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Chapter 1

 


“If anyone finds this, please bring it to
West Point, if you can, so the people I care about will know what
happened to me. I’ve lost a lot of blood from the bites and head
wound, I’m all alone with very few supplies, and I don’t know if
I’ll survive.”

The woman was writing in a black and white
college ruled notebook with a green pen that had a bank logo on it.
The boy who originally owned the notebook, Dylan, had most likely
died in the house, along with the rest of his family, about a year
earlier. As a doctor, Rebecca “Becks” Truesdale, was all too
familiar with the various stages of human decomposition, and since
the start of the zombie apocalypse in June of 2012, she had plenty
of corpses to examine. In fact, she had witnessed enough death, and
undeath for that matter, to last a lifetime.

When she broke into the house on Sparrow
Lane, Becks wasn’t exactly thrilled to find five corpses, but with
her ammo dangerously low, it was infinitely better than running
into five hungry zombies. Her wounds had been too severe to allow
her to dispose of the bodies at first, so she had to be content to
spend a couple of weeks recuperating to get enough strength to toss
the father, mother, and three children out the dining room window.
Fortunately, the corpses were completely dehydrated so they weren’t
terribly heavy. But they were rather brittle, so a few limbs, ears,
and fingers broke off here and there as she was dragging them
through the house and pushing them through the window, but she
eventually disposed of all the bits and pieces.

Becks didn’t see any signs of bites or
self-inflicted wounds on the bodies, so the cause of death for
Dylan’s family was not immediately evident. However, it was just
one more painful reminder that death came in many forms, especially
after the government collapsed and everyone was left to fend for
themselves. Perhaps it had been the flu, pneumonia, food poisoning,
or carbon monoxide from the large kerosene heater in the middle of
the living room. Becks favored the latter, as it appeared the
family all passed peacefully in their sleeping bags huddled around
that heater.

“If I don’t make it and I’m found someday, a
first-year med student will be able to determine my cause of death
in a heartbeat. There’s an ugly gash in my scalp and a probable
fracture of the left parietal region (that’s a cracked skull for
you laymen). Then there are about a dozen bites on my hands, arms,
shoulders, and legs. Hopefully, I had enough Eradazole that I won’t
be going zombie, but several of the wounds are still infected from
those bastards’ filthy mouths.

“I’m going to have to try to find more
antibiotics in the other houses in the neighborhood, but I’m still
too weak and dizzy for any serious fighting. I’m just going to have
to take my chances, though, because if these wounds go septic, I’m
screwed.

“And the worst part of all this, is that
I’m stranded somewhere in New Jersey! Oh, the
horror…”

 


“There’s a term my parents used that really
disturbed me—‘snug as a bug in a rug.’ As a rather fastidious and
medically inclined child, I recoiled at the thought of
disease-carrying insects taking up residence in our carpeting. My
mother was always so pleased that at a young age I took it upon
myself to vacuum the entire house on a regular basis. But she never
realized—and I never told her—that I was only doing it to suck all
the little vermin into oblivion.

“However, as troubling as that phrase was to
me in my youth, as I look back to the last year and a half at West
Point, safe and secure from the outside world of the zombie
apocalypse, those words are the first things that come to mind
about my peaceful existence there during that time. I was, indeed,
snug as a bug in a rug—albeit a highly fortified, military rug.

“There was no fear for my personal safety. I
was well fed, with excellent accommodations (in other words, hot
showers, flush toilets, and a soft bed), my lab was
state-of-the-art, and I was working with my old friend Dr. Philip
Masterson, and a host of other talented scientists and doctors.
Granted, many of the people I loved, including my ex-husband and
best friend, Cam, were still ‘out there’ fighting the good zombie
fight, but the Hudson Valley of New York was becoming more secure
every day, so my anxiety level on their account was minimal.

“Most importantly, we were making great
progress in the war against the ZIPs (Zombie Infection Parasites).
We had a new formulation for Eradazole that now made it effective
for up to one month after getting infected. The QK series of
drugs—which had saved my life, but almost killed me—were being
phased out and replaced with the Triton series (so named as the
parasites originated in the ocean), which finally managed to
eliminate mature parasites in the mid-phase stage of infection
without causing severe harm to the host. However, we still didn’t
have anything that would help the poor victims of full-blown,
end-stage infection. A bullet to the brain was still the best
course of action in those cases.”

Becks put down her pen and notebook so she
could gingerly readjust her position on the couch. Her head was
throbbing and a lot of the bite wounds were inflamed and very
painful. However, the thing that bothered her the most was the
memory of how she received those wounds. Perhaps “haunted her”
would have been a better term.

 


“Becks, you’re going to be jealous!” Phil
Masterson announced in a sing-song voice as he practically skipped
into the lab early one morning in October of 2014.

“Did you get the last of the frozen
strawberries?” she asked, craning her neck to see him without
removing her arms from the biosafety cabinet in which she was
running some samples.

The farms that had been created at West Point
had produced such an abundance of fruit and vegetables that much of
it had been frozen—something that was possible because the military
post had a variety of solar and alternative energy solutions that
literally made it a bright beacon in a very dark world. It also
made it the last bastion for ice cream thanks to its freezers, and
the dairy cows that grazed on the parade field.

“Better than that,” Phil said with a genuine
wink, not just one of his involuntary eye twitches that were rare
these days, now that his son had mostly recovered from the ordeal
at the family farm. Life was as good as it could get, under the
circumstances.

