everyone's attention. When he did not initially get the appropriate level of silence he thought was warranted, he bellowed out "Atten-Hut!" There was instant silence in the room as everyone looked to see who thought they were in charge. "Ha!" Dennis said, "old habits die hard," which was greeted by a few laughs.
"This is Alex," he said pointing his thumb at me, "and he is the Police Chief here in Beaufort….and he is the one responsible for keeping you and all of your families from becoming infected!"
I would never have been so bold as to make such a proclamation, but I understood his thought process. I needed legitimacy to ask these men and women to participate in the rescue operation, this would start the process. Sure, I was the Chief of Police, but these men and women needed a reason to respect me and follow my lead, not just my title. "The Chief successfully fought off an incursion by the infected at the bridge before raising it and later took on a herd of infected out at the route 101 roadblock," Dennis further announced to the crowd. At that statement, heads swiveled back and forth in the group, with the questions of "was that him" and "I didn't know that" being whispered back and forth. How Dennis knew those facts I had no clue, as the roadblock event has never come up in our conversations, I guess he had been doing his research on me. "Chief, why don't you start the briefing if you don't mind," Dennis concluded.
"Thanks, Dennis. I want to thank everyone for being willing to help the folks trapped over in Fort Macon. I know we are asking a lot of you, but I am personally grateful that you are willing to volunteer your time and resources. Don't take what Dennis here says as gospel about my exploits, I was just doing my part, nothing more than anyone of you would have done in the same situation." That statement garnered a few laughs and a "better you than me" catcall from the back of the crowd which earned even more laughter.
"Yesterday afternoon," I called out above the noise and repeated until it died down. We received an emergency call on our mutual aid radio channel that the Fort Macon Coast Guard Station had been overrun by the infected. Their personnel and the civilians seeking refuge from the infected on the base were forced to flee when their perimeter fence was brought down by the sheer weight of the infected trying. They fled down the road to the Civil War fort to take shelter and wound up becoming encircled and trapped there." I scanned the faces around me, looking for fear or trepidation, but all I saw was resolve and a willingness to see the job through.
Dennis took over now. "The rescue plan is to use three large flat bottom National Park Service boats that can comfortably carry ten to fifteen people at a time, to travel over to the Coast Guard Station. We will float just offshore from the docks and kill off any stray infected that are out in the open. Now if that sounds harsh people, it is! Many of you may not have encountered any of the infected up close, probably only seen them on television when we had power. The Chief will verify that these things…" and he drew out the word for emphasis "are no longer human! They are not sick! They are not infected! They are monsters who are intelligent and will hunt you and try to kill you if they get the opportunity! There is no treatment, no rehabilitation, no nothing," he concluded. "The only merciful thing you can do for these lost and tortured souls is to send them to their maker!"
"Once we clear the infected people from the shoreline, our boats will drop most everyone off at the pier on the westernmost end of the Coast Guard facility. Each boat will maintain a driver and a shooter onboard and then move off to a safe distance where they can be called back to shore quickly if needed. Everyone else will sweep across the facility, dispatching any surviving infected as we go and, in the process, secure the Coast Guard Station. Those onshore will break into teams of five persons each, consisting of four shooters and a guide like we practiced outside. The shooters face the four directions of the compass, and the guide will direct the team. We will spread out east to west and move across the station and kill everything that is not human. When we encounter a building, we stop, form a skirmish line toward the un-cleared area and wait while a team clears the building. Once the building is clear, the skirmish line reverts to the five-man diamonds and continues to move forward. We have all day, so there is no need to rush this."
I took over addressing the volunteers. "Onboard the boats will be sufficient tools and equipment to repair any downed fencing and re-establish the perimeter of the Coast Guard Station. If we can secure the entire station, we will have the option to overnight there. If not, we return to Beaufort and try again, the next day, and the next, until we rescue the people trapped at the fort."
"Does anyone have any questions?" Dennis ended the formal part of the presentation.
"Do we have a standard caliber or weapon?" A man in the back asked.
"It will be shooters choice on firearms, I responded. "Any ammunition used in this operation will be replaced by the police department in 9mm or .556 ammunition, even if you use a different caliber. I can't pay you, but I will do what I can to make sure this won't entirely be a charity mission. One last piece of advice. The infected don't feel pain the same way you and I do. They can absorb massive injuries and still function long after a normal person would have succumbed to them. So, either put a lot of lead in them or make a headshot, let that guide your decision making in what caliber and type of firearm you bring. I personally would recommend both a pistol and rifle for everyone who goes."
"Is it true you can get the plague from their blood and saliva?" A woman asked.
"Yes," I responded again. "According to what I have seen and what the CDC put out, any bite or exposure to bodily fluids into a preexisting wound will infect you and then it will only be a matter of time before you become sick as well. We will have rubber gloves and masks available for anyone who wants them, they will be mandatory when we dispose of the bodies. I would also recommend long sleeve shirts, pants, and boots along with a change of clothing, so you don't accidentally bring anything home to your families." The questions droned on for another twenty minutes or so. Finally, the announcement was made to meet at the town waterfront the following day at five in the morning.
I spent the balance of the day shuttling two men and gasoline down to the National Park Service building on Harkers Island. It was a twenty-five-minute drive and took me into a part of the county that I had been neglecting with the officer's patrols. I felt terrible about not having patrols in the area, but my problem was gasoline. At our current rate of consumption, we would be out in less than a month, then we would be back to a horse and buggy for transportation. That was a problem for another day I concluded, unable to focus on too many issues at once. While driving through Harkers Island, a few people came out to wave as the police truck drove past, this had always been a friendly area, even now in the worst of times. I imagine they were glad to see some semblance of normalcy after having been cut off from information. I would have loved to stop and chat with each of them, giving them a reassuring word, a smile, or just a little information on the outside world. Unfortunately, my world had also shrunk to primarily Beaufort and a few miles around the town. Many of these people were more isolated than me, to just their home and what they could see or walk to.
When the three of us arrived at Harkers Island, I was relieved to see that both of the boats we sought were still tied up snuggly to the dock. They were none the worse for wear, considering they had not been used in over a month. Stepping out of the truck, I observed a lone figure on the dock, hat pulled low with a fishing pole in his hands sitting against a piling. Walking gingerly out onto the pier, I was not sure what to make of the figure and did not want to be noticed until I was ready. I was not sure if the man was friendly, dead, infected, or hostile. Drawing my pistol and holding it at a low ready, I slowly made my way to within earshot. He appeared to be an older man, unshaven and a little ragged in appearance, probably not much different than how he looked before the plague.
"Hello," I called to him, raising my gun a little in anticipation that he was a threat. My voice got his attention, and he slowly turned his weather-beaten and sun-darkened face to see who had called for him disturbing his day of fishing.
"Hello officer, a bit far from town, aren't you," he quizzed me.
"Just a little," I replied warily. "How have you been getting along?" I called out again. This time I saw him give a little sigh, set his pole down, and begin to rise. Standing up, he reached in his back pocket and pulled out his driver's license holding it up in one hand and offer it to me.
"Here is my identification card officer, my license is suspended, but I have not driven in years anyway. I know you're going to ask for it and nope, I don't have a saltwater fishing license either."
Totally bewildered by his unexpected response, I holstered my gun, recognizing this man was no threat to me. "Do you know what is going on in the world right now?" I asked, barely able to contain my shock at the lackadaisical behavior this man was displaying. I could seriously care less about the fact that he did not have a fishing license when I had bigger things to worry about. Infected people surrounding the town and trying to organize a rescue of people trapped in a civil war era fort, trumped this mans fishing license. As if those problems were not bizarre enough by themselves.
The strange man just cocked his head and gave me a quizzical look.
"I don't want your identification partner, you can fish all day if you want too. I'm just here to take those boats," I said, pointing to the National Park Service boats tied up alongside the pier.
"That's funny now that you mention it, I haven't seen anyone working here for a couple of weeks. Usually, the parking lot is full of people going out to the seashore across the sound. You said something is going on around here?" He asked with growing puzzlement in his voice. Without slowing down, he just kept talking. "I live across the way," he indicated with a rather vague wave of his arm. "I don't have a television, but I did notice the power went out a while back and has not come back on. I'm retired, so I don't go into town much, usually catch my meals and keep to myself, my names Josiah by the way."
Grateful that he finally came up for air, I stuck out my hand, it's a pleasure to meet you, Josiah. There's a bit of a situation going on in the world right now. I gave him the briefest of overviews of the French Plague, the infection in the United States and how Beaufort and the northern half of the county were now an island in a sea of disease.
When I finished, Josiah looked at me, let out a low whistle and said, "that's some mighty big goings-on, but it sounds like you have everything well in hand." I just stared at this man, bewildered by his indifference to the cataclysmic events surrounding him. He finally broke the silence, "are you serious about me staying here and fishing? Because this is one of the better spots in the area."
I let out a small chuckle, "tell you what Josiah, you have my permission to keep fishing here as long as you want. If anyone gives you a hard time just tell them that the Chief of Police gave you special permission."
A giant grin spread across his face when he announced, "well, I didn't realize I was speaking to royalty" and cackled while casting his line back out into the water.
I turned to the two men with me, one of them was circling the side of his head with his finger, indicating that old Josiah was a little crazy. I rolled my eyes in silent reply and told them to grab the gas cans and head for the boats. Fortunately, both were already full of gasoline, and after a small "burglary," we found the keys inside the park visitor's center. The men I brought with me were seasoned boaters in the waters of this region, so I expected little trouble for them as they navigated back to the Beaufort waterfront.
Pulling my truck out of the parking lot and heading home, I wondered if Josiah with his mental detachment from reality was in a better position to weather the storm of the French Plague than I was. After all, Josiah had a place to stay and only needed to catch a couple fish every day to be a happy man. "Ah, ignorant bliss."
Pulling up to the house, I noticed Marcie was in the barn tacking up Traveler for a ride. "Hey, dad! Do you want to go for a ride?"
"Sure," I said enthusiastically, anything to take my mind off tomorrow and my self-imposed responsibilities around town. After giving a quick hello to Kate, I came back out to the barn, found that Marcie had tacked up a second horse and was waiting for me. I climbed on the back of my old and trusted friend, patting his mane with affection. Before starting off, I reached down and grabbed my carbine, slinging it over my shoulder as we rode into the pasture. With an evil grin, I gave Traveler a nudge in the ribs to bring him to a trot. We barreled toward the two goats who were grazing without a care in the field. They caught sight of Traveler and I as we bore down on them and at the last moment scattered to the far corners of the enclosure. With satisfaction, I realized I finally had gotten the upper hand on the two devils while I ignored the disapproving looks from my daughter.
Marcie led us onto the long trail that leaves our property and follows the Inter-coastal waterway. It is always a therapeutic experience to just let the stresses of life wash away and watch the nature and wildlife around us. We rode in silence for the longest time, and when we finally stopped to let the horses graze in a small clearing, Marcie broke the silence.
"Are you scared dad?"
I thought about her question and replied, "every minute of every day now that the infected are walk among us."
"Me too," she said in almost a whisper, and we again lapsed into silence.
"Fear is a funny thing, Marcie. It's a healthy and natural reaction. Our subconscious mind and body recognize danger long before our conscious mind does, and it gives us the gift of fear to keep us safe. It's what we do with that gift that's important. Do we use the flight response to run and hide at the first sign of danger, or do we use the fight response to keep ourselves and loved ones safe?"
She nodded in understanding of the concept, "basic psychology 101 at play," she said. "However, it is far different, living a real fight or flight scenario every day. Not studying it from a book in a safe classroom with a professor who couldn't recognize the real danger until he was lunch for the infected."
"I would like to do more Dad," Marcie said, staring off across the waterway toward what we referred to as the infected side.
"What are you thinking?" I asked tentatively. Knowing my daughter's personality well, I suspected her response was not going to be something simple like helping to feed the refugees.
"I'm going to be assisting the scavenger teams, I need to contribute, I want to see the other side and see what has become of the country! I left behind such vibrant life in New York, Dad, I was always on the go, I felt so alive!" She cut herself off as her voice cracked. Composing herself, she began again. "Don't get me wrong, I love Beaufort, it is a beautiful place, but I need more. A little adrenaline would be nice, just something to let me know I am still alive!"
"I understand where you're coming from, I had a difficult transition to the slower lifestyle here when I first arrived, but you get used to it."
"I am used to it, Dad!" She said crossly, "but I can be far more useful than I am. An unemployed actress is not of much value in the new world we are living in!" I smiled at the description she gave herself but had to admit that her skill set was not currently in high demand. "I can shoot, she said defensively. I am probably a better shot than you are, most assuredly better than many of your officers and probably everyone who is going to be crossing over there!" She again pointed to the land on the other side of the waterway to emphasize her point.
"You don't need to get personal I growled," grinning at her and knowing full well that she was probably right. "There is no doubt you can shoot Marcie, but can you kill? Is it in your nature to kill an infected, a human, or even an animal?" I asked her pointedly.
"I don't know, I have never been put in that position, but how will I ever know what kind of woman I am if never given the opportunity?"
"You are not getting any argument from me," I said.
"What about Mom?" She said tentatively as she turned her head to give me a sideways, questioning look.
"Yup, there's your problem," I said nudging Traveler into motion.
"That's not fair dad!" She called after me.
"Seriously, you want me to drop that kind of bomb on your mom? No way!" I said when she caught up to me. "Do you remember when you asked me about being afraid, well I'm afraid of your Mom if I tell her that you want to go outside the safe area! That well-justified fear is telling me to quickly run from that discussion."
"Come on, at least break the ice about it," Marcie pleaded.
"Not a chance!"
We circled back and arrived at the homestead before dark, Marcie still giving me the stink eye as we un-tacked the horses and brushed them out.
I slept soundly considering what the morning was going to bring. My watch alarm went off at three in the morning, A truly ungodly hour even under the best of circumstances. Prying my eyes open, the unmistakable aroma of eggs and bacon frying reached my nose, to which I once again realized how lucky I am. Finally dragging my carcass out of bed and ambling onto the back porch where Kate was cooking over the new wood stove.
"Smells delicious!" I said, coming up behind her to give her a hug.
"Thank you, I figured it was going to be a long day for you and I wanted to start it right."
"I don't deserve you," I replied.
"I know," she said with a smile on her face as she snuggled closer to me.
"I'm guessing with you out here cooking there is no more natural gas?"
"No hot water either, so enjoy your cold shower after breakfast," she laughed and walked to the kitchen to serve our breakfast.
There was nothing enjoyable about my shower that morning. You don't realize how much you take hot water for granted until you turn on the knob and there is none!
"That was a quick shower," Kate laughed again as I left the bathroom minutes after I went in.
"Yea, nothing motivates like ice-cold water," I replied grumpily. Dressing quickly, I put on my usual blue utility pants and just a black tee shirt with a police ball cap to keep my head from burning.
"Be safe, my darling!" Kate whispered in my ear as she hugged me goodbye. "I am organizing some ladies at the middle school to do more for the refugees after what you told me last night. I hope to give them some better options to clean up, eat, and sleep inside until we can transition them into permanent housing."
"Sounds like you are taking on a new role in the town."
Kate smiled at my compliment. We are so fortunate, I want to do more; Marcie needs more to keep her occupied anyway."
"Hmm," was my only reply to her, which I quickly realized was too much.
"Meaning?" Kate said with a slight edge to her voice.
"I don't want to be in the middle of her business, just keep an open mind."
Now it was her turn to say, "hmm," but she did not elaborate, obviously already arming herself for a confrontation soon to come with our daughter.
Driving to the waterfront was quiet and lonely, with no other cars on the road. There were no street lights, no traffic, and barely light in the windows of the houses I passed. It was a completely alien environment from what I was used to. I had to use my flashlight to find my way around the police station to load box after box of ammunition and MRE's into my truck. This is ridiculous I said to myself, dropping my flashlight for the second time, having no electricity really sucks. Eventually, all the equipment was loaded, and I made it the last few blocks to the small crowd gathering at the waterfront.
There were already more than a dozen men and women gathered around the boats out on the dock shooting the shit and drinking coffee as the sun began to rise in the east. I caught Dennis's eye and gave him a head nod to come over and see me. He took his leave from the man he was talking to and walked up the dock to meet me. He was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt holding a paper cup of steaming coffee.
"Good morning, how are you?" He said as we shook hands.
"Other than it being god awful early, I'm doing well. Looks like our little group is coming together."
Slowly, including you, we are up to eighteen. I am hoping for a few more who were at yesterday's meeting, but this is where the rubber meets the road, it's not easy to confront your fears." He just shrugged his shoulders and said, "we will work with what we have." I nodded and asked how are we looking in the weapons department? He raised an eyebrow and again shrugged his shoulders. "Well, it's a motley assortment of guns that everyone brought with them. Mostly bolt-action rifles which are good for the sharpshooting from the boats, not so good for close up action. There is a mixture of calibers, everything from shotguns, some .22's one lever action 30-30 rifle, .308, two guys with M4's and one guy has what looks like a fully automatic AK-47 with a bandolier of magazines. What kind of town are you running here, Chief?" He said suppressing a smile
It was my turn to shrug my shoulders and asked Dennis to gather everybody together in about ten minutes while I made radio contact with the fort to let them know the plan. Sitting in the front seat of my truck, I switched over to the mutual aid channel and made my first call. "Beaufort Police calling Petty Officer Bradford at Fort Macon, do you copy?" I repeated the call again before I received him.
"Good morning Chief, this is Bradford."
"It's great to hear from you, sorry for the early call. I am sure that you will be glad to hear that we will have a relief force inbound in approximately thirty minutes do you copy?"
"We read you, be advised that the number of infected outside the fort has grown overnight. Approximately another fifty are in the vicinity, and an unknown number are still in the Coast Guard Station."
"Roger that. We are going to try and draw them onto the base as best we can and dispose of them by gunfire from the water, then make a forced landing in the base. Our goal will be to clear and re-secure the base before moving on to your location." This was obviously not what he had envisioned, which is probably was why he took an unusually long time to respond.
