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​Chapter 1: Day 4
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I’m in a jeep, in the passenger’s seat. In the back seats are Roger and Sheila. The driver is Garret, who is Michelle’s commanding officer. I’m not sure what to think about him or Michelle, for that matter. Every time I think I’ve got her figured out, I learn something new, which makes me realize how much I don’t know her. 

“Penny for your thoughts, Sam?” Garret asks. 

I look over at him. He’s got both hands on the steering wheel and he’s calmly driving down the abandoned road like it’s an everyday occurrence to drive in a zombie apocalypse. He’s got sunglasses on and is chewing gum while waiting for my answer.

“I’m overwhelmed that less than a week ago the Zombie Apocalypse was a joke to me, and now it’s a reality. And we’re driving to a chemical factory that may or may not have a cure because of a defector from Eslinger’s company.”

Garret grins and says, “Technically, you and the other customer supports analysts are also defectors from Zombii Co. Granted, I recognize that you weren’t knowingly collaborating with a mad man to bring about the Zombie Apocalypse, but you were still a cog in his machine up until a day or so ago.”

I grunt in acknowledgement and then ask, “Do you trust Saul Probak? I mean it seems awfully convenient that you get a doctor who’s heading up the project for the possible zombie cure.”

“Nothing convenient about it, Sam. Michelle extracted him from a compound that we hit after she’d been there. The entire place was cleared, a ghost town with some zombies wandering around in it. And we didn’t get him until she saved him from the call center you all worked at. He told me the facilities supervisor, Monica, tried to kill him with his own friend, but I guess Michelle managed to get to him in time and ice the friend. But she took a risk because she’s under cover, and from the sounds of it, Monica isn’t a forgiving sort.”

“No, she isn’t. She tried to kill me and the rest of the people with me while we were trying to get out of the call center. So, Michelle is with her now?”

“Yep, she’s undercover trying to figure out what Monica’s game is, but also get us more information about Eslinger’s operation. It’s a hairy situation to be in, which I’m sure you can appreciate. She’s got to be careful every single moment, which is why she can’t afford distractions. I was very surprised when she asked me to let you and the other customer support agents help us. Not that we can’t use the help, but it seems out of character for her. She’s not the type to form attachments if you get my meaning.”

“I do,” I say. I’m not going to volunteer anything to him about our relationship, especially because I don’t even know what that relationship is just yet. She tells me we’re seeing each other, but so much has happened in the last half week and being in a new relationship feels like a small detail in the backdrop of the Zombie Apocalypse.

“So, when we get to this chemical factory what’s going to happen and what role do and I my co-workers play in your plan?”

“That’s a good question, Sam. I’m not quite sure what to do with you yet. You obviously have some combat experience at this point, and you’ve managed to get yourself and some other people out of a place being attacked by a zombie horde. Hell, you even brought down one of Eslinger’s facilities, using the Zombii Spray, of all things, to do it. That takes guts! The problem is, I don’t need wrecking balls on my team. I need people who know when to sit still and be silent or know when to strike but do it in a manner that doesn’t fuck everything else up. I’ve brought all of you with me so I can get a feel for what you can do, but also so I can keep an eye on you. Make sense?”

I feel myself flush with anger. Who’s this guy to tell me that I’m unreliable? But I take a deep breath and then respond.

“Yeah, it makes sense. I don’t know you either, and I don’t know if I can rely on your or your team.”

Garret chortles in response and slaps his left hand on the steering wheel.

“Oh, that’s rich, Sam. I mean I’ve only been in the military for half of my life. Whereas you, well, from what I can tell you never served in the military. You’re one of those civvies that found yourself in a situation you couldn’t have anticipated and now you’re just trying to paddle water to keep yourself alive.”

I flush again and reply, “You’ve got a point, but I’ve been through a lot in the past few days. We all have and we’re not some wet behind the ears scrubs.”

“No, you aren’t. But you’re not trained soldiers either. If Michelle was here, I would know what she could or couldn’t do in a situation and I could anticipate and direct her efforts. But you, the other analysts, and that manager of yours...well, shit, I don’t know you. I don’t know what you’ll do or how you’ll react, and that could get me, and my people killed. And that’s the last thing we need happening, especially if we’re going to stop this Zombie Apocalypse and get the situation turned around.”

