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Prologue



15 Years Later . . .



The largest of the three beasts wore a scar on the left side of its face. It was a hairless patch of rough, twisted, contorted skin. Sometimes he could still feel the fire burning on his flesh from where the moltov cocktail a human had tossed at him during the great war with man splashed it. Fifteen cycles had passed since then and as he had come into true adulthood, he’d taken the name Burnscar. He’d survived both the war and the days of the hungry dead that followed it. So much had changed. The dead toppled the world of man. Their great cities fell and were consumed by flames. Their numbers dwindled. Above all, the humans lost their teeth. Their guns were rarer and their vehicles stopped moving. They were a dying race. It was only by the grace of the Great One that his own kind had survived as they had. In those first days of the dead, the elders believed they were all doomed. Despite their strength and sheer power, the tribes ended up on the run. The dead were simply too many and the numbers of the tribes too few. Then he and others like him began to understand. The dead were mindless and driven only by hunger. One could lure them away, hide the young from their gnashing teeth, and hunt them like any other prey. If they were careful. The dead were only dangerous if they came in force. Soon, whatever had brought them back to life began to run its course and the dead simply rotted away, leaving a new world in their wake, a world much like the one spoke of in the passed-down stories of the elders when they told tales of the time before man. The ranks of young warriors in the tribes grew every day and again the forest belonged to them. Now they were the power once more and neither the remnants of man nor the dead could truly challenge their dominance. 

The screams of a human female cut the night as Burnscar raised his fingers to scratch at the hairless patch on his face. There was no hope of escape for her. Blackhair and Mooncryer, the two younger warriors with him, were merely toying with the female as they had been for the last half hour. With a grunt, he moved forward through the trees at a comfortable pace. It was time to end their game. He had given enough time for sport and his belly was empty.

The two of them had herded her into a clearing. He stopped at its edge, watching. The female wore tattered clothes and clutched a small blade in her white-knuckled right hand. Her long golden hair was matted to her scalp by mud and filth. Mooncryer overtook her as she ran and nudged her with one of his huge hands, sending her sprawling into the grass. Blackhair caught up to them and the two stood towering over her.

Suddenly, the flash and booming noise of a human weapon erupted from the other side of the clearing. Giant-sized bullets tore Blackhair’s chest into a mangled and bloody mess before the young warrior even realized they were coming. Burnscar remained where he was in the cover of the trees as Mooncryer charged in the direction the shots came from. 

Burnscar’s eyes grew wide as the metal demon emerged from the shadows to meet Mooncryer head on. It stood as tall as any of the tribe’s strongest warriors. It opened fire again as Mooncryer reached it. Burnscar saw Mooncryer’s back explode towards him as chunks of flesh flew across the clearing and the metal demon’s gun hand spun and rattled. Instead of a true right hand were three barrels that spat death and flame. As Mooncryer’s body slumped forward against the metal demon, Mooncryer grabbed its gun hand, crushing it with all that remained of his strength. The metal demon tossed Mooncryer’s corpse aside and stood there staring at the bent and wedged-together barrels of its weapon hand. 

The girl was on her feet, already disappearing into the woods, but Burnscar didn’t care. If he could slay the demon, he could always catch her later. She was but a human, after all. With a mighty roar, he flung himself at a full-out sprint towards the metal demon. It raised its hands against him as he slammed into it. Burnscar’s shoulder collapsed on itself from the impact as his flesh met metal. The demon staggered backwards, but did not fall. Burnscar drove the fist of his good arm at its head. The metal monster caught it in a vice-like grip. Burnscar snarled, trying to yank free of thing’s hold on him. Using its mangled gun hand like a blade, the demon stabbed him again and again, metal piercing more flesh. Blood poured from Burnscar’s growing number of wounds, pooling at his feet. Finally, it released its hold on him. Burnscar dropped to his knees in front of the metal monster, fighting to stay conscious. He looked up as its gun hand came plunging towards his forehead. Only pain and darkness followed. 



* * *



Brent gave Hector and Vince the signal to get ready as they crouched in the ruins on the side of the roadway. The man coming towards them was alone. He and his men were almost to their position. The man walked with a calm, determined gait. The hilt of some kind of sword protruded over his shoulder and the edge of his backpack. He wore a battered old world military uniform, and a pistol rested in the holster on his hip. Brent doubted the man had any ammo for the gun. Most folks didn’t these days. Guns were mainly just for show out here in the wastelands. Still, he wasn’t taking any chances. He flipped open the chamber of his .38 and looked at his last two rounds before stepping out of the shadows into the man’s path. 

“Hey, Mister,” Brent called to the man. “Where you headed?” 

The man stopped dead in his tracks and pushed back the hood of his jacket to reveal a head of thick black hair. Brent looked him over as the man did the same to him. He was a bit thinner and older than Brent had guessed. The uniform added bulk to the man’s frame and made him appear tougher from a distance. He had to admit it was a neat trick. The faintest hints of gray crept their way up and through the man’s black hair, but he couldn’t be older than his mid-thirties at most. 

“What do you want?” the man asked. His voice was cold and contained an edge that made Brent second guess his estimation of the figure before him.

Brent shook off the uneasy feeling and grinned as Hector and Vince revealed themselves, flanking the man. Vince held a sawed-off shotgun leveled at the man’s side, while Hector hefted a massive, spiked club which he tapped ever so gently against the palm of his free hand.

Brent drew his revolver. “That depends. What you got?”