“The only thing better than strawberries is
chocolate, and if you are holding out on me with a chocolate bar,
or even an expired box of Count Chocula, then you and I are going
to have a problem.”

“Even better than chocolate,” Phil whispered,
as if the walls had ears.

That made Becks stop what she was doing and
spin around in her chair to face him with a puzzled expression.

“Come on, stop torturing me. Spill it,” Becks
demanded, gesturing with her gloved hands for Phil to come out with
it.

“I have just two words for you—road…trip,”
Phil said, practically bursting at the seams.

“What! No…n-no way!” Becks stammered with
excitement. “Where are you going? When are you going? Can I come,
too?”

As wonderful as life had been inside of West
Point, they hadn’t been off the base in months, and only then it
had been on official business to help set up a lab and clinic in
the Albany area. It was one of the rules to which they all agreed
before signing on to the project. Everything in the world of the
zombie apocalypse had a price, and the price for safety and
security was your freedom.

Of course, this wasn’t the typical American
freedom everyone once enjoyed—you were still free to go anywhere,
but now scavengers were also free to rob and murder you, and
zombies were free to eat you. Still, there was a certain level of
adrenalin that Becks missed from her days of fighting to survive.
It may sound crazy, but living on the edge was quite a rush; as
long as you were able to keep alive, of course.

“Sorry, Becks, it’s just me, some scientists
and techs from other departments, and about a two dozen army
personnel. They’re setting up some labs for research, and Eradazole
and Triton manufacturing, at the Picatinny Arsenal in New Jersey,
and they need someone to get them up and running.”

“You lucky bastard!” Becks shouted, tossing a
box of Kimwipes at his head to get that smug expression off his
face. Phil dodged the awkward projectile and then looked even twice
as smug.

“Hey, cut that out or I won’t bring you back
a nice, shiny, new gun,” Phil said, waving a finger as if to a
disobedient child.

Before the apocalypse, the arsenal had been
the headquarters of the United States
Army Armament Research, Development, and Engineering Center.
As insurgents and terrorists were beginning to be replaced by the
undead as the biggest threat to national security, rumor had it
USAARDEC started developing all kinds of anti-zombie weaponry, not
the least of which was some sort of sonic disruptor rifle that
literally blew apart the nexus of zombie parasites that formed
throughout the human nervous system. It supposedly sounded and
looked like something out of Buck Rogers, and everyone who had
heard the rumors was just itching to get their hands on the
futuristic technology.

“And no, I’m not bringing you back a
disruptor,” Phil added, as if reading Becks’ mind.

“You’re no fun anymore,” Becks said,
extending her lower lip in an unmistakable gesture of pouting.

Despite her disappointment, she was more than
happy to help Phil get supplies together and compose some protocols
for the various stages of manufacturing and research. Of course,
standard procedures were already documented in a manual, but things
changed so rapidly that last week’s data and operating procedures
were often ancient history. They worked late into the night before
Phil was scheduled to depart, but everything was finally ready to
go and packed into the transports. Becks’ pillow felt particularly
good as she settled down and fell asleep almost immediately.

“Wake up! Becks, wake up,” a voice said in
the fog of her sleep-deprived brain.

Even months of security behind the walls of
West Point couldn’t erase the ingrained fight-or-flight response of
the outside world, and when she realized a hand was on her
shoulder, Becks reacted as if a zombie was attacking. Fortunately,
the jab from her fist just glanced Phil’s jaw and he staggered back
in time to avoid the thrusting foot that threatened a very
sensitive area of his anatomy.

“Becks, for Christ’s sake, it’s Phil!” he
yelled, as he stepped all the way back into the hall until she came
to her senses.

“Phil, what the hell?” Becks said, rubbing
her eyes. “You scared the crap out of me. What’s wrong?”

Giving it another few seconds to make sure
she was fully awake, Phil gingerly took a few steps back inside her
room.

“It’s Phil, Jr. Last night I told him I was
going away for about a week and he freaked out. I’ve been trying to
calm him down, but I’m afraid he’s going to have a relapse,” Phil
replied, referring to the catatonic state in which the boy had been
after witnessing his mother, sister, and grandparents slaughtered
and eaten at the farm. It had taken a very long time for his son to
even speak again, and longer still to start acting in any manner
approaching normal.

Phil’s twitch had also returned, and Becks
could see the anguish and fear in his face.

“Do you want me to go to your quarters and
stay with him?” Becks asked, placing a consoling hand on his
shoulder.

“No, I want you to go to the arsenal instead
of me. They’re leaving in an hour.”

Becks was showered, dressed, packed, and
standing by the transports at 0430, a full half hour before they
were scheduled to pull out. To say she was excited was an
understatement—it was like the last day of school, the first day of
vacation, and Christmas all wrapped into one. And damn, but didn’t
it feel good to strap on her faithful Smith & Wesson Model 629
again, full of those hefty .44 Magnum cartridges that made Cream of
Brain Soup when she plugged a zombie in the head. Not that she
needed the relatively little pistol when traveling with the mighty
army convoy, but old habits do die hard.

The convoy consisted of two large trucks full
of supplies, a smaller truck with scientists, techs, and heavily
armed soldiers, and four armored Humvees—two at the front and two
in the back—each with one of those lovely .50 caliber machine guns.
Becks missed driving her own Humvee with its potent .50 cal, but as
she wasn’t going to need it at West Point, she had given it to Cam,
who would definitely be putting it to good use.

