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Prologue

Camp Jericho, British Patrol Zone One, northeast of the Qattara Depression, Egypt,

14th April AZ year 1 plus 1, 0900 hours Zulu Time.

Even though Captain West had showered this morning, before visiting the officer’s mess tent for breakfast, he still felt grimy, from the heat, the dust, and the fear. He had another month left of his six-month tour before he could get home to England and wash off the smell of death, sunblock, and decay. He longed to walk down a green, leafy, even rainy, country lane, stop off at a pub, and have himself a cold beer. He longed to feel the water drip off his hair, which would be plastered to his scalp, and feel the cold, unforgiving rain run down his face.

A Private saluted as Captain West hurried past, towards the steps that led up the side of the twenty-foot concrete wall. A defensive wall that the UN and the remaining Arab League countries’ engineers and workers had erected after the zombie event had happened, while the immediate threat was still unknown, as was the cause. Still no one knew, or claimed they didn’t know, what had caused the dead to rise up from their graves to slay the living, a year and one month ago, but it didn’t stop the rumours.

Chemical weapons, dirty bombs, terrorists’ nerve agents, the will of God, Allah, Kali… ad infinitum. Captain West didn’t care really. He and his men had a job to do, and his forces were stretched pretty thin. The Wall of Jericho II, as some US General dubbed it ran through the top half of several countries bordering the great dust cloud that hadn’t moved more than half a mile since day one of the dead uprising. It started at the north coast of Egypt, the wall, and the cloud, running down to Al Bawiti, then across through Libya, up through the tail end of Tunisia, the top half of Algeria, up to the Atlas Mountains where the dead clouds never spread. All the various deserts below were UN No-Go-Zones, Dead Zones some people called them; the Arab Zones the US Secretary for Defence called them on Top Secret files. The wall was vast, and UN troops from around the globe that could be spared from other trouble spots were deployed along the wall of defence. Sadly the poorer African nations below the dust cloud infected zones had no such wall. Only Nigeria built one, mainly to keep out Niger and Chad refugees encamped on their already strained border resources: it was a humanitarian nightmare.

British troops commanded three zones in Egypt, one in Tunisia and one in Morocco. France deployed many troops to Algeria and Libya, while other countries like Germany, Italy, and the uninfected Scandinavian countries also sent troops. The Americans had lost nearly three-quarters of its regular army, but still sent marines, new Navy regiments and USAF regiments to various zones around the area. Oil production in the area had dropped by 90% and people all around the world were dealing with blackout, petrol rationing, and most national governments had privatised oil companies and declared martial law.

Steam trains replaced electrical ones, coal mines long since dormant were reopened, and plans for new nuclear power stations in most western countries tripled overnight. Countries that could change and adapt quickly seized the moment, whereas more zombie-affected countries defaulted back to pre-industrial revolution economies.

Captain West jogged up the metal steps that led up to the battlements of the reinforced concrete wall. The blue metal rails were safe to touch at the moment, as they were predominantly in shadow, but give it two hours and the metal would burn the palms of your hands like you were grabbing a red-hot-poker. West had learnt that on his first day and had worn his gloves when on duty ever since. The desert was an unforgiving environment.

Lieutenant Singh turned and saluted up to his maroon turban as West strode purposefully into the makeshift command post, constructed of metal poles, with corrugated iron walls and ceiling. It had two openings leading onto either side of the wall and was shored up with sandbags, a commodity they had an endless supply of.

A ‘Gimpy’ machine gun was positioned on a tripod on a small old metal filing cabinet at the front facing aperture, which gave an excellent field of fire. The five-foot wide three-foot high opening was covered with desert camouflage netting. The rest of the small CP was made up of two deckchairs and a radio on a coffee table in one corner.

“Good Morning, Charlie, anything to report?” West asked, moving over to stand next to the unflinching figure of Private Mark Macleod, who sat shirtless on one of the deckchairs, manning the light machine gun position.

Lt Chahel ‘Charlie’ Singh smiled at the Captain and nodded, “No—nothing to report but dust, sand and the unmoving A-Zed.”

West picked up a pair of field glasses. Pushing his sunglasses up onto his forehead, he brought them to his eyes and scanned the gap between the defensive position and the endless mass of swirling sand, not more than a mile away across the desert. The AZ was used in official reports as an acronym to refer to the Arab Zones, where the zombie infestation and the mile high dust clouds still covered. On the ground, Captain West and his men referred to the hellish inside of the dust-shrouded area as the Annihilation Zone.

“Who’s out near the AZ?” West asked, spotting a truck on the road only metres from the never moving wall of dust.

