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    Earth sinks in the sea, the sun turns black,

    Cast down from Heaven are the hot stars,

    Fumes reek, into flames burst,

    The sky itself is scorched with fire.

    

    I see Earth rising a second time

    Out of the foam, fair and green;

    Down from the fells fish to capture,

    Wings the eagle; waters flow.

    

    At lda's Field the Aesir meet:

    They remember the worm of Middle-Earth,

    Ponder again the great twilight

    And the ancient runes of the high god.

    

    Boards shall be found of a beauty to wonder at,

    Boards of gold in the grass long after,

    The chess boards they owned in the olden days,

    

    Unsown acres shall harvests bear,

    Evil be abolished, Baldur return

    And Hropt's hall with Hod rebuild,

    Wise gods. Well, would you know more?

    


    - The Voluspa
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    Prologue


    “The depth of darkness to which you can descend and still live is


    an exact measure of the height to which you can aspire to reach.”


    - Pliny the Elder


    


    A desperate battle to save our new home from the dead was unfolding high atop the Lake of the Ozarks Bagnell Dam. We found ourselves facing down the Stalkers as we tried to set off the explosive charge that would open the spillways. Blasting open the gates would lower the water level enough to prevent future flooding within the new camp. A lower water level would also make it difficult for the Stalkers to reach us.


    I primed the device and the detonator came alive. With a final prayer to Odin, I hit the switch setting off the C-4 charges. The center of the dam vanished in a crimson fireball sending the spillways and most of the Stalkers into the churning river. Heavy chunks of concrete and splintered masses of steel rained down all around us. The explosion threw us around like rag-dolls, knocking us to the ground and leaving us badly disoriented. When I could see again, I was bleeding from a wound on my face but was otherwise unharmed.


    Snake was the first to his feet but Spec-4 seemed to have taken a bad fall. I could tell that she was badly shaken. She was fighting to get up, but had only made it to her hands and knees when the nausea set in. I looked over Snake and Spec-4 to find that three of the Stalkers had made it across before the center of the dam completely disappeared in the explosion. What was worse was that they were getting to their feet and searching for prey. Unfortunately, we were the menu.


    Snake roared to life and immediately locked himself into a deadly dance as the first of the fierce creatures approached. Using only the hammer that we had named Brjótanir, Snake prepared for one last stand. The engagement would only end when one of them fell. If the Stalker won, it could mean the death of us all. Snake and the Stalker began to circle each other, waiting for the opening that would end the fight. The stakes were too high to lose and Snake understood the consequences.


    The remaining two charged directly at Spec-4. I drew the old Colt from her resting place and fired as fast as I could at the nearest creature. The Stalker took a round directly to the face sending it sprawling towards the ground to rise no more. The last Stalker leapt forward with astonishing speed. Spec-4 was desperately trying to get back on her feet. I saw that she had her back towards the last Stalker and knew that the unstoppable fury would reach her before she would recover. The Stalker was bearing down on her like a freight train. What was worse was she didn’t even know it was coming for her. Spec-4 would never see it in time. I had to save her, no matter what the cost.


    Firing wildly, I emptied the old Colt but none of the rounds proved to be fatal. I had only one choice remaining. Dropping the pistol, I charged the creature and drove my shoulder into its side. I felt something give when I hit and I sincerely hoped it wasn’t my shoulder. I could hear bones crack and hoped that they weren’t mine. The force of the blow slammed us into the railing with a few hundred pounds of momentum. Unfortunately, the railing was already weakened by the explosion and was unable to hold. The rail gave way and we both slid over the side of the dam.


    I instinctively threw out my hand in a futile effort to save myself from plunging further off the side. I managed to secure a grip on the edge and a searing pain flooded every nerve ending from head to toe. The Stalker had secured his grip with his claws in my legs. I fought to hang on despite the combined weight of us both. Lashing out furiously, I tried to kick the beast off of me but the Stalker held fast. Then, as if the pain couldn’t get any worse, I felt its claws and teeth further rending into my flesh. I knew that the claws were bad but it was the bite that would be my downfall. The realization struck me like a hammer. It meant that I was now infected with the Reaper Virus.


    Spec-4 grabbed my arm but there was no way to save me. She didn’t have the strength to pull me up in her weakened state. Even if I didn’t fall, the virus was now coursing through my veins. It would inevitably turn me into the very thing that destroyed civilization. I was going to turn into one of those things. The realization struck my like a physical blow, making me screw my eyes shut in agonizing pain.


    The Stalker saw Spec-4 and began climbing up my back to reach her. If I held on, I was going to condemn her to death. I could not allow the creature to take her too. I knew what I had to do. There was only one choice left for me. Tears filled her eyes as I stuck the Sheriff’s badge to her sleeve. I looked into her eyes and with a final smile let go. As the Stalker and I fell, time slowed to insignificance as the distance between Spec-4 and I steadily grew. I fell towards the raging waters below while watching Spec-4’s anguished face as I fell. With a splash, the water took me. I closed my eyes and accepted my fate. So, this is how my legacy was going to end.


    I was wrong.

  


  
    



    [image: ]


    

  


  
    Chapter One


    Phoenix Down


    


    The army of the dead arrives, Heimdal blows his horn,


    Calling Gods out to die, before the world can be reborn.


    - Amon Amarth


    - And Soon The World Will Cease To Be


    


    Through the violent churning of the water, I suddenly realized that I was still alive. Only the vaguest of sensations remained of which direction was up or down. I had been tossed and tumbled in the roaring current so much that any hope of steadying myself was gone. Only the burning pain of my straining lungs told me that I was still in the world of the living instead of riding the current of the river of the dead.


    Just when I felt my lungs couldn’t take any more, I struck a boulder in the water and bounced away. The force of the impact knocked the air from my already straining lungs and I felt the cold water rush in to fill the void. I tumbled and spun before striking something solid and coming to an abrupt stop. The force of the water had shoved me into a narrow inlet and onto the shore. I was face down on solid ground with my legs still floating behind me in the water.


    Wracked with body-wide spasms, I violently spewed out water from my mouth and lungs ending with the contents of my stomach as well. I heaved and spat out water, bile and blood before the spasms subsided, leaving me exhausted and weak on the muddy shore. I collapsed with my cheek in the thick, dark mud breathing in massive gulps of air. Against impossible odds, I was alive and out of the escaping waters that were churning from Lake of the Ozarks.


    My thoughts swam through my head in lethargic waves, recalling both distant and recent memories with equal clarity. I remembered learning to bait my own hook with my father on this very lake. I remembered the explosion that breached the floodgates of Bagnell Dam, reducing the once passive Osage River to a white-capped surge of raging water and debris. I remembered teaching my children to swim along the shores of the lake near the ruins of the old Ha Ha Tonka castle.


    Then the pain began as I remembered what happened after the dam exploded. It wasn’t a warrior’s death. It was a straw death. There would be no Valhalla for me. There would only be a death worse than death as I turned into one of them; into one of the walking corpses. What the ancient Vikings had referred to as the Draugr.


    Only I didn’t die, at least not right away. Not only had I survived the fall and the raging torrent of the river but now I lay here on the shore, panting and gulping down air with primal urgency. Painful realization filled my mind as I also remembered the most terrible part of the ordeal. I was infected and it would only be a matter of time before I turned into one of the living dead. In my already weakened condition, I knew my time would come soon. The Reaper Virus was going to take me. I knew this as sure as I knew the sun would rise in the morning.


    After several agonizing moments, I dragged myself out of the water and up onto the shore. I couldn’t get to my feet so I crawled on my stomach, inch by excruciating inch. My vision danced and swam, but refused to clear completely. My left eye felt thick and caked with something, and I was unable to see out of it. My right eye was stinging and my limited vision only allowed me quick glances of the world around me. There wasn't a single inch of my body that didn't hurt.


    Crawling to a large rock at the edge of the trees, I turned and lay back against it. Despite the rough surface, it felt good against the skin of my neck and head. The cool touch of the rock was soothing to my aching skull. The bulk of my weight rested against the rucksack that was somehow still on my back, but my head was pillowed against the rock. The world around me continued to swim in and out of focus as I fought to stay conscious. What limited vision I had was blurry and tinged with red at the edges. It seemed like the world would not hold still.


    I don’t know how long I lay there, trying to regain some semblance of my strength. Eventually, I lifted my head and began to take stock of myself. My left eye still refused to work, but my right eye was beginning to clear but still had a tinge of red to it. Through the shimmering images that filtered through my right eye, I began to search myself to see what had survived the trip down the river with me.


    My M-4 was still attached to me by the strap, but would be mostly useless until I dried it out and cleaned it. My silenced PMR-30’s were still secure in their holsters attached to my interceptor vest. The big Army Colt was gone. Only the empty holster remained. I had dropped it on the dam when I ran for the Stalker that was going for Spec-4. I managed a slight smile when I thought of the gun, now hopefully in her hands.


    I knew that my rucksack contained enough food, water, supplies and ammunition to last me several days. Even my Keltec Shotgun was still firmly stuck to the side of my pack. Somehow, I had managed to come through the raging hell of the river with all of my weapons. Although they probably weren’t going to do me much good, considering the virus that was coursing through my body. However, whoever found my corpse would be in for a treat.


    Then I did the part that I had been dreading. I examined the wounds on my legs to find out just how extensive the damage was. Not that it really mattered. Even a small bite would still be the end of me. As I lifted the torn shreds of my tattered pant legs, I could see the savage wounds to both lower legs. In one of the wounds, two of the beast’s claws were still protruding from my torn flesh. With a grimace of pain, I pulled them free and threw them into the river. They struck near the edge, leaving a bloody cloud in the water where they hit.


    The bite wounds were the most worrisome to me, though. I didn’t know whether or not you could be turned by claw wounds, but the bites were an absolute certainty. They were a death sentence and the clock was already ticking away rapidly. The problem was that I had no idea how long it would be before the countdown reached zero. There was really no way to know for sure, since it was different every time. I could already feel the beginnings of the fever taking hold of me.


    There were three bite marks in the mangled flesh of my left calf muscle. Through the oozing blood that emanated from the largest of them, I could see something white stuck in the ragged wound. I began probing the wound with my fingers and cringed when I realized what I was looking at. It was the ends of several teeth that had gotten lodged in my flesh. One by agonizing one, I removed them all. The biggest of them was one of the large canine teeth and it was struck deep enough that I had to use my multi-tool to pull it free.


    When it finally came loose, I tossed it aside and wretched into the sandy soil beside me. Only bloody water emerged from my throat and splashed out onto the rocks. More spasms rocked my chest and I let my head loll to the side until they passed. When I opened my eye again, the vision was rapidly clearing. Shapes and colors were slowly returning to normal and no longer swirling around. My left eye, however, still refused to open.


    Slowly, I lifted my fingers to gently probe the area around my left eye. As my fingertips dabbed at my cheek, I felt a warm, sticky liquid covering my face on that side. With growing trepidation, I moved my hand back far enough to see it with my right eye. My fears were confirmed when I saw that my fingers were covered with blood. It was thick and semi-congealed; leading me to believe that the bleeding was mostly stopped.


    Steadying my nerves and strengthening my resolve, I grimaced as I lifted my fingers back to my eye. I tensed with ghastly anticipation, afraid of what I was about to find. Fear turned to horror as my fingers found something hard protruding from my left eye socket. It was covered with sticky blood and what I could only assume was the vitreous humor that had once been inside my eyeball. Whatever it was, it had completely destroyed my left eye.


    With my right hand, I found a stick and shook the worst of the dirt off of it. Then I stuck it between my teeth to give me something to bite down on in anticipation of what was going to come next. With grim determination, I grasped whatever it was and began to pull. At first, only pain shot through my skull like someone had shoved a white-hot poker through my face. Whatever it was, it was holding fast.


    Biting harder on the stick, I pulled with all my strength. The agony turned my vision red and I screamed through clenched teeth, both in pain and in frustration as whatever it was slipped from my fingers and I lost my grip. Wave after wave of searing pain rippled through my skull as I fought to remain conscious. It was a battle that I nearly lost. My stomach heaved violently, threatening to void itself once again.


    After what felt like eternity, I finally regained my strength and my vision once again began to clear. The worst part was that I knew whatever it was had to come out of there. Reaching for my multi-tool, I lifted it up and turned it around in front of me. Returning the stick to my mouth, I bit down on it in expectation of the excruciating pain that was to come. The thought of pulling it free was almost more than I could bear.


    “Why bother?” I found myself thinking as sobs wracked my body. “You’re going to turn, anyway.”


    Somewhere, something deep inside me refused to give in. I would continue to fight this, right up until the bitter end. I refused to submit to the inevitable. It was not going to take me without one hell of a fight, if I had anything to say about it. I might not survive, but I was not going to become one of them. Not while there was life and strength left in me. I might not survive this but I would not allow myself to turn. If I was going to die, it was going to be on my own terms.


    Despite the nigh unbearable pain that I knew was to come, morbid curiosity made me determined to know exactly what had pierced my eye. It didn’t feel like a stick and it definitely wasn’t made of stone or metal. Whatever the hell it was, it was stuck fast. It couldn’t have pierced the eye socket and been driven into my brain or it would have already killed me. Now more than ever, I was determined to find out what it was.


    Taking a nerve steadying breath, I raised the multi-tool up to my eye. Gently, I probed with the tip until I had the end of the mystery object firmly in the grip. Bearing down on the handles with all of the strength I had, I tensed for the coming fury of pain that I was about to unleash upon myself. Even knowing it was coming did little to prepare me for the reality. Had I known what I was about to unleash upon myself, I might have reconsidered. I might have, but probably not.


    With a firm grip on the tool, I began to pull with steadily increasing pressure. At first, only fiery pain filled my skull. The thing continued to refuse to budge. I was unrelenting and kept the pressure on, continuing to increase the force. As my arm began to shake from the exertion, I felt that I was going to faint from the torture I was inflicting upon myself. I knew that if I didn’t get it out now, I might never have the chance again. My strength was beginning to ebb, as was my willpower.


    Shifting my grip to use both hands, I redoubled my efforts. Although the pain was growing exponentially in intensity, I refused to give in. With a scream of anguished fury, I pulled with all I had left. The inferno inside my skull became my entire world as I grappled with the thing that had pierced my eye. Just as I knew my strength was about to fail, I felt whatever it was slip and come loose from its deathlike grip. I felt it separate from the bone in the back of my eye. Whatever it was, it had been lodged in my skull, not merely stuck in the eye.


    It came free with a wet slurping sound and in a rush of blood, rage and agony. I fell over onto my right side, both from exhaustion and relief. The pain continued to radiate through my head like the pounding surf of a hurricane-tossed sea, savagely beating against the rocks. I was violently sick and unable to move, other than to convulse on the ground in intense agony. I’d never felt anything even remotely close to the pain that now dominated my world.


    When my vision cleared and I could control my body again, I began to focus on the world around me. The sun was low in the sky and I knew that somehow hours had passed since I had forced whatever it had been from my skull. My mouth tasted nauseatingly of both bile and of the coppery-metallic flavor of blood. I could feel it had turned crusty and dried at the corners of my mouth.


    My face was covered in brittle, dried blood and the wound had miraculously ceased to bleed. I gently probed around the left side of my face, dreading the results. The worst thing was the gaping hole that had once been my left eye. It was completely gone. When the shock of that revelation began to ease, I dabbed my fingers around the ghastly wound. What I found was shocking.


    Gouged deep into the flesh were jagged lacerations that ran down my cheek and onto my neck, nearly shredding my ear. There were four of them, with a measured gap between the last two. The realization of what they were stuck me like a mallet. They were claw marks. That could only mean one thing. The very thought of it filled me with vile revulsion, but I had to know for sure.


    Searching around, I found my multi-tool. The object was still gripped firmly in its jaws. Despite the dried blood and pieces of what could only be my eyeball, I recognized the object that lay on the ground before me. It was the severed finger of the Stalker. It had not only pierced my eye, but the claw had dug deeply into the skull at the back of the socket. If there had been anything left in my stomach to lose, it would have come up right then. All I could do was stare in mute horror at the clawed finger in front of me, and it filled me with revulsion.


     Forcing myself to lean back against the rock, I began to try to slow my breathing. My thoughts started to piece together everything that had happened, since the beginning. Despite it all, I still didn’t feel like I was ready to die. I felt like after all I had been through, to die like this was a severe disappointment. I wanted to scream to the Gods at the injustice of it all. I was beyond angry. I felt the burning heat of my rage radiating through me.


     I also felt the nausea and weakness as it spread through my body. From the sweat on my brow, I knew that I was already running a high fever. The virus was burning through me. It wouldn’t be much longer now. It might only be a matter of minutes before I slipped into the darkness and turned. I only had one option left to me. As much as I hated to reach that decision, I hated the thought of becoming one of the undead even more.


     Reaching back, I pulled the Keltec Shotgun free from the straps. I knew that there was already a round in the chamber. The Winchester Supreme Elite round would make certain that I didn’t turn. If I was going to go out, it was going to be with a bullet not as one of them. I might not be going to Valhalla, but I’ll be damned if I was becoming one of the dead. At least there was that small consolation.


     Making certain that there were no obstructions in the barrel, I switched off the safety and checked the trigger. Then I turned the weapon over and placed the barrel beneath my chin, feeling the cool steel against my flesh. Closing my eye, I let my thoughts run through all of the people that I cared about, both living and dead. I felt hot tears of sorrow appearing in my eye as I wished I could have held my children and my wife, just one more time.


     One by one, their faces drifted through my memory and I said goodbye to each of them as they appeared. I briefly considered praying before I pulled the trigger. Try as I might, I just couldn’t see the point. There would be no warrior’s afterlife waiting for me. That thought hurt me almost as badly as the thoughts of my family. I felt a deep pang of remorse at the loss of so much. What other choice did I have?


     I took a deep, steadying breath and held it. Tensing for the blast, I began to tighten my grip on the trigger. Just as the slack was beginning to be taken up, I was shook out of my concentration by the sound of a familiar voice behind me. I recognized it instantly. It was the Old man from the Freeman Camp who had saved my life.


     “You might not want to do that just yet, son,” he chided, softly.


     Lowering the weapon, I turned my head to see him sitting on a large rock behind me. He looked like he’d been sitting there all day. Lying next to him on either side were two large wolves, one with a black face and the other grey. His face was still wrapped with the filthy rag that was covering his eye. Oddly enough, it was also his left eye. I didn’t have time to ponder that bit of irony for very long, because another thought was nagging at me. There was the little fact that he was dead. I set his funeral pyre ablaze myself.


     “How can you be here?” I asked, blinking in surprise. “You’re dead.”


     “Am I now?” he replied, shifting his position. “You don’t look so good, yourself.”


     Although I knew I had to be hallucinating, I just shrugged and winced as the movement sent spasms of pain down my back. The old man just cackled with laughter and slapped his knee as if it was the funniest thing in the world. At the sounds of his mirth, the wolves sat up with perked ears and looked around for signs of trouble. Seeing none, they lay back down as if nothing had happened. After a few moments, the pain subsided and I began to breathe easier. Taking a deep, cleansing breath, I slowly shifted so I was facing him.


     “How can this be?” I asked, eying him speculatively.


     “How can anything be?” he replied, cryptically. “How can the dead be dead, yet still walking around? How can you believe in that, yet be surprised by the fact that I’m here?”


     He reached down casually and scratched the ears of the wolf to his left. It folded its ears back in pleasure as the old man ruffled its fur. The other wolf leaned up and licked the old man on the arm. It struck me as odd that two wild animals would react to him in such a way, but I had other questions burning in my mind.


     “But you’re not a zombie,” I answered, shaking my head.


     “And neither are you,” he countered, gesturing at the shotgun still clutched in my hands.


     “Not yet,” I said, my tone darkening. “I’ve been bitten, though.”


     “I see…,” he said, scratching his beard. “I guess you aren’t aware, then?”


     “Aware of what?” I demanded, starting to grow impatient.


     “Well,” he began, grinning slyly, “You’re Einherjar.”


     He let that statement hang in the air, as if it explained everything. Both wolves lifted their heads in unison and stared at me with intensely intelligent blue eyes. Maybe it was the fact that I was still addled and maybe it was the pain, but I had no idea what the hell he was talking about. I knew what the Einherjar were, but not what he was hinting at. There was something that he wasn't telling me.


     “You know the chosen of Odin. The Lone Warriors.”


     “I know what it means,” I said, growing a bit irritable.


     “Do you?” he asked. “Do you, really?”


     “Well, I thought I did,” I said, blinking slowly.


     “It means that you can’t be turned,” he said, cackling again. “None of you can be.”


     “What? I can’t?” I asked, incredulously. “What others are you talking about?”


     “Why, the other Einherjar,” he explained, not really helping.


     “There are others?” I said, almost to myself.


     “Why, sure there are,” he said, standing up. “There’s you, of course. You’re the first. You’ve already met one of the others.”


     “Janos?” I asked, lifting my head up to look at his face.


     “Yes, that’s him,” he replied. “Then of course, your sons are. Or more precisely, they will be when the time comes.”


     “Are there others?” I asked, suddenly intrigued.


     “There are,” he replied, grinning. “Five of them, in fact. You’ll meet them all, in due time.”


     “But I’ve been bitten,” I said, still not convinced.


     “Trust me, boy,” said the old man. “You’re not going to turn. You will survive the bites. But that’s not your biggest problem right now.”


     “And what is?” I said, painfully shifting my weight.


     “It’s almost dark,” he said, gesturing at the sky. “You don’t want to be out here when it gets dark. You managed to take out some of the Stalkers. Not all of them.”


     “Where do you suppose I should go?” I asked. “I’m not exactly in any shape to travel.”


     “Well,” said the old man, scratching his beard, “there’s a place I saw not too far from here. I’ll help you. If we hurry, we should get there before dark. But only if we hurry.”


     I wasn’t sure if I was up to moving or not, but the thought of staying out here on the riverbank when the sun went down wasn’t exactly appealing. Even if I did have some kind of immunity to the bites, it wouldn’t keep me from being torn to pieces by the dead. I could still die from wounds and trauma. I knew I could take a lot of punishment, but I really didn’t want to push my luck all that far. I think just being alive after everything that had happened to me was pushing it far enough.


     With supreme effort, I leveraged myself up onto the rock. My legs weren’t cooperating when it came to actually supporting my weight. My head swam and the world just didn’t look the same. With only one eye, my depth perception had completely gone to shit. It was going to take me a while to get used to seeing only in mono instead of stereo. I felt weak and disoriented, both from blood loss and from the new perspective that I had of the world.


     I still wasn’t one hundred percent sure that the old man wasn’t just a hallucination. With the loss of blood and the trauma, it was entirely possible. However, hallucination or not, I was going to need his help to get to wherever he was taking me. I could hardly put any weight on my legs. As he approached me, I half expected for him to not be able to touch me or to just disappear entirely. I was pleasantly surprised when I felt his strong grip on my arm.


     “Put your weight on me, son,” he said, slipping my left arm around his shoulders.


     Despite looking like a frail old man, he was shockingly strong. He not only pulled me onto my feet, but he took the brunt of my weight onto his emaciated frame and headed off into the woods. I tried to help as best I could, but I wasn’t really doing anything. My feet were dragging more than they were taking steps. Surprisingly, he never stumbled or missed a step.


     Instantly, the two wolves took off into the trees. They made hardly any sound at all as they vanished into the underbrush. Although the old man hadn’t given them a command, I had the feeling that they were doing his bidding. It was an oddly comforting feeling to know that they were out there, covering us from the shadows.


     There was a trail that led off into the trees. It was wide enough for both of us to travel down without any issues. It was too well defined to be a game trail, so I had to assume that it had either been used for biking or hiking. Although there were small hills and rocks, the travelling was smooth and easy. We were making good time, wherever we were going.


     As the sun crept lower in the sky, the shadows around us began to darken and lengthen. I didn’t see any undead, but I could hear the crackling of branches in the woods around us. I didn’t think that we had been seen though. Nothing was coming directly after us. I didn’t hear any Shriekers and the sounds of movement didn’t seem to be getting any closer. I hoped our luck held since I wasn’t in any kind of shape to fight. I doubted that it could be the wolves, since they made practically no noise at all.


     Just as the sun was starting to sink below the horizon, we emerged into a clearing. In the center was a sight I was very happy to see. It was one of the old U.S. Forest Service fire watch towers. It was a cabin-type building perched atop the four legs of a tower. It had to reach seventy-five to a hundred feet above us. In the days before satellite surveillance, they were manned constantly to watch for forest fires. It still looked secure, but there were a lot of stairs.


     “Here we are,” said the old man, turning us towards the base of the stairs.


     “Is it secure?” I asked, looking up.


     “There’s only one way to find out,” he replied, as we reached the bottom of the stairs. "Besides, it's not like we have any other choices."


     I winced in pain as we began the painful process of climbing numerous flights of stairs. The staircase angled back and forth as it reached for the bottom of the building above us. I didn’t bother counting them as I was already concentrating too hard on not passing out. Through the pain, the loss of blood and the lack of vision in one eye, I was nearly out of it. My endurance was spent and I just wanted to lie down and fade out into the darkness.


     The sun was just a red-gold sliver on the horizon when we finally reached the top of the stairs. The door opened upwards, like a trapdoor. It was also padlocked with a very heavy-duty lock. I doubted that anything I had with me would be capable of breaking that massive steel lock. Not even the shotgun would have much of a chance at it.


     “Well, shit,” I muttered. “Now what?”


     Looking around, the old man reached onto a steel girder that ran next to us and began running his fingers along the far side. After a few seconds, his face brightened with a big, toothy grin.


     “Bingo,” he said, with a wink. “You’ve got to have faith, my boy.”


     With a flourish, he produced a magnetic key holder and waved it in front of my face. Seconds later, he was opening the lock and shoving the door upwards into the floor of the building. We stumbled up the last few stairs and onto the wooden planks of the floor. Easing me into a stuffed chair, he turned back and shut the door, locking two heavy steel bolts in place to keep it secure.


     “That should keep us from having any uninvited guests tonight,” he said. “Now, let’s see about getting you patched up.”


     “What about the wolves?” I asked, my voice raspy with pain.


     “Don’t worry about them, lad,” he replied, cackling. “They can take care of themselves.”


     Lighting a lantern that was on a hook near the door, the old man began to check the place out. It had been maintained by someone. The place was stocked with supplies and even had furniture, as well as boxes of food and cases of bottled water. I knew that the Forest Service hadn’t used these places in years, so someone else must have done it. Whoever had done it, I was grateful that they had. I needed a place like this to rest and to recover. It would be some time before I was in any shape to fight or travel.


     I couldn’t believe what was happening. I had survived what I thought was certain death. This time though, I would be bearing the scars for the rest of my life. There would be no recovering from this one. My eye was gone and nothing was going to bring it back. That changed everything for me. At first, I wondered how I was going to continue to fight with only one eye. Then my thoughts turned to Odin. The All-father only had one eye and was still the God of Battle.


    I would find a way.
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    Chapter Two


    Through the Fire


    


    "Without change, something sleeps inside us, and seldom awakens.


    The sleeper must awaken".


    - Frank Herbert

    


    June (possibly) - exact date unknown


     I slept. I'm not sure how long I was out, but the cabin was in darkness when I awoke. The only light was the flickering glow emanating from the fireplace, where a crackling fire burned. Suspended above the fire was a cast-iron cook pot that was covered with a lid. The smell of some type of stew filled the darkness and made my stomach rumble in eager anticipation. Although the spices were unfamiliar, I was fairly certain it was rabbit stew.


     "Good morning," said the old man, leaning into the light from the deep shadows. "Although, it's really just the middle of the night."


     "How long?" I croaked through cracked and swollen lips.


     My throat felt as dry as the Sahara Desert, and tasted like it as well. I could still feel the fever burning in my veins. I was covered in a thick blanket and propped up on several heavy pillows. When I glanced beneath the blanket, I found that I was naked. Only bandages that covered my wounds concealed any of my flesh, although there were bandages on every part of my body. Even my left eye had been wrapped in gauze. The pain still radiated from my wounds, but it had eased to the point where it was manageable.


     "You've been out for hours, son," said the old man. "I'm actually surprised that you're awake, now."


     "My mouth is dry," I muttered.


     The old man came over and brought me a bottle of water. I half expected it to be filled with the slimy, brackish water that he had given me when I was a prisoner of the Freemen. I would have drunk that too, but I was relieved to find that it was clear water. Slowly, he lifted my head and gave me small amounts of water until I had drunk enough to soothe my mouth and throat. Gently, he eased my head back down on the pillows.


     "That's enough for now," he said, patting me on the cheek. "Don't overdo it. You’ll make yourself sick."


     “I’m already sick,” I managed to croak.


    “Well, sick-er,” he replied, chuckling.


     As I eased back onto the pillows, I felt myself growing drowsy. Despite the aches and pains, the warmth of the fire was seeping into my bones and lulling me back to sleep. The old man moved over and added a few pieces of wood to the fire before sitting beside me. I could see his gaunt features in the flickering light of the fire. There was a fierce gleam in his eye as he stared into the flames.


     Soon, he began to sing in soft tones. I didn't recognize the words, but the tune was oddly familiar. It was both comforting and seemed to ease my pain. I began to feel sleep washing over me like the warm glow of the morning sun. Visions of the sea and of dragon-headed ships began to fill my mind as the old man sang and I drifted off into a deep, dreamless sleep. His words echoed through my dreams.


    Starka varna vesta lee

    Obediah, obediah

    Starka varna vesta lee

    Obediah munyeh


    Stolla stoyta stonga rerr

    What says du? Da bunchka berr

    What says du? Da bunchka berr

    Littera meyvee drenyeh


    Senna poppa warra

    Obediah, obediah

    Senna poppa warra

    Obediah munyeh


     When I awoke, the fire had died down to a faint flow. Gentle hands were cradling my head, bringing a spoon to my mouth. I could smell the aroma of the stew and my stomach rumbled in ravenous hunger. The spoon only held the thick broth with no actual chunks in it, but I didn't care. It tasted amazing. I ate the broth for quite a while before the warmth spread through my body and sleep came over me, once more. As I drifted, a soft voice began to sing again. It was strange, but before I drifted off I would have sworn it was a woman's voice.


     This process repeated numerous times. It happened so many times, that I lost count of them all. Each time I awoke, I would see the old man. He would tell me tales of battles and of the Gods while gentle hands bathed my head with a damp cloth or fed me soup. It didn’t dawn on me for quite some time that the old man was on the other side of the fire from me and it couldn’t possibly have been him that was mopping my brow or feeding me. It didn’t sink in that there was someone else in the room.


    ************************


     I opened my eye to find the room was filled with light. The fire was out and the shutters on the windows were open, letting daylight flood inside. At first, it made my eye hurt from the glare, but it soon passed and my vision began to clear. I slowly began to take in my surroundings, looking for the old man. I had a lot of questions that I needed to ask him. I was surprised to discover that he wasn’t there. Instead, two women were moving around the cabin, working on various tasks. It took a few moments before either of them noticed that I was awake.


     I observed them for a few moments, curious about who they were and if they were friendly. One of them appeared to be Native American, with long dark hair pulled back into a braid. I would guess her to be in her mid-thirties. Broad shouldered and solidly built, she had the look of a fighter about her. She carried herself like a professional. While not unattractive, I wouldn’t describe her as beautiful. She was fierce looking. I liked that about her.


     The other one was much younger. She looked to be in her early twenties and had long, red hair. With the pale complexion common in redheads, she also had the characteristic freckles. She was pretty, but lacked the intensity of the other woman. It didn’t take much to figure out which of them was in charge. The redhead seemed timid, compared to the fiery countenance of the older woman.


     “He’s awake,” said the redhead, pointing at me.


     With a grimace, I forced myself up onto my elbows.


     “Easy, there,” scolded the other woman, her tone surprisingly gentle. “Don’t over do it.”


     “Where…,” I managed to croak, my voice catching in my dry throat.


     “Are you?” finished the redhead. “That’s easy. You’re in a cabin just downriver from Osage Beach.”


     “No,” I rasped. “Where is…the…old man?”


     “What old man?” asked the other woman.


     I wrinkled my brow in confusion and started looking around the room, wondering where he was hiding.


     “There isn’t anyone around here but us,” said the redhead. “Well, no one living, anyway.”


     “Easy,” soothed the other woman, approaching me slowly. “No one here is going to hurt you. You’re among friends.”


     “The old man…,” I insisted. “I spoke to him.”


     “You’ve been burning up with fever for days,” said the redhead, sliding into a chair facing me.


     “We found you almost a week ago,” explained the dark haired woman. “We brought you here and took care of your wounds.”


     “How did you know I wouldn’t turn?” I asked, my voice growing stronger.


     “Well,” said the redhead. “We didn’t. Not exactly, anyway.”


     “Then why did you risk it?” I said, cocking my head to the side.


     “That’s a long story,” explained the other woman. “Why don’t we introduce ourselves first? I’m Melissa Skyhawk. You can call me Sky. Everyone does.”


     “And I’m Morgan Devlin,” said the redhead. “You can call me Morgan.”


     “Wylie Grant,” I said, shifting my weight onto one elbow.


     “Nice to meet you,” said Morgan, enthusiastically.


     “Where did you come from?” asked Sky. “The patch on your uniform says Nathanael County. That’s pretty far from here, isn’t it?”


     “Yeah,” I said. “I’m from Springfield. How I got here is a really long story.”


     “We have plenty of time,” said Sky.


     “We found you the same day as the big explosion,” said Morgan. “We think someone blew up Bagnell Dam.”


     “That would certainly explain why the river is flowing the way it is,” added Sky.


     “That would be me,” I said, trying to sit all the way up.


     My head spun and I felt weak. Nausea shot through me in waves and I had to lie back on my pillows to avoid passing out. I was vaguely aware that they were talking to me, but my pulse thundered in my ears and I couldn’t make out what they were saying. It took several minutes for my head to clear enough to understand them.


     “You’ve got to take it easy,” chided Sky, gently. “Your body is still weak. You’ve been burning up with fever for days. We bandaged your wounds, but it will take time for you to heal.”


     “I heal quickly,” I said, holding my head with my right hand.


     “I’m sure that you do,” said Morgan, “but you were hurt really bad. We didn’t think you would make it.”


     “How did you find me?” I asked, turning my head towards Sky.


     “On the day that the explosion happened,” she said, easing onto her knees beside me, “I was preparing to head into the woods to gather herbs. I’m a healer. I learned it from my grandmother.”


     “Cherokee?” I asked, glancing at her.


     “Ojibwa,” she explained.


     “I’m Irish,” said Morgan. “But I bet the red hair kind of gave that away.”


     I just smiled. Her accent sounded more like Chicago, but I wasn’t planning on arguing the point.


     “We don’t go out at night,” said Sky. “There is a type of zombie that hunts at night.”


     “We called them Stalkers,” I explained. “We ran into them, as well.”


     “Stalkers, huh,” said Sky. “Well, that fits them. They never could get inside here as long as we stayed locked down. They couldn’t force open the trap door and they couldn’t climb out far enough to climb on top of the building. Once they figured out that they couldn’t get inside, they pretty much left us alone.”


     “They’re way smarter than regular zombies, too,” said Morgan.


     “Yeah,” I agreed. “We found that out, the hard way.”


     “Us too,” said Sky. “They got my brother a few weeks ago.”


     “I’m sorry,” I said, frowning. “We’ve all lost so many people through all of this.”


     “He saved us,” said Morgan. “If he hadn’t charged them, we wouldn’t have made it back into the cabin.”


     “On the afternoon of the explosion,” said Sky, changing the subject, “I unlocked the trap door and started down the stairs. I looked down and saw something that took me by surprise. There was a pair of wolves standing at the edge of the trees.”


     “I saw them, too,” said Morgan, smiling. “They were really beautiful.”


     “They didn’t seem to be afraid of us,” said Sky, her eyes losing focus as she concentrated on her story. “They just seemed to be waiting for us.”


     I thought about that while she paused. Odin had two wolves named Freki and Geri. Come to think of it, there had been two wolves with the Old man when he found me on the river bank. I frowned at the comparison, wondering if it had really all been a hallucination.


     “Since they didn’t run off when they saw us, I assumed that they were hungry,” said Sky. “Wolves don’t usually behave like that unless they are really hungry.”


     “They would walk into the trees and then come back out,” said Morgan. “It was really weird.”


     “For some reason,” said Sky, “I had the strangest feeling that they wanted us to follow them. I can’t explain it.”


     She didn’t have to explain it. I understood it completely. It was a sign.


     “They led us down the trail towards the river,” said Morgan. “It was funny, but they would stop occasionally to make sure we were still back there, following them.”


     “When we came out on the shore of the river,” said Sky, “we saw them standing beside you. They weren’t acting aggressive or dangerous. It was like they led us right to you.”


     “I think they did,” I said, smiling.


     “We thought that it was just our imaginations,” said Sky. “At least, we did. Once we approached you, they retreated to the edge of the woods and watched us.”


     “You were unconscious,” said Morgan. “We could see that you had pulled what looked like a finger out of your eye. Your face was covered in blood and your legs were shredded.”


     “We almost left you there,” said Sky, looking distant. “We started to head back towards the cabin, but the wolves wouldn’t let us leave. They blocked our path and growled at us.”


     “But when we turned and went back to you, they stopped,” said Morgan.


     “It was a sign,” said Sky. “The Great Spirit was telling us that you needed our help. Once we picked you up and headed back, they vanished.”


     “Here’s the weird part,” said Morgan. “Once we got you back here and started cleaning you up, we saw the tattoo on your back. It was the same two wolves. The markings were identical.”


     “That’s when I knew that the Great Spirit had something in mind for you,” said Sky. “It has taken all of my skills to break your fever. It will be just as hard to put you back together. You were really torn up.”


     “Thank you,” I said. “For everything.”


     “It’s been our pleasure,” said Morgan. “It’s nice to feel needed. We’ve been alone here since all of this started. After we lost Mike, we were sure that we would die here.”


     “We’re not dead, yet,” said Sky. “But we can’t stay here forever.”


     “How long can you last?” I asked.


     “Game is pretty scarce,” said Sky. “The dead have run anything that I could hunt out of the area. I can get the occasional rabbit or squirrel, but that’s about it. We haven’t seen anything larger in quite some time.”


     “We’ve got a lot of canned foods and a bunch of those pre-packed meals,” explained Morgan. “Nothing fancy, but its food.”


     “We could probably last a few more months on what we have,” said Sky. “Assuming we don’t find more supplies.”


     “Not enough to get you through the winter,” I said, shaking my head. “What were you planning on doing?”


     “I don’t know,” admitted Sky. “We don’t have many options. There isn’t anywhere else to go, as far as we know.”


     “I know a place,” I said. “When I’m able to travel, I’ll take you there. If you want to go, that is.”


     “That would be great,” said Morgan. “Is it very far away?”


     “Three or four days hike,” I said, shrugging. “Less than a day, if we could find a working vehicle.”


     “I think I’d prefer to take a car,” said Morgan. “Walking all that way with the dead everywhere doesn’t sound very safe.”


     “Safer than sitting here waiting to starve,” said Sky. “I think it would be worth the risk.”


     “Once I’ve healed enough to travel,” I promised, “we’ll head for our camp.”


     “That might take a while,” said Sky. “I’m surprised that you survived the fever, to be honest.”


     “How bad are my legs?” I asked, dreading the answer.


     “They’re healing,” said Sky. “But the wounds are closing slower than they should. I clean them out twice a day, but they are still seeping fluid.”


     That struck me as odd. I usually healed very quickly. The damage I took from the Stalker must have been very severe. If I fought the fever for nearly a week, then the wounds should have been closed and starting to heal by now. The fact that they were still oozing fluid was not a good sign. I only hoped that the wounds would heal, at all. If they wouldn’t heal, then I would have been better off pulling the trigger.


     I took a mental inventory of myself. The wounds on my face had already healed. Despite being unconscious for the better part of a week, I didn’t smell like I needed a shower. That was good. I was still naked, but I kept my midsection covered with the blankets. No sense embarrassing all of us. I glance beneath the blankets and looked at the bandages. They were well done. Sky knew what she was doing when it came to binding wounds.


     “Let me check your bandages,” she said, kneeling down beside me.


     I bunched the covers up over my private area and lifted them off of my legs.


     “It’s alright,” she said, smiling. “Who do you think has been keeping you clean for this past week?”


     “I…uh…,” I stammered, embarrassed.


     “Don’t sweat it,” she said, smiling. “By the way, you’ve got some nice ink.”


     “Thanks,” I said, smiling.


     “Especially that backpiece,” she said. “I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”


     “You probably won’t, again,” I said. “It’s one of a kind.”


     “The artist was a genius,” she said, slowly unwrapping my bandages.


     “You’ll meet him when we get back to my group,” I said. “His name is Janos.”


     “Cool,” said Morgan. “Does he do butterflies?”


     “Janos doesn’t strike me as the butterfly type,” I answered, wincing as Sky removed a bandage that was stuck to a wound.


     I looked down to see that the wounds were still ragged and open. Puss was seeping from the bite marks, but the claw marks were already starting to close. I figured that meant that whatever virus was running through me from the bites was putting up one Hel of a fight with my system. Virus, toxin, plague, or whatever, it was taking everything I had to purge it from my body. Surviving was going to take its toll on me, of that I had no doubt.


     The slime that oozed out of the wounds was a sickly greenish color and smelled worse than it looked. Concentrated evil was the only thing I could think of to call it. Sky didn’t take any chances of it infecting anyone else and threw the used bandages in the fire. It hissed and sizzled before sending tendrils of oily black smoke curling up the chimney. Whatever that crap was, it even fought being burned. It was just plain nasty.


     “That’s some wicked stuff,” said Sky, nodding at the fire. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


     “It’s not natural,” I agreed. “That’s some evil shit.”


     “Definitely,” said Morgan. “It’s gross.”


     Sky cleaned the wounds out with alcohol and hydrogen peroxide, before covering them with antibiotic ointment. Then she carefully covered them with gauze and began wrapping them with practiced ease. When she was finished, she sat pensively for a few moments before meeting my gaze. I could tell that she was troubled.


     “We’ll change those again this evening,” she said, frowning.


     “What’s wrong?” I asked, concerned.


     “Well, it’s just that I’ve never seen a wound act like that before,” she explained. “I was a corpsman in the Navy before I began learning healing from my grandmother. I’ve never even heard of anything like this.”


     “Whatever is causing the dead to rise,” I said, thinking aloud, “must be a real bitch on the living tissues. I’m amazed that my body is able to fight it off.”


     “You’re the first one I’ve heard of that got bit and lived to tell the tale,” she admitted. “So far, the Reaper Virus has had a one hundred percent mortality rate.”


     “Well, it’s still in the extremely high ninety nine range,” I replied, forcing a smile.


     “Every virus has people who are naturally immune,” she explained, not returning the smile. “Usually, it’s a noticeable number. Either you have a unique system…”


     “Or this isn’t a virus,” I finished.


     “Exactly,” she replied. “I’m not a virologist, but my best guess is that this is something else. I’m not exactly sure what it is, but I don’t think it’s a virus.”


     “For all we know,” said Morgan, “it could be a biblical plague.”


     “Or a toxin worked up in some lab,” added Sky. “Unfortunately, we have absolutely no way to know. It would take a team of scientists with a full bio-lab to work it out. Even then, the CDC couldn’t figure it out before everything fell apart. We may never know, for sure.”


     “For good or for ill, I think we will find out,” I said. “I think that it will all come out, before it’s over.”


     “Time will tell,” answered Sky. “If we live that long.”


    ************************


     It took two weeks of rest and treating my wounds before they stopped oozing fluid. It began to taper off on the last few days. While I healed, I was completely unable to walk. My legs simply wouldn’t support my weight. My fever returned, off and on, but rarely lasted more than a day. During the down time, I tried to stay as busy as possible.


     The first thing I did was to tear all of my weapons apart and clean them, thoroughly. I was nearly ecstatic when I discovered that my Beowulf was disassembled and in my pack, where I had left it. It was strangely comforting to find it there. I might not be able to use it very much due to the noise, but it was good to know that it was there if I needed it.


     My next project took a little more time to complete. My eye was not going to grow back, so I decided to fashion myself an eye-patch. Sky brought me some supplies, along with a toolbox that they had in the cabin. It wasn’t ideal, but it was all I had to work with. I would just have to make it work.


     First, I took a thick piece of leather and traced the outline of my left orbital socket. Once that was done, I cut it out with a pair of scissors. Sky had an old street sign hanging on one wall of the cabin and she let me cut a piece of aluminum out of it using the metal shears from the tool box. Then I placed the piece of leather against it to use as a guide.


     Once it was cut out and shaped, I began to smooth out the edges. I didn’t want a sharp piece of metal up against my face. That could only end badly. Once the edges were smooth, I attached the leather to the back side of the metal with glue. Then I used a hammer and a punch to knock holes in it, about a quarter inch apart all along the edges. Taking a piece of para-cord out of my bag, I measured out four lengths of it and cut it off, burning the ends in the fire. Then I threaded the ends through the holes and wound it around, stitching the leather to the metal.


     Once it was assembled, I began to trace the design on it that I wanted with a pencil. When I was happy with the design, it was time to begin etching it onto the surface with an ice pick. The ironic part was that the etching took me longer than the construction did. When I was finished I had a metal eye-patch with a Volknut surrounded by Celtic knotwork etched into it. Although I have never been much of an artist, I was pleased with the way it turned out. It looked really cool.


     The final step was to braid the cords into a band that would hold the eye-patch securely to my head. Measuring the length to fit my head, I threaded the ends through a metal clasp and tied them off. Once it was secure with the ends of the cord singed to prevent them from unraveling, I checked it for strength. It was strong enough to pull a truck. Between the cord on my eye patch and the cord on the survival bracelet that Morgan braided for me, I would have plenty of line in the event of an emergency.


     I slipped it on my head on the same day that the wounds stopped seeping fluid. Although raw and red, the wounds were beginning to close. I would be on my feet in a few days. It might take me a while to regain my lost strength, but I would walk very soon. I had no doubt about that. If for no other reason than sheer determination, I was going to walk. I’d already lost enough time recovering. I had too much work to do.


     That night, I built up the fire and sat next to it. Sky was sitting in the chair to my left and Morgan had already gone to sleep. I sat in silence, staring into the flames. I was pondering my next move when I heard the old man’s voice in my head.


     “It’s time, son,” he whispered, as if from a great distance. “You're ready.”


     In that instant, things became clear to me that I had been struggling with since this all began. I knew what I needed to do and where my path would take me. It was time to prepare myself. I sat a pan full of water on the coals to heat up. While it heated, I got my shaving gear out of my bag. Sky brought me a small mirror and I looked into my reflection for the first time since the dam exploded. What I saw astounded me.


     The strain of fighting off the infection had taken its toll on me, in more ways than one. The eye-patch glistened in the flickering light of the fire, but it was my beard and hair that shocked me. They had turned snow white from the strain. There was thick stubble on my head and a thick growth of beard on my face. After staring at the scarred face that I barely recognized as my own, I made a decision. I was going to let it grow. I was keeping the beard. I was going to shave off the hair and trim the beard back to a point, even with my ears. Along with the eye-patch, this was going to be a new look for me. Oh well, it was fitting somehow.


     After my head was scraped clean and my new beard looked better, I wiped off the residue with a towel and surveyed the image in the mirror. Karen wasn't going to recognize me. I doubted that anyone else would, either. Between the white beard, the eye-patch and all of the scars, I looked like a fearsome relic of another time. I was a relic that was going to continue the work that had begun so long ago, when the world was much younger. My eye glistened in the firelight. The resolve there and the fierce look on my face told me I was ready.


     I glanced up to find that both Sky and Morgan were asleep. When I turned back, I could see the old man's face lit up in the dim firelight. He was smiling at me and seemed to be chuckling softly. I could only see his face in the dying light. It was as if it was just floating there. It was a little unnerving, at first. When he spoke, it was softly but with resonating power.


     "You know your path does not lie back to your hearth, don't you?" he asked, his tone indicating he already knew the answer.


     "Yes," I replied. "I feel like I am being pulled in the other direction. Downriver instead of back towards the dam."


     "You are," he assured me. "That is where your path lies. On this path, you will find many things."


     "Like what?"


     "Danger," he said, furrowing his brow, "and more. Hardship, bloodshed and death await you. But so does victory, destiny and redemption. You will meet those that you are destined to meet, along the way. Beware the other chosen ones."


     "The other Einherjar?" I asked, surprised.


     "No," he said. "In the battle that is beginning all around you, the All-Father isn't the only one who has his chosen warriors. Loki has his own, as well. The Hrimthurssar serve him."


     I thought about what I had learned while reading the Eddas and the old Sagas. The Hrimthurssar were supposed to be frost giants. They were also called Jotuns. They were evil creatures from Jotunhiem. I wasn't sure if I was ready for that.


     "Frost Giants?" I said, widening my eye.


     "That's one translation for Hrimthurssar," he said, grinning. "Like the Einherjar, Loki has his own chosen warriors. Nothing you have faced has prepared you for them. You must be ready for this battle."


     "How?" I asked, incredulously.


     "Have faith, my son," he said, chuckling. "It will see you through."


     "You said redemption," I said, frowning. "Redemption for what?"


     "For all the burdens that you carry inside," he explained. "For all the things you won't forgive yourself for. For all those who are lost, as well. The death you must face may not be your own. The tapestry that the Norns have woven is unraveling. Your fate is no longer known to me. The ending of Ragnarok is no longer sure. The path lies before you. Succeed and the world will be reborn. Fail and it will be plunged into eternal darkness."


     "No pressure there," I muttered.


     "Indeed," said the old man. "The price for failure is high, but so is the reward for success. Look to the night sky for your sign. You already know which way your path lies."


     I heard the creaking of a board and turned my head towards the sound. I strained to hear any sound that was out of place, but only the crickets outside and the soft breathing of the women broke the silence. When I turned back to the fire, the old man was gone. The silence was almost overpowering as I sat there alone in the darkness. Doubt and determination battled in my brain. In the end, determination won.


     Getting unsteadily to my feet, I padded barefoot to the locked door that led to the observation deck on the south side of the building. I was wearing only a pair of shorts and my Thor's Hammer. The solid door was reinforced with heavy wooden crossbars and steel bolts. I could tell from the wood that it was thick and could easily withstand the fury of the Stalkers. I doubted that they could get on top of the platform, but anything was possible.


     I paused next to the door and listened, craning my head near the crack of the door. All I could hear was the sounds of crickets and the lonely call of an owl. In the distance, I heard the echoing howl of a wolf that was shortly answered by a second. I could tell by the sounds that there were no predators in the area. Both animals and insects grew quiet when danger was nearby. As silently as I could, I began to remove the locking bolts. After a few moments, I unlocked the final bolt and slowly opened the door.


     The cool night air greeted me with its gentle caress. It smelled sweetly of fresh water and of fragrant flowers. The sky was clear and cloudless, allowing the full moon to shine all the brighter. The night sky was ablaze with an abundance of stars. It was so clear that you could see the colors of the Milky Way. It was a breathtaking moment that I wanted to savor. Without an immediate threat from the dead and no one around, I was able to relax. It was moments like this that I rarely got to experience.


     I leaned my head back and closed my eye, lifting my face to the heavens. On a night like this, it was impossible to believe that the Gods hadn't made all of this for us. There was just so much majesty and beauty in the night sky. I just breathed deeply while I took in the wonderful smell and let the cool air wash over me.


     When I opened my eye, I slowly lolled my head from side to side and bathed in the magnificent tapestry before me. I could see the streaking of light as numerous objects began to burn up in the upper atmosphere. At first, I thought that it was a meteor shower, but some of them were quite large. They were mostly located in the eastern sky, but a few were nearly directly overhead. I was tracking a particularly bright object when a flash of light caught my eye.


     I turned quickly and looked directly at it. At first, it appeared to be one of the objects breaking up in the sky, but then the glow began to expand as secondary explosions began to flash through the night. I couldn't hear anything, but I could imagine the power of the explosions if I could see them from this distance. Whatever it was, it had to be something big. When pieces began to streak away from it and burn up as it entered the atmosphere, it hit me what I was looking at.


     "All-father," I whispered. "That was the International Space Station."


     One particular piece of debris caught my eye. It started to enter the atmosphere, like the others. Then it did something unexpected. It changed course. It was adjusting the re-entry procedure. It was angling in to avoid the worst of the other debris that was falling. Once it was aligned, it began to glow with the heat of re-entry and came burning down out of the sky. It was coming down fast.


     I continued to watch it and other objects as they got lower in the sky. Most of the items burned out long before they got close to the ground. I could tell that whatever this vehicle was, it was going to make it all the way down. Its trajectory looked like it would be coming down somewhere north-east of my position. I wasn't sure how close it would get, but it wasn't going to be too far, probably within a hundred miles of me. I had the distinct feeling that this was the sign the old man told me to look for. If it was, then I definitely wouldn't be heading home any time soon. So be it.


     As I turned back towards the moon, I noticed that there were clouds appearing on the surface. This meteor shower must have been huge. There were impacts striking the moon every few seconds. I've never claimed to be an astronomer, but even I knew that a meteor shower this large was not a good thing. Intermittently, I could see small explosions in the upper atmosphere. There was little room for doubt that the massive meteor shower was destroying the satellites in orbit. Depending on the size of the shower, it would most-likely take out the entire grid.


    When I looked back to the west, there was something in the sky that I had never noticed before. There were two bright spots that seemed to be larger than the stars around them. They also had a streaking tail pointing behind them. That meant that they could only be one thing. I was seeing a pair of comets with my naked eye. If I could do that, then they had to be close.


     Something big was going on outside our atmosphere and I knew that I needed more information. I had to know if those comets were going to hit us. That would do unspeakable damage to the planet. Scientists called it an Extinction Level Event; a catastrophic collision that could wipe out all life on this planet. I was witnessing a massive disturbance, on a cosmic scale. The Gods were playing their roles in Ragnarok, as well. This would affect all of the nine worlds. Yggdrasil[1] was shaking.


     I sighed deeply and shook my head. The old man's words were true. This was definitely my sign. Ragnarok was upon us. The dead rising was just the beginning. I began to mentally go over the tales I had read of Ragnarok. There were other signs that it was happening. Some of them I would be able to see for myself. Others, only the Gods would know of. I knew one thing for certain. Things were about to get worse; much worse.


     I watched the descent of the escaping ship until I was certain that it was actually going to hit. When it came in low enough that I couldn't see it over the trees, I began to whisper a prayer for whoever was on board. They would be in danger the second they hit the ground. I only hoped that they would still be alive when I could reach them. I had a lot of questions that I hoped they would be able to answer. If anyone knew what was going on above us, it would be them. I had the distinct feeling that it was very important that I find out as much as I could.


     I also had the feeling that I needed to get to them quickly. A growing dread in the pit of my stomach warned me that great danger was approaching. Somewhere, someone else was watching the descent and coming to the same conclusions that I did. Knowledge is power and survivors from the Space Station would be valuable to whoever got to them first. I just hoped it would be me. If not, I feared for their safety. I needed to get to them, quickly.


     I decided that I would leave first thing in the morning. My legs weren't fully healed, but it would have to do. Time was no longer on my side. Heading back inside, I secured the door behind me and returned to my bed on the floor near the fire. The air was chilly now and I felt it seeping into my bones. The barest hint of frost could be seen each time I exhaled. I decided to stoke the fire.


     Stirring the coals, I added kindling and a few pieces of dry wood. Soon the coals began to glow brighter and the kindling caught fire. In moments, the fire was crackling back to life sending the flickering light dancing around the darkened cabin. In the wavering shadows, forms could be seen dancing in the light. I could see the shape of a large wolf. I could also see the shape of the ravens as they soared on the winds. The imagery filled me with hope. I felt words welling up inside me. As if from a great distance, I heard my own voice as it whispered into the darkness.


     “The world has changed through no fault of my own. Once people stood for something, but now we are left with only three types of people. There are shepherds, sheep and wolves. I taste only blood on my tongue and feel war in my heart. My mind is a machine gun, my body the bullets…my enemies, the target. I am Wiley and I am the Wolf.”
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    Chapter Three


    Huckleberry


    


    “The trouble is not in dying for a friend, but in


    finding a friend worth dying for.”


    ― Mark Twain


    


     I awoke to the smell of cooking food. It smelled like oatmeal and berries. Just the hearty meal I would need to fortify me for the coming journey. Sitting up, I reached over and retrieved my eye-patch. Slipping it into place, I sat up and shook off the sleep. Taking a deep breath to clear the last of the cobwebs from my mind, I felt rejuvenated. I got slowly to my feet and smiled when the pain was not as bad as I had expected.


     "Breakfast is almost ready," said Morgan. "Sky is outside gathering some herbs."


     I merely nodded as I padded into the bathroom. When I had finished, I splashed fresh water from the ceramic basin on my face. Then I ran my fingers over my head and through my beard. The water was bracing and cold, but felt fantastic. I felt awake and refreshed.


     Returning to my bedroll, I began to get dressed. My BDU pants had been shredded by the Stalker, but fortunately Sky had given me two pairs of blue jeans that had belonged to her brother. They fit me well enough with a belt, so I put on one pair and tucked the other into my pack. I slipped my t-shirt on and my black uniform shirt. It was an old habit, but it felt right. Tucking it in, I slipped my belt on and reached for my boots. That was the first time I had reached for them since I had been here. They were shredded, just like my pants. The Stalker's claws had torn through the canvas sides and ruined them.


     "Going somewhere?" I heard Sky say as she came in the door.


     "It's time for me to go," I said, glancing down at my ruined boots.


     "You won't be going far in those," she said, smiling. "It's a good thing I decided to make you a new pair."


     "You made me a pair?" I asked, incredulously.


     "Don't act so surprised," she said, smiling. "My people have been doing it for centuries. It's not that difficult. I already had the deerskins and I measured your feet while you were out. I figured you'd need a pair when you were well enough to travel."


     "Thank you," I said, smiling. "That's very kind of you."


     "No problem," she replied. "Do you think you're up to traveling?"


     "I hope so," I said, shrugging. "I have work to do."


     "You can't stay here a few more days," said Morgan, frowning. "We have plenty of food."


     "That's very kind of you," I said, shaking my head, "but I really have to go. I can't really explain it. Call it a vision, if you like."


     "Really?" asked Morgan, smiling brightly. "Are you sure it wasn't just your fever?"


     "I wouldn't question a vision," said Sky, gravely. "It was a vision that led us to find him. I had the feeling that there was a reason for it."


     "There is," I said. "Last night, I watched an escape pod from the International Space Station come down and landed somewhere to the north east of us. I need to find the occupants, if I can."


     "Are you sure that it wasn't just a meteor?" asked Morgan.


     "Yeah," I answered. "For one thing, meteors don't change course. Second, this one came all the way down. It didn’t just burn up when it hit atmo."


     "Then we're coming with you," said Sky.


     "We're what?" exclaimed Morgan.


     "We're going with him," Sky replied, calmly. "We can't stay here forever. I think we'd be better off following Wylie."


     "It will be dangerous," I cautioned. "I don't know how long it will take before I return to my camp."


     "If we're going to survive," said Sky, "we're going to need to be part of a bigger group. We can't do it on our own. Not long term, anyway."


     "Fine," pouted Morgan. "Just don't expect me to like it."


     Sky handed me a pair of buckskin boots with hand stitching. They were laced with leather and trimmed with rabbit fur. They looked rugged and warm. Slipping them on, I discovered that they were very comfortable. Far more so than my old tactical boots. They fit me perfectly, following every contour of my foot. Sky had done an amazing job. Tucking my pants into the tops of the boots, I laced them up and tied off the leather drawstrings.


     "Thank you," I said, stretching my feet. "They’re perfect."


     “I used paraffin wax to seal the stitching,” Sky explained, “and animal fat to waterproof the leather. They should keep your feet dry, even in deep snow.”


     “That’s great,” I replied. “I really appreciate it.”


     “I’m sure that you’ll have plenty of opportunity to return the favor,” said Sky.


     I turned back to the task of prepping my gear. Sky and Morgan started packing their own backpacks and loading supplies. As much as I hated to leave the relative safety of the tower, I knew that my path was laid out for me. It didn’t take long before we had our gear packed and ready. I did a complete check of all my weapons before heading for the door. I returned my Beowulf to my pack. It would be better to use the suppressed M-4. Noise would be a factor when we were on the road. The last item that I put into place was my Gladius. It was comforting to have a sword on my hip. It might have been psychological, but it was reassuring.


     As we headed down the stairs, I watched as Sky locked the padlock on the door and placed the key in the hidden magnetic container on the far side of the rail, just where the old man had found it. Little details like that was all the comfort I needed that my conversations with the old man were more than a delusion. In all the times I had spoken to him, I had never once asked him his name. Maybe it was because, deep down, I already knew who he was. I didn’t say it out loud for fear of sounding crazy. Sometimes, it’s best to keep that kind of thing to yourself.


     When we reached the ground, I brought my M-4 to my shoulder and scanned the area. It was a beautiful morning with only wisps of clouds in the sky. The breeze was out of the north with just a hint of chill to it. It was strange to have such a chilly breeze this early in the year. I had to wonder if we wouldn’t have an early and harsh winter this year. Without all the combined heat put off by vehicles, factories, houses and people, I’m sure that the earth was going to reset itself. It would be interesting to see how much the climate changed. It was a new world, without man as the dominate species. I could only speculate as to how many humans had actually survived the zombies.


     We walked in silence, until we reached the river. I could see the rock where I had propped myself up when I emerged from the water. It already seemed like so long ago. The river was still running swiftly, but was noticeably lower than it had been when the dam came down. That meant that things on the other side of the dam had equalized, as well. It would help with the flooding back at Bennett Springs. We had at least accomplished that much.


     I glanced back up river towards the dam, but the current had swept me downstream far enough that I could no longer see it. It would have been interesting to see how much damage had been done by the explosion. As much as I wanted to turn and head back to my family and friends, I knew my path was the other direction. It would be easy for me to ignore the old man’s words and head back. Difficult choices were the hallmark of a warrior. I would take the difficult path to whatever end it took me. I would follow my destiny, wherever it led. I just hoped that one day, not too far off, it would lead me home again.


     With a sigh of resignation, I turned and headed down river. I glanced back at the women who were following me. Sky was wearing boots similar to mine and was carrying a bolt-action deer rifle with a scope. She carried herself with the confidence that spoke of her warrior heritage. She would make her ancestors proud. Morgan had a pistol on her hip, but no rifle. She had nearly refused to carry the pistol. Despite living through the zombie apocalypse, she still refused to resort to violence. I admired her conviction, but questioned her decision. It would either get her or one of us killed. This was no longer the time or the place for such idealism. Maybe one day, but not today.


     Despite the slight chill that remained in the air, I was beginning to sweat. Perspiration beaded on my head and my brow, both from the exertion and the growing pain in my legs. It would be easy to just call a break and rest, but I felt that we needed to push on. I refused to give in to the pain, but that wasn’t what was keeping me from stopping. A growing sense of unease had been rising in me for quite some time. Although there was nothing I could see that would explain it, I felt it none-the-less. There was danger in the air.


     I could hear Morgan complaining softly to herself, behind me. Sky was silent, but paying too much attention to Morgan. I felt myself being lulled by her constant stream of grumbling about everything around us. So much so, that I nearly missed the sudden silence of the woods around us. Instinct kicked in and I held up my closed fist to signal a stop. Neither of them recognized the sign and nearly ran into the back of me.


     "Sshhh," I whispered. "Get down and be quiet."


     "Why?" asked Morgan, her voice carrying over the silence.


     Sky gave me a shrug and a smile, then turned towards Morgan and put her finger to her lips. Sky motioned for her to crouch down behind some bushes, making the point to Morgan to do so quietly. With a grim sigh, I turned back around and started scanning the area ahead of us. We had been following the river and walking along the shore. The sound of the rushing water covered a great deal of noise, so I hadn't immediately noticed that the area had gone quiet. It was an error that had nearly been disastrous.


     Through a gap in the trees, I could see movement in a clearing next to the river. Straining to see through the gaps, I leaned forward and peered out from the shadows. Ahead of us on the sandy shore of a small inlet were four zombies. Since they were bent over the body of a young man, I couldn't tell which type they were. It really didn’t matter to me, though. They were in our way and we would have to take them out in order to continue on.


     Raising my M-4 to my shoulder, I brought the ACOG to my eye. That moment was when I realized the massive difference it made in having only one eye. I suddenly had the realization that the scope had become my entire focus. There was always a certain amount of distraction by having my non-firing eye closed before, but that was all gone. My clarity and aiming ability was amplified. Maybe it was one of the ways that my mind was compensating for losing my left eye. Whatever it was, it gave me remarkable sharpness on the scope.


     Exhaling softly, I centered the reticule on the first zombie and gently squeezed the trigger. The soft coughing of the suppressed weapon had barely faded from my ears when I was already lining up my next shot and squeezing the trigger. Time seemed to slow down and my focus was absolute. In less than five seconds, I had eliminated all four targets before they even realized that I was there. They fell in a heap across the body of the man on the ground. Almost as an afterthought, I put one round through his head as well, just in case.


     Motioning for the others to stay put, I edged cautiously out of the bushes and approached the fallen bodies. Keeping my weapon ready, I swept the area as I got closer. I was expecting the worst, but I wasn't really prepared for what I found. The young man that the dead had been feeding on was tied to the rock that he was lying against. His hands and feet were bound with wire and he was left here for the dead to find. This was not an accident. Someone had done this intentionally, and left this kid to die. Should I worry about myself when this kind of thing no longer shocks me?


     Whoever had done this to him was likely somewhere nearby. Unless they were passing through the area, it was likely that we were near some type of camp. Any group of survivors that would do this to someone definitely wasn't on my visiting list. In fact, I would feel much better if we didn't go anywhere near the place. I wasn't exactly looking forward to finding myself bound and tied to a rock, waiting for the dead to come strip the flesh from my bones.


     I stood up and brought my weapon tight against my shoulder. I decided to sweep the area, just in case. Someone sick enough to do this to a person might very well be the type to stick around and watch. As I was turning to my left, I heard the unmistakable click of a revolver's hammer being cocked. Before I could turn to face it, I heard a voice break the silence.


     "Don't you move, mister," said a shaky voice. "I'll kill you where you stand."


     I turned slowly to face my new adversary and found three of them. All were young men in their early to mid twenties. They all wore shabby clothes and had the rough complexion that spoke of harsh drug use. Methamphetamines, I would guess by the look of them. The lackluster look in their eyes and their jerky movements told me that they were "tweaking" as they called it. Despite being high on drugs, they were very dangerous and unpredictable. I dealt with people like them all throughout my career as a Corrections Officer. They would be no different. Drastic mood shifts, dangerous instability and tendencies towards violence would be expected. I just hoped that they hadn't seen the women.


     "Drop yer weapons and keep yer hands where we kin see 'em," said the one on the left.


     He was missing most of his teeth, had greasy red hair and a sickly pallor. I also noted that he wore a necklace made out of fingers. He was holding an AK-47 with the extended magazine. The balding blonde in the middle had a long stringy mullet with a hair line that was well behind his ears. It was a greasy hairstyle that wasn’t much of a mullet. It was more of a skullet. He was armed with one of the biggest damned handguns I'd ever seen. It was some sort of heavy-duty revolver that I wasn't familiar with. Although I would be able to better identify it if I hadn't been staring directly down the barrel.


     The one on the right was a swarthy dark-headed kid with skin that looked like the surface of the moon from acne scars. He was wearing the rattiest mullet I'd ever seen and had more piercings than I could easily count. He was also holding a modified pump shotgun. It had been sawed off right at the end of the ammo tube. At this range, it would probably cut me in half, depending on what ammo he had in it. It was safe to assume the worst.


     "He said drop yer fuckin' weapons, asshole," said Mullet-head.


     "Easy fellas," I said, lowering my rifle. "No need to get violent."


     “Who are you supposed to be?” asked Ratty Red. “Dances With Zombies? Check out his injun boots.”


     I didn’t dignify that with an answer.


     "You killed our pets," snapped Skullet.


     I could only assume that they meant the zombies. What kind of idiot would keep those things as pets? Well, the three in front of me had already answered that question, hadn't they? They were starting to get more agitated by the second, so I thought I'd better comply. Well, for now, anyway. Slowly, I placed my rifle on the ground, followed by my shotgun. Then I gently removed the PMR-30's and set them beside the shot gun. I was reaching for my pistol belt when Sky stepped out of the bushes.


     "Drop your guns," she yelled, leveling her rifle.


     The three idiots turned and faced her, pointing their guns at her.


     "We got you outgunned, Pocahontas," said Mullet-head. "Drop yer gun and we won't shoot you."


     "Don't shoot her," whined Ratty Red. "I wanna have some fun with her first."


     "I'm first," snapped Skullet.


     "I ain't goin' after you nasty fucks," said Mullet-head.


     Reaching for the only weapon I had readily to hand, I slowly wrapped my fingers around the hilt of my Gladius sword. When I made the decision to act, it was like a switch was flipped in my mind. Time seemed to slow down as I launched myself at them, drawing the blade as I moved. I was upon them before they even knew I was coming.


     With my left hand, I shoved the barrel of Mullet-head's shotgun down and slashed out with the blade in my right. The shotgun boomed as it fired into the dirt at his feet and my blade sliced to the bone across his left shoulder and into his neck. He fell gurgling to the ground as his life's blood arced high into the air. I was moving toward my second target before his body had hit the ground.


     Reversing the blade, I slashed downward and removed both of Skullet's hands at the wrists. They fell to the ground with the pistol still gripped firmly in their grasp. I spun rapidly to my left and dropped him with a slash that nearly took his head off, exposing his spine and spraying blood all over the front of his shirt. He fell over backwards with a wide-eyed shocked expression frozen on his face. My momentum carried me onward to my next target.


     Ratty Red tried to turn towards me and bring his AK around to take me out. Unfortunately for him, I was faster than he was. I guess all of my years working out and training beat his years of drugs and debasement. I was going to get to him before he could shoot me and he knew it. I could see it in his eyes.


     As he brought the AK around, I grabbed the weapon by the top of the barrel, pushing it down and away from me. As I stepped inside his reach, I brought the sword up and drove it through his midsection, right above the navel. It sank to the hilt, emerging from between his shoulder blades. I held him there with blood coming out of his mouth as the realization that he was as good as dead solidified in his mind.


     I yanked the AK out of his grasp and tossed it aside. Then I grabbed him by the throat with my free hand. Our gazes locked and I peered into his emptiness. He opened and closed his mouth, trying to say something but no words came out. I cocked my head to one side and studied him for a moment longer before the light began to fade from his eyes.


     Twisting the sword violently, I let go of his throat and spun to my left as I yanked the sword free from his abdomen. It came loose in a rush of blood and intestine as I swung around and beheaded him before he could fall. Blood erupted high into the air as his head fell away from his body before crumpling lifelessly to the ground.


     I stood immobile, my own blood singing in my veins. It took me several deep breaths to release the berserk rage that had been coursing through my body. Blood dripped off of my sword as I held it with the tip pointed towards the ground. In that second, I could hear the individual drops as they hit the dirt. I could feel the cool air as it gently wafted across my skin. I could smell the metallic odor of the blood and it felt intoxicating. I had to fight to control the rage.


     After a long moment, I turned to look at Sky. She stood staring at me with her mouth agape and shock in her eyes. I could see the carnage reflected in those dark orbs as she took in the scene. Before she could speak, Morgan stepped out of the bushes holding her pistol in shaking hands. She looked absolutely terrified.


     "What the hell was that?!" demanded Morgan. "You killed all of them in like…like three seconds."


     I knew that had to be an exaggeration, but I doubted that it was by very much. From decision to act to the beheading had to be less than ten seconds, tops. Even I was shocked by the ferocity and speed of the violence that I had unleashed. Battle-lust is what they used to call it. Whatever name you choose, it was more than a little frightening. At the same time, it was more than a little exhilarating, too.


     Walking over to the river, I began to clean the blood from my sword. Once that was finished, I carefully dried it then applied a light layer of gun-oil before returning it to my scabbard. Then I set about collecting my weapons. Once I had recovered my own, I checked over the weapons that the three morons had been carrying. The shotgun was a cut-down Mossberg and the AK-47 was a standard civilian model that fired on semi-automatic only. Those would be useful, but it was the pistol that interested me.


     I picked it up and began to examine it closely. It was large caliber and had grooves cut into the end of the barrel. It took me a moment to recall the type of weapon that I was holding. I've always been an avid gun collector and read all types of literature on the subject. I was holding a Smith and Wesson Model 460 XVR. The XVR stood for X-treme Velocity Revolver and I had read quite a bit about them. Supposedly designed as a hunting pistol, it was massively overpowered. Although it was only a five round revolver, it was fairly versatile in what types of ammo it could feasibly shoot.


     It was capable of shooting the .460 S&W Magnum round, the .454 Casull round and the .45 Long Colt. As luck would have it, I had ammo for that. I had quite a bit of ammo for my much lamented Colt that I had left on the dam. I only hoped that Spec-4 had picked it up. I didn't want to think about the old girl left to rust on the ground.


     The XVR was an expensive pistol. I had to wonder where those meth-heads had found it. I checked their bodies closely. There were only about 20 rounds of ammo for the XVR, and it was all the .460 S&W Magnum hollow points. There was another dozen of assorted 12 gauge ammo for the shotgun, not counting the six that was in the weapon. The AK had a fully loaded magazine in the weapon and Red had two additional loaded magazines in his back pocket. None of them were carrying a backpack or any other supplies. That could only mean that they were either complete morons, or they had a camp nearby. I was going to give them the benefit of the doubt and assume that there was a camp.


     Sky and Morgan hadn't said anything for quite some time. By the time I had gathered up all of the weapons and ammo, they were speaking together in hushed tones. They fell silent as I approached them and looked nervously at me carrying all of the weapons. I was beginning to think that they were changing their minds about coming with me and were planning on returning to the cabin. I'm not sure I would blame them if they did.


     "Is everything OK?" I asked, placing the weapons on a rock.


     "We're fine," said Sky. "We were just a little shocked at what happened. Where did you learn to fight like that?"


     "It's a long story," I explained, shaking my head.


     "I'm glad he's on our side," said Morgan.


     "I want you to each take one of these guns," I said, gesturing at the pile. "I'm claiming the pistol, though. I doubt either of you would like the recoil on it."


     I picked up the XVR and lowered the hammer onto the chamber. Then I checked the load. It was ready to roll and seemed like it was in decent shape. I would guess that they hadn't fired it very much. I figured that it had some seriously heavy recoil. I checked the holster for my missing Colt and it fit, albeit a touch snugly. It felt good to have the weight of a big weapon back in that holster.


     "I figure they must have a camp nearby," I said, gesturing at the three bodies on the ground.


     "Makes sense," said Sky. "They aren't carrying any supplies, other than their guns."


     "We should look for their camp," I said. "They might have some gear we can use."


     "Maybe they have a vehicle," said Morgan.


     "What if there are more of them?" asked Sky.


     "Then I'm sure that shotgun blast already warned them that something was wrong," I said. "We can either go see what we're up against or watch our backs in case they track us. I, for one, don't like having to watch over my shoulder all the time."


     "I suppose we could sneak closer and take a look," said Sky. "If there are too many of them, we can always leave."


     With that, Sky picked up the AK-47 and checked it over. Then she picked up the two extra magazines and stuck them in her jacket pocket. Morgan looked at the shotgun like it was going to bite her, but reluctantly reached for it. She placed the loose shells in her pockets and then looked over the shotgun with confusion clearly etched on her face.


     "Let me show you how this thing works," I said, gently taking it from her.


     I took a few moments to show her how the action worked, where the safety was and how to load it properly. Since the barrel had been sawed off, aiming it was almost a moot point. It was now what the old-timers used to refer to as a scatter gun. It limited the range, but widely increased the spread pattern of the shot. Depending on the type of shot loaded, it could literally shred a person or simply cut them in half. It would make it easy for her to aim, but you really didn't want her behind you with it, either.


     "Keep the safety on and your finger off the trigger until you're ready to shoot something," I cautioned. "This thing will do massive damage to whatever you hit."


     "Got it," she assured me.


     Once that was accomplished, we headed down a trail that led off deeper into the woods. We proceeded quietly and stayed alert for anyone that might be coming towards us from farther down the trail. After about fifteen minutes, I was beginning to smell a campfire. I motioned for the women to stop and knelt down in the damp soil. I wanted to listen for any sounds of activity that might be carried on the wind. I waited several moments before deciding to press on.


     I began creeping forward; sticking to the trees and hoping the other two would follow my lead. Sky was as silent as a fox on the hunt, but Morgan possessed no woodscraft skills. It almost seemed that she was cracking every stick and twig she could find, on purpose. I knew she wasn't really, but it certainly seemed that way from the amount of noise that she was making. Honestly, it couldn't have been that loud, but the sound of a cracking branch in the woods seems to carry a long ways.


     After a few minutes of that, I gave up and moved us back out onto the trail. We might be more visible there, but at least we were quieter. Sky just gave me a thin smile and an approving nod. With a resigned sigh, I pressed on. I could tell by the smell that we were getting closer. Soon we began to see glimpses of a building through the trees. It looked like a small farmhouse with three outbuildings that were surrounded by an eight foot chain-link fence. One of the outbuildings was small and I guessed it was a well house. The second was slightly bigger and was either a tool shed or unattached garage. The third was a large open-sided pole barn. I could also see the river on the far side of the house, about fifty yards from the barn.


     "What is it?" whispered Morgan.


     "Farmhouse," I replied, softly. "I don't see any movement, but they might be inside."


     "Want me to take a closer look?" asked Sky.


     I knew how quiet she was and she seemed to know what she was doing. I could go instead and leave them both here or cover her as she crept closer. Either way, there was an element of risk. Better to trust her and be able to provide cover fire for her escape than to get into a firefight and have to try to get back to them.


     "Go for it," I said, gesturing towards the house. "Don't get too close and don't get caught."


     "No problem," she said, grinning. "I'll make an owl call if there's trouble and a whippoorwill if it's all clear."


     I nodded agreement and she headed off, blending into the trees with an ease that I would like to be able to duplicate. Her woodscraft skills were impressive. I would guess that she was a good hunter, too. I waited a few moments for her to slip away before moving slowly forward to get a better vantage point, just in case. Morgan followed behind me, looking worried. I knew it was for Sky, not for herself. I knew that they were close.


     I swept the house and the outbuildings with my ACOG, looking for any sign of movement. I didn't see so much as a dog moving around. I also didn't see any sign of Sky, which was good. If I couldn't see her, then whoever was down there couldn't see her, either.


    “So far, so good,” I whispered.


     After what felt like eternity, I heard the distinct sound of a whippoorwill call. Sky was telling us it was safe to approach. I glanced back at Morgan and could see the relief clearly on her face. Giving her my best reassuring smile, which probably wasn't all that reassuring considering the eye patch and the scars, I headed cautiously down the hill towards the farmhouse.


     Morgan fell into step behind me and we approached the back of the property, near the well house. Just as we were emerging from the trees, I saw Sky step out of the tree line on the far side of the house, near the back of the barn. She didn't look at all at ease. In fact, she looked like something was definitely wrong. The hairs on the back of my neck were beginning to stand up.


     As Morgan and I approached the fence, I could see that Sky was making her way around the fence to rendezvous with us. I could only see two gates that led inside the fenced area. One was a large vehicle gate at the front of the property and the other was a smaller gate, about six feet wide, at the back of the fence leading off into the trees.


     I noticed that Sky wasn’t lowering her weapon and I took that to be a good indicator and kept my weapon ready, as well. We met up near the large vehicle gate and found it was latched with a heavy-duty chain and padlock. I initially considered shooting it, but doubted that anything I had short of the Beowulf would even put a dent in it. I hated to use anything that big, because the sound would travel a long ways. One of the three idiots that I had killed must have had the key.


     “Well,” I said, hesitating, “we can try to smash our way through or we can check the other gate.”


     “I don’t think the other gate is locked,” said Sky, still looking nervous.


     “What’s bothering you?” I asked.


     “Something about this place just feels wrong,” she said. “I can’t explain it.”


     “And you don’t have to,” I replied. “Your feeling is good enough for me.”


     Even Morgan was beginning to look a little uneasy. As we headed around towards the back of the fence, I began to smell something on the air. Two distinct smells, actually. One was definitely chemical in nature. It was either ether or anhydrous ammonia. That fit with the theory that they were “cooking” meth. The other was the unmistakable odor of decay. Somewhere close by, there was something dead. A tight knot began to form in the pit of my stomach.


     The closer we got to the back of the property, the stronger the chemical smell became and the weaker the smell of death. It was slightly confusing, but I intended to find out just what the Hel was going on. By the time that we had reached the back gate, the smell of the chemicals was nearly overpowering. Whatever the fuck it was, it was getting stronger the closer we got to the wooden shed. I had the sneaking suspicion that the answers would be found inside.


     When we reached the back gate, I discovered that Sky had been correct. There was a heavy chain with a padlock, but it wasn’t locking the gate shut. It was hanging loosely from the post. Reluctantly, I unlatched the gate and stepped inside. Once we were all through the gate, I latched it and wrapped the chain though the chain-link, just in case any curious dead wandered by and tried to get inside. It would at least slow them down.


     Turning back towards the shed, I brought my weapon back up and approached the doors slowly and with growing concern. The smell seemed to be oozing from every board and nail of the building. I needed to verify my suspicions before I could be absolutely certain. The door to the shed was not locked, but had a simple latch to keep it from opening. Whatever was inside, they must have been relying on the security of the fence to keep it safe. The trail in the grass that led to the shed told me that they were in there frequently.


     Activating my tactical light on my M-4, I motioned for the others to stay back as I reached for the handle. Cautiously, I unlatched the door and swung it open. It opened outward without any effort. The smell of chemicals that washed over me nearly made me retch and made the skin of my scalp feel like it had just been jabbed with a thousand tiny needles. I’d felt that sensation before. It was definitely anhydrous ammonia.


     My light lit up the interior of the small building without any problems, revealing what I had been dreading the entire time. I was looking at a fully-functional meth lab. There were even propane tanks, large boxes of supplies and plastic containers to hold the meth when it was finished. Numerous containers were already full with the white granulated powder that was the product of the nefarious lab.


     Without further encouragement, I gently shut the door and backed away. I didn’t want to even breathe too hard in that direction. The smell alone was hazardous to your health, but the interior was deadly. Going inside without proper equipment could overpower and kill you in a very short amount of time. But that wasn’t the worst of it. One spark and the entire place would rain down in tiny pieces over this part of the state. Meth labs could explode with little to no warning, taking huge chunks of real estate with them.


     “Do NOT go in there,” I said, as I rejoined the others. “One misstep and you would be a fine red mist drifting on the wind.”


     “Is it booby trapped?” asked Morgan, her eyes wide open in surprise.


     “No,” I said, shaking my head, slowly. “The entire building is full of chemicals that can kill you in several different ways. That place could blow itself into orbit.”