“Nothing for you,” the man answered. If he was scared, he hid it well. 

“You pretending to be a Hunter?” Vince giggled. “Don’t see too many folks wearing army gear these days.” 

“I am a Hunter,” the man answered simply.

Vince and Hector erupted into laughter.

“Old man,” Hector said, “you ain’t got no real weapon and you’re so small I could wipe my butt with you. You ain’t no Hunter.” He held up a hand silencing Hector and Vince. “There doesn’t have to be any trouble here, old man. We just want your gear, not your life.”

“Stop calling me that,” the man said.

“Calling you what?” Vince asked. 

“I’m thirty-five and I have a name.”

“Okay,” Brent said, enjoying himself like a cat playing with its food. “What’s your name?”

“Wally.”

Even Brent couldn’t help but snicker. “Really?” he asked. “Wally the Hunter?”

He reined in his amusement and returned to business. “Put the pistol and sword on the ground, Wally, and toss me your pack. You do it quick and I’ll keep Hector from eating you when we’re done.”

Wally slowly nodded. He unslung his sword and laid it in the dirt, placing the pistol beside it. 

“And the pack.” Brent gestured for Wally to throw it to him. Wally obeyed, but as he did so Brent caught the edge in his eyes and knew they were about to be F.U.B.A.R.ed. Wally hurled the pack straight at him like a weapon. It hit him dead on, knocking him back and sending the .38 flying from his grasp. 

Vince squeezed the trigger of his shotgun, but Wally was already moving. The shotgun had been loaded with slugs not scatter shots and Wally easily evaded the blast as he closed in on Hector. The hulking, former bodybuilder swung his club at Wally’s face. Wally stepped into the attack, grabbing Hector’s wrist and stopping the blow while his knee rose upwards into the giant’s groin. The big man grunted, tilting forward from the pain, as Wally followed up with a karate-style strike with the edge of his hand to the backside of Hector’s neck. Hector’s corpse thudded head first and lay at Wally’s feet. 

Vince had his shotgun broken open, trying to ram a pair of fresh shells into it as Wally spun on him. Something sharp and sleek that glittered in the rays of the midday sun flew across the distance between them. Vince opened his mouth to scream as the knife sunk into his throat. All that came out was a gurgling, gagging noise of pain and terror. Vince collapsed, dead. 

Their lives had bought Brent time to recover and retrieve his .38. He aimed it at Wally with a shaking hand. “You really are a Hunter, aren’t you?” 

Wally stood motionless with no trace of another weapon on him that Brent could see. He glanced at the remains of his friends then met Wally’s stare. 

Wally broke the silence between them. “I’m going to collect my gear and go.”

Brent lowered his .38. “Whatever you say, man. We’re cool, right?”

He cringed as Wally shot him a look that made him shut up. He gave Wally a wide berth as the Hunter passed him by. Brent watched him walk on until Wally disappeared over the horizon, feeling thankful to still be alive.



* * *



Greg closed the metal shutter over the window. It slid down into place with a loud clang. The sudden darkness in the room made it seem as if the sun had died. Greg heard the sound of a match being struck behind him as Anna lit the candle in her hand and its light flared to life. Her skin was pale and tight from hunger in its flickering glow. Greg blamed himself. Their store was running out and winter hadn’t even begun. The drought stole the crops, leaving them as withered and brown as the dirt of the field. What little they could salvage had to be rationed and tucked away for darker days yet to come. To say he was concerned about Anna was an understatement. It was more than the malnutrition and their lack of proper medical supplies that bothered him. He couldn’t remember the last time she had gone outside. It was as if she longed for the night as much as he loathed it. Every night as the sun sunk below the mountains, Greg secured the house. Its heavy metal door was sealed shut and locked. The reinforced walls kept what noise they made inside it down to a minimum, and the shutters allowed them to use candles as they needed without the worry of being seen by the monsters that lurked outside. His heavy, high-powered hunting rifle stood propped beside the door, their main line of defense. An ancient .357 Magnum Greg hadn’t fired in years rested by the side of their bed, always within easy reach when they slept. The house he saw as a prison was Anna’s fortress, protecting them from what the world had become. 

“Dinner’s ready,” Anna said and led him into the kitchen. A plate filled with raw potatoes, scrawny carrots, and the last of the canned ham—which was covered in a thick, slim-like grease—awaited him.

Greg took a seat at the table. “You’re not eating?” he asked, noticing she had not set a place for herself. 

“I ate before you came in,” she said. She poured him a glass of water and set it in front of him. 

Greg frowned, unsure of what to say. 

“Don’t give me that look.” Anna slammed the pitcher onto the counter top. “I’m fine.”

“Didn’t say you weren’t,” he muttered through a mouthful of ham, pretending to be enjoying it. 

Anna sighed and sat down across from him.

Greg shoved a forkful of potatoes into his mouth, hoping to avoid saying anything else until he could think of something happy to say. He took a gulp of water and grinned. “We’re not as bad off as you think.”

“Yes we are, Greg. Lying to yourself isn’t going to change the world around us. Winter’s coming. We barely have enough food to stay alive now. What are we going to do then?”

“We’ll get by just like we always have.”

“Maybe I don’t want to get by anymore. Did you ever think of that?”

“Anna,” he said, “don’ do this.”

“Do what? Tell you the truth? We should have died a long time ago. There’s nothing left to live for. The world is dead, but we’re still here.”