"We copy; securing the station first," was Bradford's only reply.
"Keep your heads down and good luck Fort Macon. Again, we will be in-bound shortly, ETA, thirty minutes."
"Roger that, thirty mikes Beaufort, see you when you get here."
Ten minutes later, it looked like everyone who was coming was here. Twenty-one men, four women, plus Dennis and I made up our complement. Scanning the crowd, I saw numerous friends, others I had seen around town but did not know their names and a few new faces. My eyes locked with those of Paul Peterson. "Jesus, Paul, you're eighty-two years old, what the hell are you doing here?" I said in exasperation.
"I went ashore with the Marines at Inchon back in 50', I can manage your little party today!" He said with a half growl, half-laugh.
"Shit, can you even see the end of your rifle Paul?"
"I can still shoot the nuts off a fly at fifty meters;" Paul roared which brought a chorus of laughter from the nervous crowd listening to our banter.
Shaking my head in wonder at what I had gotten myself into this morning, I decided to press forward with my speech. "Listen up, everyone, listen up!" I again called over the general conversation until things quieted down. "Thank you all for coming this morning, we have a critical mission. I am not going to try and inspire you with some B.S. platitudes and a story about preserving life, blaa, blaa, blaa…" This brought a new round of laughter. The simple reality is that there are lives that need saving and people who need our help. There is a chance that some of us may get hurt or killed. Remember, if you are exposed to the French Plague, you are not coming back to Beaufort with us! Think that over really careful before you step out on those boats." There were a few murmurs of discontent among the gathering of men and women at my apparent willingness to sacrifice them to preserve the town.
Old Paul Peterson finally broke the impasse, "let's get this damn goat rope on the road" he exclaimed and marched down the dock taking a seat at the head of one of the boats. He was soon followed by the rest of the volunteers.
As the last person was filing down the dock, everyone's attention was caught by a set of headlights and the roar of a pickup truck coming up Front Street toward the waterfront. A camouflage green, Ford F-150 with oversized tires and a Confederate battle flag waving from a flagpole affixed to the tailgate came roaring up and screeched to a stop a few feet from me. The driver gunned the engine to a roar a couple of times, and then we were rewarded with sweet silence as the truck was turned off.
"Hey, Chief!" Finn Mathews called from the driver's seat of the jacked-up truck. "We heard you were having a party and no one invited us!" He said with mock indignation. At that moment, five more figures jumped to the ground from the rear bed of the pickup. All were holding an assortment of firearms, dressed in camouflage and looked ready to take on the world.
The Mathews clan was as redneck as they come and proud of that fact. They lived on a large piece of land in the community of Sealevel which is to the north of Beaufort. They had been a commercial fishing family for generations, rough around the edges, but a fixture in the community never the less. Despite all that, they were a headstrong family who asked nothing from society and rarely gave anything back. I knew Finn and his boys well because my officers had periodically encountered them all at one time or another for some foolish infraction.
"You don't look thrilled to see us show up," Finn said, smiling down at me, "but my boys and I ain't gonna miss a fight like this!"
I shook my head up and down in agreement. "Well, Finn; I honestly didn't think you would show even if I asked."
He snorted and laughed, "I may not have just to spite you!" He replied, and it was my turn to laugh.
Giving a wave of my arm, I said, "Come on down Finn and let me catch you and your boys up. I appreciate your help, I truly do." He nodded in understanding, wisely picking up on just how much was on the line here today.
As the boats finally pulled away from the docks, I vainly tried to imagine this was any other day that Kate and I went boating to the barrier islands. The water was calm and gently lapping against the aluminum hulls of the boats while the sun slowly climbed in the east with the temperature steadily rising. Scanning the passengers, I attempted to gauge their emotions. They ran the gamut from mouthing silent prayers, to checking and rechecking weapons to verify there was a bullet in the chamber. My eyes finally came to rest on the Matthews boys who were standing at the bow of their boat hanging on to the rails with one arm and talking loudly amongst themselves. They acted as if this was another day on the fishing boat and they were passing the time until they pulled in the nets.
A few minutes after leaving the dock, we passed Pivers Island, which used to be reached by a causeway that was currently on the wrong side of the Arendale Bridge. The infected were clearly visible walking amongst the condo buildings, there was even one standing on a dock out in the water. I shuttered at the thought of the infected so close to town, but ever so thankful for the fact that they would not, for whatever reason, go into the water. A heated discussion once again drew my attention to the front of the boat. I watched one of the Matthews boys bring his rifle up and point it toward the dock. Another was yelling over the noise from the engine, "I bet you can't hit him!"
"The hell I can't, brother, I'll get him square in the noggin, and you'll be apologizing to me." Crack! The rifle bucked in the young man's arms and sure as he said it would, the top of the infected man's head erupted into a spray of red foam.
"YES! You owe me, big brother!" The shooter shouted and pushed him good-naturedly in the shoulder. Everyone's eyes were nervously looking at me now as if to say why in the hell did you allow these nuts to join us. Dennis went to stand up to have a conversation with the young man, and I held out my hand in a motion for him to have a seat.
"There is no room for cowboys here, Chief," he said in a severe tone.
"I know Dennis. While they may be undisciplined; they are some of the best shooters, trackers, and fighters in these parts. When it comes to the dirty work, they will do their part, and they will do what I tell them." Dennis sat down unconvinced, but not willing to interject himself into this little aspect of small-town politics.
A short while later we rounded the rock jetty and motored into the small cove, surrounded by Coast Guard Station, Fort Macon. I was repulsed by the number of infected wandering about the facility; it looked as if once they were past the fence, they could not figure out how to get out again. My first guess was that about around fifty infected were in plain view between the docks and the closest set of buildings. My quick survey with binoculars also revealed that all the facilities appeared intact, the doors on the premises were closed, and nothing significant was damaged. I was disappointed to see that only the 47 foot Coast Guard Motor Lifeboat remained tied to the docks. It appeared that the large Response Boat and the Special Purpose Craft were missing. I wonder what the story was behind their disappearance? Were they missing due to an effort to find help or stolen in the night to save one individual? I could only wonder.
Our little three boat armada slowed together and bobbed in the water about fifteen feet from the dock with their motors idling. I stood up at the rear of my boat and yelled to the group. "Call out your targets and take careful aim. Don't waste ammunition; it's going to be a long day! Dennis is in total tactical control of this operation, so his word is final, I expect it to be followed to the letter. I will be in overall command, so let's get this rescue done!"
With that proclamation, I raised my carbine and called out; "I got the old man in the plaid shirt." Taking up the slack in my trigger, ‘crack' my weapon fired and the old infected man was struck in the side of his jaw, just below the ear and down he went.
Across the three boats, I began to hear other people calling out their targets. The girl with the blond hair, the man with no pants, the woman with one arm, Crack, Crack, Crack, went the rifle fire. The original fifty infected that I first observed quickly ballooned due to the noise of the boats and gunfire. Infected men, women, and children came from the bushes, from behind buildings and down the road from the breached fence.
"Like roaches after you turn the lights on!" Called out one of the Matthews boys with a laugh and he followed up with' "I got the fat one with the torn shirt and her boob hanging out!" Crack, "whoo-hoo! Did you see her head explode?" He yelled.
It took about twenty-five minutes of steady shooting until Dennis called a cease-fire. "Alright everyone, take a break, police up the brass and throw it in the empty bucket in each boat, we will probably need to reload them in the future. Make sure you drink and have a bite to eat if you brought something." The boats were littered with spent brass shell casings tinkling when they rolled back and forth as the boats rode the swells. I overheard minimal conversation; even the Mathews clan was finally subdued as they took in our grisly handiwork onshore. Bodies of all shapes and sizes were scattered about, some had fallen on top of others in ragged piles. Here and there you could see an infected person crawling about, no longer able to walk due to a debilitating leg wound that would no longer support their weight.
"What do you think?" I asked Dennis while reloading magazines from the new boxes of ammunition at my feet.
Dennis had the binoculars up to his eyes, scanning the shore. I estimate that we put down over a hundred infected, although there are a few stragglers out by the fence to the east that just don't seem to want to come any closer, plus there are also a few crawling about. I think we should separate the three boats to different points in the turning basin and see how many more we can take out before going ashore."
I nodded in agreement, "let's make it happen!"
The three boats spread to separate points around the basin, and the firing began once again. This time it was far more sporadic as the stragglers were taken down. Once the second round of shooting came to an end, the boats tied up at the westernmost dock and almost everyone scrambled onto the concrete pier. They formed a defensive arc with their firearms pointed outward toward the danger.
Dennis called out instructions once again. "Form your teams and spread out north to south, then we will move out to clear the base." I took the center of my diamond formation, and we moved forward, being careful not to get too far ahead of the other groups. Slowly, step by step we moved, checking the bodies as we passed them, occasionally a shot was heard as a crawler was put down, but otherwise, everything seemed to be going smoothly. The line paused when we had cleared about a third of the station, and you could still feel everyone's tension. By all appearances, it looked like our plan was working as we hoped it would. The skirmish line stopped so a two-story building could be searched and declared clear of infected.
This was the fifth time we had called the line to a halt, so far, every building had been devoid of the living or the infected. I didn't think much of the current search, expecting another empty building. The search group formed into an entry team and finding the door unlocked were able to make a smooth entry. I looked away from the Coast Guard emblem adorned door and realized my attention was wandering from the task at hand when I heard ragged, uncoordinated gunfire and screaming from inside the building.
Dennis sprang into action; he had been in his element all day. "Team three, form up and make an entry, all other teams hold the line!" He bellowed. Five men peeled away from the skirmish line and ran toward the door to the building. Gunfire continued inside and ended with two shotgun blasts.
"Go, Go, Go!" The men in the second entry team call out as they poured into the building, their boots thundering up the stairs to locate the first team. This was followed by more shotgun blasts, shots from a pistol, indeterminate yelling and then silence that seemed to last an eternity.
I had taken a knee to rest as many of the others had, my carbine up and scanning my area of responsibility. I suddenly noticed how hot it had become as the mid-morning humidity continued to build, and sweat began dripping down the back of my neck. Shit, I thought, how do I get myself into these situations?"
The silence felt like an eternity, but it was probably less than two minutes until I heard Dennis call out to me, "Chief, can I see you over here?" He then called out to the line of volunteers, "half of you come back to the shade and rest, then switch out with each other in ten minutes."
Walking slowly and apprehensively, I approached the building Dennis was standing in front of and noticed that the sign next to the door said, "Base Operations Command." Moments later, I had to step out of the way for the guys exiting the building. First out were the five men from the response team and then two men from the first search team who looked devastated but still stopped to speak to Dennis and me.
"What happened in their guys," I asked? The man who exited first glanced at his compatriot, and seeing that his chin was still quivering to control his emotions, recognized that his buddy was in no condition to speak.
"Everything was going perfectly as we cleared the ground floor, there was no sign anyone was in the building. We did not hear any noises except for our own footsteps. After the first floor was clear, we reformed the stack and started on the second floor. Everyone was serious, no fooling around, no one was even talking. We walked down the main corridor of the building and had to force open a locked door that turned out to be a command center. Charlie kicked the door, and the damn thing came off its hinges, causing him to lose his balance and crash to the floor with his rifle underneath him. That hung up our entire entry team while Charlie tried to get up, but…" He stopped and got a far-away look in his eyes, remembering the scene unfolding in his mind.
The second man who had now finally gotten himself together picked up the story.
"Charlie was still on the floor when we heard them snarling! Before we could react, two of them were on top of Charlie! The doorway turned into a choke point so no one could get in the room to shoot the damn things! There had to have been seven of eight infected in the room as well. It was so weird, they were dressed in their white Coast Guard uniforms. They must have been officers, I guess. It's an image I'll never forget, the white uniforms, smeared with crimson blood, torn to shreds in places and chunks of flesh missing." I watch him shudder involuntarily and patiently waited for the remainder of the story.
"Once the team recovered, we quickly put down the two infected who were attacking Charlie. Unfortunately, he was still buried under their bodies, his face and neck were torn apart, my god, it happened so fast! He was obviously gone, so we start backing down the hallway when the rest of the infected came scrambling out of the room! Climbing over Charlie and their dead friends like they weren't even there! It was hard to aim at that point, we were just backing down the hallway firing into them, I saw bullet after bullet hitting the infected in the chest, arms, legs, but they wouldn't die Chief! They just wouldn't die." He concluded.
"I know…they're awful," I said to fill the silence.
"Since the infected were not going down, they ran down the hall into Gavin and Tommy. Just jumped right on them; I'm talking a flying leap and took them both to the ground. Our aim got better since most of them stopped and we managed to take out three more before the second team showed up and helped us put an end to the last of them."
"Are our guys dead? I asked quietly.
He nodded. ‘Charlie took a bullet in the head during the initial shooting to get them off him, but he would have been exposed anyway. Both Gavin and Tommy were unconscious by the time we were able to pull them out from the pile of bodies. We took care of them before they could come down with the plague and become infected themselves. That's what they would have wanted, that's what we all would want." He turned away to shield his tears and walked back to the boats.
Turning to Dennis, I asked him, "are we doing the right thing here, is this base worth it?"
"What other option do we have, Chief? We could have hit the beach gunning down as many infected as we could maybe make it to the fort. We probably would have lost more men than we just did," Dennis replied gruffly. "Trying to hit moving targets across the open ground is not easy, especially for the relatively inexperienced men we have here. How long do you think we could hold open a corridor for the people in the fort to escape to the boats? I don't know, but we would have had to do it several times since we don't have enough boats to evacuate everyone in one attempt. Do you know who would have been on the last run? You and me partner, that's it, because everyone else would be dead or said screw this, I almost bought the farm for people I don't even know, I ain't going back! Don't get me wrong, these people have plenty of courage" Dennis said as he waved his arm toward the men and women around us, "but everyone has their limits of how far they are willing to push fate."
I nodded my head up in agreement, "that sounds about right, I know this is the only way to rescue everyone, but the cost, it's almost more than I can bear."
"Charlie and the others made a mistake, a freak accident happened, and three men died because of it," Dennis continued.
"Three good men are dead, one of them has a family!" I fired back, the anger showing in my voice.
"You're right, three good men died for a greater purpose, they died so that others may live."
I thought about his statement for a minute and then looked at Dennis with an odd comprehension on my face. I turned and looked at the Coast Guard emblem on the door which he was obviously staring at and saw the Coast Guard motto emblazoned in Latin there.
"That's not what it says! That's the Air Force Pararescue motto!"
"Really? I heard it on TV once, and it sounded inspiring." Dennis said, pretending to be offended. "Do you think I could come up with something that pretty on my own?"
I walked back to the skirmish line, so Dennis couldn't see me trying not to laugh. "Let's finish this!" I called out, and everyone started getting up to stretch their legs before moving on. "Let's finish this and tear them a new ass!" I yelled with passion and fervor in my voice. A cheer erupted down the line, and we moved forward with a new purpose.
Slowly and deliberately we pushed the skirmish line across the remainder of the base, thankfully I only heard three more gunshots ring out. We were finally left with one more building and then repairing the perimeter fence. Dennis took two, five-person teams and made time to review safe building entry procedures, supporting fire and door breaching before sending them inside. You could feel the apprehension in the air since these would be the first significant buildings we had to clear since losing the three men earlier. The entries into the buildings were uneventful, but you could still cut the anticipation with a knife as everyone held their breath, waiting for the gunfire and screaming to occur once again. I had even broken out in a cold sweat standing there in the hot Carolina sun as the stress of waiting began to take its toll. Relief finally rushed over me as everyone filed out of the building with a shout of "all clear." It felt like a weight was instantly lifted off my shoulders.
Dennis came over and gave me a slap on the back, "Chief, you look like you could use a day off?"
"Yea, a week would do me some good; this is just a little outside my wheelhouse," I replied.
"You and me both," Dennis said out of the side of his mouth, "but just fake it until you make it. The guys need to see us as being cool under fire, they are feeling the stress more than we are."
Turning away from me, Dennis called out, "listen up everyone, team one and two moves through the downed fence to create a perimeter that will protect everyone else who will be working on repairing the fence." The teams moved out, forming an oval-shaped perimeter arching out beyond the area of downed fencing. Everyone not on the protective detail began picking their way through the gore covered ground to reach the boats which were now pulling up to the closest dock to unload a variety of fencing, metal poles and other materials needed to reconstruct the barrier.
Inspecting the fence, we found the damage was nowhere near as bad as we feared it was going to be. You could clearly make out where the infected had trampled the overgrown grass and churned up the soil along the entire fence line. In the spot where the infected finally made entry, bits of torn clothing and flesh were left caught on the wire as a testament to their passage. Only two steel fence posts had buckled under the pressure and bent backward, taking down the razor wire-topped chain link fence with them. The posts were at one time secured in the ground with concrete, but between the loose sandy soil and the constant exposure to salt air, the rusted posts weakened and gave way.
In less than two hours of relatively silent working, minus the oaths uttered over skinned knuckles and pinched fingers, the work was completed. New holes were dug, concrete mixed and poured, fence restrung and reinforcing braces installed. It wasn't pretty, but once the concrete hardened by morning, it would be a stronger barrier than it was before.
"Beaufort Police to Petty Officer Bradford do you read me?" I called into the radio as the work on the fence was finishing up.
"This is Bradford!" Came an instant answer like he had been sitting by the radio with the transmitter in his hand.
"I would like to report that everything has gone pretty much according to plan and we have retaken the Coast Guard Station. The perimeter fence should be fully restored by morning."
"That is great news, Chief!" Bradford replied with the first note of enthusiasm I had heard in his voice.
You may not think that once you see the mess we have left for you, I said to myself, making sure not to transmit that comment on the radio. "My men are spent. We are going to overnight here at the station and come for you in the morning."
"Fair enough Chief, we will be waiting at the gate to meet you, Petty Officer Bradford out."




