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  DAVID NIALL WILSON has been writing and publishing horror, dark fantasy, and science fiction since the mid-eighties. An ordained minister, once President of the Horror Writers Association and multiple recipient of the Bram Stoker Award, his novels include Maelstrom, The Mote in Andrea’s Eye, Deep Blue, the Grails Covenant Trilogy, Star Trek Voyager: Chrysalis, Except You Go Through Shadow, This is My Blood, Ancient Eyes, On the Third Day, The Orffyreus Wheel, The DeChance Chronicles, including Heart of a Dragon, Vintage Soul, My Soul to Keep, Kali’s Tale and the soon to be released Nevermore, The Parting and The Temple of Camazotz, both for the original series O.C.L.T. and the memoir / cookbook American Pies: Baking with Dave the Pie Guy. David can be found at http://www.davidniallwilson.com and can be reached by e-mail at david@macabreink.com.


  David is CEO and founder of Crossroad Press, a cutting edge digital publishing company specializing in electronic novels, collections, and non-fiction, as well as unabridged audiobooks and print titles. Visit Crossroad Press at http://store.crossroadpress.com
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  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at publisher@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you’d like to be notified of new Crossroad Press titles when they are published, please send an email to publisher@crossroadpress.com and ask to be added to our mailing list.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  


  Special thanks to David Dodd for putting up with way more complaints about the cover than he should have needed to. Thanks, as well, to Andrea Ball, who edited the manuscript and did a wonderful job. This book was written over a period of many years, with two complete reboots. It was not a small job. Thanks, as usual, to the readers and fans I’ve managed to attract over the many years I’ve been at this. I sincerely hope you love this book as much as I do.


  


  Dedication


  I wasn’t sure who I was going to dedicate this to. This book is a hybrid. It started out to be about the Great Dismal Swamp, and cotton plantations. I knew it was going to have supernatural elements, but I wasn’t sure what they would be. Then, it became something else. I won’t bore you with the long trek this has taken from 2011 until now... suffice it to say keeping a multi-generational story set in the past was a bit more than I bargained for.


  Along the way, I did some serious research. I studied the reconstruction. I tried to get it all as right as I could, knowing that this is not usually the way supernatural thrillers or dark fantasy novels evolve. I learned some things. Then, right before I got down to it and wrote the last few chapters of this book, I wrote another book, Remember Bowling Green - The Adventures of Frederick Douglass - Time Traveler, with the love of my life, Patricia Lee Macomber, and for that, I read a book about Frederick Douglass.


  The things that are happening in the political climate of our country, contrasted with the too-similar events of Frederick Douglass’ amazing life, gave me a new appreciation and perspective. I think I did the time period justice. I hope I did. I hope, also, that this book shows my hope that things can get better, side-by-side with my understanding that we have not progressed as far as most of us believe.


  That said, this book is dedicated to the men and women who lived, loved, and died in the cotton fields of North Carolina. To the notion that race, gender, religious beliefs and bigotry cannot be allowed to separate men and women from one another. I dedicate this book to Frederick Douglass, and those who have fought for equality and freedom since time immemorial.


  And zombies...because I said I’d never write a zombie novel.


  


  GIDEON’S CURSE


  


  PROLOGUE


  Desdemona knelt in the loamy soil in the center of the old, ruined church. What had once been a wood-plank floor had rotted away or been torn apart by encroaching vines. The swamp called to its own. The last rays of afternoon sun filtered in through cracks in the crumbling wood-plank walls and spider-webbed the interior with dancing shadows and flame-red trails of light.


  The broken altar canted to one side, but remained upright, and behind it on the wall a hand-carved statue of the Messiah stared down with vacant eyes. Desdemona had arranged candles in a semi-circle about her, and she lit them, one by one, ignoring the pain as her single wooden match burned down to sear her fingertips.