“What about us? Aren’t we worth it?” Greg found himself getting angry though he knew it was the wrong thing to do. “I love you.”

“I love you, too, Greg, but I’m sick of worrying. Every time you go out I get to sit here and wonder if you’ll be coming back.” Her voice was cool, flat. “I’m sick to death of it.”

“The woods around here are safe. I haven’t seen any sign of” —Greg hesitated— “them since . . .” His words trailed off into an uncomfortable silence.

“Since they took Eric,” Anna finished for him. “You told me they were safe then, too.”

She got up and headed for their bedroom. When Greg heard the creaking noise of her opening the top drawer of their nightstand, he leapt to his feet and ran after her. The bottle of pills were in her hand as he entered the bedroom. He knocked it from her grasp. The pill bottle clattered to the floor and rolled under the bed. 

“No,” she howled with tears in her eyes, dropping to her knees to try and find it.

Greg pulled her up and Anna lashed out at him. Her fingernails caught his cheek, tearing his skin and leaving bloody trails in their wake. He grimaced at the pain, gritting his teeth, but managed to get his arms around her, pinning hers to her sides. He held her tightly as she struggled, and tears continued to pour from her eyes while sobs shuddered through her body. The bedroom was silent except for the sound of ragged breaths as she finally gave up and laid her head on his shoulder. 

“Can’t you just admit it’s over?” she whispered. 

“No.” He shook his head. He knew Eric wouldn’t have given up either. As long as there was life, there was hope.



* * *



Thane sat atop the wall. A customized AK-47 lay in his lap. There was a chill in the air, but the thick, leather pilot’s jacket he wore kept him warm while he busied himself with rolling a cigarette. He wasn’t part of the night watch. He had already served his time on the wall long ago, but he still came up here from time to time to get away and think. Tonight, what he really wanted was a fight. He was on edge and seeking a way to release his pent-up frustration. Part of him hoped the beasts would show themselves this evening. Every couple of months, they came like clockwork, howling in the darkness, to try to push their way through the city’s gates. A few times, they had come too close to succeeding, but usually their numbers were so small that the watch drove them away or killed them all before they even made it across the large, barren field between the tree line and the wall.

Thane lit up his cigarette and took a long drag, exhaling the smoke slowly through his lips as he savored its taste. A guardsman, who must have seen the orange glow of his cigarette from his own position on the wall, approached him. Citizens weren’t allowed on the wall after nightfall except in rare circumstances. 

“You there!” the guard called out as he walked up to Thane. “You better have a good reason for being up here!” 

Thane watched as the guard recognized who he was and his challenging stance fell away. The guard took a step back from him as if expecting to be struck. “General Thane,” he croaked. “I am sorry, sir. I didn’t know it was you.” 

Thane couldn’t decide if he wanted to laugh or snap the fool’s neck and toss his corpse to the ground below. He grinded out his cigarette on the soles of one of his boots and got to his feet. “No worries, soldier,” he said at last. “You were just doing your job.”

The man sighed. 

“Go on back to your post,” Thane said. “This isn’t an inspection. I just needed some air.”

“Yes, sir!” the guard snapped, saluting him, and scurried away as fast as he could without looking as if he was fleeing for his life.

Thane allowed himself a slight grin as he walked to the edge of the wall and stared into the trees beyond. The night was quiet and still. By the time the sun reached its zenith in the sky, New Denver would be far behind him. He had little choice in the matter. Since New Denver’s birth less than a dozen souls had ever achieved the title of “Hunter.” To earn it, one had to not only be gifted, deadly, and a veteran of the war against the beasts, but to stand toe-to-toe with one of the giant monsters without the weapons of the world before the Fall. The Hunters were essential to the survival of mankind as a species; it was they who took the battle to the beasts and helped stem the growth of their ever-increasing numbers. A Hunter was to be respected, but in turn they were expected to do their job and defend those lesser than them. A Hunter wasn’t permitted to take a wife or pursue anything else that would come between them and their duty to humanity. Once the title was earned and accepted, one became a Hunter for life. There was no going back. It was why Thane had rejected the title himself. He preferred the power of commanding New Denver’s soldiers over a life spent seeking out his prey, but now Wally’s irresponsibility had forced his hand. During his respites inside New Denver’s walls, Wally often spoke of searching for Bree. Everyone knew the guilt he felt about how he’d lost her in the early days of the dead virus. His love for her was apparent in his pained and longing eyes every time he said her name. Wally’s breach of conduct was overlooked by most. Even Hunters were allowed to grieve. After all, they were still human, too. Thane suspected that one day Wally would really break and he would go chasing after a woman who hadn’t been seen in over fourteen years, but was a hoped-for survivor. Wally was a good man, but abandoning one’s duty as a Hunter was a crime punishable by death. 

Thane rolled a fresh cigarette, lit up, and let it dangle between his lips. The other Hunters were gone. Most were reportedly dead from the hazards of their line of work, but there were rumors some had simply moved on in search of other human outposts to the far north, thus it fell to him to bring Wally in and Thane cursed him for it. When he found Wally, he planned on cutting his traitorous heart from his chest and burning it until there was nothing left but ashes. The council had authorized him to use whatever means necessary to deal with Wally. He wouldn’t be leaving New Denver alone or on foot like Wally had. Whatever lead Wally had on him, it wouldn’t be enough.



