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LOADED FOR BEAR




By John Haas




David stood atop the front wall, lead sentry and first line of
defense for the town. Right now, he glared out toward a noise which
had been approaching for several minutes.

“God damn it. That’ll bring every deader for miles.”

It was the steadily building sound of a vehicle’s engine,
something you didn’t hear so much these days. Something powerful.
Whatever the thing was it moved slow, as if they wanted to attract
attention, or just let everyone know company was coming.

David unslung his rifle and held it at the ready—an action he’d
done once already, only to re-shoulder the weapon when it became
obvious the vehicle wasn’t close to arriving.

“If that’s a tank,” he muttered to himself, “I’m out of
here.”

It was a half-assed joke, with the unwanted result of him
picturing a great, dirty tank breaking through the pine trees and
rumbling up to the front gates.

“Ridiculous.”

The word didn’t dispel his fears. He took a deep breath and let
it out through his nostrils, searching for some inner calm. Manning
the wall always got him jumpy, talking to himself. At least this
was the day shift. Light enough to finally see the first hint of
movement up the road.

“Pick up truck,” David sighed.




One of those rugged, manly rides that towed trailers up a muddy
hill in a rainstorm in commercials, back when commercials were
still a thing. Who would have thought those would be missed? The
truck’s back window would have a decal of Calvin pissing on
something, and a bumper sticker with some witty slogan confirming
the driver was a complete knuckle dragger.

There were times when David’s cynical side thought the zombie
apocalypse wasn’t an entirely bad thing.

Back weighed down, the truck angled, front looking ready to take
off and jump the wall. Jet black—at least originally—now covered in
mud and blood, and who knew what else.

“But it’s not a tank.”

The pick-up came to a stop and David swung his rifle in the
general direction. Not so direct it could be taken as a threat, but
close enough for the warning to be clear. Other sentries, better
hidden ones, had more guns pointed at their visitor.

David waited for the truck’s door to open. The smell of diesel
gas reached his nostrils.

Out stepped a man who fit the stereotypical appearance of
scrawny accountant rather than the expected thick armed, gorilla
chested survivalist type. He wore a camouflage vest which seemed
out of place on his mousy frame, and a baseball cap with Fortnite
characters which did not.




“Morning,” the guy said in a pleasant tone, one hand raised in
greeting.

A sheathed machete hung from his belt on one side, a shotgun in
makeshift holster on the other. He held a crossbow in one hand,
unloaded and pointed toward the ground. The whole scene screamed
that this was all for presentation.

Behind him two boys hopped out, both skinny and bearing a
distinct family resemblance. They focussed on their tasks rather
than David or the wall. The first seemed about thirteen and the
other ten. Ten-year-old set about strapping blocks to his feet
which made him taller by a half foot, evening him up with his
brother.

David was about to ask about that but shook his head and
replied. “Morning.”

The man stood waiting.

“Something I can help you with?” David prompted.

“Yeah! Yeah, sorry,” the man huffed a laugh. “Looking for a
place to settle down. Me and my kids.”

David nodded. About what he’d expected. Newtopia—a town so
cutesy in name he rolled his eyes every time he said it—was more
than full already. They had people with every variety of skill and
profession—including too many worthless ones in David’s humble
opinion. They didn’t need another mouth to feed, let alone three
and David said so.




The man deflated, like that answer had never occurred to him.
Neither of his boys said a word, both looking back the way they’d
come. Expecting.

David could understand wariness, what he didn’t like was
foolishness. “Mister, you’ve led any dead within hearing distance
right to our front door.”

“Yeah, I guess I have,” the man nodded, hands rubbing together.
“Sorry. Couldn’t be helped. I hope your walls can take it?”

David sighed. The walls were fortified from within and strong,
but too many dead pressing in one spot would cause problems.

As if in response a zombie shambled from the trees. David
brought his rifle up.

“Hold on,” the man said, raising hands toward David in a gesture
like one would use to calm a spooked horse. “That’ll make as much
noise as our truck did.”

David lowered his weapon.

“All yours Rowan,” the man said.

The older boy bolted forward, dipping one hand into the bed of
the pickup as he went. He rushed forward; gleaming sword held at
the ready. A moment later he reached the dead man and swung out,
the monster’s head rolling sideways away from its shoulders. Rowan
glanced around in readiness for the next.




“That’s it for now, daddy.”

His voice was disappointed, and high. Too high.

She returned to stand beside her father,
with back toward the town wall. Ready.