     “Let’s not be here when it does,” said Sky, still looking around nervously.


     I had the same feeling that she did, that this was only the beginning of the dark secrets that this place held. Something in my gut told me that I wasn’t going to like what I found, but my own innate curiosity wouldn’t let me just walk away. I had to know what the Hel was going on in this place. I also wanted to see if there would be anything useful that we could take with us on our trip. A working vehicle was at the top of my list, but there didn’t seem to be any sign of one, at least not in the immediate area.


     As we moved back towards the other buildings, I glanced inside the pole barn. Hanging from nails on the sides of the wooden beams were numerous yard tools. None of them would be particularly useful, but I was hoping to spot a good sledge hammer, a pickaxe or an axe. Any of them would make a useful tool as well as a decent improvised weapon, especially the sledge hammer. I could use it for smashing down doors, breaking locks or crushing skulls. It was the original multi-tool.


     Approaching the back of the house, I transitioned from my M-4 to my PMR-30 pistol. I activated the tactical light under the barrel and checked the load. It was hot and ready to go. Flicking the safety off, I reached for the door handle on the back door. As soon as I swung open the door, the smell of death and rot became nearly suffocating. I couldn’t see how anyone could go inside for any length of time, let alone stay in there. They had to have been living inside with that smell, because I doubted that they slept in the barn. Well, considering the amount of meth I had seen, I doubted that they slept much at all.


     Panning the light around the first room I saw, I could tell that this was the kitchen area. Piles and piles of dirty dishes, trash and other debris littered the counter, the table and the floor. There was only a trail that led between the junk and deeper into the rest of the house. I realized that if I encountered heavy resistance inside the confines of this rat-hole, then I was going to have a lot of difficulty getting us all back out the way we came. The painful realization dawned on me that despite the obvious danger, it was going to be safer to go alone. As First Sergeant Gregory would say, “I don’t have to like it. I just have to do it.”


     “You two wait out here,” I whispered over my shoulder. “I’ll be right back.”


     “Fine by me,” said Morgan, heading back off of the porch and into the yard.


     “It’s too dangerous to go alone,” said Sky, firmly.


     “I’ll be fine,” I assured her. “Besides that, the way out is so narrow, we’d run over each other if we have to get out in a hurry.”


     Sky didn’t look convinced, but didn’t argue the point. She just gave me a grim look and nodded.


     “Alright,” she said, after a moment. “But if I don’t hear from you in two minutes, I’m coming inside.”


     “Fair enough,” I replied. “Keep an eye on Morgan.”


     With that, I headed deeper inside the putrid house. I could tell that despite its current condition and age, this had once been a beautiful home for someone. The wooden cabinets with the filigreed carvings on the doors spoke of someone who once took loving care of this place. Someone had once made this place a home, not just a wretched trash bin that reeked of death. I wondered if those three idiots had killed the former occupants or if one of them had been related to them. I would never know, but somehow it still bothered me.


     When I reached the living room, the trash was not as bad. It was obvious that they spent most of their time in this room. Along one wall were piles of personal effects, gear and weapons that they had acquired somewhere. From the look of some of it, I could tell that whoever had owned it had more expensive tastes than the three idiots. It was probably where they got the XVR pistol.


     I saw several boxes of canned goods piled in one corner along with what looked to be cases of cereal. Not exactly the most forward-thinking in their supply gathering. There were several cases of bottled water along with cases and cases of different types of beer. It was obvious that they had been raiding the area for supplies. I just hoped that they had actually grabbed useful items, in addition to all of the alcohol that they could find.


     There were three doors that led off of the main living room. They were all closed and were pock-marked with gouges from knives, probably ones that they had thrown at the doors, either as a game or just to be destructive. There was a fireplace in the living room that had seen recent use. Despite the smell, it was clear that they had been living in here for quite some time.


     The first door that I approached was slightly ajar. It also looked like it had been hung incorrectly and the paint on the door didn’t match the surrounding doorframe. I could tell that it had been recently added to the décor of the house. Although the smell seemed worse this way, it was as good of a place as any to start my search. From the look of the hinges, it opened inward, away from me. Since it was already ajar, I kept my pistol poised to shoot and nudged it open with my foot. It creaked eerily inward, revealing a darkened hallway beyond.


     My light lit up the narrow hallway revealing two doors, one on either side of the hallway, and a small bathroom at the end. I could smell the urine and excrement and almost gagged from the stench that washed over me. Permeated throughout it though, was the ever-present smell of death. My heart began to thud heavily in my ears as I edged into the darkened hallway. Something told me that I needed to be ready for anything.


     I reached out and checked the door handle of the one on the left. It turned easily and made a metallic rasping sound as the handle turned and unlatched the door. It swung inward into a darkened room with only sparse lighting filtering in through the blanket that had been hung over the window. There was no furniture in the room, but it had boxes piled in separate stacks in different parts of the room.


     The first stack was canned goods. I saw familiar labels that I knew would be canned pasta, soups, stews and vegetables. The next stack bore the labels of US Government issued MREs. My stomach grumbled in protest at just the thought of eating them. A large stack near the window was all easily recognizable as liquor logos. There were easily thirty cases of liquor. I was starting to glace at the fourth stack when a thumping sound from behind me made me whirl around to face the other door.


     My heart was now hammering in my chest as I fought to resist the urge to shoot through the door. Sweat was running down my face in rivers, despite the coolness of the air. As I was reaching for the door handle with a trembling hand, I distinctly heard the sound again. This time my brain registered the sound and I recognized it. It was clearly the sound of a bedsprings creaking as something heavy shifted on it. There was someone inside the room.


     Adjusting the grip on my pistol, I took a steadying breath and felt the tension slowly subsiding. I had to get my nerves under control if I was going to confront who or what was on the inside of this door. Exhaling softly through my nose, I prepared myself. With a sharp kick from my boot, I struck the doorknob and shattered the lock, sending the door flying open into the wall behind it. My tactical light flooded the room and revealed what secrets the darkness had held. I was wrong. I wasn’t ready for this. I doubted that anyone ever could have been.


     There were three beds in the room that had been arranged against one wall so that the heads of the beds were facing away from the door. They were the old style metal framed beds with both headboard and footboard of heavy metal tubing. There was a female zombie tied to each bed. The one on the left was tied down on her back with her legs forced apart and her knees bent. The middle one was tied on her stomach with her knees drawn up beneath her and her butt pointing towards the door. The third was bent over the foot railing and had her wrists and ankles tied to the railing. They had been keeping them as sex slaves.


     I was completely wrong. Nothing in my years as a soldier or a corrections officer had even remotely prepared me for this. This was beyond my most horrid imaginings of depravity and disgusting nightmares. There simply were no words for the utter revulsion and contempt I felt for those three pieces of shit that I had left dead back near the river. They had gotten off far more easily than they deserved. There was not a pit in the bowels of Hel deep enough for them, to make me happy.


     After a brief bout of nausea, I leveled the pistol and shot them all in the head. I could honestly say this was the only time I had ever felt genuinely sorry for a zombie. Putting a bullet in their heads was the only thing I could really do for them, all things considered. I knew that they couldn’t know what had been done to them, but I would carry that memory with me in the darkness of my mind. It would undoubtedly haunt my dreams. The very thought made my skin crawl. Frankly, I’m glad those three assholes were dead.


     Pulling the door shut, I had no intention of letting Sky and Morgan know what I had found. It left little to the imagination as to the fate that they would have suffered if they had captured us all. I’m sure that I would have joined the kid that was tied to the rock and they would have replaced the dead that were tied to the beds. Some people had absolutely zero redeeming qualities. There was no coming back from that kind of evil.


     When I went back outside, I found Sky and Morgan waiting for me with apprehensive looks on their faces. Sky was nervously glancing back towards the woods, as if she was expecting to see something emerge at any moment. Whatever was making her so anxious, it was contagious. I was already starting to feel it creeping into my veins.


     “What’s going on?” I asked, glancing around and returning the pistol to its holster.


     “I’ve seen several deer come out of the trees and run off towards the river,” said Sky, still watching the tree line.


     “Yeah,” said Morgan. “Doesn’t that usually mean that something is chasing them?”


     “Yes, it does,” I said, readying my M-4. “I’ve seen deer run from the dead like that before.”


     “Depending on how many there are,” said Sky, “they might be able to get through this fence.”


     “My thoughts exactly,” I agreed. “Our best bet is to get the fuck out of here.”


     “Won’t they just follow us?” asked Morgan.


     “Then we need to find a way to either distract them or put some serious distance between us,” I said, scanning the trees with my ACOG.


     “Why can’t we do both?” asked Sky.


     “What have you got in mind?” I said, turning towards her.


     “There’s a small dock down on the river with a pontoon boat tied to it,” she said, pointing. “We can load whatever supplies we want on it and head down river.”


     “What do you want to do for a distraction?” I asked.


     “You blew up an entire dam,” she replied. “I thought I’d leave the distraction part up to you.”


     “I think I have just the thing,” I replied, smiling. “Let’s grab what supplies we want and get to that boat.”


     We spent the next few minutes grabbing supplies from the house and staging them outside. I even snagged a few cases of alcohol, just in case. They could always be used to start fires or as Molotov cocktails. The occasional drink was just a bonus. Unfortunately, I didn’t find any Bushmills, but I did find a case of twelve year old Scotch. It would be a shame to turn that into Molotov’s. I had a case of vodka and a case of Everclear that was much more suited for that. I’d keep the Scotch for medicinal purposes.


     By the time we had the supplies gathered, there was a small crowd of zombies at the fence, shaking it furiously as they tried to get inside. For now they were only on the side opposite where the boat dock was, but I knew that wouldn’t last. More of them were arriving by the moment. I figured that there had to be a town or a decent sized housing development nearby to warrant this many zombies. It would only be a matter of time before they came through the fence and got inside. I planned to be on the river when that happened.


     I ran into the barn and started looking for tools. It didn’t take me very long to find what I was looking for on a small workbench. I snagged the side-cutters and headed back to where Sky and Morgan were waiting. I immediately started cutting a large section out of the fence that would give us a straight run to the boat dock. As soon as the opening was made, we started hauling gear down the hill and onto the boat. It took several trips to get all of it.


     On our last trip, I noticed that the fence was starting to break loose from the fence posts in a section about thirty feet long where the zombies were busily shaking it. They would be pouring through the opening in a matter of minutes. It was time for us to vacate the area before it turned into a firefight. Although I didn’t doubt that we could take them all out, it would seriously deplete my ammunition supply. Although we did find several guns inside the house, there just wasn’t all that much ammo. We had come away with only about a hundred rounds for the shotgun, four more loaded magazines for the AK-47 and four full boxes of ammo for the XVR. The haul was pitifully low.


     As we were running down the dock towards the boat for the last time, I could hear the chain-link fencing tearing loose from the posts. The dead were coming through. We only had a few moments before they found their way through the opening I had cut in the fence and followed us down the hill to the dock. It was time to make some noise.


     “I’ll cast us off,” said Sky, already working on the mooring lines.


     Without looking back, I headed over to the controls and started checking things over. There was plenty of fuel in the tank and miraculously the keys were in the ignition. I was half-expecting the battery to be dead, but it fired right up. The three idiots must have been using the boat to raid for supplies up and down the river. Giving the engine some power, I backed out into the channel. The river was up, but moving slowly because in this area it was deep and wide.


     Once we were clear of the dock, I took off my pack and unpacked my Beowulf. After I had it reassembled, I loaded it and chambered a round. Then I headed over to the railing and knelt down, placing the weapon on the top rail to steady my aim.


     “What are you doing?” asked Morgan.


     “I thought you said it was a waste of ammo to shoot at the dead?” asked Sky.


     “I’m not aiming at the dead,” I said, softly. “You might want to get down.”


     “What the…?” said Sky, grabbing Morgan and diving down behind one of the seats.


     “Come on baby,” I muttered, and gently took up the slack on the trigger.


     Beowulf bellowed his battle-cry. The resounding boom echoed off in both directions along the river. My first round had no effect, so I fired again. On the third round, I felt the air pressure change in the split second before the explosion ripped the meth-lab apart and sent fire, smoke and debris rolling skyward. Secondary explosions shook the air as the propane tanks cooked off. In seconds, the house and barn were ablaze and the entire area had flaming debris landing all over it. Even the trees around the house were catching on fire. None of the dead escaped the conflagration. Beowulf had spoken.


     “Holy crap!” exclaimed Morgan.


     “Now that is what I call a distraction!” I shouted, standing up and lowering the Beowulf.


     “What do we do now?” asked Sky.


     “Mark Twain,” I answered, smiling.


     “What?” asked Morgan.


     “We float down the river,” I replied, surveying the carnage on the shore. “Just like Huckleberry Finn.”
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    Chapter Four


    To Each Their Own


    “He who has seen and suffered much,

    And knows the ways of the world,

    Who has traveled’, can tell what spirit

    Governs the men he meets.”


    - The Havamal


    


     We floated in silence, gently drifting in the current as it took us lazily down the river. I had throttled back the engines, and then shut them down altogether once I realized that the current was taking us where we needed to go. There was no need to waste the fuel. Who knew when the opportunity to gather more would come along? Anyplace that had facilities where you could get fuel was likely already crawling with the dead. It would be far better to conserve our fuel to make it last as long as possible, just to be safe.


     Although I knew that we were going in the right direction, I couldn’t help the growing sense of dread that I felt in my heart. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I felt that each passing mile brought me closer to some unnamable dread. The words that the old man had told me over the fire were now haunting my every thought. Whatever was ahead of me, it was inevitable as the tide that we were going to meet. I was fairly certain that only one of us would survive the encounter.


     The sun was sinking low in the sky when the first buildings came into view. I wasn’t sure what town it was, but it wasn’t very big. There was large numbers of the dead moving around the streets, but it wasn’t the dead that caught my eye. There was a large white sheet flapping in the breeze, suspended from the roof of what looked like a grocery store. Scrawled across the sheet in large red letters was the word “Alive.” Most of the time, that wouldn’t have drawn much more than a passing glance, but this time it got my full attention. Mainly because I could see a man standing next to it, waving his arms frantically in the air.


     I briefly considered continuing on down the river as if I hadn’t seen him, but dismissed it. I decided that I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t at least try to get to him. It might be impossible to reach him, but I wouldn’t know for sure if I didn’t try. I couldn’t do any less and still look at myself in the mirror.


     The dead hadn’t noticed us out on the water, since we weren’t making any noise. So long as we didn’t do anything to attract attention, it was doubtful that the zombies would give us a second glance. Not that it mattered, since they couldn’t reach us if they wanted to. However, if I could create a distraction and draw them away from the grocery store, whoever that was could climb down and make a run for the nearest dock and we could swing in and pick them up. Well, that was the theory, anyway.


     I angled the rudder and guided us into shallower water. It was still ten feet or more deep, but not the truly deep part of the channel. Once I was out of the main part of the current, I nodded at Sky and she dropped the anchor. We drifted along another ten feet or so before the anchor dug in enough to catch a hold and bring us to a stop. I waited until I was sure that we were secured in place before moving on to the next part of the plan.


     Reaching for my M-4, I began scanning the shoreline with my ACOG. I wasn’t entirely sure what I was looking for, but I thought something might catch my attention. The first thing that caught my eye was a large propane cylinder in the backyard of a house near the shore. It was seventy-five to a hundred meter shot with little or no wind. I knew I could make the shot easily, even with a suppressed weapon. What I wasn’t certain of was if the 5.56mm round had sufficient power to punch through the steel tank. There was only one way to find out.


     “You all might want to get down,” I said, glancing at the ladies.


     Sky did so without hesitation. Morgan shook her head at me and smiled as she got down behind the row of seating, next to Sky.


     “Here we go again,” muttered Morgan, chuckling softly. “How big will this explosion be?”


     “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “If this works, it should be pretty impressive.”


     “That’s what I was afraid of,” sighed Morgan, crawling farther behind the seat in anticipation of what was to come.


     Lying down in the prone position, I propped the weapon up with my elbow and started taking careful aim. The gentle movement of the boat was going to affect my shot, and I would have to be careful about the timing. The movement was just enough to make the shot difficult, despite the range. Under normal circumstances, a hundred meter shot was easy. This was anything but normal circumstances.


     Sighting in, I started getting the feel for the timing of the shot. When I was sure I was in synch with the motion, I waited for the right moment to take the shot. If this worked, the explosion was going to be massive. I just hoped we were far enough away to escape the blast. If not, then things might get very interesting. I didn’t want to voice my concerns to Sky and Morgan. There was no sense worrying them over something I wasn’t certain of. When the sights lined up, I began taking up the slack in the trigger and waiting until the exact moment to fire.


     “Fuck it,” I whispered, and took up the last of the slack.


     I barely registered the suppressed cough of the weapon as it bucked gently in my hands. I tensed in anticipation of the explosion to come, but it never did. I could hear the round careen off of something solid, but I wasn’t sure what it was. I began sighting the area with the ACOG, trying to locate where the bullet had struck. There, plain to see against the white paint on the side of the tank was the streak caused by the ricochet. The M-4 didn’t have the power to punch through it.


     I briefly considered trying with the Beowulf, but thought better of it. Despite my propensity for large explosions, I was going to have to find another way. This was going to call for subtlety and stealth, and those weren’t exactly my strong suits. An idea began to form in my head and if I had the right supplies on hand, I just might be able to pull this off.


     I knew from experience that pontoon boats had cabinets beneath the seats for storing fishing gear, first aid kits and things like that. Opening the one at the front of the boat, I found several life-jackets, an emergency kit and some snorkeling gear. Grabbing the flippers, mask and snorkel, I tossed them on the deck and opened the emergency kit. Inside it was several space blankets, a flare gun with about a dozen flares, a whistle, a small hand-crank powered radio and a package of glow-sticks. I added them to the pile on the deck.


     The next locker contained just what I was looking for; a couple of large dry-bags[2] and extra mooring ropes. Those joined the rest of the stuff on the deck. After I was finished, I started removing my gear and equipment, placing it on the deck beside me. While I was removing my boots, Sky looked at me and shook her head.


     “You’re not planning on swimming in, are you?” she asked, frowning.


     “Got a better idea?” I replied, grinning.


     “We could take the boat in close and drop you off,” suggested Morgan.


     “Too much noise,” I countered. “That will attract way too much attention.”


     “Won’t there be dead in the water?” asked Sky.


     “Maybe,” I said, starting to place my gear in the dry-bags. “I’ll just have to be careful. I can’t think of a better way to sneak ashore.”


     “Won’t all your gear weigh you down?” asked Morgan.


     “I’m going to put what I need in the dry-bags and tie life-vests to it. I can swim ashore and tow it along behind me. So long as I go slow and don’t run into trouble, I should be able to slip ashore unnoticed.”


     “What then?” asked Sky. “Do you plan on rescuing the guy and swimming back out here?”


     “No,” I said grinning. “I’m going to set a distraction and when the dead go after that, I want you to bring the boat in to the dock over there and pick us up.”


     “What kind of distraction?” asked Morgan.


     “Hopefully, the kind that explode,” I said, chuckling. “We’ll need a big one to get the dead’s undivided attention.”


     “I hope you know what you’re doing,” said Sky, shaking her head.


     “Yeah, me too,” I said, grinning broadly.


     I decided to only take the weapons that I would need. I grabbed the M-4 and the PMR-30’s because they were silenced. I decided against the Beowulf and the Keltec shotgun because they just made way too much noise. It was the same for the XVR. As comforting as it would be to have them with me, I couldn’t afford to bring that much attention down on myself. In fact, it would be best if I didn’t have to fire a shot, at all. Not that that ever happens.


     I also added my body armor, pistol belt with the sword and my boots to the bag. Just because I was hoping to not run into trouble didn’t mean I wasn’t going to plan for it. I loaded all six of my magazines for the M-4 and eight magazines for the PRM-30’s. Then it was time to make myself an improvised weapon, just in case I ran into something in the water. In the third locker, I found a gigging pole[3]. I carefully removed the tip and tossed it back in the tool box. Then I set to attaching my combat knife to it with para-cord, fashioning myself a crude spear. It wasn’t ideal, but it should do in a pinch.


     I looped a length of rope through the D-ring on the two dry-bags and tied it securely to four of the life preservers. Then I checked the seal on the bags to make sure no water was going to seep inside and double checked the knots on the rope. Once I was as confident as I could possibly be, I slipped the flippers on my feet and reached for the goggles. I checked them for fit and for cracks, and then spit into the lens to keep it from fogging up.


     I did one more check over my gear and headed for the swimming gate at the front of the boat. Taking my spear, I gauged it to be about six feet long. Dipping it into the water, I extended it out as far as I could reach and didn’t feel it hit anything solid. Satisfied that I was in deep enough water to not be grabbed immediately by a zombie on the bottom, I decided that now was as good of a time as any.


     “Keep your weapons ready and watch for my signal,” I said. “I’ll launch a flare when I’m ready for you to come in. When I do, come in fast. Be ready to get out of there in a hurry.”


     “Got it,” said Sky, heading over to the controls.


     “I’ll watch for the signal,” said Morgan.


     “Wish me luck,” I said.


     I slipped the bags of gear into the water and held onto the rope, just to make certain that the life-jackets would support the weight. They handled it easily, so I tied a loop in the end of the rope and held onto it. Adjusting the goggles and fitting the snorkel in my mouth, I slipped off into the water and began treading water. The water was frigid, reminding me that most rivers and lakes in Missouri are fed by springs. Spring water is always cold. It took me a few moments of treading water before I grew accustomed to the temperature and began to relax.


    Once I was confident that the current wasn’t going to just sweep me away, I let go of the side of the boat and started kicking towards shore. I was careful to watch for any sign of movement anywhere around me, especially from below. I knew that the closer to shore that I got, the shallower the water would get. In the murky water, it was difficult to see much farther than a few feet in any direction.


    I could feel the gentle pull of the current, but I knew that it had to be moving me much more than it felt like. After a while, I surfaced just to get my bearings and was surprised to see how far I’d moved. Although I had only traveled about fifty meters towards the shore, I had been pulled almost a hundred meters down the river. I was about to take a breath and continue on when I felt something that nearly made my heart leap out of my throat. Something touched my flipper.


    Whirling around and bringing the spear into position, I watched the murky water beneath me for any signs of movement. After a moment, I saw a large catfish roll up out of the darkness and disappear back into the gloom. I was about to breathe a sigh of relief when I saw another shape moving in the gloom. It was a hand.


    I could tell from the look of it that it had been submerged for quite a while. Not only did it look waterlogged, but it also seemed ragged and pale with chunks of flesh missing. I didn’t have to ponder that for very long when a couple of perch darted in and started eating pieces of the flesh that was loosely clinging to the hand.


    So much for eating fish, I thought. I wasn’t about to eat fish that had been eating the dead. I wasn’t sure what type of diseases the dead were carrying, but I was certain that I didn’t want to risk eating it. I couldn’t help but wonder if that was something that was happening with the fish everywhere or if it was just a localized thing. It was probably everywhere.


    I started kicking harder towards shallower water and keeping a close eye on the spot where I had seen the hand. When the water cleared enough that I could start to see the bottom, I stopped and kicked only enough to keep me in place. I waited until I could see the outline of the creature that was slowly lumbering after me through the water.


    Gauging the distance, I waited for it to get closer before I struck. Before it could get into grabbing range, I lunged out with the spear and skewered it through the face. I shoved as hard as I could and twisted, just to make sure I did sufficient damage to put it down. When I yanked the spear free, it fell over backwards and vanished in the darkness of the water.


    I waited for a few moments longer; just to see if anymore would appear. When nothing else did, I continued swimming towards the shore. As the water got shallower, the current lessened until it was no longer an issue. Soon, I was able to put my feet on the ground and stand with my head barely out of the water. I used the snorkel to continue to breathe while staying as hidden as possible.


    Once I was certain that there were no dead in the immediate area, I began wading ashore. I crouched down behind a partially submerged building that had been flooded by the swollen river. In the shadow of that building, I began unpacking my gear. I quietly removed the flippers, mask and snorkel, and then placed them in the dry bag. The life-jackets, I just cut loose. They were unnecessary weight. I watched them for a brief moment as they lazily drifted away.


    Putting my boots back on, I laced them up and tucked my pant-legs into them. Then I replaced my body armor and returned my weapons to their proper places, checking the loads as I went. Untying the para-cord from my makeshift spear, I returned the knife to its scabbard on my leg. Tucking the dry bag into my pack, I secured the straps and slipped it onto my back. Dropping the wooden shaft in the water, I crouched and headed inland towards the nearest building. As luck would have it, it was a gas station. There might be something there that would do the trick.


    As I approached the garage doors I noticed that although they were both shut, one of them wasn't shut all the way. There was a gap of about two inches at the bottom of the door. That had to mean that it wasn't locked. Reaching down, I grasped the rusty handle and lifted. At first it resisted, and then it began to shudder upwards with a soft groan of metal. I lifted slowly to avoid making too much noise.


    Once I was certain that it was high enough for me to crawl through, I scanned the area and looked for any sign of the dead. Seeing nothing, I activated the tactical light on my M-4 and slid inside. Light from the window panes on the garage door was more than enough to see by inside the bays. One side was empty and had the large drain grating in the floor indicating it was a wash bay. The other side had a hydraulic lift that held a red SUV suspended about six feet up. Tool boxes and a large work bench adorned the entire back wall.


    At the back of the room was a doorway that led to a parts storage room and a small bathroom. It was filthy and smelled of engine grease, but otherwise empty. I moved back out into the bay and had to duck quickly behind a tool box when I saw movement through the windows. I peered over the top of the box and saw four of the dead slowly lumbering by. They looked like Shamblers but there was no way to be certain. If one of them was a Shrieker, then I could find myself surrounded in a very short amount of time.


    One of them began acting differently, turning its head from side to side as if it was looking for something. When it began to turn towards the still open bay door that I had entered through, alarm bells began to scream in my head. It was a goddamned Tracker. It was going to follow my scent right inside and the others would follow it, eager to share in whatever kill it could make. Things were about to get very interesting.


    There was a short concrete wall that separated the two bays. I duck-walked over to it and crouched low. Careful to remain concealed, I peered slowly around the edge of the wall. The Tracker was crouching down and looking around beneath the door. I held my breath hoping that it wouldn't follow me inside. Turns out I was wasting my time. I sighed softly as it began to scrabble under the door with morbid eagerness for the kill.


    I transitioned to my PMR-30 and let the M-4 dangle from its strap. I waited until it stood up inside the door and the others were beginning to crawl inside behind it. While it was the only one that could see me, I leaned out and leveled the pistol. I saw recognition on the creature's face as it started to snarl at its prey. Before its lips had more than started to curl into a sneer, I squeezed the trigger sending a high velocity .22 Magnum hollow point screaming through its cerebellum. Gore sprayed all over the door behind it as the powerful round burrowed into the wooden frame of the door.


    As the creature's body fell, I was already beginning to aim at the next one that was scrambling to get to its feet. I fired twice, hitting it in the left eye and right between the mouth and the nose. It fell in a heap and didn't make a sound. My next shot struck the third one in the top of the head, before it even had the chance to rise. As I was lining up my shot on the fourth one, it let out a blood curdling shriek that I knew would summon every zombie within a hundred yards of us. I fired twice more, cutting the horrific shriek off mid-wail.


    "Fuck!" I hissed, turning to head for the front part of the garage.


    I wanted to get inside the office and see if there was anything that I could use before the horde arrived. I ducked inside and shut the heavy door that led back into the garage. If the dead came looking for the sound of the shriek, then I didn't want to be in the garage when they got there. I also needed to find something useful and get the Hel out of there in as little time as possible. My mind began to race with possibilities as I glanced around the small office.


    Candy and soda in the darkened cooler was of little or no use to me. I did take a brief moment to snag a handful of chocolate bars and stuff them into my cargo pocket. There were oil cans, bottles of transmission and brake fluid, anti-freeze and even window washer solution, but I didn't see anything that I could immediately use. Then I spotted something that made me smile. It was a rack of propane tanks. I grabbed them all and headed back into the garage.


    I sat them all beside the hydraulic lift with one exception. I placed it directly beneath the lift. I knew that the lift was operated by hydraulic pressure and could be lowered, even without electricity. I wouldn't be able to lift it again, but I could lower it. I quickly eyeballed the spot where the lift would hit the ground and positioned the propane bottle so that the valve was directly in its path. Then I searched around for one last item. I found it in the parts storage room. It was a box of flares.


    Snagging a handful, I tucked them into my cargo pocket. Then I grabbed two more and headed back into the garage. I still hadn't seen any sign of undead reinforcements, so I kept my frantic work pace going knowing full well that I might only have a few moments longer. I ignited the two flares and dropped them beside the propane tank. Next, I grabbed a grease rag and headed for the lever that operated the hydraulic lift. Tying the rag around the handle, I put just enough tension on it to depress the handle very slightly. The SUV began to descend slowly. I estimated that it would take about two minutes for it to hit the bottom at this rate.


    Satisfied, I tied an extra knot in the rag just to make certain that it didn’t come loose and headed for the open garage door. I didn't have time to waste and slid past the dead bodies that were nearly obstructing the opening. Rolling to my feet, I saw two undead just coming around the corner of the building. My mental countdown was running and I knew I didn’t want to be anywhere near this place when the SUV's weight came down on that valve.


    I snap-fired twice, hitting them both in the forehead. I was already running away in the direction of the grocery store before the bodies had even stopped moving. I ran with my arms swinging and the PMR-30 gripped tightly in my right hand. The clock was ticking and I estimated that I would need to be at least a hundred yards away to escape the coming explosion. There was enough propane in those tanks to take the building down to the foundation, unless there was gas in the ground tanks.


    "Oh, shit!" I gasped, and pushed to run even harder.


    I hadn't considered the possibility of gas in the tanks. My estimate of a hundred yards suddenly seemed entirely too close. I turned to the left and headed back towards the edge of the water. My mind was screaming out the countdown in my head as I continued to push my still aching legs. I wasn't going to be setting any track records, but I was covering a good amount of distance.


    "Forty five seconds," I hissed through clenched teeth.


    The pain in my legs was beginning to grow exponentially. I wasn't fully healed and was pushing myself extremely hard. If there was a time for my body to fail, this was most certainly not it. I couldn't quit, now. Up ahead, I saw the walls of a concrete building. It looked solid enough to shield me from a powerful explosion. It was also about the best option I had for cover that I could see.


    My mental countdown had reached twenty seconds and I was less than ten yards from the perceived safety of the building when the ground beneath my feet shook. I felt the heat wash over me as an explosion shattered the stillness of this village of the dead. I reached the edge of the building and dropped onto my side as I slid behind it, covering my head for the aftershocks. Despite my precautions, I wasn't even remotely ready for what happened next.


    It felt as if the ground had leapt out from under me as the world turned orange and the roar like an angry dragon bellowed through the air. The massive explosion sent flaming debris raining down all around and shattered glass on every building that I could see. Massive clouds of oily black smoke billowed around the area, drifting like the tendrils of some Chtuloid beast from the darkest tales of H.P. Lovecraft. It was eerily surreal.


    I sat up and looked around. Next to me, a piece of flaming metal was smoldering in the grass. I hadn't even seen it fall. Staying in the sheltering shadow of the building, I leaned out to see if my distraction had worked. All around, I could see the dead heading that way like bugs drawn to the electric-blue light on a porch, with equal result. The closest dead wandered right into the burning debris searching for the movement that the dancing flames provided.


    Taking this as my cue, I headed off towards the grocery store, keeping as many buildings between me and the dead as possible. By the time I reached the main street that ran through town, most of the dead had stumbled off in search of the source of the big boom that had captured their attention. I only hoped that it kept their attention for a little while longer.


    I crouched low and darted across the street to the side that the grocery store was on. Skirting around behind the building, I headed for the loading dock doors. I only hoped that whoever had been on the roof was watching. If he wasn't, then it would be almost impossible for me to get inside without a lot of noise, especially if whoever was inside had barricaded all of the doors. It was safe to assume that he had. It's what I would have done in his place. Secure the entrances and keep the dead outside.


    I knelt behind a large trash dumpster so I could survey the back of the store. There were two large bay doors for unloading trucks and two smaller doors for employees to use. One had a warning placard on it labeling it a fire door. That ruled that door out since it didn't have a handle on this side. I had no way of knowing just what had been used to barricade the doors, but I felt that the pedestrian door would be blocked more solidly than the bay doors. For one, the bay doors were four feet off the ground, designed to fit up against the back of a box trailer of freight. It would be tough for the dead to reach them enough to force their way inside. Before I could decide where I was going to start, I heard a voice above me.


    "Hey," he called softly. "Up here."


    I glanced up and saw him leaning over the edge of the roof waving his arms. He was still just a kid, barely out of his teens. He didn't look malnourished, so I assumed that he hadn't been going without food. There was probably quite a bit of it inside the store.


    "I see you, kid," I replied, trying to keep my voice low. "Let me in."


    "Who are you?" he asked.


    "The guy that just risked his ass to get to you," I replied. "Either open the fucking door or I'm out of here."


    "How do I know you aren't here to rob me?" he asked, clearly just considering that.


    "Look, kid," I replied. "I was safe on that boat. I saw you waving and trying to get our attention. I can only assume that meant you wanted my help. Either let me in or I'm getting out of here. I can't wait all day."


    Indecision clouded the kid's face as he mentally struggled for an answer. I knew two things for certain, though. One, the sun was going down and it would be dark soon. I didn't want to be out on these streets when it was. The second was that the explosion wouldn't keep the dead's attention forever. They would lose interest soon and go back to prowling the streets looking for a meal. I had no plans to be that meal.


    "For fuck's sake, kid," I said. "If you weren't going to let me in, then why the fuck did you flag me down?"


    "You'd better not be a crook," he said and disappeared from view.


    I assumed that meant he was heading for the back door. I stayed concealed behind the dumpster and watched the alleyways that led this way. I didn't see any movement, but the shadows were lengthening and the light was fading fast. I could still see the bright orange glow that lit up the skyline back near the remains of the gas station.


    Just as I was about to give up and head for the water, I heard the sound of something being dragged away from the other side of the fire door. Seconds later, it opened and the kid's face appeared in the crack.


    "Get inside, mister," he said, motioning for me to move quickly.


    I didn't wait for another invitation and headed for the door. As soon as I was inside, he slammed the door and started replacing large boxes in front of it. I could see that the room was lit up by several candles, giving the room an eerie glow. I waited for him to finish before I spoke. Around us, I could smell produce that had gone bad and the lingering stench of rotten meat. I didn't think that one person would be able to eat all of the fresh meat and produce before it went bad.


    "Thanks for coming," said the kid as he turned back around. "My name is Rich Baxter. You can call me Rich."


    "I'm Wylie," I said, not extending my hand.


    "Are you a soldier?" he asked, gesturing at my military Interceptor vest.


    "No," I said. "Used to be. Not anymore."


    "Cool," he replied, looking nervous. "Are you here to help or are you looking for a safe place to hide from the dead."


    "Neither," I said, frowning, "or maybe both. I'm not sure that any place is truly safe, anymore."


    "Uh…yeah," he stammered.


    "Look, kid," I said. "I'm not here to rip you off. I saw you waving at us. Do you want to come with me or what?"


    "That depends," he said, scratching his head.


    "For fuck's sake, kid," I barked. "Knock off the bullshit and say what you're going to say. I don't plan on spending the night here."


    "Well…we…uh, I just want to be cautious.”


    I blew out a breath and closed my eye. There was more than just him. This was turning into a bigger operation than I had planned for. If there were too many of them, there was no way that we'd all fit on the boat. Depending on how many of them there were, they might be nearly out of food, too. This just kept getting better and better.


    "How many of you are there?" I asked, rubbing the bridge of my nose.


    "I didn't say there were others," he said, defensively.


    "You didn't have to," I replied. "Look, I'm not sure how much room we have. Tell me how many of you there are and I'll know whether or not we can take you with us."


    After a moment's hesitation, he sighed and lowered his head in resignation.


    "There are four of us," he said. "Me, my sister and her two kids."


    Aw, shit, I thought. Please tell me that they're not small.


    "How old are the kids?" I asked, dreading the answer.


    "Katie is six and Kyle is eight," he said, biting his lip.


    Well, it could have been worse. At least they weren’t infants or toddlers. Not only was this going to be a difficult rescue, but keeping them safe afterwards was not going to be easy. If they were going to come with us, it was going to be a long and dangerous road before we found our way back to our base at Bennett Springs. They needed to decide quickly if they were even going to try.


    “Look, kid,” I said, trying to sound less gruff. “This isn’t going to be easy. Even if we make it back the boat, I can’t promise that I can keep you safe.”


    “We don’t have any choice,” said Rich, dejectedly. “We’re running out of food and don’t have anywhere else to go.”


    “Let’s go see the others,” I said, feeling sorry for them. “They might not want to go.”


    We headed into the front part of the store. I could see up the aisles to the front entrances and big bay windows. They had piled up sacks of what looked like dog food, cat litter, charcoal and anything else that was heavy enough to stack, covering over the doors and windows. So long as the dead didn’t see anyone inside, there would be no reason for them to try to force their way in. They were lucky that they hadn’t run into any Stalkers.


    Sitting in some lawn-chairs that were placed around a display table, I saw a woman in her late twenties or early thirties. She had two small children with her, a boy and a girl. Other than looking like they could use a good shower, they looked healthy. I would guess that they hadn’t really rationed the food that they had or they would have had a much leaner look about them.


    “This is my sister, Rachel and her kids are Katie and Kyle,” said Rich, smiling at the kids. “This is the man who’s going to help us get out of here.”


    Now, I was committed. I couldn’t tell these kids that they had to stay here, although it would probably be more humane to leave them here instead of exposing them to the dangers ahead of us. If they were going to come with us, we’d have to get some things straight before we tried.


    “Are you sure that you want to come with us?” I asked, looking carefully at Rachel. “It’s not going to be easy.”


    “We understand,” said Rachel. “If we stay here, we’ll starve to death. We only have enough food for a few more days. You are an answer to our prayers.”


    Suddenly, I felt like a real jackass. I couldn’t let myself become so callous that I forgot what it was like to be human. I was going to have to accept them into my kindred and protect them as if they were my own. There simply wasn’t any other way I could do it and feel right about it.


    “Alright,” I said, hesitantly. “If you’re going to come with me, you need to understand a few things.”


    I explained to them about the different types of zombies. I warned them just how much danger we would be facing once we left the safety of the grocery store. I even tried to give them a basic understanding of the situation we were in. They listened with wide eyes and didn’t interrupt. Finally, I told them that in no uncertain terms, they would listen to what I told them to do or they would be on their own. They seemed to take it all in and process it, but didn’t complain.


    “If no one has anything to add,” I said, frowning, “then we need to get moving. I don’t want to be here all night. Grab what you need. Remember whatever you bring with you, you’re going to have to carry. Keep it to the essentials.”


    Everyone began to grab their gear. I noticed that no one in the group had a firearm. I thought that was a little strange, but didn’t press the issue. They also had no camping gear or backpacks. This was going to make our escape all the more difficult. If they had to carry everything in sacks, then they wouldn’t have their hands free to fight. If they couldn’t fight, then the entire defense was squarely on my shoulders. Yeah, this couldn’t possibly end badly.


    “Don’t any of you have a weapon?” I asked, glancing around.


    I noticed that Rich and Rachel exchanged glances before turning back to me.


    “We…uh…we don’t believe in fighting,” said Rich.


    “What?” I nearly shouted. “Are you fucking crazy?”


    “We don’t approve of your language, either,” said Rachel, defensively.


    “Well, whoop-ti-fucking-do,” I snapped. “In case you haven’t noticed, there are things out there that will eat you. They’re already dead. If you don’t want to fight to protect yourselves or your kids, then maybe you deserve to get eaten. And if you don’t like my language, then so fucking what. I couldn’t give a shit less. I didn’t come here seeking your approval.”


    “It’s our religion that forbids us from cursing or fighting,” explained Rich, holding his hands up between us.


    That calmed me down a bit. I was in no place to knock someone else’s religion, much less insist that they give it up. I would fight to my last breath to defend my own religion. I just couldn’t fathom a religion that wouldn’t allow you to defend your children. But then again, I belonged to a warrior’s religion. I didn’t believe in turning the other cheek. To me, there was just no excuse for a coward, religion or otherwise.


    “Then maybe you should just stay here,” I said, through clenched teeth.


    “We can’t,” said Rachel. “We’ve prayed for a way out of here and the Lord has sent you to us.”


    “Look lady,” I said, trying not to sound angry, “I’m not a Christian. I don’t believe in pacifism. I believe in fighting to protect what’s mine. Not to mention the fact that if my wife couldn’t get me to watch my language, then I seriously doubt that you’re going to get the job done.”


    “It doesn’t matter what you believe,” she said, trying to sound beatific. “The Lord has sent you to us to deliver us from this place.”


    “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” I said. “I’m on a mission of my own. If you want to come along, you’re going to have to accept a few things. For one, you’re going to have to pull your weight.”


    “I can cook,” said Rachel.


    “And I’m an excellent fisherman,” said Rich. “I can keep us fed if we can find a place for me to fish.”


    “So, you’re leaving all of the fighting up to me, then?” I asked, unhappily.


    “That is why you were sent to us,” said Rachel, smiling serenely.


    “This definitely won’t go well,” I said, under my breath.


    I was torn between my desire to respect another person’s religion and the nearly overwhelming desire to shoot them both. Not the kids, though. They didn’t deserve that. Just because the other two were morons wasn’t the kids’ fault. Despite my sudden urge to just say fuck it and leave, I couldn’t let them starve. However, my patience would only extend so far. I wasn’t about to get myself eaten for them. Fight for them, yes. Die, no. They were willing to die for their religion, and I was willing to let them. If I could save them, I would, but I wasn’t going to die for their religion.


    “Fine,” I said, shaking my head. “You can come with me, but get this straight right now. I’ll defend you, but I’m not going to die over your convictions. If I have to choose between you and me, you’re going to lose.”


    “That’s fair enough,” said Rachel. “But anytime you want to hear the word of….”


    “Stop right there,” I said, darkly. “I don’t want to hear about your religion. I have one of my own and I’m not going to debate it with you. Believe what you want, but give me the same courtesy and we’ll get along just fine.”


    “But…,” she began, pleadingly.


    “I don’t think he’s kidding, sis,” said Rich. “Leave him be.”


    “Now, if you don’t mind,” I said, sourly, “we need to get moving before it’s too dark to see out there.”


    Both Rich and Rachel grabbed bags of food and other supplies and started to follow me. Each of the children was given one bag to carry. I didn’t waste time asking what it was. If they wanted to carry it, it was on them. I already had enough to worry about without that on my mind, too. Like getting us back to the boat alive. That was my main concern, right at the moment.


    Moving to the back door, I began to shove the boxes out of the way. Once it was clear, I readied my M-4 and quietly opened it. Peeking around the edge, I didn’t see any signs of movement in the alleyway. The area was clear, for the moment.


    “Alright folks,” I whispered. “It’s game time. Stick close to me and don’t fall behind. We’re going to need to move quickly. We’re making for the dock at the end of the street. If we run into any of the dead, I’ll engage them and cover you.”


    “Cool!” said the little boy, speaking for the first time.


    “Listen to the man,” said Rachel. “He’s going to get us out of here.”


    I only hoped she was right and I wasn’t leading us into a killing zone. Just because I hadn’t seen any of the dead between here and the dock before, didn’t mean that they weren’t there now. I just hoped that fortune was smiling on us, because I already had enough of the deck stacked against me.


    “Let’s move,” I whispered, slipping out the door.


    There was still enough light to see by, but the sun was almost set. We had maybe fifteen minutes before it was completely dark. The shadows were long and deep, but they would work to our advantage. It would help to mask the signs of our movement. At least, I hoped that they would. They could also hide the dead from us, as well.


    I brought my M-4 to my shoulder and headed down the alley. Glancing back, I saw that the kids were right behind me, leaving Rich and Rachel to bring up the rear. At least they had some instinct to defend the children. That was something, anyway.


    When I reached the end of the alleyway, I flattened against a wall and waited for the others to do the same. When they had all stopped, I leaned out and glanced around the corner looking for anything that might be a threat. I couldn’t see anything, but I could see the dock that we were trying to reach. It was a straight shot down the street and we were home free. Well, so long as we didn’t run into anything along the way.


    I could still see the glow of the raging fire that had consumed the gas station and seemed to be slowly spreading to all the surrounding buildings. If the wind picked up just right, it might just burn this entire town to the ground. Oh well, I guess you can add a town to my list of destruction. Spec-4 would be giving me Hel right about now.


    “Stay close,” I hissed, and slid around the corner.


    I continually swept left and right as I headed down the street as fast as I dared to go. As we passed the glass windows of what looked like a hardware store, I saw movement behind the glass. I spun that direction and saw three zombies head for the window, accelerating to frightening speed.


    “Sprinters!” I called. “Run!”


    I started shoving the kids past me, pushing them towards the dock. Next I pushed Rachel and motioned for Rich to hurry up. Just as he was almost to me, the Sprinters hit the glass. The heavy plate glass was no match for that much mass in motion. They came right through the glass and took Rich to the ground in a shower of glass and mangled flesh. Then the screaming began.


    I snap fired and shot the first one, spraying the contents of its skull across the sidewalk. The second one was savagely trying to bite into Rich’s face, but it didn’t look like it had reached him. That would soon change. Rich was frantically holding it back and struggling against the fetid creature’s weight. The third zombie was pierced in several places by large shards of glass, which were pinning it to the window frame. It was desperately trying to free itself enough to attack. I put a round through its head and it ceased moving.


    Just as the remaining one was about to sink its teeth into Rich’s face, he frantically reached out in a panic and his hand grasped a large shard of glass. Picking it up, he struck upwards and drove the glass into the creature’s neck. Black gore and flesh erupted as the throat came completely open. I could see red blood dripping from Rich’s hand where the glass had cut into him while he held it. Before it could do any more damage, I shot the creature in the head, and then kicked it off of him.


    Rich had numerous cuts on his arms and face from the glass that had erupted around him as he fell. He was also covered in the gore from the creature. I didn’t know if he could become infected from getting it in his wounds, but I knew it wasn’t good. Reaching into my cargo pocket, I grabbed my hip flask. It was full of bourbon, but it was better than nothing.


    “Hold on kid, this is going to hurt,” I said, then began to pour the alcohol onto his wounds.


    To his credit, he didn’t scream. He only gasped and shook his head. I gave him a second to recover and yanked him to his feet by the front of his shirt.


    “Let’s move!” I snapped.


    I shoved him roughly towards the dock and brought my weapon back to my shoulder. Rachel and her kids were now almost half a block ahead of us. I kept my weapon aimed down, but continued to follow as fast as I could. I wanted to try to keep everyone in sight to avoid anymore mishaps. When they crossed a narrow alley, two Sprinters emerged and started to chase after them. I knew that it wouldn’t take long before they overtook them.


    I had to be precise on my shooting to avoid hitting the others. I stopped running and brought the ACOG to my eye. Time seemed to slow as I took a deep breath and centered the crosshairs on the back of the head of the first Sprinter. I squeezed the trigger and watched as the head came apart and the creature took one more step on rubbery legs before tumbling to a stop in a ragged heap. Before it had stopped moving, I was zeroing in on the next Sprinter. I could see it reaching for the little boy and it suddenly became a race for his life. If I was too late, then it would have him.


    The creature was lurching as it ran, making a clear headshot almost impossible. I had to take whatever I could get. With a silent prayer to the All-Father to guide my aim, I squeezed the trigger and watched the bullet tear a meaty chunk out of the creature’s left shoulder. It wasn’t a kill shot, but it took the thing off balance and sent it sprawling to the ground. Unfortunately, it grabbed the boy and took him down with it. Now I couldn’t risk another shot.


    Sprinting for them, I let the M-4 hang around my neck and grabbed the hilt of my Gladius. Drawing the blade as I ran, I arrived to find that the creature had a death-grip on the boy’s leg, but he was furiously kicking it in the face to keep it from biting him. At least someone in that family was willing to fight.


    I spun the blade around and drove the tip of it through the back of the creature’s head. With a sickening crunch, I twisted the blade and felt the satisfying shudder as it ceased moving. The boy had to yank his leg free of the dead thing’s hand, but he appeared otherwise unharmed. He just looked at me and smiled.


    “Thanks,” he said, breathing hard.


    “No problem, kid,” I replied. “Let’s get moving.”


    He got to his feet with the resilience of youth and took off after his mother and sister. I wondered if they hadn’t seen the boy taken to the ground or if they chose to keep running. I didn’t have time to ponder it, though. We still needed to get to the dock and get extracted by the boat. Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out the flare-gun. It already had a flare loaded into the chamber, so I cocked it and aimed into the air at an angle, aiming it out over the river.


    There was a hollow thunk, followed by the sizzling whoosh of the flare as it streaked into the sky and over the river. I only hoped that Sky and Morgan were paying attention. I knew that they wouldn’t be the only ones to see the flare. It would also attract the attention of every undead that saw the phosphorescent green glow that was slowly arcing through the darkening sky.


    We continued to run towards the dock as I quickly wiped the blade on the back of my pants and then replaced it in the sheath. Rachel and the kids were the first to reach the dock and they didn’t slow down as they headed for the far end. Rich was close behind him, but seemed to be faltering. Either from fatigue or shock, I wasn’t quite sure.


    When I reached the dock, I turned and proceeded to walk backwards. Since there were no boats tied up to the dock and I could clearly see that there were no dead hiding along it, I only had the one direction to cover. I could see several undead beginning to emerge onto the street and heading our way, attracted by the flare. Although they were still a few blocks away, I knew that they wouldn’t take long to cover the distance. Especially if any of them were Sprinters.


    As I reached the spot where everyone had grouped together, I dropped to one knee and covered the dock. I was hoping that I wouldn’t have to engage any of the dead, since ammunition was going to become very hard to come by. I needed to conserve my ammo as much as possible. Once it was all gone, I was in trouble. I was really starting to sweat when I heard the engine of the boat rumble to life.


    Instantly, Shriekers began to sound off their horrid cry when the engine of the boat thundered across the water. About a dozen of the dead accelerated rapidly towards the dock, attracted now by the sight of the flare and the noise of the motor. I could hear the boat throttling up as it raced towards the dock, but the dead were racing too. The winner got all of us. I wasn’t going to go down without a fight. I would be an expensive prize.


    The lead Sprinters were reaching the far end of the dock when I heard the boat begin to throttle back. They were almost to the end of the dock and the timing was going to be very tight. I began targeting the leaders of the crowd, hoping that if I took one of them down that it might trip a few more. My first two shots did just that. I took down two of the dead and they caused a cascade effect as four more tumbled to the deck with them. It was not going to be enough.


    “Wylie!” shouted Sky. “They’re on.”


    I glanced back to see that they had all made it onto the boat and were beckoning me to join them. I took one last glance at the oncoming dead and knew I would only have a few seconds before they were upon us. I turned and leapt across the distance as Sky began to reverse the powerful engine. We began churning the water violently as we opened up the distance between us and the end of the dock.


    The dead were leaping after us, but we were moving too fast. As the distance grew wider and wider, they began to stop at the end of the dock in impotent rage as they tried to reach out to us across the water. There was no way that they could get us, now. We’d made it clear of the little town whose name I didn’t even know. The fire from the gas station was spreading rapidly on the cool evening wind. Soon, it would engulf the bulk of this little town, taking it to Hel on its funerary flames. Hel was welcome to have them back.
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    Chapter Five


    Chosen


    


    “All that live must die, passing through nature to eternity.”


    - William Shakespeare


    


     After introductions had been made, I took the controls from Sky and got us heading farther down the river. We were back out in the main channel, so I cut the engine and let us drift along on the current. The moon was rising high in the sky and the stars were shining bright. I could clearly see the same two comets that I had seen before. It might be my imagination, but they looked a little bigger. The cool air was refreshing after what we had been through. I was confident enough that I removed my body armor and sat my weapons beside me on the deck.


     Rich, Rachel and the kids had made themselves a place to sleep. Rich and Rachel were sitting up against the railing, each of them with a child’s head cradled in their lap. Had it been under other circumstances, it would have been a touching sight. Morgan was wrapped in a blanket and sleeping soundly on one of the benches. Only Sky and I remained awake and she had been silent since the rescue.


     Reaching into my bag, I pulled out the small bottle of whiskey that I had stuck away for myself. Uncapping it, I took a swig and let the flavor slowly flow through my mouth. I closed my eye and swallowed, feeling the warmth of the liquid spread throughout my system. I couldn’t allow myself to drink more than that, so I planned on savoring the one.


     “Mind if I join you?” asked Sky, softly.


     I opened my eye and found that she was standing beside me, smiling. I handed her the bottle and she took a small drink, and then handed it back to me. I could see the sensations on her face as the powerful liquid took effect.


     “Whoa,” she said, breathing out slowly. “That’s good.”


     “It’s not the best Scotch I’ve ever had, but it’ll do,” I said, recapping the bottle. “It’s only a twelve year old. The twenty is amazing.”


     “I bet,” she replied.


     “Something bothering you?” I asked, replacing the bottle in my bag.


     “I wanted to wait until everyone was asleep before I talked to you about it,” she stated, frowning.


     “What’s on your mind?”


     “It’s the guy named Rich,” she stated, pointing at him. “I think he’s going to turn.”


     “Why is that?” I asked, turning to look at him.


     “I didn’t see any signs of a bite,” she said, “but I’ve seen that type of fever before. Did he get any of the dead’s fluids in one of those cuts?”


     I hesitated for a moment before letting out a sigh. I had hoped that by rinsing it out with bourbon, I would stop it from spreading to him. I wasn’t even certain that a person could contract the Reaper Virus through fluid contact. Now I wasn’t so sure.


     “Yeah,” I said, reluctantly. “I rinsed it out with alcohol immediately. I was hoping that it wouldn’t transfer.”


     “It will,” she said, firmly. “I’ve seen it happen before.”


     “Won’t you be able to treat it, like you did with me?” I asked, dreading the answer.


     “No,” she answered, flatly. “I don’t even know how you survived. No one has ever done it before.”


     “Believe me,” I said, shaking my head, “I’m not sure how I survived it, either. Well, nothing that would make sense, anyway.”


     “You might be surprised,” she said, smiling. “After all, it was a vision that led me to you.”


     “So, what do we do about Rich?” I asked, not sure I didn’t already know.


     “We wait,” she explained. “If he starts to turn, someone will have to deal with him.”


     I thought about suggesting that we not wait for him to turn, but I thought better of it. I mean, there is always a chance that he just has a normal sickness, not the Black Death of the twenty-first century.


     “If he turns,” I said, softly, “I’ll take care of it, myself. There’s no sense in any of you having to be the one.”


     “Have you watched someone turn before?”


     “Not really,” I said, shaking my head. “I’ve seen people that were bitten get back up but I’ve never watched the process. Is it bad?”


     “Sometimes,” she answered. “Depends on how strong the person is. Some turn faster than others. It’s also tough to watch if it’s someone you care about.”


     It hit me that she was talking from personal experience. I wasn’t sure I wanted to open those wounds for her. If she wanted to talk about it, she would. Some things are better left unsaid.


     “I’ll keep an eye on him,” she said, turning back towards the others. “If he starts to turn, I’ll let you know.”


     “Thanks,” I whispered, and started reaching for my gear.


     Well, so much for a quiet, comfortable night without my armor on. I put on my gear a piece at a time, careful to keep the noise to a minimum. When I buckled the XVR on, the weight felt good on my hip. I still missed my old Colt, but this new pistol was an exciting addition to my arsenal. Part of me was eager to put it to use. I was curious to see just what it could do. I had the feeling that I would find out soon enough.


     I spent most of the night keeping the boat in the middle of the channel. There was plenty of light from the moon so that I could see where we were going. Every so often, Sky would get up and check on Rich. At first, he stirred when she would feel his forehead to check his temperature. Soon, he only moaned in his sleep. She turned to me and confirmed what we had feared. He was burning up with fever.


     “I think that we’d better move the others away from him,” said Sky after checking him for the third time. “If I’m right it shouldn’t be long, now.”


     “Go ahead,” I whispered. “I’ll watch and cover you, just in case.”


     Without another word, Sky went and gently moved the kids. She carefully picked them up and moved them to the back of the boat, behind me. Then she quietly shook Rachel and woke her up. When Rachel began to stir, Sky quickly shushed her to keep her from making any sudden loud noises.


     Once Rachel was awake, Sky led her back to where the kids were laying and began whispering to her. I couldn’t quite make out the words, but I knew what it was she was saying. How do you tell someone that their brother is about to turn into a zombie? I could tell by the sobs that it was done. I didn’t envy Sky in that task.


     After a few minutes, both Sky and Rachel joined me by the wheel. I could see Rachel’s eyes were swollen and puffy from crying, even in the light of the moon. Her lower lip was still quivering and she had her arms wrapped around herself. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her.


     “Are you sure?” asked Rachel, her voice pleading with me.


     “Yes,” answered Sky. “I’ve seen it happen before.”


     “He’s going to turn into…” said Rachel, her voice trailing off.


     “One of the dead,” I finished for her.


     “I want to talk to him before he does,” said Rachel.


     I glanced at Sky and she just shrugged. I guess she didn’t know if it was safe or not, either. I could only hope that it was because I couldn’t deny her the chance to say goodbye. It was the right thing to do. I would just have to be careful to keep her safe.


     “I’ll go with her,” said Sky.


     “I’ll be right here if you need me,” I said, gently.


     I watched as they walked slowly over to Rich. As they approached him, warning bells began to sound in my head. Something was very wrong. From the way that Rich’s head was lolled forward onto his chest, I could tell that something was different. Just as Rachel was reaching for him, I watched his head snap up and his eyes lock onto her. It wasn’t Rich anymore.


     “Move!” I bellowed.


     Sky reacted lightning fast and yanked Rachel away from him just as he was reaching for her. They sprawled to the deck as the thing that had once been Rich stood up. I could tell by its movements that there was nothing human left inside. He was one of the dead now.


     “Richie!” cried Rachel.


     The anguish in her voice was plain to hear. She was reaching out towards what she still thought was her brother. When I saw it crouch and begin to snarl, I knew what he had become. From the way it was about to launch itself, I could tell that Rich was now a Sprinter. As its inhuman growl split the quiet of the night, we all knew that there was nothing left of Rich. There was only the undead.


     Before it could attack, I stepped around the controls of the boat and drew the big XVR. If the growl had split the night, then the power of the XVR shattered it. Fire leapt from the barrel and out both sides of the chamber and muzzle break as the massive .460 Magnum round erupted from the weapon. It bucked furiously in my hands and the muzzle flash ruined my night vision. All I could see was colored spots in the shape of the flash. When I could see clearly, Rich was gone. The impact had thrown him out of the boat and into the Osage River.


     The remainder of the night passed slowly with the silence broken only by the grieving sobs of Rachel and her children. No one said anything to me about shooting him, but I could see the looks in their eyes. I don’t know if they hated or feared me more. I hoped that, in time, they would come to understand the necessity of my actions. Maybe, in time, I would as well.


     As the sun was starting to crest the horizon, the area around us began to come to life with the sounds of birds and other animals. Up ahead of us I could see that we were heading for another, much larger, body of water. I tried consulting the mental map in my head, but I was not all that familiar with this part of the state. I dug the map that I had out of my rucksack and opened it. It was easy to locate Lake of the Ozarks and then it was just a matter of tracing the line that was the Osage. My finger found the only thing that it possibly could be. We had to be approaching the Missouri River.


     The Missouri River was the longest river in the country. This massive river ran all the way from the Rocky Mountains of western Montana to St. Louis, Missouri where it joined the Mississippi on its journey to the Gulf of Mexico. Considering the volume of water that had been released from Lake of the Ozarks, even the Mighty Mo was over her banks.


     The strange feeling in the pit of my stomach was suddenly more pronounced. I had the feeling that whatever was causing my feeling was close by. I began to study the area more intently. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting to see, but something was compelling me to look around. Whatever it was, I also felt a familiar feeling as the hairs on the back of my neck began to stand on end. There was danger nearby.


     As we merged out into the much deeper and wider Missouri River, I began to really study our surroundings. It felt like something sinister was lurking behind every shadow. Even the morning animal sounds had disappeared. The silence was eerie as we drifted along on the slow current. There was no sign of movement of any kind. Not even the dead. It was more than a little nerve-wracking.


     We had drifted along for almost an hour and hadn’t seen anything noteworthy. It was a predominately rural area, with lots of wooded areas and scattered fields. As we rounded a bend in the river, I could see a field on our right that had been torn apart. It looked like something big and heavy had been dragged across it, plowing a deep furrow across the field and ending in a pile of trees and rocks on the far side of it.


     It didn’t take me but a moment to realize what I was looking at. It was an impact trail where something had landed. The thought immediately struck me of what I had seen in the night sky the other night. What if it was the escape pod from the International Space Station? Was it even possible?


     I angled the boat to take us into shallower water and away from the main part of the current. Once I was closer to the banks, I took out my M-4 and brought the ACOG to my eye. I began scanning the crash-site. I panned back and forth, looking for any sign of a man-made object. I could only find dirt, rocks and tree branches. Just as I was about to give up, I caught a glimpse of something metallic. Scanning the area intently, I saw the tip of what I recognized to be part of the wing of some type of aircraft. Something told me that I’d just hit pay dirt.


     “Bingo!” I snapped. “Gotcha.”


     “What is it?” asked Sky.


     “It’s a crash-site,” I explained, lowering my weapon.


     “Poor people,” said Morgan. “That’s a terrible way to go.”


     “I think I should go check it out,” I said, turning back to the controls.


     “Do you think that’s wise?” asked Morgan. “I mean, what if you run into a bunch of zombies?”


     “Well, we haven’t seen any sign of the dead all morning,” I said, glancing around. “But I wasn’t planning on going unarmed.”


     “Maybe one of us should go with you,” said Sky.


     “The only person besides me on this boat who knows how to use a weapon is you,” I said to Sky. “I’d feel better knowing you were here protecting them while I checked this out. Believe me, I’d much prefer to have you as back-up but we don’t have that luxury.”


     Sky didn’t argue but she looked like she didn’t like it either. Neither did I, for that matter. It was comforting to think that she could provide cover fire if I had to come running back in a hurry, though. Despite that, I’d still have been happier if I wasn’t going alone. The feeling of danger was growing and I felt like whatever it was, it was close by. I needed to move quickly, if this had any chance of success.


     “I’m going in close to the shore,” I said. “Once I get ashore, go back out into the water and wait for me. When you see me coming, come pick me up.”


     “What happens if you’re fighting your way back?” asked Morgan.


     “Then hopefully Sky can give me some cover fire while I make for the boat,” I replied. “Worst case scenario, just get out of here. If I can’t make it back, you shouldn’t try to come get me.”


     I decided to play this one a little differently. Handing Sky my M-4, I unpacked and loaded my Beowulf. I checked the load on all of my weapons. I’d use the PMR-30’s if I needed to be silent, but if I got into a firefight I doubted that stealth would be my biggest concern. I wanted to be able to pack a punch if I needed to engage. Between the Beowulf, the XVR and the Keltec Shotgun, I doubted that there was much that could withstand that much firepower. At least, I hoped not.


     When we reached shallow water, I got ready to jump out of the boat. I didn't wait for the boat to reach the shore. I jumped out as soon as I could clearly see the bottom. I splashed into water up to my knees and managed to keep my weapons all dry. Before I had waded the ten feet to shore, Sky was already backing the boat out into deeper water.


     Without looking back, I headed up the bank and crouched down in the tall grass. I waited until the sounds of the boat motor had faded to a soft idle. I listened to the wind whispering though the grass and to the sound of the water gently lapping against the shore. I strained my ears to hear any sign of movement, but nothing caught my attention. Carefully, I reached forward and slowly pushed the grass aside so that I could peer through it into the field beyond. Other than the massive furrow through the field, nothing looked to have been disturbed recently.


     Rechecking my weapons, I brought the Beowulf to my shoulder and prepared to move. Just as I was preparing to stand up, I heard the sudden movement of a flock of birds all taking to the air at the same time. The frantic flapping of their wings and their angry calls indicated that a predator had disturbed them. I glanced in the direction that the sound was coming from. It appeared that it was across the field and into the woods beyond. I was closer to the crash site and could reach it first. The problem was that I wouldn't be able to get back before who or whatever it was arrived.


     "In for a penny, in for a pound," I muttered as I started across the field.


     Moving in a crouch, I headed into the ditch that had been dug by the crashing aircraft. Not only could I move faster by following it, there was the added advantage that it would keep me below the level of the grass. That would help me to remain hidden from whatever was coming towards us. Maybe it would give me the element of surprise. Then again, it might just lead them right to me. In this case, I was willing to sacrifice stealth for speed.


     Once I got into the ditch, I headed right for the downed aircraft as fast as I dared to go. I could see roots, rocks and the occasional piece of debris sticking out of the soft, bare earth of the trail. I considered examining the debris, but thought better of it. It would be better to get to the crash site and try to locate survivors. I could figure out more about the aircraft when I got there.


     I was pushing hard to get across the field and the feeling of danger was starting to grow. Whatever was about to happen, it wasn't going to be good. I just hoped that it was worth it, when everything was said and done. I could handle the fight, so long as whatever I was here looking for was worth the effort.


     I was making good time when I saw movement up ahead, near the pile of earth and rocks that the aircraft was embedded in. Standing on top of the berm was a grey and black wolf. Its facial coloring was mostly black, leaving the eyes shining bright in the dark fur. Emerging from the trees behind it was a second wolf. This one was white and grey, with a mostly grey face. It was odd, since there weren't supposed to be wolves in Missouri. I had the distinct feeling that it was the same two wolves that had been with the Old man.


     As I got closer, the wolves looked towards the tree line from where the birds had flown and then back at me. Without another sound, they turned and trotted off into the woods. I didn't have time to ponder the significance of this for very long. I had bigger things on my mind, at the moment. I could figure out the symbolism later.


     As I began to climb the pile of dirt and rocks, I got my first look at the crashed aircraft. It looked like a stubbier version of the Space Shuttle with slightly upturned wings. It appeared to be mostly intact, but it was sitting partially buried in the ground and one wing was almost torn off. Even if it could get off the ground, it couldn't fly. It would take some major repairs to make it space-worthy again.


     The hatch was still closed, but it was clear of debris. Keeping my weapon up, I took another look around the field. Nothing had emerged from the trees yet, but the feeling of impending danger was steadily growing. I could almost taste it, it was so palpable. Bitter bile had risen in the back of my throat and I felt nervous energy starting to make my hands shake slightly. It almost felt like I'd drank too much of the legendary jail coffee back at Nathanael County. The stuff we referred to as Booking Sludge.


     Once I was certain that nothing was getting close to me, I decided I would take a look inside the aircraft. Since it was slightly canted to the side, I walked up onto the side of the aircraft and searched for the locking handle on the door. There was no window to peek through, but the entire surface was covered with heat resistance tiles. I had to open a panel with markings that read, "Emergency Access." I pulled the lever and heard the release of air as the door seals popped. With a hiss and a metallic clunk, the door popped loose and I swung it open. It took some effort since I was opening it upwards. When I released the door, I turned to find that I was looking into the barrel of a pistol. Needless to say, I froze.


     "Chto ty khochesh'?" said the man, fiercely.


     He was wearing blue coveralls with patches on the shoulders. His short cropped hair was worn in military regulation length and his grip on the pistol never wavered. It was clear that he was well accustomed to handling a firearm and had no problem using one. I wasn't completely sure, but I would guess that he had spoken Russian or one of the other Slavic languages. I didn't have a clue what he said but whatever it was, he meant it.


     Holding my hands up, I kept my palms facing him to show that I wasn't making any threatening moves. I knew that he saw my weapons and armor, so I had little doubt that he thought of me as a threat. Hel, I would have done the same in his place. For all he knew, I was here to loot and pillage.


     "Easy, pal," I said, trying to sound reassuring. "I'm not here looking for a fight."


     "English?" he said, smiling slightly. "You are American, I think?"


     "I'm American," I said, nodding. "You crashed in Missouri. Are you alright?"


     "You are soldier, da?" he asked, his voice thick with the Slavic accent.


     "No," I replied, honestly. "I used to be in law enforcement, before the world fell apart. Now, I'm a survivor. Just like you."


     "American," he said, again. "I was trying for Canada."


     "Sorry, but you're almost a thousand miles too short," I answered.


     "Hmm ," he said, frowning. "Too bad."


     "Look," I said. "We can't stay here. This area isn't safe."


     "The dead," he said, nodding. "I agree. But there is problem."


     "What's that?" I asked, glancing around.


     "I am not only survivor to escape station," he said, gesturing back inside. "My co-pilot, she is injured."


     "How badly?"


     "Broken leg, maybe," he said, shaking his head. "I am payload specialist, not doctor."


     "Can we move her?" I asked.


     "I splint leg," he said, smiling. "But she cannot walk."


     "Fine," I said. "I'll carry her, if I have to. We really need to get moving."


     "What is your name?" he asked.


     "Wylie Grant," I replied.


     We really didn't have time for formal introductions. Whatever was coming towards us was getting closer by the second. I wanted to get us moving before it was too late. I wasn't sure what was coming, but I knew that it wasn't going to be good when it got here.


     "Aleksandr Nikolaivitch Ivchenko," he said, grinning and lowering his pistol.


     "Good to meet you," I answered. "Aleksandr, we really need to get moving. We are in danger. A lot of it."


     "Please, call me Shura," he replied. "I have feeling we will be getting to know each other."


     He stepped back inside the hatchway and I followed him inside. Most of the equipment had been smashed or broken in the crash. It was a miracle that they had even made it down in one piece. I could smell the burnt circuits and wiring, along with the familiar odor used by fire suppression equipment. This shuttle was a complete wreck. I doubted that any of the systems could be brought online, much less function properly.


     I turned my head when I heard a soft moan. I looked towards the cockpit and saw that one of the seats had been reclined all the way back. Seated in it was a woman in her early to mid thirties. She had shoulder length black hair and her face was drawn from both pain and fatigue. She was wearing the same blue jumpsuit that Shura was wearing. I could see that her leg had been wrapped with four pieces of what looked like metal conduit piping and tied off with seat belts. As long as the leg was set properly, it should be held immobile enough for us to move her.


     "We've got to get her out of here," I said to Shura. "We need to get back to my boat. Grab whatever gear you need and let's get moving."


     "We did not have time to grab gear," he replied. "We have emergency bags. That is all."


     "Then it will have to do," I said. "Let's get moving."


     I quickly checked the woman over before I tried to move her. She was running a fever and was only semi-conscious. I wished that there was another way to move her, but there just weren’t any other options. Any way I did this, it was going to hurt her. I only hoped that I could make it quick enough that I would minimize her discomfort. We could stabilize her, once we were safely back on the boat.


     I lifted her by her arms, tentatively at first but with gradually increasing pressure. She groaned in pain, but didn’t wake up or complain. Shura grabbed her by the legs and gently cradled them in his big arms. Between the two of us, we carried her out of the crashed ship as easily as we could. Try as we might to not bump her against anything; we only managed to get her through the door without dropping her. She groaned and shook her head a few times, but nothing more. I had the distinct feeling that there was more wrong with her than a broken leg.


     Once we were clear of the ship, we laid her down on the ground, careful to not jar her any more than necessary. Sweat was beading on her forehead and running in rivulets down her face, despite the chill in the air. I needed to get her to Sky to have her thoroughly checked over. The fever had me worried that she might possibly have internal injuries in addition to the broken bone. If that was the case, she might not survive. We didn’t have the facilities or the training to perform any kind of surgery. It was in the hands of the Gods now.


     “She is hurt bad, da?” asked Shura, concern on his face.


     “Yeah, I think so,” I replied. “I think that broken leg may be the least of her worries.”


     “That may be truer than you know,” said a deep voice behind me.


     I spun around in a blur, drawing the big XVR as I turned. I leveled it at the figure standing above us on the edge of the ditch. Whoever the Hel he was, he was pointing an equally large handgun back at me. From the distinctive front end, I knew it was a Desert Eagle. From the size of the barrel, it could only be the .50 caliber. Fortunately, neither of us fired. We were at a dead standoff.


     “Who the fuck are you?” I demanded.


     “No one you’ve ever heard of,” was the icy reply.


     He was a massive specimen of a man. He had to stand at least seven feet tall and was rippling with muscle. I would guess he would weigh in at close to four hundred pounds. Across his back was strapped a massive two-handed sword. The craftsmanship on the hilt was magnificent. His bare arms were covered with runic tattoos and symbols. I recognized most of them, but they weren’t symbols of the Aesir or Vanir[4], they were symbols of the Jotuns[5]. They were the symbols of Loki, the trickster and evil one. The one on his left forearm was of two intertwined snakes biting each other's tails and forming an "S" shape. I wasn’t sure if it was due to the chill in the air, but it seemed that his skin had a bluish cast to it. It was then that the words of the old man came flooding back into my mind.


     “In the battle that is beginning all around you, the All-Father isn't the only one who has his chosen warriors. Loki has his own, as well. The Hrimthurssar serve him."


     Suddenly, I felt as if someone had poured ice water down my back. My blood ran cold and I knew that what I was facing was one of the Hrimthurssar. If I was indeed one of the Einherjar, the chosen of Odin, then this man before me was one of the chosen of Loki. This battle was going to be like nothing I had ever faced before.


     “Shura,” I said, softly. “Can you carry her?”


     “Da,” he replied. “I think so.”


     “Take her and follow the ditch to the river,” I said. “There will be a boat waiting just off of shore. If I’m not there a few minutes, then leave without me.”


     “Yes,” interrupted the Hrimthurssar. “By all means, take the woman and head for the boat. I will deal with you all when I’ve finished with this one.”


     He was gesturing at me. I didn’t like the feral gleam in his eye, but if I could buy them time to escape it would be worth it.


     “Go,” I said, nodding at Shura.


     “Are you certain, my friend?” asked Shura.


     “Just go,” I replied, grimly.


     Shura took the woman by the arm and drew her across his shoulders in a fireman’s carry. He looked at me and we locked eyes, then he gave me a knowing nod and headed off. I watched them go out of the corner of my eye, but kept most of my attention focused on the giant before me. He seemed content to wait for them to make their way away from us.


     They made slow progress moving towards the far end of the field. Shura was struggling to carry her weight and maintain his footing. I’m certain that his time in space wasn’t helping matters any, either. I’d always heard that astronauts had to have a period of readjustment when they returned from a mission, to reacclimatize themselves to life under gravity. Unfortunately, he didn’t have the luxury of time to recover. Both of their lives could very well depend on him now.


     “Shall we put away our guns and settle this like warriors?” said the big man, smiling.


     I thought about it a second before answering. I didn’t exactly relish the thought of getting shot by a .50 caliber round, but by the same token I didn’t look forward to facing that massive sword, either. All things being equal, I would have preferred hand to hand fighting, but things weren’t even close to equal. He had the advantage in size, reach and I was willing to bet on strength, as well. Speed was my only asset.


     Then the thought occurred to me that Shura would have a better shot at reaching the boat if I could keep this monster busy. In fact, the more time that I could buy them, the better. Reluctantly, I nodded agreement and blew out a big breath.


     “Excellent,” said the man-mountain, lowering his weapon.


     For a brief moment, I considered shooting him while I had the chance. His weapon was down and mine was still aimed squarely at his massive chest. It would make things much easier, but there would be no honor in it. It would be a dishonorable, cowardly act to do such a thing. Some people could live with that, but I wasn’t one of them. I would live or die by my word. I might not survive this fight, but I would still fight it with honor.


     Lowering the XVR, I thumbed the hammer onto the cylinder and replaced it in my holster. He did the same with his massive pistol and reached for the hilt of his sword. With a powerful sweep of his right arm, he unsheathed the blade and held it before him. The blade wasn’t quite as long as I had originally thought, but it was still more than big enough to cut me in half. It was a wide-bladed broadsword with etching on the blade. There were runes etched into the blade along with the leaping form of a wolf that ran down both sides.


     “You like?” he said, twirling the blade around for me to see.


     “It’s beautiful,” I said, appreciatively. “It will look great on my hip.”


     The big warrior laughed long and deep, nearly bending double from his mirth.


     “I like you,” he said, with a smile. “You have fire. What is your name?”


     “Wylie Grant,” I said. “And you?”


     “My name is simply not important,” he replied. “The only name you need to know is the name of my sword. For tonight Fenrirtǫnn, the tooth of Fenris, will feast on your blood.”


     “We’ll see,” I replied, drawing my own sword.


     The shorter bladed Gladius gleamed from the oiling that I had given it and captured the morning light, giving it a fiery glow. I brought it up into a defensive position and waited for his next move. He watched me with a measured look before he climbed down from the top of the debris and readied himself.


     Once he was in position, he launched himself at me with surprising speed. He was much faster than I had expected him to be and I only narrowly avoided a slash that might have taken my arm off had it connected. I quickly stepped to the right and avoided the blow, but it took me out of striking distance. I had underestimated his ability to move. It was a mistake that had almost cost me the fight.


     Before he could bring his sword up for another swing, I stepped inside his reach and swung for his neck. Steel rang on steel as he brought the massive blade up and deflected my blow, locking our swords together. For just an instant, we shoved against one another but the contest was never in doubt. After taking a measure of my strength, he shoved me easily away and onto my back.


     I rolled to my left and narrowly avoided the boot that he brought down where I had been laying. He spun around savagely swinging the blade with enough force to cleave a tree in half, but I was already moving away. His blade cut only air as I rolled past him and leapt to my feet. He spun around for another shot before I was ready to dodge. My only chance was in blocking the blow.


     Steel rang against steel for the second time as I felt the blow shake me to the core and spiked pain all the way up both arms. It was all I could do to keep my grip on my own blade from the force of the impact. I managed to shove his blade far enough to my right that I could roll away from it and get inside his reach. It wasn’t enough for me to bring my sword into contact, but I did the next best thing.


     With as much force as I could manage, I swung and drove my elbow into the side of his face, catching him right below the right eye. With a roar more of anger than pain, he released his grip on his sword with his left hand and drove it into my kidneys. The force of the blow nearly drove me to my knees and white-hot pain shot up my spine. His fists struck like a wrecking ball and I was sure that I would be pissing blood for a week.


     Breaking to the right and away, I sliced upward with my sword and dug a long, deep gash along his exposed left arm. This time, he did howl in pain. He might have been stronger than me, but I drew first blood. I could tell that the wound was going to need a lot of stitches to close it because his arm was covered in blood. Even his blood had an odd bluish tint to it. Something about this man just wasn’t quite right. At least he was favoring his left arm now, and was only using the sword with one hand.


     One hand or not, he was still massively strong and could kill me with one blow if I wasn’t careful. He was now studying me more carefully, with a measured look of hate and respect on his face. I smiled knowing that he had underestimated me, as well. I doubt that he would be making that mistake again.


     With a sudden rush, he kicked dirt at my face and came at me in a flash. I managed to block the worst of the dirt, but I was momentarily blinded. Bringing my sword up in an instinctive block, I felt the massive impact as his weapon smashed against mine. This time, the ring of steel was permeated with a different sound. Without looking, I knew what that sound had been. He had just broken my sword.


     I stepped back as fast as I could, blinking furiously to clear the dirt from my eye. The big warrior spun his sword around him with the blade swishing through the air. The feral look in his eyes told me that he thought the fight was almost over. The problem was he could be right. I was going to have to be very careful if I expected to survive this. I dove forward and rolled past him, coming back to my feet in a crouch.


     A quick glance told me that the blade of my sword now lay in the dirt at the giant’s feet. I was holding the hilt with only a few shards of the blade still attached. There wasn’t a piece of the blade left that was big enough to cut with. My only other bladed weapon was a combat knife, and it was no match for a broadsword. I could tell that he was sensing the kill, but was tormenting me by waiting. The problem was I wasn’t planning on dying. My mind was rapidly running through things I could do to avoid that possibility. Unfortunately, there just weren’t that many options left to me. I was going to have to improvise.


     “This game ends now,” he said, grinning. “You have been a worthy foe. Your death brings me great satisfaction.”


     “Up yours, pal,” I replied. “This fight ain’t over yet.”


     “Don’t you know when you are beaten?” he snapped. “Kneel before me and I will make your end swift.”


     “I see two problems with that,” I replied. “One, I don’t kneel before anyone. And two, as far as I can see, unless you plan to talk me to death, I’m not out of this fight.”


     “So be it,” he replied, darkly. “You have chosen the path of agony. You will not die quickly.”


     This time, he came at me with a powerful slice that was meant to disembowel me. I managed to leap back just enough to avoid the worst of it, but he did manage to score a groove across my body armor. The Interceptor vest was great for ballistics, but offered little or no protection against an edged attack.


     As soon as the sword had passed me, I stepped inside and drove the broken hilt of my sword into his face, smashing his nose and upper lip with the metal pommel. I felt the bone of his nose give way and saw the blood begin to flow from the now broken nostrils. With his left hand, he shot out and grabbed me by the throat. I was too close for him to use the sword on, so he dropped it to the dirt and wrapped both hands around my neck. I could feel the pressure mounting and my eye began to bulge in its socket.


     As my vision began to go red at the edges, I tried to bring up the hilt of the sword to strike him again, but I could not reach around his massive arms to strike anything vital. I could feel myself beginning to get dizzy and I fought to keep from losing consciousness. If I blacked out, the fight was over. I wouldn’t wake up from that.


     In desperation, I reached out for anything that I could use as a weapon. In my frantic grasping, my hand fell on the handle of something familiar. As I continued to struggle against blacking out, I yanked my combat knife free from its scabbard and drove it into his ribs, burying it to the hilt. I could feel the hot stickiness of his blood as it poured over my fingers.


     With a grunt of pain, I felt his grip loosen slightly. It was enough that I could take part of a breath and keep from losing the fight to the darkness. With a gasp, I felt my strength ebbing by the second, but I knew I had to finish the job. I violently twisted the knife and heard his grunt become a bellow of agony. In that glorious instant, he let go of my throat.


     I fell to my knees as I ripped the blade free and he fell back away from me. My hand was still coated in his blood and it dripped from the tip of the knife in large, bluish-red drops. He fell backwards and landed with a stunned look on his face, while I gulped down breath after incredibly sweet breath of air. I was alive and had the upper hand, for the moment.


     I could see bubbles in the blood that was emerging from his side, so I knew that I had pierced a lung. He stared at me with uncomprehending eyes, as if he couldn’t fathom losing to me. Shock turned to anger in a flash, and I could see his decision in his eyes. I was moving before he was, anticipating what was about to come. His hand reached out for the pistol on his hip.


     He managed to yank the big handgun free as I dove on top of him. I drove my knife to the hilt in the center of his chest as I heard the massive report of the big handgun. Instantly, it felt like I had been struck in the chest by a sledgehammer. The force of the blow threw me off of him and knocked me onto my back.


