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The zombie apocalypse is unleashed in Z.A. Recht’s


PLAGUE OF THE DEAD


“An awesome zombie novel . . . a literal, intelligent thriller.”


—David Moody, author of Hater and the acclaimed Autumn series


“Hypnotically readable.”


—R. Thomas Riley, author of Through the Glass Darkly


“The perfect combination of viral thriller and zombie nightmare. . . . Z. A. Recht pulls out all the stops in this action-packed zombie extravaganza.”


—Ryan C. Thomas, author of The Summer I Died


“One of the most believable zombie stories I’ve read. . . . There’s hardly a moment to catch your breath as Recht deftly moves the narrative in directions that seem quite plausible in today’s post-9/11 age.”


—R. Thomas Riley


“Fantastic . . . a zombie-fied Out of the Ashes, a blend of 28 Days Later zombies and Romero zombies, with a climax so intense it literally had me shaking.”


—Travis Adkins, author of After Twilight: Walking with the Dead


“Zombies . . . military . . . global devastation. . . . Z.A. Recht has engineered a virus so infectious even die-hard zombie critics will get down with the sickness.”


—D. L. Snell, author of Roses of Blood on Barbwire Vines


“Well-written. . . . Scary. . . . Plague of the Dead actually makes you believe that something like this could really happen. . . . I could not put this book down.”


—Read Reviews


“Every character is believable, the zombies are both hideous and understated, and the action is mile-a-minute fast. . . . Recommended for post-apocalyptic fiction fans, action-adventure lovers, and zombie phreaks from all shambling walks of life.”


—The Alternative


“Intense and action-packed! Recht aims for the head with this one!”


—Geoff Bough, Revenant Magazine


The global zombie takeover grows more terrifying in Z.A. Recht’s


THUNDER AND ASHES


“Shamblers, sprinters, and a generous helping of guts, brains, and heart—for those who believe sequels never outshine the original, Thunder and Ashes is just the cure.”


—D. L. Snell


“Plenty of blood and guts . . . an enjoyable read for zombie fans.”


—Fatally Yours


“Just when you thought that Plague of the Dead could not be bested, along comes the sequel. . . . Thunder and Ashes will once again make you turn your lights on.”


—J. L. Bourne, author of Day by Day Armageddon


“A compelling story told in a captivating voice. . . . Recht writes a raw, brutal style perfect for the story’s raw brutality, and it’s impossible to read the novel and not get caught up in its characters and their seemingly futile quest. . . . This is no ordinary post-apocalyptic odyssey.”


—Booklist


“The action is unrelenting, the character interaction is believable, the world-building is intriguing and impressive. . . . Excellent pacing. . . . Tight and engaging. . . . Fans should definitely add Thunder and Ashes to their collection.”


—Flames Rising


“[A] post-apocalyptic zombie treat. . . . Recht’s style is cinematic . . . fast paced and thoroughly convincing. . . . Some of the book’s finest moments of both theme and action come from shades of both Seven Samurai and The Road Warrior.”


—Quiet Earth


“Every bit as good as Plague of the Dead. . . . A very entertaining read.”


—The Alternative
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To Z . . . may his memory always be a blessing!
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Mount Weather
15 June 2007
0930 hrs_


A STIFF BREEZE CAUGHT a smartly flapping American flag flying high above the active compound. Far below the forested ridge of this Appalachian mountain, soldiers and civilians bustled about, performing their duties as though their lives depended on them—as they very well did.


The world as the living had known it was gone. No longer were there jobs to go to, no commutes or taxes or law enforcement. Bills, parent-teacher conferences, concerts, trips to the mall, all a memory.


In peacetime, before the Morningstar pandemic, the secure facility at Mount Weather was meant to serve as a civilian command center in the event of emergency. Just such an emergency had occurred as the Morningstar strain swept the globe. Major cities had long since been abandoned or completely overrun. Now only small, rural towns and isolated, protected bases like Mount Weather persevered. The rest of the planet belonged to the infected; the meek would have to wait their turn for the inheritance.


The human race was now an endangered species.


The infected weren’t just sick—they were rabid, openly hostile. They attacked on sight. They hunted in packs, and they were lethal.


And infectious. Anyone bitten or scratched, and the cycle of infection began anew, with the unfortunate victim a walking, talking, sweating, and crying incubation chamber.


But that wasn’t the worst of it. Since no antiviruses had any effect, and no one had known about Morningstar long enough to develop a comprehensive defense, the only way to deal with an infected victim was to kill it.


The next stage was a bit more macabre. The corpses of the fallen infected would reanimate, stumbling to their feet and continuing the virus’s mission to spread the infection to new hosts. Only a blow to the head by any means necessary would put one down permanently.


The very idea of the dead returning to some semblance of life had sent spasms rippling through the political—not to mention the religious—world. As if the disorder caused by the virus wasn’t enough, this new discovery had caused an unknowable number of riots and all-pervasive panic.


Still, some carried on, despite the odds. The fences of Mount Weather had been reinforced, and men and women took turns defending them, toting rifles along in perimeter patrols. When an infected wandered too close, the volunteer marksmen did their duty by putting a round through its head. Often early on, then dwindling to once or twice a day, a shot would ring out, echoing across the compound.


Corpse details wearing full hazmat suits were sent out to collect and dispose of the fallen infected. Several small, ashen, and still smoldering trenches marred the view outside the fences. This was where the bodies were burned. The perimeter guards pulled the collars of their shirts as far as they could over the lower halves of their faces to protect themselves from the stench as they passed.


Armed guards, on duty 24/7, wore down under their grueling schedules and the tension of being on high alert. The ravenous infected were not the only threats they had to be vigilant against.


What was left of the United States government was at war with itself. Remnants had found figures of authority to gather around, and began to plot and plan against former allies. Old feuds and petty grudges informed most of the movements, but there was one imperative above all: find a cure, and keep it for yourself.