  She stared at the candle directly before her, willing herself to sway in time with the motion of the flame, catching the breath and pulse of the swamp. She felt it rise through her bones and seep up out of the moist earth. It beat in time with her heart and reached out to tease her with the swaying limbs of low-slung trees. She felt the caress of serpent tongues on her thighs and gasped as a cold shiver of air forced its way through a crack in the wall and lodged in her spine.


  She groped blindly over the ground beside her, felt damp earth, and then her fingers closed on the rim of a cracked and soiled pottery bowl. She plunged her hand in, drew out a dry, brittle handful of chalk-white bones and clutched them to her breast. A low, keening moan rose from deep within her throat, and she closed her eyes. She rocked up and back and leaned so close to the candle flames on the forward motion that a strand of her hair brushed the flame. It flickered and burned out so quickly it left a bright red trail of heat and light.


  She continued as the last of the day’s light faded and the glow of the candles encased her in a luminous yellow cocoon. Her knees trembled; ripples of palsy shot up her frame, quivered through her legs and over her too-thin hips. Her ribs shook so violently that a fit of coughing threatened to shred her lungs. Still she rocked and clung to the bones. She gripped the bones so tightly they cut into her flesh; and small droplets of blood leaked out between her fingers.


  She released them with a gasp. Her eyes snapped open and she watched them fall. They tumbled, rattled and spun as they arched toward the dirt. Some bounced off the bases of the candles. Her eyes roved over the pattern, picking it from odd structures and the random angles. Her lips moved, but she didn’t speak. One bone balanced, canted on its edge, and caught in a blob of molten wax as if unable to drop and define its message. She reached out, uncertain if she meant to snatch it before it could fall, or force it one way or the other.


  The ground rippled beneath her. A small cascade of dirt rolled against the bone and it toppled. She pulled her hand back as if snake-bit, and cried out.


  A sliding, sinuous vibration rose through the earth. It seeped from the swamp and released a wash of warm gas and a hideous stench. She closed her eyes and her vision cleared. Against the backdrop of her dreams she met the deep, piercing gaze of a face she’d last seen staring up lifelessly from a coffin. The eyes were dead, the sockets half empty, and the flesh was eaten from the bone as though that familiar skull—that beloved face—had been dipped in acid and left to melt and crumple in on itself.


  Desdemona leaped to her feet. She glanced one way, then the other, and tried to orient herself, then lunged for the door. The candles continued to burn, and the bones mocked her from the dirt floor of the church. She clawed her way outside and ran. It felt as if the bones moved and scratched at her feet. Something had called to them, and they answered. There were voices in the wind; Desdemona needed to hear them, and to understand. She needed to see who spoke, and to know. If it was her time, at last, she had to prepare.


  She crashed through the swamp, legs flashing in the moonlight, limbs and branches slashing painfully at her flesh. She focused on a point beyond the pain, a time beyond the swamp. She turned, and as she fled, lights glimmered in the periphery of her vision. In that single second that she was distracted, the ground rolled again, and she fell. Desdemona screamed. Her mind filled with images of the bones, growing and stretching, grasping at her ankles. Something clawed its way free of the earth beneath her legs and grasped at her to prevent her from reaching her goal. A sickly, greenish glow floated behind the mist that rose from the cool, moist ground.


  Lifeless eyes burned with greenish light in her mind. Haunted by her dead son’s face, she lurched to her feet and ran for the edge of the swamp and the migrant camp. She ran toward her grandson and the hateful, devil’s plantation. Behind her, in the leaping light of candles trapped in the swamp’s breath, bone shadows danced.


  PART I


  The Pope Plantation


  


  ONE


  Late afternoon shadows stretched across the cotton fields toward the plantation house like grasping talons. Gideon watched them, his fingers strumming idly across the strings of his old guitar. He sat on the edge of the wood-plank porch, hidden from the doorway by an old wicker couch. On the other side, one of the tall, broad columns that supported the porch and the widow’s walk above blocked him from the sight of anyone on the dirt drive that wound in from the road, half a mile distant.