     I lay there in the dirt, gasping for breath while my chest felt like it was on fire and compressed in a vice. I knew that the massive bullet had got me right in the sternum. I felt along the front of my armor, hoping that I wasn’t going to feel blood pouring from a ragged chest wound. If I could have drawn a breath, I would have screamed for joy when my fingers found the slug flattened out against my trauma plate. I didn’t have a gunshot wound, but I still could very well have broken ribs.


     Forcing myself up and onto one elbow, I looked at my opponent. He was blinking rapidly and either trying to gulp down air or say something. I wasn’t quite sure which. His eyes were beginning to lose focus and his pistol dropped from nerveless fingers into the dirt beside him. With a last gasp, his head dropped back into the dirt and he was still.


     Coughing, I forced myself to my knees and then to my feet. My chest was still burning and every breath I took was sheer agony. Stumbling to his body, I grasped my knife by the handle and tried to pull it free. It was stuck solidly in his breastbone. It wasn’t going to come out easily and I didn’t have the strength left to yank it free.


     “Fuck it,” I wheezed. “Stay there.”


     I unbuckled his pistol and sword belt and then slung them both over my shoulder. I recovered his sword and gun, putting them both back in their respective holders. I didn’t see anymore of his gear, but I really couldn’t afford to spend any time looking for it. I needed to get out of the area before any of the dead stumbled across us. I wasn’t in any shape for another fight.


     The last thing I did was pick up the broken blade of my sword and slide it back into the scabbard. Although broken, I might still yet find a use for it. Besides that, it had served me well over the last couple of months and I wanted to keep it. Grabbing the hilt, I started stumbling down the ditch towards the boat. I just hoped that they hadn’t left yet. It was going to be a long walk to anywhere, if they had.


     As I stumbled the last few yards to the end of the ditch, I could see the boat was still beached. Sky was carefully checking over the wounded astronaut while Shura held the AK-47 and covered the area. He smiled and waved when he saw me and I returned the wave. I didn’t feel up to a smile. At least they had made it to the boat.


     Glancing back over my shoulder, I froze at what I saw. Although I could see the mound of debris where the wreckage of the aircraft was at, there was something missing. It took it a moment to sink into my still addled mind. The alarm bells were ringing in my ears and it suddenly hit me what I was missing.


     The big warrior was gone.
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    Chapter Six


    Supply Run


    


    "The marksman hitteth the target partly by pulling,


    partly by letting go. The boatsman reached the landing


    partly by pulling, partly by letting go."


    - Egyptian Proverb

    


    Sky helped me onto the boat and guided me onto one of the couches. Every shallow breath I took caused me intense pain. As Morgan backed us out into the main part of the river, Sky deftly removed my armor and equipment, setting them on the deck beside me. When she took the big sword, her eyes opened wide with surprise.


    “I bet there’s a story behind this,” she said, holding up the hilt of the sword.


    I noticed now that the hilt was carved with the head of a wolf and the cross-piece was inlaid with knot-work and runes. They were binding runes, but I couldn’t think of their meanings at the moment. It was too difficult to think. The blade was mine now and as a token of my victory, I would rename it. It would be called Ulfrbrandr, the wolf blade.


    “Yeah,” I managed to croak through the pain.


    “You can tell me another time,” she replied. “Now, let me check you out.”


    I didn’t try to say anything else. Instead, I just leaned back against the seat and let her work. She made me wince several times as she probed my ribs with her fingers. She examined my back and grimaced at what she saw. When I was lying back again, she turned to me with a frown.


    “Well, I don’t think that anything is broken,” she said. “You’re going to hurt for a while from the bruises, but I don’t feel anything out of place. You have a fist-shaped bruise on your back the size of a softball.”


    I just nodded in lieu of a reply. No broken ribs were good news, but the pain was still enough to keep me out of the fight for a while. If I was lucky, we would stay out of danger so long as we remained on the boat. It would only be dangerous when we had to go ashore.


    “How is she,” I gasped, pointing at the astronaut on the deck.


    “Resting,” replied Sky. “Her leg is definitely broken and I think she has a concussion. I gave her something for the pain.”


    “Good,” I hissed.


    “Get some rest,” said Sky. “You look like you could use it.”


    I did as instructed. Closing my eyes, I tried to relax and let the pain subside. I was only marginally successful and my chest continued to feel like I’d been struck by a bull. Although my breathing was excruciating, I could tell that nothing was grinding together when my chest moved. At least she was right about the ribs. It was a start.


    I don’t know how long I lay there, but I felt myself fading in and out of sleep. The sun was high in the sky when I felt comfortable enough to breathe without wincing in pain. As I sat up and my head began to clear, I could see that we were still on the river and drifting slowly with the current. Up ahead I could see a bridge, but we were still easily a mile away from it. On the right end of the bridge was a decent sized town. I didn't know the name of it, but it looked like it had a distinctly German flavor to the architecture that I could see.


    A shadow fell across my face, bringing me out of my thoughts. Shura was standing over me and handing me a bottle. I wasn’t at all surprised to see that he had found the vodka.


    “Drink, tovarich!” he said, happily. “We are alive and that is more than either of us should expect, da?”


    I took the offered bottle and downed a mouthful of the fiery liquid. When it hit my stomach, I felt the fire spread outward throughout my body. Despite myself, I sighed with contentment. I wasn’t normally a vodka man, but this time it felt wonderful. It was just what the doctor ordered to make me feel better.


    “Spasiba,” I said, handing him back the bottle.


    “Puzhalsta,” he replied. “You speak Russian?”


    “I think I just used all I know,” I replied, smiling.


    “Is no problem,” he said in his thick accent. “My English, it is very good.”


    I just smiled and nodded. It was good enough. It was certainly better than my Russian, which was terrible. At least we could understand each other. If we couldn’t do that, then we’d be reduced to playing charades for even the simplest of tasks. I was glad that we didn’t have to.


    “Tell me about your comrade,” I said, pointing to the still unconscious astronaut on the deck.


    “She is fellow cosmonaut,” he said, grinning broadly. “Not comrades, anymore. The communists are gone.”


    “Fair enough,” I replied, returning the grin.


    He took another swig off of the vodka and handed it back to me. I briefly considered not taking it, but under the circumstances I thought it couldn’t hurt. The second drink felt better than the first one. It was just enough to take the edge off of my pain and made me feel considerably better.


    “Her name is Irina Petrovna Korolenko,” he explained. “She was the team astrophysicist. It was her that first noticed the meteor shower.”


    “I saw that,” I said, “a few nights ago. I watched your ship enter atmosphere.”


    “Da, that was bad night,” he said. “We lost eight of our crew trying to escape the impact.”


    “I’m sorry,” I said, grimacing. “That must have been tough.”


    “It was,” he assured me. “We had been tracking the wolves for months, but we didn’t realize that the debris field would arrive before they did.”


    “Wolves?” I asked. “What wolves?”


    “It was the name given to the two comets that we had been monitoring,” he explained. “It is rare to see them in groups, so Irina started calling them a pack of wolves.”


    “Are they going to hit us?” I asked, suddenly concerned.


    “We do not think so,” he replied, frowning. “Irina thinks that they will likely hit the moon, though.”


    “What will that do?” I asked, sitting up.


    “The impact will shift the moon’s orbit, but not enough for it to break away from the earth,” he said. “Irina could tell you more, but from what I understand the resulting debris cloud will obscure the moon and sun from our view for quite some time.”


    “How long?” I asked, my blood turning cold.


    “Hard to say for sure,” he said, scratching his chin. “It could be months, or as long as a few years before it all clears away.”


    “Three years,” I said, almost to myself.


    “Possibly,” he said. “What of it?”


    “According to my religion,” I said, softly, “Ragnarok is the end of the world. The Doom of the Gods.”


    “Ragnarok?” he said, shaking his head. “You are Viking?”


    “Something like that,” I said. “I’m a Norse Pagan.”


    Shura looked perplexed but didn’t say anything.


    “In my religion, one of the signs of Ragnarok will be when the sun and the moon are devoured by two giant wolves,” I said, frowning. “I always thought it was a metaphor for something, but I couldn’t imagine what. Now, it makes sense.”


    “You think the Vikings predicted this?” he asked, incredulously.


    “It makes as much sense as anything else,” I replied. “There are other signs as well, but the wolves devouring the sun and moon is a big one. When will they hit?”


    “Best estimate puts it at the end of August,” he said, wrinkling his head in concentration. “More than a month away.”


    “That doesn’t give us much time,” I said, almost to myself.


    “You don’t really believe this Viking stuff, do you?” asked Morgan from the other side of the boat.


    “As a matter of fact, I do,” I replied, showing her my Thor’s Hammer that I wore around my neck. “It’s the religion of my ancestors.”


    “Isn’t it kind of silly to believe in fairy tales?” she asked, smirking.


    “No more silly than the fairy tale that you believe in,” I replied, starting to get angry.


    “But I’m a…” she started to say, but was interrupted by Sky.


    “And what about my beliefs?” interjected Sky. “Do you find those silly, as well.”


    “Well, no,” said Morgan, backpedaling. “That’s what your people have believed for centuries.”


    “Then how is his religion any different?” demanded Sky. “His people worshipped that way for thousands of years. Like the origins of my people, it predates your religion. How then can it be silly and wrong?”


    “Well…I…uh…I guess, it isn’t,” said Morgan, looking down. “I guess I shouldn’t knock anyone’s religion, even if I don’t agree with it.”


    “Fair enough,” I said. “I won’t shove mine down your throat, if you give me the same courtesy.”


    I said that last bit more directed at Rachel than at Morgan, although I was more than a bit angry at Morgan’s comments, as well.


    “Alright,” said Morgan.


    Rachel just gave me a dirty look, but said nothing. Turning back to Shura, I wanted to get back to our conversation about the comets. If we only had a month to prepare, we were going to have our work cut out for us. We were going to need a massive amount of supplies to survive what was to come. If I was right and this was what the Havamal[6] had described as the wolves devouring the moon and the sun, then it marked the beginning of the Fimbul Winter[7]. Things were only going to get worse from there.


    “I don’t know all of the details,” said Shura. “Irina could tell you more.”


    “I look forward to talking to her when she is awake,” I replied. “Is there anything else you can tell me?”


    “Only this,” he said, furrowing his brow. “If that blacks out the sky, things are going to get very cold. If the zombies don’t get us, the cold will.”


    “I know a place that we might be able to weather it,” I said. “If we can get back to my group, we might be able to survive what’s coming.”


    “I am hoping so, my friend,” said Shura. “I hate to think that I survived the destruction of the Space Station only to freeze to death on Earth.”


    “That would certainly be ironic,” I replied.


    With that, Shura headed over to check on Irina while I started checking over my gear. My body armor was ruined. There wasn’t anything I could do to repair it, either. I could only hope that we would find another set before I got into firefight. I had come to rely on having the body armor on. It had saved my life on far too many occasions for me to feel comfortable without it.


    As we got closer to the bridge, I could see movement on it. Reaching for my binoculars, I held them up to my eye and began using it like a telescope. With only one eye, it was a little more difficult to bring anything into focus. After a few moments of adjusting them, I brought the image in clear enough to see that the movement on the bridge was the dead. Since the boat was the only thing around that was moving, they were all looking directly at us. I just hoped that they wouldn’t jump off of the bridge to try to get to us.


    The closer we got, the more of the dead seemed to emerge onto the bridge. I figured that they were coming from the town, but I wasn’t sure. I knew that there were numerous small towns that dotted the shores of the Missouri River. Our next city big enough to worry about would be St. Louis. With a population as large as the city and county of St. Louis combined, I knew that there would be more zombies than I had ever seen in one place. There would definitely be too many to attempt to go into the city. That would probably be suicide.


    I still wasn’t sure why the old man said I needed to go this way, but I felt that I was going in the right direction. I had initially thought that finding Shura and Irina was why I had to go this way, but the more I thought about it the less I believed it. There was more going on here than I was aware of. Whatever it was, I had the feeling that it would reveal itself, in due time. I just had to be patient and that wasn’t exactly my forte.


    As we started to pass beneath the bridge, the zombies just stared at us. Some of them reached out towards us as if they were trying to grab onto us as we went by, but none of them jumped into the water. For some reason, that struck me as unusual. It almost seemed as if they were just watching us. It was kind of creepy.


    As we came out the other side, they followed us and crowded along the rail watching us as we drifted past them. I'm not sure what bothered me more, the fact that they were just staring at us or the fact that not one Shrieker sounded off to alert the others. Maybe there weren't any in the crowd. Then again, my luck rarely ran that well. It was unsettling and I had the strangest feeling that there was something more going on than I was aware of.


    I looked up to the sky and noticed that the sunlight was beginning to get hazy. I wasn't sure if it was because of smoke in the sky or of high-altitude clouds. Then the thought occurred to me that it could be from all the debris in orbit. If the meteor shower that had hit a few nights before had brought enough debris to impact the moon, then it was feasible that there was still a significant amount in orbit. That might help to explain the cooler temperatures we'd been feeling, despite the fact that it was the middle of summer.


    I sat pondering that particular question for a few minutes before being roused from my thoughts by an excited voice. It was Shura and he sounded overjoyed about something. I jumped up from my seat and instinctively reached for my pistol on my hip. I turned towards where he crouched and immediately relaxed. It was good news for a change.


    "She's awake," called Shura, nearly crying in his excitement. "She has been unconscious since the crash."


    Both Sky and I headed over to check on her and Morgan slid behind the controls. I had little concern about her skills as a boat pilot since we were in the middle of one of the biggest rivers in the world. Worst case scenario, she might run us aground on a sandbar. Just to be safe, I glanced around ahead of us looking for anything that we might run into. Once I was sure that it was clear, as far as I could see anyway, I knelt down beside Shura.


    "She is awake, tovarich," he said, grinning.


    "That's great," I replied, placing my hand on his shoulder.


    "Thirsty," Irina managed to rasp.


    "Of course," said Sky.


    Gently cradling her head, Sky began to give Irina a sip from a water bottle. We waited patiently while she drank, knowing that her throat probably felt as dry as a desert. When she finally had her fill, Sky sat her head gently back on the rolled up shirt that she had been using as a pillow.


    "Spasiba," Irina managed to say, her voice still very weak.


    "How do you feel?" asked Sky, concern in her voice.


    "Cold," replied Irina. "Weak and cold."


    "You need to rest," said Sky. "Don't overdo it. You've been through a lot."


    "I'll get you a blanket," I said, heading over to the pile of gear at the back of the boat.


    While I was opening a bag to get one, I felt a hand on my shoulder. Glancing over, I saw that it was Sky. The look of concern on her face spoke volumes about what she was about to say. I wasn't exactly sure what the problem was, but I was pretty sure it wasn't good.


    "She needs more care than I can give her," she said, softly.


    I could tell that she was trying to keep this between us. I kept my voice at a matching tone just to be on the safe side.


    "You're all we have," I whispered. "What's wrong?"


    "She needs antibiotics," explained Sky. "All I have are some herbs, some basic pain meds and some topical creams. I'm out of antibiotics. I used the last of my supply treating you."


    "Then we'll just have to find some more," I replied. "I'll keep my eye out for anything that looks like a likely prospect."


    "I don't even know if she has any internal bleeding," said Sky. "If she does, she could die. I don't know the first thing about surgery."


    "Do what you can," I replied. "I'll find you some supplies. We'll deal with the rest as it happens."


    "Fair enough," she answered. "For now, let's keep this between us. There's no sense in worrying everyone until we know more."


    "Can do," I said, handing her the blanket. "I'm going to get my map out and see what we are close to. I might have to make a run into a town."


    "Alone?" she asked, frowning.


    "Maybe," I replied. "We need you here to take care of Irina and no one else is much of a fighter. Shura might be. I'll have to ask him. Maybe I can take him with me."


    "If he's a cosmonaut, then he would have been in the Russian military, right?" she said.


    "I know our astronauts are picked from the military," I replied. "I assume the Russians are the same way."


    "Good," said Sky. "I don't like the idea of you going alone. It's too risky."


    "Agreed, but we might not have much choice," I cautioned.


    "I know," she replied, then headed back towards Irina with the blanket.


    I sat down and began studying my map, hoping that I could find something useful on it. Maybe I could find an indication of a hospital or even a clinic; anything that might have a well-stocked first aid section. Hel, I'd even settle for a decent drug store, at this point. Whatever would get us the supplies we needed, preferably with the least amount of risk involved. Nothing was really popping out at me, though.


    I knew that there would be a hospital in the town we had just passed, but I really didn't want to go back there. The way the dead had been acting on the bridge made me nervous. I wasn't sure what was going on there, but I was pretty sure that I didn't want to find out. However, my map wasn't exactly the most helpful of sources, so the town behind us was starting to look like my only viable source until we reached St. Louis. Although I was guessing, it looked to me like the better part of a hundred miles before we reached St. Louis. I doubted that Irina could wait that long.


    "It looks like I might be going ashore here," I said, moving over beside Sky. "I don't see anything else that looks viable until we hit St. Louis. At this rate, it will take us days to get there."


    "Ok," agreed Sky, reluctantly. "But at least wait for it to get dark. Surely the dead can't see you in the dark."


    "Some can," I replied, thinking of the Stalkers. "I just hope that there aren't any of them around here."


    "So what do you want to do?" she asked, not looking happy.


    "I'm going ashore as soon as I'm ready to go," I said, hesitating a moment. "I like being able to see, too. Besides, if I can pull this off and be back before dark, then we can get moving. Irina doesn't have time for me to waste."


    "Fair enough," she replied. "Will you at least take Shura?"


    "I'll go talk to him," I answered, and headed off towards where Shura sat beside the sleeping Irina.


    "Got a second?" I asked, kneeling down beside him.


    "Da, tovarich," he replied, smiling. "What can I be doing for you?"


    "Do you have any military training?" I asked, bluntly. "I mean, other than as a cosmonaut."


    "Da," he replied. "I was…how you say…fighter pilot in Russian Air Force. I am pilot on Mig-35. What you Americans called the Fulcrum. I am Polkóvnik. I think is Colonel, da?"


    "Yeah, I think so," I said, smiling. "How about firearms? How are you with weapons?"


    "I am…how you say…proficient, da," he said, grinning. "I know which way to point weapon."


    "I need to make a run into that town we just passed," I explained. "Irina needs medical supplies that we don't have. I was hoping that you would be able to go with me."


    "I can do this," he answered, knotting his brow. "Nichevo. It's nothing. I can do this for Irina."


    "Excellent," I replied. "Let's get our gear together. We'll be going ashore in a few minutes."


    I checked and reloaded all of my weapons. I was going to leave the Beowulf behind, but I was taking my pistols, especially the XVR. In the short amount of time that I'd been carrying it, I was already growing quite fond of it. I handed the big Desert Eagle .50 to Shura. He held up his hands and shook his head.


    "No thank you, my friend," he said. "I have my Makarov. I will keep it and the Kalashnikov. Those are the only weapons you have that I am familiar with."


    "Fair enough," I said, putting the big handgun back in one of the packs.


    I started reloading my pack and buckling on my gear. It was going to feel strange, not having my body armor on. I was hoping I could replace it as soon as possible. I felt naked without it.


    I hung my M-4 from its strap and let it hang around my neck. Then I made certain that my extra magazines were loaded and put them in my cargo pockets. Next, my Keltec shotgun went into its customary place on my pack. The last thing I put in place was the big sword that I had named Ulfrbrandr. It felt good to have the weight of the big blade on my back. It was too long for me to hang on my belt, so I had to sling it over my shoulder and pin the sheath beneath my pack. It wasn't the most comfortable position, but it was the best I could come up with. It would just have to do.


    Morgan began to angle us in towards the shore. We were downriver about a quarter of a mile past the big bridge and would be able to slip into the trees next to the shore, hopefully without the dead seeing us. The plan was for them to swing the boat back out and head back up the river. The engine noise would distract the undead and draw them away from us. If we timed it right, we would meet them back where they dropped us off just before sunset. Well, unless we came running and I fired a flare. Then they were told to come get us, right then. If they saw a flare, they would know that things had gotten bad and we were coming to the closest section of river nearest the flare.


    My last glimpse of the boat was through the trees after Shura and I had jumped ashore. I could hear the engine growling as they made their way back up-river, but they were quickly lost to our sight due to the thick foliage. With any luck, it would hide us from the undead. If we weren't so lucky, then it would at least slow them down.


    We crouched in the cool shade of the trees until the sound of the engine had faded and grown distant. I listened to the sound of the wind as it rustled through the trees and waited to hear any sign of movement. It was eerily quiet. Only the sounds of a few birds in the nearby trees broke the desolate stillness. After a few moments, I motioned for Shura to follow me and began slowly picking my way through the trees, inland away from the river.


    We hadn't gone more than about twenty yards when I started to see a clearing through the trees. As we grew closer, I could see that it was a double set of railroad tracks. I vaguely recalled that there was a passenger train that ran west out of St. Louis. I could only assume that this was part of that system. The tracks led towards St. Louis and back towards the town we were heading for, paralleling the river.


    "Should we follow the tracks?" asked Shura, glancing nervously around.


    "I'm not sure," I replied. "It would make it easy for us to move, but we would be easy to spot."


    I considered our options carefully. I wanted to be able to move quickly, but the tracks offered no concealment. In the end, I decided that stealth was better than speed. That had quickly started to become a mantra with me since the dead had risen. Since we weren't travelling in an up-armored Humvee, it was best to be inconspicuous. Maybe things would improve when we got closer to town, but for now we needed to remain quiet and unseen.


    "Let's stick to the trees," I said. "We'll cross the tracks here and move inland a little ways before heading back towards the town."


    "Do you know this area, tovarich?" asked Shura.


    "Not really," I replied. "I have a map, but it's only a roadmap. It doesn't give much in the way of details."


    "Boʐye moy!" said Shura, shaking his head.


    I didn't think I needed to ask what it meant. I didn't know the exact translation, but "fuck" was what I read on his face. I wish I had better news for him, but we were on our own. I just hoped that we could find what we needed before things got out of hand. When the dead were involved, things could get out of control very quickly though. Shura had never really faced them, either. I just hoped he was ready for the reality of it.


    We moved in a crouch and headed across the tracks, slipping into the trees on the far side. The undergrowth wasn't quite as thick on this side, so we continued inland away from the river. If we could avoid the worst of the populated areas, we might be able to sneak right up to the edge of town. If the trees were thick in the area, the dead might not even know we were there until it was too late. Yeah, and I might just wake up and find out it was all a big joke, too. Unlikely.


    As we walked, I wanted to keep Shura from thinking too much about what we would be facing. I decided that it would be worth a little risk to talk quietly, so long as we kept it to a whisper.


    "So, are you and Irina close?" I asked, softly.


    "Da," he replied. "She is the sister of my wife, Katya. I take care of Irina because my Katya would be angry if I did not. I hope to see her again, one day. Do you think that she might yet live?"


    "Who knows?" I replied. "It's possible. I haven't heard any news about how the Russians fared against the dead. My wife survived, so I don't think it's unreasonable to think yours did as well."


    "What is your wife's name?" he asked, glancing at me.


    "Karen," I replied.


    "Ahh," he replied, smiling. "Katerina is same name, only in Russian. We both have a Katya. Perhaps there is reason we met?"


    "Maybe," I said, grinning. "Our destinies could be intertwined. Time will tell."


    I could see what looked like a building up ahead through the trees. We were coming up on the back side of what looked like either a really big house or an apartment building.


    "Fuck," I whispered. "Shhh."


    I mimed putting my finger to my lips. Shura nodded like a pro and crouched down behind a tree. His baby blue jumpsuit stuck out like a sore thumb. We were going to have to find some better gear for all of us, especially our two cosmonauts. They weren't going to be able to hide from anyone in those things.


    As we crept closer, I could see it wasn't just one building. It was four, all of which were about the same size. It wasn't just an apartment building, it was an entire complex. We were looking at the back of the buildings and the parking lots were on the far side. I couldn't tell how full they were, either. We could be seeing four empty buildings or the place could be literally crawling with the dead. I was hoping for the former, but experience had proven it would usually be the latter. Just my fucking luck.


    "Which way do we go, tovarich?" asked Shura, concern in his voice.


    "We don't risk going through," I said. "The place is probably full of the dead. I'm tempted to say to go right, but it looks like the trees thin out. Let's try going around the left side."


    "Oodachi!" he said, shaking his head.


    "What does that mean?" I whispered.


    "Good luck," he replied, frowning. "I have bad feeling about this place."


    "Me too," I said, trying to sound reassuring. "Let's get what we're after and get the fuck out of here."


    By way of a reply, he just gestured to our left and nodded at me. With a sigh, I headed off to our left moving slowly to minimize the noise. Despite being a fighter pilot, Shura was surprisingly quiet in the woods. I know that our fighter pilots have to go to SERE[8] school, so it was safe to assume that the Russians do something similar. I would try to remember to ask him about that, later. He might know a few tricks that could help us all.


    As we moved farther in what I assumed was east, I realized that there were five buildings, not merely four. Fortunately for us, it seemed that the tree line extended around past the final building. We might be able to sneak past the entire complex and never leave the trees. At least, that was what I was hoping we would be able to do. It was going to take some luck.


    Staying low, we crept between the trees and tried to stay as silent as possible. As we began to creep around the building, I realized that this was a narrow strip of trees that ran between the apartment complex and some sort of warehouse. At least there wasn't anyone moving near the warehouse. I could see the occasional zombie moving around near the front side of the apartments, but not many. I breathed a silent prayer, hoping for luck to aid us in this dangerous journey.


    "Lady Freyja," I whispered. "I ask your favor this day for luck to guide our steps. We seek medicine for one of our own, who is injured. Grant us your blessing to see us through this task, but if we should fail I ask that you and your Valkyries find us worthy of Valhalla."


    "Who are you talking to?" whispered Shura.


    "Not talking," I said, softly. "Praying. To the Goddess Freyja."


    "I know little of any religion," said Shura, "but yours intrigues me. When we make it back, I would like to learn more. If you don't mind telling me."


    "I'd love to, my friend," I whispered. "Let's get through this first, though."


    He reached up and gently gripped my shoulder. Nodding at him, I headed off through the trees. If we could get clear of the apartment complex, we would be able to sneak through the woods and fields until we reached the edge of town. From there, things would really get difficult. Right now, getting back to the boat seemed like it was a crap-shoot, at best. It was a risk we had to take, if Irina had any chance at all.


    A tense half an hour passed, but we managed to creep past the parking lot and into the trees beyond. Once we were clear, it was easy to move out of the area. Soon, we were reaching a highway and pausing to get our bearings as well as catch our breath. Shura was sweating profusely, despite the coolness of the air. I knew it had to be tough on him, getting used to operating under gravity and suddenly being thrust into Hel on Earth. I would have to remember to try not to push him so hard. I couldn't risk him dropping and then having to try to carry him.


    As we checked both ways on the highway, I felt kind of silly. My first instinct was to watch for speeding traffic, but I would guess that it had been some time since this road had seen any kind of vehicle traffic, let alone fast moving ones. I was just getting ready to head across the road when something caught my eye. About a hundred yards away from us to our left was a vehicle crash.


    Under most circumstances that wouldn't have interested me in the slightest, but this one was different. This one involved two pick-up trucks and a Missouri State Highway Patrol car. It was a white Dodge Charger with the light bar on the roof. It looked like the MSHP cruiser had responded to the accident, not been involved in it. If the car was intact, then there might be something useful still in it. Who knows, the car might even start. That would be a great stroke of luck.


    "Shura," I whispered. "I want to check out that cruiser. Stick close and stay low."


    "Da," he replied, wheezing softly. "Give me moment to breathe."


    "Sorry, my friend," I replied. "Take a minute. There's no rush."


    "Spasiba, tovarich," he said, looking grateful. "I am sorry."


    "Don't be," I said. "You've been in space. I've been doing this for months."


    I sat back on my heels and kept watch while he recovered. He was being careful not to breathe too loudly. I would suspect he was trained in Escape and Evasion techniques and realized just how much danger we were in. Despite it all, I was surprised just how tough he was. I read somewhere once that American astronauts that return from an extended deployment in space took weeks to fully recover and get used to working under gravity, again. All things considered, Shura was doing better than he should honestly be expected to.


    After about five minutes, he put his hands on his knees and took a deep breath. Holding it for a few seconds, he squared his shoulders and exhaled slowly. With a look of resignation on his face, he turned back to me and forced a smile. I could see the strain was weighing heavily on his face and in his eyes. There was fatigue there, but there was pride and resolve there, too. My respect for Shura grew by the minute. He might fall dead out here, but he wouldn't quit until he did. There was nothing more anyone could expect or ask of him.


    "I am ready, tovarich," he said, his voice stronger now.


    "Alright," I said, smiling. "Stick close and tell me if you have any problems. We can afford to let you rest once in a while."


    "Da," he said, returning the smile. "Thank you, my friend."


    I gave him a shrug and nodded my head towards the Highway Patrol cruiser.


    "Let's move," I whispered, and headed off at a slower pace.


    We kept to the ditch and stayed low as we headed towards the wreck. I wasn't seeing any signs of movement, but that didn't mean that there wasn't any danger in the area. In fact, the total lack of bird noises or insect sounds told me the exact opposite. There was something nearby that we needed to be cautious of. If we could avoid it entirely, that would suit me just fine.


    As we approached the back of the cruiser, I began to notice details that I hadn't seen before. There were smears of dried blood down the driver's side of the vehicle and covering the windows. I could see holes surrounded by cracks in the windshield that were obviously caused by bullets. I could also see that one of the front tires was flat. So much for driving the car, I thought.


    "Wait here and cover me," I whispered, holding up my hand. "I'm going to get a closer look."


    Shura nodded and I began to sneak closer to the vehicles. The two pick-ups were both badly damaged and wouldn't be going anywhere. There was no help for it, now. We were going to remain on foot. I was really wishing that I had Spec-4 with our Humvee along with us. I suddenly felt more vulnerable than I had felt in quite some time.


    Approaching the back of the cruiser, I could see a shape inside the vehicle that I hadn't seen before. It looked like a person was in the driver's seat and was slumped over the center console with their head in the passenger seat. I blew out a slow, silent breath and crouched down behind the bumper. Carefully, I peered around the corner of the passenger side. When I didn't find anything there, I leaned down and looked under the car. I could see two bodies on the ground in front of the car. They looked like they had been there a while.


    Transitioning from the M-4 to the silenced PMR-30, I checked the load and brought the weapon up in a two-handed grip. As I crept around the driver's side, I could see bullet holes in the fender above the flat tire. I glanced down on the ground in front of the cruiser and saw the two bodies. Both were weathered and had already begun to decompose. They also had bullet holes in their foreheads. One of them looked like part of his face had been torn away. The other had wounds on his arms and neck, but clutched a .45 caliber automatic handgun in his left hand.


    The pistol's slide was not locked back, so I could safely assume that it wasn't empty. I reached down slowly and pried the pistol free from the dead man's hand. It was stiff and cracked when I pulled the gun loose. It was a cinch that this one wasn't getting back up. Just to be safe, I nudged the other one with my boot and it was like kicking a tree limb. He was stiff and unmoving.


    Turning back to the car, I almost jumped out of my skin when the body in the front seat was now sitting up and staring at me. It began to frantically scratch at the window, trying to get out. At least it wasn't screaming, although I doubted that anything could hear it from inside the vehicle. It had to have been locked inside the vehicle since the other two were killed, but it looked like it could have turned a few days ago. This was another great indication that once they are turned into a zombie, something kept them fresh and unchanged. Once they were put back down, decomposition sat in like normal.


    "Fuck me," I whispered. "You scared the shit out of me."


    The zombie didn't respond. I did notice that it was wearing the uniform of a Highway Patrolman. It merely continued to claw at the glass in a futile attempt to get to me. If the glass had been cracked, it might have gotten through. However, since it was merely scratching at the glass instead of hitting it, I doubted that it would have much success. I could only guess at what had happened here to cause all of this. I would probably never know.


    Aiming at the thing's forehead, I squeezed off two rounds and saw the window spider web where the bullets had gone through. Immediately, the zombie dropped back into the seat and didn't move again. I waited a few moments, listening for any sign that I had been heard. When nothing stirred, I moved back towards the car.


    Reaching for the door handle, I discovered that it was locked. Inside the vehicle, I could see the patrolman's duty weapon and shotgun. If the weapons were still there, then it was safe to assume that I could find ammunition, too. I had to risk a little noise in order to get them. I just hoped that it wouldn't attract any unwanted attention.


    Turning my back to the car, I leaned against the driver's door and glanced around the area. Not seeing anything, I took a deep breath and sighed nasally. I cringed at the noise I knew was about to follow and drove my elbow into the already cracked window. It imploded with sudden rush that didn't sound all that different from splashing water. The smell that erupted from the car was nauseating.


    Holding my hand over my nose, I stepped away from the door and turned in a complete circle looking in every direction. I had no way to know how far the sound had traveled, but I knew that in this stillness it would have gone pretty far. I needed to get what I came for and get the Hel out of here.


    Reaching in through the now empty window, I unlocked the door and yanked it open. The Highway Patrol zombie was still sprawled across the seat and unmoving. I grabbed it by the equipment belt and yanked it out of the car. It hit the ground with a soft thud and landed on its face. I deftly removed the leather equipment belt and unclipped the radio. The battery might be dead, but we had chargers back at Bennett Springs. I could recharge it once we made it back. The radio would be useful.


    In the magazine pouches on the belt, there were two full magazines. The patrolman hadn't gotten off many rounds before he turned. I checked his pockets and found the keys to the car along with a tactical folding knife. I tossed the keys into the seat and stuck the knife in my pocket. More out of habit than anything else, I rolled the body over and removed the badge. His nameplate read "S. Klingerman."


    "Sorry, trooper," I whispered and ripped open his shirt.


    Beneath the uniform he wore a set of level three ballistic armor. It was attached with Velcro and I quickly yanked it off of him. It stunk, but it was better than nothing. I would have to wash it off before I would be willing to wear it, but it was going to be good to have the armor. Grabbing the keys, I unlocked the shotgun from the rack and pulled it out. It was a police issue Remington 870 with a breaching barrel. It was also fully loaded.


    In the glove box, I found a box of ammo for the shotgun and one for the pistol. I found the pistol lying in the passenger side floorboard. It was a Sig P220 in .45 caliber with the integrated laser sight. The slide was not locked back, either. A quick check revealed that it still held five rounds, including the one in the chamber. That went into my waistband.


    The only other thing of interest in the car was the trooper's laptop, but I had no use for that. It would be interesting to have, but I really didn't need the additional weight. I would have tossed it into the back of the Humvee, but I was on foot. Oh well, it was probably password locked anyway. Maybe some other time.


    Heading around to the trunk, I unlocked it and lifted the lid. I smiled when I saw what was inside. Trooper Klingerman must have been on the State SWAT team, because I had just hit the jackpot. There was a full set of tactical gear, complete with vest and assault weapon. His weapon of choice had been the H&K UMP 45. He probably chose it because it fired the same caliber round as his Sig pistol. It was a smart choice.


    There were two large range bags full of gear and equipment, including flash-bang grenades and a ton of extra ammo for his weapons. It was like my Yule presents had come early this year. Not only did I need the armor, but the ammunition was a gift from the Gods. I wasted no time in putting on the armor, elbow and knee pads, and helmet. It was heavy armor with "State Police" emblazoned across the back in large yellow letters, but I wasn't complaining.


    Grabbing the now empty range bag, I started stuffing in weapons and gear. When I was finished, I replaced all of my gear and attached the two range bags to my pack. Their combined weight wouldn't weigh me down too much. I could have handed one off to Shura, but I knew he was already pushing as hard as he could. The extra weight would probably put him down.


    Confident that I had grabbed everything useful that I could find I headed back to Shura, loaded down with my treasures. It had definitely been worth the side-trip to check out the vehicles. The extra weight would slow me down, but it would help to keep me at a better pace for Shura. Besides that, we needed the gear.


    "You look like child in candy store," said Shura as I walked back to him.


    "I feel like it," I replied, softly. "I hit the jackpot."


    "I see that," he said, grinning. "You have another set of armor, maybe?"


    "Da," I replied smiling broadly. "Unfortunately, it doesn't smell so good."


    "I am not caring," he said. "It is better than bullet."


    "Fair enough," I answered, shrugging.


    I opened the pack and took out the body armor. It smelled pretty rank, but he took it without hesitation. He began putting it on over his jumpsuit and I helped him to Velcro it into place. Once it was secure, he wrinkled his nose and nodded.


    "This will work," he said. "Maybe the smell will keep the dead away."


    I couldn't help but chuckle. Just as I was about to reply with something sarcastic, I heard a tree branch snap. We exchanged worried glances, so I knew that he had heard it too. It was coming from the direction that we had come from. Something was either following us or had been attracted by the sound of the shattering window. Either way, we needed to be somewhere else.


    "Let's move," I hissed and pushed him towards the other side of the road.


    Shura didn't waste any time and headed into the trees on the far side of the road. I stayed right on his heels and kept glancing back over my shoulder. Once we were safely inside the trees, I pointed towards some bushes and we both got down. Shura was already breathing heavily and sweat was pouring profusely down his face. I hoped that he could keep going, because we had a long way to go before we where through.


    Transitioning back to the M-4, I brought it up to my shoulder and began scanning the trees on the far side of the road with the ACOG. I didn't have to wait for very long. A few moments later, six zombies emerged from the trees. Five of them were just stumbling along, but the sixth one was crouching and sniffing the air. I wasn't sure about the others, but that one was a Tracker. That explained how they had followed us here.


    "No you don't," I whispered and sighted in on the Tracker's head.


    The M-4's suppressor coughed once and the thing's head exploded, emptying the blackish contents onto the ground behind it. It wobbled for a second before collapsing to the ground. The other five zombies began looking around, as if trying to find what had killed their comrade. Since none of them seemed to spot where we were, I decided that it would be better to just distract them instead of take them out. I'd prefer to save as much ammo as I could. My supply of ammo for the M-4 was dwindling rapidly.


    Inspiration struck and I turned towards the wrecked vehicles. I took careful aim at one of the intact side windows on the cruiser and squeezed the trigger. The window erupted in a shower of glass and a loud crash. The dead quickly keyed in on the loud noise and headed for it. We waited until they were well past us and slipped off into the woods, leaving the dead behind us.


    We moved slowly, but steadily, and put as much distance between us and the dead as we could without alerting them. Soon we emerged from the trees and arrived at the edge of a big field. It was mostly overgrown with tall green vegetation. I reached down and pulled a long strand loose from a stalk and put it in my mouth. I could taste the sweetness of the grass and smelled the freshly picked aroma. I knew it well.


    "Fescue," I said, spitting out the piece of grass.


    "What?" asked Shura, clearly confused.


    "The grass," I said, gesturing. "It's called fescue. This is a hay field."


    "Food for livestock, da?"


    "Da," I replied.


    It was waist high, so we would be able to conceal ourselves in it easily. The problem was that we wouldn't see anything lying in the grass until we were practically on top of it. I would have to be very careful.


    "Stay right behind me and stay low," I said.


    Shura nodded by way of reply and took a deep breath. I reached into the pouch on the side of my rucksack and took out a canteen of water. Handing it to Shura, he accepted it gratefully and began removing the lid. I waited until he had drunk all he wanted and handed it back. I took a long pull off of the tepid water and replaced the cap. Then I slid it back into the pouch.


    "Ready?" I asked.


    "Da," he replied, looking a little better.


    Bringing the ACOG to my eye, I began scanning the far side of the field and the horizon beyond. I knew we had to be almost due east of the town. If we continued moving west, we would run right into it. It couldn't be more than a half mile, as the crow flies. The sun was getting high in the sky, but the day remained very hazy. We would need to keep moving if we expected to get back to the boat before dark.


    "Let's go," I said, and headed off into the grass.


    We walked in silence across the field, not seeing any sign of movement. Just off to our right, I could see a house. I didn't want to get too close to it, just in case. I kept our course where it would take us well behind it and back into the trees. I kept my pace slow but steady, glancing back frequently to check on Shura. He looked tired, but never slowed down. I would occasionally hand him the canteen so he could rehydrate, then put it back into my pack without drinking any. It was more important to keep him hydrated. I would be fine.


    The stand of trees turned out to be only about twenty meters across and we emerged near a large pond. When I glanced around, I could see that it was actually three ponds. There was one large one in the center and a smaller one on either end. It had to be some type of reservoir system or something similar. On the far side of the ponds was a large field with three smaller ponds on the far side. I had no idea what this was, but I doubted that I'd be able to ask a local. I would just chalk it up to one of those things that make you wonder.


    We headed between the ponds and continued on. I was beginning to see signs of residences through the trees ahead of us. Things were going to get a lot more difficult, from here on out. I just hoped Shura could handle it. We might have to move very quickly if the dead came after us in large numbers. If we couldn't move fast, we were going to have to fight our way out. Either way, it wasn't going to be easy.


    As we picked our way slowly up to the first of the houses, I was careful to avoid getting close to any of the windows or doors. My entire plan hinged on using the structures for cover and staying concealed as much as humanly possible. I glanced back at Shura and was happy to see that he was following my lead. He was staying low and hugging the walls, just like I was. Unfortunately, I could see that the exertion was already taking its toll on him.


    When we cleared the first group of houses, there was a big section of wooded area between us and the rest of the town. Despite the hazy daylight, it was cool and dark beneath the canopy of trees. With the heavy leaf-litter and deadfalls, our footsteps were easy to mask. It seemed like as good of a place as any to let Shura get some rest. Once we reached the main part of town, there wouldn’t be anywhere that we would be able to hide.


    After a few moments of watching him breathe heavily, I decided to break my own cardinal rule. Fishing out my hip flask, I handed it to him with a smile.


    “Don’t drink too much,” I cautioned. “I just wanted to give you something to take the edge off of things.”


    “Spaciba, tovarich,” he replied, accepting the flask.


    He took a generous pull from it and sighed contentedly. Replacing the cap, he handed it back to me with a grateful look on his face.


    “It isn’t good Russian vodka,” he said, “but it is better than nothing.”


    “Bourbon,” I replied, nodding. “Not my favorite, either.”


    “Under circumstances we make do, da?”


    “Yeah,” I replied, tucking the flask back into my cargo pocket.


    Before I could say anymore, I heard the sound of a cracking branch not too far away. Instantly, Shura got down behind a log while I leaned back against a tree and brought up my M-4. I began scanning the area where I had heard the noise, holding my breath to keep from making too much sound of my own. I was hoping that some of the dead were just wandering through the area. The last thing we needed was a Tracker locking onto our scent.


    I waited for the span of several tense heartbeats before I began to see movement. There were four of them moving through the trees on a path that would take them well away from us. I briefly considered taking them out anyway just to be safe, but thought better of it. Until I found more ammo for the M-4, I was going to have to be sparing with it. My supply was dwindling quickly.


    I glanced at Shura and motioned for him to wait. He nodded understanding and peered cautiously over the log. Glancing back at me, he gave me a brief smile and turned back to watch them as they slowly made their way out of the area. It was a very tense five minutes before they were out of sight and far enough away that we could no longer hear them shuffling through the leaves. I decided to err on the side of caution and gave them a few more minutes before motioning for Shura to follow me.


    Getting slowly to my feet, I continued to watch the area where the dead had disappeared with a careful eye. As I began to pick my way through the trees, Shura fell in next to me and leaned close to my ear.


    “When we reach the town,” he whispered, “how many do you think there will be?”


    “Too many,” I whispered back. “Probably thousands.”


    “Boshze moi,” he gasped.


    “When we get to St. Louis, there will probably be millions of them,” I added, shaking my head.


    Shura grew even paler and looked at me with wide eyes. I gave him an apologetic smile and turned back to watching the woods around us. We were getting closer to the edge and I was beginning to see structures appearing through the trees. The glimpses that I could see of the street were shockingly clear. I couldn’t see any signs of movement.


    Creeping up to the very edge of the trees, I craned my head back and forth checking in both directions down the street. There was still no sign of movement. Not on the streets, not in the yards of the houses and not in the windows. If we hadn’t just seen the dead moving through the trees, I would almost believe that the place was empty. Well, almost.


    “Stay close and keep your eyes open,” I whispered. “We can’t afford to get separated.”


    “Agreed,” he replied. “I will do my best to, as you say, keep up.”


    I gave him a brief nod and headed across the street, staying in a crouch. Shura followed right behind me and kept glancing back behind us. When we reached the fence surrounding the yard of the nearest house, we both crouched down and leaned against it. Shura was holding up well, but I knew that this was only the beginning. If we were running from a crowd of the dead and he began giving out, I would have to choose between leaving him and dying beside him. Ultimately, the choice was already made for me. I wouldn’t leave him behind.


    I leaned up and glanced over the short wooden fence and peered into the yard. It needed a good mowing, but there was no sign of the dead. The front door to the house stood wide-open, but there was nothing moving anywhere. I could see up onto the covered porch and saw nothing out of the ordinary. It looked like it could have been abandoned this morning. I was considering moving around the house and through the back yard, but curiosity was getting the best of me. I wanted a look inside that house.


    “I’m going inside,” I whispered as I began to head for the front gate.


    “Not without me,” replied Shura.


    I opened the gate easily, but the rusty hinges squeaked and complained as I opened it. I cringed at the noise it made, but the damage had already been done. I would either attract the attention of any dead that were within earshot or nothing would happen. I wasn’t giving odds on which it would be.


    We slipped inside and I pushed the gate shut, latching it securely. It might not stop the dead from following us, but it would damn sure make it more difficult for them. If they were going to try to get us, I was going to do everything in my power to make it as difficult as possible. Why make it easy on the dead, right?


    As I moved up the steps and onto the porch, I could see that leaves had blown up onto the porch and were inside the doorway. That was the only outward sign that this place wasn’t occupied. Everything looked normal. Even the brightly colored curtains in the windows were intact. Just inside the doorway, I could see a board with hooks in it that still held several key-rings. I froze when I noticed that one of them had a round brass chit on it. It was the exact same type of key chit that I had on my key-ring.


    Most law enforcement agencies use some type of key chit to keep track of who signs out keys from their lockbox. In a law enforcement environment all keys had to be tracked just in case one was misplaced, they would know where to start looking. Whoever had lived here, it was obvious that they were in some branch of law enforcement. My suspicions were confirmed when I looked more closely at the keys and noticed that one of them was a handcuff key. I also noticed that the name on the chit was Klingerman. As luck would have it, we were in the Highway Patrolman’s house. It was ironic that of all the houses, we would find his.


    Pulling the M-4 tight against my shoulder, I started moving into the house tactically. I was going to have to clear it by myself, since Shura had no training in this type of work and his weapon was not silenced. One shot from that AK-47 and the report would carry for miles. Despite how empty the streets appeared that kind of noise was going to attract attention.


    I swept the dining room to my right and then spun back around to check the living room. There were footprints that appeared to be made from dried blood. I could see that it was at least four different sets of boots. I could tell by the different sizes and tread designs. One of them was small enough that it was either a young man or a woman. Neither was a pleasant thought.


    After I finished clearing the bottom floor, I headed up the stairs. I motioned for Shura to watch the door and wait for me. The old wooden stairs creaked softly as I began my ascent, but nothing stirred upstairs. Once I reached the top landing, I could see that there were three bedrooms and a bathroom. The first bedroom looked unused, like possibly a guest room. It was clear.


    The second bedroom was filled with toys and had bunk beds. I could tell that two children shared this room. It was clear that something had happened here. The beds had been flipped over and the closet door hung at an odd angle. A dark image was beginning to form in my head. The growing feeling of dread in the pit of my stomach was beginning to turn sour.


    As I opened the door to what I assumed was the Master Bedroom, I froze when I saw the carnage that awaited me. Inside were three people; a woman and two children. The children couldn’t have been more than ten years old. From the common size and similarity of dress, I would guess that they were twins. I could only assume that this was Klingerman’s wife and kids.


    The children had been bound with zip-cuffs, with their hands behind their backs and placed on their knees. They were facing a large gun cabinet in the corner. After that, they had been shot in the back of the head. Executed was a better term. The woman was lying on the bed with her dress in tatters and a single bullet wound to the side of the head. Someone had come into this house, bound the family and killed them. This was not the work of the dead. I had no way to know who had done this, but there wasn’t a fire in Hel hot enough for them.


    “What the fuck happened here,” I whispered, my voice barely audible even to me.


    Despite the fact that it had been quite some time since they had all been shot, it was still apparent how it had happened. They had died for the contents of that gun cabinet. The blood pool from the children had run into one big stain on the hardwood floor. I would estimate that they had all been dead at least a couple of months, probably from the very beginning of the apocalypse. I quietly raged about the blatant waste of life. It brought the memory of the dead from the evacuation center. This wasn’t just someone stealing supplies. This was blatant fucking murder. I could only assume that the woman had been sexually assaulted, as well.


    “Why would someone do this?” I mumbled.


    As I was getting ready to move off, I noticed the brass lying on the floor. Kneeling down, I picked up a piece and examined it. I was fully expecting it to be military 5.56mm rounds like the ones in my M-4. I was shocked to find that they were anything but. These were .308 caliber Winchester magnums. They weren’t military weapons. This had been done with a hunting rifle. Suddenly, it made even less sense than it had before.


    When I returned to the bottom of the stairs, I found Shura sitting in one of the chairs with the front door shut. He was peering out from behind a curtain in the living room window, watching the street. I was hoping that he hadn’t seen anything moving. I didn’t want to be trapped in this house with no where to run.


    “I closed door to hide,” he said, softly. “Just in case.”


    “Good plan,” I replied. “Did you see anything out there?


    “No,” he said. “Just the wind, but I was nervous. How is it you Americans say? Better safe than sorry, da?”


    “Exactly,” I replied.


    We moved towards the back of the house and into the kitchen. The cabinets were full of canned goods, but I decided I couldn’t risk any more weight. It was too bad. I hated to leave behind supplies, but I didn’t have the luxury of a vehicle with cargo space, either. If I picked up too much more weight, I wouldn’t be able to move. I was already pushing things as it was.


    In one cabinet, I found two boxes of Pop Tarts. One was chocolate and the other was blueberry. I held them up towards Shura and he reached for the chocolates. That was fine with me. I love the blueberry ones, anyway. Too bad we didn’t have any milk to go with them. I tore open one package and began munching, then stuffed the remaining packages in my cargo pocket.


    In another cabinet, I found four cans of coffee. Not the small cans, but the large canisters that my wife usually bought at the Mega center. As heavy as my load was, I wasn’t going to pass up grabbing some coffee. I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. It wasn’t a significant increase in weight, but it was a weight I was only happy to carry.


    After we finished our quick meal, we headed out the back door. I peered out through the curtains, but found the yard and the one behind it were both empty. Stepping out onto the back porch, I adjusted my pack straps and headed for the fence. If we were careful, we should be able to move from yard to yard without being seen and without exposing ourselves on the streets, except when we had to cross one.


    We spent the next hour moving through yards, taking our time moving through the neighborhoods. It wasn’t difficult going, but we kept our pace deliberately slow to avoid noise and walking up on anything unexpectedly. Things were going well until I realized that we were moving into a business section. We crouched down behind a parked Volkswagen to plan our next move.


    “Do you know where is hospital?” asked Shura.


    “No,” I replied. “I was hoping we would get lucky.”


    “We need better plan,” he said, shaking his head.


    I couldn’t argue with him. It wasn’t exactly the best plan I had ever come up with. We could wander around this town for hours looking for a hospital without a map. The problem was I didn’t have one that showed the streets of this town. Hel, I wasn’t even sure what the town was called. It didn’t look familiar to me, so I was reasonably certain that I’d never been here before.


    I was considering my options and glancing up and down the street when inspiration struck. Down the street from us was a veterinarian’s office. Many of the same medicines that were used on animals were used on people as well, especially the pain killers and antibiotics. We needed both of those things. If we were lucky and fast, we could be finished gathering supplies in less than half an hour, assuming they had the things we needed. Since no other options were presenting themselves, I decided it was worth a try.


    “See that building down there?” I asked, pointing.


    “Da,” replied Shura. “Isn’t that animal hospital?”


    “Yes,” I answered, “but most, if not all, of the medicine we need should be in there.”


    “Is worth try, da?” said Shura.


    “Yeah,” I said. “If it works out, we can be back on our way to the boat in no time.”


    “Then let us get moving,” he said, grinning.


    I glanced back and forth down the street, making sure it was still clear. When I didn’t see any signs of movement, I headed across the street. Shura followed right behind me and we began leap-frogging towards the Vet’s office, staying behind cars and buildings for cover. Our only close call was when we had to cross a side street and there were several of the dead wandering around about a hundred yards away. Fortunately, they never saw us.


    When we reached the front of the Vet’s office, I found that the door was locked. That was good for us, because it meant that no one had been inside and the drugs would most likely still be there. The only drawback was that I was going to have to force my way inside, and that would make noise. It was unfortunate, but it was going to be necessary.


    While I fiddled with the lock and tried to pry it open with my knife, Shura kept watch. After several unsuccessful attempts, I was beginning to get desperate. We couldn’t remain exposed in the open like this for much longer. Eventually, something would wander this way and we’d be seen. We had to get inside quickly.


    “I have idea,” said Shura.


    “I’m open to suggestions,” I replied, slipping my knife back into its sheath.


    “You may not like it,” he assured me.


    “At this point, I am willing to try almost anything,” I said, shaking my head.


    “As you say,” said Shura. “Here goes something.”


    “Here goes nothing,” I corrected.


    “That does not make sense,” he said, looking confused.


    “Sorry,” I replied. “It’s just how the saying goes. Whatever you’re planning, go for it.”


    He shrugged and gave me an apologetic look. Then he glanced in both directions and sighed. Before I could say anything, he stepped quickly to the door and drove the butt of the AK-47 into the window glass with tremendous force. The window cracked and then exploded inwards in a shower of glass. The sudden crash of wood on glass thundered out in all directions, shattering the stillness of the street as effectively as it had the glass. I wanted to say something, but the proverbial dye had been cast. We were committed.


    “Let’s move,” I hissed, “before every fucking zombie in this city comes after us.”


    I activated my tactical light and ducked in through the now shattered glass door. Illuminating the interior, I headed past the receptionist’s desk and into the back where the drugs were stored. My boots crunched loudly on the glass and I could smell decay in the air. The thought struck me that there were probably animals trapped in the cages when the Vet didn’t make it back to open the office.


    The smell became almost overpowering as I moved into the back where the examination rooms and the steel kennels were. My light showed me that well over half of them had been occupied by dogs on one side and cats on the other. I panned around quickly searching for the medical storage cabinets. It didn’t take me long to find them. The problem was, they had heavy steel doors and they were locked securely.


    “Fuck!” I hissed. “The goddamned thing is locked.”


    “Of course,” said Shura. “You expected anything else?”


    “Not really,” I replied.


    “Here, allow me,” said Shura.


    Stepping into the light, he smashed the stock of the AK-47 into the handles with bone rattling force. It took four hits before the handles broke loose and we could force the doors open. Once it was open, I opened one of the bags that I had slung across my shoulder and started raking in medical supplies. I saw the labels, but didn’t have time to sort through them. I decided to just take the lot of it and sort it all out later.


    Once the bag was secured back in place, we headed for the front door. Shura didn’t wait for an invitation and ducked out onto the sidewalk. I stepped out right behind him and looked up to see several hundred zombies approaching from down the street. They must have been attracted by the glass shattering. It didn’t matter what had attracted them, the fact was that they were coming.


    Before I could question whether or not they had seen us, several Shriekers took up the cry and the crowd seemed to come to life. They were still more than a block away, but the front rank leapt ahead of the others. Suddenly, we were facing close to twenty Sprinters.


    “Run!” I bellowed, shoving Shura in the opposite direction.


    This street ran right down to the water, but it was easily two blocks away. There was no way that we would outrun a group of Sprinters and make it that far without getting caught. There was also no way that the two of us stood a chance if we tried to fight a crowd of that many of the dead. It was quickly turning into a no-win situation.


    I turned and ran after Shura, desperately trying to reach the river before the dead caught us. It occurred to me that nothing I was carrying was capable of doing enough damage to a parked car to cause it to explode. That might have slowed them down enough to buy us time to reach the river.


    I quickly fished the flare-gun out of my pocket and pulled back the hammer. Angling it towards the river, I fired off a flare to signal the boat that we were coming. It might only be so they could watch us be torn to shreds by the horde of the dead, but if we managed to make it to the river we would need them.


    “Get the medicine to Irina,” said Shura, starting to bring his weapon up to his shoulder.


    “Don’t you do it,” I snapped. “We get out together or we fall together. If you stop, I stop.”


    Shura just gave me a grim nod and kept running. We were still about forty yards ahead of the Sprinters, but they were quickly eating up the distance between us. Then my eye caught a glimpse of something that might change the tide. Just ahead of us was a rack of bicycles parked in front of a store. If we could get on one of those, we could easily outdistance the dead.


    “Grab a bike!” I screamed, as I glanced back over my shoulder.


    I was beginning to hear a rhythmic thudding which told me I was pushing too hard. If I could hear my heartbeat in my ears, I was going to have problems soon. I was carrying too much weight and running too hard. If we couldn’t make the bikes work for us, then we were going to be in a lot of trouble.


    “The tires are flat!” yelled Shura as he grabbed the first one.


    “Fuck!” I snapped. “Keep running!”


    Shura threw the bike aside and began running towards the river again. I could see that the strain was taking its toll on the big Russian. Despite his Herculean efforts, his body was going to fail him. We weren’t going to make it to the river. That thought struck me like a mallet. Despite the obvious conclusion to this foot race, I was not going to quit. I would not yield, now or ever. If we were going to fall, I was planning on making it an end worthy of song.


    I began checking my pockets, desperately searching for anything that might help us. Yanking one of the duffle bags around in front of me, I began searching it as I ran. When I found the flash-bang grenades that were in the trunk of the Highway Patrolman’s car, I decided it was worth a try. They might not do any damage, but if they were any kind of distraction then they might just buy us enough time to reach the river. Besides, each one I tossed lightened my load by that much more.


    Frantically, I began pulling the pin and tossing them over my shoulder as I ran. I could hear them booming behind me as we continued to push as hard as we could. By the third one, I was no longer even looking back. I just hoped that they would make a difference. As I was beginning to drop the fourth one, I noticed that the rhythmic thudding that I had heard before was growing louder and more intense. That’s when I realized that Shura was looking around for the noise as well. If he was hearing it, then it wasn’t in my head. I knew then that it could only be one thing.


    “Chopper!” I screamed, looking above us.


    The unmistakable silhouette of a Blackhawk helicopter was banking in above us. Emblazoned on the sides were the words “United States Army.” They began to hover above us and about fifty yards ahead. Instantly, the roar of the mini-guns kicked in and started raining death and destruction down onto the zombie horde that was pursuing us. I felt like screaming for joy.


    As it continued to rain down an impressive volume of fire, a second chopper appeared and began descending to the street, just beyond where the first one was hovering. This one wasn’t a Blackhawk. This one was another infamous bird called a Huey. As iconic a sight as it was; it was all the more beautiful because the two men in the door were beckoning for us to come to them. Both were wearing green nomex flight suits and helmets. I had my reservations about the military, but I wasn’t about to refuse the ride.


    “Come on!” called one in sunglasses.


    The second one got behind an M-60 and started raking the dead, careful to keep his field of fire clear of our path. Whoever he was, he was wicked good behind that machine gun and I was definitely grateful for his skill. Hope suddenly flooded through me when I realized that we were going to make it.


    Shura reached the side of the Huey first and was helped inside by the soldier at the door. I was only a few paces behind him and dove into the open bay. I hit hard and split my chin open on the metal floor of the compartment, but I was inside. As soon as I hit the deck, I heard the big M-60 go from firing controlled bursts to full-auto fire. I knew that meant the dead had to be close.


    “Go!” screamed the one helping Shura.


    The pilot reacted instantly and started climbing. I rolled to a sitting position and looked down to see four of the Sprinters were clinging to the landing skids. The M-60 couldn’t reach them directly below the chopper, so I drew my XVR and brought it up in a two handed grip. Systematically, I eliminated all four with a headshot. The fourth one fell nearly a hundred feet to impact with the roof of a small gas station.


    “We’re clear!” called the pilot over his shoulder.


    “Nice shooting,” yelled the soldier who had been behind the M-60.


    “We have other survivors,” I found myself saying.


    “Where?” said the soldier.


    “On the river on a boat,” I said.


    “I see them,” said the other soldier. “We’ll have the other bird pick them up.”


    Within minutes, I saw that the Blackhawk was hovering over the river and directing the boat to head for the opposite shore for extraction. We hovered over the area and provided cover while the Blackhawk landed to retrieve the others. In less than a minute, they had everyone aboard and all of the gear that we had accumulated.


    Seconds later, the Blackhawk fell into formation beside us and we banked off away from the river on heading that was taking us to the north and east. I wasn’t sure where we were going, but I liked our chances much better than I had back in the town. I just hoped we weren’t being taken to an evacuation center.


    “Thank you,” I said to the gunner with the sunglasses.


    “You’re welcome,” she said, removing her glasses and enabling me to see her face clearly. “We’re just glad to find some actual survivors, for once.


    “Where are we going,” I called, trying to be heard above the rotors.


    “We have a small base about forty klicks from here,” she answered. “We’ll explain everything when we get there.”


    “Where the fuck are we, anyway?” I asked, frowning.


    “What used to be Hermann, Missouri,” she replied.


    I lay back against the cool metal of the rear of the compartment and hoped that we hadn’t just left one death trap and walked into another one. From the way the crew and pilot appeared excited and happy to have us; I had the feeling that things were going to be alright. Then, I found myself chucking at my own thoughts. After such a dramatic rescue, I was suddenly thrilled that I hadn’t yelled something cheesy like, “Get to the chopper.” I don’t think I would be able to live with myself, if I had. The bad thing was that I almost did, and that made me chuckle all the more.


    Fuck it. We were safe and that was good enough. I’d figure the rest out when we were back on the ground. For now, I was content to relax and appreciate the rescue. Leaning my head back against the cool metal of the wall, I closed my eye and tried to relax. We were alive and we had the medical supplies. In my book, that was enough.
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    Chapter Seven


    Moonshadow


    


    “Take me down to the river bend

    Take me down to the fighting end

    Wash the poison from off my skin

    Show me how to be whole again.”


    - Linkin Park


    - Castle of Glass


    


     I opened my eye when I felt the momentum shift and heard the pitch of the rotors change, so I knew that we were getting ready to land. I glanced out the open side door and saw a small compound below. I wasn’t sure exactly where we were, but it looked like a reinforced National Guard Armory. They had used the same trick that we did at the Underground and used Conex boxes and heavy equipment to augment the fences.


     All in all, they had an area about the size of a city block walled off and supported, with the armory building in the center. I could see a few hundred of the dead moving around the perimeter, undoubtedly attracted by the noise of the two helicopters. There were numerous vehicles in the area and a few large tents were erected, but not a lot of people moving around. The ones that I could see were all wearing military uniforms. I didn’t see anyone who looked like they might be a civilian.


     The Blackhawk circled and descended first, landing just behind a large tent with a red cross circled in white on the roof. They immediately began hustling everyone into the tent. Although the soldiers that were moving them were armed, it did not look to me like they were being forced into the tent or threatened in any way. That much was a relief.


     The Blackhawk’s rotors began to spool down as we circled and began to land in the grass beside it. The rotor wash kicked up a great deal of dust and I felt like I was back in the Army again. This wasn’t exactly the first time I’d landed in a dusty field in an Army helicopter. No, it was far from it. In fact, I don’t think I could accurately count the number of times I’ve jumped out of a chopper carrying weapons and gear, but that’s another story entirely.


     “Welcome to FOB[9] Warhorse,” said the young lady on the M-60. “I’m Sergeant Leffingwell.”


     “Thanks for the rescue, Sarge,” I said, smiling. “Your arrival couldn’t have been more welcome.”


     “Part of the service, sir,” she replied. “I need to ask you two to head over to the Medical tent so they can check you out. Once the doc has cleared you, we’ll get you some food.”


     I began climbing out of the chopper and waited for Shura to join me. As we started towards the Medical tent, three more soldiers approached us. Two were enlisted and both carried the rank of PFC[10]. The two privates were carrying M-4’s at ready arms. They weren’t pointing them at us, but they weren’t slung over their shoulders either. The third man was wearing a Second Lieutenant’s bar on his uniform and had an M-9 Berretta 9mm on his hip. They didn’t look friendly.


     “Can I help you, L.T.?” I asked, watching them warily.


     “Yes,” said the lieutenant whose name tag read Hadley. “I’m afraid that I will have to ask you and your companion to surrender your weapons while inside this facility.”


     “No offense, sir,” I said, condescendingly, “but you’ll have to pry them out of my cold, dead hands.”


     “We have a firm policy…,” he began to say, but frowned when I interrupted.


     “Fuck your policy,” I replied. “I don’t go anywhere without my weapons. Not until the dead stop moving around.”


     The two PFC’s started to react to that, but I reacted faster. Drawing the big XVR, I cocked back the hammer as I stuck the massive barrel to Hadley’s forehead. The look on his face would have been comical if the situation hadn’t been so serious. I thought that Hadley was going to shit himself, right then and there. The two privates brought their M-4’s up, but didn’t seem to know what to do beyond that. They covered me with their weapons, but seemed confused due to the lack of additional orders. Hadley was just opening and closing his mouth like a fish out of water.


     “I have a firm policy of my own,” I said through clenched teeth. “I’m not giving you my fucking guns.”


     “One word from me and these two privates will kill you,” he managed to stammer.


     “Probably,” I said, not taking my eye off of his. “But I promise you won’t be alive to see it happen. You so much as flinch wrong and I'll make your skull emptier than a politician's promise.”


     I could see indecision in his eyes until Shura stepped up beside me and brought up his AK-47, aiming it at the two privates. Then indecision nearly turned to panic as he suddenly realized that he might not have the upper hand.


     "You might want to drop your weapons, my friends," said Shura to the two privates.


     Suddenly, we were attracting attention from every direction. I could see both chopper crews as well as more soldiers coming our way, readying their weapons as they ran. Things were about to turn very ugly, very fast. If I decided to fire, the Lieutenant would be the only shot I got off. Shura might get one or two before we were both cut to ribbons.


     "Just what in the fuck is going on here," demanded a grizzled old soldier.


     When he got close enough to see his rank insignia, I recognized it instantly. There were three chevrons and three rockers with a star in the center. I had to smile when I recognized that the man stomping towards us with murder in his eyes was a Sergeant-Major. What was even better was I was pretty sure that I knew this old bastard. Years ago, he had been my First Sergeant back when I was a forward observer.


     When I saw that his name tag read Fitzpatrick, I knew I was looking at the same guy. Older and now a Sergeant-Major, but I had once served with this man in combat. We'd bled together and even carried fallen friends. I can't say we were ever friends, but I respected the man and that was more than enough. I just hoped that he'd remember me. If not, then things were going to Hel in a hurry.


     "This man won't surrender his weapons, Sergeant-Major," whined the Lieutenant.


     "Well, why the fuck not?" demanded Sergeant-Major Fitzpatrick.


     "Because I won't surrender my arms to someone outside my chain-of-fucking-command," I replied, my voice loud and clear.


     The Sergeant-Major stopped and began to look at me with an odd expression. I was hoping that he would remember those words. It was the exact phrase he'd said to a Second Lieutenant just outside of FOB Viper in Iraq when we were instructed to give our weapons to a security detail when we came in the gate. He refused to do it then and I was refusing, now.


     "Have we met?" asked Fitzpatrick, cocking his head to the side and looking at me.


     Back then, I had both eyes, no white hair and none of the scars that now covered most of my face. I wasn't surprised that he didn’t recognize me. Hel, I barely recognized myself whenever I saw my reflection. Then there was the fact that it had been more than a decade since we'd last seen each other.


     "We've met," I replied. "I was a 13 Foxtrot with you in Iraq. Desert Storm."


     "Who are you?" he asked, incredulously.


     By way of a reply, I slowly reached into my cargo pocket and took out my hip flask. It was the one that my friends had given me when I left the Army. It had been inscribed with the emblem of a fist holding a lightning bolt. It also had writing on both sides. It said, “W.E. “Wylie” Grant. Best of luck, asshole” on one side and “I am the King of Battle and the eyes of Death! I am a Fister!” on the other.


     Sergeant-Major Fitzpatrick turned the flask over slowly in his hands, not looking up at me. He ran his fingers over the etching with a slow sense of awe, as if reliving distant memories. It was a long, tense silence that fell as he studied the flask, lost in his own thoughts.


     "Those were good days," he said, his voice almost a whisper.


     "Yes, they were," I replied. "Good people."


     "Wylie fucking Grant," he said softly, still not looking up. "I never thought I'd see any of you guys again. Not with the world gone to shit."


     "Me either," I said, still watching the Lieutenant for any sudden movement.


     "Stand down," he said to the crowd of soldiers, as he looked up.


     When no one moved, he snapped loud enough that even I listened to him out of old habits. Suddenly, the steel was back in his voice and he was no longer lost in the past.


     "I said stand-the-fuck-down, gawd-dammit!"


     Shura gave me a small shrug and lowered his weapon as well. Soon, everyone was at a tense standstill, weapons pointed at the ground and no one willing to challenge the authority of the grizzled old war-horse. Back when I had served with him, he had more fruit salad[11] than he could wear. I could only imagine how much he had now. He probably had to requisition a new recruit to carry his extra medals for him.


     "Just what-in-the-fuck is going on here?" demanded the irate Sergeant-Major.


     "This civilian won't surrender his weapons," said Lieutenant Hadley.


     "Excuse me!" bellowed Fitzpatrick. "This man has seen more combat then you ever will, Lieutenant!"


     "But…," stammered Hadley.


     "I'm sure that the lieutenant is aware of the recall orders for anyone with prior service," snapped Fitzpatrick. "Staff Sergeant Grant, here, served with me in Iraq when you were still learning to ride your gawddamned tricycle, lieutenant! He was up for E-7, if I recall correctly, so I think he's earned it."


     "Do you know what this means," shouted the Lieutenant, pointing at his lieutenant's bar on his uniform.


     "I sure do, lieutenant," replied Fitzpatrick, sarcastically. "It means that these two fucking PFCs have been promoted more times than you have."


     The lieutenant looked like he wanted to say something else, but thought better of it. Second Lieutenants, also known as butter-bars, might be able to give orders but the unit belonged to the Sergeant-Major. The argument was settled before it could even begin with the arrival of a Full-Bird[12] Colonel who had been attracted by all of the commotion.


     "Sar-Major, what's going on here?" asked the Colonel.


     I noticed that his name tag read Van Aldren. He was in his mid-fifties and fit for his age. He also looked like he might have played linebacker in his youth. He was well over six feet tall and weighed around 220. He didn't have the look of a "desk" officer.


     "I was about to remind the Sergeant-Major…," began the Lieutenant, emboldened by the arrival of another officer.


     "I didn't ask you, Lieutenant," snapped Van Aldren.


     I liked him already.


     "Difference of opinion, sir," said Fitzpatrick. "We've got it sorted out, now. I know one of the survivors we rescued. I served with him back during Desert Storm and for a bit after. Allow me to introduce Sergeant First Class Wylie Grant. He's a hell of a soldier, sir."


     I noted that he had promoted me, since I was just a Staff Sergeant, but I wasn’t going to argue. Out of habit, I turned and saluted the Colonel and waited for him to return it. He gave me a measured look before snapping a crisp salute of his own.


     "That’s high praise coming from Fitzy," said Colonel Van Aldren. "I would say that's worthy of note, since it happens so rarely."


     I noticed a smirk appear at the corners of his mouth as he glanced at Fitzpatrick, who just shrugged and gave the lieutenant a dirty look.


     "Thank you, sir," I replied.


     "Lieutenant," said the Colonel, "I think that if it's good enough for the Sergeant-Major, then it's good enough for me. Leave our guests alone and let them keep their weapons."


     "Yes, sir," snapped the Lieutenant, clearly not happy about it.


     "Fitzy," said the Colonel, "get these people cleared by the doc. As soon as they've had a chance to eat, get Sergeant Grant a uniform and the two of you come see me in my office."


     "Yes, sir," said both Fitzpatrick and I at the same time.


     "Dismissed," said Van Aldren, grinning slightly.


     With that, we all headed off. The lieutenant headed for the main building with the two privates right behind him. Fitzpatrick went with me and the others to the medical tent. He waited until everyone else was out of ear-shot before he spoke.


     "It's good to see you, son," he said. "You look like shit. What the fuck happened to your eye?"


     "The dead," I said, simply. "The scars, too. It's a long story."


     "Can you still fight?" asked Fitzpatrick.


     "I'm still alive," I answered, shrugging.


     "Good," he said. "We need every able body we can get our hands on. We're losing this fight."


     "I know," I replied. "What do we have left?"


     "Our chain of command is gone," he said, matter-of-factly. "We're pretty much it. They evac-ed Fort Leonard Wood and Whiteman Air Force Base. We haven't had radio contact with any other unit in weeks."


     "We might be able to help with that," I explained. "I'm part of another group of survivors that has a strong-hold south of here. Close to a hundred people."


     "No shit?" said Fitzpatrick, clearly surprised.


     "No shit," I replied. "How many do you have here?"


     "About fifty," he said, shaking his head. "Way less than we started with."


     "Understood," I replied, already knowing exactly what he meant.


     "We'll talk more in a bit," he said, patting me on the shoulder. "My office is in the main building over there. Come see me as soon as the doc clears you."


     "Will do, Sar-Major," I replied, nodding.


     Fitzpatrick gave me another pat on the shoulder and walked out. There was a small medical staff inside the tent and they were already working on the others from the boat. I noticed that they had Irina on a bunk with an IV started. I smiled when I saw that, knowing she was in capable hands.


     I sat on a cot and removed my gear, piece by piece. When I was down to just my boots, pants and t-shirt, I stretched to relieve the soreness of my muscles. My ribs were still tender, but I felt in decent shape. However, I smelled like I had been rolling in sewage. I needed a shower or at least a good canteen bath. I wanted to apologize to the young nurse that came over to begin taking my vitals. Oh well, if I was going to have to submit to a physical, at least she was cute.


     It took them almost half an hour to run all of the tests that they wanted, including a blood test. They didn't have extensive lab equipment, so I assume that they were doing something fairly basic. For all I knew, the Reaper Virus could be seen in a microscope. I had to wonder if my system had killed the virus or if it had developed anti-bodies. Whatever they saw, they cleared me to join the rest of the group.


     Shura stayed with Irina as I grabbed all of my gear and got ready to leave. I opened one of my bags and removed all of the medicines we had taken from the Veterinarian's office. When I dumped them all on the cot, I saw two of the medical staff look wide-eyed in surprise.


     "Where did you get all of that?" asked the cute nurse who had taken my vitals.


     "We stole it all from a Vet's office," I said. "We needed it for Irina. I guess you may as well have it all, now. I'm sure you can put it to good use."


     "Thank you," said the nurse, smiling. “We most certainly can use it.”


     "No problem," I replied.


     I grabbed the rest of my gear and weapons, and then headed for the main building. I paused only long enough to ask a private where the Sergeant-Major's office was and then headed inside. It didn't take me long to find him. There were lights on inside the building, so I figured that they must have a generator working somewhere. When he saw me come in the door, he grinned and handed me a cup of coffee in an "Army Strong" mug.


     "Here," he said, offering me the cup.


     I took it without hesitation. It was good to have real brewed coffee. I savored it a moment before grinning at him.


     "Thanks, Sar-Major," I said. "That does the trick."


     "Enjoy it while it lasts," he said. "We're running low."


     "I can do something about that," I said, smiling and reaching for my bag.


     I handed him all of the coffee that I'd found in the house back in Hermann. His face lit up with a big grin as he took the cans like they were a holy relic.


     "I don't suppose you have any bourbon in there," he said, smiling over the top of one canister of the coffee.


     "Well, now that you mention it," I replied and reached back into the bag.


     When I handed him the bottle, he looked like a kid about to open a birthday present.


     "If you have a box of cigars in there, I might have to kiss you," he said, holding the bottle of amber liquid almost lovingly.


     "As appealing as that sounds," I said, chuckling, "I'm afraid I can't help you there. I do have some chew."


     "Fuck," he gasped. "That'll do just fine."


     I dug out two cans and tossed them on his desk.


     "Don't get me wrong," said Fitzpatrick, "I'm grateful for the windfall, but I don't want to leave you short."


     "I'm good," I said. "I'll drink the coffee too, I have more whiskey and that wasn't my last can of chew. I'm good."


     "I owe you one, Wylie," he said, uncapping the bourbon.


     Downing the rest of his coffee, he poured a decent amount of bourbon into his cup. Taking that as my cue, I drank the rest of my coffee and held out my cup. He poured a generous measure and put the cap back on the bottle. After stashing it in the drawer of his desk, he turned back to me and lifted his cup.


     "To absent friends," he said.


     "To better days," I replied.


     We tapped cups together and knocked back our whiskey. I felt the fire spread down my throat and into my stomach, then warmth radiated out throughout my body. I closed my eye and let the feeling wash over me, enjoying it immensely. I knew that he was doing almost the same thing.


     "Fuck, I needed that," he said, setting his cup on the desk.


     I just nodded and sat mine beside his.


     "Walk with me, son," said Fitzpatrick.


     We headed down the corridor to the main storage areas. There, he dug out four uniforms and two sets of boots in my size, plus a new Interceptor vest. Once he had given me an entire new set of tactical gear, we walked down a hallway and stopped at a door marked NCOs[13] quarters. He took a key out of his pocket and unlocked the door, and then he tossed me the key.


     "This is yours," he explained. "You've got a shower, wall locker, desk and a bunk. Hit the shower, scrape that crap off your face and get into a uniform. When you're done, come back to my office and we'll go see the Colonel together."


     "Got it, Sar-Major," I replied, grinning.


     "Fuck that shit," he replied. "The only old-timers around this place are you, me and the Colonel. Everyone else is a fucking kid. Call me Fitzy when we're alone. Skip that Sergeant-Major bullshit unless we're around the children."


     "Got it," I replied.


     "See you in a bit," he said, patting me on the back. "Make it quick, though. I don't like keeping The Old man waiting."


     With that, he headed back down the hallway and disappeared around the corner. I dropped my gear on the bunk and closed the door. Then I headed into the small bathroom and turned on the water. The water pressure was strong and in seconds, steam began to rise from the shower floor. I couldn't help but smile in anticipation of the pleasure that was to come.


     I stripped out of my clothes and tossed them in the corner of the room. Then I padded naked into the bathroom and climbed into the shower. Only then did I remove my Thor's Hammer and my eye patch. I hung them both on the shower head and stepped under the water. It took me a moment to adjust to the sudden heat of the water but when I did, it felt better than the bourbon had. I lost myself in the water for a while and let the pain wash away with the grime.


     I grabbed a bar of soap off of the small shelf outside the shower and began lathering up. I scrubbed for a long while, cleaning everything from my toes to the top of my head. When I was satisfied that I was cleaner than I had been in a long time, I rinsed off and reluctantly shut off the water. When I climbed out of the shower and began toweling off, I realized that this must have been the quarters of someone they lost. There were all sorts of personal hygiene items and grooming equipment. I even found a new toothbrush in a drawer.


     I opened the door to the main part of the room and let the steam out while I wiped off the mirror with the towel. Once I could see myself, I took a good look in the mirror. I barely recognized the face that was staring back at me. I grimaced and shrugged. I might look like shit, but I was alive. That would have to be enough, so long as it meant something. I knew I still had work to do.


     Reaching for the razor, I began to look at my beard in the mirror. My hair was uneven and my beard was unkempt looking. I briefly considered shaving it all off, but just couldn't do it. I was keeping the beard. What were they going to do, court martial me? Instead, I used an electric trimmer to trim it back down to a long goatee and then took off the guard. I didn't mind losing the hair.


     After a while, I emerged from the bathroom with a freshly shaved head and well trimmed goatee. Part of my new uniform issue was two bags each of underwear, t-shirts and socks. They were all desert brown. With a shrug, I began getting into uniform. I found that it all came back to me, easily. The uniform was different, but it felt the same. Like it or not, I felt like a soldier again. With the exception of the beard, I looked the part too.


     Once the armor and weapons were back in place, I started to head for the door when I remembered my eye patch and Hammer were still in the shower. I slipped the eye patch back on my face and pulled the Hammer on over my head. I started to tuck it beneath my armor, but thought better of it. This time, I was leaving it out for all to see. I wasn't going to conceal it any longer. I was a Son of Odin and proud of it. Let the world know it.


     I found Fitzy waiting for me in his office. He gave me a scowl when he saw the beard, but didn't say anything. He just frowned and handed me another cup of coffee. I accepted it gratefully and sipped it. This was a fresh pot and it was piping hot. I breathed in the aroma and took a careful sip. It was good.


     "So you decided to keep the face ferret, I see," he said over the top of his cup.


     "I like it," I replied, shrugging as I took another sip.


     "The Old man might not," he cautioned.


     "Will I go on report or get a general court martial?"


     "Smart-ass," he replied, grinning. "How about we dock your pay?"


     "Oh, no!" I said in mock protest. "How will I ever pay my rent?"


     We both chuckled and sipped our coffee.


     "It's good to have you back, Wylie," he said after a moment.


     "It's good to see you again, too," I replied, nodding.


     "Alright, that's enough touchy-feely shit for me," he said, placing his empty cup on his desk. "Let's go see the Colonel before you start picking out drapes."


     I just laughed and finished my coffee. When I sat the empty cup beside his, we headed out the door. We walked through an outer office that had a desk but no receptionist and headed through another open door. Colonel Van Aldren sat behind a huge mahogany desk and looked up when we entered the door. I could see a half-finished MRE on the desk. We both snapped to attention and saluted him. Well, I snapped to attention. Fitzy snapped a lazy salute and slid into a chair.


     "At ease," he said, returning the salute.


     I went to parade rest before relaxing slightly.


     "Sit down," said Fitzy.


     I glanced at the Colonel and he just gestured at the chair beside Fitzy. Once I sat down, the Colonel took his seat and picked up an open MRE packet with a plastic spoon sticking out of it. With his other hand, he reached beneath the desk and took out two more MREs, tossing one to each of us.


     "Grab a bite to eat while we can," he said. "We've got a lot to discuss."


     I glanced at the label on mine and frowned. It was Spaghetti with meat sauce. I glanced over at Fitzy and held mine up. He shrugged and we exchanged. The label on this one read Chili with beans. Score! I never cared for the spaghetti, but the chili wasn't bad. I slit mine open with my boot knife and began taking out the contents.


     "Why don't you bring me up to speed on everything that you know about what's happened?" said the Colonel, looking at me.


     He didn't even comment on the beard. Take that Fitzy.


     I spent the next hour or so, eating and telling him the entire story; from my time working at the Sheriff's department all the way to the rescue at Hermann by his people. I left nothing out. Not even the part where the Military Intelligence Colonel with no name had killed everyone from the Evacuation Center. He didn't look particularly pleased at that part. At least I knew he wasn't under the same orders.


