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Prologue

 


News Broadcast…

 


“…Doctor Amanda Tasker of the CDC died today
in an accident which caused the Twenty Freeway in Atlanta, Georgia
to be shut down for the past twenty-four hours. There is no
confirmation when the freeway will reopen, so police are urging
people to take an alternative route. She was part of the department
testing new biological containments overseeing biological warfare
against the human race…”

 



Chapter One

 


The slam of the cell door behind him put the
past year into perspective. Jesse Krider had accepted long ago that
the path he traveled might come to this, but he’d hoped to have
finished his vengeful quest. It gave him a punch in the gut to know
two out of the three men he wanted dead still walked free.
Twenty-five to life was his sentence, and within a minute of
standing in a six by six cement room, he knew he wouldn’t make it
that long. Impotent rage burned through him and all he wanted to do
was punch something.

“You can have the top bunk,” came the
muffled voice from the bottom bunk bed. “My knees aren’t what they
used to be. Best if I don’t try to climb.”

Jesse looked at him, not moving. He didn’t
want to accept his situation. If he conceded, his sister’s death by
three men he had trusted unconditionally would forever go
unpunished.

“God damn it,” Jesse muttered.

“God left here long ago,” the man said. “The
name’s Sam.”

Jesse ducked to see Sam, and saw an old man
with white hair, white beard, and a wealth of wrinkles on his face.
The knowledge that this would be him someday hit Jesse hard in the
chest, making it difficult to swallow. This couldn’t be his fate.
Not when two monsters still walked free.

No fucking way.

“Usually when you introduce yourself you
expect an introduction in return,” Sam said.

Jesse didn’t answer, just tossed his meager
belongings on the bunk the old man had indicated.

“Should I make up a name for you? How about
Rhett? Or Hunter? You look like both.”

“My name is Jesse. Jesse Krider.”

“Okay, I can see the bit of outlaw in you.
You should be careful in here. A tad too pretty makes for difficult
showering.”

Jesse leaned down to address the man. “Don’t
even think about touching me. I’ll snap your neck, just like
the one I broke that landed me here.”

Sam only smiled at his bravado. “Your
virtue’s safe with me. The old pecker doesn’t function
anymore.”

Jesse snorted and turned away, pacing,
unable to stay still.

“Don’t think about the long term,” Sam said.
“Concentrate on one day at a time.”

“Yeah,” he muttered. “Great. My one day at a
time is a life sentence.”

“If you haven’t noticed, that describes
everyone inside these cement walls.”

Jesse paused and glared at him. “I may
deserve to be behind these walls. But while I’m in here, two
murderous bastards walk around out there, and the only thing I
regret is not sending their fucking asses to hell.”

“All that hate is going to rot your
soul.”

“So be it,” Jesse muttered. He hopped up on
his bunk and lay down on the thin, uncomfortable mattress, the
hatred burning hot in his heart.

****

The days blended together and if hadn’t been
for Sam, Jesse knew he would’ve already done himself in. Weeks
turned into months, and before he knew it, a year had passed with
the anger growing more every day. The routine of prison life wasn’t
hard to learn, finding out who to avoid and who could be an ally.
Jesse never looked for a fight, but he never shied away from it,
and after beating a few fellow inmates to a bloody pulp most gave
him a wide berth.

“What did those green beans ever do to you?”
Sam asked one evening at dinner.

Jesse stopped stabbing at them with his
plastic fork. He’d already broken off one prong. “Twelve months,
Sam, and I haven’t stopped thinking of the Blodgetts. They should
be six feet under with the one I killed.”

Sam stuck another forkful of green beans in
his mouth, chewed them up, and swallowed before answering. “How’d
you know them?”

“Part of my club.”

“Club?”

Jesse rolled up his long sleeve shirt and
showed off his club tattoo, crossed swords under the number one. At
the time it had given him a sense of pride, a comradeship he’d
lacked once he’d walked away from the army. Now it was a reminder
of betrayal. “Joined when I got out of the army. Thought I’d found
another brotherhood who’d watch my back, but…”

His words died off. It might have been
years, but the wound was still fresh.

“The Blodgetts were part of your club?”

“Yep.”

“You trusted them.”

“With the most precious thing in my
life.”

“And the club turned its back on
you?”

Jesse jammed his fork into the green beans
and the rest of the prongs broke off. He threw the worthless
plastic on his tray and pushed it away.

