

[image: image]




 


 


 


[image: image]


[image: image]




[image: image]




 


 


Frontispiece: Plan of the White House in 1803 by Benjamin Henry Latrobe


Endpiece: “Old Gory” copyright © Smith & Jones 2014


“Zombie Apocalypse!” and “ZA!” copyright © Stephen Jones


 


 


Constable & Robinson Ltd


55–56 Russell Square


London WC1B 4HP


www.constablerobinson.com


First published in the UK by Robinson,


An imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd., 2014


Zombie Apocalypse! Washington Deceased


Copyright © Stephen Jones and Lisa Morton 2014


The right of Stephen Jones and Lisa Morton to be identified as the authors of this work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988


All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not be reproduced in whole or in part, in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system now known or hereafter invented, without written permission from the publisher and without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


This is a work of fiction. Any resemblances to actual companies, organizations or people, either living or walking dead, is purely coincidental.


A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in
Publication data is available from the British Library


UK ISBN 978-1-47211-067-1 (paperback)


UK ISBN 978-1-47211-080-0 (ebook)


1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2


First published in the United States in 2014 by Running Press Book Publishers, A Member of the Perseus Books Group


All rights reserved under the Pan-American and International Copyright Conventions


This book may not be reproduced in whole or in part, in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system now known or hereafter invented, without written permission from the publisher.


Books published by Running Press are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the United States by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 2300 Chestnut Street, Suite 200, Philadelphia, PA 19103, or call (800) 810-4145, ext. 5000, or email special.markets@perseusbooks.com.


US ISBN: 978-0-7624-5462-4


US Library of Congress Control Number: 2014932205


9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1


Digit on the right indicates the number of this printing


Running Press Book Publishers


2300 Chestnut Street


Philadelphia, PA 19103-4371


Visit us on the web!


www.runningpress.com


Printed and bound in the UK




[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]





Chapter One


“HEY, STEELE . . .”


The woman in the lightweight body armour looked up from her place on the Black Hawk’s bench. It took her a moment to figure out which of the eight other similarly outfitted passengers had spoken, then she saw D’Agostino peering at her curiously.


Of course it would be Aggy. Although she liked the former cop, D’Agostino was always the one with questions.


“What, Aggy?”


“You met her before, right?”


Steele weighed her words for a few seconds; she knew that Aggy might have been the one to ask the question, but she saw the gazes of the rest turned on her. “You mean the package? Not really.”


“But you’re Secret Service . . .”


She almost sighed. Steele had hoped that maybe a cop knew more about the Secret Service than the average civilian. Before she could answer, the man to her immediate left answered. “I believe Director Steele has served briefly in presidential protection, but the Secret Service does a lot more than that, you know.”


Steele couldn’t suppress a smile at how Agent Anderson had emphasized the word “Director”. The others assigned to this job came from a mix of backgrounds – two cops, three Army soldiers, a Navy SEAL and three Secret Service agents, including her, Anderson and tough little Chavez – but there was no question that she was in command. In the past, the mission would have been crewed only with Secret Service agents, but today they’d had to scrounge whoever they could get.


There weren’t many of them left. Not since the dead had overrun everything.


“Holy crap, look at ’em . . .” That was Petrosyan, an Army private who Steele had concerns about, but he’d been vetted as capable; he was, after all, still alive.


Right now Petrosyan was looking out the open door of the Black Hawk, down at the rural New York countryside passing beneath them. Steele didn’t need to join him to know what he was seeing – pastoral farmland, green and tan hillside, and lazy winding road, all dotted with staggering, shambling figures.


They were everywhere. Not just in the cities – like Manhattan, nuked in a fruitless effort to quell their rising numbers, or Washington, that’d been taken over by the living dead – but in the suburbs and small towns as well. No matter how many of them the survivors put down, with a shot to the head or a massive explosion that tore the brain apart, they continued to increase their numbers. A single nip, a light scratch and a survivor became one of them. Of course most of the survivors didn’t sustain only a few toothmarks or a lone red scrape; most were partially consumed, and when they died and returned the cycle continued. The dead were ever hungry.


“Petrosyan . . .” Steele called out to the young soldier, who reluctantly yanked his gaze from the passing panorama and looked up at her. “Remember your assignment today.”


Petrosyan gulped, nodded, and leaned back against the wall of the ’copter. Steele saw some of the other faces all reflect renewed intent. The other ex-cop, a thirty-ish woman named Schechter, turned away from Petrosyan, trying to distance herself, to stay focused.


If they succeeded today, the human survivors might have another chance. If this worked, what was left of the U.S. would no longer be under martial law. General Parker had done well holding them together until now, but he didn’t want the job permanently. If they were to move forward, they needed someone strong to lead them.


If . . .


The pilot’s voice barked over the receiver in Steele’s ear, “Two minutes.”


Beside her, Steele saw Chavez fidget with her body armour. “What’s the matter, Angie? You haven’t finally decided to join the rest of us and get nervous, have you?”


Chavez gave her a lopsided fuck you grin and tugged at her suit again. “Hell with that. Just never worn this stuff before. I think I’d prefer a nice padded jumpsuit and a football helmet.”


Steele smiled. “I hear that, but this is gel armour. They would’ve started outfitting our troops overseas with these suits if—”


“They hadn’t been eaten first”.


Steele laughed. Chavez could always be counted on for the mordant jibe. When she’d received news of the death of her beloved brother Manny, she’d turned her head for a moment before muttering something about hoping that the “pendejo that ate him got heartburn.”


Adjusting her own suit, Steele noted, “If this stuff can stop bullets, it should be able to withstand a bite.”


From the other side of the helicopter, the S.E.A.L. – Byrne – overheard them and said, “I’ve already done three missions in this suit. It’s the shit. We could’ve conquered the fuckin’ world if we’d had these earlier.”


Chavez and Steele exchanged a look, and Steele had to work to hold back a laugh.


From her other side, Anderson fixed Byrne with a glare and said, “And weren’t half the guys in your last squad killed even with the suits?” Before Byrne could answer, Anderson flipped his helmet visor down, concealing his face.


Steele hoped they’d survive long enough to share a beer and make jokes about this.


“One minute.”


As the pilot’s voice in her headset cut out, a beep announced an incoming call. “Go.”


It was Marissa Cheung back at HQ. “Director Steele? Just letting you know that we’ve still been unable to establish communication.”


“Copy that. We’re one minute from set-down, Cheung. I’ll get back to you after we pick up the package.”


The call ended, Steele took in a deep breath and held it, calming herself.