It was a sad, strange cycle of hostility where man fights virus, virus fights man, and man fights man so that he might better fight the virus.


Just like in any war, knowledge, intelligence, and espionage often tipped the scales.


Special Agent Sawyer was in the business of all of these, at the apex.


Tall, broad-chested, and with short brown hair, Sawyer had the look of a classic all-American about him. He carried himself well, with perfect posture and a no-nonsense set to his face. He kept his eyes hidden behind mirrored sunglasses. Months earlier, he would have been wearing a business suit, but in these uncertain times, he took a more pragmatic approach to his clothing. Black BDU pants were bloused over steel-toed boots, and a vest hung over a long-sleeved olive drab T-shirt. He marched more than walked, hands swinging nine to the front, six to the rear.


His destination was an administration center near the heart of the compound. Inside the building was the one man who had the ability to make Sawyer nervous: the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.


The Chairman was, for all intents and purposes, the president of the United States. Technically, the real president was still in power, hiding in a bunker farther north. The Joint Chiefs knew his exact location, but found it was better to leave an impotent figurehead in charge than remove him and risk someone more effective taking over.


This encampment followed the Chairman and his promises of a grand future. Specifically, his rallying cry had been to locate a cure for the Morningstar strain.


Sawyer remembered the Chairman’s rousing speech on the floor of Congress during an emergency session. It was just charismatic enough to not seem as transparent as it was. That had been in the early days, when the first infections on American soil were still being reported and hardly believed. It all seemed so very long ago.


“Now is not the time to bicker about sealing our borders or deporting the sick,” the Chairman had said, pounding his fist on the lectern to enunciate his words. “Now is not the time to play politics, or to discuss the failing of our health care systems. Now is most certainly not the time to be talking about terrorist threats or future attacks on our home soil. The problem is real, the problem is growing, and we must deal with it now!”


That had earned the man a standing ovation from half the people in attendance, generally along party lines. The other half hadn’t seemed so impressed.


“The damage has already been done. When Pearl Harbor was smothered in smoke and shrapnel, did we discuss fleeing, or closing our borders? No! We acted! We attacked the problem, resolved it, and rebuilt what had been lost. When the British, overwhelmed by the Luftwaffe, cried out to us for assistance, did we shirk our duty and shy away from conflict? Did we turn tail and run in the face of war? No! We acted! We attacked, we routed, we won! When thousands were dying of malaria along the Panama Canal, did we ignore their pleas for help? No! We acted! We created a cure! And we can do so again! We need to act swiftly—we need to act now—we need to find a cure for this devilish virus and prevent any more death and suffering on the part of the people of this great nation!”


The ovation had reached a fever pitch, and grew even louder in intensity when the Chairman was escorted offstage by a pair of Secret Service agents.


Sawyer, who had been watching from the rear of the chamber, felt the Chairman’s theory was sound, even if his words rang hollow. He was right. Morningstar wasn’t the kind of issue that would be solved with half-assed containment measures or postmortem vaccines. The world needed a cure.


That was what the subjective side of his brain told him, anyway. But Sawyer had never had much use for that area of gray matter.


His objective side saw a new power rising, and Sawyer, ever conscious of his own position, threw himself behind it. It was a gamble, but if the Chairman ended up winning this dogfight, Sawyer could very well become one of the true movers and shakers of this brave new world. It certainly wasn’t because of the Chairman himself. Sawyer found the man overbearing, pretentious, and entirely too timid when it came to deploying expendable assets. Sawyer no longer had the manpower, equipment, or leeway to act as he needed.


Still, despite the burdensome restrictions laid upon him, Sawyer was doing very well. Months after the initial plague and with the conflict far from over, Sawyer found himself among the highest-ranked operatives of the Second American Civil War.


One side, led by portions of Congress, the Senate, and the president of the United States, was trying feverishly to distribute supplies and reinforcements to those towns that still struggled against the virus. They sent out antiviral medications in the futile hope of slowing the spread of the disease. Sawyer watched in disgust as their efforts crumbled.


Their hearts are in the right place, but their brains certainly aren’t. One doesn’t change the world with heart. One changes it with force.


The other side, championed by the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs and backed by the remainder of Congress and the Senate, sought a cure for the virus, and were willing to stop at nothing to find it. That sort of ruthless determination was something else Sawyer could identify with. It was someplace he could call home.


They had already staged several successful operations. The Reunited States of America, as they had taken to calling themselves, had sent troops to raid both USAMRIID at Fort Detrick and the laboratories at the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta for information and specialists. Those researchers who had at first balked at the idea of working for a rebel faction were soon made to see the error of their ways, thanks largely to Sawyer’s unique methods of persuasion. The assembled plunder and personnel had been brought together here, at Mount Weather.


All of them were working around the clock in makeshift labs constructed out of ammunition bunkers—and all of them were failing miserably. Day after day, one after another, disappointing and negative reports came through the system. The search for a cure for Morning-star was stillborn.


And that, Sawyer reasoned, was likely the reason he was being called in for an audience with the Chairman.


Mount Weather’s buildings were modern, aboveground structures nestled among lush summer trees. They weren’t of the sort of architecture one expected to see in a government installation. Mount Weather could pass for a business park, all gleaming steel and glass set in monochromatic facades. Sawyer strode up the paved path and past the whitewashed walls into the largest of the buildings, which had been appropriated for executive offices.


A young woman sat at a receptionist’s desk, dressed in neatly ironed clothing and looking prim and proper enough to pass for a librarian; she glanced up as Sawyer approached. She said nothing, but reached to a hands-free module set in her ear and pressed a button. After a moment, she spoke into the receiver. “He’s here.”


Sawyer expected to hear no response; the woman nodded, clicked off her headset, and pushed herself away from her desk. “The Chairman will see you now. Follow me, please.”