Chapter 10

The Breakout




After radioing back to town that we would be spending the night at Fort Macon, Dennis and I set about organizing the men into guard, work and rest shifts. We kept a heavy presence along the fence lines all night, with strict instructions not to engage the infected unless necessary since our repairs were still drying and we did not want to draw a crowd that would put pressure on the fence again. The work party buried our three fallen men and cleared the administration building of infected bodies by loading them and others into a dump truck they found for eventual disposal of the base. We were also able to get several vehicles running with the plan that we would use them to create a roadblock to deter future incursions of the infected on the road coming toward the base. Finally, and what was best for morale, we were able to get everyone through the showers since the water was gravity fed from a tower on base. With stomachs filled by marginally palatable MRE meals, everyone not on guard duty got some rest in the barracks.
Dawn felt like it came much too early the next day and after another meal of cold MRE's everyone gathered together near the administration building. Some were laughing, some serious, but everyone was trying to mask the stress and fear bubbling just below the surface. Stepping up on the porch, I waved for everyone to gather close. "Throughout the night, our guards observed the periodic infected straggler walking down the road from Atlantic Beach. We are going to have to secure our rear before we take on the infected around the fort. The last thing any of us want is to be surprised by more infected coming at us from the rear while we are taking on the group surrounding the fort. First, we need about ten volunteers," I gestured at the assembly with my hand, "to take cars down Fort Macon Road to just past the beach parking access and create a barrier with them, bumper to bumper from tree line to tree line. The maps are showing a pond on one side of the road and a swamp on the other which should limit most of the random wandering infected from making their way down the island until we can get a more permanent barrier created."
Finn spoke up immediately; "my boys and I can make that happen if we can get a few more folks to help us."
"Thank you, Finn," I replied. "We also need another team for a somewhat less glorious mission to take the dump truck out to the tidal marsh and dispose of the infected we put in it last night." A couple of reluctant hands tentatively went up in response to this request. "If you drive out of the gate, you will find a gravel road just to the south of the base that goes out into the tidal marsh. Remember to bring some extra lookouts that are good shots in case you run into any of our infected friends. We don't have any heavy equipment to dig graves, so we will need to dump them in the marsh. The crabs and seagulls should make short work of them." It's a gruesome reality I know, but it is far more sanitary than leaving a couple hundred dead corpses lying around rotting.
An armed team opened the front gate, so Finn could lead the cars and trucks on their missions that were dangerous, but necessary before we tried to tackle the fort. There were a few infected who became interested in the noise we were creating and wandered over from the fort to investigate since we were relatively close. Those unfortunate souls were quickly dispatched with rifle fire before they even got close to interfering with our operations. Later, I heard a few intermittent gunshots from south of the station, probably coming from the road to Atlantic Beach. One I was sure one came from the direction of the marsh where they were dumping the infected bodies. Temporarily without a task, I stood looking out the fence of the Coast Guard Station toward the Atlantic Ocean a few hundred yards beyond. I listened to the crash of the waves and tried to contain my anxiety of the upcoming operation while waiting to hear how everything went with the teams we sent out.
Realizing my idle thoughts were not productive, I walked back into the station and found Dennis helping move infected bodies to a central collection location for the dump truck when it returned. He looked up as I approached and asked with a grin on his face, "are you just going to stand there and supervise, or are you gonna do some real work?" I stooped down to help Dennis and grabbed the arms of an infected woman who was missing a good chunk of her skull. With a grimace on his face, Dennis grabbed her sneaker-clad feet, and we lifted her into a wheelbarrow for easy transport to the collection point. He forced a smile as the body slumped over and a gooey mass of bloody fluid sloshed out of the skull onto the pavement.
"I thought they made seagulls for this kind of thing," he said with a look of disgust on his face.
Before I could think of a funny retort to lighten the mood, the low rumble of an engine reached our ears. To my relief, I watched the dump truck pulling up to the gate. It stopped next to the growing pile of infected bodies that were to be loaded into it for a second trip. A middle-aged man named Bill climbed out of the cab and walked up to Dennis and me while we were pushing the wheelbarrow containing the dead infected woman. "Well this is a Kodak moment if I ever saw one," he laughed, taking off his hat and wiping the sweat from his forehead.
"Bite me," I replied. "I am working hard on getting a case of PTSD right now if you don't mind stepping out of the way."
Ignoring my comment, he immediately began relaying his trip to the marsh in an everyday tone as if we were both pushing carts down the aisle of the grocery store discussing the weekend baseball game. "The gravel road wound way back into the tidal marsh. We followed it until we found a spot that is most likely flooded during high tide and left our load there. It was gruesome business watching the infected bodies sliding out of the truck onto the ground. The damn crabs and birds found them before we had even pulled off to head back here. You want a PTSD story, I'll take you back on the next trip, I bet there will be a mountain of those nasty looking crabs covering the bodies!" He said while taking a bite of an apple.
"Really, Bill?" I said, stopping to look at him; "I have enough trouble sleeping as it is without that mental image in my mind too!" He just shrugged with a look that asked, "what did I say?" Not understanding that some things are better left unsaid
Still struggling to move the limp body from our wheelbarrow into the bed of the dump truck, we next heard Finn and his sons returning from the mission to build the impromptu barricade across the road. Doing a quick count, I let out a sigh of relief while saying a little prayer that everyone made it back intact.
"Easy-peasy!" Finn called out as he stopped his appropriated pickup truck next to me and everyone began climbing out of the rear bed. "We drove up to the point where you wanted the barricade and began setting it up. Since it was going so well, I sent two of my sons ahead on foot for a quick look around. They went as far as the first set of high-rise condo buildings in Atlantic Beach. I think that is where all these infected have been coming from. They said the area is teaming with infected people wandering around just waiting for something to get their attention. It's kind of weird, for some reason they seem to take the path of least resistance as they travel, which is why the infected keep coming down the road. I guess they are just as lazy as any other creature," he concluded with a shrug of his shoulders. "We came across three of them buggers walking down the center of the road on our drive out. Each time we stopped a safe distance from them, and someone shot it while standing in the rear bed of the truck. The key to getting rid of these critters is going to be not letting them get close to you and taking them out from a safe distance," Finn concluded.
I just stood there staring at him with a look that said, did you just say that? "Let me get this straight Finn, what you are telling me is that the safest way to deal with the flesh-eating murderous infected people is not to get close to them? Seriously, that's your plan to survive the this?"
"Its solid advice" he responded back with an air of affronted dignity in his voice, "Let's see how well you do up close and personal with those things. Anyway, we set the cars up as you recommended. Unless something encourages them to climb over the cars, any stragglers that come this way will get stuck and corralled there because of the heavy brush, swamp, and water on either side of the road. If we are going to help them make a more permanent facility over here, it shouldn't be too hard to put together an earthen and log berm from the ocean to the sound to keep the infected out, all we will need is a bulldozer."
"Thanks, Finn, that's good to know," I said, afraid to make plans that far out in the future when so much is still in flux, and we had yet to save the people trapped in the fort. However, the seed of a plan germinated in the back of my mind based on the information Finn just provided. No matter how much I mocked it and tried to shy away from responsibility, I was always drawn to it.
A half hour's rest did everyone some good and Dennis called for the team to meet up at the front gate of the Coast Guard Station. "You've been doing a great job giving your all, and I couldn't be prouder of every one of you. We have one more push to clear this area and rescue everyone in the fort over there, he said jerking his thumb over his shoulder. I have been giving this final push some thought, and I want to take a page from the playbook of the civil war soldiers who fought here long ago. We will walk out the gate in our usual five-man teams and leave a few people behind for guard duty and to man the boats in case a hasty retreat is necessary. When we get to the open field in front of the fort, I want to stop and form up in two ranks facing the infected, then stop and wait for them to come to us!" He theatrically paused to let his general plan sink into everyone's mind and give them a chance to visualize the setup.
Dennis put his hands up to calm the grumbling and mutinous glares he immediately began receiving. "Before you all walk off on me, or worse…hear me out! This time ain't gonna be like before when we could sit comfortably in the safety of our boats and pick them off like fish in a barrel. The infected will be in the open with you, there is nowhere to hide and no protection. You saw how they all came toward us when we were in the boats, I think they will do that again. If they do, we are going to have to keep up some serious, steady gunfire to keep them off of us! Discipline to do that is what will see us through the day, it is our greatest asset and something that the infected do not possess. The first line will fire until their weapon is dry, then their partner stationed behind them will step up to the front while they reload. The cycle will continue again and again until the infected stop coming. Discipline and courage in the face of danger will carry the day for us!"
Standing amongst the men and women who were trusting us, listening to Dennis's plan, I quietly reflected on it. Good in theory, but would we hold when a mass of infected people bore down on us? Would I have the courage? Who would be the week link and run I pondered, appraising the men and women around me, someone always runs! There will be a big difference this time compared to shooting from the safety of the boats. Now there was the genuine possibility that an angry, crazed infected person would be running at me trying to take a bite out of my hide. Two entirely different levels of pucker factor I concluded.
I was brought back to the present when Dennis began winding down his speech stating unnecessarily, "make sure you have plenty of ammunition, load all your spare magazines and bring your courage to the gate in ten minutes."
Once our hodge-podge group of rescuers had gathered into their teams, the gate was pulled open once again. Nothing visibly changed when the gate opened, but each squeak it made signaled danger, and a loss of safety had occurred. The uncertainty of the outside world rolled over us like a wave of fear. It was sure to top ninety degrees again today, and despite the hot weather, I felt a chill run up my spine.
Dennis used hand signals to move us out. Slowly and purposefully, everyone made their way north on Fort Macon Road toward those awaiting rescue. Off to my right, I could again hear the surf breaking on the beach that would usually be filled with sun-worshipping tourists but was now empty except for sea birds and crabs. No one in the group was speaking; everyone lost in their own thoughts and worries about the inevitable upcoming confrontation. Rounding the last of the scrub brush and trees shielding the side of the fort from the road, I was horrified by what came into view.
Having been to the fort several times as a tourist, I had always been impressed by the architecture and insight that went into the construction of the fort, and it's features to repel attackers hundreds of years ago. Robert E. Lee himself had even been stationed at Fort Macon for a short time, I wonder what one of the most significant Civil War General would think of today's little battle? Would the fight do any good? Would we achieve our goal of rescuing the people trapped inside? How would General Lee fight a world overrun by vicious infected humans, bent on killing and eating any living creature they could find? What I wouldn't do for a little of his tactical wisdom and strategic skills right now.
John Steinbeck was correct; "the best-laid plans of mice and men often go astray," and our plan did not last past the first contact with our adversary. Our column was almost immediately spotted by the closest infected who was twenty feet from the front of our line. She was caught in the low branches of some Loblolly pines on the edge of the field. Her infected friends who numbered around seventy were spread out across the ground in front of the fort. At one time the lawn had been neatly manicured but was now overgrown into knee-high grass. The infected stuck in the tree branches looked to be a teenage girl, who was wearing a formerly yellow swimming suit that was now dirty and stained a dark red down the front, presumably remnants from her last meal. She let out a guttural howl at the sight of us, which immediately acted as an alarm for the rest of the infected within earshot. It was strange witnessing these events play out, but at the moment I could not help but think she very purposefully signaled the rest that there was a fresh meal behind them. Was that a sign of intelligence?
Dennis, who was leading our gaggle, made a quick snapshot with his rifle striking the infected teen at the base of the skull, almost ripping her head off. Instead of silencing the alarm, the effect was to make even more noise, and the infected surged toward us as we attempted to assume our firing lines. I did a mental calculation and determined that we were not going to be in position quick enough as they were closing on us much too fast. "My God, I think we are going to be overrun!
As I thought all hope was lost, gunfire began to erupt from the fort into the backs of the infected. There was not much, but the noise from two directions slowed the infected, causing confusion in their ranks. Some just stopped and stared, some turned around and ran straight back at the fort, but the majority continued toward us. This heroic act bought us the few precious moments we needed to transition to our new skirmish line. Up and down the line, our guns erupted adding to the incoming fire from the fort. The infected seemed to refocus on us now, many of them in an all-out sprint in our direction. I had never seen them run so fast, I thought distractedly. The closest infected were now twenty yards away, shooters were switching positions as the steady crack of gunfire continued. Fifteen yards, crack, crack, crack, ten yards, crack, crack, five yards, I could smell the fear in the air emanating from everyone around me. Two men at the end of the line lost their courage, turned and ran back toward the Coast Guard station. Above the cacophony of noise, I heard Dennis yell, "Everyone, rejoin the line, pour it on!" The standing infected were almost gone, four yards, three yards, shotgun blasts; rifle fire and handguns were chewing apart the infected now.
Then it was over!
I looked up and down the skirmish line. Everyone was panting, sweating, and shaking as the adrenaline dump of the previous few minutes eased up. The runners slinked back into line, ashamed at their lack of courage. I lowered my pistol since I had transitioned from my rifle when they crossed the ten-yard threshold. I took several deep cleansing breaths with one hand on my hip and one still holding my pistol. I holstered it, noticing my own hands were shaking. Shit, I thought suddenly realizing how close the fallen bodies were and recognizing for the first time how close it had been.
A mighty cheer erupted from the walls of Fort Macon. I could make out men, women, and children yelling and cheering for us. In the background behind them flew the stars and stripes of the American flag waving defiantly from the flagpole mounted atop the east wall. That sight, coupled with the stress of the moment, brought tears to my eyes and is a memory I will carry with me to my grave.
Dennis again yelled over the noise of the crowd, "make sure you have a fresh magazine and advance forward to the fort. Shoot anything you think is not dead." The skirmish line slowly picked its way through another body encrusted field moving toward the moat of Fort Macon. Occasionally a shot would ring out when someone put an end to a crippled infected or when one strayed out of the woods and within rifle range. Arriving at the precipice overlooking the moat which surrounded the fort, we found a few infected crawling around the bottom. Those infected were dispatched with ease from the edge of the precipice overlooking the deep ditch. Many had broken legs and other injuries from their fall and were barely moving anyway.
Dennis, Finn and I along with a couple of others made our way to the gate of the fort after we had sent everyone else out to scour the rest of the spit of land that the fort and Coast Guard station were on in search of infected stragglers. I beat on the thick wooden door with my fist, and after a short wait, heard a loud clunk as a wooden brace was removed. Finally, the massive doors creaked open on their well-worn hinges to admit us like liberating heroes.
Out of the darkness of the entrance tunnel, emerged a tall, thin man with short-cropped hair and a smile a mile wide on his face. Shielding his eyes for a moment from the bright morning sun with one hand, he held out the other to me. "Petty Officer Bradford," he introduced himself, are glad to see you!" More people emerged from the tunnel and showered us with congratulatory statements and slaps on our backs.
It all felt good, but I just wanted to go home.




