














 


Praise for Down the Road


“I enjoyed [Down the Road] very much . . . It’s a helluva opening shot, and I look forward to more.”


—Brian Keene, Bram Stoker Award–winning
author of The Rising and City of the Dead


“A violent and relentless tale which pulls no punches, Down the Road will burn itself into your memory . . . This is pulp zombie fiction at its best. Written by a man who clearly loves the genre, the book is filled with nightmarish images and situations. Ibarra’s bloody and visceral description of the dis-integration of civilization is not only shocking and disturbing, but also uncomfortably plausible. This is a snapshot of a world gone mad where, free from the restraints of normality, both the living and the dead show their true colours. This is truly the end of the world.”


—David Moody, author of Hater


“Nihilistic, tragic, oversexed and in many ways touching, Bowie Ibarra debuts with a real winner.”


—John Hubbard, co-author of Wandering Flesh and
contributing author in The Undead Zombie Anthology


“I thought [Down the Road] was a great read . . . I for one am looking forward to Bowie’s next book. More zombies please!”


—Pain@allthingszombie.com





[image: image]





 










	[image: images]

	Gallery Books
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com








This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


Copyright © 2005, 2006, 2009 by Bowie Ibarra


Published by arrangement with the author


Originally published in 2009 by Permuted Press.


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Gallery Books Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.


First Gallery Books trade paperback edition January 2011


GALLERY BOOKS and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact
Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or business@simonandschuster.com.


The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event.


For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers


Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.


Manufactured in the United States of America


10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1


ISBN 978-1-4391-8069-3


eISBN: 978-1-4391-8070-9




 


Introduction


by Travis Adkins


Congratulations. You hold in your hands one of the coolest zombie novels ever written.


After I released my first zombie novel, Twilight of the Dead, I really started delving into other authors’ works to see what else was out there. Bowie Ibarra’s Down the Road was the first really good one that I stumbled across. His gritty narrative style and utter disregard for the sanctity of his characters was absolutely chilling. I mean, I was unnerved after I finished this book—and believe me, not since Stephen King’s The Long Walk has a story stayed with me for so long.


Down the Road delivered in all the categories that I judge books by.


But alas, the author was the victim of an underachieving publisher and therefore his creative vision of Down the Road had not been fully realized. Readers could easily discern that the production quality of the novel was seriously lacking. So lacking, in fact, that the book wasn’t receiving its due accolades.


Yet Bowie Ibarra stuck to his guns. After all, he knew he had created a pulp zombie masterpiece and it was only a matter of time before the right people took notice.


And then the right people did.


In my opinion, Bowie Ibarra is the Quentin Tarantino of zombie literature. He fully understands what readers appreciate in a zombie tale and goes balls-to-the-wall to put it into words. Simply put, he knows what makes a book fun. Descriptive gore, action, drama, suspense, erotica and clever dialogue—these elements are all present and accounted for in Down the Road. It’s truly everything you could ask for in a tale of the zombieverse.


I also need to comment on the author’s exploration of emergency management in times of crisis. George Romero, in his classic Night of the Living Dead, was the first person to coin the phrase, “Rescue Stations.” And ever since, those words have become a staple in zombie lore, a base element from which zombie literature expands. Nearly every writer in the genre (even me, admittedly) casually tosses around the words “Rescue Station.”


A rescue station is usually just that, and nothing more.


Bowie Ibarra, however, takes the concept one step further. His nightmarish vision of FEMA camps was at first shunned by some of his critics. “Those things would never happen,” they said. “Racial segregation, rapes, murders, a half-assed government response, overbearing power trips by the military? Nope. It would never happen. Not in this country.”


Well, in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, it’s quite obvious that Bowie’s interpretation of FEMA camps is not so farfetched. And here he was describing FEMA procedures while many of us didn’t even know what the acronym stood for. (Me again.)


Can you say, “visionary”?


These things happen. They really do.


Every fan of the zombie genre wonders just how in the hell humanity could lose in the face of such slow-walking monstrosities. Well, when the dead rise and start to eat the living (it will happen someday; you’d better believe it) I think it’s quite obvious now that FEMA camps and “Rescue Stations” will play an integral role in humanity’s downfall.


I thank you, Mr. Ibarra, for the heads-up.


Now out from under the smothering heel of his former publisher and in the highly capable hands of Permuted Press, Bowie Ibarra’s definitive vision of Down the Road has been realized.