     When I finished, it was his turn. He told me that they were what were left of the 3175th MP[14] unit out of Warrenton Missouri and a group from the 229th Medical Battalion out of Jefferson City. They were supporting a unit out of Whiteman Air Force Base. It was their assignment to help coordinate evacuations and to deploy something called a "Thumper."


     When I asked what that was he shook his head and said, "A big waste of time and lives."


     Apparently, a "Thumper" was a big portable unit that they would take into a population center and drop off. It would begin to emit a loud thumping sound which could be heard for miles. It also broadcasted screams of people in terror. It was intended to attract as many zombies to it as possible. Once they had determined that it had attracted sufficient numbers of the dead, it began to emit an infra-red strobe and homing signal.


     Bomber pilots out of Whiteman Air Force Base would then lock onto it and drop fuel-air bombs on the target. Not only did it eliminate massive numbers of the dead, but it wiped out huge sections of city. It also had an unexpected side-effect. With no emergency services to halt the spread of the fire, it created massive infernos that would engulf entire sections of cities. This not only destroyed infrastructure, but also an unknown number of survivors that had managed to barricade themselves inside buildings.


     "We could hear them calling for help on the emergency radios," said Van Aldren, rubbing the bridge of his nose. "We tried to get to everyone that we could, but we lost most of the unit trying. It was pure chaos. No matter what we tried, things only got worse."


     "Before we understood what was happening," said Fitzy, his tone somber, "we had already deployed Thumpers in St. Louis, Kansas City, Columbia and Jefferson City."


     "We stopped deploying them when we realized that they weren't waiting for our own people to get out of the area," added the Colonel. "We are all that's left of three entire units of Missouri National Guard."


     I sat there, speechless. What could I possibly say? It was another blatant example of how our own government had thrown away lives on a pointless attempt to "contain" the virus. They should have been concentrating on fortifying positions for survivors to hold out. We had managed to carve out a stronghold with a small group of people and a POMCUS[15] cache. If we could do that on our own, what could have been accomplished with entire divisions of the military? That's not even taking the ships of the US Navy into account.


     "So what do we do now?" I asked, dreading the answer.


     "Well, we have no chain of command left to report to," answered Fitzy. "We need to find a place where we can out last these undead sons-of-bitches."


     "We will eventually have to abandon this place," said Van Aldren. "When our supplies run out, we will have to leave. We were considering trying to retake Fort Leonard Wood."


     "With only fifty people?" I asked, shaking my head. "There's no way you could seal off an area big enough to sustain your people. There's just too much open space on Leonard Wood."


     "He's right," agreed Fitzy. "But what else do we have?"


     "How about our place at Bennett Springs?" I replied. "There's plenty of room in the POMCUS cache. With your people, we could really have a shot at making that place completely secure."


     "Who would be in charge?" asked the Colonel.


     I could see his point. I wouldn't want to turn control of my people over to someone from outside our group either. On the other hand, we were going to need one another if we were going to get through this and re-establish anything even close to what we had before. We were going to have to forget the old established order of things and stand together. As Benjamin Franklin once said, "We must all hang together, or assuredly we shall all hang separately."


     "I don't think that our standing as leaders will be an issue," I said, after a moment. "Our first priority is to make the place safe for us all. We can let the people decide who they want to be in charge, once that's done."


     "That's a good way to look at it," said Van Aldren. "Alright, let's get our people organized and start making plans to relocate. I want to get our two groups together before we lose anyone else to the dead."


     "I'll try to contact my group and let them know we’re coming," I said.


     "One more thing," said Van Aldren. "Just so you will carry more authority with my people. I've already discussed this with Fitzy. I understand you were an E-6, back in the Army."


     "Yes, sir," I replied, confused.


     "Well, as the highest ranking authority that we are aware of remaining in the Missouri National Guard, I hereby battlefield promote you to the rank of Major."


     "What?" I asked, shocked.


     "It doesn't really mean anything," explained Fitzy. "This will give you clout with the rest of the troops. We do have a few officers. It will make you second only to the Colonel. Since there's nothing left of the National Guard, it will only carry any weight here."


     "Then, once we're established with your group," continued Van Aldren, "I can either continue to be in charge or I can announce my retirement and defer to you."


     I had to admit, it was elegant. It would go unquestioned by the military units, since people were being recalled to duty all over the place when the shit hit the fan. They wouldn't question my leadership in the field and by the time they realized that the ranks didn't mean jack-shit anymore, it would be too late. They would have already come to accept me in a leadership role. It was simple, but very effective.


     "Alright," I said. "That’ll work. I'll just explain to my people that you will be joining us on equal terms. They'll accept that."


     "Fair enough," said Van Aldren. "Let's get this ball rolling, then."


     He handed me new rank insignia for my uniform and I switched them out. With the new Velcro attachments, it was a quick fix. Then, I headed out the door with Fitzy. I asked him to get me a SINCGARS radio with enough range to reach Bennett Springs. They had a communications trailer outside that was capable of reaching several hundred miles. It was a command unit for coordinating companies in the field. So long as someone back at Bennett Springs was listening, I should have no trouble reaching them with it.


     I wasn't much of a radio operator, but I managed to power up the system and began adjusting the frequency. I knew the encryption keys that Spec-4 had programmed into all of the sets we used in the Humvees and the base unit. Then it was just a matter of seeing if anyone was listening.


     Taking a deep breath, I steadied my hands. I had wanted to do this ever since I woke up from my fever, but my own radio had been destroyed in my trip down the river. It also didn't have the range to reach that far. Up until now, they all must have thought I was dead. By rights, I should have been. Whether by fate or fluke, I was alive and I wasn’t planning on changing that. Now, I just needed to let my friends know.


     “Rogue-6, do you copy? Over,” I said into the mic.


     I waited for any kind of reply. There was only static on the line. I waited for several agonizingly long moments before trying again.


     “Rogue-6,” I said. “Do you copy? Over.”


     Static crackled back through the speakers. I was beginning to think that either they didn’t have their radio on or I didn’t have enough power to reach them from here when a reply came unexpectedly through.


     “This is Rogue-6,” said the familiar voice of Spec-4. “Who is this? Over.”


     I almost dropped the handset in my excitement. I didn’t want to sound crazy on the air, but it was all I could do to stay calm.


     “Rogue-6,” I said, “this is 829, over.”


     Silence answered me. After a long moment, came a one word reply that conveyed both shock and amazement.


     “Wylie?” was all she said, her voice throaty and soft.


     “Yeah,” I replied. “I’m alive. I’ve seen better days, but I’m alive.”


     “How?” she called back, excitement in her voice.


     “It’s a long story,” I explained. “I didn’t come through it unscathed, though.”


     “I watched you fall,” she said, her voice sounding strained and emotional.


     “I know,” I said. “I’m not sure how, but I survived it. Did you all make it back to camp?”


     “Yeah,” she answered. “It took some doing, but we managed it. We probably wouldn’t have if it hadn’t been for White Bear’s map.”


     “Did you pick him up on the way back?” I asked, grinning.


     “Yes, he’s here,” she replied. “He said for us to not write you off.”


     “I’m sure he did,” I said. “Look, I’ve hooked up with a group of survivors. I think it would be best if we pooled our resources and brought this group to you.”


     “Do you trust them?” she asked, warily.


     “I wouldn’t be bringing them to you if I didn’t,” I replied.


     We spent the next twenty or so minutes working out the details and letting them know just who would be coming. I also spoke to my wife and sons. It was a tearful time, on both ends of the radio. Everyone was amazed that I had survived and I promised I would tell them the story when we were all together, again. By the time I signed off, we had a plan all set to move. Now all we needed was to organize the trip.


     It was full-on dark by the time I walked out of the communications trailer. I saw a group of people gathered near the medical tent talking excitedly and looking up towards the sky. When I looked up, my heart skipped a beat. There, hanging in the night sky like a pair of jewels, were the two comets. They were clear to see with the naked eye. What was shockingly apparent was that they were much closer to the moon than I expected them to be.


     As I approached the crowd of people, I saw that one of them was Shura. He saw me coming and stepped away from the crowd to meet me.


     “It appears that they are moving faster than we thought, tovarich,” he said, pointing at the sky.


     “I see that,” I replied, frowning. “How long until impact?”


     “A few minutes, perhaps,” he said, shaking his head. “Maybe longer. Without our instruments, I cannot say for certain.”


     We stood in silence for a few moments, watching the two comets that they had named the Wolves grow closer to the moon with each passing second. I removed my hip flask and took a swig before passing it to Shura. He eagerly accepted the flask and took a generous swig.


     “Spaciba,” he said, smiling and handing it back.


     “Pahjolstah,” I replied, nodding.


     He nodded acknowledgement and smiled, “Your accent is improving.”


     “Thanks,” I replied, still watching the sky.


     We stood in silence for a few moments before first one, and then the other comet struck the surface. Instantly, large clouds of debris began to fill the area around the moon. Already the moon was beginning to appear to be cloaked in shadow. It looked almost as if something had taken a huge bite out of the moon.


     “Skoll and Hati[16],” I whispered.


     “In a few days,” said Shura, quietly, “we will no longer be able to see the moon. In a few weeks, we lose the sun.”


     “Fimbul Winter,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s begun.”


     “We have to find better shelter than this,” said Shura. “When it gets cold, it will make Siberia look like Hawaii.”


     “How cold will it get?” I asked, dreading the answer.


     “I do not know for certain,” he said, frowning. “My friend Mischa was the climatologist. He did not survive when the station was hit. I would guess it will get very cold. Negative fifty or lower.”


     “Fahrenheit?” I asked.


     “Nyet,” he said, shaking his head. “Celcius. It will get easily as cold as in Antarctica.”


     “Fuck,” I whispered. “We need to get to the other group, and fast.”


     “Da,” he said. “It will begin to get colder, very quickly. Maybe a few weeks before things start freezing.”


     All I knew for certain was that we didn’t have enough time to prepare. We needed to get the group into the POMCUS cache and start loading supplies as fast as we could. If we didn’t gather supplies now, we might not survive long enough to outlast the coming winter. If the prophecy of Ragnarok was true, we had three years to last through.


     Three long years of the worst winter anyone could possibly imagine. Nothing on earth would be the same afterwards. We were literally going into another ice age. Animals that could not adapt would die. The same was going to apply to people everywhere. If they weren’t prepared to last the winter, they’d either freeze to death or starve. Neither one was a prospect that I would wish upon anyone. It was time to get the group mobilized.

  


  
    



    [image: ]


    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Mass Exodus


    


    “If a man hasn't discovered something that he will die for,


    he isn't fit to live.”


    - Marcus Tulius Cicero


    


     I could see a large number of people were gathered together in groups, pointing at the sky and talking animatedly amongst themselves. An unsettling feeling began to creep over me as I glanced around the compound. What I was seeing was both soldiers and civilians inside the perimeter. What I wasn’t seeing were perimeter guards. There was nobody on the walls.


     “Son-of-a-bitch,” I muttered, heading for the building.


     When I got inside, I went immediately to Fitzy’s office. I found him inside putting his gear into bags. It was good that he was already preparing to evacuate. He glanced up and smiled when he saw me walk in.


     “Did you get in touch with your people?” he asked, picking up a small box and stuffing it into a duffel bag.


     “Yeah, we’re all set,” I replied. “We’re clear to head out as soon as we’re packed and ready to go.”


     “Something on your mind?” he said, noticing the look on my face.


     “Who is in charge of perimeter security?” I asked, frowning.


     “Lieutenant Hadley’s in charge,” he replied. “Why?”


     “Because I didn’t see anyone walking security,” I stated, pointing back down the hallway.


     “What!” demanded Fitzy. “Why they fuck not?”


     “That’s what I was wondering,” I responded. “I figured you would want to know.”


     “That wet-behind-the-ears little bastard,” snapped Fitzy. “Van Aldren will have his balls for this.”


     Fitzy started to come around the desk when first one, then two more explosions shook the building in rapid succession. The blasts were powerful enough that they nearly knocked us off of our feet.


     “That came from the perimeter!” I bellowed.


     I turned and headed down the corridor as fast as I could run. I stopped at the door of my quarters long enough to grab my gear bag. Then I headed for the outside compound. I could see that soldiers were running around in the chaos, trying to make sense of what was going on. I hit the door at a run and emerged into utter pandemonium. People were screaming and running in every direction. In the dim light from the moon, I could see that a large section of the perimeter had been blown open and the dead were pouring through.


     “Form up!” I bellowed. “Get some fire on that breach!”


     A few soldiers began to snap to, but most of them continued to run in a blind panic. I grabbed the nearest soldier and spun them around to face me. As luck would have it, it was Sergeant Leffingwell. She looked relieved to see me and almost snapped to attention.


     “Sergeant!” I snapped. “Get the medical personnel and the civilians into the choppers and get them out of here.”


     “On it,” she replied and headed off towards the Medical tents.


     Sporadic fire began to erupt as people began to get it through their heads that they needed to mount some kind of defense. I could see Fitzy was pulling a group together near the other end of the building and starting to concentrate fire on the incoming dead. I didn’t see the Colonel anywhere.


     I began taking shots at the advancing dead in the hopes that my example would inspire the soldiers around me to do the same. A few did, but most of them continued to run. Some headed for the building while others headed for vehicles. This group of mostly kid-soldiers wasn’t ready for this kind of engagement. This attack on their base had panicked most of them into uselessness.


     “Concentrate your fire on that gap in the perimeter!” I bellowed. “Don’t fall back unless I give the order! We’ve got to buy some time.”


     I heard the helicopters engines begin to spool up and could see the medical personnel shoving people and gear into them both. Despite the blind panic, we were starting to do significant damage to the dead. If we kept up the fire, we might have a chance at sealing the breach in the perimeter. That was when the second series of explosions rocked us all and nearly drove me to the ground. Another section of the perimeter had just come apart.


     “Zombies in the wire!” screamed someone from over near the medical tent.


     “Keep up the fire!” I bellowed. “Close that gap!”


     I turned and ran for the medical tent, passing by numerous people running the other way. I could hear gunfire coming from just beyond the tent and found Shura, Sergeant Leffingwell and Colonel Van Aldren firing at the zombies that were pouring through the opening in the fence.


     “We’re being overrun,” called Van Aldren. “We’ve got to evacuate everyone we can!”


     “Understood, sir,” I yelled. “Get the group on the choppers organized and I’ll cover you.”


     Van Aldren gave me a hard look before nodding and heading towards the choppers. The rest of us continued to fire into the dead as fast as we could. There were too many of them and it would only be a matter of minutes before the entire facility was overrun. The only thing we could do now was to buy time for as many people to escape as possible.


     “Shura,” I yelled. “Go with the others.”


     “I will not leave you, my friend,” he said, grimly. “You go or we both stay.”


     I was about to argue with him when I heard a loud gunshot that sounded very different than the sharp report of the M-4’s that were firing all around us. This was a much heavier caliber. It also came from outside the perimeter. Behind me, I heard a grunt of pain.


     Glancing around, I saw Van Aldren stumble and fall to one knee. He’d taken a round through the left shoulder. The choppers were revving up for take off and I knew that they were only moments away from lifting into the air.


     “Get the Colonel on one of those birds,” I said to Leffingwell.


     “On it,” she replied and ran for the Colonel.


     “Shura, you go with her,” I said. “She’ll need you to help carry him.”


     I could tell that he wanted to argue, but nodded agreement. Reluctantly, he turned and ran towards the fallen Colonel. I continued to fire into the on-coming crowd of zombies, but was only having a minimal effect on them. They were going to take the compound and we weren’t going to be able to stop them. Movement in the opening made me turn and take notice. There among the undead was a familiar figure. Striding through the opening with a huge rifle in his hand was the giant that I had fought at the crash site.


     Not only was he alive, but it seemed that the undead either ignored him or he was in some way controlling them. He strode through the gap in the perimeter and began to survey the carnage all around us. He hadn’t seen me yet, but I knew it was just a matter of time before he did. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to fighting him again, but we did have some unfinished business.


     I began to fire into the crowd of the dead and fall back towards the choppers. I could see a small group of soldiers were forming a line to defend the evacuation. From the midst of them, I could hear the unmistakable sound of Fitzy’s voice. I should have known that tough old bastard wasn’t out of the fight.


     “Hold the line, you sons-of-bitches!” bellowed Fitzy.


     As I ran up to the group, I noticed that there were significantly fewer of them than when they were near the other end of the building. The battle was not going in our favor. It seemed that we were being overrun at every turn. We had to get everyone we could onto the choppers and into the air or they would all die. I could tell that there wasn’t going to be enough room for all of us. We would have to be happy with getting the civilians, the wounded and the medical personnel evacuated. Everyone else was going to have to hold the line.


     “Form up and intersect your fire!” bellowed Fitzy. “Pick your targets and conserve your ammo.”


     As the last of the medical personnel got onto the chopper, I could see Shura leaning out and motioning for me to join them. There wasn’t enough room for all of us, so I wasn’t going with them. I wouldn’t ask anyone to die in my place. We would hold the line.


     “Get on that bird,” I called to Fitzy.


     “Fuck you, too,” he replied.


     I could see that he was cradling one arm and using his pistol in his left hand. Blood dripped off of his fingers and he was barely keeping from swaying as he stood. He was in no shape to fight. If we had any chance of fighting our way clear of this, there was no way that he’d be in any kind of shape to run. He looked like he might bleed out, long before that happened.


     Stepping quickly up next to him, I drove my fist into his face. He crumpled to the ground and looked up at me with a bewildered look on his face. His eyes were losing focus and he was fighting hard to maintain consciousness. Before he could pass out, I leaned in close and whispered in his ear. I told him where to find the compound and what radio frequency to use. Then I picked him up by the body armor and handed him to Shura.


     They quickly pulled him on board the chopper and Shura turned to nod at me. He understood why I wasn’t leaving. He might not like it, but I could tell that he understood. I wanted to tell him several things, but there just wasn’t time. They had to go now if they had any chance of getting away.


     Stepping back, I gave the pilot the thumb’s up and he returned it. Seconds later, the big Huey began to climb into the sky. As the rest of us on the ground began to prepare to defend until the last man, I glanced towards the other chopper. Just as it was beginning to lift off, one of the soldiers on the line broke free and ran towards it. I recognized him instantly. It was Lieutenant Hadley.


     Not only had he ignored his duty and failed to post the perimeter guard, allowing our perimeter to be breached. Now he was running to save himself and leaving the rest of us to die for him. Instantly, my rage burned to the surface and I knew I would not let this coward get away with it.


     “Hadley!” I bellowed.


     He turned and looked at me with fear in his eyes. He was in the open, about halfway to the chopper. Before he could do or say anything else, I drew the big XVR and fired from the hip. The bullet slammed into his forehead with enough force to knock him over backwards and send a fountain of gore high into the air.


     “Fucking coward,” I hissed, putting the big pistol back into my holster.


     The Blackhawk lifted into the air and banked away from the compound, heading south to follow the Huey. We had bought them enough time to get away. Now all we had to do was survive the fall of FOB Warhorse. No fucking sweat.


     All around us, the dead were pouring into the compound. There were only about ten of us left to fight back. I was running very low on ammo in my M-4, so I switched to my Beowulf. I began picking my shots, watching as the dead came apart when I hit them with the massive .50 caliber round. Off to my left, I saw the big warrior coming towards us. In one hand, he held a massive pistol and in the other was another sword. This one, much different than the one I had taken from him on our last meeting. This one was black and looked ominous with a wickedly curved blade and serrations along the back edge.


     In one swift motion, he shot one soldier and then lunged to the side to skewer another through the abdomen. With menacing slowness, he lifted the impaled soldier off of the ground and slowly let them slide down the blade to the hilt of the sword. I could hear the anguished screams of the young soldier as the massive blade tore its way through his body.


     As much as I wanted to make the big warrior pay for what he had done to all of us, I knew that this battle was lost. If we remained any longer, we would all be dead. I glanced around and surveyed the carnage and looked for any possible way out. Only one possible solution leapt out at me. If we could make it to where the Humvees were parked, we might be able to get through the breach in the fence and escape.


     “Fall back to the vehicles!” I bellowed.


     “I’m right behind you,” said a familiar voice.


     It was Sergeant Leffingwell.


     “You told me to get the Colonel on the chopper,” she said with a grin. “You never told me to get on it myself.”


     There wasn’t anything I could say. It was too late for her to get away on one of the flights. Still, it was reassuring to know that I had at least one competent soldier with me. With her help, I might be able to save a few of these kids after all.


     “Fall back,” she screamed. “You heard the man. Move!”


     We began to fight our way towards where the Humvees were parked. All around us, the undead were savagely tearing into the flesh of both the living and the dead. They were in a feeding frenzy, feasting on the buffet of carnage that had been our safe haven only minutes before. The base was lost. We either escaped or we became part of the slaughter.

     A Sprinter took down one of the PFC’s to my left. He had been one of the ones who had been with the Lieutenant when they tried to take my weapons away. I shot him in the head as we fell back, ending his suffering. The Sprinter seemed to not notice and continued to take chunks out of his flesh.


     Glancing back, I saw more of the dead emerge through the opening. These walked differently than the others and moved in a crouching walk. There were six of them and they took up position around the giant warrior, crouching like hunting dogs at his feet. When he turned towards our group and lifted his finger, they launched themselves at us with leaps and bounds that covered the distance with startling speed. It only took my mind a moment to register what they were.


     “Stalkers!” I bellowed and began firing at them.


     The others followed my lead and poured on the fire. The speed of the creatures was frightening as they managed to dodge the worst of the fusillade. Even the mighty Beowulf only managed to take down one of them before they were close enough to leap at their prey. Five more soldiers went down screaming beneath their teeth and claws.


     By the time we reached the vehicles, there were only four of us left. There was Sergeant Leffingwell and two privates whose names I didn’t know and myself. One of the privates was practically carrying the other one. I wasn’t certain how badly wounded he was, but I wasn’t willing to leave him behind. Not so long as we had a shot at saving him. We dove inside the Humvee and locked the doors. As I fired up the engine, the big warrior began running towards us, firing as he ran. The bullets impacted the armor with tremendous force but didn’t penetrate.


     I yanked the transmission into drive and punched the accelerator to the floor, angling for the nearest opening in the perimeter. I drove over numerous bodies as we shot away from the carnage behind us, crushing many of them beneath our wheels. Not all of them had been undead. Some of them had been the bodies of our own men, lost in the battle.


     My last glimpse of the chaos behind us as we shot through the opening was of total destruction. I felt remorse for anyone inside there that might still be alive. FOB Warhorse and all who were inside now belonged to the dead. There was nothing more we could do for them. Our only salvation lay in escape.


     As we sped away from the area, I saw the big warrior silhouetted in the moonlight. He was standing atop one of the conex boxes that had formed the perimeter, watching us go. He was holding his sword aloft in his right hand and in his outstretched left hand was a severed head. I could still see the ragged flesh of the neck. The big warrior had thrown his head back and was bellowing something to the heavens. Deep down inside, I knew it was my name.


     “Next time, motherfucker,” I vowed. “Next time, I’m going to kill you.”
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    Chapter Nine


    Difficult Choices


    


    “Listen to the sound of dead men dying,

    March as they flee but exiled bound.

    Their ship once sailed no longer anchors,

    For gone is the green and their hallowed ground.”


    -Flogging Molly


    - The Kilburn High


    


     I slid the Humvee sideways onto the blacktop and accelerated down the highway, away from town. We needed to get as far away from any population centers as possible, since we were dangerously low on ammo and had nowhere safe to run to. We were completely cut off and on our own. I checked the SINCGARS unit, but it didn’t work. That meant that we had no way to contact the choppers to let them know that we’d made it out. It also meant we had no way to call them to come get us.


     “What the fuck was that?” screamed a Private. “Where did they come from?”


     “Calm down,” I snapped. “Hadley didn’t set a perimeter guard and they took out our fence. We’re lucky that we made it out of there.”


     “No shit, sir,” he snapped, sarcastically.


     “What’s your name, Private?” I asked, not taking my eyes off the road.


     “Fullbright, sir,” he replied.


     “Alright, Fullbright,” I said. “Stop calling me sir. Call me Wylie, or Major Grant if you must. You can knock off the ‘sir’ shit.”


     “What’s our next move, Major?” asked Leffingwell.


     “Get the map out of my pack and see where the next river crossing is at,” I said, shrugging my pack onto the center console.


     “On it,” she replied, reaching for my pack.


    “Fullbright, how bad is he hurt?” I asked, jerking my thumb towards the other Private that was slumped over in the seat.


    “He’s bleeding all over the fuckin’ place,” whined Fullbright. “Looks like a bullet or a chunk of shrapnel took a chunk outta his arm.”


    “Is it a bite?” I snapped, glancing back into the seat.


    “I can’t tell,” he replied. “I ain’t no medic. It looks pretty ragged to me.”


    “Fuck,” I hissed through clenched teeth. “Watch him close. If he starts to turn, we might have to put him down.”


    “I went to Basic with Hernandez,” replied Fullbright. “I ain’t going to shoot him.”


    “If he turns,” I replied, “it won’t be Hernandez anymore.”


     Fullbright didn’t argue, but I could see the anger on his face. That was fine with me. At least he was alive to be pissed off. If Hernandez did turn, we weren’t going to have a choice in the matter. It would either be him or us. Fullbright could either accept that, or he’d be the first one to die. After all, he was sitting right next to him.


    After a few moments of searching the map with a flashlight, she began shaking her head. I could see from the look on her face that she wasn’t happy about what she was looking at. We really needed some good news right now, but I had the distinct feeling that we weren’t going to get any. That would probably be too much to ask from the Gods. With everything that was going on, I’m sure that they had their plates full. One way or the other, we were on our own.


     “We’re screwed, Major,” she said, turning to look at me. “The nearest crossing is at Washington, Missouri on Highway 47. After that, the next closest one is St. Louis. That is, unless you want to try to backtrack to Hermann.”


     “What’s wrong with Washington?” I asked, glancing at the map as I drove.


     “We dropped a Thumper there right after everything kicked off,” she said, frowning. “The Zoomies[17] bombed the shit out of it. I don’t know if the bridge is in good enough shape for us to try to cross it. Last time we flew over, it didn’t look so good.”


     “We might have bigger problems, anyway,” I said, sighing.


     “What’s wrong?” she asked, concern in her voice.


     “We don’t have enough gas to get us very far,” I explained. “I’d guess no more than fifty miles or so. We either find some diesel fuel or we’re walking.”


     “Then I guess we’d better find some fuel,” she replied, grinning.


     We drove in silence for about another half an hour. I kept my eyes on the road, but I tried to steal a glance back at Hernandez every so often just to be on the safe side. Fullbright had put a pressure bandage on the wound, so I couldn’t see it. I couldn’t see any blood dripping from the bandage, though. That could be good or bad, depending on which way you looked at it.


     I had been keeping my eyes peeled for anything we could scavenge some diesel fuel from, but I wasn’t even seeing many abandoned cars. We were in an area with a lot of nothing. The road was curvy with a lot of trees, so I couldn’t see a long distance ahead of us. It also meant that I had to keep a close eye on the road to avoid anything that might suddenly appear.


     It was beginning to rain and from the lightning in the sky to the west; I had the feeling that it was going to be a big storm. Already, the raindrops were heavy and striking the windshield with considerable force. Within seconds, it went from heavy sprinkling to a downpour that made it difficult to see the road ahead. I immediately began decelerating to give myself some extra reaction time should something appear in the headlights.


    “Hey, Hernandez is waking up,” said Fullbright, excitedly.


     I started to glance back to check on him when a large lightning bolt split the sky and nearly blinded me. It had struck a tree not fifty yards ahead of us, sending sparks flying and pieces of the tree falling into the road. The massive report of the thunder was nearly deafening, but I heard Fullbright’s urgent voice behind me.


     “What the fuck!” he screamed.


     I turned my head quickly and saw Hernandez lunge across the seat, sinking his teeth into the side of Fullbright’s neck. Blood erupted from the wound and Fullbright’s scream became a strangled gurgling sound. I started to reach for my pistol when Fullbright shook and discharged his weapon. The report of the M-4 inside the close confines of the Humvee was massive. The muzzle flash ruined my night vision and I heard the high velocity projectiles striking surfaces inside the vehicle.


     The three shot burst took out the dash instruments, the SINCGARS radio and gouged a hot path down my right cheek. Out of reflex, I tried to get out of the way and felt the Humvee begin to slide. Before I could grab the wheel and regain control, we were sideways in the road and hydroplaning wildly. I mashed the brake pedal to the floor and fought to keep us from crashing. Now, all of my attention was on regaining control.


     Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the bloody face of Hernandez appear and savagely bite into the neck of Sergeant Leffingwell. She screamed and I drove my elbow into Hernande-zombie’s face, knocking him back into the backseat. I could see blood all over the side of Leffingwell’s throat and face, but didn’t know if it was hers or from Fullbright.


     Before I could do anything else, I felt the passenger side front tire dip into the ditch and the bumper bit into the soft earth of the embankment. Then I felt the sickening lurch in my stomach as the vehicle began to flip over in a flurry of groaning steel and crunching metal. Time slowed to a crawl as the Humvee began to flip over and over, rolling into the muddy field next to the road.


     My world was spinning and I was fighting to overcome the disorientation that I felt. At some point, I had cut my scalp and blood was running down my face. It took me a moment to realize that we were lying on the roof of the Humvee and our gear was scattered everywhere. The windshield had been knocked out and I could see the muddy ground just inches from where I had come to rest.


     Crawling out through the opening, I reached back and pulled Sergeant Leffingwell out with me. Her eyes were fluttering and I could see the ragged wound in her neck. It was seeping blood, so I knew that the carotid artery hadn’t been severed. That meant she wasn’t going to bleed out quickly, but she was going to turn into one of them and there wasn’t anything I could do about it.


     The Humvee was settling into the mud and one of the front tires was still spinning. Above the smell of damp earth and the rain, I could smell another acrid odor wafting through the night. It was the unmistakable scent of diesel fuel. If the fuel reached a hot piece of metal, the entire Humvee would go up in a ball of flames.


     “How…bad,” stammered Leffingwell.


     “It’s bad,” I replied, cradling her head in my lap.


     As much as I wanted to reassure her, I didn’t want to lie. She deserved to know the truth.


     “He…f…f…ucking bit me,” she said, sobbing softly.


     “Yeah,” I said, gently stroking her hair and brushing the rain out of her eyes.


     “I don’t…,” she said, beginning to cry.


     “I know,” I replied. “I’m so sorry.”


     “Please,” she gasped. “Please don’t let me turn into one of those things.”


     “I don’t know if I can do that,” I said, feeling the tears begin to well in my own eyes.


     “Please!” she pleaded. “I want to die as myself. Not one of them.”


     I understood exactly how she felt. I had felt the same way when I thought I was going to turn. The strain of recovery had nearly killed me, despite my usual rapid healing. I didn’t turn because I was Einherjar. She was not. There was nothing I could do to prevent it. She was going to turn.


     “Alright,” I whispered, softly. “I’ll do it.”


     “Thank you,” she said, sobbing.


     “Close your eyes,” I whispered into her ear. “Where are you from?”


     “St. Louis,” she replied, her lip trembling.


     “Are you a baseball fan?” I asked, trying to keep my hands from shaking.


     “Yeah,” she whispered. “I used to go to games with my dad, all the time.”


     “Then close your eyes,” I began, softly.


     Her eyes fluttered and closed. I noticed that her breathing was becoming more erratic and I could feel her skin was beginning to radiate heat, despite the cold pouring rain. The fever was coming and it wouldn’t be long before she turned. A bite in the neck like that let the poison go right into the brain.


     “You’re at the game with your father,” I began, trying to visualize it myself. “It’s opening day and the stadium is filled to capacity. You’ve got great seats, right on the left field foul line.”


     She shuddered and smiled at the thought. I could see her skin was growing mottled and turning a sickly shade of grey. The Reaper Virus was burning through her system with frightening speed.


     “Who are we playing?” she asked, starting to shiver.


     “Chicago,” I replied without hesitation.


     “Go St. Louis!” she rasped, her lips beginning to turn blue and quiver.


     “Our best hitter is at the plate,” I said, watching her face intently.


     Slowly, I drew my silenced PMR-30 and clicked off the safely.


     “It’s the bottom of the ninth and the bases are loaded,” I whispered. “We’re down by two. The count is full.”


     “Come on,” she wheezed.


     Gently, I brought up the pistol and aimed at her temple. My hand was beginning to shake and I was no longer sure if it was the rain or tears running down my face.


     “He digs in,” I said, closing my own eyes. “Fastball!”


     She gasped and tensed up. I expected the worst but relaxed when I heard her whisper.


     “Here it comes!”


     “He swings and…,” I hesitated. “Bang! He crushes one, right down the left field line. It’s going to be fair.”


     “Homerun!” she sighed.


     “It’s heading right for your glove,” I whispered.


     I felt her tense and watcher her hand closing as if catching a ball. I could see the jubilant smile creep across her face and saw the joy there. She was seeing it all in her mind. Under the circumstances it was the best I could do for her, to ease her passing as much as I could. I felt her entire body shaking as she lived that moment in her mind. I wanted that moment to be her last thoughts of this world. Not the death and destruction that it had become.


    Gently, I squeezed the trigger. The pistol coughed once and she was gone. Her body went slack in my arms as she got her final wish. She would not become one of them. Her final passing was as much of a mercy as I could give her. It wasn’t the first time that I had granted such a request for someone. I had little doubt that it wouldn’t be the last. Despite the mercy that it granted, it cost me a little piece of myself each time. This time I knew that it cost more than the others.


    As much as it killed me, all I could think about was Spec-4. She had reminded me so much of her. They had so much in common, it was amazing. They were both from St. Louis. I couldn’t help but wonder if they had known each other. I would relive pulling that trigger for a long time to come. I’d see it in my dreams and pray I did the right thing. I wasn’t sure what bothered me more; the fact that I had to do such things or the fact that I could. Neither was a pleasant thought.


    I put the pistol away and lifted her as gently as I could. I placed her on top of the vehicle, in between the wheels. This was going to be the best sendoff I could give her. I would do my best to make it count. I would make the sendoff as big as I could possibly make it.


    I took a moment to compose her as best I could. I left her weapons on her, but took all of the ammo. Then I returned to the front of the Humvee and looked inside. Just as I suspected, both Hernandez and Fullbright were moving around and trying to crawl out from under all of the gear that had fallen on them during the wreck.


    Before I could aim my pistol, Fullbright opened his mouth and began to shriek. Although we were in the middle of nowhere, I knew that a Shrieker’s cry could carry a long distance. It would call any of the dead that were in range. I shot it in the head twice, just to be sure. Then I turned and double-tapped Hernandez.


    When I was certain that they weren’t going to move again, I began yanking out all of the gear. The smell of the diesel fuel was nearly overpowering now, since the gas cans in the back had dumped all over the cargo area. I needed to get as much gear as I could carry and get out of here, ASAP. One spark would set it all ablaze. Not only was that a possibility, I was counting on it.


    I quickly loaded the two dead privates’ weapons and ammo into my range bag. There were only four MREs, so they went into the bag as well. I managed to scrounge six bottles of water and four canteens. It wasn’t much, but it was going to have to do. The last thing I grabbed was a helmet that had rolled into the turret. I sat it on my head and got ready to move.


    The range bag went onto my back with my rucksack, and then I covered myself with a poncho. Once everything was secure, I got ready to head out. The weight of the gear wasn’t significant, so I knew that I could carry it easily. At least I could for now, anyway. It was time to put some distance between me and the wreckage, just in case the Fullbright-Shrieker had managed to call in more of the undead.


    The last thing I did before heading off into the night was to light one of the flares that I had in my pack. I watched as it sputtered in the rain and slowly ignited into a bright red intensity. I whispered a silent prayer that the Gods guide Leffingwell into paradise. She had earned it. Somehow, I knew that I would see her again in Valhalla.


    “Goodbye,” I said softly.


    With a flick of the wrist, I tossed the flare in through the open windshield and watched it bounce into the back. Instantly, the diesel fuel began to ignite and the flames spread rapidly. I turned and headed hurriedly across the field towards the tree line to the south. I slogged through the muddy field until I reached the first of the trees. Then I turned to look back, one final time.


    The Humvee was fully engulfed in flames. The massive funeral pyre was glowing brightly against the darkness that surrounded it. Through the intense glow of the fire, I would have sworn I saw a shape rising into the sky. Then lightning split the darkness and I could see wisps of smoke curing into the heavens. I knew that the Valkyries had come to take one of their own to the Great Hall.


    With a grim nod of appreciation, I turned and headed into the darkened woods. I couldn’t see very far ahead of me, but I couldn’t risk using my flashlight either. The light would attract too much attention. I would have to walk as silently as I could and hope I didn’t run into anything in the darkness. If I did, I was in a lot of trouble.


    After about an hour of walking, I knew that I had put at least a mile between me and the burning wreckage. I stopped to rest and put my back against a tree, taking in air with deep, slow breaths. I forced myself to not breathe loudly, because it might attract attention. I was straining my ears for any sound that might be a threat. All I could hear was the steady hiss of the rain on the leaves. Funny that it should occur to me right at that moment, but it sounded just like bacon frying.


    After a long moment of listening, I was fairly confident that there was nothing in the immediate area. I didn’t want to risk going much farther in the dark, so I decided to rest here until dawn. I could decide my next move, then.


    Sliding down the tree, I kept my back against it and settled to the ground. I was freezing from the rain and the temperature was dropping. Drawing the poncho around me, I tried to make myself a small shelter against the side of the tree. I lowered my head and wrapped myself tightly in my makeshift tent, bringing my knees up against my chest.


    I was shivering and could barely feel my fingers, but exhaustion prevented me from going any farther. I doubted that it was cold enough for me to die of exposure, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to catch pneumonia. I was falling asleep as a powerful wave of fatigue pulled me farther and farther into its embrace. Just as I was dozing off, I began to think of home and a warm fire. I remembered how on cold days, my two big dogs would cuddle up with me on the couch as I watched television.


    Suddenly, I could feel warm air on my face and smelled the familiar scent of dog breath. I could feel myself back on the couch and I lifted the blanket for the dogs to crawl under. I felt them settle against my chest as I covered them with the blanket and felt their fur beneath my fingers. I gently scratched them both as I drifted off into slumber.


    My last conscious thoughts were the realization that only one of my dogs had long fur. Odin’s coat was short and fine. I knew I didn’t have a blanket on me and my dogs. I was covered in a poncho and my dogs were over a hundred miles away from here. My mind tried to comprehend what was going on, but the warmth from the dogs was spreading into my body and chasing away the cold. The mystery was going to have to wait as sleep pulled me down into the darkness. Then the dreams began.
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    Chapter Ten


    Wygliff the Warrior


    “All that we see or seem is but a dream within a dream.”


    - Edgar Allan Poe


    


    We had fought our way clear of the Skraelings that were waiting for us when we emerged from beneath the falls. We lost Skeld in the fight, but Bjorgolf, Hjalmar and I had finally reached the shore. The charred wreckage of the ship had washed up along the small cove that we had anchored in. There was no sign of the crew.


    “Odin’s blood,” whispered Bjorgolf, shaking his head.


    “It seems that the Gods have decided that we are walking home,” said Hjalmar, grimly.


    “Are you out of your mind!” bellowed Bjorgolf. “We can’t walk home! We’re a thousand leagues from anywhere.”


    “Lie down in the sand and die then,” replied Hjalmar. “I will continue to fight so long as I draw breath.”


    “As will I,” I added, watching the jungle behind us.


    “So what do you suppose we should do?” said Bjorgolf.


    “We go north and follow the shore,” answered Hjalmar. “Just like we would have done in the ship.”


    “Maybe we will find a raiding party,” I said, hopefully.


    “I’m sure we will,” said Bjorgolf, angrily. “A Skraeling raiding party.”


    Hjalmar turned swiftly and drove his fist into Bjorgolf’s mouth with tremendous force, knocking him on his back in the sand. Bjorgolf lay there for a long moment with a mixture of shock and pain on his face. Clearly he was more surprised by the blow than hurt, but he did not immediately react.


    “Cover yourself over with sand and lie in your grave,” snapped Hjalmar. “Either you fight for your life or you can cower like a toothless dog.”


    Bjorgolf didn’t answer for a long moment. I could see the emotions moving across his face. Confusion, anger and shame played on his lips and danced in his eyes. Finally, he shook his head and closed his eyes.


    “I am sorry,” he said, dejectedly. “I lost hope for a moment.”


    “We all lose hope from time to time,” said Hjalmar. “Trust in the Gods and they will see us home. Do not despair. We have already earned our places in Valhalla. Let us do great deeds worthy of song while we yet live.”


    With that, Hjalmar held out his hand. After a moment’s hesitation, Bjorgolf took it and was pulled to his feet. They continued to grasp arms as they stared into each other’s eyes with fierce intensity. After a moment, they separated and backed away from one another. Bjorgolf might have realized how he was acting, but he wasn’t one to forgive a punch to the face, either. I was sure that this was not over between them. They might wait until we were safely back at home, but they would have to settle this between them. Most likely, they would settle it with blood.


    The sun was still high in the sky when we gathered our gear together and headed north along the shore. We all knew that it would be many months before we reached the lands that our people had explored in Vinland. It would be many more months before we reached the nearest settlement. We would hunt and forage for food and water along our path.


    As we journeyed north, the terrain became less and less jungle and more dry and arid. It took us many weeks to reach a great river that emptied into the ocean. It was there that we began to notice that the Skraelings were changing. They were no longer the smaller, dark-skinned jungle dwellers. Now they were taller with lighter skin and long braided hair. They also carried themselves like warriors. I could see it in the way they walked.


    Bjorgolf wanted to attack them when we first saw them, but I held him back. I was tired of fighting for every mile we traveled. It was a decision that probably saved our lives. The group that we encountered turned out to be a scouting party for a much larger group. Although we did not speak the same language, we were able to get our message across to them. We exchanged some steel knives for some much needed supplies.


    I was beginning to learn that there were different groups of Skraelings. Some were warriors, some were hunters and yet others were farmers. In that way, they weren’t all that different from our own people. The major difference was that they could not forge steel and didn’t understand when I tried to explain that we wanted to trade for horses. It was as if they had no idea what they were. I found that rather odd.


    Another thing I learned was that some were friendly and could be bartered with, while others were hostile and wanted no part of peaceful exchanges. They would attack you, on sight. If we had a raiding party of our own, it would have been different. We would have joined them and taught them the meaning of battle. Since there was only the three of us, we had to be more careful. That didn’t sit well with Bjorgolf. I told him to be careful what he wished for, but his lust for battle knew no bounds. He would not listen.


    One such group, that we had been told were called the Wichita, attacked us just as we were entering a wooded valley. We retreated to a small hilltop that was littered with boulders. There was a small cave opening in the top where we would be able to take cover. The Wichita fired volley after volley of arrows at us, but we were able to avoid the worst of it by staying behind the rocks.


    After loosing all of my own arrows back at them, I was able to recover a number of theirs to replace my own. I was impressed with the construction of their arrows. They were fletched with the feathers of a bird that I was unfamiliar with and the tips were made from stone, but they flew straight and true. Although more than one of them was turned aside by our armor, they had little trouble piercing the leather tunics that the Skraelings wore.


    We were pinned down on the top of the hill by more than fifty of these fierce warriors and our supply of arrows was very limited. I was only able to recover enough to keep them at bay. While I was trying to recover more, a lucky shot had cost me my left eye. I fell back behind a boulder while Hjalmar pulled the arrow out. It hadn’t pierced my skull deeply enough to kill me, but the eye was gone. He did the only thing he could do, under the circumstances. He stuffed a rag into the socket and tied a strip of leather around it. It would have to hold until we finished the fight.


    After that, we stayed low and let them spend their arrows against the rocks. We knew our only shot was in getting them to close to sword range. Eventually, as the sun rose on the third day of our stand on top of the hill, they did just that. They had spent the entire night slowly sneaking up the hill and lay concealed among the rocks, waiting for the sun to come up. As the morning light crept onto the horizon, they let forth a dreadful ululating scream and launched themselves at us.


    The battle was fierce and bloody, with our swords inflicting tremendous damage against their wooden clubs, stone hatchets and knives, and armor of leather and bone. We had the advantage in weapons and skill, but they had numbers and sheer ferocity. The sun was well above the horizon when I stood surrounded by bodies and dripping blood from a dozen wounds.


    As I began to look around at the carnage, I realized that I was the only one still standing. Both Bjorgolf and Hjalmar had fallen, surrounded by the bodies of nearly a score of theirs. They had fallen back to back. Whatever their differences had been in life, they had died protecting each other and fighting with an intensity that would make the Valkyries take notice. They had died a glorious death, well worthy of song. I would sing of them to our people, if I ever saw them again.


    I spent the next few hours tossing the bodies of the fallen Skraelings off of the side of the hill and into a ravine. Then I carried Bjorgolf and Hjalmar into the cave, laying them out with their weapons and armor. I could not burn them, but I knew that the Gods were already aware of their deeds. I would inter them in this cave, like the kings of old.


    It took me the rest of the day to collapse the cave down upon my friends. I slept that night without a fire and in sheer exhaustion. When I awoke the next morning, I saw that the hill was now surrounded by more than a hundred of the Wichita. They were armed and ready for battle, but they did not charge. When I stood up, they raised their weapons and let forth with their ululating cry. I drew my sword and prepared to die in battle.


    When they did not charge, I was not sure what to expect. I stepped up onto a large boulder and shouted out my battle cry. I cried out to Odin to see that one warrior was facing down so many, but did not retreat. I would not surrender or try to run away. My friends had fallen in battle against them and I would do no less.


    I watched in surprise as they began to put their weapons away. Then, inexplicably, they began to pick up their dead and leave. One lone warrior stood apart from the others. I noticed that his headdress was more intricate than the others, with more beads and feathers than anyone else. He merely stared at me with a measured look on his grim face. When they had carried off all of their dead, he looked me in the eye and nodded gravely. Then he turned and walked away. There would be no battle today. We had earned their respect by defeating so many of their warriors. The cost had been high, though. Now I was alone.


    I spent a few days tending my wounds and carving runes into a large stone to commemorate the battle for any of our kind who would one day come this way. Once that was finished, I began gathering supplies for the long journey that lay ahead of me. I had fixed my position by the stars and knew I was a long, long way from home. I had my heading now, and I would take the most direct path back to where we began. Although I had no way to know this, I somehow knew that I was in a place that would one day become Heavener, Oklahoma.


    As I was about to depart on the final day, I saw the lone warrior with the intricate headdress approaching the hill. He was carrying a bundle wrapped in an animal skin and walking slowly towards me, making no attempt to hide. I took that to mean his intentions were not aggressive and met him halfway.


    We stood there facing each other for a long moment, neither of us speaking. He was obviously taking my measure, just as I was his. Although older than me, I could see the strength in his frame and wisdom in his eyes. This was a warrior who had known battle and lived to tell the tales to his children and grandchildren. I nodded my head in respect and he returned the gesture.


    Kneeling down in front of me, he picked up a stick and began drawing in the dirt. Although just a rough picture in the soil, it was clear that he was drawing a wolf, both from the shape and the howling position that it was in. Then he looked at me expectantly.


    “Ulfr,” I said, pointing at the drawing. “That’s a wolf.”


    “Ulfr,” he echoed, saying it slowly.


    Gesturing at the picture on the ground, he then pointed at me with a scarred finger.


    “Ulfr,” he said, indicating me.


    He was calling me a wolf. Then he held up one finger and repeated the word. It dawned on me what he was saying; one wolf or lone wolf. He was calling me a lone wolf. Somehow I had earned a name among these Skraelings that I could not understand. No. Not Skraelings. They were warriors, too. They might have looked different from my people, but they were definitely warriors. They had earned my respect, as well.


    Tossing the bundle at my feet, he nodded at me gravely and turned to walk away. As he did, I saw the intricate pattern that had been woven into the back of his tunic. It was comprised of leather strips and beads, making a striking image of two ravens perched on a tree limb. Yet again, I was seeing the ravens. The Gods were giving me a sign. I would accept his gift in the spirit it was intended.


    I picked up the bundle and opened it slowly. Inside was a cloak made out of a wolf’s skin, with the head as a hood. That would help to keep me warm. In addition, I found a crude pair of boots made from what looked to be deer-hide. I also found food. It was dried meats, berries and some sort of bread. Although it was unfamiliar to me, it smelled good. I tried a small piece of each and discovered it to be very tasty. There was enough food to keep me going for quite a while. Game was plentiful in this new land, so I knew I wouldn’t starve.


    As I headed off to the north-east, I glanced back at the hilltop where we had stood against so many of their warriors. Although I was leaving behind two great warriors, I knew that their place in Valhalla was assured. Now I had to make it back to tell their tale. I would make the journey alone, but I felt their strength inside of me. Now I was more than I had been at the beginning of this journey. No longer was I Wygliff the warrior.


    Now, I was Wygliff the Wolf.
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    Chapter Eleven


    Dark Waters


    “They died hard, those savage men - like wounded wolves at bay.


    They were filthy, and they were lousy, and they stunk.


    And I loved them.”


    - Douglas MacArthur


    


    When I awoke, the rain had passed. The sun had not yet peeked over the horizon, but the crimson line on the sky promised of the day to come. Although the air temperature was still cool, I felt more refreshed than I had expected. As I was sitting up, I noticed the tracks in the mud around me. They were large padded paw prints. It was either a very large dog or a wolf. Then I remembered my dream from the night before. I remembered letting the dogs crawl under the blanket with me. Was it a dream?


    I thought about it briefly, but didn’t have time to dwell on it. I needed to cover some serious ground today and put as much distance between me and the fallen FOB Warhorse as possible. I wasn’t ready to face the big warrior. If he was in fact Hrimthurssar, then I needed to be ready for the fight of my life. I had to force him to fight me somewhere the dead would not be a factor. I needed to find a way to give me the advantage.


    Moving overland, I headed for the only place that I knew I could move safely. I headed back towards the Missouri River. If I could reach the river, I could float all the way to the Mississippi River and head south from there. I needed to get past St. Louis if I had any shot at getting to safety. Once I cleared the metropolitan area, I could move overland with relative safety. I might even be able to sneak onto Fort Leonard Wood, if it wasn’t overrun by the dead.


    My visions from the Old man had led me to find Shura and Irina. I knew that was the reason I had been led this direction. The question remained, was it the only reason? I was beginning to doubt that it was. The closer that I got to the river, the more convinced I became that there was more that I was intended to find. I also had the feeling that I was heading the right direction.


    I moved quickly throughout the day, using the trees to my advantage. I avoided buildings and any place that looked like it might possibly be crawling with the undead. It was nearly sundown and I was passing through a very well-to-do subdivision of expensive looking houses. That was when I caught my first glimpse of the river. I was fortunate enough to find that there was also a large dock nearby, which had several big boats tied up to it. Two were obviously fishing boats, a couple of pontoon boats, and two cabin cruisers.


    I was going to take one of the cabin cruisers. Not only would it afford me transportation down the river, it would also give me a place to sleep. I could drop an anchor in the deep part of the river and sleep in relative safety. I knew that the Hrimthurssar had several of the Stalkers with him, but the current was swift enough that I doubted they would be able to find my anchor line, much less climb it. Anchoring in deep water might well be my best chance to get any real rest.


    Moving down to the dock, I brought up my silenced M-4 and checked the load. It was hot and ready to go. I made certain to walk heal-to-toe, rolling my feet on the ground rather than taking heavy steps to minimize the noise that I would make on the wooden planks. I did a quick check of every boat I passed, grabbing the fuel tanks each time and setting them out on the dock. Whichever cabin cruiser I decided to take would need fuel for the trip I had in mind.


    I searched both cabin cruisers and ultimately decided on one that I liked the color of better than the other one. I know it was an arbitrary way to decided, but they both had more room than I needed. I quickly brought the fuel on board and scavenged for supplies. Placing everything I found onto my chosen boat, I headed for the wheelhouse.


    This one was a little tougher to hotwire, but in a few minutes I was casting off the mooring lines while the engines rumbled. I shoved away from the dock and idled out towards deeper water. Once I was well clear of the dock, I headed down river to get away from the dock before throttling back and finding a good spot to cut power.


    After I set the anchors, I let the boat drift until the anchor lines pulled taut and made sure it was going to hold. Then I shut down power and headed down onto the deck. Taking out my binoculars, I began sweeping the shoreline for any sign of the dead. Although it was difficult to use binoculars with only one eye, it wasn’t completely impossible. Once I was sure that the area was clear, I put away the binocs and headed below. I had to smash the locks, but I was beyond caring at this point.


    The main cabin was very well appointed and had all the comforts of a rich man’s home away from home. This boat made my Caitríona look like a garbage scow. For all the good it did the former owner, it must have cost close to a million dollars. Now, its worth was confined to how much protection it afforded me against the undead. The opulent luxury seemed as out of place in this world as my appearance was among it. I definitely looked odd in this rich floating palace.


    Sinking onto one of the couches, I began taking off my gear and placing it on the table. I spent some time cleaning all of my weapons and oiling the sword. After spending the night in the pouring rain, I needed to make sure that everything was in order. I couldn’t afford for my weapons to be out of commission because I failed to maintain them. That would be a fatal mistake.


    After the weapons, I checked over all of my equipment. I had extra weapons from the wreckage of the Humvee, but little need for them all. What I really needed was the ammo. In fact, I needed more ammo if I had a shot at getting back to the others. Whatever task the Gods had for me, I wanted to get it over with and get back to my family. Our time was running out before the Fimbul Winter set in.


    Glancing around the room, I saw a glass case that held nautical items on display. No doubt, they were part of an expensive collection that the former owner proudly displayed. I didn’t really give a shit about that. What I did care about was that one of the items on display was an antique nautical telescope. It was made from brass and wood, and was collapsible. The entire thing slid inside itself and ended up only about eight inches long.


    I smashed the glass case and removed the spyglass, examining it thoroughly. It was the real deal, not just a mock-up. It had good magnification, too. I folded it up and slipped it into my pack. Then my eyes fell on the liquor cabinet. In a glass case on the back was a bottle. I opened the case and removed it, reverently. I had heard of this but I had never actually seen one. It was a fifty year old bottle of Glenfiddich Scotch. That bottle cost more than I had earned in a year as a C.O. There was no way that I was not going to have some of this.


    Pouring myself a generous glass, I sat back on the couch and removed my body armor. Glenfiddich made one of the world’s premier scotches. It was smooth beyond compare, totally eclipsing even the best whiskeys I had ever tasted before. I could be eaten by the zombies now and I would count myself blessed for having tasted it. All of my years enjoying whiskey had led me to this moment. Unfortunate as it was that it took the zombie apocalypse to get me here, I was grateful for this one taste. It was simply amazing.


    Despite the knowledge that one glass cost more than I earned in a single paycheck, I had a second glass. It went down as smoothly as the first. After that, all I wanted to do was lay down and think about Scotch. I couldn’t bring myself to have a glass of anything else, much less eat anything. I didn’t want anything to spoil the flavor in my mouth. I could eat later.


    The gentle swaying of the boat on the water and the sheer comfort of the couch was enough to put me into a very relaxed state. I didn’t fall asleep, but just lay there enjoying the wonderful feeling of warmth that had spread throughout my body. I let my mind wander and tried to think of better times, but all I could think about was losing Leffingwell and the fall of FOB Warhorse. All the loss of life could have been avoided if Hadley had done his job and posted the perimeter guard. He’d earned himself a place among the dishonored dead.


    I was beginning to drift off and didn’t notice the noise at first. The second time I heard it; I sat up and shook my head to clear it. I quickly turned off the lights and grabbed my M-4, then stepped out onto the deck. The wind was picking up and I could smell rain in the air. We were in for another storm tonight. I could see the lightning lighting up the clouds in the distance. On the wind, I could hear the clear note of a call. It was a signal horn.


    At first it rolled out in the distance, clear and unmistakable. It was miles away from here and not on the water. It was somewhere back towards FOB Warhorse. As I listened, it was answered by a second and then a third horn; each a different direction. I felt a cold chill run down my spine. If it was the Hrimthurssar, then there was more than one of them. One was bad enough. I wasn’t sure I could beat him, let alone three of them. If they came after me all at once, I was doomed.


    Slipping back inside, I made sure that all of the portholes were covered so that no light could be seen from the outside. Unless they knew the boat was there, they wouldn’t be able to see it. They would have to be specifically searching for it. Without the running lights, it would be hard to spot in the middle of the river. Even if they did see it, they would have a difficult time reaching it without a boat of their own. They would have to paddle out, because I would hear a boat motor coming long before they got to me.


    I briefly considered pulling up the anchors and heading down river. I decided against it, though. The Missouri could be a treacherous river to navigate during the day by an experienced river pilot. I definitely didn’t have the skill or the knowledge to try it in the dark. I’d either run aground or sink myself on some hidden obstruction. No, it was dangerous to wait, but far more dangerous to risk traveling in the dark. I would have to wait until first light to move.


    Returning to the cabin, I left the lights off and opened one of the windows. The cool night air was refreshing, but it also allowed me to listen for more sounds. I heard the horns sound again, but after the third time they stopped sounding. I did notice that they seemed to be getting farther away each time.


    As I leaned back against the couch, I began to consider all of the things that I had learned. I now knew that the Hrimthurssar were real and that they somehow either controlled the undead or could move among them without problems. It did seem like they were able to direct them, so I had to assume that they could control them. That was not good news. They were also apparently very tough to kill.


    I knew that the damage I had done to the one I fought was extensive. If I had been wounded like that, I would have either bled out or taken weeks to recover. He seemed no worse for wear just a couple of days later. I could assume that they healed much faster than I did. They were also bigger, stronger and faster than me. My only advantage was in training and intelligence. Ok, maybe just in training. I wasn’t exactly the sharpest tool in the shed.


    If I was going to win a fight against one or more of them, I had to fight smarter and inflict massive amounts of damage in as little time as possible. If I didn’t, I’d be outmatched fairly quickly. I couldn’t hope to beat them with sheer power. The only reason I had done so well the last time was that he underestimated me. I was more than confident they wouldn’t make that mistake twice.


    I needed to find terrain that suited my purposes and quickly. The sounds of the horns told me that they were hunting me. If they could control the dead and used them to do their dirty work, then the Trackers would be able to follow me easily. Well, they might not be able to follow my scent through the rain. They definitely wouldn’t be able to track me on the river, but they might lead the Hrimthurssar to the dock where I took the boat. I’m sure that they would figure it out from there. Oh well, I took all the fuel. Good luck following me in one of those boats.


    I’m not sure when I drifted off, but the next thing I knew the sun was trying to peek through the clouds. The day was still heavily overcast and it was still raining steadily, but it was light outside. It was gloomy, but I decided it was good enough. It was time to head downstream. I would either discover what I was meant to find, or get back on my way home.


    I slipped my gear back on and did a quick weapons check. Once I was sure that everything was ready, I headed out onto the deck. That’s when I realized that the boat was no longer sitting still. It was moving slowly downriver. That meant that the anchors had come loose and we had been drifting with the current for the Gods only knew how long.


    I ran over to the bow of the boat and grabbed the first anchor line and began pulling on it. I was astonished to find that it came up freely without any kind of resistance. After only a few feet of pulling, the end of the rope emerged from the water. It was neatly severed at about six feet in length. I could tell by the way the ends looked that it had to have been cut. It wasn’t snapped in two.


    A sick feeling began to emerge in my stomach as I reached for the other line. When it too emerged from the water with a smoothly cut end, I felt the pit of my stomach lurch in alarm. Not only had the lines been deliberately cut, the perpetrator could very well be nearby or on the boat with me. It wasn’t the work of the dead, either. Something very sharp had severed those lines.


    Spinning around, I reached for the grip of my XVR. My hand froze mid-way when I realized that I was looking down the barrel of a massive handgun. Sitting atop the rail that led into the wheelhouse was the giant warrior that I had fought before. He was dripping wet from the rain, but it didn’t seem to bother him. If anything, he seemed to be reveling in it.


    “Hello, Grant,” he said in his deep resonating voice.


    “What the fuck do you want?” I demanded, pretty sure I already knew the answer to that one.


    “The world,” he said, smiling a predatory smile. “But I’ll settle for your head.”


    “How long have you been aboard?” I asked, dreading the answer.


    “I could have killed you in your sleep,” he replied, “if that’s what you’d like to know.”


    “What stopped you?” I said, cautiously.


    “Oh, I want more than just to kill you, Grant,” he said, softly. “I want to beat you and make you beg for death.”


    “Better than you have tried, asshole,” I replied. “So, are you going to shoot me or talk me to death?”


    “No guns,” he said, standing up. “We’ll use blades, the way the Gods intended it.”


    He was bigger than I remembered. He looked like you took the body of a bodybuilder and stuck it on an NBA player’s frame. He had to be well over seven feet tall and pure muscle. His skin had a bluish cast to it and he was covered with tattoos. When he removed his shirt, I could see that there were more than I had previously seen. Bind Runes were cast into his skin with what looked like a branding iron. He also had a massive depiction of Odin being devoured by the Fenris Wolf on his chest. Although I could not see his back, I was certain it had more of the same.


    I sat my weapons on a nearby couch and began removing my gear. I removed my armor, leaving only the sword and boot knife. I observed that he was doing the same. When he drew his wickedly curved black blade, I saw the design up close for the first time. The blade was curved slightly, almost like a scimitar, but still obviously Norse in design. The tip of the blade was double edged for stabbing and turned into serrations about six inches back from the tip. This was a weapon designed to rend flesh.


    The blade was as black as the night sky with etched runes down the length of it. The hilt was the head of a dragon with rubies for eyes. From the symbols carved into the hilt, I was sure that I recognized the dragon. It was Nidhogg, the dragon of the underworld. In Ragnarok, it would feast on the bodies of the fallen. According to the texts, it would survive Ragnarok and live to torment men in the next world. Not a very reassuring prophesy.


    “I see you’re admiring Thor’s Bane,” he said, turning the sword for me to get a better look.


    “You might want to brush up on your reading,” I replied. “Nidhogg doesn’t kill Thor.”


    “I know,” he replied. “Jormungandr[18] does. This isn’t a dragon on the hilt. It’s Jormungandr.”


    “My mistake,” I replied. “One serpent is as good as the other. Either way, I’m not letting you walk away from this one.”


    “I will reclaim my sword and use your skull as a drinking horn,” he said darkly.


    “By the way,” I said, tauntingly. “I changed the name. I didn’t like yours so I called it Ulfrbrandr.”


    “Call it whatever you want,” he replied. “In a few minutes, it will be back on my hip.”


    He began climbing down the stairs that led to the wheel house, watching me warily as he approached. For my part, I just drew my sword and waited for him. Although the back deck of this boat was big, it didn’t leave us a lot of room to fight. It did mean than we had nowhere to run. You either fought or dove into the water. From the strength of the current, I didn’t think that was a very good option.


    Once he was on the deck in front of me, he took his sword in a two handed grip and began to study me intently. He wasn’t as confident as he was the first time we fought, but neither was I. Reaching up, I took my Thor’s Hammer out from beneath my shirt and let it fall against my chest. The big warrior looked at it with a dark frown on his face, but said nothing.


    “I’d like to know your name,” I said, staring at him with a measure of anger and respect.


    “Why?” he said, sighing. “We are not friends, nor shall we be.”


    “Because if I kill you,” I said gravely, “I intend to tell my children the tale of the mighty warrior that bore this sword and nearly killed me.”


    He looked at me with confusion on his face before answering.


    “You would include me in your songs of bravery?”


    “I would,” I replied. “You fight with great skill. Defeating you would be a deed worthy of song.”


    “Very well,” he said, reluctantly. “You may call me Bergelmir.”


    “Alright,” I said. “Shall we dance?”


    He lifted his sword and saluted me, although this time I sensed no mockery in it. It was a genuine show of respect. I returned the gesture and we both began to circle, careful to watch where we stepped and never taking our eyes off of one another. Both of us were searching for an opening or any sign of weakness in our opponent’s defenses.


    Bergelmir struck first, but I was ready. I saw the decision to attack in his eyes a split second before he struck. I blocked the blow in an overhead parry and knocked the blade away. Before he could react, I kicked out with my right foot and struck him in the knee. Although it wasn’t enough to break the leg, it did damage him enough to slow him down. Point for me.


    He acknowledged the touch and shifted his stance to better protect his leg, then began twirling his sword in an intricate pattern. I could hear the blade slicing through the air and had little doubt of the sharpness. I circled to my left to try to stay on the same side as his injured knee, but he was ready for that.


    Without warning, his blade shot forward and I parried furiously. Steel rang on steel as the two great blades collided, sending sparks into the misty air and the ring of the impact echoing off into the distance. Above us, thunder rumbled through the clouds and the air seemed to grow electric with the coming storm. I felt invigorated. I could feel the beginnings of what I could only describe as battle-lust forming. Despite myself, I was enjoying this.


    “You fight well,” he said, nodding briefly.


    “You too,” I replied, not taking my eyes off of him.


    “It is too bad that I have to kill you,” he said, after a moment.


    I chose not to answer. Instead, I decided to go on the offensive. Launching myself at him, I delivered a flurry of blows. The almost musical ringing of the clashing steel carried away on the wind as he matched me blow for blow. Each time I struck, it was as if his blade appeared in the way like magic. The music of the steel provided an audible counterpoint to the intricate dance that we weaved around each other. It was the deathly struggle of the symphony of battle.


    When we separated, I stepped back and disengaged. It was both to catch my breath and to take a moment to appreciate what had just happened. This was definitely going to be one of those epic tales of battle. Losing to Bergelmir would be no dishonor. Not that I was planning on losing or anything. I wasn’t willing to go that far. However, beating him was going to be a major victory for me. Assuming that I actually could, that is. At the moment, that was still up in the air.


    Bergelmir launched himself at me in a wild spiral attack that was aimed directly at my head. Instead of blocking the blow, I dove forward and rolled beneath his blade, slashing out with my own sword as I went. I scored a deep gash down his left thigh, exposing muscle and sending a spray of blood across the deck.


    Bergelmir roared in pain as I rolled to my feet, bringing my sword up in a guard position. Before I expected him to, he rushed forward slashing towards my midsection as he came. He seemed to be completely ignoring the wound in his leg, but I knew that could only be shock. He would feel the pain in a few moments. I blocked the blow, but it drove me back against the railing.


    When I felt the metal rail dig into my back, it distracted me for just a moment. That was the only opening that he needed and he capitalized on it. Driving his huge fist into my face, I felt the bones of my nose crunch beneath his knuckles and the sudden spurt of blood as it ran down my chin and onto my chest. The force of the blow had me seeing stars and my head was swimming. My vision blurred as tears formed in my eye.


    Before I could shake it off, I felt a searing pain as his sword bit into the flesh of my abdomen, slicing a gash just above my left hip and ending right at my ribcage. I couldn’t tell how deep it was, but it was bleeding profusely. I lashed out in desperation and drove the hilt of my sword into his throat. I heard him gasping for breath as he stumbled back away from me.


    Shaking my head to clear it, I blinked several times to try to regain focus in my eye. I could now see that Bergelmir was holding his throat with his left hand and gasping for air. His face was far bluer than it had been before. Although his right hand still clutched the hilt of his sword, the tip was on the deck. I had landed a far better blow than I had thought.


    I was facing the back of the boat and began to realize that I was looking at trees, not the river. We were sideways in the water. Turning quickly to my left, I could see that we were indeed drifting sideways and less than a dozen yards from a bridge pylon. The current was very strong and we were moving far too fast for us to stop in time.


    I turned to shout a warning to Bergelmir, but he was already coming at me. His weapon was poised to cut me in half. I had no choice but to parry the blow and hope that he saw what was happening before it was too late. It was a vain hope. His eyes were focused only on the kill. He would see nothing else until it was too late.


    Our swords smashed together and it became a contest of strength. Under normal circumstances, it wouldn’t have been close. However, this time I was very well motivated to get past him and into the wheelhouse. I twisted my hip and used his superior strength against him and rolled him off to the side. Before I could head for the stairs, he was swinging a vicious backslash aimed at my neck. Needless to say, I had to parry it.


    Steel rang out in protest again as I deflected the blow upwards, allowing it to pass harmlessly over my head. Using the hilt of my sword like the rib-splitter on a riot baton, I drove it into his exposed flank and heard the whoosh of air as he gasped out in sudden pain. It wasn’t the best shot in the world, but it was effective.


    I started to disengage when I saw that the pylon was only a few feet away. We were going to hit. I did the only thing that I could. I grabbed the nearest railing and held on for dear life. When Bergelmir saw what I was doing, his eyes grew wide and he spun around just in time to see us ram right into the concrete pylon.


    The boat struck with a resounding boom, followed by the crunching sound of fiberglass. I had no way of knowing how badly we were damaged, but I knew that it couldn’t be good. I just hoped that we weren’t taking on water or we would soon be on our way to the bottom of the Mighty Missouri, like so many countless river boats had in years gone by. The Missouri is a dangerous and unforgiving river.


    The sheer power of the current continued to pull against the bow of the boat and I felt us being turned around and away from the pylon. I could hear the hull groaning in protest as we rolled around the concrete and were dragged farther down the river. The boat violently shuddered before we were stripped clear of the bridge and began spinning around in circles as we were swept away.


    Bergelmir was getting slowly to his feet as I began to release my death grip from the railing. The boat was already beginning to list to one side, so I knew that we were taking on water. It might take hours or it might only be minutes, but this boat was going to sink. The deck was pitched at about a 40 degree angle as I tried to reach the door to the cabin. I needed to grab my gear so that I could get off of this boat before it dragged me down with it. Bergelmir had other plans.


    Before I had taken more than three steps, he launched himself at me again. I managed to parry the blow and keep my footing, but the listing was growing worse by the second. We were taking on water faster than I had thought and we only had minutes to abandon ship before we would be in the frigid water.


    “We have to get off of this boat before it sinks,” I yelled, holding his sword against my own.


    “There is only one way that you are getting off of this boat,” he replied.


    “We’ll both die if we stay here,” I countered, shoving his blade away from mine.


    “So be it,” he said, launching another attack.


    This time, he came close to slicing through my neck, but I managed to leap back at the last second. He lost his footing and stumbled. Instead of capitalizing on the misstep, I dove inside the cabin and began frantically grabbing my gear. I took just a moment to shove several bottles of expensive alcohol into my bag. There was no sense in letting it go to the bottom of the river.


    As I turned to head for the door, Bergelmir came in and blocked my exit. I brought my sword up to defend and he lunged at me. I knocked the blow aside and leapt over a foot stool that was sliding towards me. I could see the muddy waters of the river were lapping at the porthole behind Bergelmir. We didn’t have much time left.


    While I fought to maintain my footing as the deck continued to list, Bergelmir started to advance towards me. Before he had taken three steps, the gigantic liquor cabinet broke loose from its mounting and fell on him with a massive crash. It drove him to the ground with tremendous force and pinned him to the deck. He wasn’t moving and I could see that odd bluish blood seeping from a laceration on his right temple. He was out cold.


    “Fuck you, then,” I snapped and headed out the door.


    Yanking open the emergency locker, I pulled out an inflatable raft and yanked the cord. It began to hiss and inflate in a flurry of orange rubber. In seconds, it was filled and ready. Since the water was now nearly up to the starboard rail, I tossed the raft into the water and began throwing my gear and weapons into it. When I had grabbed all of my stuff, I shrugged and tossed in Bergelmir’s gear, as well. There wasn’t any point in letting it go to waste at the bottom of the river.


    Just as I started to step into the raft and make my escape from the sinking yacht, I had a sudden attack of conscience. No matter how much I wanted him dead, I couldn’t leave him to drown like that. Trapped and unable to at least try to save himself. There would be no honor in that victory. In fact, I wouldn’t be able to truly call it a victory. It was winning by chance.


    “Damn it,” I hissed and quickly tied the raft to the railing.


    I had to fight my way back up the deck to the cabin door and pull myself inside. Bergelmir was right where I left him, still out cold. Thinking quickly, I grabbed a piece of a broken table and shoved it under the cabinet. Then I used it like a lever to pry it up and off of him. When it was up enough that I could get him out, I wedged the board onto the foot stool that had nearly tripped me and reached for Bergelmir.


    I dragged him out with supreme effort and got him clear of the trap. I briefly considered leaving him to fend for himself, but he was still out cold. With a frown and a shake of my head, I grabbed his arm and pulled him up and onto my shoulders. He was heavier than I had anticipated and I nearly fell to the ground. Only adrenalin kept me moving. As an afterthought, I snagged his fallen sword on my way to the door.


    Going out the door was easier than coming in, so I stumbled back to the raft and tossed him in. He landed in a heap between the seats and lay there, still unconscious. I gave the magnificent yacht one last look before stepping into the raft and untying the line. I shoved away and began paddling as fast as I could to get clear of the boat.


    I had made it no more than ten yards or so, when she capsized and vanished into the churning water of the Missouri. In seconds, all traces of her were gone. I was in a rubber raft with all that was left of a million dollar pleasure boat, stranded with someone who would most-likely try to kill me when he wakes up.


    What could possibly go wrong?
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    Chapter Twelve


    Gateway


    “Sic Vis Pacem, Para Bellum".

    ("If you want peace, prepare for war")


    - Flavius Vegetius Renatus


    


    As much as I was looking forward to fighting Bergelmir when he woke up, I decided it was probably a better idea to leave him somewhere. Yeah, that was sarcasm. I really didn’t look forward to fighting him, now or any other time. However, I just couldn’t bring myself to kill him while he was unconscious. Although it would definitely be easier, there was no honor in it. I knew we would meet again, and we would finish what we had started then. Until then, I had other things on my plate.


    About a hundred yards downstream, I could see a massive gravel bar in the middle of the river. I could tell that it had been there for a long time, since it had grown up with weeds and trees. I guess that it was technically an island, but it was in the middle of a river. In my mind, that made it a gravel bar. It was also a place that he would have a difficult time getting clear of. If I left him there, I would have one Hel of a head start.


    I angled my paddle and caught the current, propelling us right towards the big gravel bar. It took me a few minutes to get clear of the strong current in the channel, but once I was in the eddy on the back side of the island it was easy to slide up onto the gravel beach. I slipped over the edge and into about waist deep water, then waded to shore to pull the boat the rest of the way onto the rocks. Bergelmir was still out cold.


    Once I was sure that the boat was not going to drift away, I reached in to grab Bergelmir and pulled him up onto my shoulders. I grunted with the effort, since he weighed a ton. It felt like I was carrying an elephant and I stumbled under the heavy burden. I continued on away from the shore until I was a safe distance away from the water’s edge. I gently lowered him to the ground and sat him against a tree. Blowing out a massive sigh from the exertion, I headed back over to the boat.


    I grabbed his gear and sat it on the ground beside him. I briefly considered keeping his weapons, but decided against it. I wouldn’t leave him out here unarmed and unable to defend himself. Sure, it might get me killed later, but I was going to have to accept that. I couldn’t justify taking his gear when I didn’t really beat him. He lost to a liquor cabinet. However, leaving his gear for him didn’t mean I was going to make things easy on him.


    Taking a length of para-cord from my bag, I tied his hands together with enough to pull a truck out of the mud. I repeated the process for his ankles, as well. He was going to have a difficult time getting free from that. Then, almost as an afterthought, I took a long piece of it and tied him to the tree. He wasn’t going anywhere for a while, even after he woke up.


    In his pack, I found extra ammunition for his weapons as well as the signal horn that I had heard piercing the night. It was ornately crafted from a large bull’s horn and covered with combination runes. Some of them I recognized, while others were in configurations that I had never seen before. The leather thong that was tied to it was braided with silver beads and feathers. It was really a remarkable piece of work.


    I was sorely tempted to keep it, but thought better of it. Not only because I had no idea how to play it, but because it also felt cold in my hands. There was something about it that felt dark and almost sinister. I just couldn’t quite bring myself to put it to my mouth to try to sound it. That odd feeling in the pit of my stomach was warning me that I was messing with something I didn’t fully understand. Whatever it was, I decided to put it back in the pack where I found it. It was probably for the best anyway.


    Setting the pack just out of Bergelmir’s reach, I started to walk away when my eyes fell on his sword. I briefly considered taking it just as I had taken his other sword, but I reconsidered. I had beaten him to take the sword that I now claimed as my own. I hadn’t beaten him to claim the second one. No, this time it would be best to leave the sword. It could serve as a constant reminder that I could have killed him, but chose not to. Let him try to figure that one out. Odin knows that I still am.


    I picked up the obsidian blade and examined it closely. The runes that were etched into this blade were almost invisible in the gleaming dark metal, except when the light struck it just right. It was dark and terrible in its beauty. This blade was magnificent and just radiated sheer power. This was a weapon that could inspire legends, but then again so was mine. I’m sure that we would still yet have to find out which one of us would be telling that tale.


    With a snap of the wrist, I spun the sword around almost effortlessly and listened to it whistle through the air. It was perfectly balanced and fit my hand comfortably. That in and of itself was odd, considering how much larger Bergelmir was compared to me. If it was as balanced and perfect in his hand, then whoever had forged it had really known what they were doing.


    I passed it around and through the air a few times, before snapping it over and driving the blade into the soft soil between Bergelmir’s legs. I wanted it to be the first thing that he saw when he regained consciousness and get the message that I intended for him to get. The sword would indicate clearly that not only could I have killed him with it; I could have chosen to take the sword. I wanted him to know that he was only alive because I chose to let him.


    Heading back to the raft, I gave Bergelmir one last look before shoving off into the water and jumping in. My last glimpse of him before the current swept me away from the island was unchanged. He hadn’t stirred at all. By the time he woke up, I would be long gone. I would let the river put some distance between us and let him figure out how he was going to get off the island. There would be no tracks for him to follow this time. Although, it wasn’t exactly a big leap of the imagination to figure out which way I had gone. We would be meeting again.


    The sun was still low in the sky, so I knew it was still early morning. If I was lucky, I would be able to put quite a few miles between us before the sun was high in the sky. My only problem was that every mile brought me closer to St. Louis. It was one of the largest cities in the Mid-west, so logic would tell you that it would be crawling with the living dead. There could literally be millions of them waiting for me.


    I began my journey by paddling out into the center of the already swollen Missouri River and letting the current take me. Then I decided it would be best to remain low in the boat to avoid being seen as much as possible. I would keep my head up just enough to avoid obstacles and make certain I didn’t run aground. Other than that, I was going to conserve energy and let the current take me where I needed to go.


    At some point of just drifting along like Huckleberry Finn, I must have dozed off. The gentle flow of the river and the smooth motion of the boat conspired to relax me deeply. The next thing I was aware of was the heat from the sun and the jarring realization that the terrain had changed significantly. The sun was now well past mid-day. When I last knew, there were trees on either side of the river. Now, it was open sections of land broken up by industrial looking buildings. Although I was unfamiliar with the view from the river, I knew that I must have drifted all the way to St. Louis.


    Despite the urban area that I found myself in, the place was remarkably empty. There was no sign of anything moving, either living or dead. The unearthly silence was nearly overwhelming. All of my memories of St. Louis were filled with noise. There was the noise of traffic, of people, of music and of life. Nothing was making any noise now. Not even the lonely cry of birds. The only sound I could hear was the whispering of the wind.


    My wife and I had taken a riverboat cruise out of St. Louis years before. It left from a dock near the famous Arch and took a tour of the Mississippi River and returned. Although it was only an hour tour, it had impressed me greatly. I could vividly remember the way the shoreline looked from the deck of the boat. Although this was similar, it was unfamiliar. I knew that I must still be on the Missouri River. That also meant that I would be soon seeing the confluence of the two massive rivers. Part of me couldn’t help to be excited, but all of me wished it was under better circumstances.


    From where I crouched in the boat, I could see a bridge that was looming up ahead. On both sides of the river, there were casino hotels. Karen used to love to go to both of them on our date-night trips to St. Louis. That meant I had to be near St. Charles, Missouri. We always stayed in Maryland Heights at our favorite hotel. It was right on the interstate and gave us easy access to wherever we wanted to go in St. Louis. I glanced in that direction, but all I could see was numerous wisps of smoke that were trailing into the sky.


    As I got closer to the bridge, I could see where several vehicles had smashed their way through the guardrails. A couple of them were still hanging from the edge of the bridge. The eerie silence remained unbroken as I could picture the chaos that must have reigned on that bridge when the dead came. The screams and the death that no one had been prepared for had taken its toll. Black scorch marks marred one of the big support pylons, indicating that an inferno had ravaged one end of the bridge. With so much destruction and death in just a small area, I couldn’t help but wonder how the rest of the city had fared. Not well, I would guess.


    Time seemed to lose its meaning as I watched the city drift by. I almost failed to notice when the area began to change yet again, revealing more and more signs that we were approaching the Mississippi. I could see abandoned boats and docks littering both sides of the river, now. Fluttering in the breeze above an empty docking slip was a faded sign that read “New Orleans Refugee Center Departures.” I could almost see the images of desperate survivors trying to get aboard any boat that offered hope. I couldn’t help but wonder if any of them had made it.


    It was mid-afternoon as I made the transition from the Missouri River to the Mississippi. I could see where there were partially submerged boats, sunken cars and even scattered debris along both shores of the river. As I approached the big white suspension bridge that spanned the Mississippi connecting St. Louis with East St. Louis, I drew a sharp breath of surprise.


    The bridge had collapsed in the center, leaving only the skeletal remains of either end as a reminder of the once beautiful architectural marvel. I had no way to know if it had been accidentally or intentionally destroyed. Since none of the others I had passed were down, I found it unlikely that the military would only take out this one. It had to have been something else.


    As I was passing beneath the remnants of the span, I could see debris beneath the surface of the water. I was nearly clear when I heard a sound that I had been dreading. I heard the scraping of something against the raft. Whatever it was must have been sharp, because I immediately heard the hissing and bubbling of escaping air from beneath the raft. The boat immediately began to shift as the loss of air made it less rigid and unstable. I didn’t have long before it would sink.


    “Fuck!” I snapped and started paddling hard for shore.


    I was still twenty yards from shore and the raft was beginning to settle into the water. I was digging hard with the paddles and shoving towards the shore with all the strength I could muster. It was a race against time. Inevitably, the raft was going to sink and there was nothing I could do to stop it.


    As soon as the water was shallow enough for me to see the bottom, I jumped over the side and started dragging the dying raft towards shore. I didn’t care if I got wet, but I needed to keep my equipment dry or my weapons would be useless until I cleaned them out. Only my revolver and the sword would work without being completely disassembled and oiled.


    I managed to drag the dying craft onto the rocky shore just as the last of the air was escaping a long jagged rip that was clearly evident along the bottom. There was a bit of water sloshing around inside the seating area, but my gear was relatively untouched. I breathed a sigh of relief as I dropped the now useless raft onto the rocks.


