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  Outbreak One: Washington Territory


Winter, 1872
“Steady on, Sergeant.” 
The man coughed up the last contents of his stomach in a steaming stream onto the frozen ground, then took a deep breath and wiped his mouth. “Yes, sir, Captain.”
Captain William Trace understood the sergeant’s reaction. He, too, fought against the horror of this camp’s destruction, the third location they’d investigated. The carnage here surpassed the previous sites.
At the other camps, the bodies had dried out; whatever had befallen those poor souls had happened weeks ago. The ones here told a different story. These bodies lay fresh—if such a word could apply to such horrors. Teeth marks riddled the bones and flesh, some deep enough to score the bone beneath. 
Reminds me of those pioneer stories from the mountain passes. What kind of human could do this?
The air hung thick with the metallic tang of blood, the sickly sweet decay of flesh, and something else—something primal that raised the hairs on his neck. Even the biting winter cold failed to suppress the stench that clung to their clothing and invaded their nostrils. 
A shout rang out from the other side of the camp, and the captain and sergeant bolted before they’d consciously registered the sound. As they sprinted around the corner of a collapsed cabin—its timbers splintered and walls caved in from some violent force—Trace saw his men firing their Springfield rifles into the darkness of another half-standing structure. Screams echoed from inside, and smoke from the rifles billowed thick. A young private stumbled out of the doorway, blood pouring from a ragged wound on his arm. He clutched his arm to his chest and screamed without pause.
“Cease fire!” Trace bellowed as he rushed forward, his sidearm drawn and aimed at the door. Another man pulled the wounded soldier away, attempting to quiet him. Trace gripped the shoulder of Private O’Malley standing beside him. “Fetch the surgeon!” O’Malley bolted at full sprint toward the supply wagon.
The captain snapped his attention back to the building as a long, low moan erupted from within. At the sound, the wounded private screamed anew and fled.
“Go get him!” Trace ordered, pointing at the two nearest men. “The rest of you, hold position, but do not fire.”
His men leveled their rifles at the doorway, each man’s training evident in their disciplined stance. Despite the fear betrayed by white-knuckled grips and rigid postures, they maintained formation with unwavering resolve. They aimed steady, prepared for whatever horror might emerge.
A figure lurched through the building’s door, and Trace’s mind rebelled against the impossible sight before him.
That’s impossible. Dead men don’t walk.
Visceral fear rooted him to the spot.
The creature had once been human. It staggered toward them, leg muscles visible through gaping tears in the flesh. Half its face had vanished, the skin ripped away as if by a wild animal. Blood oozed in thick, sticky clumps from its forearm, the hand now missing. It reached for the soldiers and moaned, its mouth gaping wide as the depths of Hell itself, then shambled forward again.
Fortunately, Sergeant Walker—recovered from his earlier weakness—fired his sidearm at the creature. The shots triggered a chain reaction among the other men, and the monster collapsed beneath a hail of bullets. It lay motionless as Trace ordered another cease fire. The smoke drifted away.
He clasped Walker’s shoulder and looked him in the eye. “Thank you, Mr. Walker.”
“All part of the job, Captain.”
“Set up a perimeter and secure this site. Any more of those... things you find, shoot on sight until they fall.”
“Yes, sir. Hotchkins, Stevens! Front and center!” Sergeant Walker barked orders to the men as Trace knelt beside the corpse, careful to avoid the expanding blood pool.
The sight horrified him. What the bullets had spared remained barely recognizable as human. Shriveled skin and muscle, torn in places until bone gleamed through.
The surgeon arrived, O’Malley trailing behind. The medical bag clanged against the doctor’s hip, the noise jerking Trace back to clarity. He stood, turned his back to the corpse, and looked at the physician, who peered around him.
“Captain,” the doctor said, his voice refined despite his disheveled appearance, “this unfortunate soul lies beyond my medical expertise.” The stench of sour alcohol wafted from him, so strong it nearly masked the copper-penny smell of blood that permeated everything.
Trace choked back his gag reflex. “Indeed, Mr. Greenleaf. Death claimed this one permanently. This corpse isn’t why I summoned you.”
Forest sounds drew his attention. He looked up to see the two men he’d dispatched returning with the wounded soldier between them. The private hung limp, arms draped over their shoulders, whimpers escaping his cracked lips.
“At least he’s stopped screaming, sir,” said Hotchkins, shaking his head. “Voice gave out.”
“Get him treatment, Doctor,” Trace ordered. “Every man counts now.”
Trace inspected the rest of the village before summoning Sergeant Walker.
“Burn it all, Walker,” he said.
The sergeant blinked at him in surprise, stunned. “Sir?”
“I see no alternative. Do you?” Trace asked.
“Uh, no. No, sir, I do not. As much as it pains me to say.”