“Some Royal Engineers trying out some new robot they can send into that mess,” Singh said, moving to stand next to West. He peered through the mounted telescope at the vehicles his Captain had spotted.

“Don’t those bloody Sappers ever give up? They should know high-tech computerised shit just dies inside there. How many drones did we lose in that soup before the top-brass called a halt?”

“The Major in charge says this robot is very low-tech, it’s nearly bloody clockwork, sir,” Singh said, pulling back from the telescope and blinking the sunspots from his left eye. “It’s run on a long cable so the power source and working parts are all outside the AZ.”

“Still won’t work,” McLeod commented for the first time since West had arrived in the CP.

“I’m with Mac,” West said, stretching out his back and lowering the field glasses. “Nothing higher tech than rifles and Frisbees can work inside there.”

One mile away from the safety of the concrete defensive walls, Major Peter Youngblood and his small team of engineers, and a couple of civilian contractors were going through their last tests on their latest Robotic Urban Scouting unit or RUS for short. They used a burned-out camper van as their temporary base, as it gave them some shade from the remorseless morning sunshine. A tent was set up next to it on the baking road. Their truck was parked next to it giving them more shade to work on their latest pet project. In fact, the two civilian contractors were doing most of the tinkering.

“How long to the off, gentlemen?” Major Youngblood addressed the two kneeling beside the tracks of the robot.

“About two minutes, Major,” said the contractor called Goldman, without looking around.

“Excellent.” The Major nodded and turned to walk back into the bright sunshine. He moved off the sand onto the tarmac of the road, to step beside two of his men who were standing guard.

“How long until Wally is ready to go, sir?” Private Moody moved his shoulders up and down to let a drop of sweat run down his back under his fatigues.

“Couple of minutes.” Youngblood sighed in the heat. He did that a lot lately, the heat of the desert just sapped all the energy from you after a while. “And don’t call it that Private, the bods don’t like it.”

They turned slightly and exchanged closed grins, then turned their attention back to the AZ. The vast sandstorm that ran for miles was a wondrous thing to behold. The way it defied all logic and scientific reasoning by keeping its’ shape. Twirling and twisting on the borderline between the living and the dead. It was vast even from a distance, but standing so close always brought out nervous fear, even in the bravest of soldiers.

The British Royal Engineers stood only twenty yards from where the two-lane desert road vanished into the murky world beyond. Two concrete barriers had been placed on the road ten yards ahead, one on each lane, five yards apart. A vehicle could navigate those barriers, but would have to slow to a crawling pace to zigzag through the long thick chicanes. Even straining their heads back as far as they could go, they still couldn’t see the top of the AZ as it rose up into the blue sky. Two green signs in Arabic, English & French were on either side of the road, just before it disappeared in the deadly sandstorm-cloud ahead. A warning: DO NOT ENTER HERE. It reminded the British

Major of the polluted brown fog that London used to suffer from in the late Nineteenth Century. Pea-souper, the phrase for fog bounced around in the Major’s mind as he stared at it.

Yet what lay beyond it was no atmospheric anomaly. No, what lay inside was beyond the biblical and the supernatural. Inside the AZ the dead walked upright and ate the living. No one knew what hell the people inside were enduring, or if anyone was still alive inside there anyway. It had been a year now since the fireballs fell from the skies around the world, taking out entire cities, covering others in clouds of dust, fog or sand. They cut off cities, towns; villages and countryside were no-go areas, where the dead had risen from their graves. They attacked any living person they found and thus swelled their undead ranks into the millions. Anno Zombie: the year of the dead, was coming to an end, but would the nightmare really ever be over? Not while these pockets of Annihilation Zones, like this, were still dotted around the globe.

Major Youngblood had to blink to stop from being mesmerised by the shifting, swirling patterns of the wall of sand before him. Corporal Pell wandered back from the first concrete barricade at an uneasy pace for the stocky soldier. Generally, he was frightened of nothing and no one. The Major reckoned that Pell could pull the arms off a man with his thick muscular biceps and broad back, and yet even he was wary of the sandstorm. Pell held a L108A1 light machine gun in his right hand like Youngblood might carry a wrench. Yet they were all scared of the same thing; that the never moving sandstorm might suddenly reach out and smother them all, followed by a swift, painful death.

“Why didn’t they ever try shooting those rockets into the clouds to make it rain?” The burly Corporal asked as he came to stand next to his CO.

“What clouds Corp?” Moody commented, looking at the clear blue sky to his left.

“Ah well, that doesn’t matter really,” the Major shook his head.

