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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Commander Jacob Peterson awoke to the shrill sound of his
emergency beeper. He opened his eyes, disoriented, trying to
remember where he was. He surveyed the small room and saw a TV
screen flickering static, and saw blinds swaying from a humming air
conditioner. He then looked over and was surprised to see a petite,
platinum blonde woman, early twenties, sleeping beside him, nude on
top of the sheets. Their bodies were entangled with one another, at
peace.

Not anymore. The beeping wouldn’t stop, and Peterson reached
over, untangled himself, and grabbed it. He knew what the beeping
meant, but he checked anyway, as if just maybe, this one time, he
would catch a break.

No such luck. The blinking numbers on the beeper were all too
familiar—another emergency—another mission. Peterson took one look
back at the sleeping beauty, her curves, her soft skin. Absorbing
her with his eyes, he wished he could get back into bed with her.
But the beeping meant serious business.

Shit.

He dressed quickly, his body muscular, scarred with small
circular indentations—bullet wounds. He left quietly, not waking
her.

Tossing a black satchel over his shoulder, Peterson stepped out
from the ranch suburban home. The house was picturesque, as was the
entire neighborhood. Well-groomed yards, blue skies and room to
breathe.

I would settle down her, Peterson thought, if I had
a different life.

He walked to his Ford pickup, but then stopped abruptly. Looking
up and down the block, he detected an eerie silence. In the middle
of the road, a red tricycle was on its side, its front wheel
spinning slowly in the wind. Peterson looked up at the trees. Not
even the birds were chirping.

He shook it off. Too many years of combat had begun to haunt
him, stirring odd sensations from time to time. Lately it felt as
if he were watching himself in the third person, as if his life was
not his. And then, as quickly as it came, it passed. He’d heard
that feelings of surrealism were a sign of combat fatigue.

That made sense. He had been at war his entire life—if not with
special operations, then with himself, his childhood, his father.
It was an uphill fight. Sooner or later, even the strongest men can
cave—but Peterson refused to accept this.

Just keep looking forward, he thought, and
everything will be okay.

As he wound through the community’s newly-paved roads, the low
rumble of his pickup’s engine disrupting the quiet of the
neighborhood, he reached into his satchel and felt through its
items: a 9mm pistol; clips of ammunition; a federal I.D. card, and
finally, what he was searching for: his government-issued, secure
cellphone.

Peterson flipped it open, and as he did, it sped dial
automatically.

He waited.

No answer, then static. He shot the phone an odd look. It was an
important tool of his trade and had always been reliable.

Peterson suddenly looked up, back to the road, and slammed on
his brakes.

Before him, shattered glass and skid marks tore a trail over a
front yard, leading to a silver Honda minivan, turned upside down.
Dark smoke rose from its belly. Ten feet from the van, a child lay
flat on her back. Motionless, her pink dress was matted with
blood.

Peterson stared at the wreckage before him.

No people. No sounds. No commotion.

Struggling through his initial shock and battle fog, he slid out
of his car and bee-lined to the little girl.

A layer of blood stuck to the girl’s body and matted hair. Her
face was sickly-pale, her lips cracked, and her eyes were
open—staring into the abyss. For Peterson, it was an all-too
familiar sight. He had seen it in the faces of a hundred comrades,
and a hundred enemies. It was the face of death. Whatever happened,
he had arrived too late for this little girl.

If only out of respect, he reached down and felt for a pulse. As
expected, her flesh was cold and already hardening. No pulse. This
girl was long dead.

Peterson immediately turned his attention to the van. Staring
back at him from the driver seat were the wide eyes of a
middle-aged woman. She was upside down, with the top of her head
pressing against the ceiling. Her eyes blinked rapidly, and it
seemed that she was trying to gain some sense of her surroundings,
but unable to.

Peterson leaned down beside the smashed window.

“Can you hear me?” he asked gently, although he did not expect
the woman to respond clearly. He recognized the signs of a
concussion and knew too-well the disorientation which accompanied
it.

“Yes,” she responded, in a dazed whisper.

“What is your name?” he asked in a soothing voice.

“Elizabeth” she responded, “my name is Elizabeth.”

“Elizabeth, my name is Jacob Peterson. You’ve been in a car
accident. Try not to move. I’m going to help you.”

Words trembled from the woman’s lips, “My little girl.
Sandra.”