If there’s still anything to pick up.


They’d had communication with their target until last week. Then, yesterday, Ames Parker had made the decision, and Steele had been told to assemble a team. It wasn’t required or even approved that she lead the team, but this mission was too important.


Besides . . . it was history in the making. Steele couldn’t lie and say that didn’t appeal to her. It was one of the reasons a fourteen-year-old high schooler named Sandra Steele had first thought of joining the Secret Service – her Aunt Jen had taken her to a presidential rally, and she’d felt the intensity of the crowd, all focused on one person on the stage, and it had energized her into an instant career choice.


She didn’t want to be the person at the centre of the attention, but the idea of being in the immediate circle of that little piece of history fascinated her. She’d joined the Secret Service, worked hard, made connections, and when her male peers had nearly brought the agency down with a series of tawdry scandals, Sandra Steele had been the obvious choice to restore the Secret Service’s tarnished lustre.


It was too bad the rest of the world had fallen apart not long after her appointment. But if they succeeded today . . .


“Where the fuck are we gonna land?” Petrosyan was peering out of the open side of the Black Hawk again, and this time Steele joined him.


For a change, Petrosyan was right: the land below them was crawling with the dead. They were converging on a large country mansion, one that had been surrounded by a solid stone wall, but a stone wall that was now rubble in several places. Steele guessed that wall had probably stood for over a century, but had given way in the past twenty-four hours.


“Oh man . . .” Petrosyan looked out, his head jerking back and forth. “Anybody who was in that house has gotta be dead . . .”


“No.” As the ’copter circled the mansion, Steele nodded down. “Look at the doors and windows – all boarded up. And the dead wouldn’t all be hammering on the walls like that if they’d already found a way in.”


Behind her, Steele heard Chavez say, “Those boards aren’t gonna hold much longer, though. If they could push down the stone wall . . .”


Steele exchanged a look with her agent and realized the younger woman thought this mission was pointless. That she’d stayed committed was why she’d always been one of Steele’s favourites.


Anderson joined them, peeking out. “In all seriousness . . . where are we going to land?”


The ’copter had circled around to the back of the mansion, revealing an unbroken ring of zombies. They were packed in around the house at least six deep, with more spread out farther away. As the Black Hawk passed overhead, they looked up, some even raising partial, half-eaten limbs.


Steele leaned farther out of the bird and spotted something a short distance to her left. Squinting, she made out a wooden outbuilding, a simple post fence . . .


“The corral.” She adjusted her mike, addressing the pilot. “What do you think about that corral to the north?”


A short distance behind the main house was a barn, a stable and a fenced-in corral. The corral was empty; obviously the zombies had been uninterested in an empty corral and had trudged around it, leaving the wooden fence miraculously in place.


The pilot’s voice came back. “That’ll work, although it’ll put you a good two hundred yards from the house. And they’ll come for us as soon as we set down.”


“Well, unless you see anything better—”


“I don’t. Okay, Director, get ready.”


As the Black Hawk headed for the corral, Steele felt the adrenaline begin to pump. She turned to address her team, starting with Myers and Allmon, the two Army sharpshooters she’d recruited.


“Okay, we’re about to do this. Myers, Allmon, you’re with the ’copter keeping the way clear for us.” The two snipers nodded; they were experienced and cool, and Steele knew she wouldn’t have to worry about them. “The rest of us are the main team. We make for the house, we find the package, we get out – all of us. Any questions?”


Steele shot Aggy a look, and he didn’t disappoint her. “Yeah, I got one: What if we don’t find her?”


“Then we pack up and get out fast in one piece.”


D’Agostino gulped and pulled his helmet visor down. Next to him, Schechter gave Steele a quick look before sliding her visor closed. Petrosyan, Byrne and Chavez did the same. Steele didn’t like the way Petrosyan nervously hugged his assault rifle, but she kept quiet.


As the Black Hawk touched down, Steele pulled her own visor into place, grabbed a backpack at her feet and shrugged into the straps. She leapt out, crouched and ran twenty feet, then stopped to look for the best way to the house.


There was no best way. The space between the house and the corral was packed with the dead. And now they were turning towards Steele and her team. She felt their glassy eyes on her and shivered beneath her gel suit.


Chavez and Anderson moved up beside her, their presence reassuring, and she heard somebody behind her mutter, “Jesus Christ . . .”


She forced her mind to work, to focus on her job. “Chavez, Anderson – we need a distraction . . .”


Chavez grinned. “I can do that.” The small Latina broke to the left, running and waving her arms while shouting, “Hey, douchebags, c’mon, got some nice meat on these bones for ya, this way . . .”


Anderson picked up on the routine and ran with her. “This way, you fuckers, come and get some prime USDA choice . . .”


It was working: The dead on the other side of the corral fence were turning, staggering after the two loud targets . . . but not all of the dead. A few remained behind – they’d reached the fence now, their hands were scrabbling at the wood.


Small red holes blossomed on their foreheads and they fell. Steele glanced back at the ’copter and saw Myers and Allmon crouched in the Black Hawk’s belly, picking off zombies with M40 sniper rifles. She threw them a thumbs-up, drew her Glock 21, and waved her team forward.


She raised the Glock – and froze. It was impossible; despite how many of the zombies had been drawn away by Chavez and Anderson and how many more were falling to sniper rounds, she was still faced with a wall of un-humanity. They had reached the corral fence now, mouths open and moaning, tattered fingers reaching . . .


We can’t do this.


Steele had only faced a horde like this once before, when DC had first been overrun. She’d tried to storm the White House in the hope of saving the President; she knew her agents were already dead, and she’d hoped against hope that she might still find the Commander-in-Chief.


But as she’d seen the Oval Office at the end of the corridor, a familiar figure had come lurching out; his suit might have been shredded, his eyes limned in blood, but it had been him, the President, and she’d been too late. With only a few rounds left in her last magazine, she’d turned and fled.


But this, today, was different. There were more zombies – but also more firepower. And she wasn’t alone.


We have to do this.


The wooden crossbeams of the fence were creaking, and Steele knew they’d give way any second. She raised the Glock with both hands, sighted and fired. She told herself these things weren’t human: the handsome young man with chiselled biceps was a monster, the elderly woman with a kind face was no longer kind, the little boy in cartoon-print pyjamas was nobody’s son.


Her action spurred her team, and shots sounded from either side of her. Then came the rapid-fire rat-a-tat of an automatic weapon, spraying wildly. “No!” Steele whirled, even though she knew what she’d find.