“Major Youngblood,” a voice called from the shadow of the burnt-out van. It was the other contractor Moffett. The Major and the two men next to him turned to their right to look at the contractor. “We are ready to give it a try now.”

“Jolly good.” The Major nodded. “Pell, Moody, go give them a hand will you.”

“Yes sir,” they said in unison, jogging over into the welcoming shade behind the van and army truck.

After ten minutes of checking and rechecking, the RUS was ready to go. It looked so small and delicate sitting five yards in front of the last barrier, just in front of the dominating wall of the AZ. Youngblood, the men under his command, and the civilian contractors, were behind the second barrier. A cable wheel was fixed into the tarmac road adjacent to the last barrier. More cable and wire, taped together, ran back around the second barrier, where the control panel was set up on a fold-out table under a small tent. It was dark green and made of blackout material, the tent so they could see the little screen on the laptop plugged into the control panel. The RUS had two cameras fixed to the front, and the other on a mechanical arm that could be used to pick things up.

Goldman turned to his left and gave Youngblood a thumbs up. The Major nodded to the contractor and stood up. The front flap of the tall tent was tied back so they could see what was going on ahead. The Major picked up his binoculars from around his neck and held them ready to use when the RUS got nearer to the AZ. The RUS began to move, its’ tracks gripping onto the hot road surface as it headed down the centre of the road towards the AZ.

Four yards, three yards and then two.

Major Youngblood raised the binoculars to his grey eyes and watched as the RUS trundled ever closer to the sandstorm. He blinked rapidly as the swirling sand barrier twisted like a stirred cup of tea and let the small low tech mechanical vehicle inside. The only visual evidence that it still existed inside the AZ was the turning of the wheel and the lengths of cable reeling out from it. His binoculars were now useless, so he turned his attention to the laptop monitor.

Everyone crowded in around the men working the RUS, to look at what the monitor was picking up. The Major was as surprised as anyone to see that the RUS was sending back two sets of grainy brown pictures from beyond the AZ. Something no other tech, spy plane or satellite had done before.

“So far so good. Well done, gentlemen.” Major Youngblood patted the contractors in turn on the shoulder as he praised them. He spoke too soon. The camera mounted on the extendable arm suddenly went blank and then showed a static buzzing screen.

“Lost camera,” Moffett said matter-of-factly.

Youngblood groaned inside for putting the kibosh on the project with his early praise.

“Turn on the light,” Goldman said to his colleague.

A piercing light shone over the fixed camera and into the foggy sandstorm. A car came into view, all four doors open, long abandoned. This was Marker One in the AZ. British troops had ventured this far in before. It wasn’t until marker two that they had made enemy contact and had to make a tactical retreat out of the AZ.

RUS trundled on its tank-like tracks toward the next deadly marker. Moffett moving it around a fallen near skeletal corpse of a soldier in ragged British desert fatigues. He turned left around the unmoving corpse, but not before they could see the gaping bullet hole in the dead soldier’s skull above his left eye socket.

Youngblood licked his lips, while Moody crossed himself. Everyone was glad that the little robot was past the corpse and on towards the second marker. The cable unwound. The cable wheeling made a whining noise as the RUS progressed deeper into the AZ.

The second marker was as far as anyone had gone since the crisis had engulfed the world over a year ago. It was an Egyptian tank, and one of the most poignant places on Earth at the moment. All the hatches were shut fast against the onslaught of the dead that had engulfed it as it ran out of fuel. The crew had locked themselves in for safety as the zombies surrounded it, hundreds strong. The tank crew fired every shell and every round of its machine gun, but no help came. They ran out of food, but no help came. Two of the crew tried to make a run for it, but weak from hunger they were soon pulled down and killed by the dead. They then joined the ranks of the dead surrounding the tank. The men inside had waited and waited, inside their dehydrating armed prison, but it brought them only a slow death. But not full death. They rose again, as the undead, and were still rattling around inside their tomb of a tank.

The audio from the RUS picked up the faint bangs of their bony fists as it trundled by into new territory. This was beyond the line anyone had gone. The RUS continued on into the Annihilation Zone, while everyone watched on, not saying a word.

Another twenty feet reeled out before they came into view, attracted by the rumbling of the RUS along the road. Ones and twos came at first, swaggering their rotting arms from side to side out of the dense sand-fog. Then more. Youngblood got up to thirty before he gave up his count. Ghastly figures of men in ripped clothes, their faces slack, and their eyes blank. There were women in ripped burkas showing off unholy amounts of ripped and bitten flesh, children with limbs missing, soldiers still in the remains of their torn uniforms.