Sweet-talking her way into the passenger seat
of the lead Humvee, Becks trembled with nervous anticipation as
they left the gates of West Point. There wasn’t much to see before
dawn by the headlights on the wooded sections of highway, but as
they descended Route 6 with its commanding view of the former
Woodbury Commons shopping center, Walmart, and all the other
retailers clustered in the area, Becks saw the faint flickering of
campfires. It appeared that survivors had made the parking lots
into base camps, with large numbers of RVs formed into circles,
like the wagon trains of the old west.

It made sense, as this was the point where
two major highways met—the New York State Thruway running north and
south, and Route 17 from the west—and the driver explained that
these camps had become bartering stations for food, weapons, tools,
and whatever was left to loot out of the stores. Consumerism was
not dead, even in the midst of the zombie apocalypse!

As they headed south on the Thruway, she
wondered if they would see the large packs of zombies that used to
clog the roads, but she didn’t see even a single straggler. Becks
was beginning to wonder why they needed all that firepower in the
convoy, until they came to the Suffern checkpoint. Where cars once
zoomed onto Interstate 287 at the border with New Jersey, now stood
a heavy steel wall with guard towers. Becks looked at the driver
with a shocked expression.

“New Jersey is pretty much a no-man’s land,
ma’am,” the smooth-cheeked, twenty-ish Sergeant Tim Colaneri said.
“We are hoping to start pushing south next spring, while the troops
at the arsenal start moving north and east. But right now, it’s
worse here than it ever was in the Hudson Valley.”

“I guess that makes sense, given the
population density,” Becks said as her palms began to sweat. Trying
to lighten her own mood she added, “Then again, I always thought
New Jersey was just one step away from an apocalypse on a good
day.”

They both laughed, but it didn’t help allay
the rising fear in her gut. What was she thinking? Had she
completely forgotten about the endless days and nights of terror?
Had she forgotten what it was like to literally run for her life,
to watch others die horrible deaths, or to be so close to a zombie
that you could smell its stench? Perhaps leaving the safety of West
Point wasn’t the smartest thing she could have done. There was
something to be said for being a bug in a rug.



Interstate 287 was zombie-free, as military
patrols drove its length from Suffern to Route 80 in Parsippany at
least once a day. Just off the highway was another story entirely.
Stately homes that once housed affluent New York City commuters
were now burned-out shells, vandalized and left to the elements, or
boarded up and reinforced like small forts.

Last year, Becks had seen messages scrawled
on cardboard and bed sheets hanging from apartment windows in
Manhattan—desperate cries for help that never arrived—and now she
watched, heartbroken, as they passed more homes and businesses with
similar signs, tattered and weather-beaten.

“Children infected, please help!”

“Wife in labor, need doctor.”

“Surrounded by zombies, for God’s sake
someone help us!”

“No one left but me, is anyone out
there?”

There were a few, however, that had a morbid
sense of humor.

“Had I known, I never would have paid my
taxes.”

“Annoying neighbors all turned zombie. 3
Cheers for the apocalypse!’

“Mother-in-law ate wife…Best day of my
life!”

After a while, Becks stopped reading the
signs and concentrated on looking for signs of life, and the
undead. She thought she saw a pickup truck driving on a local road
under the highway, but she couldn’t be sure, as she only caught a
glimpse. She was sure of one thing, though; just about every town
and road was thick with packs of zombies.

“Isn’t anyone fighting them down here?” she
asked Colaneri.

“No, ma’am, at least not so as it’s had any
real effect on the dirty scummer population,” the young driver
replied, eyeing a distant pack with contempt.

“Say what?” Becks asked in amusement. “Pray
tell, what is a scummer, and when did we start using that
term?”

“Oh, sorry, ma’am,” the sergeant apologized,
as if he had just used a four-letter word. “Don’t exactly know what
it means, but we had a British instructor at the Point who kept
calling the zombies ‘dirty scummers,’ and me and some of the boys
just picked up on it.”

“You were a cadet?” Becks asked in a more
serious tone.

“Yes, ma’am!” he replied, sitting up
straighter in his seat. “All I ever wanted to do since I was a kid
was graduate from West Point, like my dad and grandpa. And I was
only a year away from my dream when the scummer shit hit the
fan—oh, excuse my language, ma’am. Could have kept taking classes,
but there comes a point where Duty, Honor, and Country are best
served with a gun.”

“Amen to that!” Becks said as she lovingly
patted the holster that held her revolver.

Becks admired his dedication and youthful
zeal. She was also envious of his seemingly boundless energy—energy
she used to possess before the scummer shit hit the fan. Had she
grown so much older in just over a year? The mirror in her quarters
certainly indicated that was the case.

For the remainder of the drive, Becks and
Sergeant Colaneri talked about their lives BZA (before the zombie
apocalypse), which inevitably led to discussing the fate of their
respective families. Becks considered concealing the fact that her
parents had taken an overdose of sleeping pills when they
discovered they were terminally infected. However, as they did it
to prevent being a burden to her, she relayed the event as it
happened, and spoke with love and pride at their ultimate
sacrifice.

After Colaneri wiped away a few tears, he
told his own sad story. He was at West Point when the infection
spread to his small hometown in Kansas. His father was retired
military—a colonel in Special Forces, no less—so Cadet Colaneri had
every confidence his family would be safe and secure. His father
turned their home into an armed fortress, but neglected one small
detail—he had unknowingly become infected while helping local law
enforcement eradicate a herd of zombies that had wandered into
town.