Peterson looked over his shoulder at the little girl, and hoped
the woman hadn’t seen her.

“She’s okay, miss.”

He struggled to open the car door, but it caught on the cement,
jammed under the van’s pressure. He needed the jaws-of-life to get
her free; he knows it was fruitless wish.

“I’ll get you out. Just hold on” he said, speaking more to
himself, as he hurried to his vehicle.

Peterson rummaged as quickly as he could through his backseat,
finally finding a crowbar. He then hurried back to the van, ready
to try again—but as he neared it, he suddenly stopped in his
tracks, frozen in shock.

Before him, the little girl—the one he knew was
dead—was standing. Alive. Facing her mother, just a foot away.

That’s impossible, Peterson thought. That girl was
dead.

The mother’s face lit up with a look of relief.

“Sandra baby, Mommy’s here,” the mother said in an encouraging
tone, her voice coarse and weak.

In a strangely mechanical manner, the mangled child, her back
still to Peterson, walked towards her mother. Peterson watched, too
shocked, for the first time in his life, to know how to react.

The little girl crouched down, getting close to her mother.

That was when Peterson saw the mother’s face contort from joy to
fear.

“Baby?” came the mother’s suddenly terrified voice.

Before Peterson could react, the child leaned in, as if to give
her mother a kiss, but at the last second, leaned over and instead
bit a chunk of flesh out of her mother's face. She chewed and
swallowed… and then bit down again .

The mother screamed with a scream that would raise the hairs on
the world’s toughest men. Peterson was used to sounds of agony,
sounds of death, but in all his years, he had never heard a sound
like this. He felt his skin grow cold.

The little girl leaned in again, as if to bite her again, and
this time, Peterson burst into action. He ran towards them, and
upon hearing him approach, the child suddenly turned, revealing her
face. It was a sick pastel, and her eyes, sunken low into their
sockets, were filled with madness. She stared at him like a rabid
animal and she chewed and swallowed the remaining flesh in her
mouth.

Peterson stopped in his tracks. He didn’t back away, even though
he wanted to. Two decades of elite military training and countless
combat missions had hard-wired his mind to face and defeat any
threat.

Yet, now, he was frozen and didn’t know how to react. He stood
there, facing her, not sure what to do—not comprehending how any of
this could be possible. Was he dreaming?

Suddenly, there was the rev of an engine and the sound of
screeching brakes, as a police car pulled up, skidding to a
halt.

Two police officers leapt out. The lead cop, a tall, brawny guy,
wielded a 12-gauge shotgun, and the other, a young rookie, aimed
his 9mm Glock pistol at Peterson.

“Get down!” the lead cop shouted at Peterson.

Peterson recognized the look in the cop’s eyes: panic. He knew
that if he didn’t move, he’d get shot.

He dove to the ground, and as he did, the police opened
fire.

Rounds of bullets from the 12-gauge shotgun and 9 mm pistol
ripped into the child and her mother. The 12-gauge hits the little
girl like a cannonball and ripped a baseball- sized hole through
the back of her skull, and blew her face off.

The cops kept firing, unloading every round of ammunition they
had, until their weapons stopped with an empty click.

Peterson looked over and saw that, over the smoking barrel of
their guns, the little girl and her mother had been blown into bits
of pulp and tissue. The cops turned their attention to
Peterson.

“Are you okay?” asked the lead cop.

“Okay?” Peterson stumbled.

The rookie was suspicious. “Have you been bitten?”

“Bitten? Bitten by what?”

The world was becoming surreal again to Peterson, and he fought
for his bearings. It was uncommon for Peterson to have this many
episodes in one day, or even one month.

The cops looked at each other, communicating without words.

“I don’t understand,” Peterson said.

“What did you see?” the lead cop asked.

Peterson turned and looked at the remains of the girl and her
mother.

“I saw a car accident. I saw that girl. She was dead or, at
least I thought so. She got up. She bit her mother’s face…”
Peterson could hardly believe his own words.

The second cop demanded an answer: “Have you been bitten?”

“By the girl?”

“By any of them?” the cop snapped.

The lead, brawny officer was more cool-headed, and took
control.

“What you witnessed is not an isolated event. We’ve already seen
about one hundred of them, some in the next county over, a large
group just half a mile from here…and now these two.”