They seemed lost and confused by the moving RUS. They were aware of it but didn’t attack it as it passed. Moffett had to stop the RUS suddenly as a crawling zombie blocked its path. The dead creature had no legs from the knees downwards and was crawling along the road by using its hands. The flesh had worn down to the bone. It had no skin on its chin as that had been worn away as it scraped along the rough road surface in search of living flesh and blood to devour to feed its constant hunger. The laptop showed this all in detail.

Youngblood heard Moffett breathing hard as he reversed the RUS two feet, and turned the little robot away from the crawling corpse. It had only just got past the zombie when the camera began to judder slightly as it moved forwards. This judder became a fast-quivering shake. Then the RUS’s mikes picked up a sound, like dense rolling thunder. It was accompanied by cries, grunts, and wails of rage from the zombies in the vision of the camera. Some turned slowly around as the loud rumbling approached. Goldman had to turn down the RUS’s mikes a little as something huge rumbled slowly out of the fog toward it.

“Reverse, reverse,” Youngblood ordered as he saw what was looming up large in front of the RUS.

“I’m trying, I’m trying,” Moffett cried, but the RUS was too slow, as were most of the zombies. A steam roller’s huge wheel filled the screen on the laptop, there was an audible crunch, and then the screen went blank.

“What the fuck was that?” Moody exclaimed loudly next to his CO.

“Quick everybody out and back over to the side of the road behind the van!” Youngblood yelled. His men snapped to it immediately, followed by the Major himself. He turned back to see the two civilian contractors bickering in low voices and trying to unplug their gear. “Leave it!” Major Youngblood had to drag the two men out of the shade of the tent over to the side of the road, where Corporal Pell was setting up the men into defensive positions.

“That equipment cost thousands of pounds, Major,” Goldman yelled back at the army officer. “Your MOD bosses won’t be happy with you.”

“The Queen is my boss sunny-Jim. Now get behind the truck and keep your mouths shut like good little gentlemen.” Youngblood unholstered his pistol as he spoke, just to add weight to his argument. Moffett grabbed his mouthy colleague and dragged him to cover. Pell was just unfolding the legs of his light machine, as he lay on top of the van roof when they heard the rumbling noise coming from the AZ.

Moody was standing next to the open van bonnet, which was empty of its engine, while Youngblood’s other two men were around the rear side. The Major was just about to speak into his mic and report back to base when the immediate situation took precedence.

There was an almighty roar, followed by a crash in the constant sandstorm beyond. Then with a constant rumbling squeal, something large emerged from the dead zone. It had once been a steam roller, but now it was something more. Armoured plate had been welded from part of buildings, tanks and god-knows-what-else. Only a metal grill the size of a letterbox was used to steer the beast of a steam powered machine. It didn’t leave the AZ alone. Ten or so zombies, in various states of decay, clung to the thing.

As the steamroller moved fully into the bright hot air of the desert, they began to drop off. By the time the blood-covered large front roller smashed into the first concrete barrier all of the zombies had fallen by the wayside and lay still, in proper, unmoving death. The steamroller smashed through the edge of the barrier, deviating to the right a little so it hit the second concrete barrier in the centre, stopping dead. The barrier was pushed back a couple of feet, knocking over the equipment and laptop beyond.

“This is Sapper Seven to Base One, we have an infraction in Zone One, on the Alamein Road,” Major Youngblood yelled into his mic as he and his men hurried onto the road to cover the steam leaking contraption. They kept a watchful eye on the now motionless corpses that littered the road.

“Say again Sapper Seven, over?” A voice burst in his ear making him wince.

“Base One, a heavily armoured steamroller has just exited the AZ and crashed into our position here. You better send the regulars out here, and pronto, over.”

Major Youngblood didn’t hear the radio operator’s reply. A hatch on the top of the modified steamroller swung up and open, propelled by a very human looking hand. The British engineers raised their weapons as a thin looking, sweat covered, bearded white man came into view. He looked fatigued, as he struggled to get his body and legs out of the baking hot cab of the steamroller. He had a grey stained t-shirt on under what looked like a US army combat shirt with the rank of Sergeant.

“Hey, buddy, would you give a guy a hand here,” he said in a southern American accent before fainting dead away over the side of the steamroller. Corporal Pell managed to juggle his weapon and rushed forwards to half catch the falling man. He would have hurt himself as he jarred into the British soldier, but he was already unconscious.

Youngblood ignored the shouts in his ear for further information on the ongoing situation and pressed his mic to reply. “We have a man down here, looks like U.S. military; send a chopper and a medical team as well.”