Petrosyan was firing his M16 into the zombie mass, not even aiming. Steele had to shout his name twice to get him to stop. “What the hell are you doing, Petrosyan? Semi-automatic only, remember?”


Petrosyan’s eyes were wide, his face sweat-sheened. “That isn’t gonna work. Look at ’em—”


“We can’t risk hitting the house. And you’re not even stopping them. Look.”


The ex-cop followed her gesture and saw the dead he’d just shot at still coming, the bullet holes in their chests and limbs having done nothing to halt their progress. “Shit . . .”


As Petrosyan stared, Steele reached down to his M16 and flipped it to semi-automatic. “Now aim before you fire.” She waited until Petrosyan gulped and nodded before turning away.


They’d made a good hole in the zombie mass, though, and she strode forward. The fence was splintering under the weight of dead flesh, so Steele kicked at the beams until they split. She waved the Glock towards the immobile corpses. “Petrosyan, D’Agostino, Schechter – pull those bodies away so we’ll have a clear path. We’ll need it coming back. Byrne and I will cover until you’re done.”


Petrosyan made a face, but when D’Agostino and Schechter got to work, he reluctantly slung his rifle back and joined them. Steele glanced at Byrne, and saw him grinning. “You look like you’re enjoying this.”


Byrne chuckled and said, “Not yet. But just wait . . .”


Steele heard shots off to her left, and saw Anderson and Chavez backing away – the zombies at the far end of the corral had breached the fence and were spilling in. Steele shouted and waved. “Back here!”


Anderson and Chavez didn’t hear. They were popping off shots, dancing back. In the Black Hawk, Myers and Allmon were concentrating on the dead around Steele’s group.


Steele felt her gut clench. She reached under her visor and grabbed her mike. “Chavez, Anderson, do you read?”


Angie’s voice came through, although it sounded as if she spoke through gritted teeth. “We got it here, ma’am. Just keep working on your part.”


“We’re through.” That was Schechter, motioning at the path they’d created through the fence. For an instant, she was split: help her agents, or head for the house while they had the chance?


There was no choice. Anderson and Chavez were on their own. She turned to the house.


She emptied the Glock’s magazine on two zombies – teenagers, both of them, one still wearing the remnants of a Marilyn Manson T-shirt – and popped it out. She was just slamming a full magazine back into the gun when she felt something tug at the backpack she bore.


Byrne moved up beside her. “Allow me.” She saw that Byrne was carrying a three-foot-long length of metal pipe. With both hands wrapped around it, he swung at something behind Steele and she felt the pull on the backpack ease. Excited by the first kill, Byrne waded in.


As Steele and the others watched in disbelief, Byrne transformed into a human fury, whirling the length of pipe in every direction, battering skulls and kicking corpses out of the way. Steele had to appreciate the pipe as a weapon: it worked better in close quarters than a gun, didn’t need to be reloaded and rarely required multiple hits. Byrne did have to pause once to wipe his visor free of gore, but then he laid into the zombies again.


Somehow, the writhing mass of walking dead didn’t seem to thin out, and they were still ten yards from the house when Byrne’s stamina started to flag. He panted and had to lower the pipe after every swing, and the zombies were closing in.


“Fuck!” That was D’Agostino, just behind Steele. She whirled and saw that a fat middle-aged man in crimson-splattered overalls had grabbed Aggy from behind and was trying to sink his teeth into the cop’s upper arm. The gel suit held, and the zombie’s teeth shattered on the tough material; but Aggy couldn’t pull his arm free from the zombie’s grip. Steele raised the Glock, fired on two other zombies that were about to reach Aggy, but couldn’t get a clear sight on the one holding his arm.


“Aggy, duck!”


D’Agostino dropped – and came face to face with a legless woman clawing at his feet. He screamed and fell back just as Steele shot the zombie that held him. The zombie fell – but so did Aggy, pinned beneath the bulk of the flabby corpse. “Get it off me, get it off me!”


More zombies circled in. Steele and Schechter shot them while Petrosyan covered Byrne. When Steele could finally get back to Aggy, she looked down just in time to see the crawling woman yanking Aggy’s left boot off and sinking her teeth through his sock into the foot.


D’Agostino screamed again. Steele shouted.


But she couldn’t get to him. The dead were between her and the downed man. As three of them descended on him, she knew his agonized scream was his last and she forced her focus away from him.


Aggy was done.


Schechter kept firing as Steele finished off another magazine and slammed a new one in. “Byrne, get us to that house!”


“Working on it!”


Something fell against Steele and she tensed, but saw that it was a real corpse, its head barely recognizable as a result of having met Byrne’s pipe. She side-stepped the falling body, watched as Byrne brought the bar around in a side swing and sent another zombie to its final rest, and she could see the house now, just a few feet away.


She heard Byrne grunting with the effort of the last few blows, but then they’d reached the house, with Petrosyan, Schechter and Steele covering the sides and rear of their trail. Steele shot a zombie to her right as she edged that way to a back door, its inset window boarded over. She pounded on it with a fist as she called out, “Hello! Anyone alive in there? Hello!”


There was no answer.


“What now?” Petrosyan asked, as he sighted along his rifle barrel and took out another zombie shambling towards them.


“We go in. Everybody stand back.” Steele pointed her pistol at the doorknob and fired. When she aimed at the deadbolt lock, one of the bullets ricocheted off and struck a zombie in the chest, staggering it.


“Good shot, Director,” Schechter said, as she pumped a round into the thing’s head to finish it off.


Steele pulled the door back only to see the backboard of a large cabinet blocking the way. She waved Byrne and Petrosyan up. “Can you push that out of the way?”


They put their shoulders against the heavy furniture and grunted with effort as Steele and Schechter guarded the rear. Steele heard wood scrape on tile and knew they’d managed to slide the cabinet aside. She didn’t wait, but stepped into the house. She was in the kitchen, which was large and modern, with a centre island and chrome fixtures. “Hello?” Again, there was no answer.


“We blew it. Nobody home,” Petrosyan muttered.


The power was out, so Steele pulled a small maglite from a pocket of the gel suit and swung it around the dim interior. “No, look – this place is sealed tight from the inside. And everything’s clean . . . no sign of struggle.”


A cry sounded from outside, and Steele turned to see a grey hand pulling Schechter away by the left shoulder. The ex-cop struggled to raise her gun, but another zombie yanked her right arm and from Schechter’s scream Steele knew the arm had been broken.


“Petrosyan, Byrne—!”