Here’s to you, my friend. Your work is perfect pulp zombie fiction. It successfully encompasses everything an undead acolyte appreciates, making for a truly enjoyable reading experience.


Now, dear reader, you’re free to begin Bowie Ibarra’s Down the Road: A Zombie Horror Story.


And hopefully the flesh-eaters contained herein will stay contained herein.


(You’d best lock your doors and board up your windows just to be safe.)
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This book is first and foremost


dedicated to George A. Romero




 



Chapter 1


Current reports show that the mystery illness that struck New York City one week ago has now spread across the country. The unknown disease has now been reported in all states in the continental United States. The sickness has not been reported as of yet in Alaska and Hawaii. Doris West has more . . .”


George Zaragosa was listening to the report as he packed his bag. The trip wasn’t going to be easy, and since he wouldn’t have any place to change until he made it, he filled his sturdy black travel bag only with canned goods. Mostly beans. As a single guy, George wasn’t much for cooking. The one thing he could cook (and cook well) was chalupas, which merely consisted of warming up the beans. The beans for the chalupas were about the only canned goods he ever bought, apart from beer.


“The illness that begins with a strong fever resulting in death within hours has spread across the nation,” said Doris West, whose sultry voice was placed over news footage of hospital beds in New York City. Images of doctors and nurses working frantically to take care of the sick filled the screen. “Doctors and public officials are at a loss as to how to contain the growing threat.”


“All the hospitals on the Island are now filled to capacity, and several of the boroughs are reporting the same,” said Dr. Richard Hammond, who looked visibly exhausted. “We’re having to turn people away. Fortunately, FEMA recently began opening centers around town to help those we’re turning away.”


Helpful FEMA centers, George thought. Sounds like an oxymoron to me.


George had a healthy distrust of the people running the U.S. government, especially the agencies like the Federal Emergency Management Agency and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms. The actions of FEMA at the Seattle riots and the bad choices of the BATF at Waco and Ruby Ridge didn’t inspire any semblance of confidence in George for those agencies, especially for the people that ran them.


George packed his pistol, a simple .38 Special with enough ammunition to last longer than the food. His gut churned at the thought of having to use it.


But I guess that’s what I bought it for, he figured.


Years ago, he remembered shooting at the rifle range with his dad back in his hometown of San Uvalde. He was young and not too interested, but he was taught the ins and outs of gun responsibility. One of the comments that always stuck in his head was when his dad told him, “If you’re going to own a gun, you’d better be prepared to use it.” With that thought in his head, it took him several years to finally purchase one, but the decision was easy. With break-ins becoming a problem in his apartment complex, he knew he wanted to be able to protect his property.


“What emergency management personnel are now investigating is why New York wasn’t the only area infected,” Doris chimed in over images of bodies being carried out of hospitals. “A day later, Los Angeles, Dallas, Miami, Chicago, Minneapolis, Seattle, and Washington D.C. were all exposed to horrendous outbreaks of the illness. Government officials have not ruled out a biological attack from terrorists, and the FBI and CIA are currently investigating. No groups have come forward to claim responsibility.”


The irony of even owning the gun now to protect his property was obvious to George as he looked around his sparsely lit one room apartment. He looked at his computer and knew it probably wouldn’t be here if and when he came back. Looters had been a problem in Austin for the past three days since the “State of Emergency” was declared two days before. Schools closed, stores boarded up their windows, and FEMA centers opened. Surprisingly, the FEMA centers were very well prepared for the city going ape.


But the local police could barely get a handle on the various problems rising around the city, especially looters. Half the cops were busy fighting the hordes of mysterious undead creatures that had suddenly taken over the poorer neighborhoods. Another small yet noticeable portion of the police had headed to the hills with their families. With the force that was left, the south side didn’t get quite as much protection as the well-to-do north side.


Naturally.


Unfortunately, that was also the side of town George lived on. Sirens, gunshots, and screams serenaded him to sleep for the last two nights since the outbreak. It was obvious public safety was slowly being thrown to the wayside.


The police dressed like armored Nazi stormtroopers didn’t help either. They were working openly with the military under the guise of “Homeland Security.”


Coming out of his daydream for a moment, George looked around the room again, trying to figure out what to take. The movies he had begun to collect would also disappear. His favorite movies including Raiders of the Lost Ark and The Big Lebowski would be gone. It made him think how lucky he was to actually have all of those items, as well as everything else in his room. It was probably a safe bet that he wouldn’t have another bed to sleep in for a while, even if he made it home.