Chapter 11

A Brief Respite




Following the successful rescue of the unfortunate people trapped at Fort Macon, the entire entourage returned to the relative security of the Coast Guard Station to await transport by boat back to the Beaufort waterfront. I stood watching the new crop of refugees get onto the vessels for the trip across the sound with Petty Officer Bradford, or Chip as his close friends called him and of which I was now apparently one of.
"Come into my office Chief, I can fill you in on the details of what I know about the world and how we got stuck in the old fort over there," Chip said.
"That sounds like a plan, I need to take a load off my feet anyway, the town is going to have a lot of questions about the new friends we have gained and the losses we have suffered."
Chip nodded his head in grim understanding while he turned and walked into the Coast Guard operations building, where I lost three men the previous day. Chip sat down behind a large oak desk that I noticed was adorned with someone else's name. Catching me looking at the nameplate, Chip shook his head up and down in understanding.
"Yup, it wasn't my office; I was not the commanding officer of the installation. However, I am currently the most tenured Chief Petty Officer, so the dubious honor of being in charge has fallen to me."
"I know the feeling," I said laughing, "we have all been asked to move well beyond what we want or what we were accustomed to over the past few weeks."
"The best place to start is in the beginning I guess," Chip began with a sad tone to his voice. "Being a military installation, we had the advantage over you of receiving daily intelligence and threat reports that were not sanitized like what was put out to the civilian sector. The French Plague spread incredibly fast throughout Europe, overwhelming both civilian and military cordons around infected areas. It's hard to contain people when they are frightened and running for their lives while trying to protect their families."
"The official reports were that the plague entered the United States through the Port of Miami, but long before that there were unconfirmed reports in many major cities that hosted international airports. The plague was already here when they started screening air passengers; it was a sham to help calm the nerves of the country. Most of the units here at Macon were mobilized to conduct marine interdiction of private and commercial vessel traffic crossing the Atlantic Ocean. It was like the little Dutch boy sticking his finger in the leaking dike, you would not believe the radar signatures we were getting back while on patrol. It looked like anything that could float was leaving Europe and Africa. Everyone was fleeing the plague, the death toll from just capsized and sinking ships must have been enormous. I really could not appreciate what was driving people to flee until the day the infected started gathering at our fence line," Chip said.
"Normally we have two hundred active-duty personnel and another eighty-five reservists that report here along with a ton of auxiliary volunteers. Most of our boats and personnel were ordered north to the Elizabeth City/Norfolk region or south to Charleston for naval interdiction duty. We were left with one small vessel to conduct local interdiction and rescue operations if necessary. The Commanding Officer of the station took one of the 110-foot patrol boats heading north and the second in command took the other heading south. We have not heard from them since."
"As everything was falling apart, we received a presidential order that went out to all military installations worldwide. It said to only take in uninfected military personnel, retirees and dependents for twenty-four hours. After that time, all facilities would go on lockdown allowing no one in or out, civilian or military. There were to be no communications, every base was to be an island and give no indications that it existed to avoid becoming a target. What an idiotic decision that was if you want my opinion," Chip spat out his dissent. "How many people could have been saved? How many places could the infection have been stopped if we acted quickly and decisively, not cowering on our bases and forts only to be picked off one at a time?" He asked rhetorically, not really expecting me to answer. Chip finally concluded, "it doesn't matter now anyway, based on how the rest of the world did, I doubt our military would have done very well either."
"The Germans were overrun surprisingly quickly, and they are a first-rate military. The Russians, although a second-rate army, had time to mobilize their entire armed forces, reserves and any civilians they could press into service and now they are gone too. Waves of the infected crossed into Russia from Western Europe, the Middle East, and China."
"Macon started out with one hundred and thirty-seven souls on our station when we locked it down. Everything was cramped, but we made do. Food and water were rationed, but we supplemented with as much fishing as we could, so we were getting by. Then one day the guys at the gate reported a herd of eight deer running down the middle of Fort Macon Road, which is odd because the few deer that are on the island rarely make it down this far. Following behind them was a large group of people. Watching them approach I thought it was a group of survivors looking for a safe place to hide, but they were the beginning of what I can only describe as a herd of infected that took us down." Chip shuddered at the memory.
"It was…. awful!" Chip recalled, "but I guess I'm not telling you anything, eh, Chief?"
"Nope, I'm afraid that I have already had one too many interactions with the infected," I replied in a quiet voice, barely able to respond as I relived the events in my mind's eye.
Chip let out a little, humph and said, "I bet you have! The number of infected along our fence grew by the hour, despite keeping everyone inside and out of sight. When it began to look like the fence could not take any more, the few men with guns went out and started to shoot the infected at the fence in the hopes of relieving the pressure. That was a catastrophic mistake! The noise just brought more and more of them. They kept pushing the fence, and worst of all, the gunshots were not killing them! Shots to the chest and stomach which would have put down any other man only enraged them even more. We lost more than a dozen men when the fence finally gave way, and the wave of infected poured onto the station!"
I didn't say a word while Chip processed retelling the events, I could tell the experience was traumatic and pained him enormously.
"The men at the fence bought the rest of us a little time to move the civilians out the back of the station. We cut the fencing and fled to the civil war fort with just a few supplies and a radio. Thank God you were listening, it would have been an ugly bloodbath if we tried to break out of the fort on our own.
"What are you going to do now?"
"There are twenty-two men and women left under my command, and I would like to keep the station open. As part of the presidential directives leading up to the end, bases were resupplied for the pending emergency. We have a tractor-trailer of food, and even though the extra civilians ate through a lot, my remaining twenty-two should be good for a while. Our sixty-thousand-gallon diesel tank for the boats is nearly full. We received a shipment the day before the order to button up the station came. Consequently, we can run our single remaining vessel for a long time. An interesting side note, we also maintained the supplies for the cannon and gun demonstrations that took place at Fort Macon and have a substantial supply of black powder. While stuck over at the fort I was looking at the historic weapon collection and think we can bring a good number of them back on-line."
"Cannons!" I said in exasperation, "what the hell good are cannons."
"No," Chip laughed at me and my assumption, "the black powder guns and muskets stored in the museum are what we can use until we can get proper weapons to protect ourselves from the infected and for hunting." Shaking my head, I told him he had been in the fort to long and had lost his mind.
"I rode the last launch back to Beaufort that afternoon as any good leader should. We left one of the boats at the Coast Guard Station, so they could make smooth transits back to town. Hopefully, this act would maintain an open line of communication and transportation to this new outpost and ally. The cool breeze rippled across my shirt and through my hair drying the sweat earned from a long day in the heat and humidity. I closed my eyes thanking God and anything else I could think of, that I was heading home to my family and that we were able to save so many lives. With the threat of the infected all around us, every human being was precious and needed to be preserved.
Kate and Marcie were waiting on the dock as my boat pulled in. The smile on Kate's face and the sun reflecting off her golden blond hair made me realize once again how lucky I was and wondering what a beautiful woman like her, was doing with a man like me.
"Did you have to ride last boat, Dad? Do you know how long we were waiting? I suppose this was one of those manly, 'I am the leader, and I won't leave until the last man is out' kind of things," she said with her fingers up in air quotes. She stood in front of me, hands-on-hips and tried to keep a stern look on her face. She couldn't do it and jumped up to give me a hug and peck on the cheek. Kate, with all her patience, waited her turn. After a long hug, we walked to my truck with our arms around each other.
Arriving back at the homestead, Jonah was behind the house with what smelled like ham cooking on a spit over an open fire. "Hey Chief, look what I caught hunting yesterday, a wild hog!"
"It smells delicious Jonah, but I was really hoping it was one of the goats," I said, which got me a dirty look from Marcie.
"You leave my goats alone, they are producing milk now, and I will not share my cheese if you keep this harassment up."
"Yes, ma'am," I replied in defeat.
It was almost like old times, having a BBQ behind the house, plenty of food, fun, and laughter, nearly enough to take us away from the madness of the world around us for a little while. That night I went to sleep with my spirits raised and contented that we just might make it through this mess.
The whole family was up early the next morning, tackling the increasing number of chores around the homestead. Work we had previously taken for granted to be done by our electrical aids, now required planning and scheduling so as not to drain our batteries completely. The solar panels were a great asset but could not exclusively power the number of electrical gizmos and gadgets we had previously become accustomed to while under power from the electrical grid.
I am reminded daily of just how fortunate we are compared to most other people in the community who were feeling the pinch of the loss of essential utilities and comforts of a pre-plague lifestyle. The lack of food, basic sanitation, and the oppressive heat has already begun to take a toll on the elderly and infirmed in town. In the time we had been at Fort Macon, five people had died of different causes, which was far greater than would have typically occurred in town under normal circumstances. Two of the deceased were in their nineties with no one to care for them; another had run out of his diabetic medication, one committed suicide and the last was a man in his fifties who had a heart attack while chopping wood. At this rate, we would run out of people, and the infected would miss out on their opportunity for their next meal before winter. Our little impromptu cemetery was getting new residents every day, and the guys from public utilities had taken to using the backhoe to pre-dig graves, expecting to fill them the next day. A grim business we have here I thought, a dark, grim business indeed.
During a break from our work, I expressed my concerns to Kate about t, she heir being so many deaths, she did little to relieve my worries. From a medical standpoint, she told me that we are reaching a tipping point for chronic diseases. Most people only had a thirty or ninety-day supply of medications on hand because that is what the pharmacies usually dispense. There have been no pharmacies open to refill prescriptions nor deliveries to restock their depleted inventories since they were cleaned out at the onset of the plague. "Untreated high cholesterol, hypertension, diabetes and a host of other medical maladies will take a very high toll in the coming months," she said. "Add to that the high temperatures with no air conditioning, extra physical labor, marginal sanitation, and even limited abilities to do basic washing. All that is a recipe for a cocktail which is most appealing to the grim reaper!"
"That's a little dramatic, don't you think?" I replied, trying to laugh off her prognosis of doom.
"Not at all. The elderly cannot handle the heat and weather conditions like the young can. Think back to the last time you were at the big box grocery store? How many people were riding around in scooters and were morbidly obese? They will be among the first to go, Alex. Modern science and medicine have been artificially extending their lives, we all know that, but my heart goes out to the diabetics. The ones who are insulin-dependent will be out of their medication soon, or it will have gone bad by now with no refrigeration. Without their daily doses of medication, their bodies will quickly shut down, then they will slip into a coma and die!" She ended in a whisper.
My memory went back to the mother and her daughter at the bazaar, who had a sign seeking insulin. Her skin had looked pasty, and her gait was sluggish, were her days already numbered?
"Make sure they keep burying the bodies in a timely fashion, Alex," her voice now taking on a serious tone. "The community will soon be extremely vulnerable to disease. With no modern medical facilities and next to no medication, a communicable disease would run rampant." Her voice drifted off, unwilling to say the words of the inevitable death that would run unchecked through the town if any infectious disease took hold.
"Those are worries for another day," Kate said, giving me a reassuring pat on the knee. "On a positive note, the garden needs attention, so let's get to it!"
The rest of the day and the following two were a whirlwind of activity. We connected a line of PVC pipes from the pool pump out to the garden to reduce the work involved in moving water. This project turned out to be simple when compared to the weeding and planting that followed. Except for Jonah, we were amateur farmers, but we pushed on and planted a variety of vegetables, including carrots, tomatoes, lettuce, beans, corn, potatoes, and sunflowers. Finally, we erected a fence around the garden to keep the animals out, all under Jonah's tutelage. At the end of a long sweaty days' work, I looked out across our little creation and frowned, commenting to Jonah that it was not going to be big enough and the amount of work we are putting into the garden would never pay off with enough food in our bellies to see us through.
"Patience Chief, farming is a marathon, not a sprint and cannot be rushed. The garden may look little, but you'll be surprised what it can produce. The soil on this property is good, and we have plenty of manure as a natural fertilizer. Let nature take its course, and it will be ok, trust me." I just shrugged my shoulders with doubt as the ever-present specter of failure loomed over everything we were trying to build.
On the last day that I dared to be disconnected from work and the town, I wanted to see if I could procure some additional batteries for the solar power bank in the barn. Kate and I loaded up several boxes of ammunition into the truck for trade and drove down to O'Loughlin body shop which was next to the dry boat storage on Front Street. Driving slowly through town, we could see signs that people were trying to adapt to the new paradigm we were living through. There was a constant smell of smoke in the air from wood fires, laundry was hung on makeshift lines strung from houses to trees, and everyone we saw was either walking or on a bicycle. The only reason we were driving today was the hope that I could secure some additional large marine batteries and we couldn't carry them any other way. We had been reduced to riding horses to our destinations in a vain effort to conserve our rapidly dwindling supply of fuel and felt very fortunate to even have a quantity of gasoline that could diminish.
Kate and I pulled into the parking lot of O'Laughlin's repair shop, and it looked the part. The scene we were greeted with included an assortment of broken-down vehicles, boats sitting on the pavement and all the other stuff that gets accumulated over a lifetime of working in the vehicle repair industry. My son would have said the place looks kind of sketchy, I would agree with his assessment if I had not known the proprietor. Kate and I stepped out of our truck looking around at the junk, hoping for any sign of life.
"Hello!" I called out and was met with the unmistakable sound of a shotgun slide being racked to feed a shell into the breach. Kate and I dove for cover behind my truck while I called out, "Dan O'Loughlin, it's me, Alex, the Police Chief!"
From a second-floor window came a voice I immediately recognized, "Chief? Is that you?"
"Dammit, Dan, it sure is, would you come out, so we can stop lying in the dirt and hiding from a crazy Irishman with a gun? I want to talk about some business!"
Two minutes later, Dan, a rather portly fellow, came strolling around the side of his garage. He wore blue jeans and a greasy white t-shirt with a scraggly beard and thick glasses. Dan was carrying a shotgun loosely in one hand, leaning forward in a slightly hunched walk. "Sorry Chief, I didn't recognize you he said apologetically," while awkwardly trying to brush the dust off Kate's back.
"I kind of noticed that!" I said rescuing Kate from Dan's clumsy efforts to clean her off.
"Ma'am, I'm sorry!" He told Kate one last time with sincere regret in his voice. "You can't be too careful these days, there have been some ugly people skulking around, stealing a little here and a little there. Who knows when they are going to try and break into my house," Dan rambled on.
I made a mental note to have a conversation with my officers, to remain visible in as many areas as possible, I am sure Dan was not the only one fearing for his safety.
"Well, now that you are up out of the dirt," he said sheepishly, what can I do for you today? "We are looking for some marine batteries, as many as you can put your hands on and I would like to keep this inquiry on the quiet side if you understand what I am saying." I gave him a couple moments stare so he understood I did not want him talking all over town that I was buying up batteries and probably had a means to charge them. If that became too common of knowledge, I would most likely be greeting visitors with my own shotgun.
Dan scratched his scruffy beard for a moment, deep in thought then rubbed his enormous belly with both hands, "yea, I got a few batteries you might like."
"Will they hold a charge?" I asked inquisitively.
With a hurt look like I was questioning his judgment, he replied that he has two new ones still in their boxes and another four that he removed from boats over the past six months.
Now it was my turn at the dance as I put the best-pained look on my face and said, "Well, I have some spare ammo in the truck. Maybe some shells for that blunderbuss of yours would be a fair trade if you're interested."
Again, Dan appeared to be thinking hard, "because you are the Chief and all, I might be able to part with them for; say….one box of shotgun shells per battery."
"You're killing me Dan and stealing food out of my poor families' mouths," was my comeback with a hurt expression on my face. "I can give you five shells per battery and remember you made us crawl in the dirt!" I added with a scornful look.
We negotiated back and forth for another minute and settled on twelve shells per battery. I pointed out to Dan that he did not have people knocking down his doors to trade for them, but I agreed to the price none the less. Meeting my power needs at home was a top priority, and if I did not move quickly, someone else might put their hands on any available batteries.
Kate and I were smiling and talking as we drove home with our haul of batteries, it felt like an oddly normal thing to be doing, and I was relieved to have been successful in this small task that would make my family's life a little easier.
Turning into our long gravel driveway leading to the homestead, I immediately came upon a beat-up old Ford Explorer parked on the driveway, just off the street. "What the hell!" I whispered out loud as my grip on the steering wheel tightened. Stopping short of the Explorer I put my truck in park and told Kate that I was going to have a look, but to have her gun out and ready. All my senses told me something was not right! I exited the truck grabbing my AR-15 carbine and approached the Explorer as silently as I could on the crunching gravel. Kate also got out and kept her pistol at a low ready stance covering her side of the offending vehicle. Getting close enough to see through the rear windows, I could tell that it was full of junk, which was the only polite way to describe it. Clothing, canned food, sleeping bags, boxes, you name it. Inching forward and clearing the SUV, with my carbine up now, safety off and ready to fire. The rear seat was empty. With another two steps, I observed that the front seat was also devoid of passengers. "This is dammed peculiar," I said to Kate. The words had barely passed my lips when the sound of short-ragged bursts of gunfire from multiple caliber weapons reached my ears. They sounded as if they were coming from up the driveway at our house. With only a bit of relief, I detected the unmistakable sound of return gunfire that was in a slow, steady rhythm that said it was a controlled, conscious response.
Let's go I called out to Kate, waving my arm forward as if we were going over the top of a World War One trench and we took off at a run toward the ongoing exchange of gunfire. What felt like an eternity later, the homestead came into view, and we stopped to take a knee behind some low brush to appraise the situation ahead.
"Look, there's Marcie!" Kate said pointing as Marcie poked her head out from behind the right side of the bunkhouse and let loose a slow, steady stream of lead from her carbine at an unseen target on the far side of our home. "Is that Jonah? Kate gasped now pointing to the prone figure covered in blood lying on the ground in front of the bunkhouse door."
"There's no time to worry about him right now, we need to flank the shooters, follow me," I said urgently. Creeping around the opposite side of the house from where Marcie was shooting, I worried she had to be running low on ammunition. She had her pistol and usually carried a fully loaded carbine that had one spare thirty round magazine in a Velcro pouch attached to the side of the stock. She was burning through ammunition at a good clip just to keep her attackers at bay.
Rounding the corner of our house, Kate and I saw who was on the receiving end of Marcie's wrath. She had three men pinned down behind the woodpile in the backyard. We could also see one body curled up in the fetal position holding his stomach on the ground. One of those standing had his arm hanging limp, blood draining off his fingertips from a wound higher up. Marcie was sure giving them hell, I thought with pride. Looking at Kate, I said, "on the count of three we come around the corner and put an end to this shit! You kneel, I'll stand, and we will both use the corner of the house as cover." She nodded in understanding of the plan, and I counted down, three, two, one…
We leaned around the corner, nothing crazy or dynamic like you used to see in the movies, but a slow and deliberate movement so we could quickly pick our targets. Kate started firing with her Glock milliseconds before me. Her first shots took out the legs of the man closest to us, and he fell to the ground screaming in pain. She adjusted her shots and put three in the center of mass, silencing the screaming. I centered the red dot of my scope on the back of the greasy-haired head of marauder number two and squeezed off three quick rounds. His head snapped forward, with his body fell onto the woodpile. The remaining contents of his skull drained out, while his shotgun clattered to the ground. Number three was startled by the goo that sprayed onto him from his friend and stood up just long enough to get winged in the shoulder by Marcie, and then both Kate and I stitched him from belly to throat until he stopped squirming on the ground.
"I'll see to Jonah!" Kate called out as she sprinted from cover. An unseen shooter who was hiding behind the riverbank started firing at Kate with several quick shots that all went high and into the side of our house. I responded quickly emptying half a magazine at the scum who would dare to shoot at my wife. My first couple of bullets impacted the dirt the next to him. As my rage settled, I corrected my site picture and squeezed off the rest of my magazine. Several rounds caught him in the shoulder and upper left chest dropping him to the ground just as Kate reached Jonah's side.
"Marcie" I called out.
"I'll cover you Dad she yelled back," as if reading my mind.
Crouching, I made my way to the woodpile, all three marauders appeared dead, but taking no chances, I put another shot into their heads, or what was left of number two's head, then turned my attention to the man by the river bank. Approaching him at an oblique angle and keeping him clearly in my sights, I saw that he was not yet dead. He squirmed in the mud with one hand pressed to his mangled shoulder and chest. His bolt action rifle was laying in the dirt several feet from him. At my appearance over the top of the riverbank, he made a thrashing movement with his right hand to grab the rifle. For his troubles, he received another well-placed bullet through his hand which took off his ring finger and ended all attempts to recover his gun. Seeing the young man slithering around in the mud was no longer a threat, I slung my rifle over my shoulder and stepped down, so I was over the top of him and looked him in the eye.
The look I received back was one of anger and defiance at being beat at his own game. "Who are you?" I demanded in a very stern, authoritarian voice.
"You can go to hell!" the defiant young man said through pain gritted teeth.
"Really?" I said, raising my eyebrows as I stomped one of my boots onto his mangled shoulder and was rewarded with a satisfying crunch of bone and howl of pain. Once his agony subsided, I started again. "Now listen to me carefully son, unless you want to be the sole recipient of a severe ass whipping, I think you should start answering my questions!" My deadpan response was delivered without a shred of emotion in my voice while I ground my heel a little deeper into his chest to drive home my point. The unrelenting pain made the impression I was hoping for.
"Joe!" He finally croaked, "Joseph Guilder!"
"That's much better Joseph Guilder, I said with as much loathing and disgust as I could muster in my voice. "What's your story? Were you abused as a kid? Were you the bully in high school? How does it feel to be bested by the people you hoped to victimize?" I spat at him. His eyes were going in and out of focus, not really understanding my rage, I knew his time was short, and I needed information quickly.
Kneeling next to the young man I asked gently, "who else is with you, how many more and where are they?"
"It's just me, my brothers and a couple friends, we are alone and saw you had power, we just needed some food. Damn you, please help me!" Somewhat satisfied, I stood up and responded, I'll help you, Joseph.
"Crack," my rifle barked once again, and then Joseph's miserable life came to an end.