“Handle it while I determine our next destination.”
“Yes, sir.” The sergeant strode away from the wagon, bellowing for reinforcements. Several men rushed in from their positions around the camp as Trace studied the map spread across the wagon’s wooden bed. A marked road led to the next hunting camp designated for investigation by his superiors.
Likely not even a road, he thought. More like a poorly used and even worse-maintained hunting trail. Still, what we have is what we use, I suppose.
A shout erupted from near a smoldering building. Sergeant Walker stood nose-to-nose with Private Stevens, berating him into submission. No surprise—he’d taken the private to task more than once lately for shirking his duty. It was a wonder he hadn’t abandoned his post already.
“You will burn this camp to the ground, soldier!” Walker roared. “Every building, every outhouse, every shed. Unless you want to end up looking like that poor soul there!”
Walker jabbed his finger toward the corpse they’d neutralized. Stevens shivered, shaking his head and muttering something inaudible.
“Speak up, Private! I can’t hear you!”
“No, sir! I mean, yes, sir! Right away, sir!” Stevens saluted, snatched a wooden beam and rag from nearby debris. He and several others ignited their improvised torches from a still-burning section of a collapsed building. Once their torches were lit, they dispersed to their grim task.
Walker glanced back, caught the captain watching, and delivered a sharp nod before continuing his rounds. Trace returned the gesture and refocused on his map.
Minutes later, Doctor Greenleaf approached. “Sir, the wounded require your attention.”
Never a moment’s rest. 
As they crossed the field, Greenleaf spoke in his cultured tones. “This defies medical explanation, Captain. I’ve never encountered anything like it in all my studies.” He paused to catch his breath, then hiccupped. “All the bite victims show identical symptoms.”
“All the injured match this pattern?” Trace asked.
“Only those with bite wounds, sir,” Greenleaf replied, adjusting his spectacles with shaking hands. “The others suffer conventional injuries.”
“I see.” Trace approached the wagons where his men lay unconscious on makeshift pallets. They displayed identical symptoms: violent tremors, waxy pallor, profuse sweating. Even minor bleeding seeped from eyes, ears, and nostrils.
“Can you revive them, Doctor?”
“I’ve tried everything in my medical arsenal, Captain. Even administered whiskey—with no response whatsoever.”
He may be a drunkard, but I trust that man when it comes to whiskey, thought the captain.
“Sergeant Walker!” shouted Trace, and he caught the doc’s wince at the volume. Serves him right.
The sergeant jogged over, trailing the acrid scent of burning wood. “Sir!”
“Detail two men to transport the wounded to Fort Vancouver. Confirm they know the route—forward on our path for half a day, then south. Provide extra horses, rations, water—whatever it takes. Instruct them to alternate shifts and rotate horses. These men need immediate medical attention.”
“Yes, sir,” Walker replied, pivoting away. “O’Malley! Stevens!” His parade-ground bellow echoed across the camp. Trace glanced toward the wagon bed, noting even that thunderous voice failed to rouse the unconscious men.
The privates rushed over. While Walker briefed them, Trace organized the remaining men to relocate supplies to other wagons. Soon everything stood ready for departure, and the captain positioned himself beside the medical transport.
“Be safe. Get them to the fort as quickly as possible, but get there. Don’t stop for anything.”
O’Malley—seated in the driver’s position for the first shift—nodded and saluted. “Yes, sir! Will do, sir.”
Trace returned the salute and stepped back. He noticed Stevens staring at something in his palm. The private tucked the object into his pocket.
“Move out!”
O’Malley snapped the reins. “Hyah!” As the wagon departed, another private sprinted to Walker, panting heavily.
“Report,” Trace demanded.
The soldier turned. “Sir, we’ve found another... survivor... in one of the sheds. It’s locked inside, barred from outside.”
“Your orders, sir?” Walker asked.
Trace gazed at the village where flames now climbed skyward.
“Burn it.”
“And the survivor?” Walker questioned.
Trace raised an eyebrow but said nothing.
“Understood, sir,” Walker said, hurrying away and barking orders to the men behind him.
We can’t afford to let even one of these things escape. Who knows what could happen?

      [image: image-placeholder]Two days later, they neared the final site on their list. The air had warmed a little, and Captain Trace sat rigid in his saddle, scanning the horizon while his thoughts raced. An urgent conversation caught his attention—Sergeant Walker interrogating a scout who had just galloped back to the column. The scout’s face bore the haunted expression of a man who had witnessed horrors beyond comprehension. 
Walker cantered to the front of the column, the scout trailing behind.
“Report, Sergeant,” Trace commanded.
“Captain, I—” Walker’s voice caught.
Alarm bells rang in Trace’s mind. Walker never faltered, never hesitated to deliver even the worst news.