Sawyer pulled off his sunglasses and prepared himself. He’d been through this song and dance before. The Chairman got a kick out of acting important. He loved to have people presented to him, as if they were supplicants. It didn’t matter. Every man was allowed a vice or two, in Sawyer’s opinion. His own personal favorite of the Seven Deadly Sins was Wrath, but if Pride was what got the Chairman off, then more power to him.


The woman escorted Sawyer through a doorway and into the Chairman’s private office. It was simple and businesslike, speaking to the character of the man who sat behind the desk. A small table had been set off to one side with a coffee brewer and a pair of used, stained mugs. The one bookshelf was half-empty, but what papers were on display were all on the subject of government and health care. Sawyer’s naturally observant nature picked up an open volume on the Chairman’s desk. It was too far away to read, but from the two small black-and-white pictures he saw, Sawyer guessed it was a treatise on epidemics. The Chairman had been doing his homework.


The man himself was almost sickeningly charming; a natural politician. Somehow his graying hair looked as though it were tended to by a full-time staff. How he managed that feat alone given the current state of things was a mystery to Sawyer. He didn’t get up from behind his desk, and addressed Sawyer with his hands folded in front of him.


“Sawyer! It’s good to see you. I’ve heard you’ve been helping out quite a bit lately.”


“I do my part.”


“Organizing local reconnaissance, assisting patrols, taking up perimeter shifts—that’s a lot. And it’s very much appreciated. We need good men like you with us.”


Sawyer waited until he heard the door behind click shut as the receptionist left. “Please, sir. You know I don’t like politics. Just tell me why I’m here.”


The Chairman chuckled. “All right, then. Down to business. What can you tell me?”


“Derrick missed his check-in. I ordered the OP to displace and put some eyes on the scene,” Sawyer said. He remained standing, feet shoulder-width apart and arms tucked behind his back, but as he spoke his eyes continually roved the room. He never seemed to inspect the Chairman himself, seemingly much more interested in his surroundings—but that was just how Sawyer functioned. His attention was very much centered on the man behind the desk; Sawyer just didn’t allow it to show.


“And?”


“Derrick failed. It seems Mason got some unexpected backup while our men were in the process of extracting Dr. Demilio. OP squad said it looked like they’d fortified the entrances. They also reported at least one friendly body on the roof. They didn’t risk getting close enough to learn more, but it’s reasonable to assume that Derrick and his squad are KIA,” Sawyer said. No inflection slipped through into his speech. He delivered the bad news with characteristic remote detachment.


“Goddammit,” hissed the Chairman, leaning forward and frowning with his eyes at Sawyer. The change in the Chairman’s mood was like flipping a switch. “What is this? First you say you can’t cut them off because of this or that, bad luck, or the weather—but I was all right with that, because you had your precious little ace in the hole. You had them heading to Omaha.”


“Granted,” Sawyer said, noting the Chairman’s thinly veiled insults and feeling his stomach twist in response. “I—”


“Fuck your excuses,” scowled the Chairman. “I’m sick of them. I want Dr. Anna Demilio here, in this compound, working in this lab, finding us the goddamn cure we need to fix our fucking country!”


“I’ve always been able to bring her back, sir,” said Sawyer, narrowing his eyes. “There have been obstacles.”


“What obstacles? You have complete jurisdiction! You asked for the goddamn assignment! You said it meant something to you,” said the Chairman, stabbing a chubby finger into the top of his desk to punctuate each sentence.


“I don’t have complete jurisdiction, sir,” said Sawyer.


The Chairman looked puzzled a moment, then leaned back in his chair, an appreciative grin spreading across his face.


“You’re gunning for rights to the First Guard again, aren’t you? You should have been a politician, Sawyer. You know how to manipulate a situation until it seems like it’s the right choice to go your way—and then you twist it back to your advantage,” said the Chairman. The grin vanished. “You can forget about it.”


Sawyer drew in a slow breath, preparing himself for the inevitable debate.


When the government had fractured into its current state, one of the most chaotic splinterings had been among the military. Infighting was common and units found that the only way to maintain cohesion—and therefore, control over themselves and their bases—would be to make their ultimate responsibility to civilians. Either the individual units disbanded due to the infighting, or they began to disregard orders from higher up. The military units that did not disband soon became cohesive and functional but completely neutral entities, who spent their days acting as guards at refugee camps or in surviving towns. They answered to no one but themselves and refused to acknowledge the authority of either the Federal Government or the Reunited States of America.


There was active fighting, although carried out mainly by civilians—or self-deputized paramilitary units. And even then, the fighting was usually over medical supplies or rumors about advances in research from one side or the other.


There were, however, hard-core faction members with military experience. These were formed into fully functional units, and their main purpose remained to seek and destroy, not to act as police or to guard objectives. They were the marauders, the vanguard. The Chairman’s Reunited States of America had three such units, with nearly a hundred men apiece. Two were currently engaged in operations along the East Coast. The First Guard, however, was on station at Mount Weather, serving as the Chairman’s personal security force. They were well armed, well trained, and, thanks to the several nearby Army depots, well equipped. The Chairman maintained direct command over the First Guard. The Second and Third units took their orders from a democratic roundtable-style provisional government the Chairman had come up with. It was a strong political move on his part. It kept whispered accusations of dictatorship from floating around.


Sawyer found the entire concept preposterous.


“No, sir, I don’t want to take the First Guard from you,” he said. “That’s not my aim.”


“You’re not getting a single man. Not a single rifle! You created this problem when you let Demilio go, and it was your own partner who helped her get out! You’ve been sitting in a pile of your own shit for months now, Sawyer. I recommend you start digging yourself out.”


Sawyer frowned slightly. The man was beginning to annoy him. He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could offer up a protest or defense the Chairman picked up his phone and stabbed a call button. “Guard!”


The guard, a Marine in full webgear bearing a sidearm, was quick to enter. He came in noiselessly, using a second entrance in the rear of the office. The Chairman fixed Sawyer with a stare as the Marine came to parade rest behind him.


“Mr. Sawyer is no longer welcome at the Mount Weather Facility. He is not to be allowed to return unless he has Dr. Anna Demilio with him, alive. Do you understand?”