    Picking up my silenced M-4, I began to survey the area. If the noise of my arrival had alerted the dead, then I had nowhere to run. My ride was deflated and useless, leaving my only recourse to run. If there were any Sprinters in the area, then running might not be an option. With all of the gear that I was carrying, I’d be caught in seconds. The problem was, alone out here in the zombie wasteland, I needed every piece of equipment that I had.


    I swept the area but didn’t see anything moving other than the wind. Considering the population of the St. Louis area, it was strange to see it so empty. I kept the rifle tight against my shoulder and continued to sweep, not really believing that nothing was coming. After a long, tense moment, I shook my head and lowered the weapon. I don’t think I have ever felt as alone as I did right at that moment.


    “Get it together,” I whispered and began shouldering my gear.


    It only took me a few moments to put my pack in place and get my weapons situated. The area I was in had several old docks that had once been used to load and unload barges that moved up and down the Mississippi, full of all kinds of supplies. They were all empty at the moment. I couldn’t help but wonder how many of them had become makeshift refugee ships ferrying people to the New Orleans Refugee Centers. I hoped that they had made it.


    I glanced around nervously before deciding on my course. For whatever reason, I knew that my path was going to take me farther down river. If I stayed on the shore, I could avoid being seen by anyone in the city because of the high river banks. It would keep me dangerously close to the water, but it did give me a few options that being out in the open did not. I would stick to the water’s edge, for now.


    Moving roughly south, I knew that my path was going to take me near the famous St. Louis Arch. Fond memories of taking my kids to the top for the view of the city leapt into my mind. I couldn’t help but smile, although it pained me to think of happier times. Forcing myself to change the mental subject, I started concentrating on my surroundings. I couldn’t see much of the city, but there were numerous obstacles in my path. The largest was going to be a riverboat casino called The Commodore.


    I wasn’t really prepared for the sight when it came into view. The entire thing looked like it had been through a blast furnace. The boat had burned down to the waterline, leaving only the superstructure intact. From the amount of charred debris that I was seeing, there must have been a Hel of a fire around here. It might explain what had happened to the Musial Bridge. That much heat could have buckled the bridge and caused the suspension cables to snap.


    I moved up into the parking area near the wreckage that had once been the casino boat and observed the burnt out hulks of parked vehicles. It was as if everything in this area had been flash-fried and left to burn. The gears in my head were beginning to turn, pondering just what could have caused such massive devastation. The list of possibilities was terrifyingly short. Some of them were unthinkable.


    I kept low and crossed the parking area as quickly as I could, heading towards the park area to the north of the Arch. I had to pass through an urban area that was badly burned out, but thankfully devoid of movement. I passed through a small tunnel that led beneath the Eads Bridge. That brought me out across from the parking lot for visitors to the Gateway Arch. The once verdant trees that filled the park were charred and barren, without any sign of bud or leaf on the branches.


    As I approached the pond in the middle of the park, I noticed a crashed helicopter on the shore. Next to it were the badly decayed bodies of two men that I assumed had been on board when it crashed. One of them was floating in the shallow water at the edge of the pond. To my right was the burned out wreckage of a military transport truck. A mist hung in the air above the trees, giving the entire park an otherworldly feel.


    Through it, I could see the famous St. Louis Arch. The side that was nearest to me was heavily damaged, revealing the steel girders beneath the steel skin of the span. I couldn’t see the top of the Arch, leaving me to wonder if it was even there. From this vantage point, I just couldn’t tell. The eerie silence that fell over the park gave it a strange serenity, almost like a winter’s morning when the snow had freshly fallen. It chilled me to the core when I realized that it wasn’t snow on the ground. It was ash.


    When the wind kicked up, I could hear it whispering through the city beyond the park. I felt like the only living thing left on the planet right at that moment. It was a desolate, lonely feeling and suddenly I wanted to be anywhere else, but here. I desperately wanted to see anyone or anything living in this place of death. The saddest thing was that there was nothing. Not even the dead.


    I continued to move around the edge of the park, avoiding the now murky water. I didn’t know if there would be anything lurking in the ash darkened depths, but I wasn’t in the mood to take any chances either. The only sound I could hear was the wind and the soft sound of my footfalls in the ash. I walked slowly and deliberately, not wanting to make any more noise than absolutely necessary. In this silence, any sound would carry and give away my position.


    As I approached the base of the Arch, I could see the steps that led down into the museum that lay beneath it. If anyone in this area had survived the firestorm that had destroyed this part of the city, they would have been able to find refuge down there in the subterranean structure. Despite the fact that it would be as dark as a cave, I decided it was worth checking out. If nothing else, it would be a good place for me to spend the night.


    Hesitantly, I headed down the steps. I could see that the glass doors that led inside had shattered. It was likely that they had shattered from the tremendous heat that had engulfed this area, but they could possibly have been broken before. Anyone or anything could be lurking in the darkness beyond. Activating the tactical light on my M-4, I swept the interior just beyond the doors. I didn’t see any sign of movement, so I stepped through the doorway.


    My boots crunched softly on the glass, but I kept peering into the darkness. I continued to pan back and forth with my tactical light, revealing nothing but the large lobby. To my right, the museum branched off away from the main part of the room and across the way I could see the stairs that led to the elevators that would take you to the top of the Arch. I had taken my kids to the top just last year, before all of this. That seemed like so long ago. It was like an age had passed since this place was full of life.


    As I panned my light into the museum area, I froze as a figure loomed out of the darkness. I nearly panicked and shot a mannequin dressed in old style clothes. Breathing a soft sigh of relief, I headed deeper into the museum. Every shadow and display case seemed to have one of the damned things in it. My heart was beating like a jackhammer by the time I finished sweeping the entire museum. Despite the fact that the place had been ransacked, it was empty. Someone had done a very thorough job of searching this place for anything that might be useful. At least that meant that there were survivors here at one time.


    I crouched down next to a civil war display case that had been smashed open. Whoever had broken into it had taken anything resembling a weapon and left all of the other artifacts. I was about to move on and continue searching when something caught my eye. Lying among a few old photographs was a battered harmonica. Brushing aside the photos, I picked it up and turned it over in my hand.


    It was a Hohner Harmonica. It must have belonged to a civil war soldier, perhaps one of the men in the photos. Moving the debris around, I searched for the placard that identified this particular artifact. After a few moments, I shook my head and gave up the search. I might never know who it belonged to, but it was mine now. I cocked my head to the side as I examined it closely. Despite being scratched and dented, it looked to be in good condition.


    Putting it gently to my lips, I blew softly through it and delighted when I discovered that it still worked. Either they really knew how to build them back then, or it had been restored at some point. Either way, it was mine. It had been years since I had played one, but I thought it would be worth a try. If nothing else, it might serve to alleviate the loneliness that was filling me in this desolate place.


    Slipping it into my pocket, I continued on my way. Other than items of historical value, there was nothing here for me. The place had been picked clean. As much as I wanted to rescue the items that held historical significance, I could do nothing for them now. Maybe one day I could return here and salvage some of them. Alone and on foot, I could only afford to carry items that would not weigh me down. The addition of the harmonica would not affect me, but it might be the only item I could save. I only wished that I had known more of its history.


     Making my way out of the museum, I headed towards the stairs on the opposite side from where I had entered. I wanted to get a better look at the city. Then the thought struck me that I could get an amazing view from the top of the Arch. If the structure was intact, I could climb to the observation deck and see for miles. I could also spend the night up there in relative safety. Zombies didn’t do well on the stairs and no one living would think to go up there if I didn’t do anything to draw attention to myself.


     Heading down the stairs to the elevators, I swept the area and found it empty. It took me a few moments to locate the maintenance door that I knew would lead to the stairwell. Once located, I only needed a few seconds to pop the lock and slip inside. I secured it behind me and scanned the area. Inside, I could see the tracks that the elevator pods used to climb to the top as well as the staircase that wound its way through the structure. The stairway disappeared around the curve of the arch and I suddenly questioned my decision. This was not going to be fun. It was the equivalent of climbing the stairs to the top of a skyscraper.


     “Well, shit,” I muttered and began climbing.


     My legs were burning and exhaustion nearly overtook me long before I reached the top. Sweat ran down my face in rivers and my breath was wheezing in my chest by the time I reached the final landing. I stood there for a few moments, catching my breath and resting before I opened the door to the observation deck. If there was anyone inside, I wanted to be able to defend myself. It took me several moments before I was comfortable enough to risk opening the door.


     Swinging it open, I stepped out and brought the M-4 to my shoulder. I was stunned to find it in almost the same condition as the last time I had been here with my kids. The steel and thick glass of the windows had protected it from the firestorm that had destroyed everything else. There was no sign of anyone or anything. I was probably the only person to step foot in here since this all began.


     As I stepped into the center of the deck, my breath caught in my throat and the shock of the view nearly made my heart skip a beat. The city below had been scorched and charred almost beyond recognition. Most of the structures were only rubble, but the heavy stone and mortar structures stood like the ghost-like shells of their former selves. The devastation was horrifying. Only one thing short of a nuke could cause this kind of damage. It could only be a thermobaric bomb. Only they could produce that kind of heat.


     The epicenter of the blast seemed to center on the football stadium. I remembered what Fitzy had told me about the Thumpers. This was the result of one of them being deployed. No wonder they had spoken of the destruction in such horrified tones. It had virtually gutted the main part of downtown St. Louis. Shockingly, it appeared that the baseball stadium was largely intact. I could see where it had been damaged, but the core of the structure was still standing.


     “That’s interesting,” I muttered, reaching for my new spyglass.


     I began scanning the city, looking for any sign or life or movement. The destruction extended all the way to the old train station mall to the west. Beyond that, I could see buildings that seemed to be in good condition. I still didn’t see any movement on the streets, but at least there was an end to the destruction. Despite the damage, you couldn’t deny that the Thumpers were effective. They were Hel on the real estate, but the results were undeniable. I didn’t see a single zombie anywhere in sight.


     Across the river was a different story. The damage from the Thumper had been less extensive and most of the buildings were still standing. The worst of the damage was likely urban decay. Along the streets of East St. Louis, I could see numerous dead wandering around. From the sheer numbers of them, I was thankful for the span of the Mississippi River between us. It was unlikely that they could reach us even by walking across the bottom. The mud was too thick and the current was too strong. I could eliminate them as an immediate threat.


     I spent the next few minutes securing the doors to the stairs on both ends of the observation deck. I didn’t want to risk any light, because it would shine like a beacon for miles. I would have to rely on ambient lighting for the night. It wouldn’t be the first time and I had the feeling that it wouldn’t be the last. I could handle it, just fine.


     Unpacking my bag, I began to examine the contents. I was in decent shape on the equipment and ammunition, but I was almost out of food. I still had quite a bit of alcohol, but getting drunk wouldn’t help my situation. Opening my last MRE, I began to sort through the contents. The entree no longer mattered. They all tasted the same now. Suddenly, I remembered a place that my wife had taken me to on our last trip to St. Louis. It was a barbeque place called “Pappy’s”. It was probably the best barbeque I had ever eaten. Just the thought of it made my stomach rumble for real food. It was strange, but I missed that place more than I missed some people I knew. Funny, but it’s the little things that you miss the most.


     After a less than enthusiastic meal, I sat back against the wall and tried to relax. It was starting to get dark outside and I knew that the last of the light would soon fade. I wasn’t tired enough to go to sleep, despite the events of the day. I needed something to take my mind off of everything. Reaching into my pocket, my fingers found a familiar object. Removing the harmonica, I began to examine it in the dying light. I wondered if the Civil War soldier that it had belonged to had ever sat and stared at it, just like I was doing.


     Somehow, I felt a strange connection to this soldier whose name I would never know. Both of us had fought for those we cared about and had been sad to be away from them. I wondered if he felt as lonely as I did at that moment. In a motion I knew that the other soldier had made many times before, I drew the old harmonica to my lips and began to play. I began the haunting notes of a tune that came to my mind as if of its own accord.


    Although no one was there to hear it, I poured everything I had into playing a haunting tune called “Ashokan Farewell.”
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    Chapter Thirteen


    Take Me Out to the Ballgame


    “Two men meet on battleground,


    Their eyes are full of hate.


    By sacred oaths both are bound,


    Death will be their fate.


    - Amon Amarth


    - Bloodshed


    


    I’m not sure what caused me to get up and look out the window, but I found myself looking out over the wasteland that had once been St. Louis. At first, I only noticed the desolate stillness of the ruins. They were bathed in the pale moonlight filtering through the haze that was partially obscuring the stars. When I glanced in the direction of the baseball stadium, I was surprised to see light emanating from inside the walls.


    It was yellow and flickering, indicating it was from a fire. With the high brick walls that surrounded the stadium, it would be highly unlikely that it could have been seen from the street. That meant that I would never have seen it had I not been up here at the top of the Arch. It also meant that there had to be someone alive inside the stadium to set the fire.


    Whoever it was, they must not have been worried about anyone seeing them from the air or from a higher building. The only threat that they seemed concerned about was on the ground, and that meant the undead. Whatever their motivations or reasons, there were survivors inside the baseball stadium. My next destination was decided. I would make contact with them and determine if they were friendly. If so, they needed to find a much better place to hold up than inside the old stadium. When the Fimbul Winter arrived, they wouldn’t stand a chance.


    I briefly considered heading for them right then, but decided that waiting until daylight was a much better idea. The only way I could find my way through the rubble to the stadium would be by using my flashlight, and that would attract far too much attention to me. It would likely do more harm than good. It would be far better to wait for daylight. Then I could move without the need for the light and would be able to see trouble before it got to me. I was going to have to have patience.


    Settling back down to get some rest, I leaned back against the wall to try to get as comfortable as possible. I could feel the structure swaying softly with the breeze. It was more than a bit disconcerting when I had been up here with my kids, but now I had the knowledge of just how much structural damage had been done to the north support. The thought of it buckling while I was at the top was more than enough to make me reconsider my decisions.


    “Fuck this,” I muttered, and started grabbing my gear.


    I was just slipping my pack straps over my shoulders when I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. I turned quickly and noticed that I could see moving lights through the window. From the rate of speed, it could only be vehicles. From the way they were moving and the single headlight, they had to be motorcycles. I counted about a dozen of them and they were moving towards the stadium.


    I stood and watched as they moved quickly and with precision through the darkness until they arrived at the stadium and disappeared inside. Once they were all inside, I didn’t see any further movement. That had to mean that they were coordinating with whoever was inside to open the door for the motorcycles. They didn’t slow down long enough for them to have opened a door for themselves. That meant whoever had opened it had either been watching or was in communication with them.


    “Hmmm,” I mused. “Let’s hope they’re friendly.”


    After a moment’s hesitation, I decided it would be safer to try to move through the city when the sun came up. Despite the gentle swaying of the Arch, I reluctantly began to remove my gear and settle in for the night. So long as I didn’t hear the steel start to groan and give way, I would pass the rest of the night here on the observation deck. Setting the alarm on my watch, I decided to doze for a while and try my best to relax. I should have known better.


    My dreams came swiftly and violently, with the intensity of a thunderstorm. Visions of walking with my family through the city of St. Louis were savagely flashing among the images of the city before and after the destruction. I could see the faces of people on the streets that we had walked past as we went into the train station mall or to watch a baseball game. In flashes, I could see their faces replaced with the haunting visages of the dead.


    I could see myself running with my family, trying to reach the relative safety of the stadium. At first, I kept them ahead of me in an attempt to protect them from the dead, who were right on our heels. Then suddenly, they were behind me and I was reaching for them. I could see the anguish on their faces as the dead began pulling them away from me. I could feel the soul rending scream tearing from my throat as I tried to save them. I knew this had to be a dream, but it felt real. I couldn’t save them.


    My hand reached out for theirs, desperate to pull them to me and away from the dead. Then, their hands were no longer their own. Suddenly, I was looking into the dead faces of my family as they had turned and were now trying to reach me to make me one of them. My outstretched hand had just begun to recoil away from them when their fingers found my flesh. I could feel their nails digging into my skin and the agony as they pulled me towards their mouths. I felt myself being dragged into the crowd to be torn apart by the dead.


    Screaming, I awoke and leapt to my feet working the pump on my Keltec shotgun. My finger gripped the trigger and I was ready to fire, but I could only look into the empty gloom of the observation deck. There was nothing there. Only the loneliness of the pre-dawn light that filtered through the windows and the thudding of my heart in my ears greeted me. I was alone.


    Turning to look out the windows towards the stadium, I could see the sun was beginning to rise. The hazy light of dawn illuminated the ruined city. Fog from the river had drifted far into the once great city. St. Louis lay below me, like a ghost of its former self. Only the skeleton remained of the vibrant city that I had loved to come visit with my family. Just the dead remained here, now. It served to heighten the lonely feeling inside of me. Despite the ruin and death, there was a stark beauty to it that was somehow captivating. If death awaited me in those streets, then I was going to find it and face it head on.


    With grim determination, I began putting on my gear and checking my weapons. Once I was satisfied that everything was ready, I turned to look out over the city once more. The fog was still thick, but the sun would soon begin to burn it off. If I moved quickly, I could hide my movement in the fog. The dangerous part about it was that it would also serve to hide the movement of the dead. I wouldn’t see danger until I was nearly on top of it. It would be just as hard for them to see me. I could live with those odds.


    Heading for the stairs, I paused to listen for any sound before I opened the door. I paused for a long moment, just to be safe. The last thing I wanted to do was open the door and find a large group of the undead waiting for me on the other side. Once I was certain that nothing was lurking in the darkness beyond the door, I slowly opened it with my PMR-30 at the ready. My tactical light lit up the stairwell and I slowly exhaled when I found it empty.


    “Keep it together, old man,” I whispered.


    The descent was far easier than climbing had been. I paused at each landing to listen for any sounds that might indicate that something had heard my footfalls. Although I took pains to keep quiet, the sound seemed to echo off into the darkness and thundered in my ears. I was sweating profusely by the time I reached the bottom, despite the cool morning air.


    I stopped at the bottom of the stairs, both to catch my breath as well as to listen for noise beyond the maintenance door. I forced myself to take deep, silent breaths and could feel the blood rushing through the veins on my temples. Slowly, my breathing and heart rate slowed down enough that I could relax. Since I hadn’t heard any noise while I rested, I slowly reached for the door handle.


    As my fingers closed on the knob, I felt the familiar feeling kick in that warned me of danger. This time, it wasn’t just a slight ringing in the back of my head. It was an alarm klaxon that rang out like the bells of Notre Dame. Something was very wrong just beyond that door. I held my breath and froze in place, not daring to move for fear of making a sound that would give me away.


    For a long moment, I heard nothing but the beating of my own heart. I could feel sweat running down my face and the back of my neck. Tasting the saltiness of my perspiration on my lips, I licked them softly and swallowed hard. Bile was rising in the back of my throat and I felt like I was about to explode from anticipation. Part of me wanted to yank the door open and leap out, with a battle cry on my lips and sword in hand. The rational part of me warned me not to. I was glad that it did.


    While the primitive part of my brain screamed in protest, I heard a noise that I almost didn’t catch. It was barely audible and at the edge of my hearing. If I hadn’t been straining to hear it, I never would have noticed. The sweat began to run cold as I realized what the sound had been. It was the soft, almost inaudible click of a claw on the tile floor of the room beyond.


    “Stalker!” my brain screamed in warning.


    Involuntarily, I gasped softly as I drew in a quick breath. Suddenly the air became electric with the palpable tension. I knew that it had to have heard me. Instantly, my hand leapt from the door knob to the handle of the XVR on my hip. I knew the PMR-30 would be quieter, but lacked the firepower I would need against a Stalker. If I had to shoot through the door, then the .22 magnum just wasn’t going to do the trick.


    Briefly, I considered heading back up the stairs and down the other side but instantly dismissed it. Not only was it going to take too much energy to climb the stairs, I doubted that I could do it without giving myself away. I also remembered the big chunk that was missing from the other side of the Arch and doubted that it would be safe to try to go down that way. My only real choice was to fight.


    “So be it,” I thought and drew the big revolver.


    The creaking of the leather holster was enough to elicit a snarl from the other side of the door. It was instantly answered by at least two more. Three to one odds were not good, but it was even worse when dealing with Stalkers. The first one struck the door with enough force to shake the frame as I stepped back and cocked the hammer.


    The heavy metallic click was comforting as my blood began to surge with adrenalin. I waited until I heard another thud against the door and began to gauge the position on the other side. I tensed for the coming noise in this enclosed space, but there was nothing I could do about it. Even if I had a suppressor that large, you can’t silence a revolver. All I could do was grit my teeth at the boom that was about to come.


    The door was beginning to buckle as I took aim and waited. When the next impact shook the door, I pulled the trigger. Fire from the muzzle lit up the darkness and nearly flash-blinded me. The massive hollow point punched though the door without effort and I heard the grunt/snarl from beyond that told me I had hit my target. My ears rang from the shot, but it hadn’t been as bad I was expecting.


    Cocking the hammer back again, I prepared for the next assault on the door. I could hear the snarls of the Stalkers on the other side, but they weren’t striking the door anymore. I knew that they were smarter than the average dead, but this was beyond what I had come to expect from them. This could only mean one thing. One of the Hrimthurssar had to be out there as well, directing them.


    “Fucking great,” I whispered, sighing softly.


    My only possible escape route lay back up the stairs and to risk the damage on the other side. I began to draw the mental map in my head and plan my route out of this place, but this time the rational part of my brain lost the argument. With a sudden surge of rage and adrenalin, I yanked a flare out of my cargo pocket and struck the igniter. In a flash of hellish red light, the flare sputtered and began to glow brightly.


    The door had already been bent inward, so I shoved the flare out though a gap in the side and saw the room beyond bathed in the red glow. I could see two of the Stalkers on either side of the room and a larger figure standing on the stairway leading back towards the museum. The Stalkers hissed and averted their eyes from the sudden radiance. The Hrimthurssar only squinted and brought his hand up in front of his face to deflect the light.


    Although the light wasn’t good, I could tell two things about the Hrimthurssar. First, it wasn’t Bergelmir. Second, this one was much closer to my size. He couldn’t have been more than six and a half feet tall. He was still big, but not massive like Bergelmir. I was more worried about the two Stalkers, at this point.


    Yanking my sword from its scabbard, I readied it in my left hand and kept the XVR in my right. With a snarl born of rage, I kicked the already damaged door and it flew out of the frame, landing on top of the body of the Stalker that I had shot through it. Charging through the door, I snap-fired the XVR and struck the Stalker on my right. I watched as its head erupted in a fountain of gore.


    In the eerie light of the flare, I watched as it began to fall before spinning towards the remaining creature. It leapt into the air as I brought the pistol around to fire. Instinctively, I dove to the side and slashed out with the sword, scoring a long gash across the beast’s right side. It struck the ground and rolled off into the darkness. I knew it wasn’t down for the count, but I had more pressing issues at hand. The Hrimthurssar was moving in on my right side with his own sword at the ready.


    Spinning towards him, I brought my blade up and parried a blow that would have cut me in half. Despite being smaller than Bergelmir, he was almost as strong. The force of the blow nearly knocked me to my knees. Steel rang loudly against steel as the two blades clashed together with tremendous power. It echoed off into the darkness, ringing throughout the building. I knew that it was like a ringing dinner bell for any undead that had followed the Hrimthurssar. I needed to end this fight quickly if I had any chance of escape.


    “Come!” snapped the Hrimthurssar.


    I almost thought he was talking to me when I heard the answering snarls of more of the undead moving in from the darkness. Unlike Bergelmir, this guy had no qualms about fighting dirty. That was fine by me. If he was going to be that way, then I could play that game too. Only, I intended to win it. I had more than a few dirty tricks up my own sleeve. Stepping away, I swung my sword in a wide arc aiming at his neck. Just as I expected, he parried the blow and gave me a mocking sneer.


    “I expected more from one of the Einherjar,” he said, mockingly. “So you’re one of Odin’s chosen? This will be easier than I thought.”


    “Wanna bet?” I replied, shoving the barrel of the XVR into his stomach and squeezing the trigger.


    The muted boom took him by surprise and threw him away from me, to land in a heap at the base of the stairs. I could see the ragged hole that had been punched through his abdomen. It was about the size of the top of a beer can and was oozing a lot of blood. On anyone else I knew it would have been a fatal wound, but the Hrimthurssar healed faster than I did. Although it would take time, he would get back up.


    In a ravaged, gurgling voice, he began to laugh and sputter bluish blood onto his lips. I knew that the wound had to hurt like Hel, but that didn’t seem to deter him. He knew that his undead minions would soon finish the job that he had started. I suddenly wanted to disappoint him more than ever.


    “When I heal,” he rasped, “I’m going to enjoy tearing your head off.”


    “Well,” I said, holstering the XVR. “There’s just one problem with that.”


    “This wound will not kill me,” he said, glaring at me.


    “If I were you,” I said, pulling out the Keltec shotgun and flicking off the safety, “that gut-shot would be the least of my concerns.”


    His eyes grew wide and he opened his mouth to say something else. I’ll never know what it was that he intended to say because the boom of the shotgun drowned out any sound. The twelve-gauge combination of buckshot and slug that was delivered by the Winchester Supreme Elite round removed his head from his neck. His skull erupted in a volcano of bone, blood and gore.


    “Heal that, motherfucker,” I hissed as I worked the pump on the shotgun.


    Activating the tactical light, I spun around and engaged the dead that were coming through the door. I counted four Stalkers and at least six that I couldn’t tell what they were. They could have been any of them, but I really hoped that they weren’t Shriekers. I was about to make enough noise with the shotgun without adding them to the fray.


    Time seemed to slow to a crawl as I unloaded round after round into the oncoming dead. I heard the weapon click onto an empty chamber as I watched the last of them fall. Methodically, I began shoving more ammunition into the tubes, reloading the shotgun on autopilot as I surveyed the carnage in the sputtering light of my flare.


    Quickly, I began gathering fallen gear and shoving it into my bag. I took everything that the fallen Hrimthurssar had on him, including his sword. I knew that more of the dead would be coming, so I had to move fast. In less than a minute, I was heading up the stairs and back into the main part of the museum.


    Near the top, I had to duck behind an exhibit of an old horse-drawn wagon to hide from a group of the dead that were making their way down the stairs. They were undoubtedly attracted to all the gunfire and the smell of the Hrimthurssar’s blood. Whatever intelligence or coordination that they had possessed while being directed by the Hrimthurssar was now gone. They were normal Shamblers, again. I waited until they were well past me before moving on. Despite hearing a lot of movement in the darkened museum, I was able to sneak up the stairs and out into growing morning light.


    The cool air felt refreshing and it was only then that I realized how oppressive the air down there had been. It was not until I no longer smelled the decay of the dead that I realized it was there. I had smelled it for so long that I no longer noticed it. I needed to get away from it for a while, before not noticing it got me killed. I needed every advantage that I could find to survive out here on my own.


    I crept up to the edge of the Arch and peeked around towards the other side. In the dim morning light, I could see that dozens of the dead were making their way down the other entrance. It was the same side that I had gone through when I first went down into the museum. That meant that at least one Tracker had followed me through the park near the lake and was leading a small army of the dead after me. I needed to break my trail to lose them and I needed to do it soon.


    Turning away from the Arch, I headed across the park and into what was left of downtown St. Louis. A good number of buildings were relatively intact and might just provide me with the right obstacle to throw off any Trackers that were following me. If I was really lucky, it might just throw off any of the Hrimthurssar, as well. I wasn’t going to count on it, though. So far, they had always found a way to track me down. They were as relentless as a shark following a blood trail.


    I headed towards the Old Cathedral Museum that sat at the edge of the park surrounding the Arch. I could see the shape of the structure, but had no idea how badly damaged it would be once I got there. My choices were severely limited, though. It was the closest cover I could reach without heading out into the open where the dead would see me. If I could make it there without being seen, then I might have a shot at getting away.


    Keeping to the trees, I avoided the trails and parking lots as much as possible. By the time I reached the Old Cathedral, I was starting to think I might actually make it without a prolonged battle. Just as I reached the parking lot for the cathedral, I heard a sound that sent chills down my spine. Behind me the hideous cry of a Shrieker shattered the stillness of the morning. First one, then several others took up the cry. I glanced behind me to see dozens of the dead cresting the small hill, with more appearing every second.


    “Fuck!” I snapped.


    I didn’t have the strength or the ammunition to fight that many of the dead. I had no choice but to run. Quickly I brought the M-4 to my shoulder and headed for the buildings across the street from the cathedral. I needed to get to cover as quickly as possible. I knew that there was no way I could reach the stadium before they would overtake me. I would tire and begin to slow down long before I made it that far.


    Glancing back, I snapped a few quick shots with the M-4 to thin the crowd as much as I could without stopping. I managed to drop at least one Shrieker but felt the elation fade instantly as the front ranks of the dead launched at me with incredible speed. A quick scan told me that there were at least twenty Sprinters coming right at me. My chances for outrunning the dead just went from slim to none. They would catch me in less than two minutes.


    Any attempts to conceal my movements were now moot. Without hesitation, I ran as hard as I could for the buildings on the far side of the road. My only shot was going to be if I could find a place to take cover and hold them off long enough to find an escape route. I quickly checked my pouches on my belt and found I had two grenades left.


    I pulled the first one out and yanked the pin. Without looking, I tossed it high into the air and over my shoulder. I hoped that it would land right in front of the oncoming crowd of Sprinters. It might slow them down enough to buy me a few more seconds. As I reached the first of the buildings, I yanked the pin on the second one and threw it behind me as I rounded the corner of the first building.


    I heard the distant muted thump of the detonation of the first one just as the second one was leaving my hand. Seconds later, the crump of the second explosion shook the building and caused debris to rain down around me. I glanced up as I ran and saw that the entire façade of this building was crumbling and only seemed to be holding on by some cables and jagged pieces of steel rebar. Suddenly, I had a crazy idea.


    Dropping my M-4 to dangle from my tactical sling, I reached into my pack and found a familiar handle. My idea required something far less subtle than the suppressed M-4. I needed something with much more punch than the 5.56mm round, if this was going to work. I needed Beowulf.


    Running across the street and taking cover behind an overturned red taxi, I flicked off the safety and brought Beowulf to my shoulder. I felt the coolness of the trigger against my finger as I took careful aim. I waited until the dead began to surge around the corner and into the street. Their numbers had grown, despite the grenades that I had dropped in their path. There were dozens of them, now. With less than ten yards now between us, I opened fire on the already weakened structure of the building.


    Targeting the rebar clusters and cable anchor points, I unleashed the fury of Beowulf on the precariously hanging façade. The massive report of the .50 caliber weapon roared through the ruined city in all directions. With a groan of steel and the snapping of cables, the front of the building began to collapse. The first wave of the dead disappeared in a cloud of concrete and dust. With a sound not unlike how I imagined a dragon must sound, the building roared and began to come apart. The sudden shifting of the weight had destabilized the rest of the building. It was all coming down now.


    I turned and ran, putting some distance between myself and the collapsing building. After I’d run about fifty yards, I dove behind an abandoned St. Louis Police cruiser and looked back in awe as the entire building was slowly crashing down like a massive wave. None of the dead had made it through. I had little doubt that there were still a large number of them on the far side of the building, but the lead Sprinters had all been crushed. Not even the Trackers could follow me through all of that.


    With a sigh of relief, I stood and turned to make my way towards the stadium. I instantly froze when I realized I was looking down the barrels of half-a-dozen weapons. Six men dressed in an assortment of armor ranging from police riot gear to motorcycle leathers were covering me with a mixture of civilian and military rifles, as well as a couple of shotguns. I couldn’t see any of their faces since they were all wearing motorcycle helmets. I slowly raised my left hand with my palm out to show them that I meant them no harm.


    “Hands on top of your head,” snapped the nearest one.


    I gently lowered the Beowulf to the ground and did as I was instructed. I knew that if I didn’t do so, they were going to shoot me. There was no place that I could dive that would give me any cover before they would open fire and cut me to pieces. Beowulf was down to three rounds in the magazine and I wouldn’t have time to switch weapons.


    I had no other options if I wanted to survive this encounter. Besides that, if they were the same guys I had seen on the motorcycles last night, then they were the people I was trying to reach anyway. I’d just go along for now and see how things played out. If they were friendly, then I might have some new allies. If they weren’t, well, then I was in big trouble. It’s not like that would be anything new to me.


    One of the gunmen broke away from the others and approached me. Reaching into the cargo pocket on his pants, he pulled out a zip-style riot cuff. I could tell by the way that he handled it, that he wasn’t all that familiar with them. I could use that to my advantage.


    “Drop the pack and put your hands behind your back,” he said.


    I could tell it was a male and that he was young, despite the voice being muffled by the full-face helmet that he wore. Reluctantly, I did as instructed. When I placed my hands behind my back, I tightened my hands into fists and flexed the muscles in my wrists. I felt him pull them tight against me, but not painfully so. I knew that when I relaxed the muscles in my wrists, I would have just enough room to move. Maybe even enough to slip them off. Now was not the time to try, though. I would have to be patient.


    One of the other men picked up my pack and weapons and they began to guide me down the street to a delivery van that was parked at the end. When we reached it, they shoved me inside and piled in behind me. Then they pulled a cloth bag over my head to keep me from seeing where we were going.


    Instantly, the engine fired up and began to rumble. I knew that had to mean that the driver was already behind the wheel waiting for us to arrive. Seconds later, we were accelerating away and maneuvering around obstacles in the road. Despite the fact that I couldn’t see where we were going my internal compass was not confused. We were heading right for the baseball stadium.


    After a few minutes of driving, I could feel the vehicle turn and begin to decelerate. Then the sound of the engine changed pitch and it got darker inside the van. We were inside a building. I could hear the massive doors of a garage-type structure begin to roll shut as the van came to a stop. I could hear the audible sighs of relief from the men in the helmets when they knew they felt they were safe. That could only mean we were inside the stadium. I suddenly felt completely vulnerable. I was now completely at their mercy.


    Yanking the bag off my head, they shoved me roughly towards the back of the van. The back door slid open and more armed men were standing behind it. None of them were wearing armor, but they didn’t look happy to see me. Roughly, they pulled me out of the vehicle and began to remove my gear. They took everything except the knife I kept hidden in the back of my waistband. It was in easy reach, with my hands bound behind my back. No one did a pat search and they left my armor in place.


    “The boss wants to see him right now,” snapped one of the men.


    I noticed no one made any attempt to speak to me or ask me any questions. I was beginning to question my decision to try to come here. I was getting the impression that they weren’t friendly. I was grabbed by each arm and escorted out of the garage area and down a long corridor. I could tell by the sounds of the footfalls that there were men behind me, as well as holding my arms. They weren’t taking any chances with me.


    At the end of the corridor we headed up several flights of stairs. This was a part of the stadium that I had never been in. When we emerged from the stairs, I knew why. This was skybox territory. I couldn’t afford tickets on this level. The best I was ever able to afford was just off of the first-base line, near the home team dugout. The skyboxes were way above my means. Whoever the “boss” was, he had set himself up in the luxury suites. This wasn’t a good sign.


    When we walked inside the owner’s box, I was shocked at the opulence of it. Even after the world had ended, this place was still luxurious. Leather furniture, thick carpeting and a view of the stadium that was almost breath-taking. In a large overstuffed leather chair facing the ballpark, I could see the arms and the back of the head of a man. He was smoking a cigar and drinking a bottle of beer.


    They brought me over in front of him and he didn’t immediately look at me. He continued to smoke his cigar and stare at something down below in the stadium. My first impression of him was that he seemed arrogant and vain. His hair and thin beard were meticulously trimmed and clean. It was the kind of beard and moustache that were not much thicker than a pencil’s line.


    His hair was short on the top and shaved on the sides. He had numerous tattoos, but no piercings. I could tell he was muscular but it looked like it was for show, not from work. It even looked like he had been working on his tan recently. He wore jeans and impeccably polished tactical boots. He also wore a very tight black t-shirt with a familiar whiskey logo on it. The expensive wraparound sunglasses that he had pushed up on top of his head completed the image. Instantly, the thought that came to mind was “douche-bag.”


    After a long moment of ignoring me, which I recognized as a textbook ploy to make me feel beneath him and show me who was in charge, he finally looked at me with a measured look of contempt and boredom. It only heightened my previous impression of him. I was liking this prick less and less by the second.


    Finally, he sat down his beer and stood up. I wanted to laugh at him, but restrained myself. I’m sure he saw the amused twinkle in my eye, though. Despite his vain attempts to appear superior, he stood a good six inches shorter than me and had to lean his head back to look me in the eye.


    When he folded his arms across his chest, I almost lost it. In the biggest display of douche-baggery so far, he had his own name tattooed in calligraphic lettering on his forearms. His first and last name emblazoned for all to see, in dark black ink. It read Kevin Westbrook. He even had adapted the habit of folding his arms so his first name appeared on top.


    “Something amuses you, old man?” he sneered.


    “I take it you’re Kevin Westbrook,” I replied, not taking his bait.


    He puffed up his chest and I could see that it inflated his ego to hear his own name.


    “You’ve heard of me, then?” he said, smiling a reptilian smile.


    “No dumbass,” I replied, nodding at him. “It’s written on your fucking arms.”


    This seemed to take the smile off of his face and made his goons chuckle. He silenced them instantly with a dirty look. Turning back to me with fire in his eyes, he sneered and unfolded his arms, flexing his biceps as he did. If it was meant to intimidate me, it didn’t work. I could already tell that before the world ended, he was one of those guys who went to the gym all the time and stared at himself in the mirror.


    “Why did you have your men bring me here?” I asked, cocking my head to the side and letting my eye dart around the room, taking in the placement of the other goons.


    “We heard your weapons,” he replied. “No one shoots up my city without my permission.”


    “Your city?” I said, frowning. “I think the dead out there would disagree with you.”


    “This is my city,” he snapped. “I rule this place and everyone in it!”


    I could see the crazy look in his eyes. He was either insane, or the worst kind of narcissistic opportunist I could have run into. Well, I guess he could be both. From the way he was breathing hard and his complexion was flushed I knew that he was close to losing his temper. I was starting to get the idea that I’d better watch my tone before he had me killed. I doubted that he would want to get his own hands dirty.


    “Ok, fine,” I said calmly. “It’s your city. How did you get to be in charge?”


    I definitely struck a chord there. I could see that he loved to talk about himself. From the looks on the faces of the others in the room, I could see that I was about to hear a story that they had all heard many times before. He smiled broadly and clapped me on the shoulder like we were old friends. His sudden mood swing made me wonder if he was off his meds or something. It just wasn’t natural for someone to go from wanting to kill me to being my friend in the span of a few heartbeats.


    “Bring our guest a chair,” he said over his shoulder.


    The others didn’t look at all surprised by his sudden shift in mood and brought me a somewhat less comfortable looking chair as he settled back into his comfy looking lounger. I was unceremoniously shoved back into the chair that was shoved behind my knees. Kevin didn’t seem to notice or care, so long as I was sitting and listening to his every word. Yeah, this was going to be trouble.


    “Before the dead came,” he began, gesturing around us and leaning back in the chair, “I was a cop in this town. I used to patrol these streets and the people loved me.”


    Sure they did.


    “I was also a model,” he added. “I did photo shoots for lots of different magazines. The camera loved me. There were even a growing number of people who wanted me to run for mayor of St. Louis.”


    I bet there was. He seemed to be warming to his theme and was no longer even looking at me. I could see the looks on the faces of his men. They were nodding in agreement. This was just fucking great. This egotistical asshole had his own personality cult here. I bet they were “loyal subjects” of his before this all started. That explained why they were following him. It’s easy to create your own little empire when you only recruit people who think you’re the greatest.


    “When things started getting bad,” he explained, “I called my friends and we grabbed our gear. We were all preparing for some kind of collapse of society, anyway. Initially, we had planned to seize the brewery but had to change our plans when it was overrun by the dead and caught fire.”


    “I can see how that would cause you to change your plans,” I said.


    He suddenly looked at me like he was seeing me for the first time. He seemed annoyed that I had interrupted him. Anger flashed in his eyes and he looked like he was about to launch into a tirade when I distracted him.


    “So you decided to come here instead,” I said, feigning interest.


    “What?” he asked, confusion on his face.


    Then his mood shifted again and he looked happy.


    “Oh no,” he said, excitedly. “We tried to reach the airport first. The government had set up an evacuation center there, but you couldn’t get anywhere near the place. The dead had the place under siege. It was unbelievable. There was no way we were going to make it in there. Well, not without a tank. Then again, if we’d had a tank the dead wouldn’t be that much of a threat, anyway.”


    I decided to just let him ramble on without any comments from me. It only seemed to distract him and he was too unpredictable to take the chance of him completely snapping. I began to slowly flex my hands and wrists, straining against the riot cuffs. I knew no one could see my hands behind my back because of the chair, so I slipped my knife out from my waistband and began to cut into the plastic. I had to do it very slowly so that it wasn’t obvious to my “hosts.”


    Then through the blah blah blah of his speech, I heard something that I keyed onto and began listening. He was talking about other survivors.


    “We initially weren’t rescuing anyone or anything,” he explained. “We were just looking for a place to ride out the rise of the dead. But pretty soon we realized that we weren’t going to be able to do it alone. So, we started grabbing people that we thought might be useful.”


    It was the “useful” part that jumped out at me. What did they define as useful? What did they do with the ones that they thought were useless? My temper was starting to flare at the thought of what he might have done to survivors that didn’t make the cut.


    “There were fifteen of us, in the beginning,” he said, gesturing at the others. “We lost a few good friends in the early days, but since then we’ve figured out that moving fast and agile with the motorcycles is the best way to forage for supplies.”


    “What about the other survivors?” I asked, unable to resist any longer.


    “Oh, they were brought here,” he said, as if he was a teacher explaining things to a child. “We separated them by our needs, of course. I mean, women had to be kept away from the men. Naturally, there was no sense in letting them have all the fun.”


    That drew a few nods and chuckles from his men. I wanted to punch him in the throat.


    “Some of the men had to be put out on the street,” he said, his gaze drifting off away from me. “Like the ones who couldn’t work, or if they needed medical attention. I mean, we couldn’t afford to waste what supplies we had on someone who probably wasn’t going to make it in the first place. Am I right?”


    That resulted in a lot of nods from his men and a few mumbled agreements.


    “The others were put in an area that we set up to hold them,” he added. “We feed them, but we never let them have any guns or weapons. I can’t trust them to be loyal, like my men. Although there have been a few who have proven loyal to me and joined us.”


    I could see why they would have to keep them locked up, too. If they were keeping them like prisoners and separating the women for their own use, then it’s amazing that they had managed to keep them contained. I couldn’t understand the ones who had decided to join this asshole. Some people would sell out their own grandmother to make things easier on themselves.


    “How did you keep them from rioting?” I asked, my anger starting to grow.


    “Oh, that was easy,” he said, grinning. “A stroke of genius on my part, I must say. We just keep armed guards on them and have it rigged so that if they try to escape, we can open an exterior door and let the dead get them.”


    “How many are there?” I snapped, the anger evident in my voice.


    “Twenty men,” he said, scratching his thin beard. “Almost that many women, too. Something like ten kids. I don’t know exactly. I don’t pay attention to stuff like that. We make the men work in the outfield. We’ve turned it into a big garden. We’re growing quite a bit of our own food, now. We still have to make scavenger runs, but this place was a treasure trove of stored food. Mostly for the vendors, I would imagine. We also had plenty of beer.”


    I was making good progress on the riot cuffs when I realized that he had stopped talking. For just a moment, my heart skipped a beat when I thought they had figured out what I was up to. Instead, when I looked up I could see that Westbrook had distracted himself by gazing at his own reflection in the big mirror behind the bar. He seemed to be admiring his hair and beard, probably making sure no hair was out of place.


    My mind began to whirl with the possibilities for escape. The four men, five including Westbrook, were scattered in different parts of the room. Also, they were all armed. If I did get free, I could easily get one of them with the knife. Possibly two, if I was lucky. After that, I’d be cut to ribbons by the others. No matter which scenario I ran in my head or which direction of attack I chose, the end would be the same. I would lose.


    I figured that I would at least get to stick my knife in Westbrook’s neck. After that, it would just be a matter of time. I didn’t get too much time to ponder it, though. One of the men brought over my bag of gear and weapons. Laying them on the bar in front of Westbrook, he gave me a dirty look before turning to face Westbrook.


    “This old fucker sure was well armed,” he said, gesturing at the bag.


    “I’m not old, asshole,” I replied.


    “What did you just say?” snarled the man.


    I didn’t catch his name, but dipshit was what I was already mentally calling him.


    “Did I fucking stutter?” I replied, matching his tone. “Are you deaf as well as stupid?”


    Dipshit started towards me with his fist cocked back when Westbrook grabbed him by the shoulder and nearly yanked him off of his feet.


    “That’s enough,” snapped Westbrook.


    “Yeah, tough guy,” I said, mockingly. “You must be a real badass to punch someone who is already tied up. Cut me loose and see how fast I beat your ass.”


    “Come on, Kevin,” whined Dipshit. “Let me teach this old bastard some manners.”


    “Yeah, Kevin,” I added, smiling wickedly. “Let him try it. I’d be more than glad to teach him just how wrong he is.”


    “I said knock it off!” shouted Westbrook, his tenuous grip on his temper already slipping.


    “Better listen to him like good puppy,” I added, grinning. “Do what your master tells you. You don’t want to get put in time out.”


    I had no intention of letting either of them calm down enough to think rationally. My best chance for escape lay in them being unable to out-think me. At five to one odds, I needed every advantage that I could get. If I could make them mad enough to do something stupid, I might get one of them to come close enough that I might be able to get my hands on a gun. If I could do that, I liked my odds against this crowd. Only Westbrook seemed like he had any real training, and I had serious doubts about him.


    “Goddamn it, Jordan,” snarled Westbrook, “We haven’t interrogated him yet. I don’t want him harmed until we learn everything we need to know.”


    “Yeah, Jordan,” I continued mercilessly, “Don’t make him smack you on the nose with a newspaper.”


    “Shut the fuck up!” screamed Jordan/Dipshit.


    “Or you’ll what?” I replied, calmly. “Scream at me some more? Oooh.”


     “If you don’t knock it off, I’m going to turn him loose on you,” snarled Westbrook.


     “Is that supposed to scare me?” I laughed. “He’s about as intimidating as my grandmother’s Chihuahua.”


     “That’s it!” snapped Dipshit.


     With that, he yanked away from Westbrook and stalked towards me. He started flexing his knuckles and smiling.


     “I’ll show you Chihuahua,” he muttered as he approached.


     “You should have left him alone,” mused Westbrook, suddenly content to let him attack me. “He’s gonna fuck you up, now.”


     I waited until Jordan loomed over me and cocked his fist back to punch me before I cut the last of the way through the riot cuffs. My hands popped free of the plastic just as he struck me in the mouth. It was a fairly solid hit, but not nearly as devastating as he would like to think. I’ve been hit much harder that that before, and kept fighting. Actually, it wasn’t a bad punch for someone who hasn’t had any kind of training. Unfortunately for him, I have.


     I let my head rock back and felt the trickle of blood at the corner of my mouth. The look on his face went from triumphant to confused when I raised my head and smiled back at him. He blinked a few times in disbelief and even the others in the room seemed surprise that his punch hadn’t knocked me out. They were even more surprised when I stood up and shook my hands to get the circulation going again.


     “You hit like a bitch,” I said and drove the knife into the side of his neck.


     His scream instantly turned into a gurgle as the three inch blade sank to the hilt into the soft tissue of his throat. With my left hand, I gave the knife a sharp twist while my left hand yanked the pistol from his belt. Dipshit’s eyes began to roll back into his head and his knees buckled. I let go of the knife and quickly worked the slide on his 9mm pistol, making sure there was a round in the chamber.


     Westbrook dove for cover as the other three reached for their weapons. Systematically, I eliminated all three of them with well placed headshots. Before they had all hit the ground, I was already moving towards the bar. I wasn’t sure where Westbrook was at, but I knew that if he was anything like I expected he was going for a weapon. That’s what I would have been doing, anyway.


     As I slid behind the bar, I saw Westbrook do something that looked like it was right out of a bad movie. He stood up from behind a couch with his back to me, and then spun around to bring his shotgun up into a firing position. I instinctively dove behind the bar, just as he fired. Just as I had expected, he fired dramatically into the mirror above the bar instead of aiming towards where I had just took cover. This guy was some kind of bad cliché wannabe.


     Instead of firing again, I heard him hit the floor on the far side of the room. The jackass didn’t even capitalize on the fact that the shotgun was a pump and had more ammo in it. Just in case it was a trick, I eased up and peered into the mirror. Sure enough, he was nowhere to be seen.


     Standing up, I fired the pistol three times in the general direction of the couch, just to play along. As I ducked back down behind the bar, I grabbed my gear and brought it down with me. I watched in the mirror and Westbrook did exactly what I expected. He stood and took three running steps before launching himself in the air towards another couch in front of the door. He fired the shotgun at the bar as he dove. Another stereotypical movie stunt that accomplished nothing.


     Predictably, he didn’t hit anything except the bar. I briefly thought that he was being clever by positioning himself near the door so that he could make his escape, but he still seemed intent on pretending he was the hero in some cheesy movie. I heard him work the pump on the shotgun and begin to laugh. Did this dumbass really think he was the hero in some bad action film?


     “I’ve got you trapped in here,” he said, still laughing. “I have the only entrance covered and it’s only a matter of time before the rest of my men get here. What now, old man?”


     While he was chuckling amusedly at his own ingenuity, I was busily putting my gear back on. Once I had my weapons back in place, I smiled wickedly as I selected the weapon that would put an end to this conflict in a decisive manner. I picked up my Beowulf and checked the load. Satisfied that it was ready, I flicked the safety off and brought it up to my shoulder.


     “If you surrender now, I might go easy on you,” Westbrook called.


     All that did was confirm where I thought he was hiding at. Checking the mirror once more, I saw that it was clear and stood up with the Beowulf tight against my shoulder. I smiled thinly as I aimed at the couch. The Beowulf was designed to shred vehicles and armor. It wasn’t going to have much trouble with a leather couch, much less the dumbass behind it.


     “There’s only one problem with that,” I said, gently taking up the slack on the trigger.


     “What’s that?” asked Westbrook, oblivious to what was about to happen.


     “This isn’t a movie and you’re not the hero,” I said and fired three times into the back of the couch. “You’re just the crappy villain.”


     Beowulf bellowed his fury and shredded the material on the couch without effort, creating a cloud of white stuffing each time a round punched through it. I heard a grunt of pain come from the other side and I began to advance tactically, keeping my weapon trained on the spot where the noise had come from.


     When I arrived, I found Westbrook lying on his stomach in a growing puddle of blood. My second round hand punched through the middle of his back, right between his shoulder blades. The shotgun was just beyond his reach and his fingers were still flexing as he tried to get his hands on it. Just in case, I gave it a kick to put it well beyond his grasp.


     With my foot, I hooked his shoulder and flipped him over onto his back. The look of shocked disbelief was frozen on his face as his mouth opened and closed like a landed fish. His eyes were already beginning to lose focus and I could tell that he was not going to live much longer. I think the shock of losing was more of a surprise to him than the fact that he’d been shot.


     “You fu…,” he gasped, blood on his lips. “You fucking s…shot me.”


     “Surprise, asshole,” I replied, sneering down at him.


     He still had the confused look on his face when the lights went out in his eyes. With a rasping wheeze, he shuddered and then was still. The ragged hole in the center of his chest was big enough to drop a softball into and the last of the air bubbles were popping in the blood. Kevin Westbrook was dead and I can’t say that he would be missed, at least not by me. If I had my way about it, he wouldn’t be missed by anyone either in the very near future.


     Casually, I reloaded my weapons and recovered my knife. I would take the time to scavenge this place for gear when I had a moment, but for now I had to get ready for his other men. I knew that they would be coming soon, no doubt attracted by the gunfire. I was going to make sure that they had a surprise when they did.


     Quickly, I dragged Westbrook’s body over to his overstuffed chair and lifted him into it. Then I turned it so that the back was facing the door. After that, I lit a cigar and put it in his hand, along with a beer bottle. Once that was in place, I headed over to the bar and ducked down behind it. I could already hear the running of feet from outside the door. I knew that it would take them a little time to get here because of all of the stairs we had to climb on our way up. When they arrived, I planned to have a little surprise of my own for them.


     A quick mental inventory told me that I had the most ammunition for the shotgun, so I put away the Beowulf and brought out the Keltec. I double checked the load and clicked off the safety, then crouched down to give myself an effective field of fire but still remain hidden. It suddenly occurred to me that this would have been a great time to have a few grenades, but regretfully I had used the last of them escaping the undead. Well, I’d just have to make do without them.


     The first two through the door had their weapons up in a decent approximation of a tactical entry. They immediately scanned the devastation in the room before fixating on the back of Westbrook’s head, just like I had planned. It was almost as if they saw him sitting in his usual chair and assumed that he had done all of this damage and calmly went back to his beer. Actually, from what I had seen that is exactly the kind of thing he would have done.


     “Kevin?” asked the first guy. “Is everything alright?”


     Number one was an average looking guy with a team polo shirt on and a 9mm pistol gripped tightly in both hands. Number two was younger, probably in his early twenties. It was clear that he’d either done a great deal of harsh chemicals or had severe acne when he was younger. From the glazed look in his eyes, I was guessing the former. I estimated that he was still doing some harsh chemicals.


     “What the fuck’s going on?” asked Number two.


     They began to hesitantly approach Westbrook, seemingly afraid that he would turn around and do the same thing to them that he had done to the others. No one seemed to notice that my body wasn’t among the dead. From my concealed vantage point behind the bar, I wasn’t surprised that they had missed me. It would prove to be a fatal mistake.


     The third man through the door came in with his pistol pointed in the air like an old television show. It was almost funny, if it hadn’t been so sad. I could see at least two more people on the landing outside the door, but I decided to not wait for them to all get inside the room. Number three took my first round right in the chest. He flew backwards out the door with his arms flailing wildly. His pistol flew away from him and landed next to the shredded couch.


     Dumbasses number one and two tried to turn around to engage me, but I was already moving. I shot Number one through the neck and he flipped over the chair that Westbrook’s corpse was occupying, spraying blood high into the air as he fell. Number two managed to get a shot off, but only struck the bar. It wasn’t close enough for me to worry about. I worked the pump on the KSG and put a round through his left thigh. He went down screaming, his hands going to his wound and leaving the pistol forgotten on the floor. I would deal with him later, assuming he didn’t bleed out before the fight was over.


     Working the pump on the shotgun, I turned back towards the door. Whoever was still out there was at least smart enough to try to not come running into the room. They took up positions on either side of the door and took turns firing at my position. I had to dive down behind the bar to avoid being hit. I wasn’t sure how many were out there, but the two on the door were decent marksmen. If they had been using something more powerful than pistols, I might have been in real trouble.


     I low crawled on my stomach to the other end of the bar. I needed to shift positions before they realized where I was hiding and began pouring fire into the spot where I had been. I had no more than cleared the section when one of them did that exact thing. Four rounds struck the bar almost exactly where I had been hiding. From the amount of damage to the wood on the bar, I could tell that they were using hollow point ammunition. From the sound, I knew it was a 9mm. Not enough power for it to be a .45.


     “Toss your weapon out and surrender,” called a voice from outside the door. “We have you trapped in there. You’ve got nowhere to run.”


     I opted not to answer and give away my new position. Instead, I began to replace my expended shells in the shotgun and bided my time. Sooner or later, they were going to have to either rush the door or do something to flush me out of hiding. Until then, I was content to make them wait for me. In this case, haste would get you killed. Patience usually wasn’t my strong suit, but this time I needed to make them blink first.


     I began to do a quick mental inventory. Westbrook had given me a pretty good idea how many men he had. At the most, he had twenty men loyal enough to follow him. By my calculations, I’d already taken out six. Seven if you count the one I shot in the leg. If I hit the femoral artery, which was a pretty good bet with a shotgun firing the slug/buckshot combo, then he should bleed out soon. He could easily have done so already. Still, it was safer to not count him out of the fight until I was certain.


     That means that at the most, there were twelve to thirteen people unaccounted for. I doubted that they would send everyone up here to try to take me out. I mean, they had to leave someone to guard the prisoners. So if you assumed two guards per group, then that left only about eight people free to respond to the shooting. Yeah, eight to one odds were about my fucking luck. It’s been said more than once that I tend to bite off more than I can chew.


     Right then, I needed a new plan and I needed it yesterday. If I couldn’t find a way to thin down the odds, then they were going to eventually get smart and overrun me. My gut reaction was to grab a bottle of alcohol from the bar and make a Molotov cocktail to throw out the door. Fortunately, my better judgment (yes I do occasionally have that) kicked in and I reconsidered. After all, that was my only way out. My only other option was to shatter the big viewing window and drop about two stories to the stadium seats below. Not a great option, to be sure. So, Plan B it had to be.


     My brain began to scramble at full speed. Possibilities whirled by and were just as quickly dismissed. I kept going back to the concept of breaking something, usually catastrophically. Explosions and fires were the best plays in my wheelhouse. However, they weren’t exactly the smartest thing to do, considering my limited points of escape.


     I was quickly running out of time and options when I saw something that changed the game. It was almost as if a light shined down on it from above. Before the fighting started, I didn’t notice it. I had other things on my mind. But when I spotted it, I almost started laughing. Of course there had to be a way for the staff to get in and out of the Owner’s Box without getting in the way of the VIP’s that frequented the place.


     Suddenly, it was there almost right in front of me. There was a semi-concealed door behind the bar that had to lead to food prep areas and storage. None of that kind of thing would ever be done in the opulent skybox. From there, I knew there would be either an elevator or staircase that was used to deliver food, drinks and supplies to the luxury suite. So that freed up my options. Suddenly, Plan A was back on the table. It was time to get creative.


     Grabbing a flare out of my pack, I struck the igniter and let the reddish flame grow in intensity. Once it was hissing and sputtering, I peered out from behind the bar to make sure it was safe to throw. When no one immediately took a shot at me, I tossed it through the open door and onto the landing beyond. From the sound of the reaction, I think they were expecting something else. If I had any grenades, that’s exactly what they would have gotten. Since I was all out of the Grade-A bang-bangs, I had to improvise.


     “What the fuck?” said a voice from outside the door. “What’s that supposed to do, scare us?”


     “Oh shit,” I heard another voice say.


     That’s when I threw the bottle of vodka. Actually, I threw three, one right after the other. Just before I tossed the first one, I heard the sound of hurried movement from outside the door. At least one of them had an idea of what was about to come. From the screams that came from the sudden fireball, I knew I’d gotten at least three of them. I’d also made it impossible for anyone to come in or out of that door.


     Tossing three more bottles of liquor that I didn’t like, I ducked through the service door and into a kitchen prep area. The floor looked like restaurant tile and everything else was stainless steel. There was plenty of light to see by from the big skylights in the ceiling, most likely used to help vent the smoke from the large grill in the center of the kitchen. My mouth began to water at the thought of some of the foods that had been created in this room.


     Heading for the back exit, I readied my shotgun and prepared to sweep the hallway beyond. I activated the tactical light and staged by the door. My internal warning bells were telling me that I needed to be careful. I seriously doubted that my little fire at the entrance had gotten them all. Then there was the fact that at least one of them was smart enough to figure out what was about to happen when the flare hit. That one might be more dangerous than the others.


     Kicking the door open, I swung outward to cover the hallway in the direction of the fire. I froze instantly when I found myself looking down the barrel of a weapon. It was some sort of tactical rifle, because I could see the picatinny rails and the holo-sight mounted on top. This was a military grade weapon and the person carrying it held it like a pro. The only thing that kept them from squeezing the trigger was the fact that they were staring down the barrel of my own weapon. Frankly, mine was bigger.


     “Freeze, shithead!” snapped the gunman.


     “Fuck you,” I replied. “Drop your weapon and I won’t shoot you in the face.”


     “It looks like we’ve got ourselves a little stand-off, then,” he replied, not flinching.


     “Looks that way,” I confirmed. “Where’s your back-up?”


     “You set them all on fire,” he replied icily. “But more should be arriving shortly.”


     “Well, I guess it’s just you and me, for the moment,” I said with a sigh.


     “Who the fuck are you?” he asked, cautiously.


     “Wylie Grant,” I replied. “Nathanael County Sheriff’s Office.”


     “Nathanael County,” he said slowly. “You’re a long ways from home, aren’t you?.”


     “It’s a long story,” I answered. “If you don’t mind, I’d prefer to just be on my way.”


     “What about Westbrook?”


     “What about him?” I asked by way of answer. “He’s dead. If you ask me, the prick had it coming.”


     “No argument from me,” said the gunman. “Crazy bastard acted like he was a king or something.”


     This made me pause and wonder just what the Hel was going on. This undoubtedly was the guy who knew what the flare was about to cause and had reacted accordingly. He’d even guessed where I would come out and was waiting for me. He had way too much on the ball to be just another lackey of Westbrook’s. There was definitely something more going on here.


     “Why did you follow him, then?” I said, frowning.


     “Because it beat the hell out of being locked in a cage and forced to work in the garden,” he answered. “Besides, I knew the son-of-a-bitch when we were both St. Louis PD. The dumb-fuck thought that made us friends. I was on the SWAT team.”


     “Then why didn’t you do something to take him out sooner?” I said, suspiciously.


     “Because of his adoring fans,” he replied bluntly. “Kevin always had money and he kept a group of, well, groupies around who thought he was some kind of celebrity because he was a cop and a model. That and the money.”


     I wanted to believe him, but I wasn’t willing to take the risk to trust him. For a moment, I considered shooting him anyway and taking the chance that his finger wouldn’t tighten on the trigger and take me out with him. From the size of the barrel, I knew the weapon had to be a military grade 5.56mm assault weapon of some sort. I couldn’t tell from this angle, but it looked like an HK of some sort. No one builds guns like the Germans.


     Doubt and fear played tug of war in my mind as we stared at each other for what felt like an eternity. I needed a way to know if this guy was really going to be on my side when I lowered my weapon or if he was going to shoot me as soon as he had a clear shot. I exhaled slowly and lowered my weapon just enough that the tac light wasn’t shining into his face. I wanted to get a look at his eyes. You can tell a lot about a man by his eyes. I learned that lesson well in my years as a CO.


     He was wearing a tactical helmet and eye-pro’s. He had dark grey eyes that seemed to be studying me just as hard as I was studying him. However, it wasn’t his eyes that caught my attention. It was the necklace he wore around his neck. Hanging outside of his shirt was a brass Thor’s Hammer. It had knotwork on the handle and runes on the head. It was just the sign I had been looking for. With a sigh and a tense grimace, I slowly lowered my weapon.


    Shockingly, he did the same.
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    Chapter Fourteen


    Batting Clean-up


    “In my dreams I hear again the crash of guns, the rattle of musketry,


    the strange, mournful mutter of the battlefield.”


    - Douglas MacArthur


    


    After we lowered our weapons, we just stared at each other for a long moment. Neither of us seemed willing to take the next step after that. After a long moment, I decided to break the tension before one or the other of us decided to raise their weapon again and the whole thing started all over. Oh well, in for a penny in for a pound.


    “Nice hammer,” I said, eloquently.


    “Thanks,” he said, not taking his eyes off of me. “Is that why you lowered your weapon?”


    “Yeah,” I replied, slowly reaching up and pulling mine out from beneath my armor.


    He looked surprised when he saw it, but soon his face began to brighten.


    “Did you get that from some crazy old man?” he asked, his eyes lighting up.


    “No,” I said. “I’ve been wearing one for years. What crazy old man?”


    “Right after things went to hell,” he said, shaking his head. “I met this old man. He showed up at my campfire one night when I was hiding in an enclosure over at the Endangered Wolf Sanctuary.”


    “Was he skinny and had a bandage over his left eye?” I asked, already suspecting the answer.


    “Yeah, have you seen him too?”


    “We’ve met,” I replied.


    “He gave me this and told me that I was some kind of chosen person,” he said, shaking his head. “At first, I thought that he was just crazy. But the more he talked, the more he made sense. He told me that I was descended from warriors who were born to fight the dead.”


    “The Einherjar,” I said, nodding.


    “Yeah, that’s the word he used too,” he said, shouldering his weapon. “He told me to head back into the city and to look for the warrior who would show me the path. I think he meant you. He told me to look for someone who matches your description. White beard and eye-patch.”


    “How long ago was this?” I asked, surprised.


    “Like I said, it was right after all this started. About three months ago, I think.”


    “Three months,” I muttered. “How did he know I would lose the eye and my hair would turn white? That only happened in the last couple of weeks.”


    “What?” he asked.


    “Nothing,” I replied. “Just thinking out loud.”


    “My name is Marko Rainer,” he said, extending his hand.


    I shook it with a firm grip, gauging his in return. You can tell a lot about a person by the way they shake your hand. His grip was firm and confident with good eye contact. No deception there. Despite myself, I found that I was already beginning to like Marko. If he really was one of the Einherjar, then I had the feeling that he was going to make a great ally.


    “I’m sorry about all of this,” I said, gesturing around the area.


    “Don’t be,” he replied. “I only went along with it because Kevin’s people were locking anyone who didn’t go along with them in cages and using them for slave labor. It was only a matter of time before I had to do something to stop them anyway.”


    “They would have killed you, if you tried,” I said, frowning.


    “Probably,” he agreed, nodding.


    I reached into the kitchen area and grabbed two fire extinguishers that were on a rack by the stove and tossed him one of them. Then I headed towards the fire that was still burning where I had thrown the improvised Molotov’s.


    “We’d better put this out before it gets out of hand,” I said, yanking the pin out of the top of the nozzle.


    Instantly, hours of endless classes flew through my head as old certifications came to mind. All Law Enforcement Officers have to maintain a certain amount of certifications and training every year. One particular class I had was about emergency usage of fire extinguishers. While I was in no way as trained as a firefighter, I could put out small fires without too much effort. Anything bigger than that and I would gladly leave it to the professionals.


    The voice of my instructor came back to mind and I heard him repeating the mantra of P.A.S.S. That is Pull, Aim, Squeeze, and Sweep. Pull the pin, Aim at the base of the fire, Squeeze the handle and Sweep side to side. I’m not entirely sure why that all sprang to mind, but the training worked like a charm. Marko did the exact same thing that I did and we had the fire out in seconds.


    In the aftermath, I found four dead bodies that had been engulfed in the alcohol fueled conflagration that I had launched at them. I was glad that Marko hadn’t been caught in it, but I was equally as glad that he hadn’t shot me in the head. It’s strange how things work out sometimes. I wonder if the old man had foreseen this as well. He probably did.


    “How many more of Westbrook’s people do we need to deal with?” I asked, still a little concerned that he might not be on my side after all.


    “We left six guarding the prisoners,” he said, frowning. “Plus there’s another three up in the top of the stadium walking perimeter.”


    “I’m surprised Westbrook even thought of that,” I said, as I headed for the stairs.


    “He didn’t,” explained Marko. “I did. All these idiots wanted to do was drink beer and talk tough. Not one of them had any real training.”


    “What about Westbrook?” I asked. “I thought he was a cop.”


    “Sure,” replied Marko, “if you mean that he wore a uniform. He was an admin staffer. He had an Uncle who worked for the mayor and pulled some strings for him. I don’t think Westbrook ever worked a real job. He was the department spokesman for dealing with the media.”


    “I’ve known a couple like that in my day, too,” I said, shrugging. “I think every department has at least one.”


    “Yeah,” he agreed. “The bigger the department, the more of them you find. What about you? What did you do with your department?”


    I was kind of dreading this moment. I knew that at some point it would come to this. I was hoping that he wasn’t the kind of patrolman who looked down on the jail staff. If he was, our working relationship might be strained before it even got started. I really hoped he wasn’t like some of the people that I’ve dealt with in my career who thought that CO’s were the scum of law enforcement.


    “I was a Corrections Officer before this all kicked off,” I said, gauging his reaction carefully.


    “Whoa!” he said, smiling. “You guys are crazy. I wouldn’t have traded you jobs for love nor money. Just the thought of being locked in a housing unit with a couple hundred inmates is enough to give me nightmares. There’s no way I could have done that.”


    I smiled, despite myself. He was one of the good ones. I would never take away from the danger that road officers faced. They had a dangerous and thankless job that too few people really appreciated. The fact that he respected what I did was a testament to a good law enforcement officer. We were all part of the same team. Each of us had a dangerous job to do. It didn’t make it any easier when someone looked down on you and thought they were better.


    “Thanks, man,” I said, and held out my fist.


    We bumped knuckles and kept moving.


    “No prob, brother,” he said. “I knew officers who used to make fun of the CO’s until they needed you. I’ve went into a couple of prisons and jails to help out during riots. The officers that work in there are a special kind of crazy, but they do a job that doesn’t get enough respect.”


    “We’re all links in the same chain,” I said. “You think I’m nuts, but there’s no way I would have traded you jobs. I’ve seen what happens on some of those calls you guys take. No thanks.”


    We both chuckled as we continued down the stairs, and then began to slow down by unspoken agreement as we neared the bottom. I peered around the corner and could see a group of four men gathered near one of those mesh gates that you can pull down to close off an area, like the security gates at malls that you can pull down and lock. Behind it, I could see several men who were contained behind the gate. That ruled out directly engaging the four guards, especially since there were prisoners behind them in the line of fire.


    A plan began to form in my mind. Glancing around quickly, I spotted another fire extinguisher in a glass case. Taking out my knife, I popped the lock and removed the canister. Then with a look at Marko, I smiled and tossed it out of the stairwell. It struck the ground with a loud clang and rolled to a stop in front of what was once a vendor booth that held t-shirts and souvenirs.


    “What the fuck was that?” I heard one of the guards say.


    “Go check it out,” said another voice.


    Then I heard footsteps moving towards the vendor booth. Marko stole a glance and held up three fingers to me, indicating that there were three approaching. I just smiled and nodded as I transitioned over to my suppressed M-4. Crouching down, I took careful aim and waited. Marko gave me a confused look, but shouldered his weapon and prepared to follow my lead.


    I gave him a smile and mouthed, “Trust me.”


    Marko just shrugged and brought the holo-sight up to his eye. He was ready, but I don’t think he was prepared for what I had in mind. As soon as the three guards got within a few feet of the booth, I fired one silenced round and detonated the fire extinguisher.


    Immediately, the boom of the explosion shattered the stillness like a baseball through a glass window and the white powder inside the extinguisher filled the air. The three guards were knocked off of their feet and covered with powder. There was no way that they were going to be able to see to shoot, much less react in any kind of coordinated way. They were effectively removed as a threat, for the moment.


    I motioned for Marko to cover them and I spun out into the hallway. The distance between me and the one remaining guard was less than fifty meters. Although that was an easy shot distance for me, I was much more comfortable engaging a single target than a group. Especially since there were prisoners behind him in the line of fire. If I missed, it would be one of them who paid the price. One target that was not firing back, well, I liked those odds. I wasn’t going to miss one non-moving target at this range.


    Squeezing the trigger twice, I double tapped him to the chest and knocked him backwards into the mesh gate. He slumped to the ground with a confused look on his face, blinking wildly as blood poured out of his nose. My shots struck him in a tight group right through the center of the chest. He managed to open and close his mouth in disbelief before his head slumped forward onto his chest. The prisoners behind him looked both surprised and worried about our dramatic entrance. I can’t say that I blame them. They had no way of knowing if we were there to rescue them or take them for ourselves. I would’ve been worried, too.


    Behind me, I could hear the sounds of weapons sliding across the floor. I glanced back and saw Marko was disarming the guards without taking his weapon off of them. Once the weapons were secure, the cop in him kicked in and he began issuing loud and clear instructions to the still stunned men.


    “Get on your bellies and put your hands on the backs of your heads,” he shouted. “One wrong move and you die, got me?”


    I moved into position to provide additional cover and they began to comply, slowly rolling over and placing their hands behind their heads. I could see that a couple of them were looking around for any possible escape route or sign of help. I needed to shut that down quickly.


    “Eyes on the ground, assholes!” I bellowed in my best CO voice. “Interlace your fingers or I swear the next fucking sound you hear will be the bullet passing through your skull.”


    Even Marko seemed surprised at the power of my voice. It’s one thing to learn voice command and control techniques for a patrol officer dealing with one or two suspects. CO’s have to be able to be heard and understood over as many as two hundred inmates. The most I’ve ever had to deal with at one time was around one forty. Believe me though, that’s more than enough when you’re the only officer on the pod floor. I developed the ability to bellow loud enough that I could be heard over a room full of inmates and still hear my own voice bounce off the back wall of the cellblock.


    Marko gave me an impressed look and began securing the prone subjects. Since neither of us had handcuffs anymore, we decided to improvise. The souvenir shop’s gate had already been forced open, so I lifted the gate and stepped inside. Quickly glancing around, I found something that would do the trick. Grabbing a handful of red team scarves off of a shelf, I ducked outside and tossed them to Marko. Then I resumed my post providing cover.


    Marko wasted no time in securing their hands and feet with the scarves. I could tell that he wasn’t taking any chances and was tying them tight enough that they might actually be cutting off circulation. If I cared I would have said something, but I didn’t. After all that this group had done to the people that they took captive, a little discomfort was getting off lucky. Frankly, I had considered just shooting them all in the head and being done with it.


    Once they were all secure, we headed over to the gate where the prisoners were held. They were staring at us with a mixture of curiosity and concern. As I approached the mesh, one man stood up and came towards me. He was a little older than me, but in decent shape. It looked like either he was the group spokesman or just the guy who drew the short straw and had to go talk to the new guys with guns that just killed the old guys with guns.


    Either way, he seemed nervous and kept glancing back over his shoulder. He stopped a few feet away from me and rocked nervously on his heels. His eyes roamed quickly over the weapons that I was carrying and then down at the body of the guard that I had shot. I decided to let him off the hook easy and broke the ice myself.


    “How’s it going?” I asked, trying to smile reassuringly.


    I’m not sure how well it came across from the guy with scars all over his face and a metal eye patch. I’m sure that I looked like some scary psychopath that was hell-bent on killing everything in his way. He tried to smile but his nervousness showed through and the quiver in his voice betrayed him. I think he was convinced that I was about to kill them all.


    “Who are you?” he asked hesitantly.


    “My name is Wylie Grant,” I said, trying to sound soothing. “Nathanael County Sheriff’s Office.”


    He looked surprised and then relieved. I thought I’d try to ease his fears even farther.


    “I’m not here to hurt any of you,” I explained. “I’m here to get you out.”


    “Really?” he asked, clearly shocked. “We thought you were going to kill us all.”


    “No, nothing like that,” I explained, trying to sound reassuring. “I found out that these assholes were holding you and decided to get you all out. Do any of you know how to use weapons?”


    I addressed that last question to the entire group. It was a fairly mixed group of individuals. I saw a few men in biker leathers mixed in with men in normal street clothes and a couple of men who were wearing groundskeeper’s uniforms. Ethnically, it was a pretty diverse crowd. At least Westbrook’s people were equal opportunity assholes. They didn’t care who they grabbed.


    “We do,” muttered one of the bikers, gesturing at the others in leather.


    There were five of them and I recognized the look in their eyes. These were men who were not particularly used to obeying anyone’s rules, much less working with someone who just identified himself as being with the Sheriff’s Office. They were eyeing me speculatively, but not making any sudden gestures. Obviously, they had learned a lesson about charging the gate. Westbrook’s people had probably shot more than one of them, just to prove a point.


    “Alright folks,” I began, “we need to get the women and kids out of confinement before we start arming people. No offense, but I don’t know how much any of you know about weapons or fire discipline. Marko and I will get them out, and then come back for all of you.”


    “What if you get killed?” asked one of the bikers. “Then what?”


    “Well,” I said, smiling, “Westbrook had something like twenty men when this all started. There are only five left. Two guarding the women and kids, plus three more walking perimeter. We should be able to get them all without too much trouble.


    “So it’s just you two?” asked the man at the gate. “I thought you might have reinforcements.”


    “No, it’s just us,” I said, shaking my head. “I think that we can handle it, though.”


    “Why don’t you let us out first?” asked one of the other men. “Then you can go get the others.”


    “Then I have to worry about what you might be dong behind us,” I explained. “Nothing personal, but I don’t know any of you and don’t know if I can trust you or not.”


    “You mean you don’t want to give guns to guys like us,” said one of the bigger bikers.


    From the way the others seemed to defer to him, I guessed that he was their leader. I also surmised that he was going to be a problem. The way he looked at me was something I had come to recognize while working in the pods as a CO. That was fine, but I would have to deal with him later. If we had any chance at getting the women and kids without a big firefight, we needed to move fast.


    “We’ll discuss it when I get back,” I said, frowning.


    “What if I say that isn’t good enough, cop,” snarled the big biker.


    “Then you can fucking rot in here for all I care,” I replied. “Your call, asshole. I can let you out later, or not at all. Choose wisely, though. Frankly, I’m not in the mood to take any of your shit.”


    “Just make sure you do come back,” said the big biker. “We can talk about the rest later.”


    “I’m sure we will,” I replied, and turned to head off. “Won’t that be fun?”


    Marko grabbed the dead guard and dragged him away from the gate. It was a good idea to keep temptation away from them. I should have thought of it, but I’m glad that he did. No sense in them getting any ideas before we got back. I didn’t want to have to fight the bikers unless they left me no other choice. I had a bad feeling that they weren’t going to.


    As we headed towards another part of the stadium, I reloaded all of my weapons. Marko did the same as he continued to point the direction that we needed to go. Soon, we were approaching a corridor and he motioned for me to slow down and to keep quiet. I got close to the wall and stopped just short of the corner. Marko did the same and leaned close to my ear.


    “They have the women and kids locked in another one of the luxury boxes,” he whispered. “Up the stairs that are just around the corner. Usually, there’s one guard outside the door and one at the bottom of the stairs.”


    “Why is that?” I asked softly.


    “Westbrook didn’t let his men have access to the women without his consent,” he replied. “After he let them rape two of the women and then they committed suicide, he decided that they had to preserve their resources. No one was allowed to hurt the women. He worked out a system where they either agreed to have sex with him and his men, or they starved.”


    “Fucking asshole,” I hissed. “I should have killed him slower.”


    “Yeah, he was a scumbag,” agreed Marko. “He saw people as things for him to use. When they were no longer useful, he got rid of them.”


    “Then why did he keep the bikers?” I asked. “I’m sure that they were tough to control.”


    “Not as long as they had their women,” he explained. “They kept the men in line by threatening to kill the women and kids. It wasn’t pretty, but it worked.”


    “No wonder they were so eager to get out of there,” I replied. “Without the threat to their women, I had no way to control them.”


    “Pretty much,” he said, shrugging. “You still might want to watch out for the big one. His name is Damien Fairburn. His street name is Butcher. He’s one dangerous motherfucker.”


    “Have you arrested him before?” I asked, grinning.


    “Never could prove anything, but he was a suspect in several murders as well as weapons charges. He did time at Jefferson City for Assault.”


    “Jay Triple Cee,” I said, shaking my head.


    “What?” he said, looking confused.


    “Jefferson City Correctional Center,” I explained. “They used to call it the Bloody Forty Seven; the bloodiest forty-seven acres in America. My dad worked there as a CO back in the 50’s.”


    “Wow,” he said, shaking his head. “I read about the riot they had in ’54. That was brutal.”


    Peering around the corner, I saw two men standing at the bottom of the stairs, smoking. From the hint of the smoke that I was getting, it wasn’t tobacco that they were smoking. It was a sweetish aroma that officers everywhere were familiar with. It was the distinctive odor of marijuana. I could also hear them talking softly.


    “What the hell do you think all the gunshots were about?” asked one.


    “Who knows,” replied the other. “Kevin is probably getting pissed off, again.”


    “You don’t think that guy they took up there got loose, do you?”


    “Nah,” was the reply. “I mean, that was just one guy. There were like six or seven guards on him. If he got loose, they would have killed him for sure. Kevin probably shot him in the legs to make him talk.”


    “Yeah,” agreed the first guy. “He probably decided we didn’t need that one-eyed asshole, anyway. I mean, he looked like a mean old bastard. It would probably be too much trouble to try to keep him alive.”


    I couldn’t help but smile when they said that. They had no idea just how much trouble that I could be, or just how much trouble I had already caused. However, they were about to find out. I took careful note that while both of them carried a pistol and a rifle, the pistols were in their holsters and the rifles were slung over their shoulders. It was clear that they weren’t prepared for what was about to happen. Unfortunately for them they were not ready for a fight, but they were about to get one.


    I briefly considered yelling for them to get on the ground and taking their weapons away from them. It would be fairly easy to take them without firing a shot, but the sound of my voice tends to carry. I couldn’t afford to alert anyone in the area, especially if there was a guard at the top of the stairs. I glanced at Marko and shrugged apologetically. He read in my eyes what I was about to do, but didn’t argue. If we wanted to take them silently, my only option was to shoot first.


    I had a brief moment where I almost felt bad, until I heard them discussing which of the women that they wanted to have sex with that night. Before they could begin discussing the lurid details, I sighed heavily and spun around the corner. Snapping the M-4 to my shoulder, I brought the reticule of my ACOG right to the middle of the first one’s forehead. I hesitated for the span of a heartbeat as I let it register in their minds just what was about to happen. Both of them went for their weapons


    My first round struck moron number one right above the left eye. I registered the hit, but didn’t wait for him to fall before moving to my second target. The second idiot had slightly more sense than the first one. He started to dive for cover as he reached for his pistol, but my reflexes were faster. My second round passed through his throat, from right to left, spraying blood all over the wall behind him. He fell to the ground gurgling and clawing at his wounds. His life’s blood was pumping from the sides of his neck with ever decreasing intensity. He would bleed out in a few more seconds.


    “That suppressor must come in handy,” whispered Marko as he came up beside me. “You wouldn’t happen to have another one, would you?”


    “Not for the M-4,” I said shaking my head. “Try this on for size.”


    I handed him one of my PMR-30’s. He took it and quickly checked the load like a pro. Once he had finished, he gave me a grim nod and gestured towards the stairwell.


    “After you,” he said with a mock bow. “I insist.”


    Chuckling softly, I headed up the stairs. I stayed close to the inside railing so I would be harder to see from above. Marko followed my lead and stacked up behind me. We moved slowly and deliberately to minimize the noise of our footfalls. At each landing was a door with a sign indicating which seating section was beyond. When we reached the fifth level, Marko tapped me on the shoulder and pointed towards the door. I nodded and took up position on one side while he took the other.


    With only two of us, we wouldn’t be able to enter as tactically as I would have liked. Instead of a tactical entry team, it was just going to be the two of us. That would not be an issue if our information was correct and there was only one guard on this level. By my reckoning, there should only be three remaining anyway. Two of them should be walking perimeter, but discipline didn’t exactly seem to be one of their strong suits.


    I readied my weapon as Marko reached for the door handle. He held up three fingers and I nodded acknowledgement. Then he began his countdown by bobbing his hand with one finger extended, then two. On the third bob, he grabbed the door handle and yanked it open. As soon as it cleared the doorframe, I spun through and swept the hallway. Near the other end, I could see one armed man with his back to me. He began turning around as soon as he heard the door opening.