“You need to see this yourself, sir,” the scout interrupted, spitting on the ground and wiping his mouth as if to purge a foul taste. “Around the bend, two hundred feet ahead. You’ll recognize it immediately.”
“Sergeant, you’re with me.” Trace spurred his horse forward, then twisted in his saddle when Walker failed to follow. The sergeant snapped from his trance, dismissed the scout with a jerk of his head, then galloped to join his captain.
As Walker pulled alongside, Trace scrutinized his face but remained silent.
What the Hell are we headed into? His pulse quickened.
Walker unholstered his pistol and balanced it across his thigh, and Trace did likewise. Years of command had taught him to trust his sergeant’s instincts.
They rounded the bend, and Trace understood the scout’s reaction and Walker’s hesitation.
Dark crimson splattered the trees flanking the trail—not paint, but blood. Fresh blood.
Walker vaulted from his saddle, pistol gripped in his left hand, cavalry saber in his right.
From horseback, Trace covered Walker’s advance with his pistol. When they reached a small clearing, bile surged up Trace’s throat. Their medical wagon sat abandoned, drenched in gore. Flesh and bone fragments carpeted the wagon bed. Blood seeped between the wooden slats.
“The harness was torn apart, sir. No sign of the horses,” Walker reported.
“And the men?”
Walker’s silence answered the question as he circled the wagon. He crouched to retrieve something from the blood-soaked earth and presented it to Trace—a small locket, which he wiped clean. Inside lay a photograph of an infant girl, perhaps three months old.
“Stevens carried this, sir. His little girl.”
“So that’s what it was he was looking at.”
“It wouldn’t surprise me, sir. I believe that’s why he’s been so ornery lately. They’ve only been married barely a year.”
Trace closed his eyes, sending a little prayer skyward. And I sent him into this. His chest tightened with guilt.
He pushed aside the guilt and surveyed the area. “That clearing we passed earlier—how far back?”
“Half-mile, sir.” Walker’s confusion showed in his furrowed brow.
“Make camp there immediately. Detail search parties.”
“Sir?”
“You heard me, Sergeant.”
“Permission to speak freely, Captain. We’ve found enough of these abominations. Hunting them seems—”
“Yes, sir, but begging the captain’s pardon, finding these things is enough. Actually going looking for them, well, that’s...”
“Crazy?”
“Well, yes, sir.”
Trace rubbed his eyes. “What if they’re wounded, Sergeant? Or worse, what if they’re like the others back at the camp?”
Walker ducked his head. “I suppose...”
“I won’t leave them like that. They deserve better. And I won’t let them endanger others, either. I want parties of not less than four men. Return the wounded and injured will to camp. Any more of those... things... are to be shot on sight until dead. Is that clear?”
“Yes, sir. Very clear, sir. Sir, about the wagon...”
Trace turned back to the trail, holstering his pistol. “Burn it.”
A few hours later, all the bodies lay on the cold ground, covered with a tarp that one man had scrounged from the unit’s dwindling supplies.
“How many?” asked Trace.
“Five, sir,” replied Walker. “Two more injured.”
“Bitten?”
“No, sir. One fell and cut his arm on a tree, the other sprained an ankle.”
The captain grunted. It had become clear to him through discussions with Doctor Greenleaf that anyone bitten by one of these creatures became one themselves. Whether in days or hours, it made no difference. The one feature common to all the creatures was human bite marks.
“Very well, let’s see them, then,” he said. Two privates pulled back the tarp, and he examined the bodies. The torn flesh and gaping wounds covered in blood and viscera were there, just as bad as with the others. None of the soldiers vomited this time, which worried Trace more than a little. It meant they were getting used to what they were seeing—a disquieting thought, to be sure.
“Christ, that’s...”
“O’Malley, yes, sir,” said Walker. “You can still see his jawline and his eyes.”
“What will I tell Martha? What will I tell any of their families?” Trace shook his head, moving off to look at the small village just ahead. It capped his superiors’ cursed list of sites. Over his shoulder, he said, “You know what to do, Sergeant.”
“Yes, sir. Hotchkins, grab that torch.”
He felt the heat on his back as the fire devoured the tarp and its contents in the dry air. He ignored the nauseating smell that arose, refusing to allow this

      [image: image-placeholder]Four months later
Major William Trace,

You are promoted to the rank of colonel, effective immediately, and directed to create a special investigative detachment for the United States Army: Unit 73. You are sworn to utmost secrecy, and ordered never to reveal the nature of your mission.
The sole purpose of this new unit shall be to investigate the cause, function, and most effective eradication measures for the creatures you encountered this past winter. Your detachment will comprise the men under your command during that mission. I have ordered them to report to you soonest.
— Grant
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