“Matters became more complicated as a frightening trend began to emerge. Three days ago, in the early morning, everything was fine. Then by the afternoon, several dead patients began to rise,” explained a nurse, her uniform so soiled that it was too much of a distraction for George to catch her name, which had flashed momentarily across the bottom of the screen. “We thought it was a mistake, at first, a misdiagnosis of them being dead. But as they began to attack staff members, we knew something was wrong.”


“By seven o’clock that evening, two floors of a hospital in New York City had been locked down and patients moved to different floors,” added Doris West. Footage of medical staff relocating their patients was displayed on screen for a moment, effectively narrated, then those images were removed and Doris was shown again. “Other hospitals were soon to follow suit.


“Funeral Directors reported the same activity at morgues around the city.”


“. . . Body bags began moving . . . moaning . . . we didn’t know what to do. They were dead when we picked them up,” stated mortician Steve Alexander, “The problem is the same here. We’ve had to shut this place down and lock it up.”


“Early reports had at least one hundred to two hundred people showing up at local hospitals across the east coast within hours of the first report. And within hours, those people died. Doctors hadn’t even had enough time to diagnose the problem. A majority expired in the waiting room.


“That was three days ago.”


The one thing George was going to miss was his compact disc music collection. Losing that was really going to hurt. Music was important to him—an inspiration even—and it showed in his library of custom-made tapes, reflecting different moods he would experience day by day.


It was at that point that George felt a tinge of helplessness. Sure, he had accumulated such comforts as he tried to make a living for himself teaching children about theatre in the nearby town of Koehl, but now he knew nothing could save his apartment—an apartment he hadn’t been renting for even a year yet.


He knew one thing, though. He needed to get out of the city, apartment be damned.


“The fact of the matter is that within hours, the bodies of the recently deceased began to rise. A violent and what most have described as a cannibalistic impulse seemed to overtake the bodies as they started to attack and devour the living,” said a police chief in Miami. “We’re not sure how to contain them.”


“Though these creatures have attacked the living, there have been no reports of the creatures attacking each other,” Doris said over images of confused hospital technicians and sick patients, of confused crowds in the streets by hospitals, and then of a young woman holding her grandmother, both of them crying. “However, there are claims that bites from the creatures are leading to more infections.”


The television showed a camera taking in the image of a woman running across a busy street, helped by a friend. Her arm had a very noticeable bite wound and was bleeding quite a lot of blood.


“The fact remains that across the country, people are dying. And those people are somehow coming back to life. Doris West, News Four, Austin.”


Zipping up his bag, George took one last look around his apartment. I guess I won’t have to worry about rent for a while, he joked to himself.


It wasn’t much of a joke, though. George was scared. It would have been much easier for him to stay locked up in his apartment until this problem got under some sort of control. He had food that could last at least a few weeks if he wasn’t wasteful. He would certainly be home, back to San Uvalde, by then.


“Thank you, Doris,” said the news anchor in his three-piece blue suit. “Homeland Security has issued another emergency notification for the Austin public at large.” A ticker at the bottom of the screen started listing off locations of FEMA centers around Austin.


Home. He was going to go home. He was going to survive this mess and make it home—at least that’s what the optimist in him had told him. The truth was it had been three days already and the problem was still spreading across the country. When the first reports came in, George couldn’t believe his ears. A day after the first reports outside of Texas, an early morning news show broke the story of the first reanimation in Austin. George had just woken up and was preparing for school, and was watching the morning news, the same news program that he watched every morning. That same day several hours later, twenty-four people had been attacked by the creatures. All were infected. All twenty-four died and came back to life mere hours after infection. It was around that time that the sick began to fill the beds of Austin area hospitals, all on their last leg.


“All citizens are to report to any of the following FEMA centers nearest where you live: Bowie High School, Crockett High School, Travis High School, YMCA central . . .”


School was a bit nerve-wracking as the first reports were coming in. No one had really responded to the crisis in Koehl and the absence rate was about the same. However, things would change by the end of the day.


By the time he had arrived home from work that day, just two days ago, the death toll had already reached a thousand plus, with over a thousand more infected. By the end of the next workday, the Austin area hospitals had been pushed to their limits. The absences were alarmingly high that day at school. George had one class with only five students. None of them wanted to be there, especially after the rumors circulated that a coach had beat down one of the creatures with a football helmet before school started that morning.


The creature was rumored to be the grandmother of one of George’s students, who died the day before.