    Since his weapon was slung over his shoulder, I thought I’d give him one chance to drop it. Before I could say anything, I heard the soft report of the PMR-30 behind me, followed by the sound of a body hitting the floor. I hadn’t swept that direction yet. Marko had done his job and covered the other direction. It was a good thing he did, too. One of the other perimeter guards must have come to reinforce the guard on this level. Either that or our intelligence was wrong about their numbers. My decision to not shoot this moron was taken out of my hands when he went for his weapon. He was dead before his hand reached his pistol.


    “Clear,” called Marko from behind me.


    “Clear,” I echoed. “Which door is it?”


    “The big doors at the end of the hall,” he replied, gesturing to a set of double doors with a sign that read “Private” on them.


    I searched the body on the ground and found a set of keys. After a few tries, I managed to locate the correct one and unlocked the door. When I swung it open, I was shocked to find more women than I bargained for. There were close to thirty women and at least a dozen kids. They looked at me like they thought I was just another one of the animals come to abuse them. Although none of them looked hurt or malnourished, they all had that haunted look that only suffering can bring.


    I turned my head and whispered to Marko, “I didn’t think that there would be this many.”


    “Me, either,” he replied. “I’ve never been in here before. I guess they didn’t trust me that far.”


    “What do you want?” asked one of the women, her voice quivering in fear.


    “Sheriff’s department, ma’am,” I replied. “We’re here to get you out.”


    “Really?” she asked, disbelief in her tone.


    “Yes, ma’am,” I assured her. “Come with us and we’ll reunite you with the men they had locked up downstairs.”


    Marko and I quickly stripped the two fallen men of weapons and ammo. Then I sent Marko down the stairs first, leading the procession of women and children. I kept everyone moving and covered our backs. One of the last women to come through the door was a young girl about the same age as my oldest son, Elliott. She looked me in the eye and smiled.


    “Thank you,” she said, and hugged me tightly.


    “No problem,” I replied. “You’re more than welcome.”


    “Did you shoot all of them?” she asked, anger in her voice.


    “Well, most of them,” I replied.


    “Good,” she said. “They were mean to us. They made some of the women do things.”


    “I know,” I replied. “That’s why we had to stop them.”


    “Will you protect us, now?” she asked, her eyes pleading.


    What could I say? Was there really any choice in the matter? I couldn’t say no anymore than I could have let what was happening to them continue. There simply was no other honorable thing to do. I would find a way to get them back to our facility at Bennett Springs. I’d get them there safely, or die trying.


    “Yeah,” I replied. “I will. I know a safe place to take you all. Now, we have to get moving. Follow the others and I’ll be right behind you.”


    “Alright,” she said and headed down the stairs.


    “By the way,” she called back over her shoulder, “my name is Bridgett Ulrich. What’s yours?”


    “Wylie,” I replied, glancing both ways down the corridor. “Wylie Grant.”


    With that, I headed down the stairs after her and shut the door behind us. By the time I caught up with the group, they were assembled in front of the mesh gate that held the men. Marko tossed me a set of keys and I headed for the lock. I could feel the eyes on me as I fumbled for the right key. My instincts told me that Butcher and his men were planning on doing something. Maybe not the moment I opened the door, but soon.


    I unlocked the gate and stepped back, letting the men inside raise it. I wanted to have my hands free incase I misjudged when Butcher was planning on making his move. Instead of coming after me, he headed straight for a woman in her mid-thirties wearing a beer logo t-shirt. He scooped her up into his arms like she didn’t weigh an ounce and spun her around through the air. She looked just as overjoyed to see him.


    I took a few steps back and stood beside Marko. He seemed to be expecting trouble, just like I was. He was watching the crowd with careful scrutiny. Come to think of it, I was doing the exact same thing. I had to take my attention off of the reunions playing out in front of me when the man who had acted as a spokesman approached me, with an attractive middle-aged woman holding his hand. While he had been nondescript and hadn’t caught my attention, there was one striking feature about the woman that stood out. It was her eyes. I’d seen that particular shade of blue before.


    “Sir, allow me to introduce my wife,” said the spokesman. “I’m Richard Wilder and this is my wife, Christina.”


    “Wilder?” I asked, surprise in my voice.


    I couldn’t help but stare into the same eyes that I had seen so many times before. They were eyes that had seen me at my best, and worst. They were the eyes of Spec-4.


    “Do you have a daughter in the National Guard named Chrissy?” I asked, already fairly certain that I knew the answer.


    “Yes,” said the woman, excitedly. “Have you seen her? Is she alive?”


    “Yes, to both questions,” I said, trying to sound reassuring. “I met her when all of this started, at a roadblock outside of Springfield.”


    “She’s alive?!” exclaimed Richard.


    “Yeah, I just spoke to her a couple of days ago,” I said. “She’s with another group of survivors that we helped set up with a base of operations. We’re building a safe community.”


    “Can you take us to her?” asked Christina, already in tears.


    “Yes, I will,” I replied. “We need to figure out just what’s going on here and get ourselves some transportation. As soon as we can, we’re heading back to my camp.”


    “Oh thank you,” said Christina, throwing her arms around my neck.


    I could feel her tears, warm and wet against my neck. This was clearly an emotional time for her. In fact, I was barely keeping myself from joining her. Spec-4 was going to be thrilled when I brought them back to her. The Gods truly had a reason for sending me here and I’m pretty certain that this was it. It was nothing short of miraculous that I found them after everything that had happened. The Gods were guiding me for sure.


    After about half an hour of everyone reuniting with their significant others, Marko and I began to take an inventory of the gear that we had captured. We also had to begin a sweep to find the missing sentry. As bad as I hated to do it, I was going to have to arm the others, including Butcher and his men. Things were either going to work out well, or blow up in our faces. With a resigned shrug, I headed over to where Butcher and his men were sitting with their women.


    When I got close, Butcher stood up and came towards me. From his body language, I could see that his temper was already up and he was tensing for a fight. If I didn’t diffuse this situation in a hurry, I was going to have to kill this big son-of-a-bitch and most-likely all of his men as well. That would be too bad, because I needed the extra firepower and muscle. I didn’t have to like it, but I needed them. I just hope they saw things my way.


    “What the fuck do you want, cop?” he hissed, crossing his huge arms across his massive chest.


    “I thought it was time that we had a little chat,” I replied, looking him in the eye and meeting his aggression with some of my own.


    Just because I needed his help didn’t mean I was going to let him think I was afraid of him. Frankly, I’d rather kill the bastard than constantly have to look over my shoulder. I needed to reach an understanding with him or get the fighting over with. I had more pressing things on my plate than this.


    “Let me guess,” he said. “You want us to take some gear and leave. Well, that’s fine by me.”


    “That’s not what I had in mind,” I answered. “I was thinking that maybe there was a way that we could all work together. We have enough enemies outside these walls without fighting amongst ourselves.”


    “I thought you cops tried to put guys like me away?” he said, anger rising in his tone.


    “Those days are over,” I said. “There aren’t any more jails or prisons. There are no more cops and criminals. There’s only the living and the dead. We can either work together to try to survive or it just gets harder from here. The dead aren’t going anywhere.”


    He stared at me for a long moment before he answered. I could see that he was thinking about his options and rapidly reaching the same conclusions. Any of us going out there on our own were destined to fail. It was only united that we had any shot at living through this; of living through Ragnarok.


    “What’s in it for us?” he asked, his tone growing wary.


    “Survival,” I said. “You get to survive. We all do. I don’t give a shit what you did or didn’t do before all of this started. Now, we either learn to work together or die separately.”


    “Fair enough,” he said, agreeing somewhat reluctantly. “What’s next?”


    “Well,” I said, tossing him a bag of gear. “We get you and your men armed and equipped, and then we sweep this place for anymore of Westbrook’s men that we might have missed.”


    He stared at the bag for a long moment before meeting my gaze. There was anger there, but resolve as well. For good or for ill, his next words would decide our future. We would either overcome our pasts, or we would kill each other. To be honest, I wasn’t really sure which way he was going to go.


    “Alright,” he said, after a moment. “I think we can work together, for now anyway. Let’s do this.”


    “Good,” I replied. “Let’s get coordinated and get searching.”


    It only took a few minutes to equip everyone and I was not at all surprised to see that Butcher and his men knew how to use firearms. After that, we dragged all of the men that we had captured into the very same cage that they had held the men in and left them tied up. Then I gave Richard Wilder a shotgun and told him to keep an eye on them. From the look on his face after he had been talking to his wife, I doubt that he would have any problems shooting them if they tried anything funny.


    The next step was to break into teams and go after any remaining men inside the perimeter. By my count, there had to be at least one more somewhere in the ballpark. I wasn’t worried about what he might do if he attacked. No, I was infinitely more worried that he would do something stupid like open one of the gates and let the dead inside the park. So long as he didn’t know that the park was now under new management, we still had time to find him and eliminate him.


    My only issue was that I was the only one with a suppressed rifle. The noise was going to attract attention, most-likely in the form of hungry undead. I also couldn’t rule out the possibility that more of the Hrimthurssar were in the area. That was trouble that I really didn’t need at the moment. It would be best for all concerned if we could take him quietly.


    “Alright,” I began, addressing the group, “we need to do this as quietly as possible. Noise is bad. Loud noises are like ringing the dinner bell for the dead.”


    “What do you expect us to do, then?” demanded Butcher. “Throw rocks at him?”


    “Not exactly,” I replied. “I have a suppressed weapon. If you locate him, keep an eye on him and send someone for me. I can take him out at a distance without anyone hearing it outside the park.”


    “What if he sees us first?” asked Marko.


    “If he fires first, then take his ass out,” I answered. “At that point, noise becomes a secondary problem.”


    “What about arrows?” asked a female voice from behind me.


    I turned around and found Bridgett Ulrich standing a few paces away. She had a fierce look of determination on her face that surprised me with its intensity.


    “Bows would be great,” I said, “but we don’t have any.”


    “I do,” she replied. “Well, I did when they captured me. It should be in their weapons storage room.”


    “I know where that is,” said Marko.


    “Good,” I said. “Take her with you and go see if you can find it. If we have a bow and she knows how to shoot it, then we have another ace in the hole.”


    “Got it,” said Marko and headed off with Bridgett towards the stairs.


    “Mackey, go with them,” said Butcher to one of his men.


    A biker with a red beard and long red hair grabbed his rifle and took off after them. I wasn’t sure how much I liked that idea, but I didn’t like the idea of them going alone either. However, I was confident that if Mackey did make a move, then Marko was more than capable of handling himself. If I heard gunshots erupt from that stairwell, then things might get a bit tense between me and Butcher.


    We waited for them to return by checking the load on our weapons and making sure magazines were full. I noticed how mournfully low I was getting on 5.56mm ammo and frowned when I loaded my last full magazine. It wasn’t going to be long before I was going to be reduced to using harsh language and charm on my targets. Well, harsh language anyway. I’m not so certain about the other one.

     I was just beginning to worry about Bridgett and Marko when I saw them exit the stairwell and head towards us. Mackey was with them, too. I guess that was alright, as well. I should probably quit thinking that way if we’re going to be working together, but old habits die hard. Besides that, I still wasn’t one hundred percent convinced that they were actually on our side. To quote one of my favorite TV shows, “Curse your sudden but inevitable betrayal.” I was prepared for the worst, but trying to remain optimistic.


    When I saw what Bridgett was carrying, I couldn’t help but smile. It wasn’t just some bow that she had picked up along the way. No, this was a very nice compound bow. It was the kind that hunters used to take down everything from deer to fish to buffalo. This bow was lethal at anything less than a hundred yards, and possibly even beyond that depending on how good of a shot she was. I’ve known people who hunted grizzly bear with a compound bow. Granted, they were insane for doing so, but they did it.


    “Nice bow,” I said, smiling. “You any good with that?”


    “I grew up hunting with my father,” she said proudly. “I got my first buck with this when I was twelve. I’m a much better shot now.”


    “Good enough for me,” I replied. “Will you have any problems with shooting at people?”


    “Well, maybe some people,” she said, frowning, “but not this guy. These scumbags took us captive and did all kinds of horrible things to us.”


    “I’m sorry,” I said, not knowing what else to say and knowing it was a small consolation.


    “You didn’t do it,” she said. “You’ve got nothing to be sorry for. I’m just glad you came along and got us out.”


    “Don’t thank me, yet,” I replied. “We’re not out of the woods until we’re safely inside our base back at camp. Until then, we’re still in a lot of danger.”


    With that, I lined out our search parties. I would lead one made up of Butcher and three of his men. Marko would take Bridgett and the other two of Butcher’s men. We would work our way in opposite directions until we met on the far side of the park. If we saw anyone other than ourselves, either Bridgett or I would make the shot and take them down. If they saw us first, then all bets were off. We were clear to engage the target, noise be damned.


    As we headed up the ramp towards the open seating section of the ballpark, I decided to have everyone stick to the edge of the ramp and in the shadows. Ultimately, it was a good decision. As we were approaching the top of the ramp, I signaled for everyone to stop and get down. I had seen movement. Not at the top of the ramp, but on the other side of the ballpark. It was up in the upper deck area named for a famous power hitter.


    Everyone crouched down and stayed low, mercifully without complaint. The bikers were not used to advancing tactically. I would guess they weren’t used to much in the way of tactics or plans. Luckily, they didn’t argue about it. Once everyone was down, I dropped my pack and lay on my stomach. Then I slowly crawled the remaining distance to the top of the ramp. There I would be able to rest my rifle on the bottom railing of the seating section directly ahead of us.


    Once I was in place, I started scanning the area with my ACOG. He was easy to find. It didn’t exactly require much effort to see a guy wearing green against a sea of red seating. When I placed my crosshairs on him, I found him leaning back in a seat and smoking, with his weapon propped up against the seat next to him. He didn’t seem to have a care in the world, nor did he seem to be taking his duties as sentry seriously. He looked relaxed, as if he was there watching a game. It would be a costly mistake.


    I quickly estimated the range to target. I knew the distance from home plate to the upper deck was well over 450 feet, having watched a few homeruns knocked into that very section. I was above and behind home plate, probably another hundred feet. That meant my shot was going to be right around 550 feet or roughly 170 meters. Not an impossible distance with the M-4, but I would have been more comfortable with a scoped rifle. Oh well, beggars can’t be choosers, I suppose.


    I gauged the wind to be crossing from left to right, but not much of a factor. Still, it was worth taking into account. My ACOG was zeroed for 100 meters, so I aimed just a little high, centering the crosshairs at about the top of his forehead and slightly to the left. Then, with my sights where I wanted them to be, I began to control my breathing. Although I never trained as a sniper, I’ve made some fairly impressive shots going deer hunting. This time, the game was far deadlier than any deer or elk that I had ever stalked. If I missed, he would undoubtedly jump up and return fire.


    Taking up the slack on the trigger ever so gently, I exhaled and let myself go still. When the weapon bucked in my hands, I watched through the ACOG to see if I had scored a hit. It takes almost no time at all for a 5.56mm round to travel 170 meters, so I had barely enough time to blink before the right side of his face exploded in crimson gore. His head snapped back and his body went limp. Then remarkably, he began to move.


    Before he could get far, I squeezed two more shots off and watched them strike first in the neck then the right shoulder. When he slumped over in the chair, I knew it was over. Although my initial round hadn’t finished the job, he was still dead and that’s all that mattered. The Ranger, Sergeant McDonald, would cringe if he knew how many rounds I took to finish him off. He was more of a “one shot, one dead target” kind of shooter. Then again, he was a couple hundred miles away back at our camp. The important thing was that the target was down.


    Motioning for the others to move up, I stood up and began to search the surrounding area for any other signs of movement. I was fairly certain that I had just taken care of the last of Westbrook’s men, but it was best to finish the sweep just to be sure. Complacency would get you killed, so it was better safe than shot in the back with your pants down.


    By the time we met up with the other team, we were fairly sure that there was no one left to worry about inside the ballpark. Well, other than Butcher’s men that is. I was going to worry about them until they proved otherwise. I knew that Janos had proven me wrong about judging people, but I still had the distinct feeling that there was still something left to settle between me and Butcher. He didn’t strike me as the kind of guy to just follow someone for no reason. At some point, he would either make a move against me or challenge me for leadership. Either way, it would only end with blood.


    When we had all returned to the main area, Mr. Wilder was still standing guard with his shotgun and a grim look of determination on his face. I just nodded at him as I headed back over to the main group and started taking off my pack. The others followed suit and soon we were all catching our breath and drinking bottles of water that one of the women had handed out to us as soon as we made it back.


    “That was a nice shot,” said Butcher. “You ex-military or something?”


    “Yeah,” I replied. “Army. You?”


    “Marines,” he replied. “Back during Desert Shield and Storm.”


    “Same here,” I replied. “We must have been over there at about the same time.”


    That seemed to make him think. I’m not sure, but that may have earned me some respect in his eyes. After that, he seemed to regard me with less contempt and at least a grudging respect. For my part, I’d try not to hold being a Marine against him. Well, maybe not. I still didn’t trust him, but it was a start. I was trying to be optimistic, but it’s usually not in my nature.


    By the time the sun was going down, we had worked out a rotation schedule so that we always had someone watching the perimeter. Once I had visually inspected the entrances to make certain they were secure, we pulled the group back into the main part of the stadium and started setting up places to bed down for the night. When things started to get quiet, I asked Marko and Butcher to follow me out onto the deck overlooking the infield.


    “Something on your mind?” asked Butcher as I found a comfortable place to sit.


    “Yeah,” I said. “We’ve got to start making preparations to leave here.”


    “Why?” asked Marko. “It’s secure, we have food and we can keep scavenging for supplies that we need. Why not just stay here.”


    I spent the next few minutes explaining to them about the two comets that had struck the moon and the coming hard winter. I tried to keep from using terms from my religion, but once I slipped and said Fimbul Winter. Marko looked confused, but Butcher looked surprised.


    “How do you know that term?” asked Butcher.


    In lieu of an answer, I just removed my Thor’s Hammer from beneath my armor and let it fall onto my chest. It was my turn to be surprised when he did the same. He wore an intricately crafted hammer made out of wood and hung from a dog-tag chain, along with a set of dog-tags. It was ornately carved out of what I would guess was Oak or Cherry wood and stained a red so deep it was nearly black. It was a beautiful piece of craftsmanship.


    “Nice hammer,” I said, nodding in appreciation. “Did you carve it?”


    “No,” he replied, almost sadly, “it was carved by a good friend of mine that I served with back in the day. He died in a training accident at Camp Pendleton in ’98.”


    “Sorry to hear that,” I said, and meant it.


    Butcher and I both took the next few minutes explaining the concept of Fimbul Winter to Marko. He didn’t interrupt, but listened intently and seemed genuinely excited to learn more about my religion. The more we discussed it, the more I realized that Butcher and I had many beliefs in common, but disagreed on some as well. That’s the beauty of Asatru. It wasn’t some dogmatic set of rules that were set in stone. It lived and breathed, fitting the needs of the individual kindreds.


    The moon was high in the sky by the time we finished talking about it. I could see a fundamental change in Butcher. We had a common bond now, not just a common enemy. More importantly, my opinion of him was changing as well. Strange how here at the end of the world, I was finding people who not only believed the way I did but embraced the warrior’s ethic. Although, it’s not surprising that warriors had survived and continued to fight the undead.


    Reluctantly, I changed the subject. I would have loved to have kept talking about the Old Gods with someone who truly believed, but we had more pressing matters to discuss. Like how we were going to move this many people the nearly two hundred miles to the stronghold we’d built at Bennett Springs. For that, we were going to need vehicles.


    Butcher and I both agreed that we needed more motorcycles for those of us who needed to be able to move and fight where we were needed. That meant at least six for Butcher and his people and one each for Marko and me. We wanted something with a little more range than the dirt-bikes that Westbrook’s people had been riding. We needed heavy road bikes and Butcher knew right were to get them.


    We also needed a vehicle large enough to carry the women and kids, along with a heavier vehicle to smash through obstacles and clear a path for the transport. That’s when I started describing my plans to build a custom vehicle. Butcher added his ideas to the bunch and soon we had a concept of what we wanted to build.
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    Chapter Fifteen


    The Wolves


    “Where there is no discipline, there is no honour.”


    - Viking proverb


    


     I sat alone late into the night up in the bleacher section overlooking the infield. I wasn’t tired and felt trapped inside the building. I craved the cool night air. The sky was becoming hazier as the days progressed. It was difficult to see the stars now and the moon was haloed in debris. The landscape of the moon was drastically different after the impacts of the two comets. The new craters were massive, easily seen with the naked eye.


     The temperature at night was already beginning to drop noticeably. Mid-summer nights in Missouri should be hot and humid, not approaching “seeing-your-breath” temperature. I estimated that at the current rate, we would likely see our first frost at night within the week. The Fimbul Winter was coming. You could almost feel it’s breath on your neck, like the hot breath of the wolves that were to devour the sun and moon.


     In the eerie silence of the night, I couldn’t even hear the soft moaning of the dead. We were totally isolated here and the emptiness seemed absolute. It was in this stillness that I found solitude and clarity of thought. I let my mind drift over the problems that we needed to overcome before we began our journey. The words that I had spoken to Spec-4, which seemed like a lifetime ago, came flooding back to my mind. It was a simple quote from the poet, Robert Frost. “Things to do and promises to keep and miles to go before I sleep.” It had never seemed more appropriate to me than it did right at that moment.


     Almost subconsciously, I found myself holding the old beat-up harmonica and bringing it to my lips. In the stillness of the night, the haunting notes rang out all the clearer. Although I played softly, the music seemed to fill the air around me. Once again, I found myself playing Ashokan Farewell.


    The melody was the perfect counterpoint to the loneliness of the empty park. It had come to symbolize all that we had lost; the lives, the hopes and dreams. Our world was gone and it was time to say farewell. It was time to stop living with the pain of all the loss and time to start to rebuild our lives anew.


     As I played, the faces of the people that we had lost began to pass through my mind. There was Southard and Gunny, with me again in happier times. One by one, they all passed through my mind. All of them were family, some by blood and some by bond. Tears flowed unchecked down my face as I said goodbye to them all. It was time to let go and forgive myself for their loss. It was time for redemption; not only for myself, but for all of us.


     As the haunting notes began to fade, I noticed something moving out on the baseball field. At first, I thought it was just shadows playing across the grass from the clouds passing in front of the moon. On second glance, I could see it was a person. I recognized the clothing and the hair. It was Bridgett Ulrich. I couldn’t help but wonder why she was out there alone, so I decided to head down there to find out.


     When I reached the bottom of the rows of seating and started to climb out into the grass, her movement changed. No longer was she merely strolling through the grass. She was dancing in the pale moonlight to music that I couldn’t hear. It was ethereal and strangely poetic in stark contrast to the ruined city around us. There was this young girl, dancing in the ruins to music only she could hear. Despite myself, I just couldn’t seem to turn away.


     As her dancing continued to become more intricate and graceful, I noticed movement in the shadows on the far side of the park. At first, they were only dark forms moving through the darkness, only becoming visible for the briefest of moments. As they got closer to the edge of the field, moonlight began to catch them. From the telltale glow of the eyes, I knew what they were. They were Stalkers.


     Leaping over the rail, I raced towards her at top speed. Panic filled me as I had little doubt that they would reach her before I did. I pulled my KSG shotgun off of the side of my pack as I ran, flicking the safety off. When the Stalkers reached the edge of the shadows, they didn’t attack as I feared they would. They crouched down and stayed hidden in the darkness, not moving or giving any sign of attack.


     Since I was running full-out with a weapon in my hand, I knew there was no way that they had not seen me. They were totally focused on the girl and remaining stock-still. That was out of character for them, so I knew that could only mean one thing. One of the Hrimthurssar was nearby. Suddenly, I wished it were just the dead.


     As I reached Bridgett, she looked shocked to see me and started to say something when she saw the look on my face. Instantly, she could tell that something was wrong. I grabbed her and pulled her behind me, brining the shotgun up to cover the Stalkers. I could tell from the gasp behind me that Bridgett had finally seen them.


     “Stay close to me,” I hissed. “If they attack, I’ll do my best to hold them off. I want you to run and alert the others.”


     “What about the sentry patrols?” she asked, her voice thick with fear.


     “Those are Stalkers,” I said, gesturing at the creatures hiding in the shadows. “It’s a safe bet that they’re all dead.”


     “I can help you fight them,” she said. “I have my bow.”


     “The best thing you can do is run,” I said. “We need to alert the others.”


     “She’s not going anywhere, Grant,” said a voice from the deeper part of the shadows. “And neither are you.”


     From the shadows emerged a giant of a man carrying a massive two-handed sword. Even with the hazy light of the moon, I knew he was Hrimthurssar. Although I had not seen him before, I knew instantly that this one must be their leader. He was more imposing than the others and had better armor. He was even bigger than Bergelmir, as well. This guy had to be close to eight feet tall.


     “Who the fuck are you?” I demanded. “And how the fuck do you know my name?”


     “Who am I?” he mused. “Who I am is unimportant, but I have heard all about you.”


     “I’ve fought your kind before,” I said, baiting him. “And I’m still alive. In fact, I’ve killed one of yours as well. Last night at the Arch.”


     “I’m well aware of that,” he replied. “I know of your exploits and your luck in battle. This night, you will not be so fortunate.”


     “Why is that, asshole?” I replied. “It’s going to take more than you and a few Stalkers to put me down.”


     “Then it is fortunate that is not all that I brought with me,” he replied, chuckling wickedly. “Observe.”


     He gestured around us, taking in the expanse of the park. I glanced around me to see three more of the Hrimthurssar emerging from the shadows. The one almost directly behind me was Bergelmir. The one to my left looked to be about the same size as the one I had fought at the Arch. He was wearing two smaller fighting swords and carrying a large bow.


    The one to my right was a woman, or more precisely an Amazon warrior. She was well over six and a half feet tall with the rippling muscle of a linebacker. Her movements were fluid and graceful, indicating that she was capable of far greater agility than her size would indicate. Her long blonde hair was in multiple braids and plaited around her head like a helmet. I could see a piercing on her ear connected by a chain to one on her nose. There was a lethal beauty about her that was more than a little frightening. On her hips were a matched set of long swords.


    “As you can see,” said the big warrior, “I did not come unprepared.”


    “Drop your firearms and face us like a warrior, unless you’re too afraid,” snarled the woman.


    “He’s no coward,” replied Bergelmir. “Do not underestimate him.”


    “Just because he beat you, TWICE,” snapped the woman, “there is no reason that we should be impressed.”


    “I’ll fight you, blade to blade,” I said, loud enough for them all to hear, “Just let these people go.”


    “No deal,” replied the biggest warrior. “When we finish with you, we will have our sport before we feed them all to the dead.”


    That drew a chuckle from the archer. The woman’s face did not change, but Bergelmir frowned at the comment.


    “Let his people go,” said Bergelmir. “We can find them later. He has agreed to face us honorably.”


    “You will do as you are told or you will join him in death,” snapped the big warrior. “Our orders are clear. Destroy the Einherjar and all who follow them.”


    “There is no honor in that,” replied Bergelmir. “No honor in slaughter.”


    “Do you question my orders?” demanded the big warrior.


    “If he is willing to fight us honorably,” snarled Bergelmir, “then we should grant him a warrior’s death. There is no honor in killing the others.”


    “You are Hrimthurssar,” snarled the woman. “Honor your vow to Loki!”


    “Grant is not the only Einherjar here,” said the big warrior, smiling wickedly. “There are others.”


    Others? That was news to me. Obviously, they knew more about what was going on than I did. I needed to play for time and see if I could get more information out of them. I also needed to keep them bickering amongst themselves. Maybe I could figure a way out of this, if I had a little more time. Then again, there were four of them and one of me, not including the Stalkers. The odds weren’t even close to being in my favor, but then again, beating the odds was becoming my specialty.


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, looking at the big one. “I’m the one you’re looking for.”


    “Don’t flatter yourself, Grant,” said the woman. “We know about the four of you. There is no denying it.”


    Four? Who the heck were they talking about? Who were the others? I was only aware of Marko, for sure. I suspected Butcher, but wasn’t certain. I had no idea who the other one could be. I was hoping they would lead the others away while I tried to buy them time. The Hrimthurssar were big on using swords. Despite being Einherjar, I didn’t think that Marko knew how to use one. Then again, bringing down an impressive volley of automatic weapons fire wouldn’t go amiss right now either.


    “Look,” I said, glancing around. “I’ve agreed to fight you. Let the others go and I won’t try to get away. You’ll get the fight you came for, I promise you.”


    “No deal,” snapped the big warrior. “You will all die tonight.”


    “Fuck,” I breathed, shaking my head. “So be it.”


    I began dropping my gear. I removed my pack and let it fall, removing all of my weapons except the big XVR on my hip. Then I drew Ulfrbrandr from its scabbard and brought it up in a guard position. I leaned closer to Bridgett so I could whisper without the others hearing me.


    “When I have their attention, I want you to run for the others,” I said softly. “Go slowly at first, but then run like Hel as soon as you’re clear. Tell the others to get out of here as fast as they can. Head for Lebanon, Missouri and then Bennett Springs. You’ll find my friends there.”


    “I won’t leave you,” she said defiantly.


    “If you don’t, we all die,” I said, meeting her gaze.


    I could see tears forming in her eyes.


    “I’ll buy you as much time as I can,” I said, gently. “Don’t let the others try to fight these guys. They won’t win.”


    “Neither will you,” she sobbed.


    “That’s not your biggest concern, right now,” I said, smiling. “Your need to get all those kids out of here.”


    “I don’t like this,” she said, wiping her eyes.


    “I’m not crazy about the idea, either,” I added and smiled at her. “We just have to do it. I don’t see another choice.”


    “I’m sorry…,” she started to say, but I interrupted her.


    “Hey, don’t be,” I said. “This is the way it has to be. Just get ready to go when the fighting starts.”


    With that, I stepped away from her and got into position where I could watch all four of them as they began to advance towards me. I had my back towards the archer and was mostly facing the woman. That put Bergelmir and the big warrior to my left and right, respectively. It wasn’t that I felt the archer wasn’t a threat, but he seemed the most reluctant to approach me. If Bergelmir had warned him about me and it made him wary, I might be able to use that to my advantage.


    “You do realize that you will die this time, right?” asked Bergelmir, shaking his head.


    I turned my head to look directly at him. I wanted to see the look on his face when I replied.


    “Not as long as one person remembers my name and that I died with honor,” I replied. “If I fall, will you remember my name?”


    Bergelmir stopped advancing and blinked several times. He seemed almost perplexed as the memories of our last encounters undoubtedly flashed through his head. Then he looked up grimly at me and nodded once.


    “I will remember,” he said, softly.


    “Then, I won’t truly lose,” I said, smiling. “Even if I fall.”


    Bergelmir looked at me with a confused expression and sighed heavily. The others were still advancing and I knew that in mere moments, the fight would begin.


    “But if you win,” muttered Bergelmir, “that would truly be the stuff of legends.”


    With that, the warrior-woman rushed me and swung a vicious slice at my head. I ducked and countered with a back-handed slice towards her left flank. She blocked it with her second sword, and then spun away from me. Before I could turn to follow her, the big warrior stepped in and brought down his massive sword in a crushing blow that would have cut me in half. I had no choice but to dive to the side.


    As soon as the fighting began, Bridgett began making her way towards the bleachers on the far side of the stadium. She was trying to keep an eye on the fighting, but move as fast as she could at the same time. Luckily, the Hrimthurssar were too focused on me to pay attention to her. Without orders, the Stalkers merely sat there like statues awaiting instructions from their masters. I needed to keep their attention on me.


    After rolling to my feet, I dashed to my left to avoid the big leader as he readied his massive sword for another devastating attack. I stole a glance towards the archer and found that he was aiming his bow at Bridgett’s back as she was trying to get away. She would never see the arrow coming.


    Ducking beneath another attack from the Amazon, I sprinted diagonally towards the archer as he released the arrow. It streaked away from the bow and I dove through the air, trying to shield Bridgett with my own body. I was rewarded with a searing pain in my left shoulder as the broad-head tip pierced the muscle and burrowed through the meat, scraping the bone as it passed through. I hit the ground and landed on my right side, barely managing to hang onto my sword.


    I got to my feet with a grimace of pain and glared daggers at the archer. I wanted to rip the arrow out of my wound, but I wasn’t sure how much more damage that would do. Although the wound was oozing blood, removing the arrow would make it bleed a lot more. For now, it was better to leave it in.


    “Fucking coward!” I snarled at the archer. “What kind of piece of shit shoots a girl in the back?”


    At that moment, I wanted to forget about the other three and concentrate on tearing this asshole apart, but that was a luxury that I just didn’t have. The Amazon and the big warrior were heading for me with battle-lust forming in their eyes. They could see the wound in my shoulder and were sensing the kill. It was going to give me a great deal of pleasure to disappoint them.


    “Bergelmir!” bellowed the big warrior. “Either get in this fight or you can die with him!”


    Bergelmir continued to look confused, staring at the sword in his hand. There was a battle raging in front of him, but something held him back. Something kept him fighting with himself instead of joining in the battle. Whatever it was, he was clearly at war with himself.


    “Bergelmir!” screamed the big Amazon. “I will tear your heart out if you don’t get in this fight, right now!”


    I could see the archer was now readying another arrow. This time, his target was not Bridgett, but Bergelmir. His indecision was going to get him killed by his own people.


    “Bergelmir, you coward!” screamed the archer.


    Bergelmir looked up in time to see the archer was now drawing down on him. Anger flashed on his face as he stared at the archer and pointed his sword at him. It was a tense moment, but it was about to get worse. The big warrior and the Amazon had nearly caught up with me. I had only seconds left before our battle would resume.


    Switching my sword to my left hand, I snap drew the big XVR and fired. The massive hollow-point bullet slammed into the chest of the archer, knocking him over backwards. That sent the arrow flying off into the darkness, missing Bergelmir by inches. Bergelmir looked at me, then back at the archer, then at me again. Confusion and anger played across his face in a furious battle, without a sign of which one was winning.


    Shoving the pistol back into its holster, I brought up my sword and turned to face the advancing warriors. With Bergelmir still not in the fight, I had slightly improved the odds. Now it was only me against two of the Hrimthurssar. What could possibly go wrong?


    I brought my sword up in time to parry the first blow from the Amazon, knocking her sword wide and away. The second sword stabbed in low, scoring a cut across my right side as I tried to twist out of the way. It wasn’t deep, but it hurt like Hel. At least, I thought it wasn’t deep. I didn’t have time to check.


    Stepping inside her reach, I kicked the warrior-woman in the left knee and heard her grunt in pain. Then I heard steel ring on steel as I heard weapons clash behind me. I turned to see that the big warrior had swung at my back and probably would have killed me had his blade not been parried by an unexpected source. Two Titans stood face to face with their weapons locked together. My life had been saved by Bergelmir.


    “What!” bellowed the giant. “You dare draw steel against me?”


    “This warrior could have killed me,” snarled Bergelmir, “on more than one occasion. He fought with honor and saved my life when I would have left him to die. Then, you threaten my life when I do not agree with your dishonorable attack? Tell me, Grimnir, how can I call this man foe and you friend?”


    “Then you shall die with him, traitor,” hissed Grimnir.


    “Perhaps,” rumbled Bergelmir. “We shall see.”


    With that, the two massive warriors began exchanging blows with the raging fury of two giants of legend. The ringing of steel on steel was so loud it nearly overpowered the sound of my own fighting with the Amazon. As we spun and I parried her blows with as much strength as I had remaining, I couldn’t help but marvel at what Bergelmir had done. The big warrior was full of surprises.


    As the warrior-woman and I locked blades together, she snarled and tossed her hair. It cascaded down around her in a flurry of small braids, bound with silver beads. Had she not been trying to kill me, it might have been striking. The chain connecting the piercings on her nose and ear was flying around her face with the intensity of a hurricane. Her entire face was a mask of rage and fury. The battle-lust in her was intense.


    She spun in a wide arc, swinging both swords in a deadly strike that could have easily cut me in half. I had to place my free hand against the flat of the blade of my own sword to hold them both back. Her blades rang against mine with tremendous power. For all practical purposes, she was a better fighter than I was. Her form was superb, but I had no intention of dying today. I might not be able to out fight her, but I was damned sure going to win. I had to if I planned to survive this.


    With our blades held immobile against each other, she was edging me back slowly. Her height advantage was pushing me off balance. As I twisted to avoid falling down, she shifted her grip on one blade and drove her fist into the arrow in my shoulder. My world exploded in pain as I felt the thick shaft dig deeper into my shoulder, tearing more of my flesh in the process.


    Fortunately or unfortunately depending on how you looked at it, the arrow shaft snapped from the force of the blow. With a shove borne of desperation and pain, I knocked her back and disengaged. I grounded the tip of my sword and left it stuck in the ground. Reaching back, I grabbed the part of the shaft that was protruding from the back of my shoulder and pulled it free.


    It came loose in a searing-hot wave of agony, but I managed to avoid screaming. I grimaced in pain, tossing it aside. Let the blood flow unchecked. It no longer mattered to me. Bridgett had made it to the bleachers and had disappeared inside the stadium. She would warn the others and hopefully they would be able to escape. I had bought them the time that they needed.


    The Stalkers were still sitting as still as statues, awaiting the instructions of the Hrimthurssar. So long as I kept their attention on Bergelmir and me, the others had a chance. What more could I do? What more needed to be done? It would have to be enough.


    With blood slickened fingers, I grabbed the handle of my sword and brought it up in a defensive stance. The big warrior-woman was eying me speculatively. Her fierce gaze was sweeping me over as she seemed to be trying to figure something out about me. Behind her, I saw something that made me start to lose heart. The archer was already getting up. The odds just got worse.


    To make matters worse, the Stalkers were beginning to edge forward. I was hoping that they wouldn’t run for the stadium before the others had a chance to escape. When they started encircling us, my hopes of our winning began to fade. There were eight of them and three Hrimthurssar against me and Bergelmir. Our chances of winning were now almost non-existent. That didn’t matter though. I would not give up.


    The archer drew his fighting swords and started towards the fray. As I turned to keep an eye on both the archer and the Amazon, I found myself backing up to Bergelmir. He was breathing heavily and bleeding from numerous cuts on his arms and torso. The big warrior named Grimnir was about ten feet away, in a similar state. The two giants had clashed with unrivaled fury and power. Now they both were bleeding and catching their breath.


    Bergelmir glanced over his shoulder and smiled when he saw me.


    “This is a good battle,” he said with a grim nod. “One worthy of song.”


    “Then let’s make sure we live long enough to sing it,” I replied, grinning.


    “What is your plan?” he asked, quietly.


    “Well, originally, I planned to fight all four of you for as long as I could before you killed me,” I said, chuckling softly.


    “Then I see little need to change it,” he said, shrugging. “We cannot win against such odds.”


    “That’s what I thought the first time I fought you,” I answered, seriously. “Follow my lead and we’ll try to fight our way clear.”


    “Agreed,” he said, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly.


    Readying ourselves, we set our stances so that we could cover each other’s backs. As the three Hrimthurssar closed on us, I felt my resolve growing stronger. I began to watch their movements and a plan began to form in my head. If we could shift the odds, even a bit, we could force the Stalkers to engage. Adding them to the fight would make it as much or more difficult on them as it would us. There would be too many of them trying to attack at the same time.


    Even if all it accomplished was to force the Hrimthurssar to concentrate on controlling them, it might be enough of a distraction to let us start thinning their numbers. I was willing to take whatever we could get, at this point. Any gain was a good one. So long as Bergelmir and I could remain fighting, there was a chance that we might escape this with our lives.


    The archer lunged at me and I parried his blows with little effort. His skill must have been in the bow because his sword work was not as good as the others. Before I could capitalize on it, however, the big Amazon attacked me from the other direction. Behind me, I could hear the grunt of effort and the ring of steel as Bergelmir engaged Grimnir.


    I parried her blow with significantly more effort than it took to parry the archer’s, but she still managed to cut a nasty gash across my left forearm. It hurt, but not nearly as bad as I had expected, so I ignored it and continued to press back against her blades. With a quick reverse, I shifted my stance and pushed her away from me. She lost her footing and fell to one knee. It would have been the perfect moment to follow through had the archer not chosen that moment to attack again. I had no choice but to parry.


    Kicking out with my right foot, I struck the Amazon in the small of the back and knocked her sprawling into the dirt. That would buy me enough time to give the archer my undivided attention for a few moments. I was going to have to make the most of it, because it wasn’t going to last for long.


    Swinging his swords with all the strength he could muster, the archer tried to get me by bringing the blades in from different directions at the same time. I was expecting him to do something similar, so I dodged to one side and parried the blade on that side, leaving me out of reach of the other blade. He couldn’t strike me with it because his own arm was in the way. Point for me, I suppose.


    Stepping inside his reach, I drove my left fist into his face with enough force that I felt the bones of his nose separate beneath my knuckles. Blood erupted from his nose and mouth and he dropped one of his swords to grab his face. That was the opening I was hoping to create.


    Knocking his blade aside with my blade, I stomped my foot into the side of his right knee and felt it give beneath me. With a sickening crunch, his leg buckled and he dropped to his knees. Not waiting for him to recover, I spun around in a wide arc, screaming with fury as I brought the blade around at blinding speed. It connected at the base of his skull and passed through without resistance. Blood sprayed into the air as his head separated from his shoulders.


    “One down!” I screamed as I spun back towards the Amazon.


    She was looking at me with wide eyes as she regained her footing. I don’t think she had been prepared for the possibility that I might actually be able to kill any of them. Her mouth fell open and she silently mouthed something I couldn’t make out. Whatever it was, I figured it was either a curse or a prayer. Most-likely, it was the former.


    Scooping up one of the dead archer’s fighting swords; I hefted the weight in my hand and felt the balance. The weight was good so I thought that it was worth a try. Spinning around, I threw it like a knife and stuck one of the Stalkers through the middle of the forehead.


    “That’s two,” I muttered.


    The big Amazon readied her sword, but this time there was a measured look of either fear or respect on her face. I didn’t know which it was, but it didn’t matter to me. Either way, I was starting to make an impression on her and it might just give me the edge in this fight. If she was worried about losing, she might make a mistake. One was all I needed.


    The muscles in my arms were beginning to burn from the effort. Fighting with swords is a lot of work. The blood oozing from the wound on my shoulder had slowed to a trickle and although it hurt like blazes, I could still use it. I was bloodied but not broken.


    A quick glance at Bergelmir and I could see that he was tiring, too. Despite his unbelievable strength, I could see that Grimnir was stronger. I needed to do something to take the heat off of Bergelmir or he was going to lose to the gigantic warrior. We needed a new plan and we needed it right now.


    Drawing the XVR, I fired at another Stalker, striking it in the forehead. The back of the skull came apart and it collapsed in a heap. This caused the one next to it to snarl in fury and launch itself at me. I fired again, striking it in the chest. My third round took it through the mouth and exploded out the back of its head. The sudden fury and involvement of the Stalker caused the others to break free from their stupor and attack, as well. Without the Hrimthurssar controlling them, they went after anything that was moving.


    The first one leaped at Bergelmir, but he stepped to the side and cut it in half with his sword. It fell twitching to the ground, but was unable to rise. The head was still intact but it had control of only one arm. It continued to struggle but was now out of the fight. We could finish it off later.


    Two of them leapt onto the back of Grimnir and he bellowed in rage. Before he could concentrate enough to regain control of them, I shot him in the knee. His howl of rage turned to pain as he fell to the ground in agony. He might heal faster than me, but that was going to take time. His knee was ruined and that wasn’t going to heal easily.


    The Amazon forgot all about me and ran to help Grimnir. She sliced the head off of the first of the Stalkers but the second one sunk its teeth into his shoulder. Blood erupted from the wound as the beast began to rip the flesh apart in an attempt to devour him. I didn’t know if they were immune to the Reaper Virus or not, but that wasn’t going to heal quickly, if at all.


    Bergelmir drove the tip of his blade though the head of the squirming creature on the ground and it stopped its thrashing. Yanking his blade free, he turned to find another target for his battle-lust. He wasn’t going to have to wait for very long. The other Stalkers were circling closer to us, wary after the devastation of their first attack.


    Reaching over his shoulder, Grimnir grabbed the Stalker by the neck and threw it off of him. It twisted in the air and landed in a crouch. Swooning, Grimnir looked like he was close to passing out. Whether from pain, exhaustion, blood loss, or a combination of the three, I’m not sure.


    The big Amazon seized the momentary reprieve to force her will back onto the remaining Stalkers. They all turned as one towards me and Bergelmir, crouching and snarling for an attack. Then she helped Grimnir to his feet and put his arm around her shoulders. With a last glare of hatred at me, she began helping him away from the battle and towards the back gate of the stadium. As much as I wanted to pursue her and finish the job, we now had four of the creatures fanning out around us to contend with.


    Once again, I found myself back to back with Bergelmir. We brought our weapons up in a defensive stance and prepared for the coming attack. We could take them one at a time, but if they came all at once then we were most-likely going to be overwhelmed. We would fall in a flurry of teeth, claws and steel. However, we were not going to fall alone. Around us, the bodies of one of the Hrimthurssar and four of the Stalkers already littered the ground.


    This was a good death. No straw death for me, this time. We would fall as warriors in a battle to rival the legends. Too bad no one would see it and be able to tell the tale. No matter though. I would tell the tale around the tables in Valhalla. Bergelmir had earned his own place there, as well.


    As the Stalkers began to circle us, searching for an opening, I lost sight of the Amazon and Grimnir. They had vanished into the shadows at the back of the stadium, leaving us to deal with the unleashed fury of the beasts that surrounded us. If we survived this, I knew that we had not seen the last of either of them. Next time, they were not going to be so fortunate.


    The Stalkers crouched as one and prepared to launch their attack. It was going to come all at once. I was afraid of that, but not really surprised. We were going to take as many of them down with us as we possibly could. I couldn’t help but wonder if the others had time to escape or not. I figured that we would never know.


    Just as they were about to leap, gunshots rang out from the darkness. I could see the Stalkers twisting as they were hit multiple times from bullets. One went down when the side of its head flew apart from the impact of a high-velocity projectile. A second one stumbled forward and was instantly struck down by a lightning fast blow from Bergelmir. The remaining two launched directly at me with frightening speed.


    I stepped to the side and sliced through the neck of the first one as it flew past me, but the second one bore me to the ground. I managed to shove the hilt of my sword into its mouth, narrowly avoiding being bit on the face. I could still feel its claws scoring deep slashes across my chest and arms. Blood began to flow and I could smell the coppery scent heavy in the air. The smell of fresh blood sent the creature into a frenzy.


    Before it could do any more damage, I saw big hands grab it by the head and dig the fingers into the flesh beneath the jaw. Bergelmir hauled the creature off of me and forced it onto the ground. Placing his huge foot in the middle of the thing’s back, he grunted and began to pull. At first, nothing happened but the hissing and thrashing of the beast. Then I heard a crackling followed by a wet tearing sound.


    With a battle-cry that rose to the heavens, Bergelmir roared in fury and stood up. The creature’s head came away from its body in a ragged meaty spray of blood and bone. The body slumped to the ground and stopped moving. The mouth continued to open and close while the eyes moved back and forth.


    With a bellow of triumph, Bergelmir tossed the head into the grass before stumbling backwards from the body of the beast. His torso, arms and legs were lined with cuts, scratches and wounds of various sizes. He was also covered in his own bluish blood. He had stayed on his feet despite a tremendous amount of damage suffered in this fight. It was absolutely epic.


    He looked at me and nodded once, his face a mask of grim determination.


    “This was a good battle,” he rumbled, smiling thinly.


    “The stuff of legends,” I agreed, returning the smile.


    With an acknowledging nod, he raised his fist into the air. Then his eyes rolled back into his head and he collapsed over onto his back. I could see he was breathing heavily, but steadily. He would live. I stumbled two steps towards him before my strength began to fail, as well. I fell onto my back in the wet grass and looked up into the hazy night sky. I marveled that the ragged craters on the moon resembled a crude Thor’s Hammer. It’s funny that I never noticed it before then.


    As my vision began to fade, my head lolled to the side and I could see figures approaching. They were carrying weapons and aiming towards the Stalkers, making sure that they were all down for the count. The first two to reach me were Butcher and Marko. Butcher looked around in shocked disbelief at the carnage that surrounded us, but Marko knelt down beside me and put his hand on my shoulder.


    “We couldn’t let you have all the fun,” he said, smiling reassuringly.


    I tried to think of a good come-back, but nothing came to mind. Then the darkness closed in and I was out.
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    Chapter Sixteen


    The Chosen Ones


    “Do not pray for easy lives. Pray to be stronger men.”


    - John F. Kennedy


    


    I awoke with the sun in my eyes. It was filtering in through the window of one of the skyboxes. I was lying on one of the big couches with a blanket over my legs. My chest was wrapped in bandages and I had a thick, coppery taste in my mouth. Other than feeling like I had been beaten from head to toe with a golf club, I felt remarkably intact.


    As my vision began to clear, I could see Bergelmir was stretched out on the floor. They had made him a bed out of pillows from the other furniture and team blankets. He was too big to be on one of the couches. Although similarly bandaged, he was snoring loudly. Despite our wounds, it appeared that both of us were going to recover.


    I tried to sit up, but the room spun and I had to lie back down. My stomach heaved, but thankfully didn’t decide to empty itself all over the place. Putting my hand to my forehead, I groaned as I fought to control the dizziness. With my eye closed it began to subside slowly, but I still felt weak. It wasn’t as bad as when I had been bitten by the Stalkers, but it was bad enough. I guess even the claws could make you sick.


    “That’ll teach you to try to sit up so quickly,” chided a voice.


    I slowly opened my eyes to find Christina Wilder standing over me with her hands on her hips. With the sunlight behind her, she was the spitting image of her daughter. Those all-too familiar ice blue eyes sparkled with mischief. I could definitely see where her daughter came by her personality.


    “I’m not a very good patient,” I said, still shielding my eye. “Sorry, but I hate being stuck here when I know there’s work to be done.”


    “I am learning that about you, Mr. Grant,” she replied, chuckling.


    “Wylie, please,” I said, slowly moving my hand away from my face. “How’s Bergelmir.”


    “So that’s his name,” she said, glancing at the snoring form on the other side of the room.


    “Yeah,” I said, shrugging. “If he hadn’t helped me, there’s no way that I could have survived.”


    “That’s what Mr. Rainer said, as well,” she replied. “I think that he’ll be alright. I’ve never seen someone quite like him. Did you notice that he’s blue?”


    “Yes, I did,” I said, slowly getting up on my elbow. “I’m not sure if I could explain that or not.”


    “No need,” she answered. “Since this all started, it’s not the strangest thing I’ve seen.”


     “Me either,” I agreed. “Where is everyone else?”


     “Well, they’ve been busy while you’ve been out,” she said, frowning.


     “How long was I out?”


     “The fight was three nights ago,” she said, shaking her head. “From the damage you took, I would have thought that it would take you a lot longer to heal.”


     “I heal quickly,” I replied, forcing myself to a sitting position.


     “You really should take it easy,” she cautioned. “You were burning up with fever last night.”


     “Thanks,” I said, forcing a smile. “I’ll be fine.”


     Slowly, I swung my legs off of the couch and onto the floor. The spinning and dizziness were tolerable, so I started looking for my clothes. I was wearing only my underwear and bandages. Unfortunately, there were a lot of the latter. From the condition of them, I could tell that they had been changed fairly often. They were all clean and I couldn’t see where there was any blood showing through on any of them.


     “I need to get dressed and back to work,” I said, stretching my sore muscles.


     “There’s no rush,” she said, watching me closely.


     “Actually,” I replied gravely, “time is a luxury that we don’t really have. If I’m right, we’re in for some very cold weather in the very near future. We need to be on our way to my people as soon as possible.”


     “Does it have anything to do with the comets that struck the moon a few nights ago?” she asked, suddenly concerned.


     “Yes,” I said, “the debris field will block out the sun. It’s just a matter of time before things start to get colder, then they will freeze.”


     “Oh dear,” she said, quietly. “That’s not good.”


     I located my clothing, along with my gear, on a counter behind me. I got unsteadily to my feet and waved Mrs. Wilder off when she tried to help me. It’s not that I didn’t appreciate the help, but I needed to do it on my own. If I couldn’t walk without help, then I wasn’t going to be anything but a liability to everyone else. I am many things, but a liability was not going to be one of them.


     As the disorientation began to subside, I was able to move without as much effort. By the time I had gotten dressed and began checking my weapons, I was feeling good enough to travel. I knew I wasn’t anywhere near the top of my game, but at least I was back in it. Despite a lingering headache and nausea, I was ready to get back to work. Time was critical for us and I needed to get things organized for the move.


     As I began to reload and replace all of my weapons, my hands grew steadier and I felt some strength returning to them. With the returning strength came a return of my confidence, as well. I felt better just putting my gear back on. I hadn’t realized it before, but the weight of it was comforting. I felt safer having my weapons on, than I did when I was unarmed. My wife used to tease me about how I couldn’t let my guard down after years as a CO, but life during the zombie apocalypse had only heightened that awareness. Somehow, I wasn’t sure how it felt to truly let my guard down anymore.


    I realized that Ms. Wilder was staring at me with a concerned look on her face and it dawned on me that I wasn’t wearing my eye patch. The empty socket was more than a little disconcerting when you looked at it. It didn’t really bother me anymore, but I could tell that it bothered her. Shrugging, I reached over and picked up my eye patch and Thor’s Hammer. I slipped the hammer around my neck, and then began adjusting the eye patch.


    “I’m sorry,” I mumbled, tightening the strap on my head. “I forget to put that thing on all the time.”


    “Oh,” she answered, surprised. “Don’t be sorry. I didn’t mean to be staring, but I’ve never seen someone with so many scars before. How did you get all of those?”


    “It’s a long story,” I said, smiling gently. “Most of them happened after the dead returned. A couple of months ago, I was captured and tortured by a group called the Freemen. They did most of them.”


    “Oh my God,” she gasped. “How did you escape?”


    “Your daughter led a team in to get me,” I replied. “She’s saved my ass more times than I care to count.”


    “Really?” she asked, smiling.


    “Really,” I assured her. “Spec….uh, sorry. I mean, Chrissy is as tough as they come.”


    “What were you about to call her?” she asked, grinning.


    “Spec-4,” I said, sheepishly. “I know it was her rank in the Army, but before I got to know her by name that was what I was calling her at least in my own head. By the time we had gotten to know each other, it was stuck. I tend to nickname people.”


    “Are you two close?” she asked, giving me a stern look.


    I understood the unspoken question. She was being protective of her daughter. I couldn’t blame her for that. Although we had come close to it a few times, my relationship with Spec-4 was as a friend. I was fairly sure that she would have liked it to have been more than that, but I couldn’t betray my wife. It was complicated, but I wasn’t sure that I could explain it to her mother without sounding bad.


    “I’m married,” I explained, smiling. “Chrissy and I are close friends, but nothing more.”


    “Oh, alright,” she said, seeming somewhat relieved.


    “You know,” I said, grinning. “Don’t let the white hair fool you. I’m not as old as you think. My hair turned white when I was bit by one of the Stalkers. The strain of my recovery pushed my system to the breaking point. It’s a miracle I survived, at all.”


    “I didn’t mean…,” she started to say, but I began laughing and cut her off.


    She stopped with an embarrassed look on her face, and then started to laugh as well. Soon we were both laughing to the point of tears. The absurdity of the conversation against the backdrop of the world coming to an end was more than ironic. For just a moment, I felt almost normal. I didn’t realize that I missed feeling that way. Oh well, it was something that I would have to reflect on another time. Right now, I had work to do.


    “I’d better get going,” I said, slipping into my pack.


    “Don’t overdo it,” she cautioned, giving me a stern look. “You can re-injure yourself if you aren’t careful.”


    “I’ll be alright,” I assured her.


    I gave a final glance at Bergelmir before heading out the door. I could feel her eyes on my back, watching me go. She was too much like her daughter for my own good. Just like Spec-4, she seemed to be able to see right through me. Shaking my head, I tried to get my mind on other things.


    By the time I reached the bottom of the stairs, I had my game face on. I was running through scenarios for how we would get back to Bennett Springs without getting killed by, the Gods only knew how many, zombies between here and there. What we needed was something with some muscle to plow our way through obstacles. What we needed was a battering ram.


    From the bottom of the stairs, I could hear the sounds of voices talking excitedly. Following the noise, I found myself standing at the entrance leading up onto the field. I could see people standing around near the top of the ramp, gathered around something. I headed up there and caught the tail end of their conversation.


    “…then cover it with steel plating,” said one of Butcher’s men.


    “Nah,” said Butcher. “Steel plating don’t mean shit if we can’t get the fucking thing to run right.”


    “What thing?” I asked, joining them.


    “Hey,” said Butcher, grinning and slapping me on the shoulder. “Look who finally decided to wake up. Glad to see you’re up and about.”


    “Me too,” I agreed. “What thing?”


    “We found a snow plow, but it runs like shit,” he explained. “We managed to get it back here, but it won’t make it very far without some major repair work.”


    “What else did you find?” I asked, hoping for some good news.


    “We’ve been busy,” said Butcher, grinning wickedly. “Come on.”


    He headed out towards the ball field and I followed along beside him. As the shadows of the tunnel gave way to direct sunlight, I blinked a few times to get used to the glare. There, before my eye, was a treasure trove of vehicles. There were about a dozen large motorcycles of varying color. Most of them looked to be big Harley Davidson road bikes. One in particular leaped out and got my attention.


    It was bigger than the others around it and had a midnight blue paint job with lightning bolts on the oversized tank. What really stood out about it was the engine. Instead of a V-twin engine on a normal bike, this one had a V-8 car engine on it. I recognized it from pictures and from a couple of bike shows that I had been to. It was called a Boss Hoss. I knew instantly that it was going to be mine.


    “Who gets the Boss Hoss?” I asked, smiling broadly.


    “I thought you might like that,” said Butcher, clapping me on the back. “I brought it back here intending it keep it for myself, but I think you should take it. The symbolism fits.”


    “What do you mean?” I asked, turning towards him.


    “Well, Odin rides Sleipnir the eight legged horse,” he said, chuckling. “You’ve only got one eye and it only seems logical that you would get the eight-cylindered bike.”


    “Smartass,” I muttered and headed for the big bike.


    It looked even better close up. The chrome gleamed and the paint job was flawless. Wherever they had gotten it, I doubted that it had been setting out in the elements for the last few months. No, this had to have been inside a garage or warehouse. I had the strangest feeling that it had been waiting for me, all this time. Call it hubris, if you will, but it just felt like it belonged to me. I can’t really explain the feeling.


    “Where did you find this?” I asked, a touch of awe in my voice.


    “We found most of them in a bike shop not all that far from here,” he explained. “We’ve raided it before, but this time we took a trailer and the big truck.”


    “What big truck?” I asked, turning to look at him.


    “Over there,” he said, gesturing. “It’s big, but we can’t use it for anything but cargo.”


    I turned to look where he was pointing and had to smile. Parked near the visiting team dugout was a massive pick-up truck. Although it had an extended cab, I could see why he thought it was only good for cargo. The massive behemoth had duel rear tires and a roll-bar in the bed. This truck was meant for pulling heavy loads. It was a goliath of vehicles made by the Ford Motor Company. It was a gleaming black Ford F-650 Super Duty.


    Instantly, a thought leapt into my head and a smile began to creep onto my face. I had just found our battering ram. This beastie would have very little trouble knocking aside any obstacles smaller than a semi-truck. It wasn’t going to need much in the way of modification, either. We would have to armor the windows and do a little engineering of our own if it was going to work. I had a good feeling that it was going to work just fine.


    “Why don’t we take the plow blade off of that snow plow and put it on there,” I said, pointing at the big truck. “It’s a four by four, so it shouldn’t have any trouble handling it.”


    “That just might work,” said Butcher, nodding. “If we can get that on there, we can use it to clear the roads for the bikes.”


    “We’ll also need a large transport vehicle for the others,” I added. “Not everyone can ride on the bikes.”


    “True,” he said. “I think I know just the vehicle. There’s a tour bus parked not too far from here.”


    “Let’s get it inside the walls and check it out,” I said. “If it’s sound, we’ll load all our people and gear on it, then get the Hel out of here.”


    “We’ve also raided a few other places, too,” he said, nodding towards the big box trailer parked behind the F-650. “We’ve got food, bottled water and ammo in there. Enough to last us a while, I think. We found a National Guard supply staging area.”


    “Good work,” I said, nodding. “We’re going to need it all before this is over.”


    We spent the next two days tearing down the old snow plow and attaching the blade to the big Ford. While we were doing that, Butcher and two of his men went out and brought in the tour bus. We were lucky. It was in decent shape. It didn’t have to get us to the west coast; it just had to make it a bit less than two hundred miles back to Bennett Springs. After that, it didn’t matter anymore. We wouldn’t need it, again.


    Bergelmir joined me on the field later the same night that I woke up. He was instrumental in placing the plow blade on the truck. Without his help, I doubt that we would ever have been able to lift it. He just grabbed a hold of it, then grunted with the effort as he stood up. Between the two of us, we held it in place while the others bolted it down securely. Not a moment too soon, I might add. That damned thing was heavy.


    When we had finished, we all sat around the home-team dugout and had a few beers. They weren’t cold, but they tasted great to me. It was nice to feel almost normal for a few minutes. I kept myself limited to three beers, but didn’t really feel the effects. With night coming on, it wasn’t a good idea to be impaired. We had more than doubled our patrols since the night of the attack. We lost five of our own people that night when they got inside the field. We couldn’t afford to let that happen again.


    With the influx of supplies that they found, we were able to equip everyone with military grade weapons. I was able to replace all of my expended ammo, for everything except the XVR and the Beowulf. I would have to be careful with those, although frankly I didn’t use them as much as my other weapons. Mainly, that was because of the sound suppressors. Whenever stealth wasn’t an issue, I much preferred to use the Beowulf.


    That evening, I finally got the chance to sit down and speak to Bergelmir at length. There were a number of things that I wanted to discuss with him, if he was willing to talk. Just because he joined our side didn’t mean that he necessarily trusted us. I know that the others weren’t sure what to think about him.


    I found him sitting alone near the pitcher’s mound. He was staring off towards the east with his knees drawn up in front of him. He didn’t acknowledge me when I approached, but I had the feeling that he knew I was there. Instead of speaking, I just took a seat on the ground next to him and waited for him to say something.


    I couldn’t help but think of all the games where I had watched some of my favorite pitchers pitch from this very spot. It felt strange to be thinking about that, but if there was one thing I hoped would survive this nightmare, it was baseball.


    “Is there something you wish to discuss with me?” he asked, after a moment.


    “Actually,” I said, hesitantly, “there are several things I want to talk about.”


    “It would appear that I have plenty of time,” he said, still not looking at me.


    “I understand how hard this must be for you,” I began, reluctantly. “I’m still not sure why you chose to help me instead of fighting against me.”


    “Did you not hear how they spoke?” he said, turning to face me. “You, a man who only knew me from the other side of a sword, treated me with more honor and respect than my supposed allies.”


    “That’s not what I meant,” I said. “You turned away from the Hrimthurssar. That’s a big deal. That’s more than just changing sides, that’s a shift in your allegiances to the Gods.”


    “Yes, it is,” he replied. “I can no longer call myself a follower of Loki.”


    “You’re with us, now,” I said, shrugging. “Does it matter who you follow?”


    “But, I am no longer Hrimthurssar,” he said, as if that explained everything.


    “That doesn’t matter,” I said. “What matters is that you are a warrior and you fought with honor.”


    “That is easy for you to say,” he said, shaking his head. “You are Einherjar.”


    “The important thing is that you are free, now,” I replied. “You fought with honor and we are proud to have you among us.”


    “That is good of you to say, but the others may not feel as you do,” he said, frowning.


    “Give them time,” I said. “They will, when they get to know you.”


    “What of the other Einherjar?”


    “Yeah, about that,” I said, shifting my position. “Grimnir mentioned there were four of us. I only know of two for sure; myself and Marko.”


    “The other two are among you, yet you have not seen it,” explained Bergelmir. “One was the girl you were protecting the night we fought.”


    “The girl?” I muttered, confused. “You mean Bridgett?”


    “Yes, I believe that was the name you told me,” he said, nodding.


    “Who is the other one?” I asked, glancing around us.


    “The one you call Butcher,” he said, jerking his thumb towards the main part of the building. “He is one of you.”


    “I had a feeling that Butcher was one,” I muttered, shaking my head. “The old man said there would be five.”


    “What old man?” asked Bergelmir, guardedly.


    “There was this old man,” I began. “I met him when I was a prisoner of a group called the Freemen.”


    I proceeded to tell him about the torture I suffered at their hands and how the old man would come to me and bring me food. I explained about how he died, and how I kept having visions of him. How he seemed to be guiding me on my way throughout this journey.


    “I’ve seen him in visions, many times,” I said, softly. “I wonder if I’ve been imagining him all along.”


    “We only knew of the four here, plus one far south,” he explained. “We were told to destroy you all before you could stop Ragnarok.”


    “What do you mean, stop it?” I asked, surprised.


    “There are plans in motion,” he said, shrugging. “If you were to move against them, you could change the course of things.”


    “I think that’s what the old man has in mind for me,” I said, shaking my head. “I think that’s what all of this has been gearing up for.”


    “Perhaps you are correct,” said Bergelmir. “Perhaps that is why I too have seen the old man in visions.”


    “You’ve seen him?” I asked, shocked.


    “Yes,” he said. “Long white hair and beard with a rag over his left eye. Thin as a rail.”


    “Sounds like the same guy,” I agreed. “What did he say to you?”


    “It was he that made me question the intent of my so called friends,” he explained. “He pointed out that while you fought me with honor, they knew nothing of it. That if I was to be the warrior that I was destined to be, then I needed to choose the path of honor.”


    “So you decided to help me?” I mused. “For which I am very grateful.”


    “How could I call myself an honorable warrior?” he began. “When I saw you willing to lay down your life to defend a girl and my own people were willing to slaughter innocents just to get to you. How was there any honor in what they planned? There was never truly a choice for me. Not if I had any honor, at all.”


    “Well, I’m glad you decided to come with me,” I said, smiling. “The others will be grateful that you’re here, too. Once they realize what you have done for them, that is. I might have to nudge that along a bit.”


    With that, the big warrior stood and turned to face me. The solemn look on his face told me that whatever he was about to say, it was gravely serious. I stood to face him, still looking up slightly to see his face. He extended his hand and we grasped forearms, locking our grips firmly.


    “I need to say something to you,” he said, his deep voice rumbling.


    I just nodded, not sure what to expect.


    “I pledge my sword to you and your cause,” he said, softly. “I will shed my blood and die beside you, if that is where our paths take us.”


    “And I to you,” I replied. “I will gladly stand beside you in battle.”


    “Does this make us friends?” he asked, reluctantly.


    “No,” I replied, smiling. “It makes us brothers.”


    “Indeed,” he replied, smiling broadly. “I was not certain how welcome I would be, considering our past battles.”


    “The future is not yet written,” I said. “Let’s forget the past and forge ahead. There is plenty of work for us to do.”


    Then I suddenly had an epiphany. It struck me like a bolt from the blue and I was suddenly as sure of it as I was that the sun would rise in the morning. There was a reason that Grimnir and the others didn’t know of another Einherjar. It was because they hadn’t been chosen, yet. Bergelmir was the fifth Einherjar.
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    Chapter Seventeen


    The Bison


    "I dislike death; however, there are some things


    I dislike more than death.


    Therefore, there are times when I will not avoid danger."


    - Mencius


    


     As we welded the final pieces of steel-mesh over the windows of the big Ford F-650, I could see the plan was almost ready. The snow-plow blade was in place and the vehicle was nearly ready to roll. We had bolted additional fuel tanks in the back because we knew that stopping for fuel was not going to be possible. Also, the amount of work we had in mind for the big truck was going to make fuel economy impossible. All that was left was to give the beast a name.


     Butcher walked over to me with a big smile on his face. I could see that he was pleased with the progress that we had made. The truck was finished, the transport bus was ready and the motorcycles were prepped for the journey. We were almost ready to leave the relative safety of the park.


     “What do you think?” asked Butcher, jerking his thumb at the truck. “Beauty, isn’t she?”


     “All she needs now is a name,” I replied, nodding in appreciation.


     “Do you have something in mind already?” he asked, chuckling.


     “I do,” I answered with a smirk. “She’s big, powerful, sleek, black as the midnight sky and ready to bash her way through anything that gets in her way.”


     “True,” he replied. “She needs something tough, then.”


     “How about The Bison?” I replied.


     “Bison, huh?” he said, scratching his chin. “I like it. Not many animals tougher than a Bison.”


    “Exactly,” I said, grinning. “What do you think?”


    “I like it,” he replied, nodding.


    “Agreed,” said Bergelmir. “Very powerful.”


    “Then it’s settled,” I said. “How close to finished is she?”


    “The tanks are installed, but we still have to fill them,” said Butcher. “I’ve got some of my men out scavenging for fuel now. I’ll let you know when we’ve stockpiled enough for the trip.”


    “Good,” I replied. “How long do you think that will take?”


    “Shouldn’t be long now, I imagine,” he said. “Depends on how much they find.”


    “Good, the sooner we get moving, the better,” I said, heading back towards the main entrance.


    Marko was waiting for me as I arrived, holding a clipboard. He looked pleased as I climbed the stairs to where he stood on the first landing. Handing me a bottle of water, he motioned for me to take one of the seats before he sat down and brought the clipboard up to where he could read it.


    “We’re in good shape on ammo,” he said, nodding. “Thanks to that last big supply run, we have all the 5.56mm we could use. There were four cases of grenades and a few claymore mines. We even scored a few new weapons. Now everyone who can shoot has been armed.”


    “What about other supplies?” I asked, uncapping the bottle and taking a long pull.


    “We’re in decent shape for everything but medical supplies,” he replied. “So long as we don’t get any major injuries between now and when we get to your camp, we should be fine.”


    “I can’t guarantee that,” I said, shaking my head. “We have no idea what the road will hold for us. It’s best to be prepared for the worst.”


    “Got it,” he said, making a note on his paper. “I’ll add that to the list.”


    “We also need to prioritize,” I said, tapping the clipboard. “Not everything we have will fit in the trailer and in the bus. Unfortunately, we can’t take it all with us.”


    “Then what’s our priority?” he asked.


    “Weapons and ammo are a must,” I replied. “Food is big on the list, too. Hopefully, we won’t need most of the other things. The alcohol and clothing items might not make the trip.”


    “If we load all of the guns and ammo, there won’t be a hell of a lot of room left,” he said, glancing up at me. “There’s just too much gear.”


    “Then I guess we’re going to need another truck,” I said, smiling. “We need those supplies. The beer and clothing are optional.”


    “Well, there is that panel truck in the garage,” he said, glancing at me.


    “You mean the one they stuck me in when they captured me?” I asked, grinning.


    “Yeah, that’s the one,” he said, chuckling. “Bet they didn’t realize how big of a mistake that was going to be.”


    “They underestimated me,” I said, shrugging. “It’s a good thing, too. If they hadn’t we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”


    “Fair enough,” he said. “I’ll add the truck to the convoy list and see if I can locate a driver for it.”


    “Alright,” I agreed. “Get the gear loaded ASAP and be ready to head out. I want to get on the road as soon as we can.”


    “On it,” he said, and headed off towards the ramp that led inside.


    I finished off my bottle of water and headed back towards the skybox where I had been sleeping. I wanted to double check to make sure I had all of my own gear packed, as well. I needed to start loading it all into the big saddlebags on the Boss Hoss. I also needed to fashion a sheath for the bike where I could put my rifle for quick access. I figured that there would be zero chance that we would make it all the way back to Bennett Springs without firing a shot.


    When I walked in the door, I found Christina Wilder already inside. She looked up in surprise when I walked in; nearly dropping the bag she was holding. If the look on her face hadn’t been so scared, I would have laughed. I didn’t figure that she would appreciate my sense of humor.


    “You scared me, Mr. Grant,” she said, smiling weakly.


    “Wylie,” I said, smiling. “You can call me Wylie. Mr. Grant is entirely too formal for my tastes.”


    “Alright,” she replied. “Only if you call me Chris.”


    I had to admit, it sounded better than the tag of “Spec-4’s mom” that I had been using in my head.


    “Ok, Chris,” I said, heading over to where my bedroll was spread out. “Sorry if I scared you.”


    “It’s not your fault,” she said. “I’ve been jumpy ever since those things got inside the other night. Now every noise I hear, I’m afraid it’s them.”


    “Don’t be,” I assured her. “We’re almost out of here. As soon as we have enough fuel for the trip, we’re leaving.”


    “Good,” she said, smiling. “I can’t wait to see my daughter, again. I’m sure that she thinks her father and I are dead.”


    “Yeah,” I agreed. “I’m sure she does. I’m happy to be reuniting you. I feel like that’s one of the reasons all this has happened to me. That one bit of happiness, finding you and bringing you back to her, well, it’s…”


    “Redemption,” she finished for me.


    The old man’s words suddenly echoed through my head. Redemption for all the burdens I carry inside me. I wasn’t sure if that was even possible. Then my thoughts turned to Bergelmir. Perhaps it wasn’t my redemption that the old man spoke of. Maybe it was Bergelmir’s. His decision to join us instead of remaining on the path of the Hrimthurssar might be what he meant. It made about as much sense as anything else I could think of.


    “Thank you,” said Chris. “For everything.”


    “What?” I said, confused. “I haven’t gotten you back to your daughter yet.”


    “I mean for everything else,” she said, smiling. “The rescue and now our liberation. You’ve done a lot for us in a very short time.”


    “We’ll call it even,” I said, smiling. “After all, you took care of me while I was wounded.”


    “Alright,” she said, reluctantly. “I’ll accept that, for now.”


    I nodded at her and started packing the rest of my gear. Once everything was secure, I put my pack back on and headed for the door. As I walked out, I glanced over my shoulder and noticed that she was watching me leave with a slightly perplexed look on her face. I briefly wondered what that was about, but shook it off by the time I reached the stairs.


    I must have had a similar look on my face, because when I ran into Marko he commented on it.


    “Whoa,” he said, as he met me on the stairs. “Something on your mind?”


    “Nah,” I said, shaking my head. “Just thinking. Anything new?”


    “The scrounge teams just got back,” he said, checking his clipboard. “They brought in more fuel and some supplies. Looks like we’re clear to head out.”


    Checking my watch, I noted that it was late morning and I knew that we would have a three hour trip under normal circumstances. Having to clear the roadway was not going to be easy, so you could bet the trip would take much longer. If we could be loaded and ready to go in an hour or two at the most, then we had a good shot of being back in our camp by nightfall.


    I briefly considered loading up today and heading out first thing in the morning, but I knew that each night we stayed here was a risk. Grimnir and the others could return with an army of the dead and we’d be finished. This place wasn’t designed to withstand a siege. It could keep out quite a few of the dead, but a concentrated attack would be more than the fences and gates could take. It wouldn’t take long before they were inside and our escape routes would be limited. No, it would be best if we got moving as quickly as possible.


    “OK,” I said, nodding. “Let’s get everything loaded as quick as possible and get the fuck out of here. I want to be safely back at Bennett Springs by the time the sun goes down.”


    “What’s the hurry?” he asked, looking concerned.


    “Every minute we’re here is a minute that they might come back,” I said. “If they surround this place, it will become our tomb.”


    “Good point,” he replied grimly. “I’ll get everything moving.”


    “I’ll start spreading the word, too,” I said. “Once everyone is on task, I need to rig a side holster for my rifle on the bike. If you need me, that’s where I’ll be.”


    “Got it,” he said, turning to head off.


    I headed for the nearest group of people and gave them instructions to round up everyone and spread the word. I wanted everyone working on loading the trucks. There were enough of us that it shouldn’t take too long to accomplish. Once I had set everyone in motion, I headed out to the bikes to try to figure out the best way to rig the rifle to the bike.


    I rigged a makeshift holster out of a plastic case and zip tied it to the forks. I hoped it would hold up to the punishment that I was likely to put it through on the highway. That was where I would put my Beowulf, but the M-4 was going to have to stay on me. I was going to have to ride with it slung across my chest. Although that would ordinarily seem like a good option, it did leave me with a possible obstacle when I had to turn or maneuver sharply. I just hoped that it wouldn’t get in the way.


    I did manage to secure most of my extra gear in the large saddlebags on the bike. I put everything but my weapons in those. That lightened my load considerably and left me better able to move in a fight. Every advantage was going to be needed before we reached the secure perimeter of the POMCUS cache.


    “Grant!” I heard a loud voice call from near the back of the field.


    Turning, I could see Butcher and two of his men were heading my way, moving quickly and not looking very happy about something. I could only hope that whatever it was, it wasn’t too bad. The way my luck usually runs, it probably was.


    “What’s wrong?” I called, heading towards them.


    “You might want to get over to the back gate,” said Butcher. “There’s someone there who is demanding to speak with you.”


    “Oh fuck,” I muttered. “Who is it?”


    “It’s the big bitch with the swords from the other night,” he replied, shaking his head.


    “Did she come alone?” I asked.


    “Not even close,” he replied darkly. “Looks like she brought enough of the dead to level this place.”


    “Aw shit,” I said, and headed towards the back gate.


    “They aren’t attacking,” he added. “That’s the weird part. She’s just demanding to see you.”


    “Is the other big guy with her?” I asked, as he fell into step beside me.


    “Nope,” he said, shaking his head. “Looks like it’s just her and a fuck-load of the dead.”


    “I’ll talk to her,” I said. “I’ll try to keep her busy as long as possible. Get everyone loaded into the vehicles as fast as possible. Get them lined up behind the Bison and be ready to go if they attack. We can’t hold this place, so why try?”


    “Got it,” he said, and peeled off taking his two men with him.


    I finished my run across the field and headed back behind the bleachers, moving down the causeway towards the back gate. Through the fencing I could see hundreds of the dead had gathered near the back of the stadium. I was glad that we had not planned on using that gate. If we had to make a break for it, I wasn’t sure that even the Bison could smash its way through that crowd.


    I could see the big Amazon woman waiting for me at the gate. She stood just on the other side and could be seen easily through the bars. She stood with her arms folded impatiently and her swords in easy reach on her hips. She no longer had her hair in the small braids. It was bound in one single braid as thick as a large rope, lying over her right shoulder and hanging to her waist. It was bound in leather and I noticed that something was gleaming at the end. As I got closer, I could see that it was a blade.


    Her armor had been repaired and the wounds had all faded into nothing. In the light of day, her features were less harsh and more proud than I had previously noted. I wouldn’t consider her attractive, but she had a cold beauty about her. Her eyes were what truly stood out. They were a dark blue, like the deep ocean. They were so deeply blue that you couldn’t easily tell where the pupils began. They seemed to take in everything around her, and gathered light like tiny black holes.


    “Something on your mind,” I said casually as I reached the gate.


    I stopped just outside arm’s reach of the bars, just in case she was going to try something sneaky. I doubted that she would, but then again they seemed to have an odd sense of the word honor. I couldn’t afford to take anything for granted. She could be here to deliver a message, or to trick me into getting close enough to stab with a poisoned dagger. I was hoping for the former, since the latter sucked.


    “I have a message for you, Einherjar,” she said.


    Good, it was the former. I noticed that she no longer said the word Einherjar like it was distasteful to her. There was a measure of respect in her tone that wasn’t there before. Well, at least I thought it was respect. For all I knew, it could be a healthy dose of fear after watching me decapitate one of her men that kept her tone civil. Either way, I could handle this attitude much better than the one she had the other night.


    “What’s the message?” I asked, guardedly.


    “Grimnir instructed me to give you this invitation,” she said, unfolding her arms and placing her hands on her hips.


    Although it looked like a relaxed position, it put her hands right next to the hilts of her swords. I would have thought it was a prelude to an attack had it not been for the positioning of her feet. If she had been tensing for an attack, she would have shifted her weight onto the balls of her feet. She stood flat-footed and still, her weight in a neutral position. From that stance, it would be difficult to launch an attack.


    “We are aware that you are planning to leave this place,” she said, gesturing at the stadium around us. “We are also aware that you are nearly ready to do it. We have a proposition for you, if you are interested.”


    “I’m listening,” I said, cautiously.


    “We will not block your exit nor will be interfere with you in any way,” she said, pausing dramatically, “if you agree to meet us in battle near the Arch.”


    “I’m not going to take this entire group out to an indefensible area so you can surround us with the dead and take us apart,” I said, shaking my head.


    “Not your group, Grant,” she said, frowning. “Just you. Grimnir wants to finish this between you and us, alone.”


    “He’s no longer interested in the others?” I asked, surprised.


    “No,” she said, frowning. “Not even the traitor, Bergelmir. The other Einherjar are free to go, as well. Come alone and meet us in battle near the big monument. If you do not agree, we will surround this place with enough of the dead to make it impossible for you to escape.”


    I could tell that she wasn’t happy about the idea, but she was obediently delivering the message. I couldn’t help but wonder what had changed since our battle. They were adamant about killing us all, just a few nights ago. Now, they only wanted me. Either it was a trick, or I had pissed them off bad enough that they were willing to let the others go to get to me. I guess that made sense. I do have that effect on people, occasionally.


    “Why me?” I asked, more thinking out loud than really questioning her. “Why the change?”


    “Because you did something that no one believed possible,” she explained, shaking her head. “You have killed two of our men and managed to convince a third to change sides. There is more danger to our cause in letting you live, than in all of the others combined. You are our biggest threat, now.”


    “Is that how you feel, as well?” I asked, suddenly reluctant to hear the answer.


    “No,” she said. “Our command was to slay you all, yet you prove more difficult to kill than we were led to believe. I think you are a worthy foe, but not worth letting the others escape. That is Grimnir’s idea, not mine.”


    “Then why not just send the dead to overwhelm us?” I mused darkly. “There are way too many of them for us to stop them all.”


    “Because that would not bring me any satisfaction,” she explained. “I want to see you beaten by my blades, not torn apart by the dead.”


    “So you prefer to face me one on one, not with Grimnir,” I said, smiling.


    “I would prefer to test you in other ways,” she said, smiling darkly. “I would send you to the next world with a smile on your face. I would capture you and take you to my bed. When I was finished with you, I would remove your head and bathe in your blood.”


    I’m not sure how having my head cut off would send me to the next world with a smile, but I couldn’t help but be intrigued by the concept of being taken to her bed. I had the strange feeling that she had little distinction between pleasure and pain. I didn’t know whether to be flattered or scared that she wanted to drag me away and have her way with me.


    It struck me that she would be aroused by powerful warriors. She seemed to have attached herself to Grimnir, since he was obviously the strongest of the Hrimthurssar. If I killed Grimnir, I wondered what her reaction would be. Would she still try to kill me or would she try to ingratiate herself to me and remain “loyal” to me only until someone beat me in battle. The mindset was difficult for me to grasp.