Steele lifted the Glock, trying to get a shot, but Schechter was in the way. She could only watch helplessly as a zombie tore at Schechter’s helmet visor, flipped it up and bit into her face.


Byrne rained blows on Schechter’s attackers, but it was too late – Schechter’s face was a bloodied ruin, her eyes closed, body sagging.


“Byrne, let her go.” It was one of the hardest commands Steele had ever given, but she couldn’t afford to lose Byrne as well, not when they were so close . . .


She heard Byrne utter a curse as he stepped back into the house. “You better make this quick, because we can’t hold them much longer.”


Steele called, “Copy that. Just give me a minute.”


She slid out of the backpack, dropped it and ran from the kitchen. It took her less than a minute to check out the rest of the two-storey house, and she was panting by the time she returned to the kitchen. Petrosyan and Byrne were sweating it at the door. “We gotta go,” Petrosyan shouted back, “they’re bunching up again outside.”


“Not yet,” Steele said. Her gut told her their quarry was still here, somewhere . . .


“C’mon, ma’am, the place is empty,” Byrne said. Even his resolve was fraying into panic.


Steele whirled. “The basement.”


Byrne glanced back at her. “What?”


“The basement. It’s where I’d hole up if the house I was in was surrounded.”


There – a door at the other side of the kitchen that could only go down. Steele ran to it, turned the knob and pulled. The door didn’t move; it was somehow secured from the inside.


“Hello? Anybody down there?” Steele called through the heavy wood.


She was rewarded with a response from the other side: “Who are you?”


Relief washed through Steele, so intense she had to put a hand on the door for a second to steady herself. “We’re from Washington, ma’am. We’re here to get you to safety. We’ve got transport just outside.”


Steele waited anxiously, listening. It seemed like hours passed before she made out the sound of stairs creaking on the other side, and then something metallic being moved. Finally the door opened and a woman stood on the steps just inside, a heavy chain still held in one hand.


As she stepped up into the kitchen, they all stared for a moment. Petrosyan and Byrne forgot the murderous hordes outside. The blonde woman in her sixties smiled at them in gratitude. “Am I glad to see you. It was getting boring down there.”


Steele held out a supporting hand. “Are you okay to move?”


The other woman nodded. Steele reached down to her backpack; she unzipped it and drew out a gel armour jacket and pants and a helmet, which she handed to her charge. “Put these on.”


The woman eyed the armour; then, as she drew on the jacket she said, “Gel armour. I knew it was in the development stage, but I had no idea it was a done deal. How many suits were completed?”


Steele gestured briefly around the kitchen. “Pretty much what you see here.” Then, speaking into her headset, Steele said, “We’ve got the package ready for delivery.”


On the other end, Cheung answered, “Holy shit. I can’t believe you actually found her.”


“Well, we’ve still got to get back to the bird. I’ll call again once we’re airborne.”


“Copy. Good luck.”


Steele gestured the woman to the door. “Let’s get you back where you belong . . . Madame President.”


The woman arched her eyebrows. “When did that happen?”


Petrosyan popped off three shots, a grim reminder of the difficulties that still lay before them. “We’ll have to save the explanations. Let’s go.”


Petrosyan shot twice, and then Byrne leapt out, the pipe already swinging. Steele ushered the other woman out. “Petrosyan, behind us.”


The zombies were still thinned out slightly, but closing in on their path back to the Black Hawk. “Keep up the speed, Byrne!”


“Right.”


Behind them, Steele heard Petrosyan scream; his rifle threw out a series of shots, and something slammed into Steele’s back with enough force to throw her forward. She caught herself before she went down; pain exploded in her back, and she knew she’d taken one of Petrosyan’s bullets at close range, but the gel suit had kept it from doing more than just slamming into her.


“You okay?”


Steele didn’t take the time to nod or to look back at Petrosyan. “Just keep moving,” she called.


She fired off six more shots from the Glock, taking down three zombies; she was getting tired and sloppy. An obese middle-aged man with one black eye socket and a missing ear lunged at her from the right. She raised the Glock, pulled the trigger – and the hammer clicked on an empty chamber. She dug a hand into a pouch on the gel suit, looking for a replacement magazine, and realized: there were no more magazines. She was out.


Byrne jumped back, putting himself between her and the huge dead thing. “Go!” he called.


Steele had just enough time to see Byrne raise the pipe, only to have it stopped in mid-swing by the zombie’s upraised arm. Then it raised its other hand and grabbed Byrne by the throat. Steele didn’t stay to see the rest; doing her best to protect her charge, she pushed through the zombies, ducking and dodging, dread curdling within her . . .


A dead boy reaching for her fell back as a bullet exploded into his forehead. Steele looked up and saw they’d almost reached the ’copter, where Myers was aiming his sniper rifle. He paused long enough to help the two women into the bird.


“Where’s Allmon?” Steele asked, panting.


Between gritted teeth as he sighted and fired, Myers answered, “Gone. He tried to move up to the house and they got him.”


“Chavez and Anderson?”


“I don’t know, but I think they’re gone, too.”


Steele looked out, saw zombies starting to converge on the Black Hawk and decided. Speaking into the headset, she said, “Get us out of here.”


“Happy to,” answered the pilot.


Steele made sure her charge was secured on the bench, then glanced out – and saw Chavez staggering out of the encroaching mass.


“Wait!”


The bird hovered a few feet off the ground. Steele leaned out, grabbed Chavez’s hands, and helped her in. The zombies were only a few feet behind. “Go, Go!”


The Black Hawk lifted up, engines roaring. Steele saw the hungry mob falling away beneath them, and she turned to Chavez. The agent’s armour was covered in blood, the visor was missing from her helmet and she’d lost her gun somewhere along the way. But what alarmed Steele most was the look in Chavez’s eyes.


It was defeat.


“Chavez . . .?”


A tear leaked out of one of the agent’s eyes. “They got me, Steele. The fuckers.”


Steele was confused – she didn’t see a bite mark, the armour was still in place. “No, you’re—”


Chavez cut her off, angling her jaw so Steele could see the thin red line there. It wasn’t deep, not even really bleeding, but it was . . .


“A scratch.”


“Yeah.” Chavez lowered her head.


“Are you sure you got it from one of them? Maybe . . . maybe your helmet, or . . .”


Chavez shook her head. “No, it was this fuckin’ girl. Just a girl. Half my age, but . . . dead.”