  The guitar was a gift from his father—the only thing that remained. Gideon’s memories of the man were faded and dim. Gideon’s mother had died young; they said taken by the flu. The details were hazy, and Gideon had never sought to sharpen them. He’d never known her, and the loss rode like a cold ball of ice in his heart.


  Others told him that after that, his father had never been the same man. Gideon remembered dark, sad eyes that never seemed to focus on anything or anyone for long. He remembered his father’s voice, raised in song each evening, driving away the ghosts as Gideon himself drifted off to sleep. That voice had sounded lost and haunted, as if the spirits, instead of fleeing, had chosen to be drawn into his breath and expelled with each chorus.


  When Gideon turned ten, his father gave him the guitar without a word, walked into the trees, and disappeared. He never returned, and no one ever spoke of him again. Sometimes, when he sang, Gideon heard the ghosts from his father’s voice haunting his words.


  Across the field, and down to the right, shadowy figures moved about the camps. Gideon knew the migrants would be settling in. There would be food, talk—maybe even a little music. They were simple folk, and they worked hard. When the sun dropped and the work stopped, they drew in on themselves. The men would be asleep shortly after dinner was served, and the women would follow not long after. None of the children would leave the vicinity of the fires after twilight.


  It wasn’t safe.


  Above the porch, just to the side of the fenced-in widow’s walk, a light burned in one tall, lead glass window. The drawn curtains revealed a polished wooden desk, backed by walls of built-in bookshelves. The dim glow emanated from a small lamp on the desktop. From the yard, and from the cotton field beyond, a figure was visible, seated in a tall chair, gazing out over the land.


  Gideon couldn’t see the window from where he sat, but he knew the old man was up there. Enoch Pope was as predictable as the sunrise. There was whiskey on the desk, poured from a cheap stoppered bottle into the fine crystal decanter that had rested on that desk for over a century. The tumbler Enoch drank from had been a gift to his grandfather from General Robert E. Lee himself. At the time of the gifting, there had been two tumblers. The second had been lost, or broken, but Enoch guarded what remained. He coveted what was his. He brooded endlessly, watching out over the land he’d inherited from his father, and his father’s father, drinking with his ghosts.


  Gideon lived in a loft room above the barn. When they made him foreman, they told him he could do what he wanted with the place, and he’d worked hard. Between seasons, and in the evenings, when the plantation work was done, he’d repaired the walls, re-hung the door, and even managed to get into town for paint. The loft itself was closed off by a second door, protecting his few meager possessions from Enoch’s boys, Bobby and Earl.


  Staring at the tree line across the cotton field, Gideon felt a pang of guilt. His grandmother, Desdemona, still lived down by the Preacher’s Marsh in the remnant of the old church. Gideon had lived there, too, though the walls were thin and drafty, and in the storm season the water rose—at times—seeping up through the floor to soak the walls. He remembered the loamy scent of moist earth, and the deep green taste of the air. The Preacher’s Marsh was on the doorstep of the Great Dismal Swamp, and that dark place moved in slowly, year after year, reclaiming the land and rotting everything men placed in its path.


  When he’d moved to the Pope Plantation, he’d asked Desdemona to come with him. He’d offered to build a wall in the loft, to make her a room of her own. He’d wanted her to be warmer in the winter and shaded in the summer. He’d wanted to feed her and care for her, maybe get her some new clothes.


  She clung to the old church like swamp moss and would not be budged. The day he took his things and left, she stood in the doorway and watched him, but she made no move to stop him, or to follow. Gideon still felt her eyes boring straight through his back and into his heart. He still remembered the whispered words he wasn’t sure he’d ever really heard, calling him back. It hadn’t been Desdemona’s voice. It had been many voices, hundreds of them, whispering all at once, sliding over and under one another like serpents.