With windows nailed shut and doors barred,
Colonel Colaneri quietly switched late one night, turned over in
bed and proceeded to kill and devour his wife. After having his
fill of her, he next attacked his 10-year-old daughter when she got
up in the morning to pour herself a bowl of cereal. She at least
had time to scream, which alerted his 15-year-old son, who was able
to barricade himself in his bedroom. It was at this point that
Sergeant Colaneri received a frantic call.

“I told my brother that our father would
expect each of us to do his duty,” the sergeant stated with a cold,
steely demeanor that shouldn’t have come so easily to someone so
young. “I told him to take the hunting rifle he kept over his bed
and put down the enemy that had killed our father and taken over
his body. I told him to be a man, and to do his duty. Then I got
off the phone and cried like a baby.”

“Did your brother survive?” I asked, almost
in a whisper.

“He was on his own on the road the last I
heard from him, before communications went down. He said he would
meet me at West Point, but that was so long ago. But he’s a tough
kid, and if anyone can make it, he can,” he said, fighting back
more tears. “Our dad would be proud of him.”

“Your dad would be proud of you, too,” Becks
added, taking the liberty to give the man’s arm a reassuring
squeeze.

“No ma’am, I haven’t earned that honor yet,”
he said with visible shame. “The closest I’ve come to the enemy is
driving by them all safe and secure in this armored Humvee. Not
exactly boots on the ground, ma’am.”

Becks felt like telling the young soldier to
be careful what he wished for, but she understood the anguish and
guilt he felt about being in a relatively safe environment while
the ones you loved were fighting for their lives in this hellish
world.

As they drew close to the Picatinny Arsenal,
they went through a series of checkpoints similar to those at West
Point—except a few of these soldiers had some weaponry Becks had
never seen. Being stationed in a weapons research center obviously
had its perks.

Becks wasn’t quite sure what to expect when
they finally entered the grounds of the arsenal, but if she had to
make a list of ten possible scenarios, children riding bicycles and
skateboards would not have been on that list.

“We try to create as normal an environment as
possible,” the sergeant explained. “At least for the kids.”

“Are they all from military families?” Becks
asked, as she braced herself for a sudden stop as the convoy had to
halt for a little girl chasing a soccer ball across the street.

“At first, the policy was military personnel
and their families only—absolutely no refugees—like at West Point.
Then one day one of our patrols came upon a couple of kids in a
wrecked minivan, surrounded by scummers.

“They had lived in Hawthorne, and their
parents had decided they would ride things out in their home,
rather than go to a refugee center. Those centers were awful, as
you know, so it seemed to be a good idea at the time, as the
government kept insisting this was a ‘temporary situation.’ When
they ran out of food, they decided to make a run for it, but by
then it was too late. They got as far as their driveway when they
were attacked by dead neighbors, and their parents were torn apart
right in front of them.

“Somehow, this 8-year-old boy managed to get
his 5-year-old sister into the van. He actually drove several miles
and got onto 287, where he lost control and went off the road. Our
patrol cleared all the filthy scummers away from the van, and when
they opened it, they found this trembling little boy clutching his
sister, with both of them still covered in their parents’
blood.

“The refugee policy was amended that
day.”

The sergeant explained that while they didn’t
have the manpower or resources to conduct active search and rescue
operations, whenever they encountered people in distress they took
them in. He described at least half a dozen other cases of people
being trapped in the most awful and terrible circumstances, only to
be rescued at the last minute—something with which Becks had
personal experience.

“And it would break your heart to know just
how many of those refugees were zeeohs,” the sergeant
added.

“Were what?” Becks asked.

“Z, Os: zombie orphans. You know the
military. They have to name everything.”

Becks had been so absorbed in the sergeant’s
stories, she hadn’t paid much attention to their surroundings until
they stopped in front of what looked to be a Cold War-era
blockhouse in the middle of the woods. She also hadn’t noticed that
the rest of the convoy was gone.

“Well, ma’am, this is it,” the sergeant said,
gesturing toward the structure that had probably looked just as bad
50 years earlier. Seeing Becks’ expression, he added, “And don’t
let appearances deceive you. Here at the arsenal, the good stuff is
often hidden in the plainest packages. And the best stuff can kill
you without you seeing it coming.”

“Good to know!” Becks said laughing, as she
got out of the Humvee and stretched her legs.

The sergeant retrieved her bags and brought
them to the rusty metal door of the building.

“Been a pleasure ma’am,” he said, as he was
about to get back in the Humvee. “Best of luck with your work, and
when you need a ride back to West Point, feel free to request me as
your driver.”

“Will do, Sergeant, and best of luck to
you!”

After he pulled away, Becks went up to the
door of the windowless building and raised her fist to knock, but
the door started to open before she made contact. A very tall young
man—15, maybe 16 years old?—with close-cropped blond hair, wearing
a sharp-looking uniform she didn’t recognize, greeted her. She
imagined this was what Cam probably looked like in high school,
although you could never have paid Cam enough to get into a
uniform. It had been tough enough on the rare occasions that called
for him to wear a suit and tie.

“Allow me to escort you to the commanding
officer of the project, Captain Lennox,” he said formally, without
introducing himself.

As Becks followed him down a dimly lit
hallway flanked by plain, cookie cutter offices, she couldn’t
resist getting personal.

“No offense, but aren’t you a little young to
be an officer? In fact, aren’t you a little young to even be in the
army?”