Chapter 12

The Tempest




I am not sure when the change took place in me, but it did because I no longer look at the carnage of life around me with emotion, concern, and compassion. The suffering of poor Joseph at my feet stirred no more feelings than slapping at a mosquito on my arm. I took in the scene, beginning by surveying the bodies littering my property, Jonah bleeding on the ground, the bullet holes in the barn and bunkhouse. These were no longer tragedies, just simple problems and obstacles to be resolved and overcome. My thoughts were antiseptic and detached, I don't think I like who I am becoming.
My mind slowly re-engaged after the firefight, dragging me back to analyzing the situation and prioritizing what needed to be done. I moved to provide cover and protect Kate from any potential unseen shooters while she examined Jonah. I suspected we killed all the marauders as they had a very amateurish operation, destined to fail when they met the least resistance. Kate and Marcie lifted Jonah and helped him stagger to the picnic table outside the back porch of the house while I scanned the perimeter of the property. They laid him out on the table and Marcie ran in the house to get towels and first aid supplies.
Jonah was conscious but in considerable pain as Kate ripped back his shirt to examine the wound to his side. Kate and Marcie cleaned the injury, and all the while, Kate kept up a steady stream of discussion with Jonah to keep him calm and alert. "The wound is not as bad as it probably feels Jonah; the bullet hit your side and looks like it ricocheted off a rib and back out. Probably a small-caliber based on the entry wound, a .22 maybe. Unfortunately, I think you have a broken rib, and there is a ragged exit wound, but you will make a full recovery."
"Alex," she yelled, turning to me, "are we safe?"
"I think so, I have not seen any further movement around the house."
"Good, go get one of the trauma kits from the supplies in the barn, we will need to do some minor surgery.
"Jonah, take these." Kate said with two Oxycodone pills in her hand, "they will ease the pain." She placed them in his mouth, tipping a cup of water to his lips. "You should fall asleep shortly, when you wake up, everything will be better." Her voice was calm and reassuring as she cupped one of his cheeks with her hand and gave him a smile that said, I have this under control and won't let anything happen to you. Kate's medical experience was in the gynecology field, but she had done more than her share of office surgeries and medical procedures, so this was not much of a stretch for her. She was a rock of confidence as she worked on Jonah. Only later, when we were alone did she break down and cry from the fear and rage she felt that day.
Although our operating room was a picnic table in the open air, we did the best we could to make the area sanitary by placing sterile drapes underneath Jonah and around the wounds. Betadine was used to liberally douse the table and cleanse the area surrounding the injury.
"It looks like a clean entry wound, surprisingly small, not what the movies portray," she said. Once she rolled Jonah over; however, the exit wound was much more significant. "Yea, I can see the cracked rib now, that's gonna hurt. Marcie, help me irrigate this area to get the dirt and grass out. Very good, more saline over here please," she said and kept up a running commentary. "Open the sutures kit, I will need to tie off a small artery that won't stop bleeding, I can't reconnect it, and hopefully the blood supply will find other avenues into the area." Slowly and with well-practiced hands, Kate repaired the gunshot wound, stitching closed the entry point and packing the exit wound with gauze to stem further bleeding and keep it sterile. Finally, a pressure bandage on the exit wound and around his chest finished off the procedure. "We will have to remove the packing as it heals and drains, an infection will be our biggest enemy at this point, only time will tell now."
Once we moved Jonah to his bed, I took final stock of the damage to the homestead and called on the police radio for the public works crew to bring their truck out and remove the bodies for burial. Sergeant Kurt Bozeman showed up shortly after my radio call.
"Jesus chief! It looks like there was a war out here," he said, looking at the spent brass and bodies spread across the property.
"Just a little one," I said thoughtfully, "but do you know what else?" I continued; putting my hand on his shoulder, "there is never a policeman around when you need one." We both shared a laugh and received a scornful look from Kate who found no humor in the situation as she was scrubbing Jonah's blood off the picnic table. Kurt and I received the message clearly and got to examining the bodies and inventorying what they were carrying to avoid any further wrath from Kate.
In all, we found five white males and to my best guess were all between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five. Only one of them had a wallet, and in it, we located a North Carolina identification card listing a home address in Charlotte. "Hmm, I wonder how they found their way into our town?" Kurt said.
"I don't know, by boat maybe and then stole the car once they were here. I was at O'Loughlin's garage earlier, and Dan said thieves were taking some of his stuff, but I thought he meant some local kids, not the little gang of thugs we have here," gesturing to the bodies laid out in the grass.
From the fight scene, we recovered a twelve-gauge shotgun, a bolt action Remington .270, two bolt-action, .22 rifles and a .22 marlin with a 20-round magazine. Despite having a decent number of guns, the Marauders only had 200 rounds of ammunition in total. I pondered the stupidity of the situation as we made the weapons safe and cleaned the rifle that had fallen in the mudflat. They were very outclassed compared to the arsenal my family had access to, but how many unprepared families had they steamrolled? How many families were dead in their houses right now across the county from the hands of these men? My greatest fear from the breakdown of society was being played out in my own back yard with violence erupting over the simple necessities of life! Most people will come together to help each other in a crisis, and the good of humanity often shines through. However, there will always be some segment of society more comfortable stealing and killing, than cooperating and working together. With the world falling apart, the second category of people, like the ones laid out in my yard, find it easy to slip away from the societal norms and prey on those who they think are weaker than they are.
The marauders truck was a pigsty, and we wound up burning most of its contents just to make sure it did not spread disease. I recovered several boxes of canned goods and two boxes of shotgun shells that still appeared to be useable along with a fair-sized bag of marijuana. Kate wandered over when I discovered this and grabbed my hand as I was about to throw it into the burn barrel. "Don't, Alex!" She said.
"Do you have some habit you want to confess" Mrs. Police Chief? I asked innocently.
"Shut up, you big oaf," she said, slapping my shoulder. We have a minimal supply of pain killers, and this may help the people at the clinic who need some relief. I know you have always disapproved of the medicinal use of marijuana, but our options for treating pain are minimal. Before long, we will not even have Tylenol or Aspirin. The police officer in me eyed the entire concept suspiciously, but I could not fault my wife's logic. The inevitable fact was that there would no longer be future medication rolling off assembly lines.
Pushing my luck and laughing as I asked her if she would be telling her patients, "now smoke two of these and call me in the morning." I received a look that said don't screw with me, Kate held out her hand, "give me the weed," she demanded.
"I'm sorry, I didn't hear you," I said,
"Give me the weed, or you are sleeping on the couch Mr. Police Chief she said and accompanied it with a poke of her finger into my chest.
"You don't fight fair!" I responded handing over the contraband, receiving just a smile and flick of her hair as she turned, knowing she had bested me once again.
I looked over at Kurt who had suddenly become very busy looking through a box of junk in the back of the explorer. "What are you laughing at?" I demanded.
"Nothing at all, boss, nothing at all," was his only response to my marital spat.
Once things settled down Kurt, Kate, Marcie and I were resting in the shade on the back porch taking stock of what the looters had left us. "What do we do with all this stuff?" Marcie asked.
"We really don't need any of it since we already have enough guns and food. Maybe we should give this stuff away but keep enough ammunition to replace what we used on the marauders," I said. There were nods of agreement around the table, then Kurt changed the conversation.
"I'm worried about you guys out here," Kurt said taking a hard look at me, "I would like to assign an officer to provide you security…we can't have the Police Chief and his family being attacked, how does that look for the security of the town?" I shook my head vehemently, we deserve no more protection than anyone else in town and any manpower we assign here only puts others at risk. Besides Kurt, we made short work of them. I pointed out."
"Yea, you did, but at what cost?" Kurt said crossly. "Jonah's been shot, your property was torn up, what if you and Kate had not shown up when you did? No offense Marcie you're a hell of a shot, but no one person should be asked to hold out against five men with guns attacking them."
"No offense taken," Marcie quickly responded with a wink." I had them pinned down and was just toying with them till mom and dad showed up and spoiled my fun."
Kurt just shook his head in disbelief, "you guys have that entire empty bunkhouse, why don't you at least see if there are a couple refugees who would move in, help with your budding farm and provide some extra security around here," Kurt concluded as if he had solved all our problems.
"You bring up some good points Kurt, we'll talk about it and see what we can come up with," I said, ending the conversation.
Kurt drained his lemonade glass, "it sounds like I am being dismissed, thanks for the drink Kate if you all need anything, please let me know."
It was an uneasy night with everyone on edge that some unknown attacker may come for us in our sleep, which resulted in me spending a good portion of the night pacing the house. Fortunately, our fears were unfounded, and we all woke up tired, but unharmed.
Following a brief cold shower, I headed into town to meet with the Mayor and the team to get caught up with events while I was off. Mayor Dailey was already there ahead of the rest of us when I walked into the conference room. Tom looked haggard, and his odor greeted me long before his strained and concerned face did.
"Alex," he said with a forced smile, "so good to see you."
"How are you holding up Boss?" I asked, genuinely concerned since he was not looking good and I could tell that the heat was taking its toll on him as well. If you have never had the opportunity to tolerate July in North Carolina without air conditioning, you wouldn't understand just how miserable the unrelenting heat and humidity can be. The combination sucks the life and energy out of you. Our modern society has become weak with the technology that takes the extremes of life for us and reduces our workload, so we can have the leisure time to enjoy art, music, and recreation. At least I had running water, poor Tom had to bring water to his home by bucket from the only working well in town, which was more than a mile from his home. That fact alone would explain how washing and hygiene begin to take a back seat when you must expend so much effort just to get clean.
Slowly the rest of the team arrived, Joseph Fields, Bill Hudgins, and Bob Mathis along with a couple of new faces, the volunteers for the new city departments.
Tom began the meeting with his customary greeting, "thank you all for taking the time to come in and meet, it is important to sit down and coordinate our efforts from time to time. I would like to start with Mary Peters, who is our new director for refugee relations."
A thin, middle-aged woman raised her hand hesitantly and smiled. "Hello everyone, we are slowly placing the refugees who are currently housed at the school into permanent living situations. The Mayor has authorized us to place people in vacant homes after we have ensured the owners are deceased or there is no likelihood of them ever returning. We hope that by moving them out of the school, they can begin to rebuild their lives without the towns direct support. All the new refugees from Fort Macon have put a strain on our donated supplies of food, clothing, and medicine. They are being encouraged to look for work and spend time fishing and gathering to supplement what the town can provide. Most are doing their best and putting in a fair share of work, but they will take a while to become independent."
I looked at my hands or anywhere, but at Mary, everyone in the room knew I was responsible for the new refugees and the strain it placed on the town, but it was the right thing to do. Life was too precious to ignore a plea for help from the innocent.
The Mayor continued around the table, moving to Kevin Simmons, who was put in charge of the Department of Acquisitions. Kevin was a burly man and one of the first people I met when I moved to Beaufort. He ran a thriving antique shop in town, and he was known as a brilliant businessman. I could not have been more delighted when I heard he stepped up to take on this responsibility. I think acquiring outside material will soon become the engine of the local economy and keep everyone alive through the winter.
Kevin had moved quickly to build the Acquisitions Department after being appointed by the Mayor. The Piggly Wiggly supermarket had been cleaned out weeks ago, and the owner of the property was a management company out of Baltimore. So, the Mayor in an unusually decisive move claimed ownership on behalf of the town under eminent domain and made it the new home for the Department of Acquisitions.
"Thank you, Mr. Mayor, for providing us a workspace. My staff and volunteers have worked diligently to prepare the grocery store, it will be the perfect warehouse for scavenged items we need to benefit the entire town. We have come up with a plan I think should benefit everyone and has been signed off on by the Mayor." My eyes rolled over to Tom with an arched eyebrow, lots of big decisions made without consulting everyone I thought. I held my breath for the announcement of what was to come.
Kevin began, "the danger for anyone crossing the water into the infected territory is extreme, and since we cannot risk an infected person coming back, all town-sanctioned scavenging will come in at two ports of entry. The first will be the town waterfront on Main Street and the second will be the marina on Jarrett Bay. This will give us an east and west port of entry. Inspectors will be present twenty-four hours per day to ensure that no one infected with the French Plague is allowed back in. I don't think it fair or ethical to bar anyone from leaving the safe zone to scavenge on their own, I think we should encourage it," Kevin said looking around the table at everyone to gauge everyone's feelings on what he had said so far. "However, to keep the process orderly, the government functioning and to provide a safety net for the community, we should impose a surcharge for the risk imposed on the community and the necessity to regulate scavenging. In short, we need a declaration by the Mayor that anyone leaving the community must register on their way out and submit to a health inspection upon their return. If anyone violates this rule, then you should take some appropriate law enforcement action," he said, looking at me.
"My recommendation for the surcharge is five percent of what is brought back through the ports of entry to be retained for use by the town. If someone wants to use town resources such as gasoline, ammunition, or food, they must repay what they used and contribute ten percent of what they locate to the town. Town sponsored acquisition will provide a percentage of the goods recovered to participants for the risk they took with the remaining going for use by the community.
The town's share will go to the needy and community projects, with a percentage going to compensate the people working for the Department of Acquisitions so that it will be a self-sustaining operation."
It was a shockingly simple plan, I thought. Encouraging the entrepreneurial spirit while balancing safety. Most importantly, it directly benefits the town by creating a safety net for the neediest amongst us. Kevin droned on about notice boards, special requests and the minutia of his operation for a while longer. My mind began to wander until he said the first town-sponsored scavenging event would occur tomorrow morning, with the primary goal being bringing food and medicine back to the town. I immediately sat upright connecting my daughter Marcie's desire to be part of the acquisition operation and tomorrow's trip. The blood drained from my face as I realized she would probably be going into infected territory very soon.
I was distracted through the rest of the meeting, glossed over my safety and security briefing then left the room for some fresh air. Bob Mathis exited shortly after and stood next to me leaning against an old Willow Oak tree next to Town Hall. "I'll admit the agriculture talk was not interesting to me either, but you looked totally disengaged with the second half of the meeting Alex, what's eating at you?" He inquired.
I took a deep breath, let it out and looked over at him. "Marcie has been talking about volunteering with the acquisition teams lately, and if a dollar were worth anything, I would bet she will be on the expedition tomorrow!"
"Ouch," was all he could say.
"Yea, I don't know how I feel about it. Yes, I do, I hate the idea of my little girl going across the river where she could be attacked by the dammed infected!" I growled at him.
"She is not a little girl anymore Alex, she more than held her own when your house was attacked," he offered tentatively.
"You're right, she is tough, but the loss of control over her is hard. I don't know what I would do if she became one of them, one of the infected…."
I can't remember the last time I was so distracted by something, the day was a complete wash, I went through the motions of being a Police Chief and interacting with the residents of the town, but I could not pull myself out of my funk, so I called it a day and went home. I found Marcie on the back porch, cleaning her rifle and adjusting her web gear.
"Hey, dad!" She greeted me, cheerfully when I walked in, "you're home early today."
I plopped down in the chair across from her picked up an empty rifle magazine and began inserting bullets absentmindedly. "I was at a meeting this morning with the head of the Acquisitions department," I told her. She smiled in the way only a daughter can and told me everything was going to be ok.
"Well, good talk!" I said, putting my hands on the table and moving to stand up. Marcie laughed and told me to sit.
"I worry about you, that's all. It's dangerous in the infected territory."
"You and mom taught me to be a strong woman. I'm capable and will make you proud tomorrow when we go on our scavenging expedition. For the first time since I have been back home, I will really be able to contribute to the town in a meaningful way." I could see the yearning in her bright brown eyes for me to give my blessing and acceptance to this endeavor.
"You will do great tomorrow princess, I'm sure you will make us all proud. Of that, I have no doubt."
Marcie beamed as she stood up, came around the table and gave me a hug, holding on for much longer than usual.
The next day was one of the longest of my life, Kate was on edge as well. I went to work, and she kept busy at home in the morning then rode my horse to work at the medical clinic for the afternoon. The two of us staying active was the only way to remain sane throughout the day. Finally, sometime after six, while we were eating dinner, a car came up the driveway. Kate and I locked eyes and grabbed the rifles we kept by the front door then went out to meet our unexpected guests. The jeep pulled to the end of the driveway, with Marcie was in the passenger seat. She exited with a grocery bag and waved to a young man with a blond crew cut, and deep tan who was driving. I turned to Kate, scowling at that fact to which she only smirked back at me.
"Hey mom, hey dad, what's for dinner, I'm starving," Marcie called out to us as the young man drove off.
Marcie held off our questions until she could fix a plate of food and sit down to dinner. Only after keeping us in suspense did she finally relay her story of how the first acquisition expedition went.
"Our trip was a short hop just across the Intercoastal Waterway by boat to a neighborhood of about fifteen houses on the water directly across from the Jarrett Bay marina. The plan is to fortify a safe area there to act as a jumping-off point once we get some vehicles working. There were eight of us, and we motored across the waterway in two boats to the dock of the southernmost house. Climbing onto the pier in teams of two, we set up a perimeter around the first house, allowing two guys to make an entry. The first house was entirely clear, it looked like the owners just up and left, no sign of life. It was kind of eerie.
Once the house was clear of infected, four guys stayed outside while three others and I went through the house collecting anything of value we thought the town might need. We started in the kitchen, picking out canned goods and dried food. I learned the hard way not to open refrigerators that have not had any power. I just about lost my breakfast when I made that mistake. Moving into the garage, we looked for gasoline, kerosene, Sta-bil gas preservative, matches, lighters, tarps, generators, or anything of survival value. We then picked through the bedrooms and bathrooms, filling garbage bags we found in the kitchen with clothing and bedding.
In the bathroom, we emptied medicine cabinets, and I am shocked at the types and amounts of unfinished medications people have lying about. We took toilet paper, paper towels, glasses, soap, deodorant, shampoo, you name it. We searched for guns and ammunition as well. Oddly enough they asked us to look for coin collections and any objects made of gold, silver or containing precious gems. That felt like actual looting to me, I'm not totally comfortable with that, I wish I understood the need to take those items. Finally, before leaving a house, we cataloged the address to include what was left for future reference. We tagged the window with spray paint to show that the building had been searched, recorded, and was clear of the infected."
"The first four houses were the same, vacant with no one home. But the fifth… The guys had to drill out the lock on the front door as we are trying not to do permanent damage to buildings so that may be used again in the future. Anyway, they just finished drilling and made entry into the front room when an old infected man came hobbling out of the kitchen toward them. I guess he had a leg problem when he was alive because according to them, he was not moving very fast. They got their shotguns up, and the infected man took a couple shots of double ought buckshot. One to the chest and the second to the head before he crumpled to the floor. I think the whole experience just about scared the life out of those two guys because they did not volunteer to make any more house entries the rest of the afternoon."
"I was on the outside perimeter for the search of this house. As you can imagine, two shotgun blasts are deafening in normal times, but when the only background noise is a couple of Chickadee's, the sound carries. Guess who is attracted to noise!" She said theatrically... "You guessed it, three infected came stumbling out of the wood line about sixty yards from where I was standing and were making a beeline toward the house and noise, not even realizing I was there. They were the first infected people I have seen up close; they are a truly horrible sight to behold!" Marcie said with a sudden coldness to her voice. "They were dirty and nasty, even their clothing was beginning to rot off them. Soon they will be running around naked." She shuttered again then said, "I thought what I saw today was gross wait till they're running around naked!"
"The one closest to me was a heavy-set man, probably had a beer gut and there were bite wounds where chunks of flesh had been taken out of his neck and arm which was most likely where he got his infection. Another was a black man, maybe in his twenties, he was also pretty chewed up and was clad in just his boxer shorts. The third was an elderly woman who was bent over and half-crippled. They made an unlikely trio to be sure! I don't think they were working together in any way because there was no coordination of actions between them, but they all seemed to be drawn as one to the noise of the shotgun blasts."
"I raised my rifle and centered my gunsight on the head of the old guy first since he was closest. Through my scope, I could see that his skin was grayish and peeling, I cannot think of any sickness that would do such a thing to a person. He must have noticed my motion because he suddenly turned toward me, and I found myself looking directly into his empty black eyes. There was nothing there, no life, no thought, no reasoning, I knew he was no longer human. I don't know what he had turned into, but there was no humanity there." She said in a distant voice.
"When we go hunting, I feel bad for the life I am taking. I know it was a creature with life, soul, feelings, and reactions. When I squeezed the trigger, my bullet brought him down with a wound to the head. I felt nothing putting an end to that monster."
"I quickly moved to the other male and dropped him while Mason Finn had a little more trouble. It took him three shots to hit the crippled infected guy's head," and she laughed more to herself than to either her mother or I.
"I didn't realize any of the Finn boys were part of this operation," I inquired a little too suspiciously, Marcie picked up on it immediately.
Mason is a nice guy dad, a complete gentleman the entire day! Marcie said with a mischievous look on her face.
"Was it Mr. Gentleman who dropped you off at the house?"
"Yes, father, it was," she said with frustration in her voice. "I'm twenty-two and have lived on my own in the largest city in the country, I can talk to boys if I want too! She then sat back, arms crossed with eyes squinted in anger at me.
Sensing I crossed some new invisible line, I replied, "Fair enough," and put my hands up in surrender to show the discussion was over. Knowing she came out ahead, and the topic was put on hold, Marcie continued her rendition of the day's events. "Other than the incident with the infected, the entire operation went like clockwork. Clear a house, remove items of value, carry them to the boats then repeat the process over again. The boats made repeated trips back and forth across the river and unloaded into a big box truck for transport to the warehouse. It was a big haul; we retrieved four generators, around 60 gallons of gasoline, lots of medications, first aid supplies, food, and clothing. I was surprised about guns though, we found one shotgun, a .22 rifle and a beat-up .357 revolver with a few boxes of ammunition for all of them combined. It looked like when the people left they took their guns with them. I would have."
"Oh," her face brightened, "I almost forgot," she squealed in delight. "From my share today, I got everyone a gift! she said proudly. "I got these for Jonah," she handed her mother a bottle of antibiotics, "these for you dad," she gave me two Morgan silver dollars "and this for you, mother." She pulled out a bottle of wine and handed it to Kate, "nothing but the best!" In her bag, she also had a variety of canned goods and toiletries that were an excellent addition to the families supplies.
"This is a great help to the family Marcie, thank you so much," Kate said and went over to give her a hug. Only the two of them heard Kate whisper, "I'm so proud of you and glad you are home."
Following the initial trip, Marcie went out every other day on an acquisition expedition, bringing back a bounty of food and other household items each time. On occasion, she would have another harrowing tale of interactions with the infected.
A couple of weeks after Marcie's initial acquisitions trip, I stopped at the Department of Acquisitions converted grocery store to see how things were going. Walking through the front doors, I was shocked by the volume of items they were bringing back. They had turned the empty grocery store into a dammed Wal-Mart! Kevin came up behind me as I was gawking. "Hey, Chief!" He said, startling me.
"This is incredible, Kevin; you guys are bringing in an impressive amount of supplies."
"Thanks, Chief, I couldn't be prouder of the guys and girls going out there every day, particularly your daughter. She is a natural leader; you should be proud."
"We are, she wanted to contribute so badly to the welfare of the community, she has a big heart." Tell me about your operations here, I am impressed.
Kevin began. "Once the items we acquired come back to this facility, we sort them and discard what is unusable, damaged beyond repair or dangerous. All the gasoline recovered so far has gone back into our boats, trucks and to the teams as pay. I'm disappointed we are not finding more. Food and summer clothing is immediately sent to the local churches for distribution to the needy. We have been keeping any excess and other items here and distribute them to the churches as they request them for specific families. Using the faith-based network for distribution has prevented a lot of the headaches of equitably distributing items and accusations of favoritism. Prescription medications and durable medical supplies are also immediately sent off to the clinic, but most over the counter stuff we are dispensing through the church's as well.
Guns and ammunition are being kept here, we loan them out to private groups going scavenging. I haven't figured out how we will deal with it once we get more guns than we need. Maybe create an armory to assist other communities when we find them, that's a decision above my pay grade. Our most significant success has been fulfilling specific requests from individuals. It is incredibly rewarding and impactful on someone's life to get a new pair of glasses, some candles, or even new shoes. Imagine getting an oil wick lamp when before you couldn't see at night to read or do work in the dark. Small things can have a considerable impact on the quality of life of the people in our town."
"Kevin, one of my biggest questions is why your teams are also taking gold, silver, and precious gems?"
"Ah, that is the eventual goal of a grand plan I am preparing for, follow me over to the old bank. Right now, people go down to the Bazaar at the airport and agree to trade two rolls of toilet paper for sixteen fish, or whatever they haggle out."
"Ok," I said, beginning to see where he was going with this.
"Wouldn't it be more practical for someone to say, "That will be fifty cents per fish?" We can't use old paper greenbacks, they have no intrinsic value, people do not trust them anymore. Not to mention, some people have lots of them, others do not. I could scavenge from a bank tomorrow and become Beaufort's newest millionaire! He said, laughing. "What has always had an intrinsic value? You are a smart man, I am sure that you have more than a little socked away."
"Gold and silver."
"Bingo!" Kevin said as he unlocked the door to the bank, which was part of the strip mall containing the Acquisitions Department and walked to the vault. He pulled open the massive doors to reveal what was inside. There were boxes sorted into gold items like rings, necklaces, and jewelry with the same for silver. There were also smaller boxes of old coins, divided by denominations. We have both apparently read in survivalist books and magazines that pre-1965 coins are ninety percent silver and can be used as a means of payment that has actual value just because of what it is. Any man or woman can look at it and say, this coin holds value, it always has and always will.
"I haven't proposed this idea to the mayor and town council, but we should find a way to start making the old coins the new currency of trade. If it proves successful, then we start using the other silver and gold we have been collecting to melt and mint our own Beaufort coins of pure silver and gold!"
"You're one ambitious man Kevin. I am thankful you are on the job," I said with admiration in my voice.
"Thanks, Alex, that means a lot. We first need to cover the basics, like food. Keeping everyone alive and slowing the death rate or pretty soon it will be just you, and I left in this town."
I was feeling hopeful by all I was seeing and hearing until Kevin brought up the death rate in the town. The day before yesterday saw seven deaths, then there was eleven more yesterday. Although the surge of food from the Department of Acquisitions was having an impact, we were just not getting enough food to take care of all the residents in the safe area. Just a month ago, our population was 6,285 residents. That number had already dropped to 6,072 according to the white dry erase board that the Mayor had started keeping updated on his office wall.
Age, heat, poor sanitation, and various medical maladies were all taking a steep toll on the population. We had a young boy die from appendicitis last week. Something that would have only required routine outpatient surgery a couple months ago was now a lethal diagnosis. Hunger was a constant specter at most people's doorstep with just a few prepared individuals having any pre-plague store-bought food left. People were subsisting on anything they could catch, kill, or grow. It was tough going if you had four legs, swam, flew or slithered in this neck of the woods. I feared it would not be long before the area was hunted and fished out. Right now, fishing was a booming industry. Every morning a slew of boats would set sail out into the ocean for line and net fishing. Thank god for the Atlantic Ocean or our Town would be more devastated than it was now.
The one bright spot in the food department is the largest family-run farm on Nelson Bay Road. The farm is massive, with more than six thousand acres that had been planted before the onset of the plague. With some negotiation on the part of the Mayor, the Coast Guard at Fort Macon agreed to exchange diesel fuel from their storage to harvest the fields this October. Apparently, a portion of the harvest will be split between the Coast Guard and the town to cover the fuel. They have a mixture of corn, wheat, and soybeans planted, we will see how much makes it through the summer. Hopefully enough to last the town through the winter.
Using some of the gasoline from the Acquisitions Department, a school bus was set up that runs twice per day along a central route to the farm which provides workers transportation. The farm workers are paid with either produce from the farm or items from the Acquisitions Department. I am not sure how that whole arrangement is going to work out, come harvest time. There will have to be some charity on the part of the farmers to make the full scheme work. Of course, it would not benefit the farm owners to be sitting on thousands of pounds of corn and have no one left to buy it or trade for it. Worse would be to have no labor and the crops rot and die in the fields. Hopefully, the free market will sort itself out.