Sawyer and the Marine both knew the Chairman’s words were mostly grandstanding. The soldier nodded anyway. “Yes, sir.” The Marine stepped over toward Sawyer and placed a hand on his elbow. “Sir, if you will follow m—”


The Marine’s next words came out as an inarticulate gasp of pain. Sawyer, moving like greased lightning, looped his arm around the Marine’s, putting pressure on the soldier’s wrist and sending him flipping to the floor. He hit heavily, the air whoofing out of his lungs. The Chairman, startled, reached for the telephone. Sawyer’s other hand was already at the Marine’s holster, pulling the pistol free and whipping it about. A laser sight danced on the Chairman’s forehead.


For a moment, the three occupants of the office did absolutely nothing.


The Chairman sat motionless, phone dangling from his hand. The red-faced Marine gasped for breath on the floor, and Sawyer, his knee planted firmly on the Marine’s back, kept careful control of his aim.


“Are you going to shoot me now? Is that the plan?” the Chairman finally asked, regaining his self-control. He was frightened, but he hid it well. “Take over this little operation for yourself?”


“No, you idiot,” Sawyer growled. He was angry now. “You’re not Caesar, and I am not your Brutus. And you sure as hell don’t have a job I’m interested in. What you do have are the men and the gear I need to get Demilio and kill Mason. Let me ask you: have I ever been unclear on that point?”


The Chairman licked his lips and thought for a moment.


“I repeat,” said Sawyer, finger tightening on the trigger, “have I ever been unclear about wanting to kill Mason and bring Demilio back here?”


“No, not once,” said the Chairman. “You’ve been clear.”


“I’m doing this to make a point,” said Sawyer, still pinning the Marine to the floor with his knee and a twisted wrist. “Do you see this man on the floor here? He could probably kill you ten times a day without breaking a sweat. Me? Hell, I could kill you before I realized I’d decided to. But neither one of us does it. We’ve got better things to do. But in order for me to do what I need to, I need some of your precious ‘First Guard.’ I need fighters. I can’t take on Mason and all of his friends out there in Omaha by myself, but I know for damn sure I can take care of you right here.”


“So,” said the Chairman, taking a slow breath. They were into the bargaining phase now, and he was beginning to realize he wasn’t going to be shot. “What kind of . . . concessions are you asking for this time, specifically?”


Sawyer knew his answer. He’d given it careful consideration well before he’d even been summoned to the Chairman’s office.


“Fifty men. Rifles, pistols, ammunition, grenades, and provisions for said personnel. Access to ammo cache eight.”


“Stop,” said the Chairman, holding up a hand. “Cache eight is—”


“Heavy weapons and explosives, I know. Are we back to questioning my methods?” Sawyer asked, twisting the Marine’s wrist enough to elicit an audible gasp of pain.


“All right, all right, you’ve got access to number eight. What else?”


“Access to the motor pool. And two Huey gunships.”


“What?” gaped the Chairman. “The risk aside, the limited amount of fuel we have right now just can’t be used in those flying boulders—”


“Do you want the job done right or don’t you? It’s a hostile world out there, and they have adapted to it. They’ll be dug in. It’s an urban environment. We must have air support. It just won’t work otherwise. Stop thinking like a bean counter and try to think like me for half a second. Besides, when we’ve wiped them out and have Demilio in custody, the Hueys will make the ride back that much shorter.”


The Chairman finally, reluctantly nodded. “Done.”


“Good. Glad that we’re able to come to an understanding here. You give me those things, I’ll give you the Doctor.”


“And she’ll give us our cure,” said the Chairman. “We’ll go down in history for this. We’ll be immortal.”


“Until then, sir, we’re just meat,” said Sawyer, finally releasing the Marine, who collapsed, tenderly nursing his wrist and fixing Sawyer with a hateful glare. “I’m going to go get my men ready. We’ll move out tomorrow. I’ll bring you your Doctor. And I’ll leave all the important things”—Sawyer gestured to the papers, treatises, and books—“to you. I’ll be back soon.”


He put on his sunglasses and walked out.
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Abraham, KS
25 June 2007
0823 hrs_


A BLACK PLUME OF smoke rose up from what had once been Abraham’s modest medical clinic. The fire that had started it had begun in the early hours, when the skeleton crew staffing the place was on rounds and the half-dozen patients were asleep.


Gunshots had alerted the townsfolk to the danger, and, like the survivors they were, they quickly banded together. There were two sources of water in Abraham: a modest water tower that stood in the center of town, and various hand pumps scattered here and there, mostly on private property. Bucket brigades were formed, and the townsfolk ran as fast as they could from pump to pump, tower to blaze. Bit by bit, they were containing the fire, limiting damage to only the clinic.


Sheriff Keaton Wallace paused in his mad dash for a fresh bucket of water, unable to continue. He’d lost count of the number of times he’d made the run back and forth, and now he hunched over on his knees, gasping for breath.


One of his deputies, a man named Wes, paused by the Sheriff’s side. “You all right, Keaton?”


Keaton waved him off. “I’m fine, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me! Keep going! Keep going!”


With a last, pained look, Wes took off in the direction of the nearest hand pump, an empty bucket dangling from each hand.


Keaton glanced up at the smoldering ruins of the clinic and gritted his teeth.


“God damn you, Lutz,” he muttered. “I should have killed you when I had the chance.”


The moment the words left Keaton’s mouth, he regretted them. Murder was the mark of the raiders. He was better than that. So were the good people of Abraham. He couldn’t allow himself to sink to the level of the Lutz brothers and their marauders.


“Hey!” came a voice. Keaton looked up at the face of one of Abraham’s newest residents.


“Ron,” said Keaton, still resting on his knees. “Where’s your girl?”


“Katie’s looking after the burn victims,” Ron said. “The fire’s burned itself out, though. Shouldn’t be much longer. Love to talk more, Sheriff, but I’ve gotta get some more water!”