“Army ROTC Cadet, ma’am. We can all do our
part regardless of our age,” he said with an unpretentious
combination of pride and determination.

“You are absolutely right,” Becks replied,
thinking back to how often people didn’t take her seriously because
of her youthful appearance. She really didn’t get that treatment
any longer, as more than a year of a zombie apocalypse had a way of
maturing, if not outright aging, some people.

“Sir, this is Dr. Rebecca Truesdale,” the
young man said as he ushered Becks into a slightly larger and
marginally less plain office at the end of the hall.

“Thank you, Ronan,” the forty-ish officer
said as he stood to warmly shake Becks’ hand. “And would you please
see that the doctor’s quarters are prepared immediately?”

“Already done, sir. And all of the status
reports have been updated and are awaiting your review,” the ROTC
Cadet said a moment before turning as if executing a drill maneuver
and heading back down the hall.

“Don’t know what I would do without that
boy,” the captain said just loud enough for Ronan to overhear. He
then lowered his voice to a normal level and invited Becks to sit.
“That young man led his family and a group of neighbors through
hell to get them to safety after the Hudson Valley Quarantine ended
last year. But I guess I don’t need to tell you what
conditions were like then.”

As he spoke that last sentence, he tapped his
index finger on a file folder in the center of his desk. Becks
leaned forward just enough to see that the folder had her name on
it. She had not been extended the same courtesy of a file on
Captain Jeffrey Lennox, but if he were not graying at the temples
of his chestnut-colored hair, Becks would have sworn he just
stepped off of a Harvard rowing team. He had that blue blood,
privileged look about him, but he also possessed an easy charm that
eliminated any taint of snobbery. For a brief moment, she regretted
that he wore a wedding band, but then she quickly refocused on the
task at hand.

Becks was pleased that Lennox had an
excellent working knowledge of the projects, and was even more
pleased that he seemed to be the type of leader to let the experts
do their job with minimal interference. On his part, Lennox was
relieved to find someone with a combination of expertise,
independence, and guts—not the “helpless egghead” he had feared
West Point would send him. After going over the basics of what
needed to be accomplished in the next week or so, Lennox offered to
have her taken to her quarters so she could freshen up and rest for
a while, but Becks insisted on going straight to the lab and
getting started right away.

Driving a short distance on a narrow road
through the woods, they came to a small clearing with another
nondescript box of a building. The sergeant told her she shouldn’t
judge a place by its exterior; but realistically, how good could
the interior be?

After descending five floors of concrete
staircases with cold, unpainted, metal pipe railings, the captain
ran his ID through a card reader. After a soothing, green light was
illuminated, a panel marked “A2” slid open in the wall. Only after
a successful retinal scan, voice recognition, and fingerprint
imaging did Becks hear a series of clicking and whirring that
released a host of locks on the massive steel door. It looked like
they would need four men to help open the door, but a gentle tug
with two fingers was all the captain needed for the hydraulic
assist mechanism to swing open the portal to the cosmic candy store
of military weapons research labs.

“I don’t even know what I’m looking at in
here!” Becks exclaimed with wide eyes as she tried to take in row
after row of lab benches full of monitors, test equipment, and
exotic weapons components that looked like something out of a
science fiction novel. As they passed through the long lab, she saw
teams of researchers measuring, recording, and tweaking strange
pistols, bizarre and deadly-looking helmet attachments, and long
cylinders that resembled rifles, but had neither open barrels nor
any type of magazines for ammunition.

“Oh, this is just some old technology we are
trying to adapt specifically for the zombie threat,” the captain
said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “The really good stuff is
in another building.”

“Damn, I’ll take your leftovers and
hand-me-downs any day!” she exclaimed, pausing in front of an
unattended work station, and struggling to resist touching the
object that looked like an unholy cross between a Gatling gun and a
bassoon.

“No, no, no! Please step back, Dr.
Truesdale,” the captain said with urgency, jumping forward and
thrusting his arm in front of Becks to push her back a foot or two.
“That’s one of the nastier devices, and it can be touch
activated.”

“Okay, just looking,” she replied,
instinctively raising her hands in the air and backing away another
few feet. “I know enough to not mess with anything.”

That was sort of a lie, because she wanted to
run around the lab and mess with everything. And she
couldn’t swear that she wouldn’t have touched the
Bassoon-o-Matic Deathray, or whatever the hell it was.

Deciding it would be prudent to put her hands
in her jacket pockets, they proceeded to the back of the lab, where
the captain had to go through the same security routine to open a
somewhat smaller, but more sophisticated steel door. As soon as it
started to open, Becks recognized the telltale seals and air
filtration systems of a biohazard lab. After one more air lock, she
expected to enter another high-tech fantasy land of everything a
scientist’s heart could desire. Instead, the third door opened to a
brightly lit, huge, but completely empty white room.

The captain noted Becks’ look of
disappointment and quickly offered, “Tabula rasa, I’m
afraid. But look on the bright side, you can fill in this blank
slate from the ground up with whatever you need and want.”

It was a bit of a shock to find that nothing
was set up yet, but Becks never backed away from a challenge. And
within the hour, she was already in conference with the staff of
two dozen military and civilian scientists and techs who would be
running the research and manufacturing. Within 24 hours, the
skeleton of the lab was established, and day-by-day it was fleshed
out, until by the fifth day, everything was fully functional and
bottles of Eradazole and Triton were already being filled on the
assembly line.