He pointed at the girl and her mother, and his voice changed
into a scared, slow drawl, “Something is spreading. Fast.”

Peterson saw that the rookie was unsettled, still anxious for an
answer to his question. Their eyes met, and Peterson’s thoughts
wandered.

She was mortally wounded. She got up. She was biting her
mother. It’s not isolated.

Suddenly, the rookie’s question made horrifying sense.

“No,” Peterson answered, “I have not been bitten.”

The rookie’s face relaxed, as did his posture.

He became forthcoming. “It’s all over the news. It’s happening
everywhere. Nobody can make any damn sense of it,” he said, as he
holstered his pistol.

The lead cop stepped in, “Get to a safe place, sir, and don’t
waste any time.”

A crackling voice came from inside the patrol car’s two-way
radio, and without looking back the cops jumped into the car. The
lead cop yelled, “Board yourself up too,” and the patrol car
skidded away.

It was strangely silent again, and Peterson looked at the
remains of the girl and her mother.

And then, as if on cue, his beeper sounded once again.



 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Peterson rode in a UH–60 Black Hawk helicopter as it cut through
the air, its fiberglass, four-blade main rotors pumping, vibrating
the passenger cabin. Peterson was wearing his out-of-place civilian
clothing amongst the three other soldiers in the cabin, all dressed
head to toe in full combat gear.

Peterson checked his watch, and realized something wasn’t
right.

He spoke into his headset, and had to shout over the noise:
“You’re heading in the wrong direction, pilot! I’m going to special
Command Warfare Center.”

“Sorry sir, you’re being routed,” the pilot hollered back.

“Routed? To where?”

“Confidential sir, sorry.”  

Peterson sat back, beaten. He had an angular face, chiseled out
of years of combat, his eyelids were tired and heavy, making his
eyes intense blue slits. He knew the routine, but it still annoyed
the hell out of him. It didn’t matter how much blood and sweat he’d
sacrificed for his nation—in the end of the day, he knew, you
either give orders, or you follow them.

The irony was that policymakers were almost always wrong.
Peterson’s instincts demonstrated he knew a hell of a lot better
than most of his superiors, no matter their rank.

One of the soldiers, an 18-year-old kid, leaned over, yelling
over the chopper’s noise.

“What force are you with, sir?”

The kid was a cherry, or he never would’ve asked. Peterson just
shot him a sideways glance.

“National security,” Peterson said in a flat voice, not inviting
further conversation.

But the kid wouldn’t give up.

“What do you make of what’s going on sir? Do you have any more
information?”

“If I did son, wouldn’t I know where we were going?”

As the chopper sailed over the Virginia landscape, Peterson took
advantage of their bird’s eye view. Interstate 95 was congested
with bumper-to-bumper traffic, and state trooper sirens lit up as
they attempted to make headway. Peterson was mesmerized at the
never-ending line of vehicles. It just didn’t seem real.

Peterson closed his eyes and willed himself to believe that this
was all just a bad dream. His fantasy life had become more vivid
lately, at times, even overwhelming. He drew on it. He saw himself
in a sailboat, docked in clear blue waters. He envisioned a
beautiful woman, carrying his child.

A second chance at life.

The young soldier, though, interrupted Peterson’s thoughts.

“The news reports said it was a viral infection, sir. Do you
think that’s true?”

“It can’t be viral, because I heard it’s not contagious,” chimed
in a voice.

It came from a soldier, in the back of the cabin, a
twenty-year-old black man, chewing a cherry cigar, with a tattoo of
a dragon on his right arm.

“The TV said that it’s spreading fast. How can that be if it’s
not contagious?” the young soldier snapped back.

“All rumors, man. Can’t believe a word they telling us,” the
black man said, speaking with his hands.

“I heard the infected don’t have heartbeats,” the young-faced
private retorted, “that they  aren’t breathing, but they’re
getting up, rising, and attacking people.”

Sitting quietly in the back of the cabin was an overweight
soldier. He unwrapped a candy bar. His hands were trembling.

His voice was so soft that Peterson could barely hear him: “I
saw it.”

“Saw what?” the young private yelled over the thumping
rotors.

With a surprising anger, the heavy seat soldier screamed back,
“I SAW IT!”

“Saw what, fat man?” the black soldier jabbed.

The heavyset soldier’s anger turned to fear.