Chapter 13

Out of Bounds




A hot July rolled into a broiling August. When September hit, we finally had a break in the heat after an unexpected brush with a hurricane. Fortunately, there was no significant damage, just some much-needed rain for the crops. Since almost everyone had a rain barrel hooked up to their downspouts now to catch rainwater, this unexpectedly topped off people's water supplies. The storm system must have just brushed up against the Eastern Seaboard on its path north, then went on back out to sea which is a typical storm track in this area. Without real-time satellite weather tracking, it is all a bit of a guessing game now to know when storms and severe weather systems were coming.
The long summer had seen a lot of changes to the town. Beaufort had finally elected a new Town Council. This felt like such a blessing since it took away many decisions we had been forced to make out of necessity, thankfully spreading around the pain of responsibility. The Town of Beaufort was the largest town in the safe area, but it was only part of the whole of Carteret County which was comprised of many unincorporated, but distinctive communities. To make things easy, the Town Council just decided to call the entire safe area the Town of Beaufort and the council was made up of a representative from each community within it. The makeup consisted of eight representatives, one each from the villages of Beaufort, Sealevel, Harkers Island, Atlantic, Davis, Cedar Island, Marshallberg and one for everything else in the farming district was lumped into Carteret. Any voting ties were broken by the mayor.
The transition back to a representative government was a rocky one as the mayor had been liberal with what he allowed everyone who was running the town departments to do. He has never been able to adequately cope with the plague and its effects, he has become a changed man. Don't get me wrong, all the people on the council are pragmatic about how far up shit creek without a paddle we are. However, making decisions by committee is a slow and torturous process that never results in an ideal solution. Everyone was committed to a democratic form of government, and no one wanted a dictator or to allow a system to fester that would create one. When our very survival is at stake, many people would have happily given up their liberty for a little security and a full stomach for their children. We all saw it as our mission to ensure that the community did not give up their freedoms.
August and September had been brutal months for the population of Beaufort, we had a total of four hundred and thirty-two deaths during those months. It was a horrible time, and whenever my officers or I turned around, we were being sought out to follow up on someone's death or a found body. Food was getting scarce and hard to come by even though the acquisition teams worked tirelessly to bring back necessary provisions. There was also a steady stream of individuals going out into infected territory on their own, but even that could not meet the needs of fifty-six hundred mouths. There was not an animal to be found on land, and I often saw young boys with BB guns shooting any stray seagulls that had the misfortune to come to our shores. The local waterways were fished out now, making it impossible for individuals without a sailboat to go far from enough from the beach to catch anything with a rod and reel.
There were no longer any old people left in town, no one with diabetes or cancer. Anyone with a chronic illness requiring medication quietly died of complications from it. The experience has been heartbreaking, and I do not have the stomach to write about it.
The town finally ran out of gasoline for its vehicles on August 12th, which severely hampered police, fire and body removal services. One enterprising family from the Carteret district went out to Harkers Island and rounded up the wild horses and brought them back. Fortunately, they used gasoline from the Acquisition Department for their boats and had to give one of the horses to the department. The town also bought two more of the horses which were trained to pull a trailer to remove bodies and haul water. It felt like the town was in a slow downward spiral to ruin, all the signs were there.
At home, Jonah was making a steady recovery from his gunshot wound and emotionally seemed to be his old self again. The antibiotics Marcie had the wisdom to bring back, and the skilled hands of Kate were what he needed to get well. As the wound healed, the packing was no longer required, and Kate finally stitched the entire wound closed so Jonah could begin to rehabilitate himself. Jonah had taken to walking the property every morning to build endurance and flexibility as his side healed. One morning he came back with a big grin on his face while the rest of us were making breakfast.
"You look like the Cheshire cat this morning," Marcie said as he walked through the screen door to the porch.
"I was walking down by the water behind the firing range, and I found these! He took out a bundled cloth from behind his back and laid it on the table. As he let go of the top, it opened, revealing a pile of plump, delicious-looking blackberries at the peak of freshness. Everyone's eyes bugged out of their heads as it had been months since anyone had anything sweet to eat. They were a perfect addition to our breakfast and Kate could not stop talking about how she was going to take cuttings and plant more blackberry bushes in the tunnel greenhouse we finally built after a month's work. She would probably plant them next to the marijuana plants she thought I did not know about. Kate was growing the plants from the marijuana we took from the Marauders back in July. The pot they had was low quality, full of stems and seeds, which gave her what she needed to grow more.
As Jonah was munching away on some cereal, he asked, "Hey Chief, we should do something with those apple trees down there as well. My mouth about fell open, and Kate gave me a look that said, "you spend all this time out there, and you don't know what is on your own land." I looked over at her with an exasperated face and replied, "don't judge, you could have walked down there just as easily as I could have." However, neither of us could contain our excitement at the prospect of our newfound bounty.
Following breakfast, we all trekked down to the area where Jonah had found the trees and discovered what appeared to have been at one time a small orchard. It was on the opposite end of the property from the house in an area I assumed was always marshy and not worth exploring. We brought some tools and cleared out a lot of the undergrowth and high grass to reveal a bramble of blackberries and six apple trees that would require a fair amount of pruning before they produced much more than small crab apples.
Marcie called out for us to come and look at what she had discovered as she had wandered a little bit away from us. She came across what appeared to be a raised planting bed with wires coming out of it to a wooden latticework overhead which was covered with vines. "What was this contraption?" Marcie wondered out loud.
"Looks like it was used for growing grapes" Jonah guessed.
"I bet you're right, Jonah;" the enthusiasm was hard to keep out of my voice."
"We will have to take great care when we clear out that area Kate said, if we can salvage some grape cuttings, that would be another incredible asset."
Once our preliminary survey of the new orchard area was done, Kate and I made plans to head into town. She wanted to stop at the Bazaar to see how everyone was doing and find out what was available for trade. Marcie informed us that she was going to be riding over to Mason Finn's house that afternoon for dinner. Although he had been nothing but a gentleman to my daughter, I still had to bite my lip. Deep down, I believed her infatuation with him was merely a lack of options in our dying town.
That afternoon, I was riding Traveler and Kate on another of the abandoned geldings that we had at the farm making a leisurely walk down the middle of the road toward the old airport. Ironically, there was no longer a concern about walking or riding a horse down the middle of the street. Since there was almost no gasoline left and anyone who had any was hoarding it for when they needed it most, the roads were safe for any mode of transportation. Driving used to be an activity we all took for granted and thought nothing of before the plague. Now it was a luxury reserved for the very fortunate, the well prepared, or the acquisition teams.
As our horse's hooves clip-clopped on the pavement, we passed a few people who were walking or on bicycles which had out of necessity become wildly popular. Every bike found by the acquisition teams was brought back to town. I could not tell if the people we passed were envious of our mounts or envious of the number of meals they could make out of them. Nudging Traveler into a slow trot at the thought I patted his neck to reassure him that I would not let anyone make horse burgers out of him. As if understanding my words, he increased his speed as well.
We eventually slowed and meandered onto the airport property, tying the horses up in the shade of an old Willow Oak. It was a bit of a risk leaving them unattended, but there were plenty of eyes in the area, and the Chief of Police still offered me a little more respect than the average citizen. The situation felt surreal as Kate and I walked to the tents where people were trading their wares, wearing pistols and having a rifle slung over my shoulder. What a scene we would have created before the plague, prominently carrying guns. Now we would have been considered out of place if we had not been armed. Everyone was similarly outfitted, so we did not particularly stand out, I guess trusting your neighbor only went so far when everyone was short of everything, and hunger was rampant. Pushing those thoughts from my mind and trying not to notice people here better resembled the homeless we used to drive past trying to ignore, than the middle-class citizens of an average American town. The world we lived in was changing, and we were powerless to do much more than ride the wave and see where it took us.
It was heartening, however, to see cottage industries starting to emerge; I felt it was a sure sign people were adapting too and trying to overcome their situation. Walking among the vendors Kate and I stopped to admire a woman selling homemade soap that was scented with cedar chips and smelled delicious. We exchanged half a dozen rounds of .22 caliber ammunition for two bars and complimented her on how creative she was. Other vendors had fresh fish, animal pelts, and household items. There were candles made from old crayons and animal fat, another had homegrown herbs and spices for trade. New additions were a barber and a knife and ax sharpener who had created a pedal-powered sharpening machine out of an old round sharpening stone. We even came across a man and women offering to cast any size bullet on request from metal provided by the buyer. Kate and I stopped to chat, and he said that he had been recovering lead from car wheel balancing weights and although there are a lot of zinc weights out there, he is getting pretty good at picking out the correct metal now.
We did a lot of looking at all the vendors but like everyone else, not much buying, primarily because we did not want it to become public knowledge that we still had a healthy supply of food and ammunition at the homestead. You never know when your neighbors might take it upon themselves to come by and help themselves to our stores once again.
"We need to find some help at the homestead," Kate said as if reading my thoughts on our security situation as we walked through the knee-high unkept grass back to the horses. "We were lucky when the marauders attacked us, but what happens when someone is serious about taking what we have?" What happens when someone comes in the middle of the night?" She followed up, looking at me with fear in her eyes.
"You're right," I said, hanging my head a bit; "we have been living on prayer since the beginning of all this, now is a good time to find some help to better protected the homestead."
"There are still refugees that have yet to be housed," Kate said with a positive note in her voice. "Let's see if any of them share our values and more importantly, is there are any we can trust."
Leaving the Bazaar, we rode across town to Beaufort Middle school, also known as the refugee center. The refugee relations committee had done their best to relocate as many families and individuals as possible into vacant homes throughout town. There were still twenty-four men and women waiting who were sleeping on cots and mattresses in the gymnasium or tents outside. They were in an unenviable position because they had no permanent roots and could not begin to start a new life in any meaningful way when they were stuck living in a school gym. Each person was assigned their share of the chores to keep the center functioning and tried to make life worth living as best they could while waiting for permanent housing. You would think it would be easy moving them into a vacant house, but there were always claims to the property that had to be sorted out before the refugee relations committee would declare a home abandoned and ready for resettlement.
Kate and I approached the kitchen area outside the school and began to chat with the people while helping them prepare lunch. There were several families with small children, but most of the refugees were single men and women. It was a group of three people that stood out and caught our eye. They were made up of two men and a woman, who appeared to be familiar with each other and working well as a group. They were all on the young side, the early twenties I was guessing. All were healthy in appearance and relatively clean-cut considering the spartan conditions they were living under. Most importantly, they were worked together without a problem, appeared to like each other's company and were laughing and enjoying each other's company. Kate must have had the same thought as I did and indicated she wanted to have a talk with them by picking up some water cups and approached them.
"Good afternoon guys, we brought some water for you if you can take a break," Kate called out as we walked over to them.
"Thank you, that would be greatly appreciated," replied a young man who was clad only in shorts and sneakers, showing off his well-toned muscles.
Kate looked at me and raised her eyebrows to which I gave her a scowl. "What's everybody's name, I am Alex, and this is my wife, Kate."
Mr. no shirt spoke up and said, "I am Sam, this is Amanda and Chris," he pointed out each with a flick of his thumb to each side of him.
"It's good to meet you," I replied, shaking each of their hands in turn.
"How did you guys wind up here in Beaufort?" Kate inquired, taking a seat on a fresh cut log. From her years of seeing patients and helping them with their medical problems, Kate had developed a very disarming demeanor that when coupled with her touch of Southern charm simply invited people to speak with her.
Chris began; "we were all stationed together in the Army at Fort Bragg, assigned to the 82nd Airborne Division, 3rd Infantry Brigade Combat Team. We connected because we are all generally from the Denver Colorado area and things just sort of clicked between us. We were on scheduled leave and traveled down to Atlantic Beach together for a couple weeks of rest and relaxation. We agreed to be disconnected from society, no internet, phones or television, just the beach and surfing for two weeks. By the time we received our return to base orders, things were rapidly falling apart. Traffic was a disaster, and we could not make it back to Bragg, so we turned back thinking we would report into Camp Lejune. I mean, even though they are Marines, he said with a pained expression on his face, to which everyone laughed. But our orders said to report to any military facility if you could not make it to your primary duty station."
"When we got into the suburbs of Jacksonville, not even close to the base, we were running into blocked streets, disabled cars and people wandering everywhere, some tried to get a ride from us. We even came to a stop once, and some random guy pulled open my door trying to yank me out! It required a little bicep persuasion, but he quickly learned the error of his ways." I could see Sam in the background nodding and smiling at what was apparently a fond memory. "After that, Amanda just turned around and decided we needed to hole up somewhere until we could get to our base. So we headed back to our rental house in Atlantic Beach for the night to rethink our strategy."
"We were sitting on the porch listening to news reports over the radio when we heard a police car go by telling everyone over its loudspeaker to pack up and head north because plague victims were moving in our direction. We looked at each other and didn't need much more convincing that it was time to move. Twenty minutes later, the jeep was packed with every scrap of food and useful material we could scavenge from the house, and we were on the road!"
"It was almost too late for us. There were literally people being chased down the street and attacked by the infected as we drove off; I have never seen anything like it, and I have been in combat!" Chris exclaimed. "We literally were wearing flip flops and bathing suits armed with only a baseball bat we took from the rental house for protection. It really sucked passing people by, but we were in no position to help anyone. We were being herded by the infected like everyone else. We got across the bridge to Morehead City and turned north, not knowing where we were going. When we came to Beaufort, there was a police checkpoint at a drawbridge where they were checking everyone entering the town, asking about our contact with plague victims and if anyone had been exposed. After a brief pause, we were in!"
"We stopped in a grocery store parking lot and slept in the car for a couple of nights until we ran into someone who told us the town was safe. We were told the town was cut off from the mainland by a canal and the main highways drawbridge was up, and the other bridge into town had been blocked."
"Brilliant move" Amanda piped in, and I looked to Kate with a satisfied glance. "We eventually heard that a refugee center opened up, so we came here for some real beds, showers, and food. We have been here ever since, trying to do our part and help. Unfortunately, we did not come with a whole lot more than the clothing on our back, so our contribution is limited to manual labor. We don't want to become too comfortable here and have turned down housing so that families can have it first. Besides we are army soldiers first and have a duty to return to our unit, Amanda concluded."
I nodded, taking in everything that Chris, Sam, and Amanda had said, appreciating their dedication to their unit and the oaths that they had taken to the army and our country. "Well guys, I have a problem that I am hoping you may be interested in helping me with while you are staying here in Beaufort."
"That's funny," Chris said a little sarcastically, "it really does not look like anyone is going anywhere."
"Everyone is free to leave, I said, but I am not sure what their lifespan would be venturing into the infected zone with anything short of an armed party or a tank!"
"Unfortunately, Chief, I have to agree with you on that point."
"Ah, you know who I am?"
"Of course, we know who you are," Sam replied, "everyone does."
"The hard life of a celebrity," I replied half-joking, and Kate kicked me in the shin.
After everyone had a good laugh at my expense, Amanda asked, "how can we help you?"
"We have a twelve-acre farm outside of town, close enough to be convenient, but far enough away and isolated enough to be a target. We have a certain number of items on the property that might make people…...interested…...in seeking to borrow them from us permanently if you know what I mean. There are four of us at the homestead, Kate and I, our adult daughter Marcie and a young man named Jonah who is helping us farm the land. Four people are not enough to provide adequate security and work the land to provide food for everyone. We would like to know if you three would be interested in coming to live on our property and helping us out?"
"We don't have much to offer you Chief," Chris told me, speaking for the group. "We have no food, no supplies, no weapons, not even a tent to sleep in. We are homeless refugees who cannot provide for ourselves!" His said with his voice dripping with shame.
"All of that may be true, I replied, but I think we can help with most of those needs. Here is my offer, until you guys can physically rejoin your unit or any other military force. We are looking for you to help provide security and do farm work on our property. While you do, you will be treated as equals in our home. We have a bunkhouse where you can stay, sufficient food to feed you and weapons that you can use while in our employment along with adequate ammunition."
"That is quite an offer Chief, what's the catch?" Amanda questioned,
"No catch, I do what I say, and I say what I do, ask anyone around town," I replied.
"Can we have a moment Chief, so the three of us can talk?" Chris asked.
"Of course, take all the time you need. Kate and I will be over in the kitchen helping clean up." I replied. The three of them conferred in private for about ten minutes before they approached Kate and me.
"Your offer is the best we have had since arriving Chief, when do we start?" Amanda asked.
"Do you have any gas left in your jeep;" I asked and received an affirmative nod, so I wrote out our address and handed it over to her. "When you have finished your work here, gather your things and drive out to our place," then I included a few rudimentary directions to ensure they made it.
Riding off on our horses, I asked Kate if we were doing the right thing. "They seem like good people, they have good values. We took a chance on Jonah and look what a blessing he has been for us. I have a good feeling about them!" Kate said, "I really hope they work out."
An hour or so later an older model Jeep Wrangler pulled up to the house and out jumped Chris, Sam, and Amanda. Introductions were made all around. Marci, Jonah, and our three new guests seemed to get along well from the start. They were all similar in age and had quite a bit in common. I gave everyone a tour of the homestead, explaining where we came from, where we are, and what projects we hope to complete by winter. I told everyone that the farm was currently twelve acres, but we only have the manpower to cultivate a garden of less than one acre, including the tunnel greenhouse which was adding valuable vegetables to our diet. Until we could expand our garden more, it would be strained to feed three extra mouths. The additional labor those three extra bodies provided gave us a possibility to allow our land to reach its potential.
Our flock of chickens was expanding, as we had been steadily hatching new chicks since the plague began and had in fact been giving away a good number of eggs and chickens to neighbors out of charity. We started to free-range our chickens since any kind of predator had been hunted out by the hungry residents of the town. That charity would have to go on hold as we readjusted our flock to accommodate the expanding population of the homestead. I introduced them to our devil goats, and the monsters took to the three newcomers quickly, but still eyed me warily trying to kick me every time I came close.
We moved everyone into the bunkhouse, Jonah kept his side, and the three new friends took the second room. It required some serious cleaning, and in the process, we located several farm tools and two sacks of corn seed that had been left from the previous owner. We never had a need or the time to remove the leftover items in the second room and therefore never discovered the treasures it concealed. While Jonah and I were dragging the corn bags outside, I asked him if he thought the corn would germinate if we planted it considering the seed could be five years old? In his usual noncommittal Jonah-style, he shrugged his shoulders. "I don't know Chief, but we won't know if we don't try and with three more strong backs, I think we can get it planted this season."
Once the tour and cleaning were done, I brought Chris, Sam, and Amanda into the study of the main house and introduced them to our armory. "Here is what we have for you to use for personal protection. I have two spare Glock 17's and a .45 pistol I acquired from a friend months ago. We have plenty of 9mm ammunition, but only one box of the .45 so we will make it a priority to locate more. I reached for my two remaining AR-15 carbines, handing them out to Chris and Amanda and a Remington .870 to Sam. We have a good supply of ammunition for these and gave out a sufficient amount for everyone's weapon and a reserve to keep on hand.
"The rule here is to always carry a pistol and have a long gun within arm's reach. Shoot first and ask questions later, especially when it comes to the infected. They are lethal and will give you no quarter, so do not give them any. Go ahead and get settled in, I think that Marcie and Jonah brought back a few fish earlier today, so it will be fish fry Friday here at the homestead!"
The meal was excellent; Kate outdid herself with a fish fry, fresh vegetables from the garden, goat milk, which I avoided strictly on principle, grilled chicken from someone who had stopped laying eggs along with fresh blackberries from Jonah's recent find. Once everyone was well fed and relaxing next to a bonfire in the yard, we began to discuss plans for the homestead and what we needed to do before winter.
"With the seven of us, it will be easier to set up twenty-four-hour security on the property. We can each pull four-hour rotating duty shifts unless someone has a great desire to man a longer permanent shift," I suggested. On the farming front, Jonah recommends plowing three acres to plant the corn seed we found earlier today. We have the tractor and probably enough diesel fuel, so we should be able to mow and disc the soil then plant the seed without a whole lot of trouble. Maintenance of the field and harvesting will be a challenge and issue for another day. We will be planting late in the season, so I am not sure what we will get based on the time of year and the age of the seed, but it will take away a lot of the worry for winter if we can harvest even a modest amount of corn."
Kate chimed in, "We should also build a smoker, collect massive amounts of firewood in preparation for winter and build an observation post for security. That is on top of maintaining the horses, gardens, livestock, cooking, cleaning, and all the other everyday chores."
Everyone began laughing as the list kept rolling off her lips, so I took over again. "Ideally, we should sit down as a group each night to go over the work and priorities for the following day. That way, we everyone knows what each other is doing and that we are all working towards the same goals." This idea garnered several affirmative nods, and since no one had any more questions, the conversation became much more relaxed with everyone enjoying the evening.
The next morning found our expanded population working diligently around the homestead with our highest priority being building an observation post in the dome of the barn. It took a lot of sweat, more than a few curse words and one thumb hit with a hammer, but we were successful. Our observation post was a platform attached to the rafters of the barn so that someone could sit comfortably in a chair where the dome was. We cut back the sides of the copula and replaced them with removable plexiglass windows. We left the roof with its weathervane on so that whoever was sitting up there would have a dry, partially concealed position. The observation post gave a commanding view of the property and road anyone would use to approach the Homestead. The observation post was accessed by a homemade ladder built out of 2x4's as cross rungs. It would not win the "ladder of the year" award, but it was functional. By the end of the day, Marcie was seated in the dome, taking the first guard shift. We all agreed that whoever was on duty would have the .308 rifle for better distance shooting along with a pair of binoculars. The rest of the week continued to proceed smoothly with us making more progress at the homestead in those days than we had in the previous month as Chris, Sam and Amanda quickly fit in, becoming part of our extended family.
One evening when I came back from patrolling the town, I saw the light in the bunkhouse going on and off. Concerned there was a short in the wiring and even more annoyed with the possibility that someone was not maintaining good light discipline, I hurried to the bunkhouse. Walking through the open door, I found Amanda standing next to the light switch, flicking it on for a few seconds and then flicking the switch off again. During the moments of light, I could see tears rolling down her cheeks and saw silent sobs coming from her. She jumped when I put my hand on her shoulder.
"Alex, I'm sorry! She said over and over. "When I turned on the light, the enormity of everything just hit me. I'm ashamed of how I took the simple gift of electricity for granted; I used to waste it like it would be here forever! Then the fact that I don't know if my parents and friends are still alive in Colorado…it all crashed down on me like a freight train. Do you think I will see any of them again?" She asked, looking for any sign of hope.
I smiled and gave her a hug in a fatherly way, knowing that I could not and would not ever be able to provide her with an answer that could make her feel better about everything that she had lost. "You have a family here now, Amanda. You will always be welcome with us until you can find your real family again." I felt the words sounded hollow even as I said them, but there was little comfort I could give someone who had lost everything. I knew every one of us was susceptible to these rough times and made a mental note to ask Marcie to lend a sympathetic ear to Amanda tomorrow. Maybe the friendship of another woman would help see her through this rough patch.
During the next couple of days, we concentrated on planting the corn and expanding the garden. The process used almost all our remaining diesel fuel running the tractor to till the earth. The old tractor sounded like a tank driving around our property, I was panicking the entire time it was running that it would be attracting every person within miles of our property. My fears were unwarranted as no one showed any interest or more likely no one wanted to expend the energy to investigate. For that, I was very thankful. The other never-ending project was the hunt for wood. It was going to be a challenge for us as there were no large stands of mature hardwood trees on our property to cut down. Every day we were scavenging the fallen dead scrub trees for wood just to feed our cookstove. I was not sure what we were going to do when winter came and had to heat with wood as well. Sam had the idea of bringing back driftwood from the beach and wetlands. While driftwood was not ideal, the plan would work in the short term. We added a schedule for a daily patrol along the waterway with the wheelbarrow to collect driftwood and set it out behind the barn to dry before the winter weather set in. This stop-gap measure would last for a while, but we really needed to put our hands on a proper source of wood.
Chris came to me one afternoon saying, "I noticed that you have a bucket of spent ammunition brass out in the barn, you wouldn't happen to have any reloading tools and dies, would you? I used to reload shotgun and .45 back home. If you don't mind and have the supplies, I think I can stretch add to our ammunition stores."
"If you can do it, that would be fantastic. Let me show you where the equipment is." He and I spent a couple hours setting everything up in the barn and bringing him up to speed on my equipment, which was a little different from what he was used to. Chris was not exactly a speed machine, but he had a steady output on reloaded shotgun shells as well as 9mm and .223 ammunition. He eventually went on to partner with the husband and wife in town who molded bullets. They cobbled together primers, powder, brass, and lead from people who were lacking part of the mix to make a comfortable little business arrangement.
Everything felt like it was going well at the Homestead as September was ending. Our corn was starting to grow or at least a portion of it anyway. What was growing was more corn than we had when we started, so I called it a success? Over dinner one evening, Marcie suggested that we go on an acquisition trip across the river ourselves to start stocking up before winter. Marcie had been working with the town Acquisition Department for more than a month and had crossed over to infected territory many times and felt quite comfortable with the prospect of another visit. She proposed taking our boat and instead of just going across the Inter-Coastal waterway as usual, but instead go north up the Inter-Coastal and cross the Neuse River into virgin territory that had been unvisited by any of the acquisition teams. She reasoned that there were plenty of houses right on the river with docks for easy access. People who could afford waterfront property also had boats, gasoline, food, and other things that we would need for the winter. A poll was taken by everyone, the majority agreed it would be worth the risk if we were careful. Kate and Sam decided to stay back to watch the homestead.
0530 comes early, along with the aches in the muscles of a middle-aged man, they all take a while to work themselves out. Adding a cold shower to the mix did little to improve my disposition. Despite my outward grumpiness due to the early hour, I could barely disguise my eagerness for this expedition as I had not been outside the town since we went to Fort Macon. After a light breakfast of homemade bread and eggs that were laid on the farm, we filed off to the boat laden with provisions and weaponry for the trip that was expected to take most of the day.
After a short stop at the northern port of entry to register our trip, we were off. While it was a waste of gasoline, we opened the throttle all the way and tore up the Inter-Coastal waterway without a care in the world for erosion and no-wake zones. After all, who was left to stop us? It was nice to be carefree and feel the wind whipping through our hair. Everyone had a grin on their face by the time we made the Neuse River. Our little party motored along until coming to a somewhat secluded stretch of land that only had five houses, each with a separate dock sticking out into the river. We slowed the boat to a crawl to not attract the attention of any infected when we pulled up to the pier of the first house we wanted to stop at. Finally, I cut the motor, drifted in, and tied up to the nearest dock. Everyone climbed did a quick stretch to loosen up after the boat ride and readied their equipment for the first house.
Marcie had been giving everyone a steady stream of what to expect when we got on land, learned from a series of hard lessons in dealing with the infected paid at the cost of more than one life. Marcie and Chris took point followed by Jonah and Amanda with me bringing up the rear. Rifles raised, we moved up the dock with almost military precision. Ok, not even close, but we had all directions of the compass covered with our guns. The house we had chosen was a big one, the type built by someone who had more money than brains, constructing a mansion for just him, his wife, and their little dog. Regardless of its history, the prize was ours now.
Rounding the front of the house and before I even had a chance to register what was happening, a shambling creature let out a growl and came limping across the overgrown front yard. Marcie quickly swung her rifle and fired one shot before my brain fully registered the threat. The infected, who looked to have been a middle-aged woman, took the round just above the left eye and the back of her head came off in a delicate pink spray as she crumpled in a pile on the ground.
"Remember to stand still and listen!" Marcie whispered. "There may be more, the gunfire will draw them. If you see one, call it out and do not fire until you can make a headshot!"
I had never heard this level of authority in my daughter's voice and was awed by the strong women she had grown into. This may not have been her calling in life, but she was damn good at it! We waited almost a minute, our eyes darting around and ears straining for the slightest noise. We were rewarded with…nothing. Three of us moved to take a perimeter around the house while the others made entry forcing us to wait in silence, crouching in the grass while the search took place inside. Four minutes later Marcie whistled from the front door, the signal to collapse the perimeter to just one person in the front and one in the back so we could methodically strip the house.
It was clear what the former owners valued when they abandoned the home, as the television was missing along with other electronics, and paintings, even the china was gone. Christ, we never used our wedding china, why would someone take that with them at the end of the world I wondered? We started filling trash bags from the kitchen with boxed and canned food, spices, vitamins, paper towels, toilet paper, and alcohol. As the search team moved throughout the house, we took heavy winter bedding, winter clothing, gloves, hats, and boots. The safe in the bedroom closet was empty, but we did find a box of .38 caliber pistol ammunition in a nightstand drawer. We siphoned six gallons of gasoline out of a car in the garage and took a few yard tools as well; everything was going according to plan.
We had just made entry into the third house and based on the pile of booty in the boat, this would be our last, which was good because the process was getting exhausting. Chris forced the front door open, revealing five infected who had been silently waiting in the foyer. There was a man, a woman, two more who were the size of young teenagers and one that could not have been more than five years old. They all came rushing toward Chris without warning. Watching the drama unfold, I could not shake the feeling that they were waiting to ambush whoever came through the door. Chris pushed Marcie who was standing next to him aside and brought his shotgun up as the first adult infected crashed into him, knocking him down. The gun discharged striking one of the teenage infected in the leg. The blast broke her leg and dropped the teenaged menace to the ground. Undaunted by the injury, it began to thrash about with its arms outstretched towards Marcie, who was a few feet away.
While Chris was wrestling with the infected adult on the ground, Marcie pulled herself up and started pumping round after round through the front door. She did not appear to be aiming, just giving suppressive fire to knock down anything she could. She got a lucky hit on one of the teenagers, striking it in the jaw and putting it out of action. I added my own shooting to the fusillade taking out the other adult with a headshot as Marcie struck the child, putting it down as well. Chris continued his struggle, finally rolling his infected wrestling mate to the side, drawing his pistol, placing it under the chin and ending the fight.
Chris rolled onto his back, laughing. "Damn, that was a close one!" he yelled before starting to yell and swear. "It's got my foot; the damn thing is biting my foot!"
I could see the first teenage infected who was shot in the leg had forgotten about Marcie and managed to crawl across the room. It was sinking its teeth into Chris's ankle!
Closing the distance quickly, I ran up and put a three-shot burst from my rifle into its head, ending the infected teenager's tortured existence. Marcie and I dragged Chris off the front porch to a safe distance where we could assess his injury. Everyone was sweating, and adrenaline-filled from the brief exchange with the infected and getting Chris to focus on his injury was a challenge. "What hurts Chris?" I asked.
"My ankle, that damn thing was trying to eat my ankle," he replied in a trembling voice bordering on hysteria. I rolled up his pant leg and saw that he was wearing an off-brand type of military boot with eight-inch uppers to protect the ankle from sprains, with the upper portion made of canvas and leather. I could see blood covering the rest of the boot along with a single off-white tooth attached to stringy, bloody tendrils dangling from where it was stuck into the material.
Chris and I saw it at the same time, we looked at each other, silently passing a message that if the teeth had penetrated the canvas, he was a dead man. I quickly donned a pair of rubber gloves, unlaced his boot to remove it, taking great care to ensure that no blood got on either Chris or me as we appraised Chris's fate.
Half a dozen gunshots rang out, scaring the life out of me and leaving a ringing in my ears. "Dad!" Marcie called, "we have trouble! There are about twenty infected coming down the street!"
"Kill them! I still need a few more minutes!" I called back.
"No guarantees," she said with grit in her voice and brought her rifle up to her shoulder to let loose a few more shots in a slow, methodical rhythm. She was quickly joined by more ragged fire from Jonah and Amanda. Chancing a glance over my shoulder, I caught a glimpse of the infected walking at a quick shuffle up the street, maybe fifty yards and closing fast.
"That ain't good," I exclaimed and turned back to Chris's foot, quickly stripping out the paracord laces from his boot and tearing off his sock. I jumped a little at each gunshot going on around me. The smell of cordite hung heavy in the air on this windless day as time seemed to slow down. With my ears ringing to the point of deafness, I stripped off my bloody contaminated gloves and put on a new pair. Chris had now brought up his pistol and was firing over my shoulder, creating a steady stream of hot brass being flung onto me that left tiny burn marks on my neck. There was now a whole new level of panic in Chris's face when I glanced up at his face. "Ok, Chris," I yelled over the gunfire, "it's bruised and swollen, but I do not see a break in the skin, can you walk?"
"Hell yea!" Chris yelled and made a move to get up simultaneously dropping his empty pistol magazine and inserting a new one.
"Moving!" I yelled and put one arm around Chris's waist while he put one over my shoulder. We hobbled toward the boat we failed to move as we made our way down the group of houses. Taking another furtive glance over my shoulder, I saw a steady stream of infected men, women, and children clad in weathered and tattered clothing working their way down the street toward us. "I thought you were killing them, Marcie!"
"We are! She snapped back, they just keep pouring out of the woods like they were having a freaking convention in there or something!"
I should not have been harsh with her because there was an ever-increasing number of dead infected laying in the street and overgrown front yards of the million-dollar homes.
The slow process Chris and I were making hobbling along was getting me more than a little concerned when Jonah ran up beside me as we were cutting between two houses.
"Go out to the end of this dock," he said, pointing to the closest one, "I will run ahead and bring the boat back!" He did not wait for a response and took off at a sprint. We turned toward the nearest dock as I saw Jonah duck around a previously unseen infected man who was sneaking up on our previous path. I shot the thing in the chest with my pistol knocking it back and letting Jonah slip past. Our situation was getting hairy now as our feet hit the wood of the dock.
Chris and I struggled out toward the end with both Amanda and Marcie taking a covering position for us on the dock about ten feet from shore. There they continued to pick off the leaders of the pack which had grown as it chased us. Where were they all coming from, I wondered? There was only one infected person when we first landed. Marcie and Amanda were retreating slowly, step by step down the dock as the infected funneled in front of them tripping over their own fallen, some landing in the water. We were quickly running out of space, and our situation was looking bleak when I heard the motor of our boat roar to life and saw Jonah kick up a rooster tail of water racing toward our dock.
"I'm out of ammo!" Amanda called out as the slide of her rifle locked to the rear with a clang.
"I got it, be ready to get Chris in the boat!" I yelled, stepping up beside Marcie and let rip my frustration and fears of the past few minutes into the new apex predators who were stalking us. Jonah pulled the boat up, and Chris rolled off the end of the dock, landing with a loud thud on the aluminum floor. Marcie and Amanda jumped in behind him.
"Let's go, Chief!" Jonah called out as I continued taking backward steps to the end of the dock. Finally, I stepped onto the bow of the boat, still sending a steady stream of lead into the infected. Moments after both of my boots were on the deck, Jonah whipped us around and gave it full power almost flipping me over the side.
We were tearing back across the Neuse River in record time, so I struggled to regain my footing and made my way to the controls taking over from Jonah whose appetite for speed had not diminished from the moment we left the dock. He later said his goal was to put the maximum distance between us and the infected in the minimum amount of time.