“I can’t give you blanket reassurances if that’s what you’re looking for. But keep in mind that we were trained to help people in the event of a zombie apocalypse, and that includes helping those people calm down and put together a plan of action to repel zombies. And, while being on the phones isn’t the same as being on a battlefield, it is stressful, especially when you know that your words make the difference between the life and death of a customer.” 

“Hunh. Now that’s an interesting point you make, Sam. I guess we’ll find out soon enough what the mettle of your crew is. In the meantime, why don’t we go over the mission again and make sure you and your team are clear on your role in the mission.”

“Sounds good, Garret.”

“According to Probak, we’re about an hour away from the chemical factory. Its run under a shell company called Amco Chemicals. Wise idea on Eslinger’s part because it makes it harder for people to identify his properties.”

“That’s Eslinger alright. In the briefing you mentioned that you had run some aerial surveillance on the place, and it looks like it’s up and running, but that it doesn’t seem heavily guarded.”

“That’s right. But as you know looks can be deceiving. I don’t think for one instance that it’s as lightly guarded as Eslinger would want us to think. What we noticed was that there were a few security guards and that was it, but considering that the Zombie Apocalypse is happening and those guards haven’t abandoned their post, I suspect there are more people on the inside of that place, manufacturing whatever they’re making. Do you remember what Dr. Probak told us about Eslinger’s facilities?”

“Yes. He’s got a number of them sprinkled throughout the country and the world and it’s a very siloed operation, so no one knows exactly what anyone else is doing. Dr. Probak was handling the cure or what he thinks is the cure, but he’s certain there’s other things going on at the chemical factory.”

“Yep, we need to be prepared for anything. What’s our approach?”

“Our approach,” Sheila chimes in, “is to have two of us go in with one of your people leading the way, while the rest of us hold back. That initial group is going to scout the place. Sam and I will go in with you, so you can see how we operate, and we can see how you lead.”

Garret eyes her and says, “That’s right Sheila. The rest of the troops will hang back, unless we determine the situation is hot and that we need more people. By going in light we’re leaving a minimal footprint as well, and hopefully preventing Eslinger and company from doing anything hasty like evacuating the place and blowing it up. What we do not want to do is have a repeat of what happened at the Zombii Spray facilities, where you set free the zombies and released the spray.”

“It brought the facility down,” I say defensively.

“Yeah, it did, but it also leaves that place infested with zombies, toxic to humans and who knows what valuable information being left behind that can’t be accessed.”

“We weren’t exactly trying to get information from Eslinger. We wanted to shut down the facility and prevent more Zombii Spray from being made.”

“Well, you stopped that facility, but that’s a drop in the bucket. He’s got multiple facilities making the stuff.”

“Do you think he intends to turn everyone into a zombie?” Roger asks.

“I don’t know what he intends, Roger,” Garret says. “But it’s that not knowing that piece that truly makes him dangerous. He’s got an unknown motive for causing this zombie apocalypse to happen. It can’t be profit because he’s killing off his customer base by making them into zombies!”

“Yeah, that’s just a bit wacky,” Roger replies.

I roll my eyes and say, “Look, Garret, I get that you’re sore about how I took out that facility, but I wasn’t there on an information gathering mission. You’ve already got the data Michelle and I obtained from that facility. Why not put it out there in the public sphere and let people know the danger of using Zombii Spray?”

“It’ll create more panic and chaos than is already here. And it’ll have people marching on Zombii Co., wanting a cure or wanting to attack Eslinger. With all the zombies out, that’s the last thing we need.”

“Or it might cause people to stop turning themselves into zombies and take precautions. By not telling them, you’re setting it up so that we’ll have more of an epidemic on our hands. I understand your concerns about panic and chaos, but I don’t think the situation is going to get much worse at this point.”

“Oh, Sam, it can always get worse.”

For the next few minutes, we drive on in silence. I want to believe that being transparent about the zombie epidemic is the right thing to do, but I’ve already seen a couple of examples of people panicking and I remember the phone calls where I told people the truth, and they didn’t handle the truth all that well.