Ron turned and ran off in the same direction as Wes, buckets clanging together as he ran.


Abraham had been through a lot since Morningstar had visited their town months before. When the first infected had appeared, the present-minded among them had risen up and contained the outbreak, then set themselves to fortifying their town. They’d put up chain-link fencing, constructed guard towers, and patrolled along the city’s edge. At first, the battles had been intense, with infected coming at them a dozen at a time. As time went on, their numbers had begun to dwindle, and the citizens of Abraham had begun to feel safer. Areas had been fenced off and crops planted.


That was when the Lutzes made their appearance.


Recruiting followers from the dregs of society—many of whom Keaton had had previous run-ins with—Herman and George had set themselves up as the uncontested warlords of the area, taking over a nearby distribution center that held enough resources to keep their murderous rampages well supplied for the time being.


Their first raids were meant to do little more than shock and awe the townsfolk into acquiescing to their demands of food and supplies.


When Abraham had taken a stand and refused to surrender, the raiders had stepped things up a notch, burning the crops outside the protective fences and depriving the town of their most abundant sources of food. Then they had taken to lying in ambush outside the town, waiting for citizens to venture forth in hunting and scavenging parties.


The men they encountered were killed, and stripped of their gear.


The women were taken away, back to the raider’s base, and Keaton shuddered as he thought of what they had been put through at the hands of the criminals who held them as slaves.


Then, right when Keaton had begun to despair that the raiders were there to stay, Abraham had received some unexpected visitors. Their leader, who called himself Francis Sherman, was in dire need of repairs, saying he and his companions needed to get to Omaha and couldn’t very well do so with broken-down vehicles. Abraham’s mechanic, Jose Arctura, had volunteered to fix up their vehicles, on one condition: rescue his daughter from the ravages of the raiders, or kill as many of them as possible.


The soldiers had not only managed to rescue most of the captured women, including Jose’s young daughter, but had also set fire to the distribution center. George Lutz had been killed in the action. The other had lain wounded after a firefight with Abraham’s ardent defenders, and had been taken to the clinic to recover before being hauled off to a jail cell.


Unfortunately, as Keaton remembered a touch too late, Lutz was possessed of a canny intelligence. Over the days he’d spent in the clinic, he must have slowly cobbled together a makeshift bomb, and had used it to great effect in the still morning air before the town was up and about. From the damage to the structure, it looked to Keaton that Lutz had blown out a window and part of a wall, setting the building aflame.


Herman Lutz had escaped in the confusion.


“Next time,” promised Sheriff Keaton. “Next time, you’re a dead man.”
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A low rumble and the sudden storm cloud of billowing black smoke rising above the trees did not bode well for the group of men taking a hard trail east. It smelled of oil, burning rubber, and death—and it was right in their path.


Hal Dorne, a man with graying hair and a slight paunch, the eldest of the group and the one most prone to a good session of griping, was the first to notice the plume of smoke, and he pointed it out to the rest of the group. It was yet another obstacle in what had become a veritable gauntlet of challenges and battles for them. Their attrition rate was staggering. Out of the nearly thirty seamen from the USS Ramage that had started the trek, just under a dozen now remained. One crippled Army private named Mark Stiles limped along beside Hal, using his rifle as a crutch. He had a badly wounded leg that was refusing to heal properly, and he cringed in pain with each step he took.


“Looks like we’ll have to go around again,” Hal murmured to Commander Harris, grimacing, with his hands planted on his hips. “If there’s trouble down the road, we better do what we can to avoid it.”


Stiles shook his head and leaned hard against a rusting signpost, sliding down to a sitting position. “Not again, guys. I can’t take this. My leg feels like it’s on fire. Can’t we at least get close enough to see what the problem is? Maybe it’s nothing . . . just natural.”


“What, and lose two more of us, like last time?” asked a sailor named Rico. He was a Hispanic man in his young twenties, wearing faded jeans and a patched brown button-up shirt. Months earlier, he would have been decked out in white: a proper sailor’s uniform. “To hell with that. I say we go around.”


“Not to mention that where there’s a town, and a line of carriers waiting to chow down on us,” added Hillyard, another sailor who still wore much of his military gear. The clothing had been abandoned along the way, replaced by practical civilian wear, but he still wore the wide olive drab pistol belt, plastic canteen, and standard-issue holster and pistol about his waist.


“That’d be our luck,” said Wendell, a petty officer first class and the second-highest-ranking military man in the group. He was small in stature, with the look of a person who smiled often, and short brown hair still growing in from his military buzz.


“You Navy bastards,” muttered Stiles, wincing as he moved his leg to keep it from stiffening up. “If this was an Army gig, we’d have that town cleared in half an hour.”


“If this was an Army gig, we’d all be reading our maps upside down,” said Rico, earning chuckles.


Quartermaster Third Class Allen, who read maps for a living, started in on Stiles. “You bet your ass! I saw an Army grunt last year, holding a map on its side and wondering what the Z meant on the compass rose. . .”


Hal listened to the banter and scratched at his stubbly chin. It had been days since he’d found the time or inclination to shave. He shifted on his feet, and the light weight of his pack struck him with a new thought.


“—and then he rolled it into a tube, and—”


“You know what, though?” Hal said, interrupting Allen’s diatribe. “We only have enough food to make it another week, tops, on foot. Sooner or later we’ll have to hit a town and see if there’s anything we can scavenge. Until things settle down some more, looting’s our best bet of staying alive. Shit, I can’t believe I’m even saying all this. Do you all realize that a few months ago I was in the South Pacific, lying in a hammock and drinking cold beer? I’m fucking retired. A guy can’t even enjoy his old age in all of this wanton, nasty . . .”


The men in the retinue tuned out the rest of Hal’s rant. He had a tendency to go on for hours about his would’ve-could’ves. No one minded hearing his stories about beautiful half-naked island girls or his tales of fresh, highly alcoholic fruit punches, but they knew better than to interrupt him when he started off on a negative tangent.