Steele saw Myers looking at her, his expression unreadable. She turned her attention back to Chavez. “We’ll get you back to HQ, maybe—”


Chavez shook her head. “No. I don’t want to risk infecting anyone else. Especially—” she directed her look at the blonde woman who sat across from her, “—especially not now.” Chavez pulled off the rest of the helmet, hurled it away and moved to the open hatchway in the side of the Black Hawk. Facing them, she gripped the edges tightly and nodded at Steele’s holstered Glock. “Do it. Now.”


Steele drew the Glock, remembered. “I can’t. I’m out.”


Myers was surprisingly gentle as he held the sniper rifle out to Steele. “Here.”


Steele took it. Her fingers felt numb, the rifle too heavy as she tried to raise it.


Chavez closed her eyes and leaned back, letting the downdraft from the helicopter’s rotor whip her dark hair. Steele tried to sight on Chavez’s forehead, tried to force herself to imagine Chavez as a hungry dead thing tearing at her, eyes glassy, teeth champing . . .


It didn’t work. She lowered the rifle. “Chavez, I—”


Before she could continue, the blonde woman had unstrapped herself and knelt beside Steele. She looked into Steele’s eyes, and Steele saw reserves of strength and courage there that left her stunned. Steele let the rifle be taken from her, but she turned away until after she heard the shot. Chavez made no sound as she fell, and there was only a heavy thunk as the rifle hit the deck of the Black Hawk before Steele felt a hand grip hers.


She turned to look at the new President and said only, “Thank you.”


The other woman nodded, gently.


In that moment, Steele knew she would gladly die to defend this woman.







 






	From:


	Bobby Van Arndt <virginboybva@vi.rr.com>







	To:


	Kevin Moon <moonykev@laex.com>







	Sent:


	FRI, Jun 28, 2:14 PM







	Subject:


	Okay?








Hey, Kev, we keep hearing a lot of bad shit is going down out there in L.A. Hope you’re hanging in and it’s just the media over-hyping everything as usual. Out here in Virginia we aren’t seeing a lot of the dead yet, but of course we’re out here in the sticks. We did finally put up an honest-to-God fence around the farm, so I think we’re safe. Grandpa has dug out the old shotgun and bought a bunch of cartridges for it. Wow, this could be the first time I’ve ever been pro-gun.


Let me know how you are. I worry, you know. [image: image]


Love,


Bobby


——-Original Message——-






	From:


	Kevin Moon <moonykev@laex.com>







	To:


	Bobby Van Arndt <virginboybva@vi.rr.com>







	Sent:


	FRI, Jun 28, 2:16 PM







	Subject:


	RE: Okay?








Thanks for the note, bro. And yeah, it’s bad out here and getting worse. Fucking zombies are everywhere. I had to leave West Hollywood because it got so bad. I’m staying now with friends at a house up in the hills (remember cute Scotty? He knows this guy who’s a rich music producer who’s letting us all crash here because it’s hard to reach and a little safer). But we’re running out of food, the power keeps going in and out, and frankly I don’t know how much longer anyone will be able to stay in L.A.


I miss you.


Kevin


——-Original Message——-






	From:


	Bobby Van Arndt <virginboybva@vi.rr.com>







	To:


	Kevin Moon <moonykev@laex.com>







	Sent:


	FRI, Jun 28, 2:18 PM







	Subject:


	RE: RE: Okay?








Kevin, srsly – get your ass out of there. Can you get to a truck or a car or something? I was hoping the news reports were all lies, but it sounds like they may have actually understated how bad it was.


Come out here, Kevin. You can stay with Grandpa and me at the farm. We’ve got plenty of food, we’ve got candles if the power gives out, we’ve got a well for fresh water, and . . . well, we’ve got ME. [image: image]


Please be safe, and please please PLEASE get out of there, whether you decide to come to ol’ Virginia or not.


Love,


Bobby








Chapter Two


THE SILVER LEXUS GX SUV circled the parking lot of the huge warehouse store in Burbank, moving slowly from the south entrance to the far north parking lot and around the building. The three men and one woman inside peered through the tinted windows, nervously squeezing tools and homemade weapons.


In the rear seat, Kevin said, “Damn. The parking lot was never this empty when I shopped here in the past.”


The woman in the front passenger seat, Nancy, nodded as they rounded a corner. “It’s not completely empty, Moony.”


Kevin gritted his teeth – he hated that nickname. Yes, his last name was Moon, but it was a fine Korean surname and he’d heard “Moony” and “Moon the Loon” since his days as a first-grader in Oregon. Nancy – probably the smartest person in the car – must have known how irritating that jibe was, so Kevin figured she wanted to annoy him. Maybe she just found the rest of the apocalypse boring and was trying to entertain herself.


Kevin tried to move past the obnoxious name to see what she was looking at. There, maybe fifty feet away – a single figure walking purposelessly near the store’s entrance.


The blonde man next to Kevin saw the walker, threw back another gulp from the bottle of Jack Daniel’s he cradled in his lap and muttered, “Fuck . . .”


Kevin peered at his friend Scotty in concern. Scotty had once possessed the sharpest wit and the biggest strut of anyone he’d ever met, and he was so boyishly handsome that he’d been propositioned by both male and female porn stars. But ever since the Human Reanimation Virus had turned much of LA into a graveyard, Scotty’s confidence had vanished. He’d become a sweating, trembling drunk, and Kevin wished again that they hadn’t brought him with them today.


But they were all hungry.


Two weeks ago, it had seemed like a good idea. “I’ve got this friend, Howard. He’s a rich music producer, has a big house just off Laurel Canyon, says we can come up and crash there until all this blows over,” Scotty had said one night, as they’d been drinking vodka in Kevin’s tiny studio apartment off Gardner in West Hollywood. Kevin hadn’t liked the bars over the windows when he’d moved in, but since the shit had gone down, he’d been damn glad they were there.


Even so, he knew he couldn’t stay in the apartment much longer; the streets of WeHo were thronged now with the infected. Kevin and Scotty had left the restaurant where they both waited tables three days ago, when one of them had crashed right through the front glass window to dine on a patron, and they hadn’t left Kevin’s apartment since.


Now there were more of the dead outside every hour, and Kevin knew that, despite the bars, it wouldn’t be long before they’d find a way in. He’d already heard one of his neighbours shrieking as his door had been torn off its hinges.


So they’d peeked out, and waited until none of the things were around, and then sprinted to Kevin’s old Toyota Camry. They’d barely made it inside and locked the doors before a once-attractive burly man in leather had beat on the front windshield. Kevin had gunned the motor, and they’d endured a frantic drive into the Hollywood hills, swerving to avoid car wrecks and the dead, taking the canyon roads’ sharp turns too fast when a group of five or six zombies had run after the car.