“Good girl,” the man said, then looked back up to address David.
“I know you’re full, but we can hunt, and we can protect.” He
gestured at the girl. “We don’t have much other useful skills, not
these days, but that’s kept us alive for six months, so I guess
they’re enough.”

Suddenly, the scrawny man sounded confident, competent, and if
they’d been out there since the start then their skills were indeed
adequate. Still, David couldn’t let everyone in who wanted access.
He wished he could but—

“I get it,” the man said, hands up again, the confident version
gone. “You’ve got to think things over. Can’t go letting everybody
with two kids in.”

David winced. He had two of his own and had gotten in here early
on, when the town was still forming. If he arrived today, would he
be let in? He wasn’t so sure, just as he wasn’t so sure he could
have kept them all alive six months by himself, not out there. Not
since the dead rose and society crumbled. All protection they’d
relied on had disappeared, leaving it to individuals to keep their
own families safe. David opened his mouth to say something, but
what could he say.




The man raised one hand again, as if to block the sun. “Oh! We
don’t come empty handed. Got something to prove our value.”

He slapped the hood of the truck and the younger child moved on
his wooden blocks, jumping in behind the wheel. This boy spun the
truck in one tight circle, then threw it in reverse and had the
back end pointed at the gate in less than thirty seconds. David
told himself he could have done that maneuver.

In the bed of the truck hunched some bulky shape covered in a
blue painter’s tarp.

The man reached out, not even needing to move his feet the kid
had brought the truck that close. He grabbed the tarp and pulled it
back, revealing a big, brown bear.

“Holy shit! Is that a grizzly?”

“The beast attacked us, and we put it down.”

David nodded, no thought in his brain to come out of his mouth.
This beast must have been starving, all its food driven off or
killed by the dead. How had it survived this long?

Blasts from a shotgun tattooed the bear’s back end while two
crossbow bolts stuck out of the eyes, buried up to the flights. The
killing blow when those tips reached the brain. Either these three
were the best shots ever, or they were so crazy that they got close
enough to fight it out with a thousand pounds of starving bear.




“I figure you’ve got lots of food in there, but this bear will
go to waste if you don’t eat it. Me and the kids have no way to
preserve the meat.”

David nodded slowly.

“My freezer seems to be out of commission.” The man laughed in a
way that said he was sure no one else would find his joke
funny.

David nodded again, his stomach rumbling at the idea of actual
fresh meat.

“We’ll come back,” the man said. “Enjoy this gift and consider
whether we’d be worth letting into your city.”

The man slapped the side of the truck and the boy jumped out,
removing his blocks, and tossing them into a backpack. His father
handed him the crossbow, which had been loaded while David dreamed
about food.

Father and kids headed up the road without another word, leaving
the pickup running.

“Trojan horse?” a voice said.

Trevor, founder, and unofficial mayor of Newtopia, stood there
looking past David at the bear, his own stomach rumbling in
anticipation.

“Trojan bear, maybe,” David suggested.




The other man sighed. “Well, let’s not pretend we’re actually
going to leave it out there. Get some extra guys on the wall for
anyone who might be waiting to rush the gate from outside. More in
the courtyard in case there’s something under that bear hide other
than meat.”

“Right.”

Nobody rushed the gate, and the only thing under that bear fur
was promise of better meals than what had been scrounged from
surrounding neighbourhoods. Scouting parties went out daily, going
further afield with each trip to find canned goods, medicines, and
ammunition. Packaged food was getting more and more scarce, but
fresh meat was unheard of. The hunting had been thinned out to
nothing and this bear must have been competing with the dead for
what was available…unless it had been hibernating. If that were the
case, then there might be others out there. Too bad it wasn’t
something they could breed for sustainability.

At least the zombie virus didn’t jump species. There were no
undead bear or deer or birds out there. Whatever it was only
affected humans, which was still more than enough to kill
ninety-five percent of the population.

David gestured for two of his sentries to take over for him on
the wall then descended to the courtyard, joining Trevor and
several others in inspecting the treasure.

“Seems that bear is the gift it appears to be,” the mayor
said.




Martin, a high-end restaurant chef before all this began,
circled the bear, sharpening his knives. “Looks like the bear took
two shotgun blasts to its hind quarters.”

“That would have just pissed it off,” David said.

The cook nodded. “The arrows in the eyes were the killing shots.
Into the brain. Still, I doubt it would have just dropped
immediately.”

A squad of burly townspeople had started trying to wrestle the
beast toward the kitchen and given up. Best way to transport it was
on the back of the pickup where it already lay.

