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HIGH PRAISE FOR TY SCHWAMBERGER'S

THE
FIELDS!

 


"The
Fields is a merciless,
pitchfork-to-the-face, homespun zombie adventure. Schwamberger
offers up a shotgun blast of graphic undead action in this unique
take on the genre."

— Shroud Magazine

 


"Ty Schwamberger knocks it
out of the park with his novella,The
Fields. No sooner do you begin to read,
than you realize that the story is much bigger than the words on
the page. The setting is timeless, and the horror depicted much
more than ghoul and gore. The Fields
is a story you don't want to miss, and Ty
Schwamberger is an author to watch, for he just may be headed for
the major leagues."

— Deborah LeBlanc, author
of The Wolven

 


"An intelligent zombie
morality tale, unlike anything you've ever read before."

— Morpheus Tales
Magazine

 


"If Nathaniel Hawthorne had
known anything about zombies, this is the kind of story he'd have
written. I'm not joking. This is some genuine old school horror.
WithThe Fields, Ty
Schwamberger has given us a crime so horrendous it's impossible to
look away. The sins of the father. A deal with the devil. It's all
here. And Schwamberger makes it look so frustratingly easy. This is
one hell of a good story."

— Joe McKinney, author
of Dead City and Apocalypse of the Dead


MORE PRAISE FOR
THE FIELDS!

 

"With The Fields, Ty Schwamberger did the
near-impossible: made zombies interesting to me again. Not only
interesting, but frightening, as well. Throw in more than a dash of
scathing social commentary, a pace that never stops to catch its
breath, and a sly bit of gallows humor, and you've got a winner.
Kick yourself if you miss this one."

— Gary A. Braunbeck, Bram
Stoker and International Horror Guild Award-winner, author
of To Each Their Darkness
and A Cracked and Broken
Path

 

"Ty Schwamberger's
The Fields is an original
zombie tale that will satisfy lovers of grisly fiction and well
told stories. Good characters, cool twists and great writing make
this a story that grabs one by the scalp early on. Anything with a
Southern vein and the specters that can invoke gets my slash of
approval."

— Steven L. Shrewsbury,
author of Thrall, Bad Magick,
and Hawg

 

"The walking dead, a
post-Civil-War setting, and a sinister Lincolnesque figure add up
to a fresh new take on the zombie mythos."

— Tim Waggoner, author
of Nekropolis, Broken Shadows, and Darkness Wakes
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For Sheryl.

Thank you for continuing
to amble along by my side.


Introduction

by Jonathan Maberry

 

The Fields
is a strange little tale.

It's part horror story in
the classic sense — misdeeds from the past coming back to haunt the
present. It's part zombie story. It's part adventure. And it's part
social satire in its darkest sense.

The Fields
is a morality tale. With zombies.

If you aren't familiar
with zombie stories — if you're one of those, the outsiders who
think zombie stories are all about high body counts, gluttonous
cannibalism, and mindless gore — then you probably think that
"morality tale" and "zombies" don't fit into the same sentence.
Tsk, tsk. If, here at the end of the first full decade of the 21st
century, you still don't understand zombie stories, then I believe
that qualifies you for handicapped plates.

Here's the short course.
George A. Romero invented the genre when he made the landmark
horror flick, Night of the Living
Dead. He didn't call his monsters
"zombies," though; Italian filmmakers hung that label on the
European release of Romero's films. No, these are not the same
zombies as in Haitian voodoo folklore. Yes, the title is
technically incorrect. But it fits better than anything and it is
absolutely welded to the genre now and forever. Deal with
it.

Zombies are (usually)
reanimated corpses who rise from death and feast on human flesh for
reasons that are (often) irrelevant to the tale. There are a lot of
variations on that premise and even Romero himself tweaked the
model in each of his successive films. Since the entire genre is
based on a fictional construct (unlike vampires and werewolves,
which are, however loosely, based on folklore from around the
world), writers of zombie tales get to further tweak the genre in
any way that best suits their story. There is no "wrong" when it
comes to zombies, even if some of my colleagues will argue to the
contrary. There's a whole fast vs. slow, smart vs. dumb, actual
dead vs. viral infected controversy that, like the zombies
themselves, will absolutely not die.

The bottom line, and the
most important thing you need to know about zombie stories is that
they're not about zombies. Take a moment, let that sink
in.

Zombie stories are about
people. Living people. In all good zombie stories, the living dead
are metaphors, stand-ins for something else that we fear. For
Romero that fear varied depending on the cultural climate at the
time he made each film. In Night, it was racism and the faceless
so-called moral majority of the 1960s. In Dawn of the Dead, it was the runaway
consumerism that was wrecking the U.S. economy. In
Day of the Dead, it was
the manic build-up of Reagan's military.