  In the field, midway between the marshy tree line and the barn, he’d felt a barrier, a line he had to cross to step from one world into another. There was no other way to describe it. That single step had been the hardest of his life. His skin had rippled with goose bumps, the hair on the nape of his neck standing on end. He’d felt the weight of thousands of eyes between his shoulder blades. He knew they were there, though he didn’t turn back toward the marsh, or the trees. As he’d crossed over, there was a snap, like cords breaking, and he’d stumbled forward.


  The silence and emptiness of the field, in that moment, had overwhelmed him. He’d dropped to his knees in the soft earth and stayed that way for a very long time. Then, with a great effort, he’d stood and moved on.


  Ten years had passed. Gideon was twenty-six, and he barely remembered his childhood. His life revolved around the cotton, the seasons, the farm and the workers. He’d known some of the migrant families for years, had known others who passed on to other plantations, or to other work. He had watched the Pope brothers grow to young adulthood, and he avoided them whenever possible.


  The two were living, breathing trouble. They did little work; there was no need. Their father had money, and the plantation continued to earn more, though what could be earned had diminished over the years—partially through neglect, and partially because the world was passing into modern times where their archaic ways would no longer fit. The Edenton Cotton Mill had slowed its production, and a lot of the cotton was being sold more cheaply and shipped overseas for processing.


  The Pope Plantation was miles from the nearest town, Old Mill, and Old Mill itself was small and backward. There were a few families who lived in the city proper and took care of local businesses and the needs of the community, but outside the town there was little law, if any. People did what they liked, and they handled problems their own way.


  Gideon’s daydreams were interrupted by the crunch of wheels on dirt and gravel. Headlights sliced through a gap in the distant trees and aimed toward the house. He silenced the strings of his guitar and pulled back into the shadows. He heard the truck’s engine roar as it accelerated crazily up the narrow dirt lane. He heard music, loud and raucous, blaring from the vehicle’s single tinny speaker, but it was so distorted he could make out neither tune, nor lyrics.


  The truck ground to a halt near the house, turned into a skid and sent gravel and dust into the air in huge clouds. Bobby and Earl Pope half fell, half stumbled out, laughing and shouting as if they weren’t standing within a couple of feet of one another. Earl carried a six-pack of beer, and Bobby had a brown bag in his hand. Gideon was pretty certain it wasn’t food.


  He clutched his guitar tightly and leaned against the post, willing them to use the front door and not come around the back. They might not see him even if they did, but he was in no mood for their abuse. They wouldn’t hurt him—not unless he provoked them. Their father depended on Gideon to get the cotton in, and as much as it would have pained them to admit it, the boys depended on Gideon, to pay for all the things they took for granted. Still, there was something very wrong about the two.


  Their skin was pale and freckled. They were both tall with sandy, dirt-blonde hair that dangled over their eyes in front and hung to their collars in back. They wore shapeless caps and overalls that Gideon would have bet hadn’t been laundered in a decade, and they never went anywhere alone. They finished one another’s sentences, shared their drinks, meals, and friends, and probably their women—though Gideon preferred no knowledge of that darkness.


  The brothers stomped up onto the porch, around the corner from where Gideon sat. Their voices were loud, but the walls and the scraping of their boots on the wood distorted them. Whatever they were talking about turned into gales of laughter as they yanked open the front screen and kicked the door open. Gideon heard it slam behind them, and moments later the first-floor windows lit up brightly. Almost without thinking, he slid the guitar back into position on his lap and began to play, trying to slow his suddenly accelerated heartbeat and soothe himself with song.


  The brothers were never silent. He heard them arguing inside, heard furniture kicked and bumped, the refrigerator door, and footsteps. Something about the sound worried at him, though he couldn’t quite figure out what. This was no different than a thousand other nights. He sat on the porch of an evening, as often as not, and he always had the guitar with him. The brothers left him alone unless their boredom became so extreme it overwhelmed them, and even then they’d be cautious. Enoch, their father, was always watching. He rarely interfered with their pleasures, but his brooding presence was a weight the boys carried every waking moment. The old man was as unpredictable and dangerous as lightning.