“. . . Leander Public High School, Dripping Springs High School, Wimberlay Volunteer Fire Department, Wimberlay High School . . .”


Schools around the country were closing. The district was staying open, considering the threat and when, exactly, to do the same. The district was going to squeeze every last dime from the state for attendance. The district was very good about sending e-mails to update the faculty and staff of the situation in Hayes County. Eventually, the wish to cancel school came true.


School was let out at lunch that second day and would be out indefinitely. But before George could get home, his supervisor, Assistant Principal Ross Raymond, pulled him aside.


“George, we’ve had a complaint from a student that you were rough with him?”


“What?” This was clearly a conversation that could wait for later, considering the circumstances.


“He said you yanked him by the arm in class. It left a bruise.”


George was upset. “Ross, listen. Did the kid tell you that he was trying to walk out of my class during the incident with the football coach? Ya’ll had just announced not to let kids out of the room.”


Ross was just as tense as George, and chose to postpone the discussion. “Listen, George, when school starts back up again, we need to talk about this. I don’t know the whole story yet, but at this point you might be suspended.”


George wanted to fly off the handle. After teaching for ten years, this felt like a slap in the face.


That was when he decided he needed to get home. He would risk the large amount of traffic that had begun to pack the interstate.


Enough of this crap, George thought. No more TV.


As he walked toward the bed where the remote for the TV was, he glanced up at the picture on the wall. It was a photo of him and his deceased fiancée. Her name was Esparanza Garcia, and he loved her.


Taking a moment, George remembered the day they first met. He was in line at the theater, waiting to buy a ticket for some pirate movie his friends had suggested. Not having any luck for a date, George was going solo, but that never bothered him. George was used to being alone. In a way, he preferred it. He liked to do his own thing.


A few moments later, Esparanza was standing in line with two other female friends. His attention was grabbed by her choice of fragrance, il bacio, and George turned. He didn’t know what the spark was or if it was some fat angel with an arrow, but he was enraptured nonetheless. She smiled. He smiled. A year later, George proposed to her in line at the movies, the very same place and time they had met.


George took the picture from the wall and carefully removed the photo from its frame, relocating it to his wallet. It was the first time he had ever put a picture in his wallet.


Ready to go, George grabbed the remote to turn off the television. In his haste, his hand brushed against the “last channel” button. The television switched to PBS.


“Hmpf,” George grunted, “Sesame Street.”


Big Bird was trying to coax Oscar the Grouch to help pronounce a word with the letter “G.” Good old Oscar, being the Grouch that he was, was being a pain in the ass by refusing to say the word. The only evidence that the program was in any way affected by the plague was the ticker on the bottom of the screen showing the names of school cancellations.


C’mon, Oscar, George mused. It’s your own goddamn last name. Just read it.


He switched off the television.


Before he walked out of his apartment for the last time, George grabbed one of his custom tapes that was on the floor by the door. It was his “Fightin’ Music” tape, filled with music that inspired him to combat. It was used during his high school football days to fire him up before a game. If today was a football game, it was 1st and 10 with two-hundred-some odd miles to go. San Uvalde was the goal line. It used to be a simple two-and-a-half hour drive on a Saturday morning. Now it looked like it might take a little bit longer to get down the road.


George’s black ultra-lite boots were comfortable, as were his faded blue Wranglers. He put on his red and black checkered flannel over his “APA Protection” T-shirt and picked up his bag.


George closed the door behind him.


He didn’t bother to lock it.




 



Chapter 2


Looking out over the patio area of the third floor, George caught a glimpse of some neighbors down the street packing their goods into the back of a U-Haul. The parking lot, in general, was particularly barren. Even though most of the tenants would be clocking out at around this time from their lower middle-class jobs, the sparseness of automobiles in the parking lot sent a grave feeling through George’s mind.


Maybe I’m late! Maybe everyone has already left, and I’m late!


Machine-gun fire in the shopping center next to the apartment complex shook George back to reality. “Just get moving, dumbass,” he said aloud. He began descending the stairway. His bag hung from his right hand, a little heavy, but not enough to hamper him.


As George hit the bottom of the stairway, something hit his nose like a brick—or more like a brick shithouse. It reeked, bad. George gagged as he stepped back up the stairs to avoid the stench.


“What the hell is that?!” he exclaimed, lifting his black shirt to cover his nose. The odor stunk like a stack of dead animals, or like a homeless guy sitting on the side of the street—the kind with the I’m not going to lie, I want a beer signs. George hated those unfortunate bastards.