Howard Karan’s house had at first proved a functional sanctuary. It was isolated, on a steep hillside, and could only be entered by a narrow walkway between heavy cement-block walls that led to a solid front door. Kevin, Scotty, Howard and Howard’s sister, Nancy, had formed a kind of family, taking turns on lookout, cooking and cleaning, and partying. Lots of partying. Howard had a plentiful stash of coke and weed and booze, and he didn’t mind sharing. Scotty and Howard occasionally adjourned to Howard’s bedroom, leaving Kevin and the forty-ish, acerbic Nancy to fend for themselves.


But then the food had run low, and soon they were down to stale crackers and the last jar of pickle slices. They’d discussed their options and had decided to try the Food Club warehouse in the east end of the Valley. Even if Burbank was as full of the dead as West Hollywood was, the massive Food Club was the likeliest place to still have supplies.


First they’d decided they needed weapons; Howard didn’t believe in guns, which left a fireplace poker for Nancy, a length of metal chain for Scotty, a piece of 2 x 4 studded with nails for Kevin (who was proud of his homemade mace), and a crowbar for Howard. Then they’d clambered into the SUV, Scotty making sure he was already drunk when they left and had a bottle with him.


The drive had taken two hours, as they’d frequently backtracked and swerved and reversed, but they’d finally made it. Now they pulled up forty feet from the front entrance to the gigantic, dark building.


“Doors are open,” said Nancy.


“Good, ’cause I left my lock picks at home,” Kevin answered.


Scotty gestured at the lone zombie, now shambling towards them. “What about him?”


“Well . . .” Howard gunned the engine.


Nancy looked over at her brother. “You can’t be serious.”


Howard gave her a grin – more of a grimace – and hit the accelerator.


The Lexus shot forward, tyres squealing on the asphalt, and was doing probably forty miles an hour when it hit the zombie, a gangly fifty-something man missing his left arm. The impact threw him clean over the car, and Howard braked to a halt, shoved the gearshift into reverse and rolled back over the body. The car thumped twice, and then Howard let it roll back far enough to where they could see the corpse in front of them.


“Nope, still moving,” Nancy said.


“Not for long.” Howard slammed the car into DRIVE, and steered over the zombie’s head. The passengers all heard a mushy crunck, then Howard stopped and looked back. “Violà – no more zombie.”


“But how you gonna fit the Lexus in the store, Howie?” said Kevin.


“I can’t believe you didn’t make it as a screenwriter.”


Kevin allowed himself the luxury of a bitter smile. “I can’t either. Well, hell – maybe soon there’ll be a market for human-zombie bromances. Or I could invent a whole new genre: zomances.”


Scotty didn’t seem to have heard. He looked out of the Lexus at the wide-open doors into the warehouse, gaping like a hungry maw, and twisted his hands around the sweat-slick bottle. “This isn’t gonna work. It’s too dark in there – the place could be crawling with them . . .”


Kevin put his hand on Scotty’s arm, trying to reassure his friend. “This has to work, Scotty. We’ll starve to death otherwise.”


For an instant, Kevin was glad he and Scotty had never become lovers; at first he’d been attracted to Scotty (who wasn’t?), but now that he’d seen how Scotty reacted to stress, he knew they would never have worked.


One of the car doors opened, startling them all, and Nancy stepped out. Holding the poker in one hand, she leaned back inside just long enough to say, “Am I the only one here with balls?”


Howard howled in protest, grabbed the crowbar and got out. Kevin followed suit, wrestling his 2 x 4 club out of the rear compartment as well as a large flashlight.


Scotty wasn’t moving. He just kept staring at the black opening into the store.


“There should’ve been more of ’em around here. They’re probably all in there, in the dark, just waiting for us.”


Kevin glanced at Howard and Nancy, already moving towards the entrance, before turning back to Scotty. “I think you should stay in the car, man . . .”


With that, Scotty undid his seatbelt and threw his door open. “No fucking way am I sitting out here alone.”


He got out, chugged the last of the whiskey, pulled his arm back, and threw the empty bottle as hard as he could. He whooped when it shattered on the pavement, then he followed after Howard and Nancy, the metal chain looped between his fists.


Kevin wasn’t sure he liked this any better than motionless anxiety. Scotty was abruptly reckless, and reckless (combined with drunk) could get them all killed. Or worse.


“Kevin, bring the flashlight up here.” That was Howard, waving from the doors. Kevin swallowed back his reluctance and joined his friends.


Scotty and Nancy had grabbed shopping carts, and they waited at the entrance like racers at a starting line. Howard was straining to listen. “You hear that?”


“What?” Kevin heard small noises from somewhere in the store, but not much more.


“They’re in here. I heard one moan.”


Kevin thumbed the flashlight’s power button and swung the beam around the dark interior. The light fell on mostly empty shelves, smashed cardboard cartons, paper wrappers . . . but no zombies.


And no food.


Nancy frowned. “Looks picked clean.”


Kevin shook his head. “Nah – they always put non-food specials up front, shit like plants and towels and crap. The food’s back in that corner.” Kevin pointed with the flashlight. The warehouse fell away into shadow; it was impossible to tell how big it was, or what lay just beyond the light beam.


“C’mon, let’s get this over with.” That was Scotty, already shoving his cart around piles of refuse and boxes.


“Scotty, wait—!” Kevin ran after his friend, trying to light the way. Nancy and Howard followed.


They passed ceiling-high metal racks; the ones that held appliances and glassware still had a few products left, but for the most part they held little more than dust.


“This isn’t looking good,” Howard murmured.


“Yeah, but—” Kevin broke off as a zombie staggered from around the end of an aisle.


It was a chunky middle-aged woman with blonde hair, although half of her scalp had been torn away, leaving shreds of hair on that side of her head. She was coming towards them silently, and they all froze. After a few seconds, Scotty whispered, “Why isn’t this one moaning?”


“And more importantly,” Nancy added, “who’s going to do something?”


Kevin decided now was as good a time as any to try out his weapon. He tossed the flashlight to Scotty, leapt forward, swung the length of wood, buried the nails in the zombie’s skull, and it collapsed almost instantly . . . taking Kevin’s 2 x 4 down with it as it fell, nails embedded firmly. “Shit.”


Planting a foot on the corpse’s jaw, Kevin struggled to pull the nails free – and was still struggling when he heard Scotty say, “Uh . . . more company, Kev.”