* * *



Greg awoke early, but lingered in the bed with Anna. The warmth of her body pressed to his made him wish he didn’t have to get up at all. The smell of her hair filled him. She was so beautiful and he needed her so much. He could only pray she would still be alive when he came home, like she had been thus far when he had ventured out and returned. He understood how badly Eric’s death had broken her, but taking her own life wasn’t the answer. It certainly wasn’t what Eric would have wanted. He remembered how Eric’s smile lit up the darkness and made them feel they’d been given the world instead of having it taken from them. Greg missed Eric, too.

He gently rose from the bed without waking Anna, and slipped into his clothes from the day before. Since Anna refused to go outside, laundry was one of his jobs. He made a mental note to drag a hamper of clothes to the creek as soon as he stumbled into the living room. There were few things he missed from the old world, but coffee was certainly one of them. He raised the self-made metal shutters covering the window, allowing the early light to spill over him. Picking up his rifle, he slung it over his shoulder, held its strap, and unlocked the front door.

Greg paused, casting a glance at the bedroom. “I love you, Anna,” he whispered and then stepped outside. 

The door didn’t lock from the exterior side, but Anna would be safe within as he didn’t plan on going far from the house until later in the day. Greg headed around the corner of the house to check on their garden. Nothing had disturbed it overnight. Not that it mattered. What little had grown before the ground completely dried up was brown and dead and continuing to wither into nothingness. It was far too late in the season to harvest much more from it anyway. 

Greg sat in the brown grass at the edge of the garden. What would they do? he wondered. Anna was right about their food problem. Without the harvest he’d been counting on, they’d never make it through the winter months. He was condemning them to a slow, painful, and maddening death if he couldn’t figure out an answer. Even if he was a better hunter there simply wasn’t enough real game in the area to sustain them. Greg knew they weren’t the last people on Earth no matter what Anna claimed. Though it felt like ancient history, a mere fifteen years had gone by since civilization had crumbled. The end had come hard and fast. One day everything was normal. Moms were driving their children to school, teenagers were texting away on their cells, and the stock market was beginning to pull out of a long recession. War raged on in the Middle East, reality shows dominated the channels, and porn filled the internet. Soccer games were played, monster trucks roared, and Star Trek XII was days from being released. Then, overnight, the virus came. The dead stopped being dead. They climbed out of hospital beds, car wrecks, and fresh graves hungry for the flesh of the living. For the first several hours of the apocalypse, everyone, including the media, pretended it wasn’t real and actually happening. Who could believe Bigfoot was real let alone the beasts carried in their blood a virus that meant the end of everything as humanity knew it? But when the sun rose the next day and one’s neighbors were pounding rotting fists on the front door, denial was no longer an option. All you could do was try to stay alive.

Things went downhill from there pretty rapidly. The C.D.C. claimed they had a plan. The military sprang into action. The president went so far as to authorize nuclear strikes on the United States’ major cities. Of course, he didn’t have to worry about fallout. He was supposedly safe and broadcasting from a nuclear bunker somewhere and anyone with half a brain could realize there wouldn’t be another election for a long, long time, if there ever was one again. Most folks were either hunkered down in their boarded-up homes and basements with prayers on their lips or on the run by that point.

He and Anna owned the house way out here in the middle of “Nowhere, North Carolina,” so they gathered what supplies they could, and made their way here with Eric in their arms. Eric had been eight years old then and thought the whole thing was utterly cool, like one of his video games come to life until he came face-to-face with the reality of it on the road. He grew up real fast. A lot faster than either of them would have liked.

Greg pushed the dark memories filling his head aside and got up. Like it or not, if they wanted to stay alive, they were going to be running again real soon.



* * *



“So what’s all this about?” Sebastian asked, blowing smoke from his homemade cigar into the morning air.

Josey waved the smoke away from her. “Put that thing out,” she said.

Roberts chuckled at their exchange. Tattoos covered his long arms, symbols of pride. For Josey, her short-cropped, red hair only enhanced the toughness of her appearance. 

“I’d like to see you tell General Thane that,” she said to Josey. The two of them had never really gotten on. Josey, though a soldier, remained very much the talk of the men around the city in a whole other sort of conversation than the ones usually had about Roberts. Josey was five years younger, just as in shape, but kept the demeanor of a woman off duty and not that of a stone cold killer. 

“His cigarettes don’t stink half as much as the crap he’s smoking.” Josey gestured at Sebastian, who scowled at her in return for the remark. 

“Not to mention,” Brian the fourth and final member the assembled group pointed out, “Thane would likely kill you where you stand if you told him that to his face.” 

“Let me try this again,” Sebastian said, grinding out the tip of his cigar on the side of the APC they were all gathered around. “Anyone know why we’re all freezing our butts off out here?” He thumped the side of the APC with his hand. “I ain’t seen one of these outta the garage in years. Doesn’t the fact that it’s here freak you out a bit?” 

“Maybe we’re taking a field trip.” Roberts grinned. “Going to pet the beasties.”

Brian went along with Roberts’s humor. “I hear there’s some of the dead still hanging around Disneyland.” 

“Frag the dead, man.” Sebastian shook his head. “They ain’t nothing to worry about. Not enough of them left anymore.”

“Neither are the beasts, if you know how to deal with them,” Thane said, emerging from the shadows where he’d been watching them all. The others jumped at his sudden appearance. Sebastian, Josey, and Brian snapped to attention, but Roberts merely nodded at him though her grip on the huge battle axe she carried appeared to tighten. 