Commander Harris, until recently the executive officer of the USS Ramage, now the de facto leader of the group of survivors around him, took a chance and cut Hal off.


“Hal’s right. We need to resupply. We’re most of the way to Omaha, and I’ll be damned if we don’t make it because we were too hungry to keep hoofing it. We’ll scout the town, and if it looks right, we’ll see what we can get.”


This left dour faces all around, save for Stiles, who seemed pleased that he would at least be able to walk on even pavement a while longer. He grunted as he lifted himself from his sitting position, jostling the signpost he’d leaned his back against. The top came loose and swung down, hanging by a single hinge.


Harris cocked his head to the side to read the gently swinging sign.


“Abraham,” he read. “Two miles. Well, Abraham, ready or not, here we come. All right, shipmates, check your weapons and ammo. We don’t know what we’re in for, but we’re going to damn well be ready for it.”


The nine remaining crewmen of the USS Ramage wearily went about their business, checking bootlaces, tucking in religious medallions that might jingle, one or two saying a quick, silent prayer.


“All right, Harris,” Hal said, folding his arms and keeping a bit of distance between himself and the military men. “This is your show. What’s our angle?”


He looked on as Harris considered the landscape. They had passed a bridge about a mile back where the concrete had been pocked by ricochets, and found two abandoned vehicles. Near those were a few scattered bodies. They looked to have been shot to death rather than killed by infection (or the infected). Hal knew that made Harris nervous. He was learning to deal with the infected, but there was no defense from an enemy sniper. A sharpshooter at range could kill a man before his companions even heard the shot.


Ahead of the group lay a gently curving road, sloping slightly downward and flanked on both sides by evergreens. Even this far inland, the foliage of the Rockies could take root. Harris drew his binoculars up to his eyes and scanned the distance. After a minute of this, he passed the binocs to Hal.


The pines filtered out after about a quarter of a mile. Beyond that, open fields. A pile of chalky debris littered one of them. Harris wondered about it, making a note to check it carefully as they passed, and panned onward. At the far end of the fields, he spotted the town.


Even at this distance, he could see the medieval-looking gates that served as a main entrance. Harris quirked a grin behind the binoculars. The townsfolk were apparently a resourceful bunch. They’d used upended shipping containers as guard towers, improving them with roofs, ladders, and barbed wire. The gates themselves seemed to be made out of wrought iron, welded in spots to further strengthen it.


The front of the town was not, however, where the smoke was coming from. The black funnel issued forth from the rear of the town, and through the binoculars Harris could dimly make out ant-sized people forming an ant-sized bucket brigade. He couldn’t be sure, but he also thought he saw a few men standing by with rifles.


“They’re in trouble,” Harris said, speaking when Hal lowered the binoculars. The others looked over at him expectantly. “I don’t know what to make of it, though. I saw some armed men down there. They might all be hostile, for all we know. They might shoot us on sight. Opinions?”


“They might also be friendly and in need of a few extra hands to handle the fire, sir,” said Allen.


“Either way, we still need food,” chimed Hal.


“Let’s go for it,” said Stiles, leaning heavily on his good leg.


Harris considered. The group had been on foot most of the way eastward. Finding working vehicles was becoming harder and harder. Occasionally they’d get lucky and find one that would take them a few dozen miles before running out of gas or giving in to damage. Consequently, they had become quite adept at road marching, but there was no way they’d make it much farther without replenishing their supplies.


With a nod, he waved the men forward, and they put all that hard march experience to work, making good time from the hill to the open fields in front of the town.
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It didn’t take Harris’s binoculars to make out the figures on the guard towers staring at the ragtag group upon its approach. That caused hackles to rise, but when no rifles came out, Harris and the others did their best to relax and remain placid, not making any threatening movements. As they drew nearer, they could make out more details.


The town’s defenses were still under construction, Hal noted. Or, perhaps, they were being repaired. He couldn’t tell. Either way, it was impressive. They’d found a use for their now-useless cars, adding them to the barriers flanking the main gates. On the roofs of these cars stood riflemen, though each with his weapon shouldered. The men in the guard towers were similarly armed, but inactive. The threat was implicit, however; one hostile move, and the new arrivals would come under a hail of fire.


“Afternoon,” Hal said, stepping past Harris and waving up at the guard towers, ignoring the annoyed look Harris shot at him. “My friends and I were heading east and noticed you were having a little trouble with fire. Anything we can do?”


“Not unless you brought a fire engine and some hoses with you,” said one of the men in the guard tower. He had a strong look about him, and wore, half-hidden under an open button-down shirt, a bronze badge of office. “We’ve got it under control. Just a little excitement at the town clinic. Look, if you folks are after food or shelter, we’ll do what we can, but we can’t afford to be too trusting these days. You understand.”


“Well, we are running a little low on vittles ourselves,” said Hal, thumbing his hat back to get a better look up at the man. “We’d be willing to trade for ’em, of course. Wouldn’t be asking for freebies. Though I have to get a discount. I’m a retired serviceman, see. Some things shouldn’t change, plague or no plague,” Hal said, flashing a grin.


The man in the guard tower chuckled. “Name’s Keaton. Sheriff of Abraham.”


“I’m Hal Dorne. Retired mechanic, professional ne’er-do-well, and sort of between careers at the moment,” Hal said, nodding. “I should be sitting on an island getting drunk and sunburned right now, but it looks like things got a little twisted.”


“Well, Hal, like I said, we’re open to doing what we can for folks, but we’ve learned a few tough lessons about trust—so if I let you in, you’ll have to surrender your weapons at the police station,” Keaton said.


The man in the tower next to Keaton leaned over and whispered something frantically.


“I know that, but it doesn’t mean they’ll be anything like Sherman, does it?” Keaton said back, at normal volume.


Hal caught Sherman’s name, but brushed it off, certain he’d misheard the Sheriff, or thinking perhaps that he was referring to another individual.