“Shit,” Garret hisses.

I look around to see what he’s swearing about. There’s a group of people who have spilled out on the road and are in our way. Some of them have guns, including Zombii Co. guns, and others have baseball bats and whatever else they could find. The ones with the guns have them pointed our way.

Garret looks in the rearview mirror, and says, “They’re behind us too. We’re good and trapped. Let’s hope we can talk our way of this but be prepared for a fight.” 

Garret stops the engine and opens the door to the jeep but stays behind the door with his pistol drawn and pointed in the direction of the ambushers in front of us.

I do the same on my side, and so does Roger and Sheila. I don’t know what the other people in the jeeps following us are doing, but I’m going to follow Garret’s lead.

“Can I help you fine folks?” Garret asks.

“You can, sir, you can. I see you have running vehicles, and if I’m not mistaken you’ve also got weapons. You can donate all of that to us, and in return we’ll let you join our group. I think that’s mighty generous, don’t you?” says a man who’s wearing a cowboy hat. He sounds familiar, but I don’t recall ever meeting him.

“That does seem like a generous offer, but could you tell me what happens if I don’t accept that offer?” 

The man smiles unpleasantly and looks back at the people following him briefly, before saying, “Then I turn these fine people loose and you die and some of them end up dying, but in the end we get your weapons, gear, and vehicles anyway. I would hate to have that happen, wouldn’t you?”

“I surely would Mr.?”

“Gerald Schmitt.” 

Now I recognize that voice! He was the obnoxious customer who kept changing his support plan and complaining when the drones didn’t bring his weapons and ammo. Some things don’t change no matter what’s happening in the world.

“Mr. Gerald Schmitt, I see your point, but I’m on a mission from the U.S. military and I would hope you would respect the urgency of that mission and let us through so we can fulfill that mission.”

Gerald shakes his head and incredulously asks, “Does the U.S. government even still exist? I think you’re pulling my leg about this mission. And even if you aren’t, I don’t trust the government to have my best interests. For all I know, you guys are the ones who caused the Zombie Apocalypse!”

Before Garret can reply, I say, “Actually Gerald, it was Zombii Co. that caused the Zombie Apocalypse.”

“Who said that? What do you mean it was Zombii Co? Zombii Co provided my weapons and the Zombii Spray. Why would they cause the Zombie Apocalypse if they’re providing the means to fight it?”

Garret shoots a glare at me and puts his finger to his mouth and points at me. I shake my head.

“Gerald, you and I have chatted a few times on the phone. I’m Sam. Do you remember me?”

“No! Is there a reason I should remember you?”

“I worked at Zombii Co. as a customer support agent. I helped you change your support plan so you could get weapons sent to you,” I patiently say.

“No wonder I don’t remember you then. You’re just one of those people who didn’t help me when I needed it. In fact, the drones aren’t coming anymore. I’d tell you to get on it, Sam, if I didn’t have you here, but you maybe can call up one of the techs for me and get the drone delivery fixed!”

Typical customer. He’s so caught up in his problem that he isn’t seeing the broader picture. 

“Gerald, I can’t help you in that way, because, as I said, Zombii Co. is behind the Zombie Apocalypse. It’s the Zombii Spray. It turns people into zombies. And the mission we’re on is for a cure, so you getting in the way to strong arm us for our gear is actually stopping us from ending this nightmare.”

Gerald scowls and snarls, “I don’t believe this. I think you’re just making up this story to try and get out of here alive. How do I even know you worked at Zombii Co?”

I notice that behind Gerald the people are getting restless and mutter themselves. I’m hoping that’s a good sign. I pull out my badge and walk away from the shelter of the jeep door.

“Sam, what are you doing?” Garret hisses, but I ignore him.

“Gerald, I’m going to walk toward you slowly and show you my proof that I worked at Zombii Co.”

“You walk toward me real slow and keep your hands up, where I can see them.”

I slowly inch forward, nervous, but also determined. I can feel the sweat bead down my neck. When I’m a few feet away from Gerald, he holds his hand up.

“You can stop right there. Show me your proof that you’re from Zombii Co!”

I show him my badge with my face and corporate ID.