“New Denver is home to nearly twelve hundred people. More than four hundred of them serve in the militia and the city guard. Each of you is the best at what you do. That’s why you’re here,” he told them. “Even if you don’t know him personally, I am sure all of you have heard of Wally Morgan.”

“Oh man,” Sebastian muttered under his breath, “don’t tell me he finally cracked.”

Thane ignored him, continuing on: “Three weeks ago, Wally simply disappeared. Since then, we’ve had no radio contact with him nor was he given any assignment by the council that there’s any record of. Hunters are granted a great deal of independence to decide what tasks they feel are needed to ensure the survival of this city and our species, so at first no one questioned his absence. However, the council gave me permission to do some digging given Wally’s history. It seems the fool went so far as to leave a letter in his quarters resigning his status.”

“You don’t quit being a Hunter,” Roberts growled, clearly disgusted. 

“Exactly,” Thane said. “Our boy has gone AWOL and we’re about to show him the error in judgment he’s made as painfully as we can.”

“Hunting a Hunter. That’s crazy.” Brian frowned. “It won’t be easy.”

“That’s an understatement,” Josey said. “I’ve seen Wally in action. He’s deadlier than all of us put together.”

Thane moved like a blur. Josey moved to try to defend herself, but Thane was faster. His hand closed around her throat, slamming her backwards into the side of the APC before her Glock cleared its holster. It slipped from her hand and bounced onto the dirt at their feet as she struggled to breathe. 

“What did you say?” Thane snarled at her, spittle flying onto her cheeks. 

“Nothing . . . sir.”

Thane released her and turned to face the others as Josey rubbed at the red wounds forming on her skin.

“Wally’s good, but not unstoppable. He’s just a man and he will be brought to justice,” Thane said. “He’s got a large head start on us, but he’s on foot. We won’t be.”

“That’s great,” Brian said. “I don’t understand why I’m here, sir. The rest of you are all hardcore warriors. Sure, I’m qualified to drive that carrier, but so are you, sir. Josey there is, too. I’ve never really even seen combat except on the wall.”

“Mr. Evans,” Thane said, “you are quite likely the smartest man alive.”

Thane smirked as Brian’s mouth snapped shut and he blushed from the praise. 

“I’ve read your file. You’re a qualified driver and pilot, yes, but more so you’re a field scientist and well-schooled in old world electronics. I’m told you’re rather gifted at getting old world tech to do what you want it to. I believe Wally’s ultimate destination is an underground complex which was open to civilians during the early days of the Fall. If I am right, your rather specific skills will be greatly needed.”

“Well, I guess that explains why nerd boy is here. I was beginning to wonder myself, to be honest,” Sebastian said and placed the remains of his cigar back between his lips. “So we gonna do this or what?”



* * *



The wind screamed through the forest as Wally searched for a place to take cover. A storm was coming. Lightning already danced in the black clouds rushing towards him from the horizon. They blotted out the sun, bringing an early darkness with them. He spotted a half-collapsed barn in the distance and poured on the speed in its direction. Wally knew there were caves nearby as well and knew what lived in them. Hopefully the weather would keep the beasts inside until he was clear of their territory. He didn’t plan on staying in the barn for very long, just long enough to better equip himself for the rain. His gut told him he’d be fine walking, but he needed to don his rain gear and double-check the waterproofing of his pack. 

He noticed something moving in the shadows. He spun, popping a throwing dagger into his hand from the mechanism under his left sleeve. The beast stood over nine feet tall and shaggy brown hair covered it from head to toe. Its yellow eyes gleamed with rage. A low, guttural growl arose in its throat. It was a young one. This encounter could go either way depending on whether the beast was wise enough to walk away or not.

Wally cursed himself silently. He was losing his edge. He should have seen or heard it coming much before this.

Dropping his dagger, he opened his hands, keeping them where they were, and did his best to remain as still as possible. The beast and the Hunter stared at each other as the rain began to fall harder and faster around them. If the beast wanted a fight, he’d give it one. The hilt of his katana was within easy reach above his backpack. The beast’s breath came in long grunts, its shoulders rising and falling with each one. 

Wally held his ground and waited. If the beast took him for easy prey, he’d have to spill its blood. He had no grudge against the beast and it was so close the odds were in its favor if it did come to violence. Rearing back its head, it roared so loudly the earth beneath Wally’s feet seemed to tremble. When Wally didn’t so much as flinch at its fury, the young beast snorted and turned its back on him, disappearing into the trees. Wally gave it a full minute to depart before he started to move again. When he was sure it was gone, he broke into a full-out sprint for the barn. As soon as he was under the cover of what remained of its time-worn roof, he shrugged his pack from his shoulders and tore it open. Though he was now drenched to the bone, the pack’s waterproofing had done its job. He dried his hands carefully and lifted the battered photo of Bree from the pack. Wally hadn’t touched her skin or tasted her lips in over a decade, but her simple beauty, captured in the snapshot of her on the beach, stopped his heart every time he looked at it. It was his fault they weren’t still together. His career had hamstrung their relationship and drove an ever-widening wedge of coldness between them. How many times had he neglected her while telling her she was all that mattered to him? When the end of the world came, he should’ve been there with her, but he was with his unit, trying to hold the ever-growing hordes of the dead at bay. Wally knew regret every day that had passed since the last time he saw Bree. He made sure the photo was safe and placed it back inside his pack. He donned his rain gear and sealed the pack shut again. 