The Major hurried over to where Pell was helping the unconscious man to lay him down gently on the road surface. “Moody, fetch a medical kit and water from the truck on the double man.”

“Looks like a Yank soldier, sir,” Pell said, and then pointed to a faded name badge velcroed onto his left breast.

“Medic of some sorts.” Youngblood pointed at a faded Red Cross armband. “What’s that name say, Corporal?”

“Erm Fugetti,” Pell said. “Sounds like a type of pasta to me.”

Youngblood stood up and clambered up onto the side of the steamroller and peered inside. The stench of sweat and urine from inside made him draw his head back sharply. He looked from the dust storm barrier, back down the road to the base at Camp Jericho. He could already see the dust lines of three rapid response vehicles leaving through the main gates of the wall in the distance, speeding towards his position. A helicopter was just rising into the air above the walls of the base.

The Top-Brass would be all over this like a rash.

Major Youngblood sat on the top of the steamroller as Moody fetched the American soldier some water. The Major stared at the AZ again. This young man was proof that there were still people alive inside the largest and impenetrable dead zones left around the globe. It also meant another thing, that the powers-that-be would want to send some poor bastards back inside the Annihilation Zone to find them. Major Youngblood thanked his lucky stars that he was a Royal Engineer and not an infantry squaddie right now.


Chapter One

Tom Hollinger looked up over the woods. A sleek black helicopter that reeked of CIA or black ops flew loudly overhead.

He used the distraction of the helicopter to take a drink from his canteen. Standing by the forest river, he bent down at the water’s edge, laid his weapon on a nearby moss covered rock, and scooped water in his cupped hands to splash it over his sweat covered face. He was fitter than he’d been in five years, but being over forty didn’t help him in the race to hunt down his prey.

He picked up his M16A2 rifle and waded into the slow-moving river. The cold fresh water lapped up to his knees, then he was up the bank on the other side in pursuit of his prey again.

The duty officer of the day, Second-Lieutenant Sadler, was one very pissed lady. With only five minutes prior warning presidential clearance was given for the unnumbered, black helicopter to land right on the parade field not more than 400 yards from the base commander’s office.

She hurried over with two MP’s and four Privates pulled from boring guard duty. All seven of them were jogging over to where the dull painted helicopter had just landed. She arranged her men three on each side as a guard of honour, in case this was really a high-powered visit, but weapons at the ready if it was some ruse.

The side of the helicopter slid open, and two Navy Seals combat troops jumped out, knees bent, MK14’s swinging this way and that, until they pointed at the heart of the approaching and suddenly timid Lt Sadler. Two men in suits and sunglasses came next, earpieces in, right hands under the left-hand breasts of their pristine suits. They flanked three more men who moved slower and gave off the aura of power. The first was a tall, thin man in a charcoal grey suit, with dark thinning black hair, who didn’t look like he was armed. He was followed by an older naval officer and Sadler saw enough gold braid on his shoulders to know he was an important man. He was followed by a younger, thin-faced, hard looking man with the rank of Captain.

Lt Sadler remembered to breathe, closed her mouth, and saluted the new arrivals to Fort Lewis, in Washington State. Only the hard-arsed looking Navy Captain spoke, in short quick words.

“This is Admiral James Masterton, Chief of Naval Operations, we need to see your CO, Colonel Mallory right away,” the Navy captain said, taking her salute and walking past Sadler, with the stony-faced suited guy, and the older Admiral with an almost amused grin on his face, flanked by the guards marching after him.

Sadler left the MP Corporal and two men behind as she and her men jogged to catch up with the high-ranking delegation that had just landed on her lap. They seemed to know which building and entrance they were heading for, and Second-Lieutenant Abigail Sadler, survivor of Tucson, would be glad when they got to be a problem for a more senior officer than her.

Colonel Mallory was halfway through his mid-morning coffee, and fifth game of solitaire on his computer when the door burst open. His adjutant Captain De Vaz opened both his doors wide open. Mallory stood up to bark at the man for not knocking, and intruding on his busy schedule, when the Chief of Naval Operations, his subordinate, and a spook in a charcoal grey expensive suit walked in.

“We are not to be disturbed by knock or telephone call, nor do we want refreshments,” the Navy Captain ordered, with a low, threatening voice, that made Captain De Vaz close the door with haste, glad that these guys were on his side.

“Can I help you, Admiral Masterton?” Colonel Mallory stood up straight at his desk and saluted this very senior naval officer, in fact only the Admiral of the Fleet was above him in the pecking order.