“My friend, Patricia May. She was as dead as can be. She was
scrambling cross the street and then I saw her get hit by an ice
cream truck. It just damn nearly cut her in half. Her innards were
all over the cement, god shoot me down. I tried to help her, but
she was long gone. No pulse, no nothing.

“Then, a few minutes later, she opened her eyes again. Her
mother, Mrs. May ran over and touched her. But then Patricia did
something awful. She turned around and bit her poor momma’s arm!
Oh, my good lord. She was dead. I swear she was dead!”

The men in the chopper fell silent, as the overweight soldier
wiped tears from his eyes. Abruptly, his voice changed and was
replaced by a terrible wisdom, as if he were placing a curse on the
world:

“Hell has emptied and the devil is coming our way.”

*

Peterson hung on as the Black Hawk took a sharp turn, its
pumping motors taking them at high speed to some destination.
Peterson wanted to see what the TV broadcasts were saying. After
his incident in that white-washed suburban neighborhood, he’d had
no time to pause. At first, he felt as though he had seen enough,
had gotten the picture. And the picture terrified him.

Now, however, he was hungry for more information. He also needed
to drown out his fellow passengers bickering. He took out his iPad
from his satchel, plugged in his earphones, and tapped the CNN
icon. “Internet connection weak,” read a pop-up window.

The satellites must be overwhelmed.

Finally, CNN came up. The headline read: “Take Shelter.”

But Peterson didn’t want to read—he wanted to view. He tapped
the screen, enlarged the window, and a female journalist appeared,
reporting from the field, a microphone in her hands with a CNN
logo. She was pale, frantic, her head darting from side to side,
alert for danger. She was sweating as she reported into the
camera:

“This is Betty Baretta reporting from the small town of Winsbur,
Michigan. Here at CNN, we believe in the freedom of the press, and
we believe that the federally-mandated media blackout is
unconstitutional, and we are devoted to continuing our coverage. My
cameraman and I are bringing you uncensored footage of the
situation here in this small Michigan town.”

Through the eyes of the video camera, Peterson watched
pedestrians run frantically in the streets. A small fire burned
from the second story of a grocery store, its black smoke darkening
the sky. A mob of people appeared and someone smashed the front
window of the grocery store with a brick. The crowd yelled and
charged inside.

“As you can see, panic has overtaken this town. There is
wide-spread looting of food and water. Also, an out of control fire
burns, with no firefighters in sight.”

    Behind the anchor woman, a police officer
appeared. He drew his pistol and opened fire, shooting at something
outside of the camera’s view. The image shook as gunshots rang out.
Then the camera swung and focused on a man, covered with blood,
limping towards the cop. The cop fired three rounds, hitting the
man in the chest.

The bloodied man was halted for only a brief moment, though, and
then continued to walk toward the cop.

The anchor woman spun around to watch: “As you are seeing….we
are seeing….there is an infected man in our vicinity,” she said,
her tone filled with fear and naïve excitement.

The cop pulled his trigger again, but his gun was empty. The
camera zoomed in on the infected man. He was mauled, part of his
face torn, exposing cheek bone and muscle tissue. Peterson stared
in amazement: it was seemingly impossible that this man was on his
feet and walking after taking three bullets to the chest. His skin
was the color of a corpse, and eyes almost black, soulless.

The cop snapped a new round of ammo into his police-issued 9mm
pistol and opened fire with only feet to spare before the infected
man reached him. He fired a spray of bullets, and they tore through
the infected man’s neck, spraying blood. Then, one hit the head.
The back of the infected man’s head blew open, sending out chunks
of brain.

Betty Baretta screamed at the site. Out of the camera’s view,
Peterson heard more shrieks, and then a yell: “There’s too many of
them—too many!”

The camera spun and showed a frightening image: closing in on
Betty Baretta were three infected.

Suddenly, the iPad screen went blank: “Internet connection lost.
Unable to connect to a server.”

Peterson immediately wished he hadn’t watched. Somewhere in the
back of his mind there had been a voice telling him that everything
would be all right, that what he experienced really couldn’t be
happening everywhere. In the far reaches of his mind he had hoped
beyond hope that this phenomenon was simply not real.

But CNN brought the situation home, and, finally, Peterson
realized: we were at war.

 

{END OF EXCERPT}
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