He knew from experience sometimes a ghost of the past could hurt you far more than any real life monster standing in front of you ever could. In the aftermath of the dead plague, he channeled his guilt into anger. Over the years, he had killed over a hundred of the beasts and sent thousands of the dead back to Hell, but none of that had brought Bree into his arms again. Everyone told him she was dead or something worse, but he refused to believe any such thing. Bree was a survivor and he could feel her in his heart. She was still alive somewhere and he would find her or die trying. 



* * *



Greg raised the garage door. A silver and black Mustang sat inside. He walked to it and lovingly ran his palm over the metal of its hood, wiping away layers of dust in the process. He doubted Anna remembered it was here. Not so long ago, he’d invested a great deal of time in caring for it as well as he could, but after Eric’s . . . . He let the thought go, focusing on the car. The simple truth was he wasn’t a mechanic. For all his time and effort in those years gone by, he imagined it would fall apart if he tried to crank it. 

Greg caught sight of his reflection on its chrome. He raised a hand to touch his beard, shocked at how savage he looked. It was funny how much even the simple things of life had changed. Shaving was an unpleasant chore he’d given up on long ago. He supposed that’s what the end of the world did and folks just coped. Either they got stronger or they died. There was no middle ground. His body was lean but hard; his skin was baked from the sun. What would his coworkers at the firm think if they could see him today? He couldn’t help but wonder. Likely not much given they were dead, but the thought of a geek like him turned frontiersman brought a grin to his lips. Sheer willpower and determination to keep Anna and Eric safe and provided for had kept him alive while so many others died back then. His victory was hollow though. Memories of Eric’s screams as a pair of giant, hairy hands lifted him from the ground came flooding into his mind. Greg grimaced and shook the thoughts away again, fighting down the tears that threatened to fill his eyes.

Anna had every right to blame him for Eric’s death—but she didn’t. Not really. He could see that even in the worst moments between them. All she wanted was to let go of this world and go join Eric in the next one. If she did hate him, it wasn’t for Eric’s death but because he refused to give up and kept her here by his side so he’d have the strength to keep fighting. Maybe she was too scared to go alone or maybe at her core she hadn’t truly built up the courage to take her own life despite her numerous attempts. Either way, she wanted him in the hereafter, too, and to have their family made whole once more. His stubborn resolve to keep pushing on wouldn’t allow her to have that.

Greg rapped his knuckles over the Mustang’s hood. Why couldn’t she understand Eric would have wanted them to make the best of things here in this life and find a way to truly live again? 



* * *



Colonel Holmes rode in the gunner’s turret of the IAV Stryker as it led the small convoy down the winding road to where the enemy waited. The convoy’s sole Apache was acting as their advance scout. Ten minutes before, Ron, its pilot, called in the location of a seemingly active Bigfoot den that was within striking distance without taking them too far off their route. It was too good of an opportunity to pass up regardless of the delay it would cause. Holmes ordered the convoy to alter its course. Destroying the beasts wasn’t their current objective, but it would serve as excellent training for the green, new recruits among them and allow him to bring the battle to the monsters’ doorsteps for once.

Ron reported there was no sign of the things attempting to flee the den even as the convoy rolled into visual range of the cave. Holmes’s gut told him the creatures were planning on trying to make a stand. A wide smile spread across his lips as he lifted his binoculars to get a better look at what they were up against. With a slight movement of his finger, he clicked them into infrared mode. Just from inside the cave’s entrance, shrouded in darkness, three huge males watched two of his transport trucks flank the cave’s mouth. A dozen of Holmes’s men spilled from each of them, weapons ready. He weighed the options at hand. Ordering his men into the cave would sacrifice their advantage yet he wasn’t willing to merely toss some explosives in there and hope for the best. Holmes supposed he could have his men blow the entrance, but he had no guarantee there weren’t other exits, or that the creatures that survived wouldn’t just dig themselves free through the rocks after his unit had departed.

With a nod, he decided to play this one by the book. “Throwers forward,” he said. 


Two men carrying heavy flamethrower packs followed by six more baring AK-47s advanced on the cave’s mouth. The beasts in this area likely hadn’t encountered a group of men so well organized and armed in years. He wagered they wouldn’t have a clue how to deal with what was coming.

The flamethrowers roared to life, spraying streams of fire into the darkness of the cave’s interior. The three males who seemed to have been waiting to engage his men as they entered howled in pain as the flames washed over them. One fell to its knees, rolling around, trying to extinguish the fire that burnt away its hair and melted its flesh, but the other two sprang forward, fueled by their own pain, fear, and rage. The throwers shut off their streams and retreated as the troops with rifles formed a loose firing line to meet the monsters. Their AK-47s chattered on full auto. The first of the beasts to emerge was cut down instantly from the combined fire of so many guns. Holmes couldn’t even guess at how many rounds ripped into and shredded the thing’s flesh. Its massive form thudded into the dirt and lay still as the flames covering it continued burn and dance over its corpse. The second beast came roaring into his troops. It, too, had taken numerous rounds, but not enough to take it out of the game before it did some damage. One of the thing’s flaming fists connected with a soldier’s face, reducing it to a bloody mess of mangled bone and flayed skin. It grabbed another soldier by his arm and yanked it clean from his body, filling the air with spurting blood before a burst of rifle fire caught it in the back of the head and brain matter erupted from the gaping exit wound above its eyes. The remaining four riflemen closed in on the cave’s entrance where the corpse of the last male lay sprawled out just inside the cave’s mouth and the smell of cooking meat and hair was carried to them by the wind and smoke.