“How do you know his name?” asked the suited man, speaking for the first time since he had arrived.

“My father was a naval man, he served with the Admiral on the USS Winston S Churchill back in the early nineties,” Colonel Mallory said, wondering who the spook in the suit was, and why he made him feel more nervous than having the second most highest-ranking naval officer in the country in his office.

“I’m sure your late father got over the shame of his son becoming a dirt-eating grunt,” the suited man said tersely, as he examined a model of a tank on top of the Colonel’s sideboard.

“Stow that shit Lawrence.” the Admiral came to life, pointing at the suited man, a man he barely tolerated at the best of times and turned to face the Colonel. “Chip Mallory was a fine officer, I can’t believe he’s been gone ten years already.”

Colonel Mallory chose to bite his tongue and keep his eyes front; at least the Admiral seemed to know how to conduct himself, unlike the two other men with him.

“Thank you, sir, but I’m wondering why you are here, sir. What can I do for you, Admiral?”

“It’s not you we need,” the stern-faced Captain said.

“We need Tom Hollinger to be packed and ready to leave with us in one hour, for an overseas operation,” the Admiral said, as the Captain placed a buff folder with transfer papers on the Colonel’s desk.

“This is Top Secret, Colonel Mallory, you must not mention any of this conversation with anyone else, do you understand?” The naval Captain’s beady grey eyes fixed upon the Colonel.

“I understand, but I’m sure Tom Hollinger will have something to say about it, he has his son and wife stationed here at the base. The only reason he re-enlisted was to have his family nearby, and that he would be a combat training instructor.”

“Oh, don’t worry, Colonel, Tom Hollinger will be on that helicopter within the hour one way or another. So you had better go get somebody to fetch him.” The suited man said, and Mallory didn’t like the sinister edge to his tone at all.

Tom Hollinger waited for the seven-man squad to move into position before he struck. A flash grenade exploded in their midst. Then Tom fired down from his position hidden in the leaves of the trees above them. His bullets, if they hadn’t been blanks, would have killed, or at least severely wounded all of the young squad of Second-Lieutenants he was training to be leaders of the future. They were needed now because the U.S. Army had lost three-quarters of its home based troops last year when the dead had risen from their graves.

He emptied his clip and then jumped down from the tree as the young officers rubbed at their flash-startled eyes, and bowed their heads because they had all been killed in this training exercise.

“Fire can come from above and below, gentlemen, not just in front in pretty rows,” he warned them.

They all picked up their weapons, groaning and grumbling under their breaths. Tom Hollinger didn’t smile—even though he was pleased with his own performance—he wasn’t happy with the men he was training. They had to learn and learn fast. They could be deployed in some of the troubled spots around the globe that were still covered in dust clouds where the zombie menace swarmed within, killing every living thing they could.

The Middle East, parts of Africa, Germany, Afghanistan, Argentina, some of the Pacific Islands, Cuba, parts of Russian and China, still had the zombie threat hanging over them.

He was about to deploy the men again and then hunt them down to ambush them, when a young Sergeant came running into the clearing breathing and sweating, like a race horse after winning the Kentucky Derby.

“Captain…Hollinger…Colonel Mallory…needs to see you…in his office…a-sap,” the Sergeant said, with his hands on his knees as he gasped out the words.

“I’ll start back now, you men are dismissed,” Captain Tom Hollinger ordered his trainee soldiers.

“I have a jeep…waiting on the road…this way, sir,” the Sergeant said, leaning back now his hands on his hips, his breath coming back to him.

“Jeep? The Colonel lent you his prized Willey to come fetch me, it must be serious. Any idea on what’s going on, Sergeant?” Tom said, putting his M16A2 over his shoulder to carry it.

“Officially no, sir,” the Sergeant said as they fell into step together, heading back through the humid woods where the man had run from.

“And unofficially?” Tom asked, knowing Sergeants usually knew everything that was really going down on an army base.

“A whole lot of seafaring top brass helicoptered in thirty minutes ago and marched right in to pay the CO a visit, that’s all I can glean, sir.”

“I wish you guys would stop calling me sir, I was a Sergeant like you for years. I only received a commission because I was some zombie killing poster boy,” Tom grumbled, still not used to the privileges of rank, even though he’d been asked by the President himself to re-enlist and help combat the global zombie threat.

“Yes, sir,” the Sergeant said, and they both chuckled.

Tom rubbed the back of his neck and followed the Sergeant back to the waiting jeep. There was a tight knot in the base of his neck, and it wasn’t from climbing trees. His days since he moved to this base after the brief US zombie outbreak had been getting better and better. He just knew from life experience that the shit would hit the fan sooner or later and mess up the life he had struggled so hard to rebuild.