  The back door opened with a creak, and Gideon froze. He heard muttering. The door swung closed, then opened again. The brothers stepped onto the back porch and closed the door. Gideon heard them talking, but their voices were low, and he wished he could hear what they were saying. He knew they would be as silent as possible as long as they stood beneath their father’s room. There would be no wild screams or loud laughter in the rear of the house—not at night.


  Across the fields, Gideon saw a flare of light. The migrants had thrown wood on their fire, and the flames licked at the sky. The light painted the trees on the edge of the marsh in deep reds and dark orange. The shadows of those moving about the camp lengthened as the flames rose. The brothers grew silent for a moment, and Gideon risked a glance around the old wicker chair.


  It was an ancient piece, woven so that the top of the center in back resembled the face of a woman. Gideon had heard Enoch Pope refer to it as his “Mammy” couch. Whatever you called it, it was a good shield, and Gideon was able to slide closer and peek through a hole in the wicker’s design.


  Bobby and Earl stood transfixed, staring out toward the camp. Earl held a beer can in his hand, and Bobby sipped slowly from a pint bottle of whiskey. They didn’t speak, but a moment later Earl started down the back steps. Bobby followed more slowly.


  “Where you goin’, Earl?” Bobby asked. He didn’t raise his voice, which was already slurred with whiskey, but it carried.


  “Seen a girl this morning,” Earl said, not slowing. “Didn’t you see her? She was out in the fields all day.”


  “Long, dark hair?” Bobby asked, the hint of humor in his voice. “Dark skin? Thin?”


  Earl glanced over his shoulder and winked. “That’s the one. I’m goin’ over there to see if maybe she wants a drink … or something.”


  Bobby laughed. He hesitated, took another swig from his bottle, and stared across the field. It was a longstanding joke between the two that all of the migrant girls looked the same.


  “It’s a long way,” Bobby said. “You sure?”


  Earl glanced back again, then up at the lighted window above the porch.


  “I’m sure,” he said at last. “It’s been too long since I was over there. Wouldn’t want them to forget whose land they’re on.”


  Bobby laughed again. There was no humor in the sound. He tipped his bottle once more, screwed the top back on, and slipped it into one of the deep pockets of his overalls.


  “I reckon you’re right,” he said, following Earl into the shadows. “Can’t let them forget our faces, and I wouldn’t want to deny that young lady our company.”


  They both laughed, and Gideon watched as they crossed into the cotton field. He considered calling out to them. If he caught their attention, he might distract them enough they’d forget about the camp, and the girl. It would ruin his evening, but he didn’t think they’d push too far. Then he thought about the whiskey, and the cold, empty quality of Bobby’s laughter, and remained silent.


  He knew he could go to Enoch. The old man would stop them, had done so in the past. If Gideon explained that the two were interfering with the workers and preventing the crop from coming in on time, there’d be a quick end to it. It would come with a price—it always did. Either Enoch himself would find a way to put Gideon in his place, or one of the boys would ambush him. Not personally, but that didn’t matter. It was just the way things operated. Right, or wrong, if Enoch had to put his black foreman ahead of his own boys, someone had to right the balance. Everyone had their place. There were plenty of ways they could all make him miserable if they set their minds to it.


  Gideon swallowed his pride, sat back, and played the guitar. For some reason the image of his father’s deep, sad eyes recurred, but he shook it off. This was none of his business, and the brothers hadn’t done anything he could report to old Enoch, even if he was of a mind to do it. In any case, it was too late to stop them now. He could just make out their shadows stepping into the outer ring of light surrounding the closest edge of the camp.


  The brothers moved toward the fire, and then around to the far side of it. Gideon saw some of the workers moving out of their way. He saw one—so tall and broad it must have been a man—draw close to them. A moment later that figure staggered back and Gideon held his breath. No one moved to help the man, who dropped to one knee, and then rose. The man didn’t follow as Earl and Bobby slipped into the shadows between the tents and were lost to sight.