But it wasn’t the same stench. It was something else. It took a quick glance toward the parking lot to his right for George to figure out where the stench was coming from. Walking across the lot, between the buildings, was a slow-moving ragged person. It looked like a homeless guy, in all honesty, but the walk was something different. The person walked in a slow stagger, rocking back and forth as it stepped.


As his pulse began to quicken, George knew that the figure was one of those creatures, the ones the news that the rest of the nation was crapping their collective pants over. He had now seen his first living dead creature, and it fascinated him.


How the hell are these broke-down, slow pieces of crap taking this nation by the balls? he wondered.


He put down his gear and slowly began moving toward the creature.


“I can take this one,” he stated with bravado. “Let’s see what all the fuss is about.”


Walking down the sidewalk between the buildings to his right and left, and the lots in front and behind him, George noticed the stench getting stronger. “Damn, you’re one stinky motherfucker,” he muttered. He took a moment and looked at the apartment doors to his right and left. On the right side the door was wide open, but it appeared to have been looted. He wasn’t going to go near it.


“I can do this,” he reassured himself. “I’m better than them.”


Then, as George turned to his left a creature grabbed him around the waist and ungracefully tackled him, bringing him to the ground. He hadn’t even seen it—it must have been hiding in the doorway to his left.


The sneaky fucker.


George and the creature both landed with an awkward thud. George let out a loud scream, but caught his breath and began to scramble on the ground, breaking the grip that was surprisingly strong around his waist. Adrenaline and fear pulsed through his veins.


George was surprised at his instinct. It was a simple counter to a waist lock that he had learned in college while taking a basic amateur wrestling class. George took many martial arts classes, with western boxing being his most proficient skill, even though he lost a controversial decision at a boxing toughman competition held by the university fraternities. He had trained very hard for the fight and mixed it up well, but he felt he had been set up as a patsy for some juiced-up fraternity type.


Even though he had extensive training in western boxing, the wrestling still stood out to him mostly because he wished he had taken it longer.


The wrestling instructor, a short, goateed man named Sam Eaker, taught the counter on the first day of his class. It was a basic move—a valuable move—but George remembered how inefficient it seemed at the time. The maneuver seemed too slow and kind of looked like something professional wrestlers would do.


And that was hardly practical.


However, today, it worked. And it might have helped that his current opponent wasn’t nearly as agile as a living person.


Making his way to his feet, George swiftly turned around. Though the monster had been tricky getting George to the ground, it was struggling just to regain its footing.


With intention, George reeled back his foot and delivered a massive kick to the creature’s mouth with his heavy black boot. The creature’s jaw repositioned itself and its mouth became a bloody mess as several teeth fell to the pavement and clattered across the concrete like dice rolled by a street hustler. Soon after, its head smacked the ground.


The ghoul flinched, but then tried to bring itself to its feet again. Raising his right foot, George maliciously stomped on its head, forcing it to smack against the sidewalk. The creature flinched again and tried to move, but George followed up with five more stomps to the head and face, the fifth bringing a cracking sound to his ears. Curb stomping without the curb.


The ghoul didn’t move after that.


Looking up, George noticed that he had caught the attention of the homeless creature and it was making its way to him.


Way to go, stupid, thought George, as the creature continued to amble forward like a drunken wino who had had too much Ripple or Thunderbird.


He wasn’t going to take another foolish risk. He knew he was good and could handle himself in a fight, but now he realized with certainty exactly why the nationwide crisis was getting out of control. After all, all it took was one bite from a dead creature—one lucky bite—and another poor soul was infected, destined to become one of them. He wondered how many people had faced one of the creatures with the cocky bravado he just had, only to not be as lucky as he was.


George ran back to the stairway, got his gear, and carefully strode to his car, his eyes constantly surveying the lot for danger.


All clear.




 



Chapter 3


George put the key in the ignition and started the vehicle, his gear having been stuffed hastily in the back seat. The car was a black 1993 two door Chevy Cavalier. It was a dependable vehicle, getting him through college and beyond, and held quite a lot of sentimental value. Though the paint was beginning to fade and the tape deck was not what the factory installed, George held his vehicle in high regard, even going so far as to christen it, “The Chevalier.” It was a silly play on words, combing the make and model. He thought it was an actual word, like a French knight, but wasn’t sure. The vehicle had made that journey down the road to San Uvalde many times before, whether it was from Beeville near the Texas coast, Canyon up in the Texas panhandle, or San Marcos where George finished his schooling.
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