“We’ve got movement!” Holmes heard one of them shout.

A fresh chorus of automatic thunder burst loose in the wake of the soldier’s warning as the riflemen were joined by a second squad and pressed forward into the darkness. Roughly five minutes later, they emerged. Two of them carried the motionless and bloodied forms of the beasts’ offspring. 

“You were right, sir!” Corporal Moody yelled up at him, flinging the corpse of an infant he held into the dirt near the Stryker’s wheels. “There were over a dozen young in the den.”

Holmes laughed. It was a small victory, but that dozen or so would never reach maturity to hunt men or breed more of their kind. Slaying the young was a rare thing and he took great pleasure in it. “Good work, Corporal,” he told him. “Mount up. New Denver is waiting on us and I imagine our job there won’t be quite as easy as this was.”

New Denver was the only stronghold of humanity that Holmes knew of in a five-hundred-mile radius. So far, the people there had kept to themselves. He doubted they even knew his unit existed. Holmes knew quite a bit about them, however. Several of his most trusted officers, posing as traders, visited the city. His militia contained two hundred and sixty soldiers with a tagalong batch of about one hundred civilians, mostly the families of his men, and whores for entertainment purposes. New Denver possessed a population of more than a thousand according to his agents’ estimates, but the convoy’s sheer firepower gave them an edge he hoped the city couldn’t match. The Apache alone could do a great deal of damage to any of its defenders that got in his way if talks failed . . . and they surely would, if it came to it. Holmes had no intention of settling for anything less than everything the city had to offer. New Denver was a thriving place in an otherwise barren land. They could be a powerful ally against the beasts as long as they bowed to him and no other. He was tired of life on the move and fuel in the amount he needed on a daily basis was nearly impossible to find. Their own stores were running out and it was time to face the facts: they needed to settle down and make a stand. New Denver was as good as a place as he would ever find to do just that. But before he went in guns blazing and risking damaging the resources he wanted for his own, he would give New Denver’s leaders a chance to see the light.



* * *



Greg lay on his stomach in the dirt, watching the convoy roll out through the scope of his rifle. He’d finally decided to go hunting only to have his efforts cut short by the sound of distant gunfire. He followed it to its source, but nothing could have prepared him for what he saw in the valley below. A full-fledged army unit, armed to the teeth with working vehicles, appeared to have discovered one of the beasts’ dens and eliminated it in short order. All together there was over a dozen vehicles including trucks, jeeps, and an even an APC, with more people on foot moving alongside them. The men were clearly professionals. Were it not for their ragged uniforms and the signs of wear on the vehicles themselves, he would have believed that some part of the world rode out the dead plague intact and that help had come at last. Part of Greg wanted to fire a shot into the air, get their attention, and beg for their help. He couldn’t remember the last time another living human being passed through this area, but he held himself back from doing so. The world wasn’t the same as it used to be. One couldn’t afford to take chances anymore. There was just as much a chance the men would kill him on sight to take what little he had, including Anna, for themselves.

Making a note of the direction they were headed in, Greg crawled back down the hill until he was sure he was out of sight, then ran for home. Their appearance only reinforced his desire to take to the road and find somewhere else to ride out the coming winter. Sometimes men were worse than the beasts.

Greg burst into the house, startling Anna. She dropped the plate she was carrying. It shattered on the floor.

“It’s time to go!” he told her, darting into their bedroom.

Anna recovered and followed him. She stood watching him as he hurriedly snatched up a backpack and began to shove it full of their meager belongings. 

“What happened?” she asked.

He ignored her, focusing on his task.

“Greg!” she shouted. “What’s happening? Are the beasts coming?”

Greg whirled on her. “There are men out there, Anna. A lot of them and armed to the teeth. Who knows what they’d do to us if they found us here? We both knew it was time to leave anyway. It might as well be now before it’s too late.”

Anna was silent for a moment. A tear slid over her cheek. “I’m not leaving, Greg.”

He tossed the half-full backpack aside and started towards her. “Anna . . .” Gritting his teeth, he struggled to keep his cool. “Anna, we’ve got to go.”

“I’m sorry . . . but I can’t,” she said and leaped for the night table beside their bed.

He watched in horror as she snatched up the heavy pistol there and pressed it to her temple. His whole world shook and shattered as she pulled its trigger and the gun thundered, echoing in the small room. Red rain splattered the bedroom’s wall with clumps of brain matter. Anna’s corpse toppled forward onto the bed. Greg’s mouth hung open with a scream of protest he never got the chance to vocalize. He stood frozen in place, too stunned to move, staring at the growing pool of blood spreading across their sheets.



* * *



Wally didn’t bother to hide. He positioned himself in the middle of the road and waited on the convoy to reach him. The number of vehicles in it alone assured him these people had not come from New Denver. He doubted they would merely run him down. The lead vehicle, a Stryker, was an old world APC. Its massive wheels squealed to a halt. Two of the jeeps accompanying it drove on around it to flank him. Nervous-looking young men aimed rifles at him as they stared at him. Mounted .50 calibers from the rear of the jeeps also pointed their barrels in his direction.

The gunner hatch atop the Stryker opened. A man who was clearly in charge of the entire convoy poked up through it. Wally placed the man in his early forties. He had the hardened appearance of a veteran who’d lived through the war that had ended the world. 