Chapter 14

A New Low




As luck would have it, the infected teenager's teeth had not penetrated Chris's boot, just leaving a nasty gooey mess on the outside.  The pressure of the bite and twisting of her mangy hands had left his ankle badly sprained and swollen for days.  Never had a more solemn bunch pulled into the northern port of entry, as we reflected on just how close to disaster and death we had come.  I looked across the boat at Marcie.  Meeting her eyes, I asked if she thought we could keep this from Mom?  She just shook her head.
The workers at the entry port could clearly see how shaken everyone was so Marcie took her friends and co-workers aside to explain what happened.  I knew the entire town would soon know we barely made it back from the infected territory.  Marcie returned with an even more grim, ashen look on her face as she told me that another team had been attacked and swarmed just like us.  They were working some beachfront houses along the same side of the Neuse River as we had been. Unfortunately, they had not been nearly as lucky and lost four out of the seven members.
The next morning, I rode into town on Traveler, since he had become my primary mode of transportation.   I liked to think he enjoyed my company more and more these days, but as he was not listening very well today, I got the impression that he was just tolerating me.  Oh, how I miss my car.  At the Police Station, I tied him up in a new spot outside so that he could chew down some of the overgrown grass and weeds that now surrounded the building.  My two Sergeants, Kurt and Ben, were inside waiting.   We usually met once a week to discuss police-related matters in person.  Our discussion centered around the fact that food and resources were continuing to become harder to find and the resulting uptick in theft and violence across the town.  People were really just attempting to get enough for their families to survive, it was hard to be angry at them.
“We were pretty good at managing issues within the original town of Beaufort as most of our remaining officers live here and it’s easy for them to get around by walking or bicycle.  All the outlying areas are where we are having problems, do either of you have any ideas?” I asked. 
“I don’t know.” Ben replied, “There is just too much territory to patrol effectively and prevent crime out there.  I just spoke to the representative from Seaford about the two home invasion shootings they had this the past week.  He is livid and demanding we provide some relief.” 
“Do you have any details on what happened?”  I asked.   
It looks like there is a new group of marauders working up there, hitting isolated homes with no protection.  They are shooting everyone and taking anything of value, stripping the houses like locusts.  No one is sure where they are working out of or came from," Ben concluded.
This turn of events had me concerned, I couldn't allow the fringes of my town to be picked off randomly.  That could be the straw that breaks the fragile hold we have on civilization, I needed a solution.  With that fear fresh in my mind, a dirty, brown-haired boy around eleven years old came storming through the door to the station, out of breath from running.  We were caught by surprise at his entry and stood there staring at him wide-eyed for a moment before anyone could speak.  A few seconds of heavy breathing and holding a stitch in his side, he was finally able to get out, "My grandmother told me to get you as fast as I could…. it's my cousin.   He has gone crazy, attacking everyone and my little brother is bleeding really bad!” The three of us exchanged knowing looks; somehow, the plague has jumped the river!
The young man finally gave us his address before he broke down in tears.  Get a couple of rifles out of the armory and meet me at the house. I told Ben and Kurt, I will ride ahead since I have a horse and meet you there.
A little voice in the back of my head was saying riding ahead without an assist was a bad idea, but what other choice did we have?  I would arrive there ahead of my peers, but every second counted if we hoped to stop the plague before it spread further.  Nudging Traveler into a canter, we took off toward the rural house the young boy described.
After a hair-raising gallop through town that people would talk about for days, I pulled on Traveler's reigns to slow him to a walk as we started down the tree-lined, gravel driveway, of an old white clapboard house. The place had seen better days even before the plague.   The home had not entirely turned the corner of being called neglected, but it would certainly not be winning the yard of the month award either.  There were no human sounds, only the call of the Cicadas in the trees overhead and the crunch of the gravel under Traveler's hooves.
Dismounting from Traveler, I let him graze in the tall grass.  My rifle was at the low ready as I prepared to approach the house.  I did not dare tie Traveler up, so he at least had a means of escape in case one of the infected approached when I was not around. I couldn’t bear the thought of one of them attacking him when I had not at least given him a means of escape.  My horse would not wander far unless he felt in danger. The plentiful grass and his appetite that appeared to show he had a perpetually empty stomach ensured he would stay put until I returned.
Slowly I circled the home looking for anything out of place and listening for sounds of distress.  Everything was normal, only the sounds of nature filled my ears.  Gingerly I climbed the worn and paint peeling steps leading to the covered porch.  Trying the door handle, I found it locked.  A stealthy glance through the front window rewarded me with exactly nothing.  The rear door was similarly locked.  I was beginning to think I was either at the wrong location, or the young man was lying when a soft whimper from the barn at the rear of the house caught my attention.
It was not an animal sound, but rather a scared human attempting not to be noticed. I had taken three steps toward the barn when the whimper was followed up by a woman's blood-curdling scream.  It raised the hair on the back of my neck and sent a jolt of adrenalin through my body, causing my hands to shake in anticipation of danger.  With new energy running through my veins, I carefully and purposefully approached the barn door from the side, so I was not a clear target or easily seen from inside.  The whole time wondering where my officers were and why didn't they have horses also?
On a mental count of three, two, one, followed by a deep cleansing breath, I grabbed the barn door and pulled it back on its hinges.  I was greeted by the horrible sight of the young man who was initially reported to be just "bleeding badly."  He was clearly dead and missing gaping chunks of his neck and chest where something unknown and still elusive had been feeding upon him. 
Seeing a young child ripped open and on display was not what I had been expecting. The unexpectedness of it shocked me to the point where my boots came to an immediate stop, just short of the blood spatter from the body.  The moment of hesitation and confusion put me in a dangerous position as I was standing there with my mouth hanging open.  My hands were sweaty from the heat.  The shocking sight caused my rifle muzzle to drop toward the ground when I had the sense knocked out of me from something crashing into my right shoulder.
My rifle got knocked out of my hands, skittering across the floor coming to rest against the body of the young boy, solidly in his chunky puddle of blood.  My head hit the ground so hard I saw stars, and it caused a nice goose egg.  I felt a tremendous weight come down on top of me, which further knocked the wind out of my lungs.
Time slowed while I lay there, contemplating my unfortunate tactical situation. My nose was permeated with the smell of rotten stinking breath as a mouth attempted to close on my neck.  Twisting beneath the weight of the infected, I got one forearm against its throat, giving me a second to catch my breath and shake the cobwebs clear of my mind.  The infected man, I could finally tell it was a man lying on top of me, was gnashing his yellowed and decaying teeth just inches from my face.  "Well, this really sucks!"  I thought.  To have lived through so much shit and now I am going to be eaten on the floor of some nasty old barn by an overweight, beer belly infected guy.  Life is just not fair sometimes.
As my mind continued to clear the fight was on!  The infected man had me by thirty pounds, a lot more muscle, and he had been more than a few years younger than me.  The French Plague had given me one advantage as it caused my attacker to lose a lot of his fine-motor skills.  This appeared to be consistent with most of the infected I had seen from afar.  He was pawing at me with his open hands rather than striking with fists.  Oddly he was unable to close his fingers and wound up slapping me about my head and shoulders with his hands, while vainly trying to bury his face into me. 
Finally, I managed to free my right arm from between us and keeping my left in place, which was giving me the inches of space to stay alive and away from his rotten yellow teeth.   Reaching to my waist to retrieve my Glock, my hand came up with nothing.  The linebacker tackle and subsequent wrestling twisted my belt, and my handgun was pulled around in front of me. The full weight of Mr. Rotten Teeth was on my pistol!
It's funny what goes through your mind at moments like this.  I had a flashback to one of my officers proposing we start wearing drop-down holsters that strapped to our thigh.  "They are much better for weapons retention and easier on your back and hips," I remember him saying.  From my field testing this day, he was one hundred percent accurate in his assessment.  I wish I could tell him, but he had been caught on the wrong side of the bridge back on the first day.
A particularly loud snapping of teeth brought me back to reality.  Think, think, your gun is out of the fight, what's next?  There's a knife in your boot stupid, some voice deep in my head said.  Bringing my right leg up, kneeing the infected man in the process, which caused him to growl and redouble his efforts to eat me.  My right hand slapped at my boot twice until my fingers caught on the strap holding the knife in place, allowing my fingers to wrap around the handle.
With as much force as my fading strength could muster, I brought my knife up and stabbed the infected man in the back, probably puncturing a lung which was more than enough to take the fight out of a normal man. However, the infected man let out a howl, more in anger than real pain, but enough to cause me to rethink my strategy.  Pulling my knife out of his back, fortunately not having gotten it stuck in his ribs, I moved it up until its tip was behind my adversary's ear. With what I knew was my last effort, I thrust it into his skull through the ear canal. His body convulsed twice as life left it and collapsed like a dead weight on top of me.
To my horror, I heard more footsteps and heavy breathing coming toward me.  I braced for the second onslaught knowing my strength was expended, just hoping that my shaking from the adrenalin dump and exertion of the fight would not be noticed under my infected shield weighing down on my chest.
“Jesus Chief!  Are you OK?” I heard Ben’s voice from what sounded like a thousand miles away. 
“Get this thing off me,” I grunted and felt the weight roll away.  Finally, able to breathe free, I took a deep lungful of air that did not reek of the infected who moments earlier was intent on making a meal of me.
Ben held out an arm which I grabbed, he lifted me to my feet and was startled as two rifle shots rang out in the barn.  Kurt was ensuring that the two infected would never again be a menace.  Ben brought up a stool which I slumped down into, exhausted like I had gone ten rounds in the boxing ring.  Looking down, I saw my hands shaking; only now did the full impact with my brush with death resonate with me.  "Kurt, Ben?”
"Yea boss, what do you need?" Kurt said.  Still breathing heavily, I told them, "Don't ever tell Kate what happened here today!"
Kate was beside herself later that night when I told her we put down an infected person inside the safe area.  “How did it get here?” She demanded! 
When we got back to town, I questioned the young man since he was the only survivor from the residence.  His older cousin had snuck across the Intercoastal in a rowboat to forage for food t ports o of entry.  The boy retold a story of the night his cousin came back with a severe gash on his arm.  He explained it away as cutting himself while breaking out the window of a house to gain access.  The young boy's mother bought the story, so they all went to bed, with the cousin sleeping in the barn.  Early this morning the boy's cousin did not show up for breakfast, so he and his mother went to wake him. They found the plague had manifested overnight and his cousin was now trying to attack them.  His mother went running into the barn, yelling for the boy to get help as she closed the barn door behind her to prevent his escape and spread of the infection.
The boys' mother was a hero in a way; we found her partially eaten laying halfway into a bathroom, probably trying to hide there.  It's all such a waste, so unnecessarily tragic; I told Kate with my shoulders slumped in defeat.  She put her arm around me while we sat in silence for a long time.
The next afternoon I was riding my horse into town and watched a man walking a horse pulling a makeshift wagon approach from the opposite direction.  I was initially heartened to see another person on the road until he came alongside me.  We exchanged head nods and brief hellos then my well-trained police eyes surveyed his cargo.  Two old bedsheets were covering the unmistakable shapes of human corpses.  They lay among shovels and a pick which were thrown in with little care that they landed on the bodies.  My assumption was confirmed when I saw the wisps of a woman's blonde hair peeking out from under the edge of the covers.  I now knew this man’s destination, there were two new additions for our burgeoning cemetery from yesterday's encounter.  I nudged Traveler into a trot to put some distance between myself and the Undertaker.  These tragedies were coming much too frequently of late, and I wondered how the psyche of the town would fair through the constant hammer blows of misery.  How long would we last until everything collapsed?
Bypassing Town Hall, I rode to the police station since I had given up using the Sheriff's office. I could no longer bear the thought of sitting in my missing friend's chair anymore.  Turning the corner towards the station, I could make out a very agitated man in front of the building. He was excitedly pacing on the cracked sidewalk, wringing his hands together as if in great anticipation of sharing some nugget of information.  My anxiety grew with every step Traveler took knowing I would be the recipient of this man's knowledge and bear the burden of responsibility for resolving his crisis.
Riding close enough to recognize each other, the man finally called out, "Chief, is that you?" which I would have thought was evident as I was the only person man town who rode a 17-hand white stallion around regularly.  He scurried toward me like an excited puppy performing for a treat.  "Chief, Chief!"  He called out to me in excitement again. "You finally made it!"  The man was the Town Council representative for the community of Atlantic which was to the north of Beaufort but within our safe area.  "We have a problem!" he called to me as he came up and held onto Travelers bridle.
"Seriously, Frank?  I just rode a horse to work, I almost got eaten yesterday, and I haven't had coffee in two weeks!  Can you give me some space?"
“Sorry Chief, I know this plague has been tough on everyone, especially you.” 
"No, I'm sorry to have snapped at you Frank, let me tie up Traveler then we can take a walk and discuss what has you down here this morning."
We slowly made our way toward Front Street, walking in the middle of the street since there was no longer a concern of being hit by a car.  “So, what brings you into town Frank, I have not seen you in over a week?” 
"We have been mighty busy; the farming is coming along as well as can be expected considering we have no pesticides, no fertilizer, and next to no tractors until harvest time."
“That bad?”  I replied. 
Frank gave a little “humph” under his breath. “We are doing the best we can, but between giving early produce to workers and what may be a fairly abysmal first harvest, winter is going to be a challenge in the food department.” 
I shook my head sadly from side to side.  "Can't we catch a break?"  I asked Frank.  He shrugged his shoulders and walked on, saying nothing.  The breeze rustled our coats as we walked along the docks that either had well-maintained sailboats or abandoned motorboats.  A few of the once overpriced speed machines had sunk, and some just barely kept their waterlogged shells above the surface of the water.
After another block of silent walking, Frank began the conversation again.  "We have a group of what we are describing as raiders in the northern part of the safe area, out toward Atlantic and Sealevel.  It started out as thefts from gardens and barns, then moved into a few home invasions with the homeowners being assaulted and intimidated. Now they have hit two houses in three days, killing all the residents.  An older couple in their fifties at the first and a young couple with two children in the second he ended grimly…. there were no survivors," he added a moment later for effect.
I was not overly surprised but deeply troubled none the less.  "How many people are involved, and do you know if they are residents or from the outside?"   I asked.
“Well, before the attacks turned deadly, the survivors reported four people came in their homes with probably more outside because one of the families said they heard those inside yelling to someone in the driveway then a car rapidly accelerating in the distance.  They were armed with shotguns initially, but we recovered some 7.62 brass from the latest house, I’m guessing the acquired an AK-47 somewhere.”
I quirked my lip at that revelation, an AK can reach out and touch you.  The body armor the police department used would barely slow that round as it exited the back panel.  We walked in silence while I digested Frank’s news.
We were down to eight officers and deputies who were consistently showing up for shifts, add to that another dozen volunteers with dubious law enforcement skills.  I was barely able to put someone at the roadblocks and do welfare checks.  However, if I spread the word of a legitimate threat to the town, I was confident I could put together a decent force to manage this problem. "Alright, Frank, I'm on it."  I finally replied after we had walked another block and a half.  "Give me forty-eight hours to put together the manpower. We will meet at the country store on Marshallberg Road in Davis at that time."
Now it was his turn to show his disappointment.  "Two days, Chief?  We could have more families killed by then!"
“It’s a risk I know, but the last time I ran off half-cocked by myself, I came nose to nose with an infected and nearly joined their ranks!  I’m not going to half-ass it again, final answer Frank!”  He nodded his head in resignation, understanding the logic even if he didn’t like it.
“Two days, he said, I will see who I can muster up from my end;” he said turning and walking back the way we had come, leaving me pondering the situation as I stared vacantly out into the waterway.
My plan began to come together as I went to visit a man I was sure could help me with this situation.  I wound up at the door of Dennis Porter, shuffling my feet like a schoolboy asking a pretty girl for a date.  Dennis glanced through a front window, just barely moving the blinds.  Moments later he opened the front door, shotgun in hand pointed leisurely at the floor. 
"Chief, it's great to see you, but by the looks of you, I am getting the feeling this is not a social visit."
“You are perceptive as always Dennis, do you have a moment?” 
“Come on in, you know you’re always welcome here.” 
Dennis’s wife and two girls were in the kitchen canning some vegetables from their garden that looked bountiful based on what I could make out through the rear window of the house. 
Taking a seat, Dennis asked, "what brings you by today, Chief?"  I glanced up at his daughters, both in their early teens. As if reading my mind, Dennis quickly replied, “they can hear it now, or I will tell them later, we gave up on secrets around here.” 
“Fair enough.  We have a problem again, this time not with the infected, but with the living.”  Dennis sat patiently, but I had the full attention of his entire family now.
"In the northern rural part of town, we have a group of raiders who are praying on secluded homes and farms, killing and stealing what they want.  Somewhere between five and ten people who are moderately armed and getting more ruthless with each success.  They started out with petty thefts, graduated to home invasions and are now just killing their victims, the last time included two children."  Mrs. Porter stiffened at that comment, looking down at her own children.  "If you are willing Dennis, the town could use your help, then I looked down at my hands then back up at him, I could use your help."
There was no hesitation in his reply, “Absolutely, I’ll help with these vermin, when do we leave?”
Over the next few hours, we built a plan we hoped would draw out the raiders and maybe lead us to their hideout where we could eliminate them.  Dennis and I visited the acquisition warehouse to draw supplies for our men and spread the word we were looking for men and women willing to meet the next morning to help our neighbors in need.
Fourteen people met us the next morning and adding me, Marci, Chris, Sam and Amanda we made nineteen.  Finn had gotten word to me that he and his boys would meet us in Davis later, which would bring us to twenty-four.  That would h, ave to be enough, but I was disappointed by the turnout; it is shocking how many sheep are in our society, even after all that has happened.  Don't get me wrong, everyone who has lived this long was made of tougher stuff than the average pre-plague citizen. But when it came down to brass tacks, very few people were mentally or physically able to rise to the occasion when they were scraping by.
The acquisitions Department had accumulated a shocking assortment of weaponry, far more than they had on my previous visit.  I was now able to arm everyone with a high-power rifle, shotgun or some variant of an M-4.  More than enough firepower for what we were going up against.  We loaded food, binoculars, gasoline, ammunition and guns, a generator, and numerous other items into my Tahoe and headed out to meet the volunteers in Davis.
The drive was surprisingly relaxing, yet short-lived as we arrived in the hamlet of Davis where we were quickly sought out by a grim-faced Frank.  "Those dammed raiders hit another outlying farm last night, burning it to the ground and the three residents are missing, probably dead." He almost yelled.  There was nothing I could say, so I put my hand on Franks' shoulder and told him how sorry I was, reassuring him that we would find the people responsible.
"Listen up, everyone!" I called out to the gathering as I climbed up into the bed of my truck, so I could stand above everyone and be heard.  "Frank has located a recently abandoned farmhouse on a side street off the road to Cedar Island which is where we will set up an ambush site.  We brought a generator to provide some light to make it a more appealing target along with a radio to make the house appear lived in.  Everyone will be concealed around the house and along the driveway to spring the ambush when the raiders arrive.  We will also have teams on the main road to alert us when they start to approach. To lure the raiders, a couple of us will drive a truck around the area to draw their attention.  Hopefully, they can't resist such a juicy and careless looking target
There were mutters in the crowd, some people voicing dissent and some approval about the viability of the plan.  Silently letting the dissent work itself out for a few moments, I again called out to everyone. "Remember, they have killed eight people and robbed who knows how many more.  They are evil and must be stopped before they harm anyone else or one of your families!"  With this sobering reality, everyone set off on their tasks.
Finn agreed to be the passenger in the lure truck with me.   We were about to get moving when Finn yelled out, "stop, I have an idea."  He jumped out of my vehicle and ran to his, coming back a few moments later with a CD in his hand.  I gave him the classic, "what the hell?” look. “We may as well do this right; the music will carry further than the noise from the truck,” he said, popping his CD into the player.  Finn leaned back and smiled as Copperhead Road by Steve Earle came pouring out of the speakers which he turned up to level nine.  I just slunk into my seat and drove off.  One song turned into another until I finally had to turn the volume down to a sub-migraine level. 
We drove up and down the roads attempting to look as badass as we could and hoping our quarry would take the bait before we headed back to the ambush house and parked the truck conspicuously in front of it.  Stretching after the long drive, I wondered if this little ploy would work.  I took my place of concealment along the driveway with my carbine cradled in my lap, waiting for the next chapter of this story to unfold.
One hour turned into two, which dragged into three as everyone sat and waited while evening turned into night.  Around three-thirty, in the morning, the picket unit on the main road signaled that someone was approaching over the portable police radios I kept charged at the Homestead.  The first transmission was simply, "two armed on foot approaching."  Two minutes later, a second transmission whispered, "seven-armed on foot approaching." Finally, two minutes after that, another "two armed on foot approaching."  Eleven armed raiders I thought, not good, not good at all.  Fortunately, we should have the imitative, they don’t know we are here, and we still have them significantly outnumbered.
My eyes strained in the darkness, searching for any sign of movement in the pale light of the waxing moon.  I cursed myself for not buying night vision goggles or being able to wait for a full moon.  Eventually, I was rewarded by two silhouette's approaching the light of the house they both knelt staring at the home.  I couldn't see the second echelon, but I could feel their presence out there somewhere on the gravel driveway.
Soft whispers traveled to my ears as I strained to hear what was being said.  The silence was almost deafening as I unconsciously leaned closer straining to make out the words.
"Way too easy," said one detached voice, "it's like they want to be found, who has this much gas to waste?"  More muttering then I distinctly heard the word "trap!"  Knowing the game was up at that point the silhouettes turned outward to face the darkness with their weapons raised. I pulled the trigger on my carbine moments before Finn, who was sitting beside me, pulled his.  Accuracy was hard in the near pitch darkness, so I aimed for where I thought the silhouette was.
Much to my disappointment, my first rounds missed, and I heard the return crackle of bullets slapping into the tree limbs above my head as the raider returned fire.  Finn had more luck and brought his target down in the first few shots, reducing the robber to a crying mess on the ground.  Up and down the tree-lined driveway, gunfire erupted out of the bushes and from behind trees.  The opening volley was devastating, but a few of the raiders dropped prone at the first sound of a threat and were returning fire at my people.  Shotgun blasts, pistol fire and the staccato of the AK-47 which I had been dreading, ripped through the night air on full automatic silencing the few remaining late season cicadas.  The gunfight lasted a minute then the cacophony of noise died down until all that was left were the cries of pain and gurgling of bodies in their death throes.
“Hold your positions and tend to our wounded,” called out the voice of Dennis Porter, “let the raiders bleed out before we make an approach.” 
Suddenly gunfire again erupted far down the driveway where it met the road.  Finn and I looked at each other, ignored the instructions of Dennis and sprinted for my truck as it sounded like their rearguard had met up with our pickets.  It was far too close, something was wrong.  Slamming the gear into drive and tromping my foot on the accelerator, caused rocks to shoot out from under my tires as we tore down the driveway probably running over a few dead or wounded raiders in the process.  Coming to a skidding halt just before the street, we found the two bodies of our rear guards lying in the roadway, surrounded by blood and riddled with bullets.  "Which way should I go!"  I growled to Finn.
"Hell, I don't know!  Left, I guess."  He replied, and we tore off down the road, soon to be rewarded with two figures running as fast as they could away from us.  I pushed down the accelerator closer to the floor as Finn let out a maniacal laugh and pressed play on Copperhead Road again.  The raider on the left pulled a pistol from his waistband and fired a couple of stray shots over his shoulder at us, then impact….
I felt a little remorse about it later as we pried one guy who was stuck under the car out, so we could drive back home.  I had only clipped the second runner and knocked him unconscious. I stood over him, waiting impatiently to wake up.  Finn had him trussed up with a piece of rope and lying on his side, slowly pouring a bottle of water on his face to get him to come around.  Eventually, he was rewarded with a sputtering groan from the injured man.  "Well, hello, sleeping beauty!  There is someone who would like to talk to you," Finn said grinning like the devil.
I squatted down in front of him to get a good look at the man who killed my friends.   "Good morning, you seem to have found yourself in a nasty spot young man."  He blinked once as comprehension slowly dawned over him.  "All your friends are dead and the only thing keeping me from putting a bullet in your head right now is the fact that I am a good Christian man; do you understand what I am saying?"  The young raider slowly nodded his head twice "Very good; sit him up Finn if you would please."  Very unceremoniously, Finn dragged him by the collar over to the truck leaning him against the front wheel, in full view of the wreckage of the man whom he had moments before been running with.
Letting him sit and ponder his future, I stood back and took stock of the results of the firefight.  Ten raiders dead, one man in the ambush team dead, three more were injured by gunfire.  My friend Frank, a member of the town council, was one of the injured with a severe abdominal wound and not expected to live.  Perhaps if a first-rate ambulance crew and trauma center were available, his fate would be different, but neither of those existed anymore.  There were a variety of guns, ammunition and personal items recovered from the bodies, but nothing to indicate that they were carrying all their worldly possessions and nothing to suggest where their camp was.  I handed out instructions to load up our dead and the captured equipment, care for the wounded and Frank until he passed.  The raiders were to be put in the house and the building torched to prevent the spread of disease.
The dancing firelight was reaching through the trees behind me, casting a frightening shadow on the young man we captured as I stood before him.  I would guess I looked like something out of Dante's Inferno as I stood over him, making no effort to diminish his fears.
“I, I, it wasn’t me!  “Stammered the young man without being prompted. 
“What’s your name?”  I asked in an even tone displaying neither emotion nor judgment.
“B.B.B... Brad Johnson,” he stammered.
"Ok Brad, your life expectancy is directly related to your level of cooperation, do you understand me?"  Brads eyes became as wide as saucers, while a dark wet stain appeared in his pants.  "Good, I have your attention," I said as my eyes moved from Brad's wet pants back to his face.  "You will be tried for your actions, of that there is no doubt," Brad nodded once.  "There will be time later for blubbering, but now I want to know how many of you are left and where your camp is?  This series of bad choices you have made ends now!"  Brad spilled his story to me over the next twenty minutes; I was tired of listening by the end because it wasn't overly different from anyone else's situation.
His family and one hundred and fifty other hold out families had stayed in Aurora North Carolina because it is an out of the way place where they did not anticipate any contact with the infected.  The pre-plague population was just 583 souls, and the town was best known for their shark tooth and fossil museum.  They had been scraping by with the resources they had, hunting, fishing, and gardening.  According to Brad, they were doing ok considering the conditions.  No one in his town had even seen an infected person before a flood of refugees wandered into town one day.
The refugees were a hard bunch from the Greenville North Carolina area that had worked their way east ahead of the infection that was spreading like wildfire in the major cities.  Aurora initially welcomed the refugees, housed them in their school while attempting to feed them.  It was not long before some of the refugees who were hardened from making the difficult choices of killing infected turned on the generous residents of Aurora.  Jealous of what they had and unwilling to work to get it themselves.
Brad recounted bloody killing as the refugees took control of the town and forced many of the residents to do outrageous things to each other for sport.  When the town's resources were depleted, the gang of refugees moved on and broke up into smaller groups.  A large portion stole boats and crossed the Pamlico Sound to make their way to the Outer Banks of North Carolina. Several splinter groups, including Brads, moved southeast toward Beaufort.  All the while, they stayed one step ahead of the infected; Brad said it felt as if they had been methodically chased.
Thinking back to my families ill-fated scavenging run across the water and how a wall of infected descended upon us, I now connected that to Brad and his raiders drawing them toward us. Their greed and thoughtlessness may have cut off that entire side of the river to our acquisition teams.  Brad eventually led us to the house they had been using as a base of operations.  We found no one else present as my men swept through the property with a vengeance.  The house was filled with possessions the raiders thought was valuable, televisions, electronics and gaming systems which were worthless now.  There was a sizeable stash of assorted firearms and ammunition, food, four generators along with a small suitcase half full of jewelry, coins, paper money, and silver flatware.  We took everything, gave each volunteer a generous share, and saved the rest for the acquisition department to distribute to the needy.  I ordered the burned as an example to anyone who may consider this type of behavior in the future.
Brad was locked up at the county courthouse in a cell that used to hold prisoners before trial.  His arrest left me in a quandary because we did not have a living judge in Beaufort.  I could not even come up with the name of a prosecutor or defense attorney left alive.  Maybe some contract and civil attorneys, but not anyone who would consider prosecuting or defending capital murder charges.  "Shit!"
It took two days to locate Mayor Daily to discuss my prisoner problem, in the meantime, I had to beg people to watch young Mr. Johnson.  Finding people that I could trust not to kill him outright was not as easy as I thought it would be among my small pool of willing people.  Tom Dailey was now suffering from severe depression and staying with friends. He was not overly useful with my problem. However, we talked for a while, and he left me with one pearl of wisdom. "Let the people decide."
“Chief, tell them the story and let the people decide.” 
I fumed all the way home wondered why I had been wasting my time talking to the mayor.  Finally, over a dinner that included various recently harvested products from our garden, I explained my dilemma to Kate as she was always my sounding board and moral compass.
“What’s wrong with the mayor’s idea?” She asked. 
Looking at her dumbstruck, “because we have no one qualified to conduct a trial or defend him.” 
She smiled in the way that said, you silly, dense man, why aren't you listening.  "Alex, you are thinking in terms of pre-plague law.  The Constitution guarantees him a trial by his peers; it does not specify the mechanics of it.  How many times have you said that courts are the only place you swear to tell the truth, but the lawyers do everything in their power to prevent the truth from being heard?"
I grudgingly had to admit that she had a good point. Finding the truth is not hard, anyone should be able to do that, even a child.  Why do we make the law so hard I silently wondered? 
Convinced of a path forward, I put flyers up on the notice boards around town that there would be a trial of the raider at noon, the following day to be held at the middle school gymnasium. Everyone was encouraged to attend, and a jury would be selected from those present.
By eleven o’clock you would have thought we were trying O.J. Simpson, based on the number of people who were showing up to the trial.   Most people were either just curious or angry.  With no electricity, movies or telephones, this was the best entertainment the town had to offer in a long time.  When it finally looked like everyone who was coming had arrived, I began to make my announcements. 
"Welcome everybody, thanks for coming today!"  I had to yell to get everyone's attention.  When the murmurs eventually died down, I continued with my monologue.  "We all know there are no longer any judges or lawyers to handle legal issues remaining in Beaufort.  The solution settled on, "pretending there was widespread support for my latest scheme, "is to forgo all the legal proceedings of old and conduct a trial by the people!"  This garnered some clapping and head nods in the crowd.  While I was not looking for a cheerleading squad, the support was appreciated. "All willing adults who think they can render an unbiased judgment from the facts presented, please write your name on a slip of paper and place it in the box that is going around."
“Brad Johnson who stands accused," I turned and pointed to him.  "Will pick the twelve members of his own jury and another individual to act as the moderator/judge.  Today's trial will act as the testbed for all future ones in this format. We will allow anyone wishing to speak or present information against or on behalf of Brad to do so.  The only requirement is that they swear to tell the truth and provide information that is relevant to the case.  The accused will be allowed to respond to any accusations and will be allowed to make a closing remark.  If he becomes unruly, he will be gagged until the trial is over or his behavior improves."
Slowly the box was making its way around the gymnasium, some people putting their names in it, others passing it along, clearly only here for the show. The box slowly made its way around the bleachers and then back to me.  "The accused will now pick his twelve jurors and one moderator!"  I announced, trying not to be theatrical in my pronouncement. "If he refuses, then a random volunteer will pick them."  
Brad's demeanor had changed from scared to defiant, now just sitting handcuffed and shackled in his chair glaring at the crowd.  Since he refused to cooperate and pick names, I approached a woman I did not know and held the box out in front of her.  She looked taken aback, but slowly and steadily dipped her hand in thirteen times.  I read each name, and they gradually came forward to the chairs we had set out for the purpose across from the accused.
"Brad Johnson, I announced loudly, you are accused of robbery, theft, and murder; do you have anything to say for yourself?"
“I want my damn lawyer, this ain’t like any kind of trial I have ever been in, you can’t do this!” he yelled, but it did not disguise the hint of fear in his voice as he lashed out at me. 
"Lacking a formal judicial system Brad, this is the best that we as a community can do and I think it is a hell of a lot closer to what the founders of our country envisioned then anything we had before the plague."  This caused Brad to become silent again, just staring at his shoes, resigned to his fate.  "Who wants to speak first?"
Over the next two hours, person after person came up to describe the scenes of death and violence that the team of raiders had participated in to include Frank's death.   Others spoke about how Brad was seen running from the scene of the bodies of the two men I assigned as our rear-guard picket.  Brad finally mustered the courage for a rebuttal at the end of the presentations.  Up to that point, he had only been yelling obscenity-filled insults at anyone who spoke.  That stopped after I whispered in his ear that I had already run him over with my truck once and would be overjoyed to gag him with his own underwear if he didn't knock it off and speak respectfully.
Brad rambled on for ten minutes about his abusive childhood, falling in with the wrong crowd and being forced to work with the raiders under threat of death.  The last argument may have held some merit, but he had already pissed everyone off so much by that point most people were tuning him out.  After he was finished rambling, I asked the jury to step outside to deliberate and signal me when they were ready to pass judgment.
The gymnasium was strangely quiet with everyone speaking in hushed whispers as if they were in a funeral parlor or library while the jury was outside.  Less than thirty minutes had passed when one of the jurors poked his head through the door.  She caught my attention with a wave of her hand and gave me a nod, to which I called them back in.  The moderator was getting into the moment and took it upon himself to ask the jury if they had reached a consensus.  
“Guilty!” They proclaimed almost in unison. 
"Are there any not guilty votes?" asked the moderator to which he was met with silence.  He slowly shook his head up and down, feeling the weight of responsibility given to him which he had not expected when walking in this morning.  "Thank you for your service jury, what is your recommended sentence?"
You could cut the tension in the gymnasium with a knife as everyone seemed to lean towards the jury so as not to miss a word.  There were indecisive glances back and forth among the jurors; finally, a middle-aged woman stood up and cleared her throat and hesitantly.  "We all feel that what Mr. Johnson has done is terrible, but we all agree we can't execute him, or we would be no better than he is."  I sat upright in my chair because I had not seen this coming and turned toward her to better hear her over the whispers coming from the bleachers. "We recommend that Brad Johnson be banished to the other side of the Arendale Bridge with no weapons or supplies.  His fate will be in the hands of God!"
This pronouncement brought an immediate uproar from the audience.  There were some contrary oaths from those who wanted blood and clapping from those satisfied with the sentence.  Brad, on the other hand, immediately started to yell, "you might as well put a bullet in my head now!  There ain't a chance I can survive alone without weapons in the infected area!"  He began to get up but was pushed back into his chair by my officer.
What followed was a bizarre parade of sorts with me leading Brad in front of about thirty people to the Arendale Bridge.  Glancing over my shoulder at the crowd following us, I thought the only thing that would have made this more surreal would be people in the group carrying torches and pitchforks.  Brad had once again resigned himself to his fate and marched along stoically except the occasional curse he let out from under his breath.  Arriving at the bridge, we ushered Brad down to a rowboat kept at the base of the bridge and rowed him across.  He was un-handcuffed, and I motioned for him to get out of the boat.  My right hand was on the butt of my pistol, ready to put an end to any resistance, but we received none as Brad stepped defiantly onshore.  He turned to the crowd that was still on the north bank, gave everyone the finger, yelling, "see you in hell" and stalked off to his fate.