“How did two kids and that scrawny guy get it into the truck?”
Trevor asked.

David shook his head. “I have no idea.”

“I guess we’ll have to ask him.”

“So, we’ll be taking them in?”

It was something David would need to know for when the trio
returned. Was he hoping to let the guy in? Yeah, he guessed he was
at that. The man had brought them meat, and
he had two kids. Never mind that those kids seemed more than
capable, they were still kids and deserved a place to feel
safe.

“If they can bring more food like this, they’re certainly
welcome,” the mayor said.




David nodded his agreement on that one. It would be nice to let
someone in for a change. He’d turned too many away. Had to shoot
some of the more desperate ones.

“Okay,” Trevor said to the cook. “Start carving it up. I have no
idea on recipes but that’s your specialty. Just stretch it as far
as possible.”

“Stew, I think,” Martin said. “Use some of those root
vegetables.”

“All right,” the mayor nodded. “We can have a town feast in the
park.”

David’s stomach rumbled again.

Too bad that guy and his kids wouldn’t be around for the
celebration.

#

“Dad?”

The man looked up from the book he’d been reading, a hardcover
edition of Stranger in a Strange Land which
he’d grabbed somewhere in the past six months.

“Yes, Rowan?”

“It’s time.”

He nodded, slipping a bookmark into his spot, and setting it
down. Yes, it would be time. They’d given two days for those
townspeople to be ready for their return.




“Let’s get going.”

Rowan opened her mouth to speak, then closed it with a shake of
her head. She followed her father out of their house and into their
second truck.

The trip back was quicker than the original. No need to be
cautious this time as they drove up to the gate. Bradley had one of
his blocks pressed against the brake pedal. The man stepped out,
Rowan starting to follow.

“Give it a minute,” he told the girl, then looked over at
Bradley. “Be ready to go.”

Bradley nodded, staring out the windshield. The man walked to
the city gate, standing where he had the other day. This time he
was more confident, knowing they belonged here.

Nothing moved on the wall.

He gave a signal and Bradley double tooted the truck’s horn.

Still nothing.

“Okay,” he called over his shoulder after two minutes had
passed.

Rowan jumped from the truck and grabbed two ropes from the
truck’s bed. She came over, handing one to her father and taking
the second herself. They twirled the climbing hooks fastened on one
end and let them fly up toward the wall. Rowan needed a second
throw, but her father waited patiently.




As they started to climb Bradley swung their pick-up in a tight
circle until it faced the way they’d come, then backed up to the
city gate. He hopped out and lowered the tailgate then got back in
and waited.

At the top of the wall father and daughter surveyed the scene
below. The dead shambled aimlessly everywhere, not paying any
attention to them yet.

“It worked, daddy.”

“I guess it did.”

Neither was overly pleased, nor particularly ashamed and it made
him sad for his kids to be that desensitized already. This was the
world though. There were the undead, and those that would be
undead. During all that was him and his family, and he would do
everything in his power to make sure they did not be part of either
previous group.

When they’d found that bear, it had already been bitten. It must
have been swarmed by a bunch for one of the zombies to get its
teeth into the beast’s hide. That is a killing machine and could
kill ten zombies easily. He’d theorized the disease would be inside
the bear but wasn’t entirely sure it could pass to humans that way.
They put two shots into its rear end to disguise the bite marks. If
the plan hadn’t worked the town would have just had a great meal
and welcomed them back as saviors.




Now they knew for sure that bitten meat couldn’t be eaten.
Unfortunate.

“Over there?” Rowan suggested, pointing.

It was a slightly elevated spot where they could come down from
the wall and stand, taking the dead out one by one. The walls on
either side would create a bottleneck, preventing too many from
coming at once. Rowan’s sword would have enough space to jab, and
he could take them out with crossbow and shotgun if needed. There
was also the option of retreating up the wall if it came to it.

“That’ll work,” he agreed.

After they thinned out the dead, they could start the task of
looting the town. Canned goods. Medicine. Gas.

Below, his truck sat with much of the dead bear still in it. The
courtyard was a mass of blankets and lawn chairs. An area for
several fires and huge stewing pots sat in a semi-circle. It looked
like a small-town summer barbecue.

“Only missing the fireworks,” he said.

Rowan smiled, and he knew she was missing things like fireworks
and barbecues. Swimming pools and drive-in movies.

He couldn’t give her or Bradly those things, but at least he
could keep them alive.

What more could a father do?
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