For other zombie writers —
film or print — zombies have been stand-ins for our fear of a
coming global pandemic such as SARS (as in Max Brooks'
World War Z), fear of the
great unknown (Brian Keene's The
Rising), fear of unregulated global
corporations (the game, movies, and books of the
Resident Evil franchise),
our detachment from humanity (my own novel, Rot & Ruin), and many, many
others.

That's what the top zombie
writers know.

It's clearly what Ty
Schwamberger knew when he was writing The
Fields.

This clever, dark, and
delightfully creepy novella has zombies in it, but it's not about
zombies. So...what is the metaphor that drove Ty to write
The Fields?

Ah...that would be
telling. And it would seriously spoil the fun. Sit back and turn
the page. The story starts with a bite and before you know it,
you'll be participating in a delicious and imaginative
feast.

Bon appétit!

 


— Jonathan Maberry,
New York Times bestselling
author of Patient Zero, Zombie CSU, Rot & Ruin, and Dead of Night; and co-author of Marvel Zombies
Return


Chapter One

 

Billy Fletcher was running
for his life.

Something, though he could
not see exactly what, was chasing him through the small plot of
land in the back of the family's several acres of property, which
his father had made into somewhat of a cemetery to bury the slaves
who had died of old age, disease, or by a severe beating for
disobeying orders. His father was one mean son-of-a-gun and was
known as such to all of the other slave owners as far as three
counties over. Hell, he was even the leader of a local group of
plantation owners who would get together to auction off, trade or
just to abuse slaves for the sheer fun of it at their semi- monthly
gatherings. Billy figured, though he still could not see what was
chasing him, that it wasn't his father. Oh no. For one thing, the
person was a lot smaller than his father (one of the things that
Billy was glad about inheriting from his old man was his size) and
was running somewhat hunched over and with a limp on its right
side. His father had had legs as strong as an ox, before the cancer
had whittled him down to nothing but skin and bones, so Billy knew
that when he did dare to glance over his shoulder at the rapidly
approaching dark figure, that there was no chance in hell it was
his father.

He hoped.

Billy sprinted past the
last of the small, crude wooden crosses that his father had stuck
in the ground after burying one of the dead slaves, and ran into
the tobacco field that separated the small cemetery and the house.
And if it just wasn't his luck — Billy had never been quite as
agile as his old man had been — he went sprawling forward when his
foot caught a large rock that he must have missed during the
previous day's work in the field. Naked, Billy's stomach hit the
rough ground first, followed by his elbows, face and then his
hands. As he skidded across the rocky soil, he could feel the skin
being flayed off his body, and he screamed out in pain. Something
grabbed onto his right ankle, so he quickly rolled onto his back,
temporarily breaking the person's grip. Billy tried at the same
time to crab-walk backward away from the hunched-over figure
standing above him and to scream, but nothing would come out of his
mouth. He wasn't sure if it was the sudden stench in the air, which
reminded Billy of rotten chicken eggs that his father had made him
clean out of the coop as a young boy, but the back of his throat
and the hairs on the inside of his nostrils burned like someone was
holding a it kerosene lamp right in front of his face. He coughed a
few times to try and clear the mucus that was starting to build in
his sinuses, but it didn't do the trick. The smell only got worse
with each step the dark figure took closer and closer to
him.

Finally, after trying to
back away on the soles of his feet and the shredded palms of his
hands, Billy collapsed onto his back. His father had always tried
to instill in his only begotten son the importance of being a man
and nothing else, of never showing emotion, especially around the
slaves who were put on this land to work the fields and nothing
else. Billy couldn't help it. Tears streamed out of his swollen
eyes and snot bubbles burst out the end of his nose.

The black figure leapt on
top of him.

Billy tried wiggling his
body back and forth, his bare back scraping against the other
various sized rocks that his previous day of hoeing had apparently
missed, trying to shake off the smelly person that was now trying
to smother him.

But then it got worse. A
lot worse.

The person on top of him
suddenly raised its head. The entire right side of the head was
caved in. If that wasn't bad enough, one of its eyeballs was
hanging by a thick red vein from its socket and was swaying this
way and that with each movement. The facial skin looked loose and
wrinkly, like at any moment it would lose its battle to stay
connected to the skull underneath and melt right off onto Billy's
own face.

Then, of course, there was
the smell. Oh, the smell. As Billy continued to try and shove the
decaying man off of him, he could swear that he had never smelled
anything worse in his entire young life. Even though he had noticed
the smell before the ugly thing had leapt on top of him, it was
even worse now. So bad, in fact, that Billy was afraid that if he
didn't get the source of it off of him, and soon, the smell would
never go away, no matter how long he scrubbed his body down at the
creek.