“Terry’s the VP,” he muttered. “Through the
trial … the sentencing … I kept waiting for the others to denounce
what they’d done to my sister, but they fucked me. And now I can’t
even get the rest of my revenge.”

“Hate takes more energy than life,” Sam
said. “You have to learn to let it go.”

“I won’t,” he said firmly. “I
can’t.”

He really fucking didn’t and he wouldn’t.
Couldn’t. If any of them would’ve reassured him the club believed
him … the hate wouldn’t be so consuming.

“Listen, last night on the television the
news was reporting on some type of rampant virus,” Sam said,
changing the subject and keeping his voice down. “Like Ebola, I
think, only worse. A pandemic is going on.”

Jesse frowned. “Inside the prison?”

“No, outside. In the world. Started in
Georgia.”

A commotion at the far end drew their
attention. Guards came swiftly to subdue the fight. Sam leaned
closer.

“People bleeding out from all orifices,” Sam
said, shaking his head. “If it gets here, we’re dead.”

“Surely there’s medicine.”

“This place is nothing more than a petri
dish waiting for the right infection. We gotta be prepared.”

“How prepared can we possibly be in this
shithole?” Jesse asked.

“I’ll start making a list tonight,” Sam
said. “Things we’ll have to keep in mind if we’re evacuated.”

“Wait,” Jesse said, holding up a hand.
“They’d let us go?”

“Not entirely, but we may get moved. If that
happens, we have to be prepared.”

Jesse tuned out the rest of Sam’s playlist,
instead fantasizing about the time he’d be able to escape this
prison. The first people he’d go see were his ex-club brothers, the
Blodgetts, and finish killing them slowly.

****

A week later, the system-wide alarm went
off, causing both men to roll out of bed and listen for the
instructions.

“Arms out!” called a guard. “Arms out for
testing!”

“This is it,” Sam said.

“This is what?”

“That pandemic. They’re testing us.”

Jesse frowned. “Testing us to see if we have
it? Or testing us to see if we could be guinea pigs?”

“Not sure about that part yet.”

Two guards and two doctors stepped up to
their cell door.

“Arms out you two!” one of the guards
snapped.

Sam went first, sliding his arm up to his
elbow through the tray opening. A guard took hold of his wrist
while a doctor took out a vial of blood. The other doctor took the
full vial and recorded Sam’s prisoner number on it. When the guard
let go of Sam’s arm, he gestured for Jesse to step forward. Not
liking anything about what was happening, he reluctantly complied.
A moment later he was released with a bandage over the puncture
wound.

Then the four of them moved on to the next
cell.

“That was bullshit,” Jesse muttered.

“I have a really bad feeling about what’s
happening.”

****

Not long after, the worldwide pandemic was
all people could talk about. Even the fighting between inmates had
ceased as the guards brought in televisions to broadcast what was
happening outside the prison walls.

One night during evening meal, a few tables
down, a few men jumped up from their table, yelling and pointing.
Jesse looked around heads, straining to see what was going on.
Blood poured form an inmate’s ears and nose and the perimeter of
people moved back. Guards rushed forward to get the man, and not
one inmate made a move to jump them.

“Oh, fuck,” Sam whispered.

Dinner quickly finished. More guards came to
put them all back in their cells, declaring an emergency lockdown.
No one made any sound as they all filed back.

“It’s here,” he said, pacing back and forth.
He stopped in front of Jesse who lay propped up in his bunk. “What
blood type are you?”

“How the hell should I know?”

“You need to,” Sam insisted. “I heard on the
news the docs talking about this sickness and they reported it only
affects those with positive blood.”

Jesse frowned. “I think I’m a universal
donor, or something. That’s what I was told way back when.”

“That means you’re safe,” Sam said. He took
a deep breath. “I’m not.”

Jesse waited for more information, but Sam
turned away.

“Sam?”

Sam didn’t move for a long time, and when he
finally turned back around, his nose was bleeding. Jesse jumped
down from his bunk.

“Oh, fuck! Sam?”

“I got it. Fuck. I’m a dead man.”

“No, don’t say that!”

“Listen to me,” Sam said, but Jesse shook
his head.

“No, you’re not fucking dying on me! Help!
Guards!”

“Jesse, stop. Before they come for me, you
gotta listen to what I’m going to tell you. Okay?”