Becks’ next project was to start culturing
the various types of ZIPs that proved so effective in her meat
grenades. The idea behind it was to introduce slightly different
zombie infection parasites into the zombies’ system (by way of them
eating the infected meat delivered by simply tossing glass jars
that would break in front of a crowd of hungry zombies). These
different ZIPs created a deadly competition—deadly for the zombie
that died once and for all because of the parasites fighting
amongst themselves. And once another zombie ate the infected dead
zombie, it began a domino effect that could eliminate a sizable
herd in a couple of weeks without firing a shot.

While this co-infecting parasite scheme had
initially been Becks’ idea, other scientists had greatly improved
upon it. And once the Picatinny Arsenal started making their own
infected meat grenades, they could start doing some serious damage
to the swarms of zombies that packed New Jersey roads tighter than
summer weekend traffic on the way to the shore—at least BZA, that
is. However, growing parasites was trickier business than simply
manufacturing drugs, so she would need to work extra hard with the
staff to make sure they got it right.

“You need a break,” Captain Lennox said,
early on the sixth day as Becks prepared for another meeting with
the research staff regarding the new parasite project.

“Can’t. Busy,” she replied mechanically, not
even looking up from her notes.

“Not an option,” he replied with authority,
slapping closed her notebook. “You’ve barely eaten or slept all
week, and I’m not about to get my ass chewed out by the
powers-that-be at West Point for abusing you.”

“But we have a staff meeting in 15 minutes,”
Becks weakly protested, recognizing that this was a battle she
would not win.

“No, ma’am, you do not. I have dismissed the
entire staff for a day of R&R, as it seems that someone has
been running them ragged for several days and nights.”

Though his voice was stern, there was a
thinly-veiled smile across his lips and a twinkle in his eyes.

“It appears I am outranked, and
outmaneuvered,” Becks said in surrender. “I will go to my quarters
and relax for a while.”

“No, you will not,” he stated with a wide
grin, as he offered his hand to help her stand. It was not so much
of a gentlemanly gesture, as it was getting a hold of her in case
he had to drag her screaming and kicking from the lab.

With his arm lightly positioned around her
waist in case there was any resistance, he guided Becks up the five
flights of stairs and outside into the first sunlight she had seen
since her arrival almost a week earlier. The air was cool, but the
sunlight felt warm on her face. With her eyes closed and her head
back to soak in the rays, she didn’t notice what was standing just
ten feet away, until a loud snort made her almost jump out of her
skin.

“What the…horses! One of those isn’t for me,
is it?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Lennox replied, taking up a
position next to a sleek, black stallion, and interlocking his
fingers to give her a leg up on the saddle.

“Not on him!? Don’t you have anything
smaller—preferably something coin-operated, or on a carousel?” she
asked, only half-kidding as she eyed the enormous, snorting
beast.

“Don’t tell me the highly capable and
ultra-confident Dr. Rebecca Truesdale has never ridden?” he asked
as if throwing down a gauntlet.

“Of course, I’ve ridden. I used to ride every
summer,” she replied, putting on an air of self-assurance while
striding toward the intimidating creature. What Becks didn’t say
was that her only riding experiences were with the ponies a
neighbor would have at his annual 4th of July parties
when she was a kid.

Placing her foot in the offered hands, she
hoisted herself up into the saddle. It was hard and uncomfortable,
and she was not thrilled by how high off the ground she was. She
watched Lennox effortlessly mount his steed and take hold of the
reins—she would have bet anything he had been a polo player at
whatever fancy pants country club his family had belonged to
BZA—and then she tried to copy his grip and posture as if she knew
what she was doing.

What ensued was a curious mixture of
exhilaration and torture. Becks could not get the hang of
preventing her butt from repeatedly being pounded against the
saddle, causing extreme discomfort all the way up her spine to her
neck and shoulders. Yet, the beauty, strength, and magnificence of
the proud animal were something to behold. She envied Captain
Lennox’s fluid motions, as if he was one with the horse, and was
transported to a higher state of consciousness as a result.
Unfortunately, Becks was in a state of chaos and pain, wishing for
unconsciousness.

“Isn’t this just what the doctor ordered?”
Lennox shouted, beaming with joy, as he mercifully stopped after
about 20 minutes.

“Yes, a doctor does come to mind,” Becks
replied, gingerly rubbing her back and neck. “It’s been fun, but I
should really get back to work.”

“We’re just getting warmed up!” he said with
a devilish grin, moments before a subtle movement of his hands and
feet made his horse spin and take off at a gallop. Beck’s horse was
clearly the alpha male, and with no urging on her part he took off
like it was the start of the Kentucky Derby.

Terrified, yet elated, she held on for dear
life, but quickly realized that the faster her horse went, the less
pounding her body took as his entire motion changed. After a swift
and incredibly adrenaline-charged sprint across a field and up a
hillside, Lennox again came to a halt, but this time she was almost
sorry to stop. Almost.

“I thought you would appreciate if we
combined a little business with pleasure,” the captain said with an
enigmatic look, a moment before he pointed down to a large open
area adjacent to a lake.

Prodding her horse forward a few more feet,
Becks instinctively reached for her pistol—which she was not
wearing—when she looked below and saw zombies; dozens and dozens of
them staggering in all directions. She was about kick her heels
into the stallion to send him back into a gallop, when Lennox
grabbed the reins of her horse.

“Hang on, those scummers are contained in an
electrified fence. Look, over there!”