Harris spoke up, drawing the group’s attention.


“How about it, men? It’s a risk. If we give up our weapons, we’re all theirs,” Harris said.


“Nah,” said Rico, shaking his head. “Nah, man. Nah, check it out—if these boys were going to wreck on us, they would have done it by now. I think we can trust them, man.”


Allen and the deckhands nodded in agreement.


“Yeah,” nodded Stiles, wiping sweat from his forehead. “I say we trust them.”


Harris pursed his lips, sighed, and turned to the guard towers. “All right. We agree! We’ll surrender our weapons.”


“Good to hear it!” Keaton shouted down. He turned, speaking to someone out of sight behind the barricades. “Wes, get the gates open! We’ve got visitors!” Keaton turned back to the road-weary men. “Welcome to Abraham. Enjoy your stay.”


The gates opened outward with a series of mighty creaks, so heavy was their construction that no amount of grease could ever really ease them up. One civilian appeared behind each gate, ratcheting them outward until they stood wide. They were latched open, and the civilians retreated inside their town. Hal noted the mechanism they’d installed on the gate, which only allowed it to swing one way without a release on the inside being held in.


Hal and Stiles approached warily as the gate swung shut behind them, closing with a clang. Keaton had climbed down from the guard tower and met them with another man; this one was shorter, thinner, with a long, hooked nose and the appearance of a sharp-eyed hawk.


“Gentlemen, this is my deputy, Wes,” Keaton said, introducing the newcomer.


“True pleasure, gents,” said Hal, shaking both men’s hands. “These are my friends—I guess you could call most of them that—right here. This is Harris. Rico, Hillyard, and Allen and the four behind them are Navy working men—not like Harris, the pencil-pusher,” said Hal, earning an eye-roll from Harris, “and this is Mark Stiles, formerly of the Army.”


Keaton and Wes exchanged unreadable glances.


“What was that for?” asked Allen, picking up on the civilians’ brief exchange. “You got something to say about the Navy?”


“Or the Army?” chimed in Stiles, grinning.


“Nah,” said Wes, “we’ve just been getting more soldiers through these parts than we’re used to, that’s all. Before Morningstar, all we ever got were farmers. Now we’ve got sailors and mechanics and generals—”


“Generals?” asked Hal and Harris simultaneously. Stiles perked up as well, looking intently at the Sheriff’s deputy.


“What do you mean, generals?” pressed Harris, speaking quickly. “Who’d you see?”


“Whoa, it’s nothing,” said Wes, backing up a few steps, misreading Harris’s sudden curiosity as hostility. “It’s just that we had a few guys come through here a while back. One of them said he was a general, that’s all.”


“What did he say his name was?” asked Hal.


“Uh, Sherman. General Sherman,” Wes said.


The little group of survivors let up a whoop. “They’re alive!” Hal said. “I can’t believe they made it this far! Hell, they pulled it off!”


The exclamations were forthcoming for several long moments, with speculation about the well-being of Sherman’s group flying back and forth. When the excited chatter began to die down, Keaton seized a chance and spoke up.


“How do you fellows know Sherman? He didn’t mention he had anyone on the way behind him,” Keaton said.


“Oh, he wouldn’t have known we were coming,” Hal said, waving it off as he unholstered his sidearm and passed it to Wes, who had warily begun the collection of firearms from the newcomers. “It’s a long story.”


“I’ll have to hear it,” said Keaton, “but now that you’re in and we’re sure you’re not here for trouble, I have to go make sure the clinic gets taken care of. Most of the fire’s out, but it’s still smoldering in parts.”


“Someone knock a lantern over?” asked Allen, ducking the sling of his MP-5 as he handed it to Wes.


“No, someone left a few common household cleaning supplies near one smart asshole, who seized the opportunity,” Keaton shrugged. “Just like you, it’s a long story. Anyway, I’ll catch up with you later. You mentioned you needed food. The only place we have that does that kind of bartering is Eileen’s. It’s a pub just down the street, on the right, before you get to the town green. They have some stock up for trade.”


“A pub? Does it have beer?” Rico called out to Keaton’s swiftly retreating back.


“It sure does—if you want to call it that,” replied Keaton, speaking over his shoulder.


“What about pussy?” Allen sang out to no response. Wendell slapped the back of his head.


But that decided matters for the survivors. The sailors quickly volunteered to go and barter for food—and whatever passed for beer in Abraham. Harris followed behind them, muttering about keeping them in line. The truth of the matter was that he likely didn’t mind the idea of a brew himself.


This left Hal and Stiles standing with Wes near Abraham’s main gate. The poor deputy looked half-buried under confiscated firearms. He stumbled over to a nearby lawn cart and carefully dumped the weapons into the rear end, tucking the barrel of an errant rifle into the compartment.


Wes turned with a slowly reddening face and, looking at Stiles, stumbled over his words.


“Uh, I kind of need to—ah, your rifle—I need to bring it to the station,” he managed, pointing at the Winchester that Stiles was using for a crutch.


Stiles looked down at it, blinked, and stared back at the deputy. “I kind of depend on it. Got something else I can use in the meantime?”


“Well, not on me. But wait,” Wes said, snapping his fingers. “We’ll get you an actual crutch at the clinic. I was going to go by there after I took care of the weapons anyway. You can ride with me in the cart until then.”


“Works for me,” Stiles said, limping over to the cart. He slid into the passenger seat and tucked his rifle in with the other weapons, giving it a tender pat as he did so. He had become quite attached to it over the past several weeks—almost literally.


“Don’t think you’re leaving me here,” Hal said, pushing Stiles over. “Make room—I’m coming, too.”


“Aren’t you the one who’s always bitching about how you should be lounging around and drinking?” Stiles pointed out. “I would have thought you’d be the first to run off to the pub. Never know when we’ll see another one.”


“Oh, I can, and I will, I assure you,” Hal said with an easy grin. “But I’d kind of like to see this operation Abraham’s running first. Seems like a good opportunity for a tour.”