Chapter 15

A Journey Home




During the third week of October, Kate Marcie and I were lounging on the back porch of our house after a long morning of gardening when the police radio squawked from my belt. "Fort Macon security to Beaufort Chief, do you read," called the faceless voice from the radio speaker.
“Did you hear that?” Kate said to me, pointing to the radio attached to my belt, "Fort Macon security calling Beaufort Police Chief, do you copy?" I grabbed my radio with more than a little curiosity; it was unusual for Fort Macon to be calling me directly, but not unprecedented.   
“This is the Beaufort Police Chief, go ahead Fort Macon security, what do you have?”
"Chief, we are watching a boat heading your direction at high speed; it appears to have multiple passengers. It’s currently still in the Atlantic coming south.  Based on their speed it looks like they will be bypassing us and angling directly for the Beaufort waterfront.  We are mobilizing a team to intercept, but I don't think we will be able to get ahead of them before they reach you."
"Roger that, Fort Macon, we are going to sound the alarm, thanks for the heads up," I replied quickly.
Grabbing our rifles and go bags from inside the front door, Marcie, Kate, Amanda, and I headed to my truck.  We had been conserving our last few gallons of gasoline for emergencies like this. Moments after receiving the radio call we tore out of the driveway spitting rocks as the tires tried to get traction.  On our way to the waterfront, I called my dispatcher to sound the town alarm, which was the constant ringing of the church bell next to Townhall.  Rounding the turn from Live Oak Street onto Front Street, I could already see a small crowd of confused men and women gathered at the docks.  Most of them were armed with guns after making their way from the rally point at the church a few blocks away.  Out in the water, I could see the suspicious boat approaching the docks with the Fort Macon fast response boat quickly approaching them from around the far end of Carrot Island.  Whoever they were, we now had them boxed in between the armed population onshore and the fifty-caliber machine gun on the front of the Coast Guard fast response boat.
With a burst of noise, the public-address system from the Coast Guard vessel echoed out across the water startling many of the people on the waterfront.  A couple of informal leaders were attempting to get people behind cover and into appropriate firing positions before it arrived. "Unidentified vessel entering Beaufort Harbor, heave to and prepare to be boarded or you will be fired upon."
The suspicious boat had slowed down and was continuing to motor along toward the docks at a crawl.   Again, the loudspeaker repeated, "Unidentified vessel entering Beaufort Harbor heave to and prepare to be boarded or you will be fired upon." This time they added, "This is your final warning!" and fired several rounds from the fifty-caliber machine gun into the air to add urgency to their order.  This time, we could see some quick discussion amongst the people on the boat and an apparent surrender.  The unknown vessel slowed to a stop and bobbed in the water until the Coast Guard fast response boat pulled alongside.
It seemed to take a maddeningly long time for the discussions to take place between the Coast Guardsman and the people on the strange boat.  From my vantage point, I could make out items being passed back and forth, conversations taking place then some distant laughter echoed across the water.  Everyone on the waterfront was now hidden behind trees, abandoned cars and neglected bushes, waited impatiently for an explanation from the Coast Guard.
Several long agonizing minutes elapsed, which I have always found to feel twice as long when the stakes are so high.  My radio finally came to life once again, "Coast Guard fast response to Beaufort Police Chief," sounded the call I had been waiting for.
"Go ahead, Coast Guard," I responded to them.
"Ah, Chief, you're going to want to meet these guys at the dock.  We are sending them in now, one of them claims that he knows you and specifically requests you be on the dock when they pull up."
I was utterly perplexed at this point; I looked over at Kate and Marcie who looked just as confused as me.  All I could do was shrug my shoulders, shoulder my carbine, and walk past my neighbors to meet our new guests who were back underway.
I began scanning the boat with a practiced eye. My first observation was that these were hardened men, all dressed in desert brown military fatigues.  None of them had a weapon out, but all carried pistols and I am sure that there was any number of items of greater firepower just out of sight.  The danger of this encounter was palatable; I was putting myself in a nasty spot by walking out on the dock alone.  If this whole thing went south, there was nowhere for me to hide.  The boat was expertly driven, just barely touching the dock before a young man jumped out to secure the vessel with mooring lines.  He was dirty from travel and had a few days growth of beard, but well-disciplined and confident in his military bearing.  Once the boat was secure, he turned to me, "I presume you are the Chief of Police here in Beaufort?" He stated, presenting his hand to me.
“Yes,” I replied, firmly grasping his handshake. 
"I am Sergeant Theodore Hillers," but everybody calls me Ted, "from Fort Meade Maryland, and it is a pleasure to finally meet you."
My whole world began to spin as I had pushed all thoughts of Scott from my mind a long time ago.  His memory was locked away in a little compartment behind a door that I would not open.  I just could not deal with the thought of him being lost to us.  Anytime I let my mind think of him, I could barely contain my grief.  I did not often wander to that dark place in my mind.
Fort Meade was where Scott worked every day for the National Security Agency, and where he said he was on our last phone call months ago.  The possibility that there were other living people from where he had been filled me hope that I had not felt in such a long, long time.  Sergeant Hillers just smiled when he saw the astonishment on my face.  He turned his head, called out, "Specialist, your father is waiting." Out of a seat that was shielded behind the Sergeant came a tall man with a well-worn fatigue hat, desert camouflage uniform, and armed with a pistol in a drop-down holster on his thigh.  In a group I would never have picked him out as my son, his body was now lean and tan having lost the few extra pounds his desk job had earned him.
Scott climbed out of the boat onto the dock, "Dad," he said, "it's great to be home." Kate and Marcie had immediately recognized him despite his physical changes and ran out onto the dock screaming and grabbed him in a simultaneous hug.  A cheer went up through the crowd as people began spontaneously clapping.  It had been so long since the town had any good news, to be able to welcome back a lost soul when so many were feared dead gave everyone hope.  Scott's homecoming brought a glimmer of hope that everyone's loved ones may be hanging on by a thread as the infected walked among us.
It was well over an hour before the crowd of well-wishers began to disperse after many back slaps, well wishes, questions and conversations with the newly arrived soldiers.  Once everyone had a chance to take a breath, Sergeant Hillers asked where he and his men could bunk for the night and if there was a place we could talk in private.  I mentioned there was space for his men at the school we converted into a refugee center, which was about a half-mile walk from the waterfront. "There is plenty of room for everyone, cots to sleep on as well as makeshift showers.  Your boat will be fine here, Sergeant.  We have either an officer or watchman assigned to the harbor twenty-four-seven."
"Your town's hospitality is greatly appreciated; those accommodations would be perfect Chief. we have been cramped on the boat for too long," Sergeant Hillers replied. "Gather your equipment guys; we are moving out on foot."
"Yes, Sir," the men replied.
In short order, everyone was loaded up and moving. Kate and Marcie had gone ahead in the truck to gather food for our new guests of honor and prepare the refugee center.  I kept pace with Scott as we made our way up the street inland from the harbor on foot.  I wondered what Scott thought as he looked around my small town and took stock of the changes we have endured since the arrival of the plague.  The yards were overgrown, cars abandoned on the street and there was a lot of overdue maintenance on houses begging to be done.  In everyone's efforts to just survive the past few months, the little things wound up getting neglected.  Why waste energy trying to keep the yard neat, the shutters fixed, or the door painted when you were barely putting enough calories in your body to survive.  Most everyone just went about the daily grind of keeping their family alive.  As our little parade passed, almost every house had someone watching out the window.  Often times a child came into the yard to wave, this event was a novelty, something new to break up the routine.
Once the soldiers were settled and fed, Scott, Kate, Marcie, the Sergeant and I went out to a picnic table in the school courtyard to sit and talk.  The late afternoon was peaceful with a light breeze that took away most of the stifling heat of the early October afternoon.  Once again, I had flashbacks that reminded me of evenings behind the house with friends and a bonfire, just savoring the bonds of friendship.
Breaking everyone's moment of solitude, I started off the conversation. "I cannot believe you guys are here!  This is unbelievable, we feared the worst but never gave up hope."
Scott smiled as he took up where I left off. "Well dad, it's quite a story if you are ready," he said, looking up at me with a smile.  I nodded, and he began.
“When the French plague hit the United States, the rest of the world was already a mess.  Our government, particularly us at the NSA, watched every countries response to the infected problem. Nothing anyone did to combat it really seemed to work," he said, holding up finger after finger, ticking off the failed plans of other countries. "Containment-failure, medical treatment of the infected-big failure, civilian law enforcement handling the infected-failure, military intervention-failure, civilian liquidation-failure," he said with an air of disgust in his voice. "The only thing we observed to be successful were cordons, walls, moats, and impenetrable barriers, at least until they were overwhelmed by masses of infected!" Scott concluded.
I nodded in agreement, “we saw that over at Fort Macon, there were so many infected trying to get in that their sheer weight took down the perimeter fence.  It is only by the pure good fortune of geography that we could isolate ourselves and stamp out any infected that found their way across the water.  I wonder why they do not like water and can’t seem to swim,” I asked.
Scott just shrugged his shoulders.  "Once the infection hit a tipping point, things moved way too fast for anyone to do meaningful research."  Getting inundated by the sheer volume of infected people is what we had happened at Fort Meade as well, they simply overwhelmed our defenses!"
"Think about where Meade is located," Scott said. "Suburban Washington D.C. between there and Baltimore, two cities with millions of people both yielding infected mega hordes wandering around looking for anything that is living.  The streets and highways were perfect conduits for the infected, we saw a similar phenomenon all over the planet.  The infected are lazy just like us, they will take the path of least resistance if given the opportunity.  Until they see food that is!" Scott said with a grimace on his face. "The infection always seemed to grab hold in the cities first, not a real surprise.  Their masses of poor, sick and weak, huddled together in overcrowded public housing complexes, apartment buildings and slums.  Those poor people had no choice but to stay when others fled, they were left behind by the rest of humanity.   Hell, even before the mass departures from the cities the most fragile among us were afraid of reporting exposures for fear of being quarantined or killed."
"In hindsight, we did everything wrong," Scott trailed off deep in thought for a moment, then shook his head and continued. "It was critical at first onset to keep our assets at the NSA functioning, feeding real-time data and information from around the globe up our chain of command.   All that work in some vain effort to turn back mother nature's rage against humanity came to nothing!  The National Command Authority picked a losing series of options and could never get ahead of the rate of infection."
Switching gears, he went on to describe his last days at Fort Meade. "The fort's defenses surprisingly lasted quite a while. It's funny calling it a fort in the traditional sense," Scott laughed more to himself than any of us.  It was just a giant business park surrounded by chain link and razor wire fence.  What I wouldn't have done for a moat and stone wall like a Civil War fort," he said wistfully.
“We had to rescue the Coast Guardsmen from historic Fort Macon, I’m not sure that is a very enviable option either,” I piped in. 
Scott just raised his eyebrows and said, "that sounds like a good story for later" and plowed on with his own. "Anyway, thank god, they brought in the additional soldiers because there was non-stop gunfire along the fence line toward the end.  When they called us in, I filled my truck with bug out supplies and anything of value I could fit from my apartment since I was never going back. I figured I would never be going back to my apartment.  Canned goods, water, spare gas cans, guns, ammo, camping gear, I was pretty loaded down. It's a good thing they had given up doing vehicle checks because I would have been arrested trying to bring all that stuff on base."
"Life was semi-normal for several days until I hear one afternoon on the internal radio net that there was a fence breach on the side of the fort bordering route 295.  At that moment, I knew our time at Fort Meade was up, a moment's delay could be catastrophic for us. I grabbed a couple of buddies from my intelligence section and ran for my truck.  Although I had worked at the fort for a couple of years, I was not sure where to go, or where was safe, so I just drove in the opposite direction of the infected breaching the fence.  Eventually, we made it to the east end of the base, by some bit of good fortune we stumbled upon a convoy being set up to evacuate the base."
"I didn't care where they were going, but I knew it would be safer traveling with a convoy of Hummer's and MRAPs' than trying to escape alone.  Our intelligence reports showed that most major and many minor highways had been clogged with traffic days before from people fleeing the cities. I was not sure of their plan, but I knew there would be safety in numbers."
"Waiting for the convoy to roll out, I witnessed one of the most haunting images of my life!" Scott said ominously looking around at each of us. "We heard it first, like a rolling scream coming across the base as the infected succeeded in making their invasion.  A tide of humanity, both human and infected surged in our direction.  I was standing on the running board looking behind us where I could clearly see the non-infected stragglers getting picked off one by one as the mass surged toward us.  Go! Go! Go! I was screaming, but the bulk of the convoy was not ready, some vehicles did not even have drivers yet.   When I saw the first five MRAP's and a Hummer take off toward a back gate of the Fort, I slammed my door, buckled up and threw the truck into drive following in line right behind them."
“I did not think about the fact that we were running until hours later, I have still not really come to grips with everyone we left behind. I'm no fool, I see there was no hope in staying, we would all be dead under the onslaught of the infected if we had stayed and tried to fight them off."
"We found the streets were a complete disaster, even the neighborhoods were clogged with abandoned vehicles and junk people left behind while fleeing.  We wound up driving through people's yards to avoid abandoned cars.  Five MRAP's can tear up a well-manicured yard; thank god I had the four-wheel-drive on my truck to struggle through.  When the MRAP's were on the road, they were constantly pushing and ramming their way around abandoned cars.  The convoy drove on and off the road for hours until we came across an old dairy farm on a hill overlooking the roadway that appeared isolated and safe.  It seemed totally out of place in suburban Washington, probably belonged to a family who had lived and worked there for generations refusing to give up their land to developers."
In the middle of the suburban sprawl, we found a temporary respite and pulled out onto the field to get some safe space and create a plan of where we were going.  Unfortunately, there was no time when we left to coordinate a rendezvous point for the rest of the convoy. I never found out what became of them; hopefully, they followed our trail of destruction," Scott concluded with a worried look on his face
"This is when I first met Scott;" Sergeant Ted Hillers now took over the conversation. "He was on the outside of the group of us discussing what we planned to do now that Fort Meade had fallen.  Some of the guys wanted to go back, mainly the ones with families still on base.  Others wanted to run anywhere, some wanted to sit tight and see what happened.  In the middle of the debate, Scott spoke up and aptly reminded us that the only way to be safe was to get to a new secure base.  I think there were a series of four-letter words involved in getting everyone's attention," he said as if he still found the memory humorous. "I was thinking along the same line, but there was nowhere nearby that was secure.  I received the same daily briefings as everyone else and knew the White House had been evacuated.  Andrews Air Force Base had already gone off the grid.  Fort Detrick had evacuated its base personnel to the mountains west of Fredrick Maryland, our options were limited."
"My first option was Fort Belvoir or Quantico, anyplace with a lot of soldiers' guns and ammo!  However, those bases were on the wrong side of D.C., driving there on a good day before the plague was a nightmare.   Nothing like hordes of flesh-eating, infected plague victims running around to help snarl traffic on Route 95, he laughed. We had that Dahlgren Naval base in Maryland was still secure, but that also was a long haul through treacherous roads as well. That's when Scott spoke up and suggested we go even further to Patuxent River Naval Air Station on the Chesapeake Bay.  I laughed and told him there was no way in hell we could navigate that far on these choked and snarled roads," Sergeant Hiller said.  So, Scott pulls out a map and spreads it across the hood of the hummer telling us we need to start thinking outside the box. That went over like a fart in church, to a bunch of seasoned vets having an NSA nerd telling them what to do.  That was until he pointed out the Odenton power line right of way.  Scott said this is no small strip of power lines; it's the big ones that carry electricity from the nuclear power plant in Calvert Maryland up to Washington.  He claims to have driven the service road in his truck when he had gone out mudding.  Strange hobby," Sergeant Hillers said while rolling his eyes, "but whatever, Scott had my attention."
"Squinting down at the map in the fading light I traced the right away from just a few miles from where we were, all the way to Calvert Maryland.  Hot damn, I thought, I think this is it. We just have to cross a bunch of roads and climb a few embankments, maybe backtrack on some secondary highways to avoid obstacles.  Everything will be primarily dirt trails allowing us to bypass most major population centers and plague infestations.
"It was a shockingly uneventful trip to Calvert, we lost one MRAP to mechanical problems, but we transferred the men, supplies, and gas to the others and kept on trucking.  There were a few periodic infected in the woods, we usually encountered them when we crossed major roads.  They were rarely anything that would do more than put a red smear on the tires of the MRAP," the Sergeant said with a satisfied grin on his face.  It was hairy getting from the terminus of the power lines in Calvert Maryland to Patuxent. The only option was Solomon's Island Bridge which turned into a nightmare of continually pushing and towing cars out of the road.  Every vehicle had gunners at the ports and turrets to pick off the infected; we burned through a lot of ammunition that day.  Our struggles continued through the towns of California and Lexington Park. Scott's truck was tucked in between two MRAP's.  It was funny looking back on it now, that little truck hiding between a couple of eighteen-ton armored personnel carriers looked out of place."
"Everyone was completely exhausted after several days of travel and a day of battling across that damn car-choked bridge and two small towns, but we finally rolled through the gates of Patuxent.  Their situation is a lot like yours here in Beaufort," Sergeant Hiller continued.  Once they realized the damn infected couldn't swim, the base commander had his men go out and appropriate any piece of machinery that could move dirt.  When we arrived, they were digging a dike around the base perimeter from the Chesapeake Bay over to the Patuxent River.  It was a twenty-four-hour per day construction zone with armed snipers and flesh-eating plague victims thrown in just for fun.  I can only compare the construction site to a bad B rated movie set!" he said with an ironic laugh.
"We arrived at Patuxent with forty-eight soldiers, including Scott and his NSA buddies.  The added firepower we brought was quickly put on the line at the 'Patuxent Perimeter' as the moat and dike had become known.  We augmented their Navy security contingent and the civilians that they had pressed into service helping with security."
"Where is the government," I asked going off-topic, "who is running the country?"
"Country," Sergeant Hillers said, "what country?  The president headed for NORAD in the beginning, but they eventually went off the air.  There must have been some undetected infected inside the mountain, I can't imagine what a hell hole it is in there now. There are a few Congressmen around, Montana, Utah, Idaho, and Hawaii.  Unfortunately, they can't exert any meaningful leadership beyond the military base or the fortified town they are taking refuge in.  Senator Stewart from Utah was the ranking Congressman, so he is next in the line of succession for president.  He is operating out of Dugway proving grounds, which is southwest of Salt Lake City, in the middle of nowhere Utah!
His standing instructions for the military were to protect and consolidate military facilities, any remaining critical national infrastructure and rescue any pockets of survivors by moving them to safe zones for resettlement.  All commands were given broad discretion on how to accomplish these missions.  Not quite George Washington material, but I guess as good of orders as any," Sergeant Hillers concluded with a shrug.
While I sat in deep reflection of how far we had fallen as a nation, Scott pressed on with his story. "Since Kevin over there and I were civilians, the leadership at Patuxent could not keep us there against our will.   In the interest of locating more civilians, the C.O. of the base graciously agreed to let us go along with the good Sergeant and a few other soldiers to look for pockets of survivors." They were pretty happy to add forty men and four MRAP's to their defenses, so a small boat and some gasoline was a sweetheart of a deal for them."
"That leads me to why I am here Chief," Sergeant Hillers said. "Captain Harrison up at Pax River wanted me to deliver a message to the town leadership here in Beaufort."
My eyes just about bugged out of my head, as I choked on a bite of food. "Seriously, we have been totally cut off from the world!  The damn military bases ten miles up the road won't even talk to us despite our best efforts to contact them.   Now you want to deliver a personalized message from the government?" I scoffed at what he was telling me and partially turned away in frustration.
"I know it does not sit well with you, Chief," Hillers said. "Can you set up a meeting with the mayor and the town council so that I can address them, after all, I did bring back your son."
"I don't know Sergeant, the Mayor has mentally checked out half the time and the town council squabbles among themselves.  Hell, I am probably the one you want to talk to, what's your message?"
“Sorry Chief, my orders were specific to deliver my message to the highest civilian command authority I came across, but you are welcome to be there.” 
I shrugged indifferently, “whether I hear about it now or later won’t make a whole lot of difference, but I’ll set it up for you.”
It took a few hours the next day to locate all the town council members.  One by one, we got them all assembled in the Mayor's conference room along with Sergeant Hillers and myself.  Once introductions were made all around the table, Hillers stood up and began his mysterious message.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, thank you for taking the time to meet with me," he started out glancing around at the small gathering. "When I left Naval Air Station Patuxent River in Maryland, I was given two missions.  First was to deliver the Chief's son home.  Pax River had been monitoring electronic intelligence since the plague hit the United States and had been cataloging each of them for future contact."
"Electronic intelligence, what's that?" Asked the Mayor.  Sergeant Hillers smiled, "sorry mayor, they had been monitoring your radio communications, the police radios and communications out at Fort Macon." The Mayor nodded in understanding and indicated for the Sergeant to go on.
"The previous president who has been out of contact and now presumed dead ordered all military installations to secure their perimeters and preserve the military strength of the nation from the plague.  Right or wrong, I am not here to say, I guess that will be for posterity to judge.  Congressman Stewart who the military, national command authority is recognizing as the most senior person in the presidential line of succession has issued new orders."
"Gentlemen," Sergeant Hillers announced in a raised voice, making a sweeping motion with his right hand with a finger pointed toward everyone and stated, "the time has come to take America back from the infected!"




THEY WALK AMONG US

Thank you for reading my book.  If you enjoyed it, won’t you please take a moment to leave me a review at your favorite retailer? 
Look for the sequel, “A Cold Winter Among Them.”  Thanks! Patrick Harris
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