He pointed to a small child who shuffled over
to the 8-foot-high metal fence, and the instant her hand made
contact there was a sharp buzzing sound. Her little body shook for
a few seconds, then went totally limp and she hit the ground.

“Is she dead? I mean, for good?” Becks asked,
her mind reeling with the sight of the large herd. She hadn’t been
this close to that many zombies since going to West Point in the
spring.

“No, the ZIP network is just temporarily
disrupted. She’ll be up and around in about 10 minutes. But we very
well could have upped the voltage and put her down for good, but we
would lose too many test subjects that way. These scummers are so
stupid, they never learn.”

As if to emphasize his point, four or five
other zombies got up off the ground and stumbled right back into
the electrified fence, dropping again like sacks of potatoes.
Apparently this went on all day and night.

Becks was all too familiar with the ZIPs that
brought on the apocalypse, and how electric shocks affected them.
At ParGenTech, where she conducted her initial research on the
parasites, she used a stun rod to subdue her test subjects, which
she rather enjoyed. If outposts of survivors were able to generate
enough electricity, these fences would work wonders for their
security—especially dialed up to lethal levels.

“So tell me, what exactly do you test on
these…scummers?” Becks asked, deciding to employ the local
lingo.

“Would you like to find out for yourself, Dr.
Kilzombie?” Lennox asked with a self-satisfied smirk. Apparently,
someone at West Point had told him about the nickname Cam’s men had
given her in the early days of the infection outbreak, when she had
to shoot three zombies in a restaurant in Cornwall.

“As my reputation precedes me, need you
ask?”

Forgetting that she didn’t know what she was
doing, Becks prompted her horse to take off at a gallop down the
hill. She almost fell off, twice, but somehow managed to stay in
the saddle. Fortunately, the horse had apparently been to this
facility many times before, and he knew to take her right to the
entrance of a large, concrete building, where he stopped without
needing to receive a command from his hapless passenger.

The ground felt so good beneath
her feet as Becks stepped down onto terra firma. Slowly bending and
twisting ever so slightly, she hoped to surreptitiously readjust
her misaligned and battered anatomy.

“Riding a horse really makes you feel alive,
doesn’t it?” Lennox asked, giving Becks a slap on the back.

Makes me wish I was dead, she thought,
but nonetheless managed a smile and a nod.

Becks followed Lennox past a pair of saluting
guards at the door, and they entered the nondescript building that
was made of very thick, reinforced concrete walls. She now knew
that outward appearances meant nothing at the Picatinny Arsenal,
and she fully expected another high tech wonderland of labs and
test equipment inside. Instead, bare concrete walls were faintly
illuminated by the occasional light bulb hanging from the ceiling.
Except for a couple of tables and chairs, the long room had no
other furniture. What it did have, however, were rows of heavy
steel cabinets with sophisticated security locks.

Captain Lennox sauntered over to the second
row to a cabinet labeled SBX-170A. Placing his palm on a screen set
flush into the door of the cabinet, there was a beep and a
clank, and the massive door swung open in a wide arc. When
it opened far enough for Becks to see inside, she thought her eyes
would pop out of her head. She had no idea what it was, but it was
the most beautiful and elegant weapon she had ever seen. It was as
long as a rifle, but had no moving parts or an open barrel. There
was a laser scope mounted on top, but other than that it looked
more like a white ceramic lighting fixture than a weapon.

“Is this a magic wand or a gun?” Becks asked,
raising her hands to indicate she was clueless.

“A little bit of both,” Lennox replied,
cradling the object in his arms and running his fingertips down it
in what could only be characterized as a caress. “The SBX-170A is
the culmination of high intensity infrasound technology, utilizing
rapid pulse acoustic emitters to either propagate widespread
non-lethal bursts, or initiate focused waves that inflict tissue
damage—with extreme prejudice.”

“Oh, cool! The Sonic Disrupter!” Becks gushed
like a kid on Christmas morning.

Lennox tried to look dismayed at her science
fiction reference, but he couldn’t help but appreciate her
enthusiasm. And it really was like something out of movie.

“If you must give it a name, we call it the
Whale Bone,” he said, then realized that needed some further
explanation. “Whales use infrasound to communicate over long
distances. They also use intense bursts of sound to stun their
prey. And, the white composite material kind of looks like bone,
hence the nickname.”

“Yeah, yeah, that’s all fascinating,” Becks
said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Now, are we going to
stand around chattering all day or are we going to take this baby
out for a test drive?”

Becks could barely contain herself as they
went outside to the holding pen, but her exuberance was knocked
down a few pegs as they approached the fence and the stinking,
rotting occupants all surged toward them. She stopped in her tracks
and reached for her gun again, and for a moment felt panic that she
was unarmed—until a few of the closest zombies hit the electrified
fence and dropped to the ground. Even though in her head she knew
she was safe, in her heart and stomach she couldn’t suppress that
old fear. Fence or not, this many zombies eyeing her as dinner just
a few yards away was simply too close for comfort.

“Steady, Doctor,” Lennox said, placing a
reassuring hand on her shoulder. “They still creep the hell out of
me, too. I never get used to these filthy scummers. Let’s give
ourselves a little breathing room, shall we?”

Sliding back a small panel in the center of
the weapon, Lennox swiftly ran his fingers across a touchscreen,
pointed the “Whale Bone” at the closest zombies, and within a
second or two at least a dozen of them hit the dirt twitching.
Becks wondered how far her jaw had dropped.