“What do you say, son, are you game?”

“No, nada. No fucking way, Admiral, sir excusing my French, I ain’t going.” Tom Hollinger stood in Colonel Mallory’s office, his arms crossed, pacing about and shaking his head.

“Stand still and to attention when a superior officer asks you a question!” yelled the younger of the two naval officers.

Tom snapped to attention, facing the Admiral, but keeping his eyes high to the office ceiling. “Colonel Mallory I respectfully wish to decline this mission, sir. If this is not acceptable, I will herewith and from this moment onwards resign my commission from the U.S. Army and leave this base with my family by nightfall, sir.”

“I’m sorry Tom, my hands are hogtied here. Request denied.” Colonel Mallory couldn’t meet his Captain’s eyes as he spoke. He kept his eyes fixed on the blotting paper on his desk as he simmered with anger at the way his authority had been usurped in his own office.

“Are you too cowardly to do what Uncle Sam asks of you, Captain?” This remark came from the weasel voiced, square-headed CIA man in the grey suit, sitting at the far side of the office, sipping coffee.

Tom didn’t respond or even acknowledge the man was alive.

“I’ve done fighting not once, but twice. Throw me in the stockade if you have to but I invoke my conscientious right not to take up arms again.”

“See,” the CIA said, slapping his crossed slacked thigh, “a coward’s reply.”

“Shut the fuck up for once, Lawrence, goddam it. This ain’t no McCarthy Witch-hunt. You are a fine soldier and leader of men Hollinger, and your bravery is not in question here. But goddam it the country needs you again, one more time. The President of the U-nited States has given his seal of approval to this mission, son, and you will not let him down. I know you have a kid and new wife here, and you’ve been through some awful shit, but so has the rest of the world, and some are still deep in the mire. What the Sam-Hill can we do to convince you to go?” Admiral Masterton stood toe-to-toe with Tom now, his tone more friendly than before. Sometimes in command, a kind word could go a long way further than a barked order.

“Nothing sir,” Tom said, hating to let the Admiral and his country down, but he had Anna and Tommy to think of.

“Hmmm,” Masterton grunted and strode away from where Tom stood to attention. “Captain Simmons, please show Captain Hollinger the addendum to the mission file.”

“Yes, sir.” The naval intelligence officer strode up to Mallory’s desk and put his briefcase on it, to steady and open it. He pulled out a pink Top Secret file—closed his briefcase—and handed the file to Tom.

“Stand-easy, son,” the Admiral ordered.

Tom did, and reluctantly took the folder, opened it, and began flicking through the bluff and jargon. He stopped when he came to pages four and five. They were A4 coloured photographs of two serving soldiers and brief rundowns of their service records.

“Do you recognise the two men in those photos?” Lawrence said, uncrossing his legs. He knew both top secret mission reports line-by-line and page-by-page.

“Yes.” Tom nodded.

“And who may they be?” Lawrence pressed.

“Lieutenant-Colonel George Prowse and Sergeant Mark Fugetti.”

“And are these two men known to you, Captain?”

“Yes, I served with both these men in Iraq. Fugetti was my combat medic and the then Captain Prowse was my company CO.” Tom looked at the men in their polished dress uniforms. He hadn’t seen either of them since he’d left the army, the first time. Tom didn’t ask the obvious question that was burning at the forefront of his mind because that’s what the Top Brass wanted. If they wanted to steam-roller him into some deadly mission, they would have to put an industrial fan behind his khaki backside first.

“Okay, have it your way.” The Admiral shook his head. He sat on the edge of the Colonel’s desk and hitched up one trouser leg. “During the Second Arab Spring Colonel Prowse was sent into Cairo to secure certain items of historical significance. Hell—we didn’t know which way the wind would blow down there, and the President didn’t want another situation like the Taliban blowing up ancient Buddhist statues. So Prowse and his team were sent in to procure certain items from the Cairo Museums vaults before anything untoward could happen to them.” The Admiral paused, giving Tom the chance to jump in, but he declined with silence.

“Prowse and his team made contact with our field agent in Cairo, confirmed that they had secured the items requested and were returning covertly to the U.S. Embassy so they could be shipped back to the States in diplomatic bags. That’s when things went dark. They never made it back to the Embassy and then—”

“—and then the world went to shit,” Lawrence finished with a slow hand-clap.

The Admiral shot him daggers but didn’t rebuke the interruption.