Wes took the driver’s seat. The cart was slow but ran with a quiet electric whine, moving efficiently along the mostly deserted streets. The citizens, it seemed, were congregated near the other end of town, distracted by or helping with the clinic fire.


“So,” said Wes, glancing at Stiles, “if you don’t mind my asking, how’d you hurt your leg? Get shot?”


Stiles had been attacked in Hyattsburg by a carrier of Morningstar, and had been badly bitten. The wound never seemed to heal up properly, but Stiles never became ill. He was a true rarity: a human being with a natural immunity to the Morningstar strain.


Stiles began to explain. “Well, actually, I was—”


Hal shoved Stiles hard on the shoulder. “Yeah . . . he was shot. Friendly fire. Went out to take a piss one night and Rico drilled him by accident.”


Stiles looked confused for the barest of moments, then took the hint, nodding and laughing. “It was my own fault. I should’ve stayed inside the perimeter.”


“Ouch.” Wes chuckled and turned the cart into the parking lot of a small, single-story brick building. The landscaping had gone to pot and was overgrown, but the lot itself was still holding up strong, a pool of black in a cradle of green. The deputy pulled the cart to a stop in front of the entrance, and began to pull weapons out of the rear compartment.


Hal took the opportunity to lean in close to Stiles. He lowered his voice. “Look, I know this is the first time we’ve been around anybody, and for all we know they’ll understand you’re lucky enough to be immune. But until we know for sure, don’t let a damn soul know you’ve been bitten. They’d kill you the second they figured it out, no matter if you haven’t turned. I would. Hell, we almost did kill you. In fact, if we get to this clinic and they want to look at your wound, don’t show it to them. Tell them you’re fine, it’s just sore. Stick to the bullet wound story. I’ll let Rico and the others in on it.”


“I get you,” whispered Stiles. “No problem. It’s probably better if we kept this to ourselves.”


“Yeah,” breathed Hal.


Wes had vanished, laden with weapons, into the building, which Hal and Stiles saw now was marked as the Sheriff’s office by a bronze-and-concrete plaque half-hidden in the tall grass.


“At least there’s still a little law and order here,” said Stiles, nodding toward the plaque.


“Yep. A little bit of civilization goes a long way these days,” agreed Hal. “Not that I’ve ever been a fan of it. That’s why I left it in the first place.”


Wes reappeared, kicking open the swinging doors to the Sheriff’s office, arms empty. “All right, gentlemen, your gear is secured. Don’t worry,” he added, “we put them in the evidence locker. No one but Keaton and I have the keys to get in there. Your things are safe and sound.”


“Good,” said Stiles, nodding slightly. “If there’s a single ding on my Winchester, there’ll be hell to pay.”


“I was meaning to ask you about that,” Wes said, taking over the driver’s seat and sending the cart whirring along on its way. “One hell of a piece you got there. Where’d you find it?”


“Some gun nut’s private storeroom back in Oregon,” Stiles said. “It’s an original. An antique.”


“I could have guessed as much,” said Wes. “I’m something of a weapons enthusiast myself. You don’t find pieces like that anymore—or if you do, they’re way out of my price range. At least, they used to be when money was an issue.”


“Yeah. I almost regret having to use it as a crutch, but I don’t really have a choice.”


Wes banked the cart around a corner. The smoke from the smoldering clinic was growing closer. “Don’t worry. I stuck it in a locker by itself. A piece like that needs some tender loving care.”


“Thanks,” said Stiles, holding on to the rollbars as the cart made the turn. “That weapon and I have saved each other’s lives a dozen times over.”


The electric cart turned a second corner, and the burning clinic came into full view.


It wasn’t completely destroyed. A corner had burned out and collapsed, but the bucket brigades had managed to keep the flames from spreading to the rest of the building. Sheriff Keaton was on the scene, running around, making sure that everything was going smoothly, directing application of water like an experienced fire chief. Wes leapt out of the cart to join him, and Hal followed suit. Stiles remained seated in the cart, nursing his wounded leg.


“What’s it look like, Sheriff?” Wes asked.


“The worst’s over, Wes,” replied the Sheriff. “We’re down to ashes and an occasional flare-up. Gonna have to overhaul the insulation in the walls, make sure all the smoldering is out. God damn that idiot who left those cleaning supplies by Herman.”


“Herman?” asked Hal, managing to bite back a laugh. “The guy who did this is named Herman?”


“Don’t laugh,” Keaton said, narrowing his eyes. “Herman Lutz is a complete sociopath, and a goddamn smart one, too. Sherman helped us bring him down, but we got him alive and were keeping him here, at the clinic. He was pretty badly hurt, but he was improving. As far as we can tell, he got a hold of some chemicals and built himself a bomb. Blew the goddamned wall right off the back end of the clinic. His bed’s empty. All in all, he managed a great escape. We tracked him a little. Looks like he headed east.”


“Aren’t you going to go after him?”


“Why? He’s only one person, and now we’re watching for him. It’d be suicide for him to try and come back here. Good riddance to him—wherever he is, I hope he rots there.”


The sounds of crackling wood and the smell of scorched tiling were all that filled the air for a long moment. No one spoke. Hal looked off to the east, where Herman Lutz had disappeared, and sighed.


A voice broke the silence. From the passenger side of the cart, Stiles raised a hand. “Say, uh, hate to interrupt . . . but would now be a good time to ask for that crutch?”
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Omaha, NE
26 June 2007
1120 hrs_


IT TURNED OUT TO be a beautiful day, with the temperature pleasant, and a soft breeze serving to whisk away what little sweat those enjoying the outdoors might have felt. Missing, however, were the hallmarks of any major city. Not a single engine could be heard for miles. Abandoned vehicles lay about, some parked neatly, others smashed against telephone poles or turned up on their sides in ditches, sitting cockeyed in storefront windows or blocking intersections, silent and still.
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