Trying to scream again,
but still nothing coming out, Billy watched as the thing's head
suddenly shot downward, its loose eyeball slapping against the
bridge of his nose, a second before teeth penetrated the skin on
the side of his neck and the jaws snapped shut. The creature jerked
its head from side to side, trying to rip Billy's throat out. Tears
flooded out of Billy's eyes as he continued to try and push the
smelly bulk off of him. But, it was no use. His attacker was
entirely too strong, even though Billy could have sworn he
recognized the slave as being Samuel, one of his and his mother,
Gertrude's, personal favorites, who had worked his father's tobacco
fields for seven years, until Billy's father had given him a severe
beating. Samuel, one hell of a nice guy, had died, and Billy had
watched his father bury him in the small plot of land in one corner
of the plantation. Billy had stuck the small, wooden cross in the
ground above where Samuel's head would have been. It was little,
but it had meant the world for Billy to be able to do one small
thing in his friend's honor.

And, now that his former
friend was biting the side of his neck, all the times he spent with
him through the years sneaking him extra bread and water after his
father had fallen asleep at night, or even just talking with him
about life in general, came rushing back to him.

My God, Sammy...how could
you be doing this to me, Billy screamed
inside his head.

But it didn't matter how
much Billy thought about the past, the good or bad times, or if he
screamed at the top of his mind, or pushed with all his might, he
couldn't get Samuel, the former gentle slave turned into some sort
of blood-thirsty monster, off of him.

The slave bit down even
harder than before, gave one final shake back and forth with his
head, and then pulled back from Billy's neck.  A spray of
blood splashed against the right side of Billy's face and up onto
the face and chest of the former slave.

Billy tried to scream out
from the intense pain in his neck, from the warm liquid spraying
everywhere and the sight of his former friend with a big chunk of
his own flesh in between his black, rotted teeth, but only blood
came bubbling out of his mouth.

The world started
spinning, and Billy couldn't, didn't know how to hold on. White
spots danced in front of his eyes. Pain radiated from his neck to
his legs — then everything went numb. His hands, which had been
pushing against the former slave, dropped to his sides. The only
thing he could feel was his own warm blood pumping from the gaping
wound on the side of his neck — and his life along with
it.

Just before everything
went black, a light burst from the sky above. The light was bright,
more so than anything Billy had ever seen in his entire life, but
was inviting at the same time. He thought he could see the face of
his loving mother way up there. She had been the only person who
had ever truly loved him. A few slaves on the plantation may have
liked him, but they either had died (one way or another) or had
been freed when Abolition and the federal government had given his
father no choice but to farm the land alone, with only Billy's
help. Sure, his father had given him a roof over his head and fed
and clothed him, but he had always been a mean son-of-a-gun and
Billy had always feared him, not like the slaves had, but in his
own way just the same. Billy supposed his father, deep down
somewhere, had loved him before he had died of cancer, but the
words had never come out of his mouth. Billy's mother, on the other
hand, told him each and every night when tucking him into bed, that
he was the apple of her eye and that she loved him with all her
being. Billy supposed that was the reason he was seeing his
mother's face and not his father's.

Just as suddenly as the
sky had gone bright with light, it turned pitch black again, not
even a single star twinkling with its hidden secrets.

Billy's eyes snapped
open.

He was hot, sticky and wet
all over. As his heart pounded, he was relieved to find that he
wasn't lying in the tobacco field outside with some blood-thirsty
monster, his former friend Samuel, trying to eat him.

No.

It was dark, but it wasn't
the sky looming over him. No.

He was drenched, but not
in his own blood. No.

Billy blinked the tears
out of his eyes and realized that he was in his dark bedroom,
drenched in sweat from head to toe.

He let out a deep, shaky
breath and tried to get rid of the horrible dream that had ravaged
his sleep.

But the calm, dark night
wouldn't last for long. Oh no.

Soon there was a bright
flash of light outside his bedroom window.

Billy screamed and jumped
from his bed.

His heart pounding, he ran
to the front door of the house and pulled it, but just before he
was able to get the door all the way open and step out onto the old
wooden porch, the sky went dark, again.

Billy sunk to his knees on
the front porch of the plantation house and wept uncontrollably
into his hands.


Chapter Two

 

The ear-piercing crow of
the farm's rooster woke Billy from a restless sleep. He had trouble
opening his eye, and when he did, the rays of sunlight coming
through the sheer, white curtains hurt. He rolled over onto his
back, balled his hands into fists, and rubbed his tired eyes. The
insides of his eyelids felt like sandpaper rubbing against his
eyeballs. He pulled his hands away from his face, bent at the
waist, and sat up in bed. His head felt heavy and dizzy. For a
moment, he thought he was going to pass out, but soon the strange
waves of nausea drifted away and he swung his legs off the
mattress. He looked down and noticed the knees on his long johns
were ripped and were dotted with dried blood.

What the...