“We tried to make contact with him, but with no luck. Then the rest of the world went to shit, and his plight went way down on our order of priorities. In fact, he and his men were listed as MIA, as well as most of the U.S. nationals in the Egyptian capital. As you know, the worst Zog was centralised over Cairo, and no-one gets in or out.”

“Zog, sir?” Tom finally broke his silence.

“Zombie-Fog. Some National Guardsman in Florida coined it, and it kinda fits really. Surprised you haven’t heard that one up here,” the Admiral said with a thin smile.

“We’re a long way from Cairo and Florida up here, sir,” Tom remarked.

The Admiral nodded. “So you can imagine our surprise when a month ago Sergeant Fugetti rolls out of the Cairo AZ in an armour plated steam-roller and right into a British patrol. Captain Simmons and Lawrence did the debriefing interviews and what he said kinda blew the lid on this whole fucking zombie catastrophe.”

“You found the source or cause?” Tom mentally chided himself for replying, but this information was huge.

“Prowse found a book,” Lawrence said, crossing his legs.

“What book?” Tom stared at the Admiral, not wanting to even offer the CIA the courtesy of a look.

“Something so dangerous and old the Egyptians had it locked away in the deepest, darkest vaults for centuries. Something older than the Two Kingdoms; Christianity, Babylon, and all that ancient shit put together.” Lawrence stood up, moving into Tom’s eye line. “Something more deadly than the atomic bomb, Tommy-boy, and even scarier than the Arc of the Covenant in that Harrison Ford film. Can I hear a hallelujah-yeah,” Lawrence cried, raised his hands to the ceiling, and pointed his forefingers.

“So you’re telling me an old book caused all this. How does Prowse tie-in to it?” Tom couldn’t help but want to know more. The zombies had killed millions worldwide including his ex-wife and her baby daughter, and many of his friends.

“Fugetti told us that the Prowse-led team got what they came for, but noticed someone who worked at the museum heading down to a secret cellar in the place. They covertly followed and jumped the guy, making him open an old safe with the book inside. Fugetti said the guy really didn’t want the book to leave the safety of the museum, but Prowse took the book and the curator guy with him. Then they got ambushed on the way to the U.S. Embassy, and the curator and the book were taken away by some unknown Arab faction. Prowse lost half his team before they were captured. The anti-Christian Jihad group forced the curator to read certain passages from the book, dark spells. This caused the heavens to fall, the Zog to roll in, and the dead of Cairo to rise up to kill the living. Prowse, Fugetti and two of his men managed to escape in the confusion. They made it back to the U.S. Embassy, but everyone had either fled or been turned into the undead. So they retook the buildings, made it secure and have been holed up there ever since,” Captain Simmons explained.

“So what is this book, why hasn’t anyone ever heard of it and its powers?” Tom turned towards the Navy Captain.

“Heck if we know son,” The Admiral said, pushing himself off the Colonel’s desk. “The curator said it was older than the Bible, Book of Thoth and the Egyptian Book of the Dead. Something the original sculptors of the Sphinx wrote before their people vanished off the face of the earth apparently. Nobody knows for sure. What I do know is we need to help Prowse retrieve this book, before the Russians, Chinese, or some other rogue state or crackpot terrorist group gets their hands on it and decide to go full Armageddon this time. We can’t take another hit like the past year and come back from it. If we get hold of it, hopefully, we can get rid of all the remaining Zog-spots around the globe.” The Admiral went up to Tom and put his large hands on Captain Hollinger’s shoulders. “What do you say, son?”

“I respectfully say no, sir. There are far younger and better men than me that can go on this mission, sir.” Tom hated the words that came out of his mouth, but he wasn’t going to leave Anna or Tommy Jr. ever again.

“Hell, son you ain’t making this any easier are you? We sent a full company of Marines down the Nile three weeks ago by boat, and we haven’t heard a word from them since. Don’t make me force your hand, Tom, please.” The Admiral’s voice softened, even though his face looked grave.

“If you refuse this Presidential order, Hollinger, we will chuck you in the stockade and throw away the goddam key.” Lawrence began moving around the front of where Tom stood as the Admiral edged backwards. “Your wife Anna, formerly Anna Fernandez, well her U.S. citizenship papers seem to have gotten lost in the destruction of Phoenix and Tucson. Given she was in quarantine for three months too, she will be deported to Mexico City a-sap. They say it’s the rape capital of the world down there across the Rio Grande. Then your son would be all alone and sent to one of the military training academies set up for waifs and orphans down in Alabama. They’ve got juvies, messed up kids and all sorts down there, lots of cold showers and hunt the soap for poor Tommy
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