Jesse closed his eyes, trying to escape the
inevitable, but knowing it was futile.

“What is it?” he asked in a low, strained
voice.

“When they release the prisoners, and
believe me by now they will. This has gotten too big. But you gotta
leave your hatred behind. Find someplace safe because this world is
gonna go to shit.”

“Oh, my god,” Jesse muttered.

“You will get a second chance,” Sam
continued. “Promise me you’ll live a good life. Walk away from
trouble if you can. Start over.”

“Sam,” Jesse said. “I don’t know if I can. I
… hate them so much.”

“I know. It’s going to be hard, but you need
to try.”

“Jesus,” Jesse said as blood started flowing
heavily out of Sam’s nose. “We’ve got to get you to a doctor.
Guards!”

“No, I’ve the wrong blood. Remember? Promise
me, Jesse.”

Sam fell to his knees. Helplessness welled
up inside Jesse until all he wanted to do was scream. Once more the
ground was sliding under his feet and he was losing everything.
Without Sam, prison life would be unbearable.

“I can’t promise that, Sam,” he finally
said. “Don’t ask it of me.”

Sam sighed. “At least promise you’ll try to
find your connection to life, Jesse.”

“I’ll do my best.”

Sam closed his eyes. “Then that’ll do.”


Chapter Two

 


Neriah poured the glycerin into the molds
then sat the heavy cast iron pot aside, wiping off the sweat
beading on her forehead with her apron. Making soap was one of her
least favorite things to do, but it had to be done. With the
sickness running through the town, the Amish community had banded
together to take care of the infirm and were going through soap
quickly. As she hurried back to the house, she adjusted her black
bonnet on her upswept hair since it had shifted a bit during her
chores and glanced at the fields that now lay fallow. Her heart
ached at the overgrown stalks that had begun to brown since they
hadn’t been tended. No one was left to manage the crops. Already
she’d buried her father, her husband, plus most of her friends.
She’d gone from a black bonnet, to a white bonnet, and back to a
black mourning one all within a couple of years.

She trudged up the steps to the back door
and slipped inside the warmth of the kitchen. The stove burned wood
continuously, with various pots either cooking food or boiling
water. A bitter scent hung in the air, trying hard to mask the
stench of death, yet unable to make her forget that at the end of
the day even more people would join those in the ground.

Her mother, Mary, walked into the kitchen,
arms loaded with dirty linens. “I’m glad you’re back, Neriah. These
sheets need to be boiled.”

“Yes, Mamm.”

“I fear we’ll lose Salome before the day
ends.” Mary shook her head sadly. “Elijah and Grace will be joining
her soon. Perhaps we shouldn’t tell them when their daughter
departs this mortal plane.”

A streak of red on the inside of her
mother’s ear caught Neriah’s attention. Everything faded away as
ice gripped her stomach. Denial streaked through her head, but she
pushed down the fear to approach her mother.

“Mamm … your ear…”

It was hard to get the words out.

Her mother touched her ear and pulled away
with fingertips streaked with blood. They both stared at the
crimson stain for a moment before her mother moved to the table and
sat down heavily.

“So,” she said, sounding far more calm than
Neriah felt. “It’s come for me.”

“No,” Neriah whispered.

 “Denial will not
stem the progression of the plague.” She pointed to the chair next
to her. “Sit with me, dochder.”

Neriah sent a quick prayer for strength as
she sat across from her mother.

“I had been wondering if I was going to get
sick,” Mary said, her voice flat. “I believe my question has been
answered.”

“Surely the English have a cure,” Neriah
said. Even she could hear the desperation in her tone. “The last
time you went to town—”

“They have no cure,” Mary interrupted her.
“The English are falling just like we are. In fact, it’s spreading












































tmp_ddaf7d31b27f790018909b3703da6300_OblGSU_html_71dbcfad.png
)
[

BXxX xt

!
|

.o





tmp_ddaf7d31b27f790018909b3703da6300_OblGSU_html_6c04438f.jpg
VERNIGHT PUBLISHING

Sl O/ S Fa WWHO SURVIVED-

TETHER

BE:LHeDCARTER





tmp_ddaf7d31b27f790018909b3703da6300_OblGSU_html_7b4a6fb9.png





cover.jpg
VERNIGHT PUBLISHING »
A4 ;
\‘3'

HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH

TETI—IER

BE:LHaD*CARTER