Another one was coming around the end of the aisle. And another after that. These two did moan; one was a former executive whose pale crown sported a bad comb-over, and the other was a young Asian woman who wore the store’s T-shirt and apron. The white apron was stained red, and the fact that much of her neck had been torn away caused her head to tilt a full forty-five degrees to the left.


“Uh . . . Kev . . .”


Kevin finally gave up on removing the board from the dead zombie’s skull and started back-pedalling. Behind him, he heard somebody – Howard, he guessed – cry out, followed by the sound of the crowbar smashing into tissue and bone. “Fuck you, too!”


Behind Scotty, Howard was still standing over a zombie he’d just brained with the crowbar; his shirt had been torn away from one shoulder. Nancy turned to help him, but he held up his hands. “I got it, no problem.”


Nancy looked back at Scotty and Kevin. “This was a bad idea. We’re going. Now.”


Just then Kevin glanced past her and saw the flashlight’s beam bounce off something wrapped in plastic. “Wait a minute . . .” He took the flashlight back from Scotty and ran to what he’d glimpsed.


“Kevin, in case you’ve got blood in your ears – we are leaving.”


Kevin held up what he’d just grabbed – a carton of two-dozen cans, all still in shrink-wrap. “Canned peaches.” He threw the carton into Scotty’s shopping cart.


Nancy started pushing Howard towards the exit. “Fine. You stay and get killed for peaches.”


Kevin looked into Scotty’s eyes. “You hungry?”


Eyes jittering back and forth between Kevin and the two approaching zombies, Scotty answered, “Yeah . . .”


“Watch this.” Kevin turned and ran right past the shuffling pair. They were slow, impaired, and although they reached out for him and turned, he dodged by them easily. Freed from their attention, Scotty ran with the shopping cart, rushing past them.


From several aisles farther into the store, Kevin uttered a victory whoop. “Scotty, get that cart back here – we struck gold, bro!”


As Scotty joined him with the cart, Kevin was hefting more wrapped cartons of food. “What is it?”


“Tuna fish, I think. And hot damn, mushrooms!” Kevin began piling boxes into the cart.


Scotty glanced back nervously and saw the two zombies rounding the end of the aisle behind them. “Kevin, man, they’re coming . . .”


Kevin cast a quick eye at the dead and then ran in the other direction. “Let ’em come. We’ll just outrun ’em.”


They sped down the next aisle, where they scored coffee, peanut butter and creamed corn. Kevin started to reach for pickles, but stopped when Scotty said, “I’m really fucking sick of pickles, okay?”


They avoided the produce area – most of the fruit and vegetables had gone bad and the stench was nauseating – but grabbed several cases of bottled water. The cart was piled high, and Scotty was struggling to push it.


“We got enough. Want me to push it from here on?” Kevin joined Scotty behind the cart – and felt something brush his back. He whirled to see a dead man reaching for him, but the man was missing three of his fingers. “Go!” Kevin kicked out and the man stumbled back.


He joined Scotty to push the cart and they ran, heading for the block of light that marked the exit. When a zombie lurched into their path they had to stop abruptly, sending a case of soft drinks flying. Scotty started to bend to retrieve it, but Kevin shouted, “Forget it – let’s go around him!”


They curved past the zombie, and a few seconds later they were outside. They ran the cart to the Lexus, where Nancy was examining Howard as he cradled one arm. “Look what we got!”


Scotty was already tossing cases into the back of the SUV, but Kevin went to see what was going on with Nancy and Howard. “Fuck . . .” Howard moaned softly.


“What?”


Nancy pulled away the edge of Howard’s torn sleeve to reveal a long, bloody line. “He got scratched.”


“By one of them?”


She nodded.


Kevin’s elation vanished instantly. “Oh fuck . . . I’m . . . really sorry, Howard.”


“Don’t be – this was my idea.”


What they all knew, what they’d heard repeated endlessly on the news during the early stages of the outbreak, was that a single bite or scratch from one of the living dead caused the virus to be passed on. Kevin had never actually seen anyone turn, and he had no idea how long it would take . . . but he didn’t doubt that it would eventually happen to Howard.


“So what do we do?”


Nancy answered, “We take him home and care for him, of course.”


Kevin stared at her, dumbfounded. “Nancy, we can’t take him home. He’s been infected—”


“We don’t know that. We don’t really know much about how this works, except what we’ve heard on the news, and who knows how accurate any of that was?”


“He’ll turn—”


“Maybe not. Besides, even if he does . . . we have to take care of him. He’s my brother.”


Kevin looked into Howard’s eyes. “Howard . . . you know what’ll happen . . .”


“I just want to go home, Kevin. Okay?”


Kevin spun, angry, irritated with himself for hating Nancy’s compassion, wishing he was far away from here, and his gaze fell on the store’s automotive wing, where tyres were changed and new batteries installed.


A black Hummer sat in one of the repair bays; it was an older model, big and boxy. They’d had a drunken discussion one night when they’d talked about the best car to have in a bad situation, and they’d all agreed on the solid, militaristic Hummer H2s.


Kevin started walking towards the repair bays. Behind him, Scotty called out, “Where you goin’?”


“To get that Hummer.”


“What are you doing, Kevin?” That was Nancy, but he didn’t stop to look back. “We don’t need another car.”


“You don’t, but I do.”


“Why?”


Kevin didn’t answer. Instead he looked into the bay, cautiously. It seemed empty. There was a small sedan to the left of the Hummer; to the right of it sat an empty slot.


He heard footfsteps behind him, then Scotty’s voice. “They probably didn’t even fix the tyres yet . . .”


Kevin bent down and examined the Hummer’s tyres – they were obviously new, even still had stickers. “No, it’s done.” He moved up the side of the car, looking in the windows. It was empty. And the keys were in the ignition.


“Kevin . . .”


“Give me a minute.” He walked around to the driver’s side, reached for the door handle – and jumped at the sound of flesh slapping on glass. The sound, though, came from behind him, and when he turned he saw a dead child’s face pressed up against the window inside the sedan. The child’s mouth worked on instinct, gnawing, and its eyes seemed desperate. Kevin felt for it, even as he was repulsed by it. He knew without hesitation then that he had to leave this place.


The Hummer started up when he turned the ignition. He backed it out of the bay and was pleased with the way it handled. Pulling it around in a circle, he drove up and parked next to Howard’s SUV. Nancy had just finished securing Howard in the front passenger seat and was moving around to the driver’s side; she stopped halfway when Kevin got out of the Hummer, its engine idling.