  Something flickered in the trees to the left of the camp, and Gideon squinted, trying to make it out. There was another glimmer, and then a third. The lights moved oddly, flashing at one point, then disappearing and reappearing yards away. He couldn’t see any details, but he knew that there were no tents or shacks in those trees. Not where he saw the lights.


  They appeared along the route that led to Preacher’s Marsh, and he knew the migrant workers would not go there. He doubted if the Pope brothers would go there either, unless someone challenged them. There were too many stories and legends surrounding the place, and Desdemona still lived there. The old church was half rotted, but she remained. Gideon had seen her from time to time, moving through the trees. When he went to find her, there were signs she was close, but she remained hidden. She would not come to the church if Gideon was there, and though she followed him when he walked through the trees, she wouldn’t speak. She had sliced the bond between them, though it was forged in blood, and once her mind was set, there was no way to change it.


  Briefly Gideon wondered if Enoch was watching the trees. He wondered if the old man saw his boys head into the camp, or the worker struck so hard he fell. He wondered if Enoch Pope knew Earl and Bobby were planning on bringing out one of the Mexican girls, and if so, Gideon wondered if Enoch cared.


  Gideon had never known Enoch Pope’s wife. She’d disappeared with a banker from New York fifteen years in the past. At the time, Earl and Bobby had been five and six years old, and though Gideon had nothing to do with them until many years later, he’d heard that the boys had driven their mother away. Enoch was a cold, private man, and there couldn’t have been much to keep her in his home to begin with.


  Whatever the problem had been, Enoch had raised the boys pretty much on his own. In season, they had one of the migrant women in to clean and cook. Gideon handled the yard, and the cotton. Enoch sat at his desk and watched. The place had been magnificent once, but now it was slowly deteriorating, like the church and the migrants’ shacks, standing for the moment against the encroaching swamp, but failing to stand against time. Bobby and Earl had grown like the trees across that field, crooked with weak roots. There was no good in them, and the best one could hope for was not to get in the path of the bad.


  Gideon saw the odd, green light in the trees again, and he squinted, trying to make out who, or what, was there. He saw nothing but shadows and dancing lights. A moment later he heard a single, shrill scream. He leaned back and cradled the guitar. The light in the trees grew bright, just for a second, and he saw what looked like rows and rows of eyes, staring across the field toward him. Then they winked out, and darkness drifted over the fields like a shroud.


  Something was in the air, but it moved like smoke, without form. He wanted to run to his loft and huddle in the corner, wrapped in his one blanket against the chill, but he didn’t move. Whatever lurked in the night had something to do with Gideon Swain, and try as he might to deny it, it would not set him free.


  He dropped the guitar back to his knee and strummed. Voice low, he sang the mournful strains of “John the Revelator,” the Son House version he’d heard once floating out the window of a bar in Old Mill, wishing the music could wash it all away and bring back the sun.


  


  TWO


  The migrant workers’ fire flared again. Shadows were on the move in the camp, and Gideon stilled his strings, watching. His eyes were good. He needed them to be, so that he could spot workers slacking off in the fields, or catch sign of the weather before it shifted. Sometimes you had no more than a matter of minutes to save a day’s labor. When the cotton was thick and ready for picking, rain was the enemy.


  Gideon concentrated on the moving shadows. The echo of the scream he’d heard earlier still reverberated through his skull, and as much as he wanted to put the Pope boys out of his mind, the workers were his responsibility.


  He couldn’t be certain how many there were, but figures scurried all around the edges of the fire. More than there should have been at such a late hour. The dawn would arrive all too soon. Most of the workers should have been sleeping, but there were at least a dozen shadowed figures milling about.


  There were no more screams, but a couple of times he heard voices floating out over the fields. A momentary pang of guilt flashed through him as thoughts of the crop, and the effect this late activity would have on the next day’s work, intruded. He brushed them aside, irritated.


  Then the scene shifted. Gideon set his guitar aside and leaned forward. Two men, larger than all the others—they had to be the Popes
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