“If what you’re telling me, telling us, is true, why shouldn’t we string you up for working for Zombii Co? Afterall, you’re saying your company created the zombie virus!”

“It’s not my company. I worked for Zombii Co. I didn’t know what the owner of the company was doing, but once I found out I took action to try and stop it. The call center is a zombie infested ruin now and we’re trying to stop this epidemic before it spreads further. Garret is with the military, and no matter how you feel about the government, I don’t imagine you want this to continue, do you?”

“The call center is in ruins. That explains why my calls haven’t gone through and the drones, but this whole thing stinks. I don’t trust you or Mr. Military over there to do what’s in the best interest of humanity. For all I know, what you’re really doing is trying to spread the zombie virus further!”

“Gerald, if I was doing that would I tell you that the Zombii Spray causes the virus?”

Gerald looks perplexed for a moment and then concedes, “I guess you got a point. But even so-”

“Gerald, let them through. If they’re trying to stop the Zombie Apocalypse, the last thing we need to do is get in their way. And I don’t want to stay out in the open like this anyway. We’re just begging for zombies to come eat us!” A woman behind Gerald says. 

Gerald flushes and irritably mutters, “Damn woman should stay out of my business.”

“Look, sir, I understand your frustration. I feel it as well. I’m upset about the Zombie Apocalypse and everything that’s happened, and I want to stop it. Right now, I can’t do that if you don’t let us through.”

Gerald snaps, “Fine, we’ll let you through this time. But if you come this way again, I can’t guarantee you’ll get the same treatment again, especially if the Zombie Apocalypse is still raging. Now get out of here and don’t ever let me see you again. Oh, and Sam, I want a refund for my customer support plan from Zombii Co. You need to make that right!”

I check a sigh and say, “Thank you, Gerald, for letting us through. I’ll see what I can do about that refund.”

Gerald just waves his hand and the people that surround us melt back to the sides of the road. I hope I’ll never have to talk to him again, because dealing with customers like that is worse than any zombie attack.

I walk back to the jeep and get in. Garret and the others are already in and he’s started up the jeep again. He’s furiously chewing his gum and I can tell he’s pissed off at me, because he refuses to look at me as he starts driving. 

I look out the window and see Gerald looking at me. He points a finger at me and pantomimes shooting me. He’s pissed at me too because I stood up to him and made him back down. He’s the kind of person who has a pair of plastic balls dangling off his truck, because he likes to show what a man, he is everywhere he goes. I want to flip him the bird, but it’s more important we get out of here and get back on mission. But I hope someday he gets his. He exemplifies everything I dislike about entitled customers.
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​Chapter 2: Day 4
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As we drive away from Gerald and his crew of people, I look over at Garret, who’s making loud smacking sounds as he chews his gum with fury.

“Penny for YOUR thoughts, Garret?”

“What the hell were you thinking, talking to him?” Garret yells.

“I was thinking we needed to continue with our mission, and to do that we needed to diffuse the situation. I used my call center training to do just that.” 

“You nearly got us killed! This is exactly what I was talking about earlier, where you just basically came up with your own decision and acted outside of the unit chain of command. I had the situation handled!”

“With all due respect, Garret, you didn’t have the situation handled. When he found out you were with the military, he seemed ready to attack. I intervened and was able to talk him down and persuade the people supporting him to consider our story. That’s why we’re driving away right now. I’m sorry if you don’t like how I handled it, but I think you would’ve liked the alternative less. I used my call center training to resolve the issue, or at least bring it to an impasse, where we could get out of there alive.”

Garret snorts and says, “Call center training? I’ve never heard of such a ridiculous thing. Tell me, what exactly IS call center training?”

“It’s verbal judo, Garret. It’s controlling the conversation and the call so that the best possible outcome is arrived at for the customer, while also making sure they don’t hijack the conversation with their issues. Most customers, like Gerald, come in hot and bothered. They’re ticked off that something isn’t working the way it ought to work according to them. They want a resolution. And a lot of times they’re unable to admit that they are the cause of the problem. They want to blame it on the product and, by extension, blame the customer service rep they’re talking with, so they take their anger and frustration out on us. If you can’t stay calm and take control of the situation, the problem won’t get resolved.”
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