Billy remembered his
dream: getting chased by something that used to be one of his
father's slaves, Samuel, and how he tried to rip out his throat
with his teeth. Billy remembered the last part of the dream, as
well — the sudden bright light high up in the sky and how his dear
mother's face all of a sudden appeared and almost beckoned him to
come toward her, the light. The sky had gone black and he had woken
up in his own bed, not in the middle of the tobacco field, and he
was shaking, dripping with sweat. He had been scared out of his
mind.

Yes. It was just a
dream... Wasn't it?

As Billy started to stand
up from the bed, he glanced back down at his knees. After he had
woken up from his horrible nightmare, the sky — the real sky and
not just in some dream — had all of a sudden gotten brighter than
the sunniest day of working in the fields during the summer. He had
been scared, from both the dream and what had happened right
outside his very house in the middle of the night. Dreams were one
thing; you could easily recover from them, but reality was another
thing altogether. And reality, well, that's what could really hurt
you.

After the bright light had
shone down onto his house and the surrounding fields, Billy had
jumped out of bed, run through the house and thrown open the front
door, but before he had been able to run outside and see where the
bright light was coming from, it had vanished just as quickly as it
had come. Billy had fallen onto his knees and started crying. He
must have torn his long johns and scraped the skin underneath,
causing him to bleed through.

Billy stood up by the side
of his bed and stretched his arms over his head. By doing this, he
put all his body's weight on his legs, and his knees barked in
protest. After drawing in a deep breath and exhaling, letting out
all the strange stuff that had happened in his dream and afterward,
Billy walked out of his bedroom and down the long staircase,
through a small sitting room and into the kitchen. When he had come
to the bottom of the stairs, he had to resist going right, through
the foyer and to the front door to check and make sure everything
was okay outside, but instead went left, through the sitting room
and into the kitchen. He was glad he did.

He walked to one corner of
the kitchen and pulled the small wooden handle to the icebox. As
the door opened, the cool air from the large block of ice at the
top of the box drifted over his hot skin. The inside the house was
extra hot today. He wondered if outside was even worse, though he
already knew the answer. Yes, it would be, ultimately meaning that
working in the fields today was going to be more strenuous than he
even wanted to think about right now.

Shaking the negative
thoughts from his head, Billy reached into the icebox and grabbed a
short pitcher of cow's milk. He had just milked old Betsy the
afternoon before, so he didn't even bother smelling to see if the
milk had gone rancid. He knew it would taste bitter, but wonderful.
He walked over to a tall oak cabinet on the opposite side of the
room, opened up the stained glass doors and grabbed a glass. He
walked both items over to the solid maple table, sat both down,
along with himself, and then just sat there, staring at the
yellowish-white milk sloshing back and forth inside the clear glass
pitcher.

He thought back to the
events of last night — his dream and then the stranger thing that
had happened after that.

Perhaps it had been some
sort of lunar eclipse, Billy thought. He had heard of such an event
back during his younger years when his father had actually allowed
him to attend school, but really didn't know anything else past how
the teacher had described the astronomical phenomenon. He had never
seen one himself, never knew anyone who had seen one, not as far as
he knew, so he could only guess that was what happened during the
middle of last night. Honestly, he had no idea.

Billy reached out, grabbed
the pitcher of milk with one hand and the drinking glass with his
other. As he lifted and began to pour the milk into the glass,
Billy wondered what it would be like to be a bird and be able to
fly way up into the sky and see the moon or sun up close and
personal. But before he could drift into more of what his father
had called "ignorant thinking," he felt something cold start to run
over the back of his hand. The milk flowed over the rim of the
glass and down onto his hand, making a puddle on the table.
Quickly, Billy stopped the flow of liquid and sat the pitcher back
down next to the full glass of milk. He bent down and slurped at
the top of the glass. Soon, he was able to pick the glass up and
chug the rest of its contents. He set the glass, a little too hard,
back down on top of the table.

The sound of the glass
hitting the top of the wood table echoed through the large, empty
plantation house.

The traveling sound
bounced back to Billy a second time.

What the...

Billy picked the glass
back off the table and set it down, again. A moment later came the
knocking sound once again. Billy realized it was the front
door.

"Damn it to all
tarnation," Billy said to himself. "Who could that be at such an
hour?" Picking up the pitcher of milk and putting it back into the
icebox, Billy hurried to the front door.

The knock came, again.
Louder this time. It sounded like the person knew someone was
inside the house and not working in the fields, and was getting
impatient at having to wait so long.

"Hold your horses. I'm
coming for Christ's sake." Probably just
the drunk, Franklin, from the farm down the road. The old coot was
probably down in Bixby last night, got so drunk he couldn't drive
his carriage, and is just now making the seven-mile hike back
home. Damn it. He probably will want me to
hitch up my horses and get him a ride the extra two miles to his
house. Ugh. Just what I don't need after...

Billy came to the front
door. The person — more than likely, Franklin, who was at least
fifteen years Billy's senior — knocked, again.
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