    “Well, if I am going to face you in battle alone,” I said, frowning, “I would at least like to know your name.”


    She stared at me with a perplexed look on her face, cocking her head from side to side like she was trying to figure me out. She seemed reluctant to tell me her name, as if it would give me some sort power over her. Who knows, maybe it would. Maybe no one else had ever bothered to ask her name. It seemed to perplex her as much as it did when I asked Bergelmir. When she finally came to a decision, something about her eyes seemed to soften.


    “My name is Vigdis,” she said softly.


    “Vigdis,” I repeated, nodding. “You can call me Wylie.”


    “Wylie?” she said, frowning. “Why do you care what I call you?”


    “No reason,” I said, shrugging. “When do you want me to come to the Arch?”


    That seemed to snap her back to the reason she was here. Instantly, the ice fell back over her gaze and she regained her cold demeanor. Her stance shifted and she seemed almost ready to run away, but held on due to an iron resolve to see this through to the end. In that respect, we were very much alike. Neither of us was willing to quit until the task was complete.


    “One hour,” she said, frowning. “Be there on time or we will send all of our might against this place.”


    “I’ll be there,” I said, shaking my head. “If I lose, will you let the others go?”


    “Those are the terms, yes,” she said, nodding. “Do you not trust us?”


    “Not really,” I said, shrugging. “You don’t exactly have the best record. Our last meeting wasn’t exactly what you would call a fair fight.”


    “We underestimated you, Grant,” she said, sternly. “It cost us dearly.”


    “Wylie,” I said, smiling.


    I doubted that it would do anything other than confuse her, but even that confusion at a critical moment might turn the tide of the battle. If I could make her hesitate when we fought, it might buy me enough time to deal enough of a blow to swing the odds in my favor. Anything I could do to give me the edge was an advantage I couldn’t afford to throw away.


    “Wy...,” she began, clearly confused.


    Then her eyes darkened and she frowned.


    “Whatever,” she snapped. “Be there in an hour or your people will pay the price.”


    “I’ll be there,” I replied.


    “See that you are,” she said, and turned to stalk away.


    I watched her go, not willing to turn my back on her until she was well out of range. She was unpredictable and only a fool would expose himself to a knife in the back. The dead parted for her like a wave around the prow of a ship, and just as quickly began to close in around her. Just before I lost sight of her, I saw her turn her head and glance back at me with an odd expression on her face. Yeah, I wasn’t sure what to expect from her; and that made her dangerous.


    As the dead began to shuffle off after her, I turned and headed back into the field. Waiting for me at the top of the ramp was Marko. I knew that he couldn’t have been close enough to overhear our conversation, but the look on his face seemed to indicate he sensed what was going on. He didn’t look happy.


    “What was that all about?” he asked as I walked up.


    “About what you’d expect, I would imagine,” I said, shaking my head.


    “Threatening death and dismemberment if we don’t do something they want?” he said, folding his arms across his chest.


    “Something like that,” I replied. “They said that they will let you all go, if I agree to fight them alone.”


    “And you told them to fuck off, right?” he said, looking at me bewilderedly.


    “I did think about it,” I said, frowning, “but good sense got the better of me. If I can buy you guys clear passage out of the city, then you have a fighting chance to get to our base. If I don’t they can surround this place with more than enough of the dead that it might be impossible for us to get away.”


    “I don’t like it,” he said, angrily. “How do we know that they will keep their word?”


    “We don’t,” I said, shrugging. “I just don’t see any other alternative. If they’re lying, I want you to already be on the move when I go to meet them. Once the Bison gets some momentum behind it, it will punch a hole through a hell of a lot of zombies.”


    “Then why don’t you just go with us and not bother to go meet them?” he asked.


    “Because if I do, you can guarantee that they will throw every zombie in the state at us to stop us,” I explained. “I am pretty sure that there will be more than enough of them to bring our little convoy to a screeching halt.”


    ‘Fuck!” he snapped. “I don’t like this. We know we can’t trust them, but they have us over a barrel.”


    “Precisely,” I said, nodding. “We’re damned if we do and damned if we don’t.”


    “Then take the big blue guy with you,” he offered, smiling.


    “They said come alone,” I said, shaking my head. “I’d love to, but I can’t. Besides, I want him driving the Bison. If he still has any control over the dead, it might be enough to get you through. If I can keep the other two’s attention focused on me, then maybe he can keep the dead at bay.”


    “Isn’t that suicide for you?” he asked, scratching his chin.


    “Maybe,” I said. “Maybe not. I’ve faced worse odds and lived to tell the tale. If I can take the big one down first, the woman might not want to fight anymore. She’s the unknown variable in this. The big warrior I understand, but she confuses me.”


    “Of course she does,” he said, grinning. “She’s a woman. Like any of us can figure them out.”


    We both chuckled at that and turned to head back to where the others were busily loading the trucks. I had to admit, I was impressed. They had accomplished a lot in a very short amount of time. They had organized into groups and were loading the vehicles quickly. The motorcycle riders were all armed to the teeth and preparing to ride. The women and kids were loading into the big tour bus, while Butcher and Bergelmir checked over the Bison. They were nearly ready.


    “Looking good,” I said as I approached.


    Bergelmir looked up and frowned.


    “What did Vigdis want?” he asked without preamble.


    Direct and to the point, as always.


    “They offered to let the group go free,” I said.


    “In exchange for what?” he asked, warily.


    “Grimnir wants his revenge against me,” I explained, “for all the damage that we did to him. He’s fixated on getting me. If I meet them alone, they’ll let the others go.”


    “Sounds like a trap to me,” he rumbled.


    “Of course it’s a trap,” I said, shaking my head. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”


    “Then you should not go alone,” he added. “I will accompany you.”


    “No can do, kemosabe,” I replied. “If I don’t come alone, they’ll surround this place with the dead and seal us in.”


    “Hmm,” he grumbled. “Yes, they would. I doubt that I am strong enough to overpower them both. Assuming I can still control the dead. I may have lost that ability when I joined you.”


    “I’d bet that you did,” I said, nodding. “That’s why I want you driving the Bison. You can drive, can’t you?”


    “Of course,” he replied, frowning. “Why would I not?”


    “Just a question,” I added. “I’ve never seen you in a vehicle.”


    “How do you think I was able to stay on your track so quickly?” he asked, folding his massive arms.


    “I hadn’t really thought about it,” I said. “Besides, it wasn’t like I was moving all that fast.”


    “The river carried you faster than you think,” he said, shaking his head. “I was hard pressed to keep up. I used one of the vehicles from the Army base.”


    “Makes sense, I suppose,” I said. “I guess I just didn’t put much thought into it. It didn’t seem to matter how you kept up with me, just that I had to fight you.”


    “When do you have to meet them?” asked Butcher.


    “Less than an hour,” I replied, checking my watch. “Over near the Arch.”


    “Are you going to do it?” asked Butcher.


    “I don’t see that I have any other choice,” I said. “If I don’t they’ll block our escape and seal us in here. At least if you get out on the road, you have a shot at punching through and getting clear.”


    “A slim chance is still better than no chance,” said Butcher. “I say go kill them both and then catch up with us as fast as you can.”


    “That was my plan,” I said, smiling. “If I haven’t caught up to you in an hour, then it’s safe to assume I lost.”


    “I do not like it,” rumbled Bergelmir. “I should be battling them alongside you.”


    “Under any other circumstances,” I said, shaking my head, “I’d gladly accept. But I have to do this alone or the deal is off.”


    “If they have the area surrounded with the dead,” warned Bergelmir, “then they are preparing to make sure you perish, even if you beat them. Once they are dead, their control of the creatures will cease and they will attack you.”


    “That’s what I figured on, too,” I said. “I doubt that this will be even close to a fair fight. I don’t think that’s Grimnir’s style.”


    “Grimnir does not know the meaning of honor,” spat Bergelmir.


    “I’d have to agree with Big Blue, here,” said Butcher. “That guy’s a cheating son-of-a-bitch. He’ll snake you, for sure.”


    “I’m expecting that,” I said. “I plan on walking away from this fight. I don’t give a fuck what he has in mind, I don’t intend to lose.”


    “Then I see no other course but to proceed as you said,” agreed Bergelmir. “We do not, however, have to like the idea.”


    “Then I want everyone ready to head out when I do,” I said, gesturing at the convoy. “No sense waiting for them to go back on their word. By the time I engage them, I want you guys to be miles away from here.”


    “I’ve already begun planning our route out of here,” said Marko. “I think I’ve got a good idea of how to get clear with the least amount of direction changes. If we can get out onto Interstate 44, then it’s just a matter of the Bison clearing our path.”


    “Once you’re on the road, don’t stop for anything,” I cautioned. “Make me a path to follow and I should catch you before you reach the Stanton exit, I would estimate.”


    “If you don’t catch us by then,” said Butcher, “I’ll come back for you.”


    “Don’t bother,” I said, shaking my head. “If I haven’t caught you by then, I’m not coming. Plain and simple. Only one of us will be walking away from this.”


    “Or possibly no one,” warned Bergelmir. “They will have contingencies to take you with them, even if you win.”


    “I’ll be watching for that,” I replied. “If I win and can make it to the bike, I stand a good chance of outrunning the dead.”


    “Not if they surround you,” said Butcher. “That bike is badass, but it won’t keep you from getting dragged off of it by a few hundred hungry undead.”


    “Fair enough,” I said. “I’ll try not to get surrounded.”


    Heading for the bike, I swung my leg over and settled back into the saddle. It felt inexplicably good to be behind the handlebars of this machine. Engaging the electric start, the massive V-8 engine rumbled to life. It idled like a dragon’s growl, deep and full of bass. Revving the engine a few times, I let it warm up while the others scrambled for their vehicles. In a few moments, everyone was loaded and ready.


    Marko went around handing out walkie talkies that he had found in the groundskeeper’s shed. They didn’t have a long range, but it was enough to keep everyone in the convoy in contact. Almost as an afterthought, he walked over and handed one to me.


    “Here, man,” he said, smiling. “Just in case.”


    “What’s this for?” I asked, grinning. “I’ll be way out of range.”


    “I think they have something like a ten mile range,” he explained. “If you get close to catching up with us, you can call and let us know you’re coming.”


    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, tucking the radio into my pack.


    “Good luck,” he said, extending his hand.


    I took his hand and gripped it tightly, shaking once.


    “Thanks,” I said. “To you, too. I think we’re all going to need it before we’re through.”


    “You’re probably right,” he agreed. “I owe you a drink when we’re safe.”


    “I’ll take you up on that,” I said. “See you then.”


    With that, he headed for the Bison. He was going to be riding shotgun for Bergelmir. We already had drivers assigned to all of the vehicles, so that left him free to be security on the lead vehicle. I really hoped that they wouldn’t need it, but I had the feeling that they were going to. It’s been my experience that since this Gods-damned apocalypse began; things rarely went smoothly when I was involved. I guess I’m just a shit magnet.


    Engaging the clutch and letting the bike roll forward, I headed for the gate that opened near the concession area, just outside the stadium. That was the street that had the least amount of clutter obstructing our way. Two of Butcher’s men unlocked the gates and swung them open wide, then sprinted for their own motorcycles.


    Before they even had their engines started, I was throttling up and heading out the gate. I turned to the right heading towards the Arch as the Bison headed left. They were going through back roads to get to another on-ramp leading to Interstate 44 West. I glanced back to see the Bison hit two parked cars with the plow and knock them both rolling out of the way without any effort, clearing the path for the next vehicles. It was working like a charm.
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    Chapter Eighteen


    Showdown


    “Courageous, untroubled, mocking and violent-that is what Wisdom wants us to be. Wisdom is a woman, and loves only a warrior.”


    - Friedrich Nietzsche


    


    Despite the abandoned cars in the road, I was able to maneuver through them easily, occasionally going up onto the sidewalk to avoid particularly bad obstructions. I was surprised at how easily such a large bike handled, especially at lower speeds. I deliberately took a circuitous path to the Arch, just to give me longer to get the feel for the big bike’s handling capabilities. Despite that, I arrived at the Arch all too soon.


    All during my drive over, I was shocked to see not a single undead wandering around on the streets. I didn’t even see any when I passed the hotel that I had collapsed on my last trip through the area. I could hear the throaty roar of the Boss Hoss echoing off through the tangled mass of buildings that still stood in the downtown area.


    The place was barely recognizable. Half of the buildings were either falling down or severely damaged to the point of collapse. Only the Historical Courthouse still stood, largely intact. The heavy stonework had held up well against the force of the explosion that had caused so much damage. I couldn’t help but marvel at how one of the oldest buildings in the area had survived far better than more modern and supposedly stronger architecture.


    As I approached the Arch, I drove up over the curb and followed the sidewalk that lead towards the base of the massive monument. There in the middle of the waist-high grass, stood Grimnir and Vigdis. They stood a few feet apart, stock-still like carven statues of ancient warriors. The only thing that spoiled the image was the fact that Grimnir’s long dark hair was fluttering in the breeze. Other than that, they stood immobile but I could feel their eyes on me as I approached.


    Throttling back, I slowed nearly to a stop. I glanced around the area looking for any sign of an army of the dead set to overwhelm me at the first opportunity. When I didn’t see any, I braked to a halt and put my feet down. With a heavy sigh, I shut off the engine. The sudden silence that filled the air was broken only by the sound of the wind as it whispered through the remains of the surrounding trees. It was eerie.


    Putting down the kickstand, I swung off of the bike and turned to face them. The M-4 strapped to my chest was in easy range, but I knew I wasn’t going to be using it. Not in this fight, anyway. Neither Grimnir nor Vigdis carried any weapons other than swords and knives. Despite the fact that they outnumbered me and were stronger than I was, I couldn’t bring myself to use a firearm to gain the upper hand. If I was going to win this fight, it would be honorably.


    Removing my pack, I hung the straps over the backrest on the bike’s seat. I decided to leave my body armor in place, despite the fact that it would offer little in the way of protection against edged weapons. I knew that if I did manage to find a way to beat them, I would likely be leaving in one Hel of a hurry. If they called in the undead to finish the job, I doubted I would have long before they launched their attack. I needed to be able to get on the bike and ride.


    I began surveying the area, looking for where I should expect the undead to approach from. There were buildings in the area that could easily hide large numbers of them, but they were far enough away that I would have plenty of time to run for the bike and get moving before they arrived. Even Sprinters couldn’t cover that much ground fast enough to prevent me from getting out of the area. That gave me a little bit of confidence.


    My confidence faded when I remembered that the museum and Arch visitor’s center was beneath my feet. It was easily big enough to hide hundreds, if not thousands of the dead. I assumed that would be where they were hiding the Stalkers, but there would still be enough room for a small army of other dead. My confidence faded faster than it had appeared.


    I knew that I had to keep from reacting or they would know I had figured it out. If they knew, then there was no reason to conceal it from me anymore. They would call them out and surround me, effectively sealing me in. So long as they didn’t call them, I still had a shot at escape.


    “No wonder they picked this location,” I muttered.


    I began to feel more and more apprehensive about my chances of getting out of this alive. My only comfort was the knowledge that they couldn’t possibly have many of the Stalkers left. Between what we had already killed and the ones that were scattered between here and Lake of the Ozarks, they couldn’t have more than a handful, at best. With the ones we killed at the stadium gone and the ones I killed beneath the Arch, I was confident that they had to be nearly out of the most lethal of the undead.


    Removing all of my guns with the exception of the XVR, I hung them with my pack and adjusted my sword belt. Turning around, I headed out into the grassy field where the Hrimthurssar were waiting. Grimnir watched me approach with calm detachment, but Vigdis appeared mildly distraught. I wasn’t quite certain what was bothering her, but she didn’t seem at all happy with the situation. If that was the case, then her mind might not be in the game. That might give me a slightly better chance to pull this off.


    I approached to within about ten yards of them and stopped. Placing my hand on the hilt of my sword, I glanced back and forth at each of them meeting their gaze for a moment before locking eyes with Grimnir.


    “I’m here,” I said gravely.


    “So it would seem,” rumbled Grimnir. “Frankly, I’m surprised you came.”


    “Really?” I replied, eyeing him angrily. “I’m not the one who had to be carried away from the fight last time. I don’t run from battle.”


    That didn’t seem to sit too well with him. He didn’t immediately reply, but made a sour face and flexed his hands open and closed several times. If it was intended to intimidate me, it wasn’t working. I could see the fresh lines where his wounds had closed; leaving the telltale marks of both teeth and claws on his shoulders and arms.


    “Nice scars,” I said, snidely.


    This did nothing to ease the fierce look on his face, but Vigdis had to turn her head to hide the smirk on her face. I had just scored a point without even drawing my sword. The smoldering look in his eyes told me that I had nearly pushed him to the point of snapping with that last remark. That was good, a pissed off opponent was not a thinking opponent. I could use that, as well.


    “I do not think you fared well in that battle, either,” he rumbled through clenched teeth.


    “Yeah, I was hurt,” I replied. “But at least I didn’t run.”


    With deliberate slowness, Grimnir drew the massive two-handed sword from the sheath on his back. The blue-black metal of the blade gleamed in the hazy light of the sun. I could see the runes that were etched into the blade and the keen edge along both sides of the blade. Bringing it around, he gripped the hilt with both hands and leveled the blade out in front of him with the tip pointing directly at me with hate blazing in his eyes.


    “I will savor running this blade through you, Grant,” he growled through clenched teeth.


    “We’ll see,” I said, drawing my own sword and bringing it up in a guard position.


    “I promise you,” he said darkly, “you will not survive this time.”


    “So be it,” I replied. “My people made it clear. Even if I fall, I win.”


    “So you think,” he said, smiling cruelly. “We shall see just how far they make it. We have a surprise waiting for them. They won’t get far.”


    “We’ll see,” I said, hoping he was wrong.


    I really hoped that they made it clear. Then again, it was completely like Grimnir to orchestrate this as a trap for all of us. At least outside of the stadium, they had a fighting chance. Locked inside the stadium, we had no chance of surviving a concentrated attack. Even if we could have withstood a siege, there was no way that the ballpark was shelter enough to survive the coming Fimbul Winter.


    “I think they have a good chance at getting through,” I said, shaking my head.


    “You underestimate our reach, Grant,” he said, chuckling. “We know your planned route. There is no way that they will get through.”


    I hoped that the Bison would prove him wrong. It was tossing cars aside like they were toys; there is no reason that it wouldn’t do the same to the dead. Unless there were miles of zombies, they would push through. The motorcycles might not fare so well, but the other vehicles should be able to follow right behind the Bison. I could only hope the bikes would make their own way around the dead.


    “We have a few surprises in store for you, as well,” said Grimnir.


    From the evil grin on his face, I doubted that I was going to like whatever it was. There was one thing that I was certain about though. That was the fact that I really wanted to wipe that grin off of his face. In fact, I was planning on doing just that. I might not escape whatever trap he had set for me, but I was not going to go out alone.


    “Are you planning on talking me to death?” I asked, trying to hit a nerve.


    Apparently, it worked. Suddenly, his face darkened and contorted in rage. With a bellow that would wake the dead, he whipped his sword around behind him and charged at me. I had plenty of time to react since he was far enough away from me. I prepared to defend and glanced at Vigdis to see what she was going to do. For the moment anyway, she seemed content to let Grimnir fight me alone.


    Grimnir brought his sword in from over his head with a blow designed to cleave me in half. That’s exactly why I decided it was best to simply not be there when it landed. Side-stepping to my left, I swung my sword over and connected with his blade forcing it into the ground. The tip of the blade sunk into the dirt and brought him to an abrupt halt. While he was momentarily distracted, I punched him in the face with my left hand.


    The blow did more to enrage him than it did to actually hurt him. I had to admit that hitting him in the jaw was like punching a brick wall. Although it probably hurt my hand worse than it did his face, he still recoiled in infuriated indignation. It almost seemed that he was shocked that I would even be able to defend against him, let alone land a blow. Point for me, I guess.


    With another bellow of rage, he yanked the sword free of the ground and swung around to prepare for another attack. I was preparing to dodge when I felt something grab my ankle. I looked down to see one of the dead holding onto my foot and reaching up to bite me. At first, I thought it was a Crawler, until the others around it began to stand up. They had dozens of the damned things hiding in the tall grass, waiting in ambush for me. I had to admit, it was a clever trap and I hadn’t seen it coming. No wonder Vigdis had remained unmoving. She had been controlling the dead.


    With a dive born of desperation, I lurched to the side just in the nick of time to avoid Grimnir’s blow. Luckily, the force of the swing could not be easily stopped and he buried the blade into the zombie that had a hold of my foot. Instantly, it released its grip and I rolled away. I came to my feet less than an arm’s length from another zombie that was already reaching for me. I managed to lead with my sword and impaled it on the tip.


    Yanking it free and spinning around, I sliced the head neatly off and continued around to face Grimnir. Around us, more and more of the dead were emerging from the long grass. Had I been on higher ground I would have seen them when I arrived, but I couldn’t from the seat of the motorcycle. Their trap was ingenious. If I hadn’t been in such dire circumstances, I would have been impressed.


    Grimnir lurched around, shaking the creature from his sword with a flick of his massive wrists. Suddenly, I wished that I hadn’t left my best firearms on the bike. If they weren’t going to fight fair, then why should I? It was time to start getting creative. It was time to do what I did best and that was to improvise and break something. Under the circumstances, it couldn’t really make things any worse, could it?


    Grimnir began to advance on me with murder in his eyes as the dead began to move to surround me. If they sealed me inside a circle, I was done. There would be nowhere left for me to run and nothing left to do but fight until I died. There was no backup coming, this time. There was only the option of run or die. The question was, run to where?


    I knew that the museum beneath our feet was probably crawling with Stalkers, but I was cut off from the bike. I would have to go through Grimnir as well as about a dozen of the dead to reach it. Another option that ran though my head was to engage Vigdis and break her concentration. That would free the undead to act, but then it would become a free for all. There was no telling what they were going to do then. In this case, it was probably best to leave them under her control. At least then, I could predict what they might do.


    The only options I could see were to either make a break for the river or head for the Arch. If I could get inside the stairwell, at least I could limit my direction of attack. They could only come at me from below. Although it would trap me inside the Arch, it was also the last thing they would expect me to do. I could hold out for a while anyway; far longer than I was going to last out here.


    “Fuck it,” I hissed and broke for the entrance of the monument.


    The only entrance that I had a shot at reaching was the damaged end. I just hoped that the stairs were intact. If not, it was going to be the shortest defense in history. I wouldn’t have any other exits to fall back on. If the stairs were usable, I could at least plan on falling back and heading down the stairs on the other side. If they tried to follow me, it would buy me enough time to reach the bike. I’d wing it from there. Hel, I was winging it now.


    Putting my head down, I sprinted as hard as I could towards the stairs. As I approached them, I knew that I was going to need a distraction for the Stalkers that were undoubtedly waiting in the darkness below. Unfortunately, most of my gear was still on the bike. I was going to have to make do with what I had on me, and that was regrettably few options.


    I reached the top of the stairs with a good lead on the nearest of the dead. Grimnir was heading towards me, but the one thing I had an advantage over him with was speed. His massive size was working against him this time. However, it wasn’t working against the dead. Not only had they been smart enough to conceal the dead in the grass around me, they had made sure that they were all Sprinters. Almost as one, they began racing towards me with terrifying speed.


    “Fuck!” I snarled, and slid my sword back in the scabbard.


    Reaching into my cargo pocket, I grabbed the first thing I came into contact with. Pulling a road flare out, I ignited it as I ran. When it sputtered to life, I threw it through the shattered doorway into the museum at the bottom of the stairs. Then I grabbed the XVR and pulled it out of the holster. In the hellish light of the flare, I could see dozens of the Stalkers recoiling from the intense glow.


    “Where the fuck did they all come from?” I hissed, taking the stairs three at a time.


    It was too late to change plans now. I was committed to this course of action, for good or for ill. This was either going to work out as planned or fail in an utterly spectacular fashion. If I had to guess, I would say that it was going to fail.


    When I reached the interior of the underground museum, I cut to the left and headed for where I knew the entrance to the stairwell would be. The Stalkers were too busy averting their eyes from the sudden change in light to immediately key on which way I was going. The problem was that once that momentarily blindness was over; they were going to be hot on my heels. I didn’t have time to slow down.


    Snatching my flashlight off of my belt, I lit up the corridor ahead of me and began desperately searching for the right door. Behind me on the stairs, I could hear the rapid steps of the Sprinters as they pursued me and the much heavier thuds of Grimnir’s boots. In moments, I was going to have the full weight of them all down on my back. My luck was quickly running out.


    Up ahead, a door marked maintenance seemed to materialize out of the darkness. I knew it would be locked and I didn’t have time to slow down. Thumbing the hammer back on the XVR, I fired as I ran and completely destroyed the heavy locking mechanism. Yanking the door open, I jumped inside and pulled it shut behind me. Almost instantly, I heard pounding fists striking the door. The Sprinters weren’t smart enough to pull on the doorknob, but the Stalkers and Grimnir were. I needed options and fast.


    Scanning around, I saw only one possibility. Yanking the emergency fire hose off of its cradle, I wrapped it tightly around the door handle and then pulled it taught around the stair railing. It wasn’t going to slow them down for long, but it might be enough to buy me time to put some distance between us.


    Heading up the stairs, I could see daylight flooding in through the massive hole in the side of the Arch about fifty feet above me. Although that wouldn’t hinder the Sprinters, it would delay the Stalkers and that was more than enough to give me an edge. Now I just needed to capitalize on it. The problem was there was a fuck-load of stairs between me and the top of the Arch.


    I could hear the frenzied pounding of dead hands against the door change to the massive boom that could only be Grimnir slamming into it with tremendous force. I didn’t have time to look back, but I could imagine that the heavy door was already beginning to bend under the onslaught. I had to move faster if I was going to make it through this.


    As I reached the level where the structural damage was the worst, I could already see that the stairs were badly damaged. There was a thirty foot expanse where they were simply gone. My options were dwindling by the second and I could hear the screeching of metal as the door below me was beginning to give way. If I could find a way to get up to the next level, the Sprinters would not be able to follow. For all their speed, they still couldn’t climb.


    In desperation, I grabbed the nearest girder and started climbing. Just as I was reaching the lowermost stair, I heard the door give way below me. Pulling myself up the last few feet, I lay on my back on the landing with my chest heaving while I tried to catch my breath. My haste to get to the top was beginning to take a toll on me. I could only hope that the big gap in the stairs would buy me enough time to prepare to make my stand.


    I could hear the sound of numerous feet hitting the stairs below as the dead began their ascent. The gap should protect me from the Sprinters and the daylight flooding in should deter the Stalkers. I still couldn’t wrap my mind around the fact that there were so many of them when I knew that they should only have a few remaining. Unless they had figured out a way to make more of them, they should’ve been few in numbers by now.


    “Oh shit,” I muttered.


    If they had found a way to make more of them, we were going to be screwed. The thought of countless Stalkers was enough to turn my blood to ice water. Of all of the types of undead, they were the only ones who frightened me. Those things were just too damned smart and dangerous to have lurking around.


    Forcing myself to my feet, I continued on up the stairs. As more and more of the dead funneled into the stairwell, I could feel the Arch beginning to shake. All of that weight and movement was causing the entire superstructure to sway. To make matters worse, the girders in the opening below were beginning to groan. It was beginning to look like the entire thing might come crashing down with me inside it. That was just fucking great.


    “Grant!” bellowed Grimnir from far below me. “I am coming for you!”


    “Yeah,” I muttered, “I know.”


    Then I started to smell something different. The air that was stirring gently from below me because of the massive opening in the superstructure was bringing a new scent to me. When I realized what it was, I stopped dead in my tracks and closed my eye. Realization set in of what was going on below me. I smelled the unmistakable smell of smoke. From the amount of it that was already in the air, I knew what it was from too. My flare had set the museum on fire.


    There was an inferno beginning beneath my feet. It would spread to both ends of the Arch and now I had no way to get down. Long before I reached the top of the Arch, the entire museum would be engulfed in flames. My only consolation was that it would take scores of the dead with it. Soon it would begin licking up the inside of the Arch itself.


    “Fuck this,” I snarled. “I’m not burning to death. Let’s ride this bitch to Valhalla.”


    Pulling a grenade out of my cargo pocket, I tossed it over the railing and into the void. I heard it bounce off of girders and elevator cables, then felt the pressure wave a heartbeat before I heard the CRUMP of the explosion. Instantly, the groaning of the superstructure turned into the shrieking of metal as the entire Arch began to shake violently.


    “GRANT!” roared Grimnir. “YOU FOOL!”


    I decided right then that if I was going to plummet to my death; I wanted to at least watch it coming. Better to look death in the eye than to hide in the darkness waiting for it to come to me. Grabbing the railing, I began climbing as fast as I could go. The violent shaking of the massive steel monument was making the climb very difficult.


    Over the protesting steel, I could hear Grimnir pursuing me. Dogged to the last, he would rather kill me himself than let the Norns decide our fate. Well then, so be it. We would lock swords together at the top and see which killed us first, each other or the collapsing of the Arch.


    With a ragged lurch, the entire structure shifted to my left. Since the damaged portion of the Arch was on the landward side, I assumed that it would fall that direction. It appeared that the Norns had other plans. It was beginning to lean towards the Mississippi River. It seemed that my fate was tied to it. The Arch was well over six hundred feet tall. With the riverbanks swollen from the flooded river, we would fall into that murky morass. For better or worse, we would live or die in those muddy waters.


    By the time I had reached the top, it was listing about twenty degrees off of center. The groaning of metal was audible at the top and beginning to spread to the rest of the structure. Soon plates and girders would begin to buckle and it would come crashing down with unparalleled force. Surviving that kind of collapse would be impossible. Assuming I survived the fall, I would be buried beneath tons of steel and submerged in the unforgiving waters of the Mississippi.


    Just as I was glancing out at the city, possibly for the last time, I felt the structure beneath my feet vibrating from the stress that was undoubtedly increasing throughout the entire Arch. With a tremendous cracking and tearing sound, a section of the observation deck broke open and fell away, crashing to the ground below. A section about thirty feet long had opened up, leaving almost two football fields of open air between me and the ground.


    The listing was increasing and I had to put my foot on the opposite wall to avoid falling. The windows on the side that faced the river were almost directly below me now, leaving me looking down at the ground and the river below. I could feel my stomach begin to lurch as vertigo did its best to get its icy grip on me. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the window as my thoughts began to whirl in my head.


    “Grant!” I heard Grimnir call from much closer than I had expected.


    I looked up to see him entering the observation deck from the stairwell. He began to reach for his sword when it seemed to strike him that he didn’t have the room to swing it. The observation deck was far too cramped to swing such a massive blade. Unfortunately for me, it was too small for me to use mine, as well.


    With a growing smile on his face, Grimnir reached behind him and drew a wickedly curved blade from a sheath at the small of his back. One side was curved for slashing and the other was serrated for doing maximum damage by rending flesh. I suddenly had the fierce desire for it to not be my flesh.


    “I’m going to enjoy cutting your heart out,” he rumbled.


    As I stood there with the crumbling monument beneath my feet, a fire blazing below, scores of undead trying to reach us and this crazed jackass wanting to cut out my heart, I realized that I had no reason to continue to fight this asshole fairly. I mean, it’s not like he hasn’t cheated from the moment I arrived. Honor was not part of the equation anymore. Anger welled up in my core and venom poured through my veins as I felt the raging desire to finish this fuck-head off before the Arch took me down, as well.


    “Go back to Hel, asshole,” I snarled as I drew the big XVR.


    There were four rounds remaining in the cylinder, since I had used one to blow the lock on the door below. I brought the big pistol up and shot him twice in the chest before he fell over, blood pouring from the massive holes in his chest. I put the other two through his kneecaps, just to add to the defeat.


    “Now, you son-of-a-bitch,” I snarled. “You can lay there knowing I beat you.”


    Instead of the defeat I hoped to see in his eyes, he began to laugh.


    “Either way,” he said, his voice bubbling with the blood that was in his throat and lungs. “Either way, I win. We both will die here. You will join me in Hel.”


    Right at that particular moment, I wanted nothing in the world more than to disappoint this asshole. I wanted to reach over and choke the life out of him and deprive him of the satisfaction of watching me die with him. I briefly considered reloading and shooting him in the head when the structure lurched and listed farther to the side before snapping to a stop.


    Below me, throughout the superstructure, I could hear the groaning and shrieking of metal as the girders and plating tore itself apart. We were now listing at about a forty five degree angle and the large opening in the observation deck opened to the sky. In moments, the entire thing was going to plummet into the river below.


    Inspiration struck me and I shoved the big pistol back into its holster. I had a crazy idea that might not work, but it was better than just standing here waiting for death to come and take me away. It was risky, to be sure, but what other choice did I have? Whatever happened, I would go out fighting. I would not go quietly into the darkness of death.


    With a smirk and an extended middle finger at Grimnir, I took two running steps up what had been the floor and grabbed the edge of the opening. With grim determination, I began pulling myself up and onto the exterior of the Arch.


    “What in Hel’s name are you doing?” shouted Grimnir, almost whining.


    Ignoring him, I climbed out onto the metal surface and struggled to my feet. Although the Arch was listing heavily, I was able to get to my feet without too much trouble. If what I had in mind was going to work, I was going to have to time it perfectly. One mistake and I was a meat waffle. I was going to either succeed or fail spectacularly.


    “You can’t do this!” bellowed Grimnir.


    Below, I could see smoke billowing out of both ends of the Arch. It was thick, oily smoke that partially obscured the ground. I waited, with baited breath, for the structure to list far enough for me to make this work. Too early and I would fall off of the side, too late and I would ride it all the way to the ground. I could feel my heart thudding in my chest and time seemed to slow to a crawl.


    “Grant!” bellowed Grimnir.


    I was beyond caring what he said or did. My entire focus was on the shifting of the Arch. The groaning of the steel was becoming a hideous shriek that would rival the roar of any predator. With a shuddering lurch, it began to fall. Slowly at first, but I knew that gravity would speed it up the farther it leaned. Taking a deep breath I began the countdown.


    “One,” I shouted into the wind.


    “Grant!” screamed Grimnir, desperation creeping into his voice.


    The arch was at about forty two degrees.


    “Two!” I bellowed.


    “Grant!” the desperation was turning to panic.


    Forty degrees.


    “Three!” I screamed and began to run down the side of the Arch.


    “GRANT!”


    As the distance between us lengthened, so did the sound of his words. It was as if the entire structure was echoing his final scream.


    “GRANT!” it seemed to say as the once magnificent structure took its final decent to the water below.


    I was beyond that now. My entire focus was on gaining enough momentum to slide down the side of the Arch as it fell towards the ground. When I had gained enough speed I jumped feet first and landed on my butt. My momentum and the steep angle of the dying structure propelled me towards the ground with astounding speed.


    The earth seemed to be rushing up to meet me as the angle of the Arch grew closer to zero. As the structure fell, my slide for life grew closer to the ground with each passing second. Fortunately for me, I decelerated with the decrease of the angle. Although I was still travelling at a high rate of speed, I was slowing enough that I should survive the fall. Well, I should. It was a working theory, anyway. If I was wrong, then I wouldn’t be around for anyone to say “I told you so.”


    The structure below me snapped away about ten feet off of the ground and the rate of fall increased. Just as I reached the edge of the break, I jumped away from the dying Arch and leapt for the relative safety of the grassy ground. Again, time slowed to a crawl as I took in my surroundings.


    Below me, most of the dead had either followed me into the museum or were gathered around the far end of the Arch. The area below me was mercifully clear. Vigdis stood watching me fall with wide eyes and an open mouth. I doubt that even the Gods had seen anything like what I was trying to do. I was insane for trying, but impossible situations call for insane solutions. At least that’s how I look at it.


    As the ground was rushing up to meet me I brought my feet together and bent my knees to absorb the force of the impact, just as the instructor at jump school[19] had taught me all those years ago. I still hit hard without the benefit of a parachute to slow my fall, but I rolled with it and came to a stop in the grass about forty feet from where I hit the ground.


    A quick mental inventory indicated that while lots of things hurt, nothing was broken. I got shakily to my feet and watched as the uppermost part of the Arch struck the Mississippi River with enormous force. It sent a wave of water splashing away from it in all directions and quickly vanished into the murky depths. The ground shook beneath my feet from the massive impact as nearly seventeen thousand tons of steel returned to the earth with unbridled fury.


    Despite the utter devastation, I was on the ground and I was alive. Even better, that asshole Grimnir was still inside and the once great St. Louis Arch was now his watery tomb. I blinked in disbelief as I stood in mute shock that not only had my plan worked, it had exceeded my expectations. The only remaining Hrimthurssar was Vigdis, so far as I knew.


    Turning towards her, I wasn’t sure if I should reach for my sword or start reloading my pistol. In the end, I waited to see what she would do first. I had no idea how this was going to end. Would she try to kill me? Would she just walk way? Would she summon the dead and swarm me in revenge for Grimnir? I didn’t know what to expect.


    “He was inside, wasn’t he?” she asked, her voice almost a whisper.


    Despite the nearly forty yards between us, I heard her clearly. There was sadness in her voice, but something else as well. To me, it almost seemed like relief. For a moment, she lowered her head and stared at the ground. At first, I thought she was either crying or praying. When she looked up, there was a strange look on her face. It was serene, yet frightening.


    She began walking towards me, a slow smile spreading across her lips. I stood immobile as she approached to within an arm’s reach of me. I was half expecting her to launch an attack at me, but when she reached out to gently touch my face it took me by surprise. I felt her finger tips trace the scars along my cheek and mouth.


    “You defeated Grimnir,” she said, softly.


    “I don’t know if that killed him or not,” I replied, glancing at the water.


    “Even if he lives,” she said, shrugging, “you still defeated him. You have proven yourself the better warrior. We should be together.”


    “I’m sorry,” I said, frowning. “I already have a wife.”


    “Then I will destroy her,” she said, her voice growing angry. “She does not deserve a warrior such as you. I will show you who should share your bed.”


    “No,” I said, harshly. “I love my wife. I won’t let you hurt her. You’d have to kill me first.”


    She withdrew her fingers from my face with a dark look on her brow. Anger flashed in her eyes and she took a step back from me as her hands strayed towards the hilts of her swords.


    “Very well,” she said, her voice a husky hiss. “Have it your way.”


    I started to reply, but stopped short when the sound of hundreds of Shriekers erupted from every direction. It echoed off of the buildings and reverberated through the heart of the ruined city. As the horrendous wail rolled off across the water, something happened that made my blood turn cold. Rising from both ends of the underground structure were scores of the dead.


    The fire below must not have been as bad as I had originally thought, because the dead did not look to be badly burned. The sun was still high in the sky and the hazy light was more than enough for me to see just exactly which kind of dead were coming. I had expected to see Sprinters, but never thought I would see this. Taking tentative steps at first and then increasingly confident, it looked like an endless line of Stalkers were emerging into the light and not stopping.


    “We were surprised by this new type of dead,” said Vigdis as she drew her blades. “They weren’t part of the original plan. Your government did us a favor by creating them for us. All we had to do was spread it.”


    “Oh shit,” I said, my eyes growing wide.


    Turning to run for the bike, I knew that once they were fully adapted to the light there would be no stopping them. The Hrimthurssar had found a way to spread them into the other types of the dead and took away their fear of the light.


    “Run!” she roared. “Flee if you can! You won’t get far!”


    I grabbed my pack from the bike and slung it over my shoulders as fast as I could. Slinging the M-4 over my neck, I jumped onto the bike and turned the key. When I hit the starter, the big engine roared to life like a tiger waiting for its prey. I was about to see if this bike could live up to its name.


    “Sleipnir,” I said, both to the bike and for the benefit of the Gods. “Be swift!”


    I pushed the bike up and off of the kickstand, then rapidly shifted into gear. Throttling up hard, I released the clutch and spun the big bike around to head away from the growing number of Stalkers behind me. All around me, I could see the dead emerging from the shattered ruin that was St. Louis, Missouri.


    Straightening the bike, I shot away from the area and headed for the road that ran past the Arch and onto Interstate 44. It was going to be far too close for comfort as more and more of the dead emerged from buildings and side streets. Manhole covers began to burst forth and Stalkers began to pour out of the sewers. It was as if the very gates of Hel had opened and were spewing forth all of its fury.


    Running through the gears with furious intensity, the big bike accelerated hard and seemed to be gliding through the obstacles as of its own accord. The massive cycle was perfectly balanced and reacted with only the slightest lean of my body. I shot through growing numbers of the dead and slalomed around abandoned cars. Interstate 44 grew steadily closer, but so did the dead.


    I could feel the claws of the Stalkers as I shot past them and swerved around large groups. I knew I had to be bleeding from numerous cuts, but I couldn’t think of that now. I had to keep all of my concentration on the road or risk hitting one of the cars. If I did, all was lost. My life and the lives of the others depended on me getting through. They needed to know the Stalkers no longer feared the light. I had to get through.
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    Chapter Nineteen


    Death’s Ride


    “The Bugle sounds and the charge begins

    But on this battlefield no one wins

    The smell of acrid smoke and horses breath

    As I plunge on into certain death.”


    - From: The Trooper


    - By: Iron Maiden


    


    I was doing nearly eighty miles an hour when I hit the on-ramp to the interstate. I literally plowed through the last big knot of Stalkers to get there, swerving around and between cars with reckless abandon. It was fly or die. The dead behind me had to number in the tens of thousands. My only hope was that her control had a limited range. If she could control the dead no matter the range, then all was lost.


    As I continued to accelerate down the interstate, I had to careen dangerously close to vehicles to maintain my speed. I didn’t dare take my eyes off the road long enough to check my speed, but I knew I had to be going well over a hundred miles an hour. I was hurtling past cars with bare inches to spare. If I hit one at this speed, I would be torn to shreds. I didn’t dare slow down, though. The sheer numbers of the dead on both sides of the road was growing with each passing mile. She was calling them in for miles in every direction.


    As I slipped around an overturned pickup truck, I saw where the Bison had entered the highway. The road was clear of obstructions, so I opened up the throttle all the way and felt the big bike surge with power. The massive V-8 engine had more horsepower than I had ever experienced on two wheels. Although it was a heavy bike, the big engine was designed for far heavier loads.


    I briefly considered reaching for the radio that Marko had given me, but knew that I could never hear it at this speed. I couldn’t risk slowing down, either. I had to hope that I would soon reach the end of her range. The once sprawling metropolis of St. Louis now belonged fully to the dead. The Gods have mercy on anyone trapped alive in there, because I couldn’t have reached them without a helicopter and a lot of luck.


    As I reached the Oakland exit, the dead were starting to pour out onto the road. Fortunately for me, they were mostly Shamblers and Shriekers by this point. I knew that there would be an endless line of Sprinters and Stalkers pursuing me, so I didn’t bother to look back. So long as I had clear road ahead of me, I knew I was gaining ground on the convoy.


    I shot between countless outstretched hands and knew I didn’t dare slow down. Soon their numbers began to thin, and then recede from the road. By the time I rocketed past the intersection of Interstate 44 and Interstate 270, the numbers had dwindled to almost nothing. Once I was sure that they were no longer a significant threat on the sides of the road, I began to let off of the throttle.


    Easing back on the speed, I glanced down and saw the needle descend below one hundred and fifty miles per hour. I felt my heart skip a beat at that thought. I had held on through force of will and by practically hugging the gas tank. As my speed dipped below one hundred, I sat up in the seat. The wind still tore at my face and clothes, but now it was bearable. It was beginning to sink in. I had survived.


    On the outskirts of Eureka Missouri, I caught my first glimpse of the convoy. They had made much better time than I had expected. I smiled at the unexpected turn of good fortune. It was about time that luck was on our side. If we continued this pace, we would reach Bennett Springs by early evening. That was all the encouragement that I needed.


    Giving the big bike a little more gas, I sped towards the back of the convoy at over eighty miles per hour. I had to throttle back and tap the brakes as I approached the rear vehicles. Slowing down to match their speed, I noted that they were doing a steady fifty miles per hour. From what I could see, Bergelmir had perfected the placement of the plow blade to maximize the spread of obstructions while minimizing the effort.


    I edged out and began to pass the rear vehicle. It was the panel truck full of supplies. Inside, I saw that the guy named Pete was driving. I hadn’t had much of a chance to talk to Pete, but from what I could tell he was a decent enough guy. He never complained about work and didn’t cause problems. That was good enough.


    I gave him a thumbs-up as I passed him, which he returned. Then he grabbed his radio and began to talk animatedly into it. He was alerting the rest of the convoy that I had caught up to them. I knew that in the lead truck and the big bus, people would be looking to catch a glimpse of me as I caught up.


    Butcher and his men were riding in the middle of the convoy. There were seven of them, three behind the bus and four ahead of it. As I came alongside the red-bearded Mackey, he reached out with his right fist and I bumped it with my left. He gave me a toothy grin and a nod as I edged past him and started around the big bus.


    Faces appeared in the windows as I came along side. Near the front, I saw the smiling face of Christina Wilder. She waved at me with excited enthusiasm and I returned it with a smile and nod of appreciation. Richard Wilder was in the driver’s seat and waved as I slid in front of the bus. I gave a quick wave and started to pull alongside Butcher.


    Butcher glanced at me and nodded once. Matching speed, I glanced around the area. To our right, I could see the abandoned remains of an amusement park that I had taken my family to so many times before. The flagpoles that held the flags that gave the park its name were still there, but the tattered remains of the flags were barely distinguishable. Instead of looking inviting as the park always had, now it served as an eerie reminder of all that was lost. Then a thought struck me that made me chuckle. The park had people that walked around in padded suits made to look like certain cartoon characters. Suddenly being chased by an undead version of a certain cartoon rabbit was almost more than I could take.


    After the intensity of what I had just been through, it felt good to laugh. It felt good to be alive, which was more than I had any right to be after what I had just escaped from. No one was going to believe me when I told them the story. Hel, I wasn’t sure that I believed it and I was there. Maybe I would leave the part about surfing down the collapsing Arch out of the tale. Who was going to buy that, anyway? It was true, but nonetheless unbelievable.


    As time moved on and we continued past cities alongside the highway, the dead only looked up as they heard us. I knew that we were safely outside Vigdis’ range of control. The occasional zombie found its way into the road and the Bison had no trouble at all knocking them flying out of the way.


    Once we had passed Rolla Missouri, I began to relax. I knew that the next town of any size was going to be Lebanon and that was where we would exit the interstate. From there, it was just a matter of going through town and less than fifteen miles to Bennett Springs. I also knew that the road between Lebanon and Bennett Springs was mostly clear. We’d driven it with the Humvees and I knew it was passable. We were almost home free. At least, I thought that we were.


    When the Bison began to slow down, we all had to adjust our speed or risk running into the back of it. I waved at the vehicles behind me to get their attention and let them know to change their speed. The last thing we needed was for the bus to run over the bikes, although that would have been ironic to be taken out that way.


    When the brake lights on the Bison lit up and stayed on, I knew we had problems. They were coming to a stop. From my mental map of the area, I knew that we had to be getting close to the Army base at Fort Leonard Wood. Whatever had brought them to a halt must have been big, because nothing had even slowed the Bison down, until now. Coming to a full stop, I put down my kickstand and got off of the bike and let it idle just in case I had to get back on in a hurry. It was time to find out what was going on.


    I walked around behind the Bison to find Bergelmir was already getting out of the door. Beyond him, I could see why he had stopped. Up ahead was an obstruction like nothing we had encountered before. Someone had used heavy equipment to move concrete barriers all the way across the highway, the median and both off-ramps. Behind that, they had piled cars into an improvised wall that completely prevented us from going either through or around. The roadblock had sealed this road completely.


    “What the fuck?” said Butcher, coming up next to me and removing his sunglasses.


    “It appears we must find another path,” said Bergelmir.


    “Thank you, Captain Obvious,” muttered Butcher.


    Bergelmir just gave him a dark look, but said nothing. I gave Butcher a brief smile, but shook my head.


    “Sorry, Big Blue,” said Butcher. “No offense, man.”


    “None taken,” rumbled Bergelmir.


    I began to notice there were corpses lying in the grass alongside the road and near the makeshift wall. They were all desiccated, like they had been there for a while. At least I didn’t see any fresh looking ones. Upon closer examination, I could see that all of the ones close to us had been shot in the head.


    “Check this out,” I said, pointing at the bullet hole in the forehead of the one I was kneeling beside.


    “Gunshot,” said Butcher.


    “Seen a few of those in your day?” asked Marko as he knelt down next to me.


    “One or two,” said Butcher, grinning wickedly.


    “Someone took these things out,” I said. “I’m guessing from behind that barrier.”


    “Good guess,” said Marko. “How recently?”


    “The freshest one I see is at least a few weeks old,” I replied. “Maybe more.”


    “The Army?” asked Butcher. “That army base is just down that road.”


    He was pointing to our left and over the embankment.


    “Hard to say,” I said. “Could be. The shots are precise enough. I can’t tell what caliber it is, though.”


    “There’s only one way to find out,” said Marko.


    “I couldn’t have said it better myself,” I said, grinning.


    Reaching for the handle of my M-4, I checked the load and flicked off the safety. Bringing the weapon up to my shoulder, I kept the barrel aimed down but towards the barrier.


    “Cover me,” I said over my shoulder.


    I could hear movement behind me as both Marko and Butcher took up firing positions to cover my advance. Farther behind them, I heard the actions of other weapons as the rest of the outriders did the same. I felt better knowing that I would be approaching the barrier with at least eight rifles covering my back. When I heard the door to the Bison slam, I had to stop and glance back.


    Bergelmir was advancing towards me carrying an M-249 machine gun like I would carry a pistol. The belt was in the side mounted box and I could see he had a rucksack slung over his shoulder. It looked like it might have been weighed down enough for a few more boxes of belted ammo. He looked ready for anything.


    “I am with you, my friend,” he said, nodding.


    “Alright,” I said, nodding. “Stay alert.”


    We continued on towards the barrier with our weapons ready. I brought my weapon into firing position, but kept watching for any signs of movement. I half expected to be either fired on or challenged for a password. When neither happened, I nodded at Bergelmir and lowered my weapon. Letting it hang by the strap, I climbed up onto the concrete barrier and then onto the cars.


    Behind the barrier, there were more bodies of what had obviously been undead, plus several bodies that were wearing the unmistakable remains of digital camouflage uniforms. Scattered around the area was a large amount of expended brass casings from what looked like M-4’s or M-16’s. There were even several discarded weapons lying on the ground. Whoever had been behind this barricade had left in a hurry.


    “Looks like there was one Hel of a firefight back here,” I called over my shoulder. “Looks like military to me.”


    “What do we do now?” called Butcher. “Is there a way around this thing?”


    “Hang on,” I called back. “I want to check something out. I’ll be right back.”


    Before they could argue, I jumped down on the other side and started poking around. I could hear the sound of Bergelmir following me over and smiled. Trusting him to watch my back, I knelt down and picked up one of the discarded weapons. It was an M-4 with the bolt locked back and an empty magazine in the well.


    Dropping the magazine, I hit the bolt release and heard it slap forward. Then I pulled the charging handle and the action worked without sticking. I flipped the weapon onto its side and looked at the selector lever. It indicated both semi and auto positions. It was definitely a military grade weapon.


    “Army issue,” I muttered. “Action is still smooth. This thing hasn’t been here all that long. Otherwise the weather would have had it locked up tight.”


    “So there were other survivors here very recently,” replied Bergelmir.


    “So it would seem,” I said.


    Checking the bodies of the fallen soldiers, I managed to scrounge a few extra magazines that were still loaded, as well as some items of gear. I found several empty magazines on the ground along with eight discarded weapons. I tucked the magazines into my pack and began setting the weapons and other gear on top of the barrier.


    Two of Butcher’s men arrived and started picking up the equipment and taking it back to the convoy. Once I was satisfied that there was no more gear to be had, I climbed back on top of the barrier and looked back towards the others. Bergelmir followed along with me, keeping a nervous eye trained in the direction of the army base.


    Just as I was about to jump down and head back, I noticed something in the grass that caught my eye. Several of the dead were missing legs or had been mangled horribly. There were also torn up sections of ground close to them. Alarm bells began to ring in my head as I realized what I was looking at. Waving my arms frantically at the others to get their attention, I reached for my pack and dug out my radio. Turning it on, I hit the transmit button.


    “Do not, I repeat, DO NOT get off the road and into the grass!” I called.


    “Why?” responded Marko.


    “Because there are landmines all around us!” I replied.


    “Did you just say landmines?” said Marko, alarm in his tone.


    “Yeah,” I said. “Don’t let anyone get in the grass.”


    “Copy,” he said.


    Climbing down from the barrier, I headed back to the others at a brisk pace. Bergelmir followed along beside me, easily matching my pace with his much longer legs. I noticed that he kept glancing in the direction of the base with a nervous look on his face. This was unusual in and of itself since the big warrior didn’t rattle easily. There was something he wasn’t telling me and I thought it was time to find out.


    “What’s bothering you?” I asked, stopping and turning towards him.


    “This place,” he said. “I sense something. I’m not sure what, but there is something strange going on here. I cannot figure out what it is.”


    “How strange?” I asked. “Like something that bothers you or something we should run from?”


    “Maybe neither,” he replied. “Maybe both. I am uncertain. All I know for sure is that I sense something that feels familiar to me. It is close by, but not in the immediate area. Maybe two or three miles that way.”


    He pointed directly at the base. I also knew that two or three miles would be squarely in the middle of post. Now I was starting to get a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach, too. The only difference was that I had felt this feeling before. I knew exactly what it meant. My senses were warning me of impending danger.


    “Whatever the Hel it is,” I muttered, “it’s dangerous.”


    “Agreed,” Bergelmir rumbled.


    “Let’s see if we can find a way to get the fuck out of here,” I said, heading back towards the others.


    Butcher’s men were busy putting the gear we had found in the back of the Bison. I noticed that a few of the others had joined the crowd of observers since I had gone over the wall. Bridgett Ulrich as well as Richard and Christina Wilder had come out to see what was going on. They were all waiting for us when we walked back up to the group.


    “Find anything interesting?” asked Christina.


    “Not really,” I replied guardedly. “Just a few odd weapons and some gear.”


    “Now what are you not telling us?” asked Bridgett.


    She was surprisingly perceptive for a kid. I took a deep breath and sighed before answering.


    “It looks like whoever was on the other side of that barrier was overrun by the dead,” I replied, shaking my head. “There were signs of a big firefight and a hasty retreat.”


    “And something disturbing troubles us from the direction of the military base,” added Bergelmir tactlessly.


    Surprisingly, no one seemed at all surprised by this revelation. If anything, they only nodded in agreement.


    “I felt it, too,” said Bridgett. “It’s just like something is very wrong about that place.”


    “Or more to the point,” said Marko, “something just feels wrong. I can’t put a better description to it than that.”


    “I thought it was just me,” said Butcher, scratching his beard thoughtfully.


    “I just feel like we need to get out of here,” said Christina.


    “What if we headed around the barrier?” asked Richard. “Surely it can’t go all that far.”


    “Well, there is the small matter of the landmines,” rumbled Bergelmir. “I, for one, do not wish to see if I can survive one.”


    “Me either,” I added. “I’ll see if I can scout us a way around.”


    “Don’t go alone,” said Christina, concern in her voice.


    “I’ll take Bergelmir,” I replied. “Between the two of us, there isn’t much we can’t handle.”


    “Agreed,” said Bergelmir, nodding.


    “And watch-out for the mines,” added Bridgett. “Otherwise we’ll be taking you with us in a doggy bag.”


    “Good point,” I said, smiling at her. “We’ll be careful. Besides, I have a plan.”


    “Uh oh,” muttered Marko. “Now we’re in trouble.”


    “Har dee har har,” I replied in mock laugher. “You’re a riot.”


    “Just don’t get yourself blown up,” he said, patting me on the back.


    “I’ll do my best,” I said and turned to head back towards the barrier.


    I figured that the safest way to check the viability of going around the barrier would be to walk along the top and see where it went. If it looked clear, I could see if it was feasible to try to clear a path through the mines. If not, we needed to consider backtracking and going around the entire area. That needed to be our last resort, since it would take us hours out of our way and probably put us at Bennett Springs after sundown. If there were still any Stalkers in the area, not only would we have to deal with them but the base would be locked secure and I didn’t have a SINCGARS radio to try to contact them with.


    Climbing back up on top of the barrier, I decided to try going in the direction that led away from the army base. I really didn’t want to get any closer to it than I absolutely had to. It would be better all the way around if we could avoid it entirely. Not to mention the closer we got to the base, the better the chance that who or whatever it was that was giving us all the heebie-jeebies would notice us. Yeah, going this way was what you call a win-win situation.


    Unfortunately, my luck ran true to form. We hadn’t gone more than fifty yards when I saw something that ruled that direction out. Towards the end of the barrier, the ground was heavily wooded and climbed sharply with lots of exposed large rocks. The Bison and the bikes could probably get through this way, but the bus and panel truck didn’t stand a chance. We were going to have to try the other way.


    “Fuck,” I hissed as we turned and headed back.


    I waved and shook my head when we passed by the others. They didn’t look happy that way was a no-go. I don’t think any of us was looking forward to getting any closer to the base. Whatever it was, it had pretty much all of us on edge. In fact, just heading that way was making the feeling worse. The little alarm klaxon in the back of my head started blaring out a warning. I had to force myself to ignore it to proceed. Whatever it was, it must be pretty bad.


    We hadn’t made it more than another seventy-five yards when I stopped dead in my tracks and crouched down. Bergelmir looked at me quizzically, but did the same. We crouched in silence for several moments before he turned to me and cupped his hand over his mouth to muffle the sounds.


    “What did you see?” he asked, as softly as he could.


    “I’m not sure,” I replied in a hushed whisper. “It looked like a glint of light off of glass, but it was only there for a second.”


    “Could it have been from a vehicle?” he asked, glancing in the direction that I was staring.


    “Unlikely,” I said, shaking my head. “I think it was from either a set of binoculars or a rifle scope. Either way, I think someone is watching us.”


    “That is not good,” he said, trying to crouch lower.


    “It gets worse,” I added, turning to face him.


    “How is that possible?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.


    “I think we can get through this way, if we’re careful.”


    “Hmm,” he rumbled. “We will have to proceed with extreme caution, then.”


    “Yes we will,” I agreed. “Let’s get back and tell the others. If we’re going to go through this way, we need to get it over with quickly and get our asses back on the road.”


    Just as we were getting ready to head back, I looked down on the inside of the wall and saw where more soldiers had fallen to the dead. There appeared to be a few more weapons and an unexpected treasure trove. They were gathered around a Humvee that had to have been overrun when the dead took the area from the living. Suddenly, I really wanted to check that vehicle out.


    “Hey,” I said, pointing to the Humvee. “Let’s do a quick scavenger run on that.”


    “Alright,” he agreed, “but let us be quick about it.”


    Nodding my agreement, I began climbing down the inside of the barrier. Bergelmir covered me until I was down, and then started down after me. I brought my weapon up and covered the area until he was beside me and ready to proceed. There was no sense in taking too many chances, I suppose. We were already taking a big one in checking the vehicle.


    Heading towards it, I paused only long enough to scoop up the fallen weapons and sling them over my shoulder. As we approached, I noticed that the driver’s side door was open on the Humvee and four bodies that had to have been zombies lay crumpled just outside it. Despite the fact that they all looked desiccated, I kept my weapon trained on them just in case. I could clearly see the ragged holes in their forehead, so I swept past them and started scanning the interior of the vehicle.


    Sprawled over the center console was the body of a soldier. Although the uniform was tattered, I could still make out the rank insignia, name and the unit patch. The poor bastard’s name was Sergeant First Class Reynolds and unless I was wrong, the unit patch was a Military Police battalion. Clutched in his hand was an M-9 pistol with the slide locked back. There was a ragged chunk missing from the side of his face and a large exit wound near the temple.


    “I think this guy shot himself before he could turn,” I said, grimly. “Can’t say I blame him, either.”


    “Indeed,” rumbled Bergelmir.


    Nudging the body with the barrel of my rifle, I made sure that he was not going to move before I touched him. It took me a few seconds to pry the pistol out of his fingers, but I finally got it. Tucking it in my cargo pocket, I rifled through his gear. His interceptor vest was in good shape, so I stripped it off of him. I could tell by the weight that it had the trauma plate inserts in it.


    Attached to the vest in one of the molle pouches was a true treasure. It was one of the handset portable SINCGARS radios. Unfortunately, it had been on when he died so the batteries were completely dead. I would either have to find a charger for it or rig one once we made it back to base. Either way, it was a valuable find. It would give me the versatility of the SINCGARS without being tied to one of the Humvees.


    “Score,” I muttered, unclipping the molle pouch and hooking it to my own vest.


    “Is it functional?” inquired Bergelmir.


    “Dead battery,” I replied. “It can be recharged, though.”


    Mounted on top of the Humvee in the turret was an M-240 Bravo. It fired a heavier round than the SAW that Bergelmir was carrying. Instead of the 5.56mm, it fired the heavier 7.62mm. Other than that, it was very similar to the M-249 SAW. So much so, that they operated in almost the same fashion. It was locked and loaded, but would need to be thoroughly cleaned before I would risk shooting it.


    Glancing in the back, I saw extra ammunition crates for both the M-240 and the M-4’s. This was a good find. I decided that instead of trying to carry this windfall, we would be better off just taking the entire vehicle if we could get it to start. So long as it hadn’t been out here much longer than I estimated, there should still be enough charge to the battery to fire up the engine.


    Yanking the body of the Sergeant out of the vehicle, I removed my pack and set it in the center console. I had to take my sword off as well, laying it against the seat. Then I climbed inside and put my hands on the steering wheel.


    “Come on baby,” I said gently. “Make daddy proud.”


    “Why are you talking to this vehicle?” asked Bergelmir, shaking his head.


    “Just coaxing her into doing what I want?” I said, smiling.


    Flipping the switch to start, it coughed and sputtered before catching and rumbling to life. Bergelmir looked at me with a surprised look on his face and shook his head.


    “It appears that it has listened to you,” he said in mock disbelief.


    “That’s my girl,” I said, patting the steering wheel affectionately.


    Bergelmir tossed all of the gear into the back seat then headed around to the passenger side. He had to lean down low to get inside and had to stay scrunched down in the seat to keep from hitting his head on the roof. One he was inside, I put it in gear and started turning around. I followed the barrier until it ended in a small stand of trees. None of them were very big so I figured I’d see if the Humvee could smash through.


    “Hang on to your butt,” I said and started to edge into the trees.


    Bergelmir looked at me quizzically, but said nothing. Instead, he just shook his head and watched as the powerful Humvee either crushed or uprooted every tree in its path. The stand of trees was only about twenty yards wide and I braked to a halt just at the edge of the median to the interstate. I could see the Bison was almost directly across from me.


    Butcher and the others took up a defensive stance and aimed at the emerging Humvee, undoubtedly expecting it to be an attack. Their looks of alarm were replaced with looks of surprise when I got out of the door and waved at them. They returned the wave and lowered their weapons.


    “Look what I found,” I called to them.


    “Not so loud,” rumbled Bergelmir. “We are far too close to the military base for my comfort.”


    “Yeah,” I replied. “That’s true.”


    Heading around to the front of the vehicle, I knelt down and began to inspect the ground for any signs that might reveal any of the landmines. Removing my knife from my belt, I began probing the ground, listening for any noise other than the blade passing through dirt or a feeling of resistance. I wasn’t an explosives removal specialist, but I knew that if we were going to get through, the mines had to be cleared out of the way first.


    Every inch that I moved was agonizingly painful. I kept probing and moving about an inch, then probing again. Each time I felt resistance; I would stop and probe around the area to see how large the object was. Each time, it turned out to be a rock or in a couple of instances a shard of glass. It took me almost an hour to clear a path wide enough for the vehicles to traverse.


    When I reached the edge of this side of the road without finding anything, I began to wonder if it had been a minefield at all. I could not afford to make that assumption, though. If I was wrong, the results would be tragic. If we lost the Bison, we would have to find another way to get to Lebanon. No other vehicle could clear the obstructions from the road and survive the impacts.


    Moving up to the median, I started again at the edge of the road. My knees felt like they were on fire before I had reached halfway across. Marking my place with my knife, I stood up and backed slowly away. I needed to move around for a bit to get some circulation back into my legs. While stretching out the sore muscles, I glanced towards the western horizon. The sun was starting to sink low in the sky.


    I held up my hand and could fit three fingers between the sun and the edge of the horizon. That meant we had about three hours until sunset. Knowing that Lebanon was only about thirty miles from Fort Leonard Wood, we still had time. We didn’t have much to waste, but we could make it if we got back on the road soon. So long as we got clear of Fort Leonard Wood without engaging whatever or whoever was lurking there, we had a good shot.


    Just as I was heading back to finish the last of the median, I saw Pete kneeling near the far side of the road. He was well away from everyone else and seemed to be inspecting one of the spots where it looked like a mine had gone off. I was getting ready to say something to him when he turned and looked back over his shoulder at the rest of the group.


    “Hey,” he yelled. “I think this is from a grenade, not a landmine.”


    “How do you know?” yelled Butcher. “Are you some kind of explosives expert or something?”


    “No, but I’ve watched a lot of war movies in my day,” he yelled back as he stood up. “I think it’s safe.”


    Before I could yell a warning, he stepped off into the grass and started walking around.


    “See,” he called back to us. “There’s nothing to…”


    The explosion sent pieces of him flying in every direction, raining body parts down on the road and spraying a bloody mist high into the air. The echoing boom of the explosion rolled off into the distance. I knew that whatever chance of getting past the army base without alerting them to our presence was now completely gone. There was no way that they hadn’t heard it.


    “No!” screamed Christina.


    She fell to her knees and began sobbing, nearly hysterical. I wondered why it was affecting her so badly. Then it hit me, it was unlikely that she had seen anything remotely like that before. She’d been inside the stadium since all of this began. Violent death on that scale was something she had no experience with. I guess it was more of a statement about me that it didn’t bother me the way it would a normal person.


    Sure, I was sorry that Pete was gone. I was also angry with him for being an idiot and tripping an explosive charge that would undoubtedly get us all caught by whatever was lurking on the old army base. Suddenly, our time had run out. We either got moving now, or we were going to have to fight our way clear.


    “Damn it,” I hissed and headed for the spot where I had left off.


    I knew that I had very little time to finish, but it was our only hope. Moving as fast as I dared, I kept probing and searching for anything unusual. I found one, just a couple of feet short of the road. Probing around it with my knife, I found the edges and began to slowly scrape away the dirt that covered it.


    With agonizingly slow movements, I cleared the mine and began to gently lift it free of its hole. Once it was clear enough for me to slip my fingers beneath it, I gently lifted it out and checked beneath it. There were no attached trip wires, so I lifted it clear and stood up carefully. I was sweating profusely by that time and my hands were starting to shake. My heartbeat felt like the beat of a base drum in my chest.


    Backing up with a slow deliberate pace, I waited until I was on the road to turn and move out of the path that I had cleared. I carried it almost twenty yards out of the way and began to gently place it flat on the ground. Sweat was running off my nose in steady drips and my mouth felt as dry as the Arizona desert. I still had another foot to go to finish clearing the path.


    Behind me, I heard the motor of the Humvee come to life. Turning quickly, I saw Bergelmir behind the wheel and he began to cross the grass on the path I had made. He stayed between the sticks that I had used to mark the edges and emerged safely out onto the highway. I assumed he was going to stop, but almost screamed when he didn’t. Through the open window, I heard him call to me.


    “We no longer have time for you to finish,” he said. “Let us hope there are no more.”


    I began running towards the Humvee determined to stop him, but he was moving too fast. I stopped in my tracks and cringed as he drove into the median and continued on. I didn’t realize that I was holding my breath until he rolled out onto the road on the other side. He had made it all the way across.


    Running across behind him, I tried to keep my feet on the tire tracks in the grass. By the time I reached the other side, Bergelmir was already running for the Bison. Marko dove into the Humvee and got ready to back across the median to clear it out of the way for the convoy. Mackey and Butcher had already put one of the bikes in the back of the Bison and were securing it.


    “Get in the vehicles,” I yelled. “We’ve got to move, NOW!”


    People were already scrambling to get back into the bus and onto motorcycles. Mackey ran to the panel truck and took Pete’s place. There was nothing more we could do for Pete. We could only remember him and move on. We didn’t have time for anything else.


    Firing up the engine on the big bike, I vaguely recalled leaving it running when I had left it. One of Butcher’s men must have shut it down to conserve gas. I revved the engine up and pushed the bike up off of the kickstand. Shifting into gear, I prepared to follow after the Bison. The other bikes were following my lead and I could hear the engines of the other vehicles coming to life around me.


    The Humvee turned and headed back through the grass on the far side of the road as the Bison headed through the median. The bikes formed two lines and tried to stick as close as possible to the tire tracks that the other vehicles had made. There could still be mines where the tires had not touched and nobody was in any hurry to be the next Pete.


    Behind us, the big bus crept into the median. I cringed knowing that the bus’ rear dual wheels might be wider than any of the other tracks. With nail-biting intensity, the big bus lumbered through the median and emerged safely onto the other lanes of the interstate. The next step would be if it could make it through the stand of trees. The Humvee had cleared a path, but the terrain was slightly broken and the big bus wasn’t exactly made to go off-road.


    “Keep your fingers crossed,” I muttered as we headed into the trees.


    Behind us, the big bus came on like an unstoppable behemoth, shaking dangerously from side to side as it ran over trees and rocks. When we all emerged onto the road beyond the trees, I breathed a sigh of relief. The first major hurdle had been passed and everyone had made it. Even the panel truck had bounced its way through the trees and emerged relatively intact. There were a few sticks in the grill and big scratches down the sides, but other than that it looked to be fine.


    “We need to scout a way for the convoy to get back to the interstate,” I said to Butcher.

     “How many ways back do you know of?” he asked.


    “Well, there are a couple of ways from here,” I said. “We can cross back over the overpass and try our luck on the far side of the interstate, or we can go down the main road here and see if the next exit is blocked. I’m willing to bet that it is.”


    “We should send a couple of the bikes each direction and check,” said Butcher. “We each take a radio and report back if we find a usable path.”


    “Good idea,” I agreed. “Why don’t you take one of your guys and head across the overpass and I’ll go check the other exit.”


    I motioned for one of the other bikers to come with me and put my bike back in gear. Then we headed off towards the next exit down the road. If we were lucky, one of us would find a usable path and we could get back on the road in as little time as possible. If we couldn’t find a way through, we were going to have to make one. Time was running out and the sun kept creeping lower in the sky. None of us wanted to be out here when the sun went down.


    Even to be out driving in the dark was dangerous business. We might not see a horde of the dead until it was too late to stop. However, my experience with other groups of the living had been nearly as bad as the dead. Driving in the dark with our headlights on made it far easier to see us coming than it helped us to see the danger ahead. The problem was, we didn’t have anywhere safe to hide for the night.


    Our best chance for survival still lay in reaching Bennett Springs. Not even an army of Stalkers could force their way inside there. Once we were secure inside, it would take a major strike from a bomb or heavy explosives to breach those walls. Since the dead weren’t able to use anything like that, we were safe unless the Hrimthurssar found us. If that happened, there may not be anywhere we would be safe.


    I knew from having been here before that there were three exits from the interstate that had access to this town. The main entrance to the base was a few miles east of our position, but there were two towns that nearly grew into one that sat right outside the base. St. Robert and Waynesville had grown to the point that they were almost one town. St. Robert was just outside the main gate, but Waynesville’s city limits were almost right up against those of St. Robert.


    As we rode south towards the second of the three exits, I began to get an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. It was just a strong feeling that we needed to hurry and get out of here as soon as possible. It seemed to grow with each passing second. In fact, the farther we got away from the convoy, the worse the feeling became. I had the feeling that who or whatever was lurking at Fort Leonard Wood was coming for us.


    When we reached the second exit, I found it was just as blocked off as the first. Concrete barriers and overturned cars prevented anyone from gaining access to town. Since the terrain was heavily broken on both sides of the road, it was unlikely that we could repeat our trick and go around it. No, this time we were going to have to find a better way.


    It was possible to cross the overpass, but it was not in any way feasible to attempt to get back on the interstate from here. Not without heavy equipment or explosives, anyway. I doubted that the Bison had enough power behind it to move the heavy concrete barriers. That would take something like a crane or heavy fork-lift.


    When we started to cross the overpass, I could see where a section of it had been taken out on the far end. From the look of it, I would guess that it had been done with explosives. I decided to get off of the bike and get a closer look. Parking the bike and heading out onto the bridge I could see where the asphalt had cracked, either from the heat or the force of the explosives.


    As I took a few steps out onto the elevated portion of the bridge, I felt it begin to shift beneath my feet. I instantly froze in my tracks and waited for the shifting to subside. I could hear the crackling of concrete and the soft groaning of the suspension girders as they were moving slightly. Once it had stopped shifting, I carefully backed up and off of the bridge. The entire thing had been destabilized. There was no way to safely cross it.


    Instead of heading back to the bike, I moved over to check the obstructions on the off-ramp. They were solid and were not going to be easily moved. I couldn’t see any way that we could get through or around this barrier. Unless Butcher returned with better news, I could think of only one way around. That would take us through the main part of the military base and out one of the secondary gates. It was risky, but it might be our only solution.


    Returning to my motorcycle, I nodded at the other rider who had come with me. I vaguely recalled that his name was Owen. He wasn’t exactly the talkative type, so I couldn’t honestly remember ever having a conversation with him. In fact, I was pretty sure that Butcher just told me his name. I couldn’t remember ever having heard the man speak.


    “We need to get back and let them know that this way is a no-go,” I said, getting on my bike.


    Owen just nodded and fired the engine up on his bike and waited to follow me. Firing up my own engine, I put the big bike in gear and began turning around to head back. He was on a much lighter bike and had an easier time turning his bike. Moments later, we were revving up our engines and moving back towards the convoy.


    According to my watch, we had been gone for almost twenty minutes. I hadn’t heard so much as a crackle out of my radio, but that wasn’t all that unusual. What did seem odd was that when we arrived back at the intersection, the convoy was gone. There was no sign of it anywhere. I couldn’t even see any tracks except the ones that we had left when we came out of the dirt. It was as if they had simply vanished.


    Removing the radio from my pack, I started to key up when I saw something that made me freeze in mid-motion. In the dirt around the edges of the road were numerous footprints all wearing the same type of boot. They were all military-style combat boots. The problem was that out of the entire group, only two of us were wearing military grade boots, myself and Marko. I knew that it couldn’t have been either of us.


    After a quick check of the ground around the area, I determined that they had been taken by at least ten men, all wearing military style boots. The only encouraging fact that I could find was that there wasn’t any blood on the ground. They must have taken them without firing a shot. That could only mean that they took them by surprise. Otherwise there was no way that Bergelmir and Marko had been taken without a fight.


    “It looks like our people have been taken prisoner,” I said, glancing back at Owen. “The only place that they could have taken them is onto the army base.”


    Owen just nodded and glanced back toward the base. His face screwed up into a dark expression as he gazed intently, as if expecting them to just reappear. Reaching into my pack, I took out my collapsing telescope and extended it. Then I began gazing towards the main gate of the base, trying to figure out if they had indeed gone that way. Although admittedly, there wasn’t really any other way that they could have taken.


    Turning around to check the direction that Butcher had taken I couldn’t see any sign of him, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t still out there. I considered trying to reach him on the radio, but immediately thought better of it. Whoever took our people captive would undoubtedly be monitoring the radio frequencies, especially if they found the radios on our people. It would be a good idea to maintain radio silence.


    Just as I was about to put the scope back into my pack, I caught a glimpse of movement from across the overpass. Out of reflex, more than anything else, I found myself reaching for the M-4 that was hanging around my neck. Before I had time to bring the weapon up to my shoulder, I heard the familiar sound of motorcycle engines. I watched in relief as the two motorcycles appeared from around a corner in the road.


    I was glad that Butcher and the other rider hadn’t been here when the others were captured. Not only was it better to have the extra help, it meant that it was confirmed which direction that the others had been taken. They could only be on the army base. Without knowing how many opponents we would be facing once we made it there, it was anyone’s guess if we could pull this off.


    Still, it was better to have four of us instead of just me and the ever-silent Owen. I had no idea how we were going to take on a military base on our own, but we were about to find out. There was no way I was leaving our people behind.


    Not now, not ever.
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    Chapter Twenty


    Desperate Times


    “If trouble comes when you least expect it then maybe


    the thing to do is to always expect it.”


    ― Cormac McCarthy, The Road


    


    Butcher and I put our heads together and started trying to figure out a way to sneak into the base. I wasn’t all that familiar with the surrounding area, but I knew the roads. I had to assume that they had secured the perimeter or the dead would have run over the place like a steamroller. I doubted that they had an entire division of soldiers there, but there had to be enough to secure a defensible area. What we needed was more information.


    “How are we going to get in there?” asked Butcher. “If they had enough men to capture our entire group without firing a shot, then you can bet your ass that we’re outnumbered.”


    “We’re going to have to do a bit of recon,” I said, shaking my head. “We can’t just go walking in there and expect to get away with it. If they took our people captive, there’s no reason to think they won’t do the same to us.”


    “Too bad we don’t have a chopper,” said Butcher. “We could just fly in and take a look.”


    “We’d probably get our asses shot down,” I said, grinning. “We’re going to have to use stealth on this one.”


    “Yeah,” agreed Butcher, “but I’m not so great at the sneaky stuff. I ain’t exactly built for it.”


    He was right, of course. He was much too big to be an effective ninja. He was built more for causing damage than silence. Then again, I wasn’t the most nimble operator in the world, either. It wasn’t going to be a simple task to just slip onto the base and have a look around. For one thing, none of us could pass for a soldier. Then again, I was wearing the uniform that I had been given by the National Guard, complete with the rank of major. The beard wasn’t regulation, but neither was the rest of the world.


    “I have an idea,” I said, frowning. “I might be able to bluff my way inside if I can convince them I’m with the National Guard. I’m not carrying any ID or anything, but it’s not like these are normal circumstances.”


    “Or, they might just shoot you on sight,” said Butcher, shaking his head.


    “That post is massive,” I replied. “If we go in on foot, it’s going to take us a good long time to search it. We can’t use the bikes, either. They’ll hear those a mile away.”


    “Incoming,” said Owen, speaking for the first time.


    I’m not sure which surprised me more, the fact that we had an inbound vehicle or that Owen had spoken. Regardless, I turned and looked towards the post. I could see two vehicles were coming our way. They both looked to be Humvees and I noticed that both of them had a gunner in the turret. My heart nearly skipped a beat, knowing that we were in the open and there was no way we would get into a hiding position before they saw us.


    The two vehicles were driving in single file, but when they swerved and took up positions next to each other I knew that they had seen us. I saw the gunners work the bolts on their weapons and get into a firing position. There was nothing I could do but bring my weapon up to my shoulder and prepare to return fire. Butcher and the others followed my lead and readied their weapons, as well.


    The two Humvees approached to within about fifty yards and came to a stop. The gunners kept us covered, but did not open fire. I was considering our options when a soldier exited one of the Humvees and started walking towards us. He was wearing full combat gear with a helmet. His M-4 was in his hands, but it was not aimed at us.


    He stopped about twenty yards away and held up his left hand with his palm towards us. There was a tense moment where we just stared at each other, not sure what to expect. A quick glance at his uniform and I could see that he was a lieutenant. I couldn’t see his unit patch, but I was willing to bet it would be the same as the dead Sergeant I had seen earlier. They were most-likely Military Police.


    “I would like to talk to you gentlemen, if I could,” he said, slowly raising his other hand away from his weapon.


    Butcher and the others glanced at me and I reluctantly nodded. Slowly, we all lowered our weapons but kept them ready. He might want to talk, but it might also be a trap. Under the watchful gaze of the two men in the turrets, I knew that we weren’t really a match for the two M-240 Bravos that were carefully trained on us. If we acted aggressively, they would cut us to ribbons. We could get the lieutenant, but that would be about it.


    “I assure you,” he added, “if our intent was hostile, we would already have opened fire.”


    “Alright,” I said, pointing my weapon at the ground. “What do you want? You took our people, so you can see why we’re not exactly convinced you’re here just to chat.”


    “Fair enough,” he replied. “I’m Lieutenant Mike McBride. What should I call you?”


    I figured it might be worth a try to pull rank on him. Stealth was no longer an option, since they were already aware of us. I might as well use whatever advantage that I could find. It might work or it might blow up in our faces. Oh well, what the Hel.


    “You can call me Major,” I replied, taking a couple of steps forward. “Major Wylie Grant, Missouri National Guard.”


    “That’s outstanding, sir,” he replied. “It’s good to find more military survivors. Where is the rest of your unit?”


    “We had a FOB set up on the other side of St. Louis,” I replied. “We were overrun by the dead. I managed to escape with three other soldiers, but one of them had been bitten. He turned in our Humvee and killed the other two before I managed to stop it. I flipped our Humvee during the fight.”


    “I’m sorry to hear that, sir,” he replied. “What about the others?”


    “Survivors that I found along the way,” I explained. “I’m the only soldier in the group.”


    “I’d like to ask you all to come with us,” said McBride. “We have shelter and food. We can treat any of your wounded and have a safe area.”


    “What about your chain of command?” I asked warily.


    “We’ve lost contact with anyone outside of this base,” he said. “Our commanding officer is Captain William Parkes. I’m sure that he’ll want to speak to you, as soon as possible.”


    “Understood,” I said, nodding. “I guess that we had better go see your captain. We'll follow along behind you. I’m not leaving my bike behind.”


    “Yes, sir,” he replied. “We need to make it quick. This area is secure at the moment, but the dead are still a major threat. We’ll take point and our other vehicle will bring up the rear. Stay between us and we’ll engage the dead, if needed.”


    “Lead on, Lieutenant,” I said, and turned to head for the bike.


    Butcher and the others followed my lead and soon we were heading back towards the military base. I glanced back at the Humvee behind us and was happy to see that the gunner had turned his turret and was facing behind us. If he had kept his weapon trained on us, it wouldn’t have been a good sign.


    As we rumbled past the main gate, I could see where they had built a heavy gate out of a military truck with a heavy trailer. It could be rolled back and forth across the gap to allow vehicles to pass through. I could also see that there had been heavy fighting defending it. Only four men with a Humvee were guarding it, now. They shut the gate immediately after we passed through it.


    I could see the telltale signs of fighting all along the way into the base. There were wrecked vehicles, both civilian and military, dotting the sides of the road. A few of the buildings were utterly devastated, but others looked remarkably intact. I knew from having been here that normally there were thousands of soldiers and their families stationed here, but it looked like a ghost town now. The only movement seemed to be us.