“I’m going,” he said.


“Where?”


“To Virginia. I’ve got a friend there.”


Nancy eyed him with pity. “You won’t make it, you know.”


“Yeah, well . . .” Kevin nodded towards Howard, “. . . you’re not gonna make it here, either. I’m going to take a couple of the cases of food and water with me.”


Nancy just nodded.


Kevin loaded the Hummer. When he finished, he saw Scotty watching him, torn. “You can come with me.”


Scotty considered for a moment, and then shook his head. “You go on. Sorry, but I’ll take my chances here.”


Kevin nodded. He realized that in one of his screenplays, his protagonist would have hugged his friend goodbye here, but he just wanted to be gone. Without another word he climbed behind the wheel, put the gear into DRIVE, and headed off.


The Hummer had nearly a full tank. He had no idea how far it would get him, but at least it would get him away from here.


He found the on-ramp to the 5 freeway, drove up, and headed out of town. For the first time in weeks, the heaviness that had settled on him lifted.


He felt free.


[image: image]





Chapter Three


THE DESERT AT night . . . a mission to investigate an abandoned village . . . gunfire, and the man on the right goes down . . . more men shout, it’s hard to hear over the deafening sound of assault weapons, something thuds into my back, I go down, there’s blood on my hands, my blood . . . but there – fifty feet away, the pops of light where the gunman is firing, and my rifle comes up, aims, the trigger is pulled, a body falls, the gunfire stops. I crawl forward to check the dead man, but something’s wrong – the body’s too small. I reach it, nudge it with the barrel of my M16A2, flip it over and see it’s a kid, can’t be more than eight or nine, his weapon – the one he shot me with – is almost bigger than he is, and Oh dear God, I killed a little boy—


Ty jerked upright to the feel of his heart slamming in his chest and an overwhelming sense of panic. He felt around for his gun, didn’t find it, looked at the light coming into the room . . .


. . . and realized he was home, in Rhonebach. He wasn’t in a barracks somewhere in Iraq, or a military hospital. That’d been six years ago.


Six years, and he still awoke almost every morning with nightmares. The doctors had called it post-traumatic stress disorder, and had assured him it would pass. It hadn’t.


He jumped as a knock sounded, followed by a muffled voice saying, “Ty? You awake?”


Ty collected himself from the bed of his small guest house, the one his brother had magnanimously allowed him to live in after his return from the veteran’s hospital, and limped to the front door. His back was in agony this morning and the pain reminded him of the metal he still carried there, the bits of shrapnel they’d been unable to remove because of their proximity to the spinal cord.


He ignored the knocking to massage the sore spot for a few seconds, then opened the door a crack and stared out.


Mike Symonds, the diner owner, was there looking like a kid on the first day of school. “We got one. Gerald spotted it coming out of the forest around his back field.”


Ty rubbed his eyes and glanced around. The day was warm and clear, closing in fast on afternoon. “So Gerald shot it?”


Mike’s enthusiasm was undimmed. “No – he just hid in his house and watched it walk right on by. I guess they really are pretty stupid.”


Ty literally bit his tongue, and then asked, “So where’s the fucker now?”


“C’mon, Ty, do you have to use that language?”


Restraining the urge to reach out and slap the other man, Ty smiled tightly and said through gritted teeth, “I’m sorry. Where is the lovely shambling rotten corpse now?”


“Coming towards the barricade at the west end of Main.”


“Those folks at the barricade know to aim for the head, right?”


“They were kind of hoping you’d do it, Ty. Being the war hero and all.”


Ty grabbed the door frame, looked away for a moment, and said, “Fine. Give me two minutes.”


“But—”


Ty slammed the door in the man’s face.


He tore off the stained Red Sox shirt he’d slept in, went into the bathroom, splashed water on his face, then looked into the mirror.


The only thing that newspaper article had gotten right was his grey hair; they’d missed the rest of his face, though. He didn’t look thirty. With his red-rimmed eyes surrounded by black circles and his unshaven silver stubble, he looked fifteen years older.


And he was sure as shit no hero. The article hadn’t mentioned that his Purple Heart had come courtesy of a kid . . . a kid Ty had shot. Now he was supposed to pick up a gun again and protect this town.


He briefly considered not going. The town fools could let the zombie blunder through, nipping at everyone it passed, taking a few with it, none of them smart or steady or brave enough to stop it. He could hide out here, in the guest house his brother let him stay in for free. He could just lock the doors and wait until it was all over, then maybe just sit in the corner and rot away slowly with the rest of the world.


But they’d find him. Not the zombies, but the townies, all the ones out there like Mike who were looking to Ty as their leader now.


That’s a laugh. ’Bout the only thing I can lead is a pill to my mouth.


But there was his nephew Ben to think about, too. Ben was one of the only things that kept him going; Ty and Ben had always been close, but at sixteen Ben had finally grasped exactly why Ty limped, and he admired him now as well as loved him. Ty might have been an antisocial, disabled ex-vet saddled with uncurable PTSD and a computer repair business that didn’t pay enough for a real place to live, but Ben almost made him believe in a future.


Ty sighed, left the bathroom, threw on the closest thing to a clean shirt he had (it featured the logo of a rock band Ty knew only through Ben – most of his clothes were cast-offs from his nephew) and headed out.
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May 30, 2013

LOCAL WAR HERO TY WARD DEFENDS TOWN

By Missy Welbeck

TY WARD, 30, walks with a limp as a
result of firefights with Iraqi insurgents,
but former Army Private First Class Ward
says he won't let it slow him down.

“Rhonebach welcomed me back after
my tour,” Ward explains, during an interview
that took place in the family home he still
Jives in, “and I'l do what | have to do to
defend my town now.”

Ward, of course, is talking about those
infected by HRV, who have already brought
down a number of major American cities,
although here in Rhonebach cases are
still scarce. Ty Ward intends on keeping it
that way.

“I've studied this HRV, and | don't see
any reason why we can't keep Rhonebach
free of infection.” Ward, who possesses
first-hand combat experience and a Purple
Heart thanks to his 2007 tour of duty in
Iraq, told the Dispatch. “As long as we
guard the entrances to the town and
remain vigilant, we should be safe.”

Ward, who makes his living with his
own computer repair service, has been in-
strumental in assisting local law enforcement
officials in setting up barricades on either
end of Main Street, and ininstructing citizens
on the proper uses of firearms.

A wiry man with prematurely gray hair,
Ward projects experience and confidence.

“We can lick this thing,” he says. ®
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