“But, but, I didn’t hear anything!” she
exclaimed in amazement.

“The early prototypes made a buzzing noise
just to let the user know it was working,” he explained as he hit
the touchscreen a few more times, “but we decided it was best to
keep it silent so as not to attract any attention. Now, watch this
and start counting!”

Raising the Whale Bone to his shoulder, a red
laser spot appeared on the forehead of a short, adult male with a
round head and big eyes. Becks had just said “three” when those
eyes turned bright red as capillaries began to rupture. At the
count of five, blood trickled from his ears and nose. At seven
there was a gush of blood and jellied tissue from his eye sockets,
nose, mouth, and ears, and the zombie was dead as a doornail before
he keeled over.

Of course, Becks immediately had to try the
weapon herself, but after she sonically disrupted the head of the
fifth zombie, Lennox clamped his hand over the control panel and
protested that she needed to leave them at least a few test
subjects.

They went back into the concrete building and
Lennox showed her the contents of some of the other cabinets.
Truthfully, Becks didn’t understand a lot of what the Lennox was
telling her about the various high tech weapons and ammo, but she
was so fascinated that she listened for almost an hour. Few people
ever truly impressed her, but Lennox was definitely one of them.
And she had been mistaken about his Ivy League education—he was the
son of a Boston iron worker, and had graduated from West Point with
a degree in systems engineering, specializing in weaponry.

“So how did someone with your background get
to lead this project? Aren’t there any medical staff that could
have done it?” she asked, wondering why such a brilliant engineer
was “slumming” on zombie drug manufacturing and ZIP farming.

“Ah, good question,” he replied with another
of those devilish smiles she had glimpsed on occasion at meetings.
“While I applaud your innovative delivery system for the infected
meat, I felt that glass jar grenades could use a slight upgrade. I
have plans for some rather unique biological agent delivery
systems. Those scummers won’t know what hit them.”

Try as she would, Lennox wouldn’t divulge any
of his plans for getting the co-infecting ZIPs into the zombies’
bodies, but he said that if she attended a little dinner party at
his quarters that evening, he might share an idea or two.

“That’s blackmail,” she stated without
malice.

“But blackmail for your own good. You’ll be
leaving in a couple of days and you should relax at least one
night. And there are some people I want you to meet.”

Becks really wanted to get back to work, but
one night off might be fun. She agreed on the condition that Sgt.
Colaneri and Ronan join them. After an even more painful ride back,
she actually slept several hours before the party. The day off
definitely did her good, and when she arrived at the captain’s
quarters, she was looking forward to the evening.

Becks was greeted by Mrs. Lennox, who looked
just as blue-blooded as her husband. She had been a hotshot
corporate attorney BZA, but as there wasn’t much call for lawyers
these days (at least there was something good to be said about the
zombie apocalypse!), she had been running one of the zeeoh daycare
centers and schools. Their own two children—a little boy and girl
who could have been blueblood poster children—made a brief and
polite appearance in their cute little footed PJs, then were
ushered off to bed.

Quite an eclectic group of military and
civilian personnel were in attendance, and the topic of
conversation was clearly skewed to a subject near and dear to
Becks’ heart—every way possible to kill a zombie—from primitive
clubs made from sticks with rocks duct taped to them, to
multimillion dollar missile systems. After dinner and several
rounds of drinks, the “war stories” began circulating about
everyone’s most harrowing and outrageous zombie encounters. Becks
noticed that the sergeant sat in awkward silence during the telling
of these stories—as he had none to share. Ronan also did not share
any stories, but it couldn’t have been because he didn’t have a
long list of zombie kills and narrow escapes. Becks assumed it was
a combination of modesty, and a reluctance to relive some painful
memories.

It was late when Becks got back to her
quarters. Even though she hadn’t worked at all that day, she was
exhausted. She wasn’t used to socializing—or horseback riding—and
it all seemed to take more out of her than an 18-hour shift in the
lab. But she was very glad she had been blackmailed into going to
the party—although she had completely forgotten to ask Lennox about
his plans for the ZIPs delivery systems. It had been good food,
good company, and the last time she would be able to kick back and
have fun for a long time. Perhaps it was even the very last
time.




Chapter 2

 


Due to the highly-skilled and competent
doctors and scientists on staff, it only took Becks another two
days to get everyone up to speed on how to grow healthy,
competitive ZIPs. She could have stuck around a few more days to
make sure the first few batches were successful, but they did have
phone and video chat capabilities with West Point, and there was no
reason she couldn’t come back if any of the procedures needed
tweaking.

Also, the base meteorologists said there was
a 30% chance of a coastal storm developing that night, so they
suggested that the supply run to West Point leave by mid-morning to
avoid any bad weather. Becks got word to Sgt. Colaneri, and even
though it was his day off, he volunteered for the assignment.

At 8am, as Becks was saying her goodbyes to
Captain Lennox and the project staff, the first raindrops already
started a staccato beat on the roof, and a steady breeze swirled
the fallen leaves into mini twisters. By 9am, as she finished
packing equipment, the sky had turned an ominous greenish-black and
a steady rain was coming down at a sharp angle in the stiff wind.
At 10am, as she climbed into the front seat of the Humvee driven by
Sgt. Colaneri, she questioned whether or not they should head out
in this intensifying nor’easter—which obviously was
developing, and a lot sooner than predicted.

“Orders say we go,” the sergeant replied.
“And the lead Humvee is carrying
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