    When we rolled past the base hospital, I could see that it had taken the worst of the fighting. Just like in a normal town, the wounded would have been brought here. Some of them probably turned here and infected others. Soon the place would have been crawling with the dead. Only the concentrated might of a military detachment had stopped it, but the cost must have been high. The entire building looked bombed out and riddled with bullets.


    We rolled past there and headed into a part of the post that I wasn’t familiar with. I knew that it housed the motor-pools and the armories, but I hadn’t been through there except in passing. When I began to see more fortifications, I knew we had to be getting close to the area that they had sealed off. They had made a secure area around about a dozen buildings using large steel shipping boxes and heavy vehicles.


    I knew that we had to be in the right area when I saw the vehicles from our convoy. I didn’t see any of our people, but at least I knew that they were here. When we pulled into the same parking lot, I braked to a halt beside the Bison and put down my kickstand. Butcher and the others followed my lead, but I could tell that they were nervous about being here. I couldn’t blame them, either. We had just walked into the lion’s den.


    Exiting his Humvee, Lieutenant McBride walked over to us and waited for us to shut down the engines. When we were getting off of the bikes, he nodded towards me and pointed at a building behind us. It looked like it was a storage building, but I could see several men going in and out. I assumed that would be where the captain was.


    “I would like for your men to go with mine and have the doc check them out,” he said, trying desperately not to make it sound like an order. “I need to take you to see the captain immediately.”


    “Go ahead,” I said to Butcher. “I’ll join you shortly.”


    Butcher and his men got off of their bikes and walked away with the soldiers who arrived to escort them. It was a good sign that they didn’t ask for our weapons, but that could either mean that they didn’t mean us any harm or that they were confident enough to let us keep them. Either way, it was time to play this hand for all it was worth.


    “Let’s go, Lieutenant,” I said, nodding.


    As expected, he headed for the building with the activity. As we approached, some of the men watched me warily, but immediately snapped to attention when they saw the oak leaf on my rank insignia. There was still hope that this might turn out to be a good thing. I wasn’t expecting it to, but since the end of the world so few things have turned out to be good that I’ve almost forgotten what it was like.


    When we walked in the door, I could see several men moving around carrying boxes of equipment and supplies. There were two desks in the small room to my left, one had a very frazzled looking captain working on a laptop and at the other was a very angry looking First Sergeant, flipping through paper on a clipboard. Neither of them looked up as I walked into the room.


    “Sir,” said Lieutenant McBride, “May I present, Major Wiley Grant, Missouri National Guard.”


    That got both the Captain and the First Sergeant’s undivided attention. The Captain looked up so fast I thought his glasses would fall off of the end of his nose. The First Sergeant sat the clipboard down and looked me over with keen interest. He was an old soldier, I could tell. From the combat patch on his shoulder, I knew he had seen combat in some interesting places. He wore the patch of the 101st Airborne Division.


    “Major?” said the First Sergeant speculatively. “What’s your MOS[20]?”


    “My primary MOS was 13 Foxtrot,” I replied. “But since I was reactivated by Colonel William Van Aldren, I guess I’m a 31 Bravo[21]. I was brought back on duty by the 3175th Military Police, Missouri National Guard.”


    “How do we know you aren’t just some dumb-fuck who found a uniform?” growled the First Sergeant.


    His name-tag read Masterson. I noted that without comment, but the Captain almost choked at how the First Sergeant had addressed me. I knew that they were both gauging me to see if I really was who I claimed to be. There wasn’t any sort of database he could check, since all of the computer networks were gone. There was no way for them to verify who I was and only my word to go by. I could understand their skepticism.


    “Well,” I began hesitantly, then letting my tone grow menacing, “if I was pulling your fucking chain, I would have been making demands and expecting you to salute me. I don’t give a rusty fuck if you believe me or not. Your men brought me here; I didn’t come looking for you.”


    That took them both by surprise. I don’t think either of them expected an NCO level verbal fusillade from a senior officer. Most officers are too, how should I put it nicely, cultured to use that kind of language. I was an NCO at heart and the only reason I agreed to accept the field promotion from Van Aldren was to ease the transition of command from his troops, not anyone else’s. I would be happy if it helped me get through to these men. If it worked, then so much the better. I needed allies, not enemies.


    Captain Parkes exchanged looks with First Sergeant Masterson and seemed to be seriously thinking over what I had just said. I hadn’t made any demands of them. Also, I didn’t waltz in and start throwing my rank around. If I had done that, they might have believed that I was really a major or they might have shot me on the spot, too.


    “What did you say your MOS was, again,” said the First Sergeant, suspiciously.


    “13 Foxtrot,” I replied. “I was a Forward Observer. I’ve been out of the army for a long time, though. Colonel Van Aldren brought me back as a major because of my experience. He was very short of people with actual combat experience. Most of his surviving unit was just kids.”


    “I know Van Aldren,” said Captain Parkes, slowly removing his glasses and rubbing the bridge of his nose. “But I don’t know you. You can understand our reservations, I’m sure.”


    “Of course,” I replied. “I don’t blame you a bit. Fitzy told me that there might be a few issues with the beard. I guess I should have listened, but frankly I like the damned thing and refuse to let it go.”


    That drew a chuckle from the First Sergeant.


    “How well do you know Fitzy?” he asked, chuckling.


    “He was my First Sergeant during Desert Storm,” I replied. “We’ve been in the sand together.”


    “I’m sorry to hear that old bastard is dead,” said Sergeant Masterson. “He was a good man.”


    “Actually, last I knew he was alive,” I said, grinning. “Me and a few other soldiers held the line while we evac’ed the civilians and the wounded. Fitzy was shot in the shoulder. The son-of-a-bitch refused to get on the chopper, so I socked him one in the jaw. I’m sure he’s gonna kick my ass when he sees me. Van Aldren was alive the last I knew, as well. When FOB Warhorse fell, I’m sure they think I died there.”


    “So what brings you here?” asked Parkes.


    “We’re making our way back to our main encampment,” I explained. “We have a big group there. The survivors that I was accompanying in the bus and other vehicles were coming with me. I met up with them in St. Louis.”


    “Van Aldren’s alive?” asked Parkes, incredulous.


    “Affirmative,” I replied.


    I had to stop myself from saying “sir” since Majors don’t address Captains as sir.


    “It’s my plan to get everyone to our camp and continue to defend against the dead,” I replied. “There are more bad things coming, too.”


    I spent the next half hour explaining to them about the comets that hit the moon. I left out the parts that I knew applied to Ragnarok, because I doubted that they would believe it. I did, however, tell them everything that Shura had told me. If we didn’t find good shelter in the next few weeks, then the cold would kill us all.


    When I explained to them about the POMCUS cache, I could see both of their faces light up. I wasn’t sure if it was because of the equipment or the location. I knew that they were still wondering if they could trust me and I was wondering the same thing about them. If they really were on our side, then they should be showing it. I needed to know that we were not going to end up fighting them.


    “So, how many men do you have here?” I asked.


    I gauged their reaction, knowing that if they refused to answer me then it was not a good indication of how far I could trust them. When the Captain didn’t hesitate before he answered me, I knew it was a good sign.


    “We have three platoons of men,” he said. “Not much left of our original compliment, but it’s all we have. We were designated to cover the rear while they evacuated the post. We were supposed to be the last unit out, but no one returned for us. We lost radio contact with our chain of command months ago. We’ve been on our own ever since.”


    “If you don’t mind me asking,” I said, cautiously, “how are you set for equipment?”


    “Oh we have plenty of vehicles,” he explained. “They could only take what they could evac quickly by air. We have a decent quantity of weapons and ammo, but they took most of the food. We’ve been scrounging the area for supplies.”


    “I think we can handle that,” I replied. “The POMCUS has more than enough to feed a battalion for months. Between your men and ours, that should easily hold us through the coming bad weather.”


    “Alright, Major,” said Parkes, standing up and smiling. “I think we’re convinced. If you’ll have us, I’ll gladly turn my command over to you and Colonel Van Aldren. What do you need us to do?”


    “We need to get your people and mine loaded and ready for transport,” I answered. “We need to get past that mine field along the interstate and get moving.”


    Something was gnawing at the back of my brain. There was something screaming a warning about this place when we first got past the road block; something that all of us noticed and were concerned about. If it wasn’t the Captain and his men, then what on earth was it? There was still something that was making the short hairs on the back of my neck stand up.


    “What kind of danger from the dead have you been having around here lately?” I asked, glancing around the office.


    “Well, initially we had severe trouble keeping them out during the evacuation,” explained Parkes, “but the last few days have been really quiet. It is almost like something else got their attention.”


    The Hrimthurssar must have called in the dead for as far as their powers could reach. I doubted that they needed that many of them just to take us on in St. Louis, so there had to be a bigger target in mind. There had to be something in this area that they needed the dead to protect. Otherwise, there wasn’t really an explanation for why the dead just lost interest. In my experience, they just didn’t do that for any reason.


    “Are there any other facilities on this base that I need to be aware of?” I asked, dreading the answer.


    This time, they did exchange wary looks. I knew that there was something here that they either didn’t want to talk about, or were ordered not to. Either way, I intended to find out just what it was. If it was a threat to us all, then I damned sure needed to know about it. Besides that, old security clearances no longer mattered. There was nothing left of our chain of command and no one left to report it to, anyway.


    “Whatever the Hel it is,” I began, anger rising in my voice, “we need to address it right fucking now. I don’t give a shit about my clearance level. If it’s a danger to us, I need to know.”


    “Alright,” said Captain Parkes, frowning. “One of the tasks my unit was given was protecting the research facility beneath the base.”


    “What research facility?” I asked. “I was stationed here in the late eighties and I never heard about a facility beneath the base.”


    “Most people don’t know it’s there,” explained the First Sergeant. “Most people aren’t cleared to know.”


    “What kind of research?” I asked, tensing for bad news.


    “It’s not even directly under the command of Fort Leonard Wood,” said Captain Parkes. “Technically, it falls under the directives of USAMRIID[22].”


    “Oh fuck,” I muttered. “You have a bio-lab underneath this facility?”


    “It’s contained, I assure you,” replied Parkes.


    I immediately thought of the base where the Stalkers came from. There was no way that was a coincidence. That lab was hidden beneath the recreation center for Fort Leonard Wood at Lake of the Ozarks. If they had similar or duplicate research going on here, then there could be any number of Stalkers beneath our feet. It might also explain where the Hrimthurssar got more of them. If it was, then we had big problems.


    “Are you certain it’s secure?” I snapped, my adrenalin levels spiking.


    “I’m certain,” said Parkes. “They went to full lockdown when this outbreak happened. Nothing gets in or out of there.”


    “Are there people still down there?” I asked, already fairly certain that I knew the answer to that one.


    “They sealed the doors and won’t respond to us,” said Masterson. “We’ve tried numerous times to get into contact with them. They either can’t or won’t talk to us. If something got loose down there, it’s sealed inside.”


    “Do you have any idea what they were working on down there?” I asked, flattening my hands on the Captain’s desk.


    “None,” said Parkes. “We weren’t cleared for access. We were assigned perimeter security. We were never allowed inside.”


    “Son of a bitch,” I whispered. “I think I know what they were working on.”


    I went on to explain about the facility I had found where the Stalkers were created. I told them how they had sealed the doors and would not allow us access, even under threat of using explosives to force our way inside. If this facility was doing the same or similar research, then we were in a lot of trouble. Undoubtedly, this facility was much larger than the one at the recreation center at the lake.


    “Where is the entrance located?” I asked.


    “Near the air strip,” replied Masterson. “That way they could move shipments in and out by plane and very few people would even know they were here.”


    “Can we get to it or is it blocked by the dead?” I asked, a cold feeling gripping my stomach like a vice.


    “We lost the air strip to the dead some time ago,” explained the First Sergeant. “We haven’t been able to get anywhere near the place for weeks.”


    “How close can you get me?” I asked, turning for the door.


    “We have a guard tower at the edge of our secure area,” said Parkes. “You should be able to see it with binoculars from there.”


    “That will do for now,” I said, heading for the door. “Which way is it to the tower.”


    “I’ll take you,” said the First Sergeant, reaching for his hat.


    We headed out the door at a brisk pace and I fell into step beside the First Sergeant. Instantly, I fell into synch with his pace and it almost struck me funny that after all of these years, I still fell into that habit.


    Instead of heading for a Humvee, we headed across the secured area at a trot. We ran past four large buildings that looked like they had been used for storage and then past another building that was obviously the motor pool. I counted a dozen Humvees and six MRAPs[23]. There were about a dozen of the M1078 standard cargo trucks. All in all, we were well set for vehicles.


    We ran up to the big barrier that they had around their perimeter. They had made an observation tower out of a steel cargo box and plating. It wasn’t pretty, but it served its purpose. I headed for the ladder that led up to the top. First Sergeant Masterson hit the ladder before me and headed up without hesitation.


    By the time I had reached the top, he was already glassing the area with a set of binoculars. I pulled my telescope out of my pack and extended it. Bring it up to my eye, I started sweeping the same direction that he was searching and felt the blood in my veins turn to ice water. There, on the far side of several rows of barracks, I could see the air strip. Scattered around the area were hundreds, possibly thousands, of the dead.


    They were just standing there, surrounding the area. They covered all possible approaches to one building in particular. I knew without a doubt that was the building that housed the entrance to the facility. The dead weren’t trying to gain access. In fact, if I had to guess, they were there to prevent anyone else from gaining access.


    “Fuck,” I whispered.


    “My thoughts exactly,” agreed Masterson. “What the fuck do you think is going on over there?”


    “My guess,” I said, closing my telescope, “I would say that they are there to keep us out of the area. Whatever is going on down there, the dead are keeping us away from it.”


    “Are you sure?” asked Masterson. “Maybe they’re trying to find a way inside.”


    “They aren’t facing the building,” I pointed out. “They’re facing outward.”


    “What the hell can control them like that?” he asked, lowering his own binoculars.


    “I could explain it to you, but I doubt you’d believe it,” I said, shaking my head.


    “Six months ago, I never would have believed the dead would come back and fuck everything up, either,” he said, glancing at me out of the corner of his eye.


    “Good point,” I said. “Come on. I’ll tell you and the Captain at the same time. That way I don’t have to do it twice.”


    With that, we headed back towards the office. We walked this time, each lost in our own thoughts. I was sure that he was thinking I was out of my mind, but the evidence was right in front of him. If they could believe me about the Hrimthurssar, then they might understand the urgency of the situation. If they didn’t, then they might think I’m insane and not want to risk following me back to Bennett Springs.


    Yeah, this couldn’t end badly at all.
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    Chapter Twenty One


    Under Siege


    “It doesn't take a hero to order men into battle.


    It takes a hero to be one of those men who goes into battle.”


    - Norman Schwarzkopf


    


    After a long explanation of the difference between the Einherjar and the Hrimthurssar, I was sure that they were going to have me shot for being a lunatic. They both sat in silence for a long moment without saying anything. I could see that they were both thinking about what I had said. I wasn’t sure if they believed me or not. I wasn’t sure if I would have believed me, if I had been in their shoes.


    I stood there, waiting for them to say something and sweating bullets. I didn’t have a shred of proof or evidence to back my story. There wasn’t any reason for them to take me at my word, nor was there much hope really. After I thought about it, I realized just how crazy it had to seem to them. Not only did it disagree with everything that they had been told in school, it also fell completely outside their religious beliefs.


    I was ready for the worst, but not sure what I was going to do if it happened. Could I fight these men for the simple reason that they didn’t believe me? I knew that I had to do something, because I promised I would get these people to the POMCUS before the Fimbul Winter set in. By my calculations, the time for that was running out swiftly. If we were lucky, it was only a matter of a few weeks before the temperatures dropped far enough that it would start to snow. It wouldn’t quit for three years.


    “Suppose we believe you,” started Parkes, “What then? Do we just take your word for it and attack the underground facility?”


    “No,” I replied. “The last thing I want to do is engage them. I want to get the fuck out of here before they come after us.”


    “And these rimthusser guys,” said Masterson. “Are they just going to let us walk out of here?”


    “It’s Hrimthurssar,” I corrected, “and no, I doubt it. If they know we’re here, they will try to destroy us. We either need to get the fuck out of here right now, or be prepared for them to hit us.”


    Bursting through the door, a soldier came running in with a panicked look on his face. He was obviously out of breath and sweating profusely.


     “Sir!” he wheezed. “We have a chopper inbound.”


     We all headed out the door at a run and heard the beating of the rotors for ourselves. I could tell from the sound of the blades that it was a military chopper. Civilian choppers sound totally different. From the sound of it, I would guess it was a Blackhawk. I would know that sound in my sleep.


     I looked up to see that it wasn’t going to land inside our perimeter. From the looks of it, it was heading for the air strip. If they landed there, they would be swarmed by the dead and ripped to pieces. We had to do something to stop them before it was too late. Hopefully, the pilot would see the danger and not land. We couldn’t take that chance, though. We had to warn them.


     “Get me a radio,” I bellowed as we ran for the tower.


    The soldier reached into the pocket on his vest and handed me a SINCGARS handset. I wasn’t sure what frequency that the pilot would be on, I just hoped that I would find the right one in time. The lives of everyone on board that chopper depended on it. Selecting the emergency broadcast frequency, I keyed up the mic and began transmitting.


    “Unidentified helo, this is Major Grant,” I called. “Do you copy, over?”


    Static returned over the comm, so I tried again.


    “Helo, do you read?” I yelled. “You cannot land at the air strip, over?”


    Just as I was about to give up and try a different frequency, I heard a voice crackle from the handset. I stood there with my mouth open when I realized that I knew that voice. The blood in my veins ran cold and I nearly dropped the radio.


    “Hello, Grant,” said Grimnir. “Nice of you to be concerned, but I assure you that we are in no danger.”


    “Son-of-a-bitch,” I whispered.


    “Who is that guy?” asked Masterson.


    “That’s the asshole I told you about that I fought at the Arch,” I replied. “I thought I’d seen the last of that prick.”


    “Apparently not,” said Captain Parkes. “He sounds alive to me.”


    “I’m sorry to deprive you of your victory, Grant,” said Grimnir in a smarmy tone. “But once I gain access to this facility, I plan to deprive you of more than that. I will have more than enough power at my command to finish you off, once and for all.”


    “Yeah,” I replied, “keep telling yourself that. I beat you once, I’ll do it again.”


    “I’m done fighting you directly,” he replied. “This time you will find out what we are truly capable of.”


    I climbed the ladder as fast as I could and pulled my telescope from my pack. Bringing it up to my eye, I watched the Blackhawk circle, then land in a spot that the dead had cleared for it. Then I watched in horror as not only Grimnir and Vigdis emerged from the chopper, but three other Hrimthurssar that I hadn’t seen before.


    The three were all nearly as big as Grimnir and carrying massive weapons. Not only did they carry heavy melee weapons, they also had guns and armor on as well. One of them carried a massive spiked mace while the second one had a large battle axe. The third one carried a long spear and war-hammer stuck in his belt. They exited the aircraft and headed straight for the building that housed the entrance to the facility.


    “Look at those sons-of-bitches,” muttered First Sergeant Masterson. “Those bastards are massive. They’re bigger than the guy who was driving that big black truck.”


    I turned and looked at the captain. He was putting down his own binoculars and shaking his head. They had both seen how the dead followed their commands and parted for them to pass through. There was the proof that they needed to believe me. If they still doubted what I had told them, they certainly didn’t act like it.


    “So now what?” asked Parkes. “If these Hrimthurssar get inside there, what happens next?”


    “They will use whatever is in there to kill all of us,” I answered darkly. “But they won’t stop with that. They will continue until all of humanity is either dead or turned into the living dead.”


    “How do we stop them?” asked Masterson.


    “We find a way to beat them before they gain access to that compound,” I said. “If we can cut them down, we might stand a chance.”


    “But there are thousands of the dead over there under their control,” said Parkes. “We don’t have the manpower to take on that many of the dead.”


    “We may not have much choice in that,” said Masterson. “The dead are coming this way.”


    “How long before they have us surrounded?” I asked.


    “Not long,” he replied. “There’s no way we can get everyone loaded and moving in time. This place is about to be under siege.”


    “Sound the alarm and get everyone who can fight out here and armed,” I yelled. “Get them moving, NOW!”


    The First Sergeant shouted, “You heard the man, get moving!”


    Two soldiers ran for the makeshift barracks and the alarm was raised. In seconds, men and women began pouring out of buildings while pulling on combat gear and carrying weapons. First Sergeant Masterson sent one of his men to gather my people and get them armed. We were going to need everyone before this was over.


    By the time everyone had been roused from buildings and grabbed their gear, the dead were already moving to surround us. The First Sergeant had been correct. There was no way that we would have had enough time to evacuate. It was time for battle.


    As we all began taking places on the perimeter, Captain Parkes began organizing the civilians who couldn’t fight into ammo teams. They might not be combatants, but they could bring ammo and water to those who were going to be doing the fighting. There was no time for conscientious objectors in this fight. You either did your best to help in this battle or we would all join the ranks of the dead.


    I fully expected the dead to try to scale the walls, but was shocked to find that they only surrounded us and blocked off all possible means of escape. Once they were in position, they just stood there awaiting further instructions. We were trapped like rats and there was nothing we could do about it.


    I glanced over at the vehicles. There were enough Humvees and MRAPs to get most of the people inside of them, but there was no way that we were going to smash our way through that many of the dead. Not without a tank or something heavy. The problem was that we didn’t have any tanks or bulldozers. What we did have was The Bison.


    “What about busting out of here?” I asked, looking over at the Captain.


    “Possible,” he said. “But won’t they just follow us?”


    “Yeah, they will,” I replied. “We need to not only break through, but to cause enough damage to the dead to make sure pursuit isn’t really a concern.”


    “How do we do that?” asked First Sergeant Masterson. “That would take a shit-load of explosives. We just don’t have that much on hand.”


    “What about the power plant?” asked Captain Parkes. “That should have more than enough boom for the job.”


    “I thought the base was supplied by off-site generators?” I said, shaking my head.


    “Not the base generators,” explained Parkes. “I meant the generator to the research lab. Not only could we deal a massive blow to the dead, but we could prevent them from getting access to the lab’s research.”


    “We can’t get to the entrance,” I said, frowning. “Let alone get inside before they do.”


    “That might not be true,” said Parkes. “There could be a way inside, but we’ll have to send a small group. There’s a ventilation shaft that we had to check and verify it was secure. If we can get in through that, we should have access to the facility.”


    “Where is it?” I asked, smiling hopefully.


    “Behind the post hospital,” said Masterson.


    “Then how the fuck are we supposed to get to it?” I said, angrily.


    “There’s a way out of here, but it’s risky,” said Parkes. “There’s a maintenance tunnel that runs from the motor pool building to the far side of the parade grounds. It opens beneath the main supply building.”


    “How is that risky?” I asked.


    “We’ve never cleared it,” answered Masterson. “We sealed our end and put heavy equipment in the way so it couldn’t be forced open. For all we know, the tunnels might be crawling with the dead.”


    “Alright,” I said, nodding. “It’s worth a shot. I’ll take a small team and try it. If we get through, we’ll head for the air shaft. Does anyone know how to overload the power plant once we get to it?”


    “Lieutenant McBride should be able to do it,” said Parkes. “He was a combat engineer before all this started.”


    “Alright, I need to keep the group small,” I said. “We’ll need to be able to move fast and silent, if we have a shot at pulling this off.”


    “I can send any of my men with you that you need,” said Parkes.


    “I’ve got someone else in mind,” I said. “Let’s go talk to my people.”


    We headed over towards the motor pool building and found where they had set up a staging area. Christina Wilder had taken over the logistics of ammo and supply distribution for the defense. She had them all organized into teams and had pre-loaded several push carts to deliver whatever was needed. They all looked up and smiled when I walked up.


    “Wylie,” called Christina. “It’s good to see you, finally. I guess you’ve been busy, though.”


    “A little bit,” I said, smiling. “I need to talk to everyone.”


    “I’ll get everyone together,” she said, and started making arrangements.


    In very short order, everyone was assembled and waiting for me to begin speaking. I stood there and waited until everyone was quiet and focused on me to begin. I explained what was going on and what we had planned. They all listened with rapt attention and waited until I was finished before they asked questions. That was good because it let me get through the briefing as fast as possible.


    “Who is going with you?” asked Bergelmir.


    “Well, I was planning on taking you, Marko and Butcher,” I said. “We are all well versed in guns and melee weapons.”


    “What about me?” asked Bridgett. “You said that I’m one of the Einherjar, too. If you are all going, then so am I.”


    I wanted to tell her that I didn’t want her to go or that she wasn’t ready, but that wasn’t fair. She was Einherjar, so I couldn’t deny her the chance to earn her place. Despite the fact that she was younger than my son, I knew that if Odin had chosen her then I had no right to second guess that.


    “Alright,” I agreed reluctantly. “You’re in. But you follow my lead and if I say run, you’d better damned well run.”


    “Fine,” she said, grinning. “But I’m still going.”


    I sent one of the soldiers to get us each one of the portable SINCGARS handsets and set them all to the same encrypted frequency. I set one to the same frequency for both the Captain and the First Sergeant. Then we all set to loading out our equipment and double checking our weapons. My own weapons were loaded out to capacity and I replaced the inserts in my body armor.


    With interceptor vests, helmets and full combat gear on all of us, we looked more like a commando team than five of the chosen of Odin. Suddenly, this seemed like the course of action that we had been destined to take from the beginning. After all, there were now five of the Hrimthurssar as well. It was time for a reckoning.


    Once our equipment had all been checked and double checked, we headed for the basement of the motor pool. It took several minutes to remove all of the heavy equipment that they had stacked in front of the tunnel entrance, but once it was clear we took up positions and got ready to move.


    “Alright,” I said, nodding at the group. “Me, Marko and Lieutenant McBride will take the lead and engage whatever targets we encounter. Bergelmir and Butcher, you cover our backs.”


    “What about me?” asked Bridgett.


    “You stay in the middle,” I said. “I want you clear to assist with whichever team needs it. If we run into too much resistance in the tunnel, you can help us cover our fallback to the doors.”


    “Got it,” she said, scowling.


    I knew she thought that I was still coddling her, and maybe I was to an extent. But the truth of the matter was that I knew those of us in front were the best with firearms. Bergelmir and Butcher were our heavy hitters and could cover our backs with either blade or gun. Bridgett wasn’t much of a shot with a gun but she was lethal with her bow, and for that she would need room to fire.


    Switching on our tactical lights mounted beneath the barrels of our weapons, I nodded for them to open the door to the tunnel. With a groan of rusty metal, the doors swung outward and revealed the darkness of a concrete tunnel beyond. There were pipes mounted to the walls and lights mounted every ten feet. The problem was that the power was off and the tunnel was in complete darkness.


    I noticed that the tunnel ran off in both directions, so I swept to the left while Marko and McBride swept to the right. My tunnel was clear as far as I could see and I didn’t hear gunfire erupt behind me so I assumed it was clear that way as well.


    “Clear!” I snapped.


    “Clear,” replied both Marko and McBride.


    “Which way?” I asked, glancing at McBride.


    “Left,” he said, pointing the direction that I was covering.


    “Let’s move out,” I said, and began walking in a slow tactical advance.


    The tunnel was wide enough that the three of us could walk abreast of each other and cover more area. Other than the sounds of our footfalls and breathing, the only sound in the tunnel was the steady dripping of water. Behind us, the doors began to groan as they locked them behind us. I could hear the locks being dropped into place and knew that we were now sealed inside. If we had to come back this way in a hurry, I hoped that they could get those doors open fast enough to let us in before we were swarmed.


    We continued to advance and I could see an intersection coming up about twenty yards ahead of us. I had assumed that the tunnel was a straight shot to the supply building, but there seemed to be a network of tunnels down here. I glanced over at McBride and got his attention.


    “How many tunnels are down here?” I whispered.


    “I’ve never been down here before,” he said, “but they date back to World War Two. They connect most of the original buildings.”


    “Try not to get us lost,” I said, grimly.


    “Will do, sir,” he replied. “If the map is correct, we just keep going straight.”


    I slowed down as we approached the intersection and motioned for everyone to stop. I motioned for Marko to check to the right while I panned to the left. I held up three fingers and shook my hand slowly as I counted down. After I reached one, we both stepped out into the corridor and started sweeping the tunnels.


    I froze when I saw there were undead crouched over, eating rats. They looked up with glazed eyes when the light took them by surprise. I shot the first two before the third one had time to react. When it did, its lips curled back revealing blackened gums with ragged bits of flesh still stuck between the teeth. The way it opened its mouth, I knew instantly it was a Shrieker.


    Before it had the chance to release its blood-curdling scream, I shot it in the forehead and emptied the contents of its skull onto the concrete wall behind hit. I was about to say clear when I heard Marko’s M-4 open fire. I had the only suppressed weapon and the sudden sharp report of the 5.56mm round in the confined space was nearly deafening. A second M-4 engaged and in seconds they ceased firing as silence again reclaimed the darkened tunnels.


    “Clear,” I heard Marko say.


    “Clear,” echoed McBride.


    Before I could say anything, the stillness was shattered by the sound of distant Shriekers taking up the alarm. I turned and cocked my head to the side. It seemed to be coming from all directions. There wasn’t a clear path, now.


    “Go forward or go back?” asked Marko in a worried tone.


    “Fuck it,” I replied. “Any direction we go, we fight. Might as well keep moving forward.”


    With that, we headed out at a much faster pace. Stealth was a moot point, now. The dead knew we were there and it was much better to move fast than to wait for them to come find us. We continued down the tunnel, slowing only to check the occasional side tunnel. Fortunately, we didn’t find any dead in the immediate area, but we could hear them coming. From the sound of the approaching feet, there were more than a few Sprinters down here with us. We needed to move faster.


    As we came to a turn in the tunnel, I could see a set of stairs that led up to our right while the tunnel turned sharply to the left. I could hear a lot more of the dead coming from around the bend. I didn’t know exactly how many there would be, but I was pretty sure that I didn’t want to find out.


    “Up the stairs,” said McBride, heading up two at a time.


    Marko and I took up positions at the bottom of the stairs and sent the others up. Bergelmir started to stand beside me, but I sent him on.


    “I need you up there to get those doors open,” I said, nodding. “You’re the strongest.”


    Bergelmir scowled, but complied. He headed up the stairs, with Butcher walking up behind him. Once they were all on the stairs, Marko and I began backing up slowly, keeping our weapons trained on the bend in the tunnel. At the first landing, we paused to take better aim. Behind us, I could hear Bergelmir straining against the steel doors. From the sound of the protesting metal, they might not have been opened since the end of World War Two.


    Suddenly, the dead began to pour around the corner. They just seemed to keep coming. They were made up of mostly Sprinters and were eating up the ground between us with frightening speed.


    “They’re here!” called Marko. “Get those fucking doors open!”


    We began engaging targets with as much accuracy as we could muster. For every one we dropped, three more seemed to take their place. Above us, I could hear the others engaging the dead with their own weapons. Marko and I began falling back, moving as fast as we dared without looking where we were going.


    “Changing mags!” called Marko.


    “Covering!” I bellowed.


    Marko dropped his empty magazine and shoved it into his cargo pocket. Instantly he replaced it with a full one and dropped the bolt. He began firing again, just as my weapon clicked empty and the bolt locked back.


    “I’m out!” I called. “Changing mags!”


    “Covering,” he replied.


    I dropped my empty and shoved a fresh one in, releasing them both all in one swift motion. I opened fire on the dead that were now advancing up the stairs, nearly reaching the first landing. Above us I knew there was one more landing, and then the door was up one final flight of stairs. If they didn’t get those doors open by the time we reached the next landing, we were going to have to hold the line. We couldn’t back up anymore without getting in the way of the other shooters.


    Just as we were reaching the second landing, I heard the shrieking of metal and a grunt of effort as Bergelmir shoved the massive steel doors open. Light flooded in from above us. I knew that we had only seconds to get through those doors and get them shut before the dead arrived. We wouldn’t be able to force the doors shut against that many of them if we didn’t get them closed in time.


    “We’re through!” called McBride from above us.


    “Go!” I shouted to Marko.


    Without hesitation, he turned and sprinted up the remaining stairs. I began backing up the remaining stairs as fast as I could go while maintaining my rate of fire. My magazine clicked empty just as I reached the doorway and I could see my shadow on the concrete from the light behind me. I could also see that the dead were nearly on top of us. Despite our best attempts, they were only a few steps behind me.


    “Duck!” bellowed Bergelmir.


    Without hesitation, I threw myself to the ground and heard a roar as Bergelmir threw something. In the light from above, I could see it was a large wooden crate. It struck the lead Sprinters and took them backwards down the stairs. Then Bergelmir grabbed me roughly by the ankle and dragged me through the doors.


    Instantly, the others began shoving the massive steel doors shut. The metal groaned in protest as they fought valiantly to force them closed. Bergelmir threw his might in behind them and the thick steel doors slammed shut. McBride shot the bolts home and we all began piling heavy wooden crates against them.


    By the time we had the third crate in place, we could hear the slapping as dozens of hands began beating against the other side of the door. We all stood for a moment and caught our breath, fighting to control our heavy breathing. We were all exhausted, but we were alive. It might not have been the best escape, but we made it. That was good enough.


    “Where the fuck are we?” asked Marko, still breathing heavily.


    “Primary Supply,” replied McBride. “Uniforms, boots, and shit like that. We searched this building a while back. We took everything we could use and left a ton of old BDU’s and black boots. This is all stuff that was destined for an Army Surplus store.”


    I could see the markings on the crates backed up what McBride had said. I could see listings for uniforms, field jackets, boots and sleeping bags. I hated to see all of this go to waste, but we had bigger things on our plate. We had to get inside that facility and set the power plant to overload. I just hoped that it wasn’t nuclear.


    “How close are we to the hospital,” I asked, looking around.


    “About four blocks,” said McBride. “Down the road past the Commissary and the Main PX[24] and across the street is the Hospital. We’re going to have to get behind it.”


    “Just how big is this complex?” asked Marko.


    “I’ve never been inside,” explained McBride, “but I am given to understand that it’s massive.”


    “Just tell me that the power plant isn’t a nuclear reactor,” I said, glancing around nervously.


    “Geothermal,” said McBride. “It should make one hell of a boom when I overload it.”


    “How big of a boom?” I asked, turning to face him.


    “If it back flushes throughout the system,” he said, frowning, “it should take out the entire facility.”


    “Won’t that take out the entire base?” asked Marko.


    The lieutenant seemed to consider that for a moment before answering. It was as if he hadn’t considered what the damage would be above ground.


    “Well,” he said, shaking his head, “if it gets the fuel tanks by the airport and the vehicle fuel storage depot, then it will be catastrophic. The entire post will go up with it.”


    “Son-of-a-bitch,” breathed Butcher. “We need to not be here when it goes then.”


    “Agreed,” I said, nodding. “How long of a delay will we have when you set it to overload?”


    “Not long,” he said. “Five minutes at the most. Probably less.”


    “Well, then we’re going to have to time this closely,” I replied. “We’ll need to advise the others to be ready to roll out as soon as we give the go signal.”


    “How are we going to get out?” asked Bridgett.


    “I’ll tell them to leave our motorcycles at the hospital,” I said. “We can exit and run for the bikes. If I am right, we should be on the bikes in three minutes or less depending on how much resistance we run into.”


    “If we time it right, we can jump on the convoy as it exits the base,” said Marko.


    “That’s one ride we don’t want to miss,” said Butcher.


    McBride headed away from the group and began relaying instructions over the radio. When he returned he told me that they were already loading the vehicles and preparing to move. When they had everything packed and ready to roll, we would hit the generator. I wanted us to wait here until they gave us the all clear to move. It wouldn’t be good for us to set off the generator before they were ready.


    We sat for almost half an hour, reloading our weapons and double checking equipment. Once all of that was done, we headed for the upper part of the warehouse. I wanted to get a look around and find the clearest path to the hospital as possible. We couldn’t afford to get bogged down in fighting the dead. If we didn’t make it to the vent shaft, everything was lost. Too much hinged on us completing this mission to fail now.


    A few minutes later, we got a signal from First Sergeant Masterson that they were loaded and ready to roll. They were keeping a few men on the walls to make it look like they were still ready to defend against the dead. That way, if the Hrimthurssar were watching, they wouldn’t suspect what we were planning. At least I hoped that they wouldn’t. That would change everything, if they did.


    We set out from the warehouse and followed a line of buildings that headed roughly in the direction of the hospital. There were a few buildings that looked totally abandoned, but several where we could see movement through the windows. It was undoubtedly the dead.


    Curtains fluttered through shattered windows and the only sound we heard was the wind as it whispered through the ghost of what was once one of the most active military posts in the Midwest. Only the dead remained here, now. This was no longer a place for the living. If the Hrimthurssar had their way, there would be no room left for the living anywhere on earth. This had to end here.


    I motioned for the others to stay behind me as much as possible, since I was the only one with a suppressed weapon. I would engage first and try to eliminate the targets with as little noise as possible. If they had to engage with their weapons, it would call every undead in the area down on us. It might also alert the Hrimthurssar to our presence. Stealth was now more critical than it had ever been before. We had to get through.


    As we crept past the Commissary building, I could see where the windows had been busted out and the place had been thoroughly raided by scavengers. Several vehicles were left behind in the parking lot, looking like burned out echoes of what they had once been. There was so much death and destruction everywhere we looked, it was hard to believe anyone had survived here.


    The Main PX wasn’t in any better shape. The front had been smashed open by what looked like someone driving a vehicle through the entrance. I could see a few of the dead milling around inside the building, but we had no need to go in. It was in our best interests to not be seen. Although it would take us out of our way, I decided to go around behind the building rather than risk exposure. I was glad that I did.


    As we were creeping around to the back of the building, I could see where the loading dock doors had been ripped open as well. I glanced inside and could see all the way through the store. In the darkened interior, silhouetted against the light coming in from the other side was the movement of dozens of the dead. If we had gone around the front, they would have undoubtedly seen us. At the back, we could crouch beneath the loading dock and sneak past them.


    When we reached the street that ran between the PX and the Hospital, I could see a few abandoned cars but no sign of the dead. I briefly considered going across one at a time, but dismissed it. We crouched low and headed off together, moving fast and staying between the cars.


    As we passed between two vehicles, I could see one of the dead watching us as we passed. It was seat-belted into the driver’s side of a little pick-up. As it opened its mouth, I wasn’t sure if it was going to screech or not, so I snap fired a single round through the windshield and into its face. It slumped immediately down against the steering wheel and didn’t raise back up. I couldn’t risk it being a Shrieker. Marko nodded at me in approval and we continued on.


    We slipped through some shrubs and into a parking lot behind the hospital. I could see movement in some of the open windows in the upper floors, but nothing on the ground. I knew that we had to move slowly and stay low or the dead inside would see us. If they were to scream or attack, we would be in a lot of trouble.


    It took us almost fifteen minutes to sneak up to the back of the building. There were several ventilation units back there, so I had to look at McBride to see if he knew which one it was. It was smart to hide it here with all the others. Who would think to look for the ventilation duct for a secret facility in among all the ventilation units for a large hospital?


    McBride checked his notes, and then took us over to the farthest unit away from us. We knelt down beside it and hid between the units. McBride leaned close to me and whispered in my ear so our voices wouldn’t carry.


    “This is it,” he said, pointing at the unit. “We need to remove the lock and open the deck. I have enough rope in my pack that we can climb down inside.”


    Duck-walking over to the locking mechanism, I looked at the lock and shook my head. It was a massive padlock that had long since rusted shut. I knew I didn’t have any bolt cutters and couldn’t risk shooting the lock. We needed a way to either break or open that lock that wouldn’t alert all the dead in the building.


    While I was studying the lock, Bergelmir crouched beside me and began looking over my shoulder. He thought about it for a moment before motioning for me to step aside. I wasn’t sure what he was going to do, but I wasn’t coming up with anything else. Stepping out of the way, I watched him remove a long dagger from his belt and slide the blade through the open part of the lock.


    With a glance at me, he began turning the knife over and twisting the lock around and around. He gripped the flat of the blade with one hand and the handle with the other, then kept twisting. He kept the pace slow but steady, and in a few minutes had reduced the steel locking mechanism to a broken wreck. When the steel hasp snapped, it didn’t much noise.


    We all glanced around anyway; just to make certain that the noise hadn’t attracted any unwanted attention. We sat in silence for a long while, waiting to make certain that nothing was coming. Once we were satisfied, Bergelmir and I stood up and lifted the big steel grating that covered the vent.


    We sat it quietly on the ground and then lifted the fan out of the way. Beneath the fan was an airshaft that led straight down. It was wide enough for us all to fit, but it wasn’t going to be a comfortable passage for Bergelmir. He might lose a bit of skin on some of the edges, but I was sure that he would make it.


    “Alright,” I said. “McBride, tie off that rope. I’ll go down first and you can all follow behind me. I would leave some of you up here, but I have the feeling we’re going to be fighting our way out of there.”


    “I will come last,” said Bergelmir. “I will cover you all.”


    With that settled, I threaded the rope around my waist and started to step inside. Just as I was about to step into the shaft, I saw the scared look on Bridgett’s face.


    “You ok, kiddo?” I asked.


    “I don’t like heights,” she said, glancing down the shaft. “I don’t want to fall.”


    “You won’t,” I said smiling. “I’ve seen you dance. You’re too graceful to fall.”


    “But that’s dancing,” she replied, shakily.


    “So is this,” I said, pointing at the shaft. “Just different footwork. Watch your footing, don’t make a misstep and keep moving down. You’ll be fine.”


    “Are you sure?” she asked, trying to smile.


    “I’m sure,” I replied. “Besides, I’m going first. If you fall, I’ll catch you. I promise.”


    “Ok,” she said, grinning. “I trust you.”


    “You come right after me,” I said. “I’ll be waiting for you at the bottom.”


    With that, I slipped into the shaft and took up the slack on the rope. Easing into the descent, I let out the rope slowly and watched my movements. I didn’t want to start to twist on the way down. I kept a close eye on the shafts that I passed on my way, but didn’t see any sign of the dead. After what felt like an hour, I finally felt something solid beneath my feet.


    Holding onto the rope with one hand, I pulled my flashlight off of my belt and clicked it on. The plate below my feet was a vent cover that opened into a dark room. It looked like a relay room for the air handlers. There were other shafts that led off of this room with large filters and fans over them all. There was no sign of movement inside.


    Holding my breath for the noise I knew was about to come, I kicked downward and knocked the vent open. To my relief it swung downward on a hinge, swinging back and forth. The noise had thankfully been minimal.


    Letting out more slack on the rope, I descended to the floor and unhooked myself from it. Then I did a quick search of the room with the light, seeing nothing but a door and a small control console for the air moving equipment. I smiled when I realized I was in a maintenance access way.


    Taking out my radio, I activated the set and squelched twice. That was the signal that all was clear. I didn’t want to risk talking out loud until I was sure that there was nothing beyond the door. We couldn’t risk discovery this quickly. I already figured it was going to be a fight to get clear once we set the overload in action.


    I waited beneath the shaft and did as promised. When Bridgett’s legs emerged from the shaft, I caught her and lowered her to the ground. She smiled broadly when she saw me, relief evident on her face that the hands that grabbed her didn’t belong to the undead.


    “Thanks,” she whispered.


    I just nodded and hit the squelch twice more. Taking up station by the door, I knelt down and readied my M-4. I listened for any sound of movement on the other side while I waited for the others to arrive. Once everyone was down, I motioned for everyone to stack up and get ready to move.


    Opening the door slowly, I glanced into the darkened hallway beyond and didn’t see any movement. Securing it again, I turned and nodded to McBride. He took out a hand-drawn map that Captain Parkes had given him of where he believed the generator room was.


    “Are you sure this is accurate?” I whispered.


    “As far as we know,” replied McBride. “None of us have ever actually been inside.”


    Behind us, I heard the sound of keys clicking on a keyboard. I glanced up to see Bridgett tapping away on the access panel’s keyboard. Shockingly, it still had power. Walking over to her, I glanced over her shoulder and watched her work. She was good with a computer and working her way through the maintenance systems.


    “I can’t access any of the research computers,” she explained softly, “but the maintenance stuff isn’t encrypted. I’ve got the map of the facility coming online, now.”


    I watched as the little screen began to show schematics and floor plans. It took me a few minutes to locate the generator room, but when I did I was glad that Bridgett had thought of this. It was nowhere near where Parkes had thought it was. If we had followed this map, we would have been lost down here for hours.


    “Good work, kiddo,” I said, smiling at Bridgett. “Thanks to you, we know right were to go.”


    McBride gave her an appreciative nod and we headed back to the door. Once we were all back in position, I started planning our route. If we were lucky, this place hadn’t been under control of the dead. If it was, then we were in for a lot more trouble than we were ready for. If it was just scientists and a security team, I would give them enough warning for them to get the Hel out of here. If they chose not to abandon this place, then it was on their heads. This was the only way to stop the Hrimthurssar from building an entire army of Stalkers.


    Opening the door, I slipped out into the darkened corridor and began walking silently towards the next set of stairs. I knew the generator room was two levels down and about fifty meters south of us. That would take us right past one of the main research bays, but as long as we didn’t run into a security detail we should get through without too much trouble.


    We kept in a single file line, staying close to the wall. Even Bergelmir was staying surprisingly quiet. When we reached the top of the stairs, I noticed that even the emergency lighting was off. The stairwell and the hallway at the bottom were both dark. The hairs on the back of my neck were beginning to stand on end. Something was definitely wrong in here.


    “Look sharp,” I whispered. “Something isn’t right.”


    I heard the soft sound of weapons being taken off of safe and the tightening of leather gloves against weapon handles. I slipped my own weapon off of safe and brought the stock tight against my shoulder. With a sigh of resignation, I started slowly down the stairs. I kept close watch on the bottom, waiting for any sign of movement that might indicate either the living or the dead. I wasn’t sure which one frightened me more.


    When I reached the landing, I glanced out into the hallway. There was an oddly familiar smell in the air, but it wasn’t the scent of a zombie. This was different. Muskier and strong, it reminded me of the time I took my kids to the zoo. The little light-bulb went off in my head. What I smelled was the scent that I remembered from the primate house. This was strongly reminiscent of the larger animals.


    “Do they experiment on animals down here?” I whispered to McBride.


    “I think so,” he replied, softly. “I’m not sure what for, but I know they got live animal shipments all the time.”


    “That’s what I was afraid of,” I muttered.


    “Is that a problem?” asked McBride.


    “Depends,” I answered. “They created the Stalkers by using panther DNA to augment humans. If they’re doing something similar with either chimps or gorillas, then we might be seeing something completely new. Let’s hope they weren’t as successful as the other group.”


    I had to move about thirty yards down the corridor before I could take the next set of stairs down to the generator level. That should take us right past a large room that had no designation on the map. That must be where they had been keeping the larger animals. I wasn’t particularly hopeful about the outcome.


    We crept silently down the corridor and I saw our first glimpse of light other than my flashlight. There were small lights in the large room ahead. The smell of primate excrement and bodies grew stronger the closer we got, so I knew this had to be the room. As I peered around the corner and into the large room, I could see large steel cages and enclosures that would easily accommodate animals as large as gorillas. The truly scary part was that they were all empty. Some of them had been torn open.


    “Oh shit,” I hissed.


    As the others glanced into the room, they all seemed to be as surprised as I was. The thought of gorillas roaming free down here was bad. The thought of a small army of zombies that had been spliced with gorilla DNA like the Stalkers had been was terrifying. There was no telling what capabilities they would have. Undoubtedly they would be tremendously strong. They would also be able to climb and leap like no one’s business. In a word, they were trouble.


    There were enclosures for at least forty animals. The males could reach damned near five hundred pounds and could rip a man apart with its bare hands. They were easily far stronger than even the biggest of the Hrimthurssar. If they were successful in grafting that ability to a human, then they would be stronger, faster and more agile than any type of undead that we had encountered before. Make that trouble with a capital “T”.


    As we began to move away from the enclosures and towards the next stairwell, I saw something in the hallway which made me come up short. There in the middle of the floor were the tattered remains of a white lab coat. It was covered in dried blood and there was crusty blood on the floor. I could see where something had been dragged through it and bloody hand prints on the ground where someone had struggled to get free and failed.


    Lying beside the lab coat was a bloody pair of women’s glasses with the glass cracked in the left lens. I felt a chill run up my spine at the thought of the woman struggling desperately against the might of a gigantic gorilla. It didn’t make a lot of sense to me since gorillas are not predators by nature. An enraged gorilla could attack and kill a human, but I couldn’t figure out why they would drag one off.


    Just as I was about to turn towards the stairwell, something caught my eye. Something was moving in the darkness farther down the corridor. I blew out my breath in a whoosh, dreading what I was about to look at. Then slowly, I brought up the light and lit up the corridor. What was waiting for me will haunt my dreams for some time to come. Turning towards my light was a massive male gorilla. It had to weigh well over five hundred pounds and was rippling with muscle.


    When it turned to face me, I could see the damage that had been done to its chest and arms. There was muscle showing through some of the wounds. I could tell by the eyes that it was dead. It was also moving. The Reaper Virus had jumped to gorillas. What was worse is that I was now its next target. I doubted that it was still a vegetarian. We were all now on the menu.


    “Run!” I bellowed, shoving Bridgett onto the stairs. “Get to the generator!”


    I snapped up the M-4 and fired. The round struck the massive beast in the forehead and careened off of it. The sagittal crest was too thick for the small 5.56mm round to penetrate. It took a chunk of dead flesh with it, leaving the bloody skull bare in a spot about the size of a silver dollar.


    The big beast threw its arms up and growled a horrifying challenge, revealing long canine teeth. Then it bounded onto all fours and came charging at me like a freight train. It was closing the thirty yards quickly and the others were still getting down the stairs. I had to buy them time to move.


    Yanking the Keltec shotgun off of my pack, I let the M-4 dangle by the strap and flicked the safety off of the Keltec. My first round thundered through darkness and struck the beast in the chest. I could see that the Winchester Supreme Elite round tore a massive hole in the flesh, but did nothing to slow it down. It took two more bounding steps and cut the distance between us in half before I had the next round cycled into the chamber.


    I fired again and blew a massive chunk out of the creature’s neck, but not enough to incapacitate it. Desperation fueled my hands as I pumped the next round into the chamber. The thing had closed the distance between us and was nearly on top of me. It leapt into the air and was bearing down on me when I fired the third round. This time, it took the creature’s head apart.


    I dove beneath it as it sailed right through where I had been standing, sliding to a stop on the tiled floor with its outstretched fingers just touching the broken glasses. It was finally still, but I could hear more movement coming in the darkness. It was time to move.


    Heading down the stairs as fast as I could go, I caught up with the others as they reached the hallway. Above us, I could hear movement but nothing had reached the stairs. It was only a matter of time until more of those creatures came bounding down the stairs after us. I had already learned, nearly to my demise, that the M-4’s wouldn’t do the trick. It would take a much heavier round to stop one of those monstrosities.


    “Keep moving!” I called, and shoved them in the direction of the generator room.


    Marko illuminated the hallway ahead of us, but it was mercifully clear. We had another large room ahead of us, but I had no idea what it would hold for us. There was no way of knowing, but it had to be better than what was waiting for us at the top of the stairs. At least I hoped it was.


    “Wylie!” called Marko. “You might want to get up here!”


    “Fuck!” I snapped and headed for the front of the line.


    Ahead of me, I could see that it was quite a bit lighter up there. From the way the light flickered, I knew it had to be torches. Bergelmir came to an abrupt halt directly ahead of me and I had to go around him to find out what they were looking at. I was wrong, this was worse than the Gods-damned gorillas. Standing in the center of the large room waiting for us were all five of the Hrimthurssar.


    “Nice of you to join us, Grant,” said Grimnir sarcastically. “I appreciate you bringing all of the Einherjar here for us to kill all at once. It’s so convenient for us.”
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    Chapter Twenty Two


    Face-off


    “The boundaries which divide Life from Death are at


    best shadowy and vague. Who shall say where the one ends,


    and where the other begins?”


    - Edgar Allan Poe


    


    We fanned out in a line, squaring off against the Hrimthurssar. I faced down Grimnir and Bergelmir squared off with the one that had the mace. He was bigger than Bergelmir and covered with runic tattoos. His long black hair was pulled back in a warrior’s braid, which ended in a silver ball that capped it. He brought the mace up and laid it across his shoulder while Bergelmir readied his own sword.


    Since I had already dispatched two of the Hrimthurssar, I was able to provide both Butcher and Marko with fighting blades. I had given the bow that I had captured to Bridgett, but the pull was too much for her. If we survived this battle, I was looking forward to providing weapons to everyone who needed one.


    Vigdis moved to stand in front of Bridgett. That was a mismatch, for sure. Vigdis was a match for any man, standing well over six feet tall and rippling with muscle. Bridgett stood about five feet six and weighed about a hundred and ten pounds, soaking wet. Unless Bridgett was a martial arts master¸ Vigdis was not going to have much trouble beating her. I was relieved when Lieutenant McBride stood beside Bridgett with a determined look on his face. McBride didn’t have a sword, but he had a fire ax that he’d grabbed off of the wall and that was going to have to do.


    Butcher stood across from the guy with the spear. They eyed each other speculatively, each trying to psyche the other one out. The one with the spear was easily a head taller than Butcher, but that didn’t seem to bother him. In fact, he seemed eager to fight him. Maybe it was the challenge or maybe it was pride, but Butcher was not intimidated at all. He just put his hands on the hilt of his sword and waited for him to make a move.


    The one that had the axe stood across from Marko. Marko had the matched fighting swords I had taken off of the Hrimthurssar that I had killed below the Arch. The Hrimthurssar had the advantage in weapons, but if they went hand to hand then I had no idea how it would turn out. The big warrior looked to be the stronger of the two, but I had learned not to underestimate Marko. It was going to be an interesting fight.


    “It’s already too late to stop us, Grant,” said Grimnir. “We already have what we came for.”


    “We’ll see,” I replied. “This fight isn’t over.”


    “I will..,” began Grimnir.


    I didn’t let him finish. I was already tired of his bragging and posturing. This bastard might kill me, but he wasn’t going to keep telling me all about it first. I rushed forward and swung a blow intended to take his head off, but he blocked it easily. He smiled a predatory smile as he began the slow dance of battle. I wanted to knock that smile right off his ugly face.


    The battle erupted all around me as my attack signaled the beginning of the fight. I could only catch bits and pieces as my peripheral vision caught glimpses of the battle around me. I was too busy fighting for my life to pay too much attention to the others. I could only trust in the Gods that they would emerge victorious.


    Grimnir swung his massive blade at a downward angle, intending to catch me from left shoulder to right hip. I managed to dance away and heard the shriek of his steel digging into the tiled floor. Grimnir swung the blade back in an attempt to catch me off guard, but I was already moving. I could already see the fighting around me was turning into pure chaos.


    Bergelmir parried a blow from the warrior that he was engaging, then drove his fist into the unsuspecting warrior’s face. Blood erupted from the crushed nose, but the big warrior only took two steps back and shook his head. A blow like that would have knocked most men unconscious. The mace dangled in his hand for only a moment before he regained his composure. Bergelmir didn’t have enough time to take advantage of the momentary distraction.


    Vigdis launched a savage attack, intending to cleave Bridgett in half, but McBride knocked the blade away with the handle of his ax. While Vigdis was engaged with McBride, Bridgett surprised me by running up to McBride and putting her hand on his shoulder. Using his height to vault herself into the air, she performed an amazing spin kick and struck Vigdis in the face, forcing her to stagger back with a shocked look on her face.


    “I’ll be damned,” I thought quickly. “She is a martial artist.”


    The warrior with the spear spun the shaft around and drove the tip right at Butcher’s midsection. Butcher sidestepped and grabbed the haft of the spear with his right hand and drove his left into the surprised warrior’s mouth. Blood flew into the air as the big warrior lost his grip on the spear and took two steps staggering back. Butcher tossed the spear behind him and continued after him without drawing his swords. It seemed that Butcher preferred using his hands.


    Marko waited for the big warrior to swing his axe at him, before catching the blade on both of his swords. When the weapons locked, Marko twisted to the right and used the locked weapon like a wrist lock. With a shift of his weight, he tossed the massive warrior to the ground. Before he could regain his feet, Marko kicked out with his left foot and struck him in the face. Before I could register anymore, Grimnir attacked me again.


    I parried the blow from the massive two-handed sword, only to have to take a shot from his huge fist in my ribcage. The air came out of me in a whoosh and I had to jump back to avoid a second blow. My entire side was on fire with the pain that radiated from what I knew had to be several cracked ribs.


    As I glanced around me, I could see the behemoth shadows that could only be the gorillas beginning to surround us. This time Grimnir wasn’t taking any chances. Oh well, if he was going to fight dirty, then so was I. It was time to shift the advantage to my people and put his down for the count.


    Spinning wide I moved to engage Grimnir, but I took a slightly wider stance than I needed to. I knew that by swinging wider, it would be telegraphing the swing and Grimnir would block it easily. However, I wasn’t actually aiming at Grimnir. At the midpoint of my swing, I connected with the real target. I hamstrung the warrior who was fighting Bergelmir.


    The wounded giant turned rapidly to face me, losing his focus on Bergelmir. It was a costly mistake, as Bergelmir stepped inside his reach and with a mighty blow from his sword removed the warrior’s head. The face still had a look of shock on it as the head fell away from the body and bounced off into the darkness. Bergelmir spun away to help engage Vigdis before the body had hit the floor.


    Butcher drove several solid punches into the abdomen and face of the warrior he was facing. As the big warrior stumbled backwards, he drew a wickedly serrated knife from his belt. Butcher didn’t look at all surprised by the appearance of the weapon. He took two steps forward and kicked the warrior in the chest with enough force to knock him back and into one of the gorillas. That’s when all Hel broke loose. It was all that it took to break the control they had over the undead primates.


    With roars that would fill my nightmares for years to come, the beasts surged forward knocking aside both of us with equal ease. One of the beasts grabbed the warrior that was fighting with Marko and tore his arm off as if it was a twig. The warrior screamed in pain as the beast threw the arm aside and sank its fangs into the open wound. As more of the beasts swarmed in to the fray, they attacked whatever target was closest.


    One of the beasts took Bridget to the ground, but before it could bite her face off McBride stepped in and drove the ax into the side of the beast’s head. While it wasn’t enough to kill it, it did get the creature’s undivided attention. The beast snapped its head around and snarled at McBride, who casually drew his pistol and shot it through the eye. Bridgett just managed to dive out from under the creature, before it collapsed to the floor with ichor seeping from the ragged wound and the ax still protruding from the side of its head.


    As the beasts continued their onslaught, I drew my XVR and kept the sword in my left hand. I snap fired and shot one of the beasts in the head as it bore down on McBride. As the creatures continued to attack from all directions, I found myself back to back with another warrior. I glanced back and was shocked to find it was Grimnir. He was bleeding profusely from the side of his face and from a long gash down his torso.


    “What is this madness!” he bellowed. “We cannot control them!”


    Suddenly, foe became friend as we all were forced to fight a common enemy. If we didn’t band together, we were all going to die. If the Hrimthurssar could not control the creatures, then they would tear us all apart and dine on our flesh.


    “We must work together,” whined Grimnir. “If we do not, we will all die.”


    “Agreed,” I said, nodding.


    “We will settle our differences when this is all over,” said Grimnir.


    The others took their cues from us and began concentrating on the attacking undead primates. Our differences suddenly seemed insignificant when faced with mutual destruction. We would fight alongside each other, but I knew that they would betray us at the first opportunity. The trick would be to see it coming before it was too late.


    “Bergelmir!” I shouted. “Take McBride and get to the generator room. We’ll hold them off.”


    Those of us who were left crowded together in a ring and faced outward. The massive dead gorillas attacked with strangely coordinated attacks and seemed to anticipate our blows. Only gunshots proved impossible for them to dodge, but they still managed to avoid the worst of the shots. We were thinning their numbers, but not significantly. The creatures used the shadows and tactics far beyond the limited intelligence that normal gorillas possessed.


    I was rapidly coming to the conclusion that they weren’t just experimenting on humans to make them better soldiers, they had apparently done something similar to the gorillas. If they had created gorilla versions of the Stalkers AND modified the gorillas as well, we were in for more trouble that we could handle. If Bergelmir and McBride didn’t get that generator set to overload, we might not only die fighting these creatures, they might escape and attack the others.


    “Fall back this way!” I called, motioning for my people to follow me.


    I fought our way back towards the big doors that Bergelmir and McBride had exited through. I could tell that it was a containment door, in case of emergencies. If we could shut it, we could buy ourselves some time to escape before the gorillas got through. I wasn’t sure if they could smash through them or not, but it would at least slow them down.


    I looked up to see Grimnir taking his people the other direction, towards the other set of containment doors. I smiled when I realized that there were only three of them remaining. There was Grimnir, Vigdis and the one who had been fighting Marko. Vigdis and Grimnir were both covered in what I assumed was their own blood and dragging the other Hrimthurssar between them. I could hear Grimnir’s voice above the din of battle.


    “Let those fools go that way,” he snarled. “That is not the way out!”


    I didn’t have the time to change directions. They would have the doors shut long before we could fight our way across the room, assuming we even made it. The undead primates were going after each group. They were hard on our heels and we were going to have our work cut out for us getting the doors shut.


    We grabbed the doors and began forcing them shut. It was two doors that met in the center of the hallway, with locking mechanisms that sealed them tightly together. If only we could get them shut in time. Muscle against muscle, we were no match for the gorillas. If we didn’t get the doors shut and locked, they would come crashing through them like a wrecking ball.


    We put our backs into shoving the heavy steel doors and they swung slowly inward. Marko and Butcher were on one door while Bridgett and I were pushing the other. Just as they were about to shut, first one then a second beast slammed into my door with bone jarring force. They began to drive us back, forcing the doors to open back up. Just as we were about to lose the battle and allow the doors to open enough for them to get through, a massive set of hands hit the wall beside mine. Bergelmir had joined in the contest.


    Soon, we were forcing the door back, inch by agonizing inch. Butcher and Marko forced their door into the closed position and shot the bolts into the ceiling and floor, securing it. Just before we had forced our door into position, a pair of massive hands gripped the edge of the door and kept us from closing it all the way. Then with supreme effort, they began to fight their way through the gap.


    “Get ready to shove that bitch shut!” screamed Butcher, drawing his knife from his belt.


    Marko threw his weight behind ours and we shoved for all we were worth against the mighty beast. The snarling and growling of the creatures could be heard through the gap as more and more of them arrived to try to force the doors open. Just as I felt the door beginning to slip back our way, Butcher stuck his hand through the gap and drove the knife into the face of the nearest beast.


    It howled in fury, but the brief respite was all we needed to slam the door shut with a thunderous boom. Marko slammed the bolts into place as we took stock of the damage that had been done. We were all bloody and wounded, but we were all accounted for. The doors were shut and the locks were holding, but there was only one problem. When they had slammed shut, they had severed Butcher’s right hand just above the wrist.


    Bridgett yanked off her belt and applied it like a tourniquet to the stump of his arm, cutting off the spurting blood. Butcher’s face was drawn and pale, both from blood loss and shock. His hand was gone and even if we had a surgeon back at base, the dead gorillas had his hand. It was gone for good. To make matters worse, the tourniquet would only stop the blood for so long. We had to cauterize the wound.


    “Hold him,” I shouted. “I’ve got to seal that wound or he’ll bleed out.”


    “I have him,” rumbled Bergelmir.


    Igniting one of my few remaining road flares, I let the eerie red flame sputter and come to life. In the incandescence of the burning flame, I could see Butcher’s eyes go wide and he set his jaw.


    “Do it,” he hissed.


    Holding the burning flare to the bloody wound, I could instantly smell the acrid stench of burning flesh. For his part, Butcher didn’t scream. I would have, but he only gritted his teeth and screwed his eyes tightly shut. I seared the wound as fast as I could while making sure it was done enough that I wouldn’t have to do it again. I only wanted to put him through this once. When it was finished, he passed out. Bergelmir caught him and lifted him up as if he were a small child.


    “We must get him to a medic,” rumbled the big blue warrior.


    “I know another exit,” I said. “It comes out beneath the hospital. Let’s get moving.”


    As we turned to head down the corridor, Lieutenant McBride stepped out of a side chamber and waved his arms at us.


    “It’s done!” he called. “This entire facility is going to blow in less than ten minutes.”


    “We need to get the fuck out of here,” said Marko.


    “Let’s move,” I said, putting away my sword and bringing out the Keltec shotgun.


    I quickly reloaded the tube and headed down the hallway towards where McBride was waiting for us. As my tactical light illuminated the hallway, a hellish figure emerged from the darkness and loomed behind McBride. The massive figure of the undead gorilla dwarfed the young Lieutenant as gigantic hands reached for his head.


    Before I could scream a warning, the beast had him and I heard the sickening crunch of his skull as the beast crushed the life out of him. I quickly raised the shotgun and fired three times in rapid succession, blowing the beast’s head and neck apart. I may have been too late to save the unfortunate Lieutenant, but I could at least avenge him.


    Behind us, the beasts began to slam into the door with horrendous blows. The door was shaking violently against the bolts and hinges. I knew we only had minutes before it came down and we were ass deep in living-dead primates.


    “Move!” I bellowed and headed down the corridor at a run.


    The others followed behind me with Marko bringing up the rear. Bergelmir had to carry Butcher and Bridgett stayed right on my heels. We found the stairwell that I was searching for and headed up without hesitation. I took a grenade out of my pocket and tossed it to Marko.


    “If they get through,” I called, “give them something to think about!”


    “Got it,” he replied.


    Behind us, I could hear the door shrieking in protest and knew that they were coming through. If we could get up the stairs and onto the next level without them seeing us, we might have a chance at losing them. At least, I hoped that they wouldn’t be able to follow us. The stairwell would be a tight fit for them, but I doubted that it would slow them down.


    When we hit the top, I shut the door to the stairs and braced it shut with a fire ax I yanked off of the wall. I doubted it would hold for long, but we only needed to buy enough time to get out of the facility. Once we shut the big doors, they would be trapped inside. If we could get that accomplished, the explosion would take care of the rest.


    We headed up the second flight of stairs as fast as we could go. The stress of battle and our wounds were beginning to take their toll. We were slowing down considerably.


    “Come on!” I shouted. “Keep pushing. We’re almost there.”


    From down the corridor, I could hear the sound of the stairway door hitting the opposite wall. They were coming through. Marko yanked the pin and threw the grenade back down the corridor as we fought our way to the top of the stairs. At the top, I repeated my trick of shutting and securing the door. Even if it only bought us ten seconds, it was ten seconds longer than we had before.


    Just as I was shutting the door, I heard the grenade detonation followed by roars of fury. They were still coming, but now they had something to think about. I tossed Marko two more grenades and nodded at him. He pulled the pin on one and trapped it between the ax handle and the door. When the gorillas forced that door open, the grenade would go off.


    “Nice,” I said.


    “Thanks,” he replied. “Just being creative.”


    “We’re almost there,” I called to the others.


    “Convoy to team,” squawked my radio. “We are approaching the front of the hospital. What is your ETA, over?”


    I grabbed my radio and keyed up as we ran.


    “ETA two minutes,” I replied. “We’re coming in hot. Have your team on standby; we may be bringing guests to the party, over.”


    “Solid copy,” was the reply. “We’ll get the welcome wagon ready.”


    Just as we were reaching the door that led into the hospital basement, I heard the tearing of metal followed by the CRUMP of the grenade that indicated the beasts were now on our level. They were gaining ground quickly. We only had moments before they would be on top of us and tearing us limb from limb.


    “Fire in the hole,” shouted Marko as he tossed the other grenade down the hallway behind us.


    I hit the door to the exit and smashed the manual override button. With a hiss and popping of seals, the big steel door swung open, revealing the darkened basement of the hospital. My tactical light didn’t illuminate any of the dead in our area so we dove through and started slamming the door as fast as we could.


    Bergelmir sat Butcher on the ground and put his weight behind the door. This time, the crump of the grenade didn’t seem to slow the beasts down. I could see the nightmarish faces of the first of them emerging into the room as we were forcing the door the last few inches shut.


    I tensed in anticipation of the impact, but heard the thunk of the bolts locking back into place first. Then the beasts slammed ineffectively against the solid steel door. So long as they didn’t figure out the manual override, they were trapped inside.


    “Let’s get out of here,” I called. “Our ride is waiting for us. I don’t want them to leave without us.”


    Bergelmir threw Butcher over his shoulder and drew his gigantic pistol, clicking the safety off with his thumb. Bridgett readied an arrow and Marko brought his M-4 up to his shoulder. I shoved a few replacement shells into the shotgun and nodded at them. With that, we headed for the emergency stairs as fast as we could go.


    “Don’t stop to engage the dead,” I called. “Keep moving and stick together. We have to get the fuck out of here before this whole place blows sky high.”


    No one answered, but kept running beside me. We took the stairs up to the ground floor and turned towards the main entrance. There were dead in both directions in the hallway, but we cut them down quickly. Just as the stairwell door was closing, I thought I heard the hissing and popping of the door seal in the basement. I didn’t have time to wait and find out. We pushed on for daylight and the open front doors of the hospital.


    We emerged into the daylight and I blinked rapidly to get used to the sudden brightness. About forty yards away, the convoy was waiting for us with a man in every turret covering our escape. We ran for the vehicles without looking back. We had made it.


    The rear Humvee was pulling a trailer that had all of the motorcycles tied down to it. I headed for that vehicle with Bridgett right behind me. Bergelmir headed for one of the MRAP’s with Butcher while Marko headed for the closest Humvee.
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    Chapter Twenty Three


    Blaze of Glory


    “All that live must die, passing through nature to eternity.”


    - William Shakespeare


    


    Just as Bridgett and I were about to dive into the back of the Humvee, I heard the rotors of a helicopter. I knew that the only chopper anywhere around here belonged to the Hrimthurssar. That could only mean that they had escaped as well. I didn’t think they knew about us setting the generator to explode, but I knew that they weren’t going to just let us walk out of here.


    “Go!” I yelled at the driver and jumped onto the trailer.


    Swinging my legs onto my bike, I cut the tie down ropes and fired up the engine. The bike was already facing backwards, so I just planned to drive off the end of the trailer as the convoy sped away. If I could get close enough to the Blackhawk, I could keep their attention on me and buy the convoy time to escape. I knew that Blackhawks had mini-guns mounted on the sides and they could do massive damage to the convoy. They might not destroy the MRAPs, but they would do a number on the bus and the Bison.


    Just as I was getting ready to release the clutch and jump off of the trailer, I felt someone jump onto the seat behind me. I glanced back and saw Bridgett smiling back at me.


    “You’re not going without me,” she said.


    I didn’t have time to argue, so I did the next best thing.


    “Hang on!” I shouted and dumped the clutch.


    The big bike shot off of the end of the trailer and hit the road with teeth rattling force. The convoy took off and headed for the main gate while I shot back down the road towards the sound of the oncoming rotors. I didn’t know if this would work, but I had to risk it. I had to buy them time to get away.


    As we shot through the next intersection, I saw the chopper banking around and heading after the convoy. They hadn’t seen me, so I had to make myself known. Sliding to a stop, I grabbed my M-4 and started taking shots at the chopper. I could see the rounds strike the canopy and fuselage, but they did minimal damage. I did, however, get their attention.


    Banking sharply, the chopper came around and headed right for me. I could see Vigdis in the pilot’s seat and the other wounded Hrimthurssar in the co-pilot’s seat. Grimnir was leaning out of the side, trying to get a bead on me with the mini-gun.


    “Fuck!” I snarled, dropping the M-4 to hang by the strap and gunning the engine.


    Popping the clutch, I spun the rear tire and took off as fast as I could go. The mini-gun came to life and started spitting out high-velocity lead, turning vegetation, vehicles and buildings to rubble wherever it swept.


    I kept swerving back and forth to prevent him from getting a solid lock on me and turning us both to bloody confetti. I could hear the rounds sizzling through the air, but I didn’t dare take my eyes off the road long enough to see how close they were getting. I really didn’t want to know. If I could hear them, they were too fucking close.


    Sliding sideways between two cars, I shot down a side street. The chopper had to bank hard to try to keep up with me. They might be faster, but I had agility on my side. If I could keep dodging, I had a chance of getting away. It was a slim chance, but still better than nothing.


    I had to give Vigdis credit; she was a Hel of a pilot. She kept right after me, pressing me hard at every turn. The screeching of rubber and the whizzing of bullets were all the sounds I could hear. I was only vaguely aware of Bridgett screaming something into my ear. Then it dawned on me what she was saying.


    “How long until this place explodes?” she screamed.


    “Oh, fuck,” I yelled.


    I had completely forgotten about the count down. I had to do something and fast or I would ride this bike all the way to Valhalla. If that explosion hit while we were anywhere near this base, we were going to the next world in an instant. At least we wouldn’t know what hit us.


    “Hang on!” I yelled and slid the bike sideways, narrowly avoiding an overturned truck.


    We shot past a burned out hatchback and I slid sideways into the parking lot of the Main PX. Suddenly, I had a crazy idea. I didn’t know if it would work or not, but I had to do something to buy me a few minutes to act.


    “Hang on,” I shouted. “This might get really interesting.”


    “Holy Crap!” she called.


    I straightened out and gunned the engine hard. Lining up, I accelerated directly at the hole that had been smashed in the front of the building.


    “Weren’t there zombies inside there?” she yelled into my ear.


    “Yeah,” I replied. “Hang on!”


    Giving the engine all she had, I shot into the open front of the PX just as the mini-gun unleashed its full fury on the parking lot behind us. Cars exploded, asphalt cracked and shrapnel filled the air, but it was too late to stop me. We shot into the darkened store and my headlight illuminated scores of the dead. I didn’t have time to change course or slow down. We were going through.


    Bouncing dead off of the handlebars and knocking others aside, we shot through the store in seconds. Emerging from the back, I launched off of the loading dock and into the grass beyond. Locking up the brakes, I slid sideways and cut deep furrows into the soft soil. Grass and dirt flew into the air as I came to a stop fifty yards behind the PX.


    The chopper was circling around the parking lot, expecting me to come back out the front and I was more than happy to disappoint them. This time I wasn’t going to waste my time with the M-4. Reaching for the makeshift holster that I had attached to the forks of the bike, I grabbed my other rifle. This time, I was going to use the Beowulf.


    “Let’s see how they like this one,” I said, raising the rifle to my shoulder.


    I fired off the entire magazine as fast as I could pull the trigger. The first two rounds struck the chopper just below the rotors and instantly black smoke began to pour out of the engine compartment. Two more rounds smashed the canopy and sent the chopper into a spin. The next three rounds destroyed the tail rotor, causing it to spin even faster.


    To my surprise, Vigdis managed to keep it from crashing immediately. Trailing smoke, it continued to spin. When it spun around, my next three rounds hit Grimnir. Two rounds blasted his chest apart and the third blew the side of his face off. He fell forward and dangled out of the door by his harness. I could see Vigdis soundlessly screaming his name.


    I could see where the chopper was leaking fuel. I wanted to reload and finish the job when Bridgett jumped off of the bike. I could see that she had attached one of my flares to an arrow and ignited it. When she drew the arrow back, I knew what she was trying to do.


    “Burn you son-of-a-bitch,” she said, releasing the arrow.


    The arrow streaked the fifty yards to its target and stuck fast in the side of the fuselage. I could see the wide-eyed look of panic on Vigdis’ face just before the chopper exploded in a massive fireball. The burning wreckage bucked in the air and fell like a fiery comet plummeting to earth.


    “Goodbye Vigdis,” I muttered.


    Slinging her bow across her back, Bridgett jumped back onto the bike and wrapped her arms around my waist.


    “Get us out of here!” she screamed.


    “Gladly,” I said, punching the accelerator and heading after the convoy.


    We rocketed up the road as fast as I could safely travel, swerving around both the dead and abandoned cars. I could see the convoy had just cleared the main gate and was heading into town, when I glanced into my rearview mirror.


    Behind me in the road, dozens of monstrous gorillas were thundering after me. They were a quarter mile behind me and getting farther away by the second. For just a moment, I was afraid that they would keep coming, when the unthinkable happened. The ground began to buckle and split apart like an earthquake was ripping through it, before vanishing in a flash of fire and debris.


    In the blink of an eye, Fort Leonard Wood was gone. I rode out the shockwave at seventy miles an hour, catching up with the convoy just as it reached the intersection where I had first met Lieutenant McBride. Behind us, Rome was burning. The secondary explosions as the fuel depots exploded were an impressive sight to see. The fireball rolled into the clouds.


    I slowed to a stop beside the lead Humvee and watched the carnage. Smiling grimly, I mimed playing the fiddle.


    “What’s next, Nero?” asked Captain Parkes.


    “Let’s go home,” I replied, and put the bike back into gear.
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    Also By D.A. Roberts


    Ragnarok Rising: The Awakening


    Book One of the Ragnarok Rising Saga


    Everyone you know is dead.


     Reports of mob violence begin to appear in the news as more and more major cities go silent. Rumors fly about the nature of the “rioters”, claiming that the dead have risen to prey on the living. In the Midwest City of Springfield Missouri, all Law Enforcement Officers are called out for field duty. Nothing in their training could possibly prepare them for what they faced.


     Corrections Officer Wylie Grant is sent into the field to help set-up a checkpoint in a remote section of the county. When they confront the rioters, they discover for themselves that they are facing the living dead. Wylie and National Guard Corporal Chrissy Wilder are the only ones to survive the encounter. Alone and cut off, they must fight their way back to the Nathanael County Jail where the few remaining officers are attempting to regroup.


     Finding himself leading the rescue efforts, Wylie must choose between his sworn duty as an officer and his own duty to his family. While coping with the loss of friends and family members, they learn that a government “containment protocol” will soon be in effect. Once established, no one will be allowed in or out of the city.


     Facing the realization that no one is coming for them, they must face the harsh truth that the government they thought was their ally has become yet another enemy in a world gone mad.


     Can Wylie reach his family in time?


    


    

  


  
    Also By D.A. Roberts


    Ragnarok Rising: The Reckoning


    Book Two of the Ragnarok Rising Saga


    Sometimes the living are worse than the dead.


    Wylie didn’t expect to survive the final events of The Awakening. Finding himself alive and alone in zombie infested territory, he starts making his way back to the Nathanael County Jail. Through miles of dangerous ground, he returns to find that nothing is as it was. Betrayal rocks the survivors as they are forced to fight against some of their own in order to pick up the pieces.


    New faces as well as familiar ones join in the struggle to survive. Struggling with the loss of friends and loved ones, they must make some harsh decisions that will take them back into the fray among the living dead. Danger looms from every direction as each step they take brings them closer to destruction.


    Wylie discovers that other survivors may be a bigger threat to their survival than the zombies. Finding their lives in jeopardy, they must decide if they will find a new place away from the others or if they are willing to go to war with a group known only as the Freemen. In the darkest hour of the Zombie Apocalypse, there is a storm coming.

     Who will survive the Reckoning?

  


  
    

    Also By D.A. Roberts


    Ragnarok Rising: The Crossing


    Book Three of the Ragnarok Rising Saga


    You will learn to fear the dark.


    After surviving the Freemen, Wylie and the others discover that the damage they took during the fight might have been far more extensive than they knew. With structural problems looming and the lack of arable land, they reach a dreaded decision. They must abandon the Underground.


    Looking for a place that is not only defensible but provides the opportunity for long-term survival, they must set out on a dangerous journey to scout a new location. Strange new dangers await them, as they find what they thought was the perfect location. A terrifying new type of zombie stalks the valley where they want to make their home. A zombie that owns the night.


    The journey to make their new home safe will take them to the distant shores of Lake of the Ozarks and through the zombie infested streets of Lebanon, Missouri. Wylie soon learns that people he thought were enemies can become friends…and friends can become enemies. A lesson that will cost them dearly.


    Uncovering the origin of the new undead will take them back to the lake and to a shocking conclusion. Lives will change forever as they must accomplish the impossible in order to secure their new home. The realization that not all of them will survive to see their new community grow will take its toll on them. The safety of their new home will be purchased with blood.


    Who will make The Crossing?

  


  
    

    Coming Soon!
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  [1] Yggdrasil - The world tree of Norse religion. It was the great Ash tree that connected all of the worlds.


  [2] Dry-bags are waterproof bags that you carry on boats or canoes that hold your gear and keep it dry, even when submerged.


  [3] Gigging Pole - A gigging pole is a long handled tool used to spear fish and frogs. It has a small, barbed fork on the end with three tines.


  [4] Aesir and Vanir – the God of Asgard.


  [5] Jotuns – Giants and enemies of the Gods.


  [6] The Havamal – part of the Poetic Edda written by Snorri Sturlson in approximately 1200 AD. The Poetic Edda is a collection of wisdom handed down from ancient times, detailing the roles of the Gods and of the events of Ragnarok.


  [7] Fimbul Winter – during Ragnarok, the Fimbul Winter was an extremely harsh winter that would last for three years without changing seasons.


  [8] SERE - Survival, Evasion, Resistance and Escape. It's one of the toughest schools in the military, where pilots are trained in survival techniques and trained how to avoid capture in the event that they are shot down behind enemy lines.


  [9] FOB – Military acronym for Forward Observation Base.


  [10] PFC – Private First Class


  [11] Fruit Salad - Army slang for ribbons and awards worn on a dress uniform.


  [12] Full-Bird – Army slang. There are two ranks of colonel. Lieutenant Colonel whose rank emblem is a silver oak leaf and Colonel who’s rank insignia is an eagle. Thus, Full-Bird.


  [13] NCO - Non-commissioned Officers. Enlisted ranks below the rank of officer.


  [14] MP - Military Police


  [15] POMCUS - Positioned Outside Military Control United States. Hidden supply bunkers hidden around the United States and our allies to provide equipment, arms and supplies for combat units in the event of an invasion.


  [16] Skoll and Hati – in Norse belief, Skoll and Hati are the two wolves that will devour the moon and the sun during Ragnarok.


  [17] Zoomies – slang for Air Force personnel. It references them “zooming” around in aircraft.


  [18] Jormungandr is the Migard Serpent. According to legend, it is the offspring of Loki and the Giantess Angrboda. It grows so large that it encircles the world. During Ragnarok, it will come forth from the ocean and spew venom that will poison the sky. Thor will kill it, but only lives long enough to take nine paces before succumbing to the venom and dying.


  [19] Jump School – Army Slang. How soldiers refer to Parachute Training at Ft. Benning, GA. Where you earn your jump wings to become an Airborne Trooper.


  [20] MOS – Military Occupational Specialty or the job you have in the military.


  [21] 31 Bravo is the MOS number for Military Police.


  [22] USAMRIID – It stands for United States Army Medical Research Institution of Infectious Diseases, located in Fort Detrick Maryland. Specializing in Biodefense, it has similar goals as the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta Georgia.


  [23] MRAPs – Mine Resistant Ambush Protected armored fighting vehicles.


  [24] PX – Post Exchange. Like a Mega-Mart for soldiers.
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