“Mind telling me what you think you’re doing?” the colonel asked. Wally identified his rank from the stripes on the sleeve of his jacket. 

“I was walking until you and your boys decided to hog the road,” Wally said coldly.

The colonel laughed. “You’re got balls, son, I’ll give you that, but I don’t have time for your games. Tell me who you are and where you’re from. If you do, I may let you live.”

“You’re welcome to try. You’d likely even succeed, but not before quite a few of your men were dead. Good men are rather hard to come by, wouldn’t you say?”

The colonel frowned. Wally could see he was on the verge of having the men in the jeeps gun him down.

“I’m from New Denver,” Wally said. “I was a Hunter. Now I am just a man searching for something lost. Perhaps we could help each other? I imagine you’re on your way to New Denver from the look of things. It won’t be an easy city to take.”

The colonel climbed down from the top of the Stryker and walked towards him. “The stories about you Hunters are a bit unbelievable. Have you really slain a beast with just that sword?” He nodded at the Katana sheathed on Wally’s back. 

“More than one,” Wally said with no trace of pride or boasting in his voice. He watched the colonel look him over. 

“I bet you have. Tell me this: what is so important that you would sell out your city for?”

“I owe someone,” Wally admitted. “She’s all that matters to me.” He carefully and slowly shrugged his backpack from his shoulders and laid it in the dirt at his feet. “May I show you?”

The colonel motioned for him to proceed.

Wally dug out the picture of Bree, handing it over to him. “I know she’s alive. I can feel it. Have you seen her?”

Before he ever finished the question, Wally knew the colonel had. The recognition in his eyes was obvious. The two of them stared at each other. 

“A trade, then?” the colonel said. “As I suggested before?”

“What do you want?” Wally asked, knowing he’d pay any price asked of him. 

“I think it would be obvious. I want detailed information on New Denver’s defenses and how their militia operates.”

“So you have seen her, then?” 

“Better than that, son. I know where she is. Her name is Dr. Bree Weston, isn’t it?”

Wally felt his knees go weak. His hope was confirmed. “Tell me,” he said quietly, hardly able to speak at all from the emotion coursing through him.



* * *



Sebastian slid from underneath the APC. Oil and grease stained his hands and spotted the loose, gray clothing that passed for his uniform. Thane stood over him so filled with rage lightning seemed to dance in his eyes. 

“Well?” Thane asked as Sebastian scurried to his feet. 

“It should be good now.”

Thane nodded at him, then turned to the others of his squad. “Get your gear reloaded onboard and let’s roll, people.” 

The last few hours had been a nightmare for Thane. It was as if he could feel Wally’s lead on them growing as they sat helpless, waiting for Sebastian to get the APC functional again. Thane knew nothing about such things and was forced to trust Sebastian’s hasty repair job. Whatever happened to the APC as they first tried to leave New Denver put them hours behind. Thane watched the others climbing inside it as the city’s air raid siren began to wail. Cursing, he smashed his fist into the heavily-armored vehicle’s side.

“What the Hades?” he demanded.

The siren meant the city was under attack or soon would be, but that didn’t make sense. The beasts always came at night. Despite their delay, it was still hours until sundown. For a fleeting moment, Thane considered ignoring the siren. Odds were, with the APC repaired, they could fight their way through whatever was outside the gates . . . but opening them would leave New Denver in far too dangerous a position. Then he heard the noise. An Apache came swooping overhead, doing a flyover of the city. Thane recognized at once that its intent was to scope them out. It was being used as a means of recon, but for whom?

“To the wall!” he shouted at his squad, his legs already pumping beneath him as he left them behind. 

Thane reached the top of the wall. The guards on duty stood there staring in total shock at the convoy of military vehicles closing in on the city. Two jeeps with mounted .50 calibers, an IAV Stryker, and three troop transport trucks pulled ahead and poured on the speed for the city gates. They came to a stop below them. Thane’s anger flared white hot, knowing his vengeance on Wally would have to wait a bit longer. 

“Citizens of New Denver,” a voice boomed through the Stryker’s loud speakers, “the Last Federation greets you. We’ve came seeking an alliance against the beasts. Open your gates so we may enter and discuss the terms of our new friendship.”

A young guard next to Thane looked at him and asked, “What . . . what do we do, sir?”

Thane resisted the urge to strike him. “We kill them where they stand and pray we can take that bird of theirs down before it does too much damage to the city.”

Raising his AK-47, Thane took aim at the gunner of the closest of the two jeeps. 



* * *



Colonel Holmes saw the gunner in the jeep to the Stryker’s right take a round through his face that sprayed blood and bone fragments into the air as the man rolled from the back of the jeep and thudded onto the ground behind it. The man’s corpse had barely struck the dirt before a rain of lead hammered down upon his men and the Stryker’s roof.

“Return fire!” he screamed, thankful he hadn’t dared making his demands from the Skryker’s turret. Whoever was leading New Denver’s forces was one cold-hearted and hardcore bastard. Holmes thought the city’s defenders would at least talk enough to try to feel out who he was if not be outright fooled by his offer and let him inside their walls. Now his men were caught in the open and taking heavy losses for his mistake. Of course, he had some cards yet to play.

Tapping a button on his helmet, he switched from the loudspeaker controls to his comm. unit. “Ron! Tear those idiots a new one!” With the order given, Holmes leaned over to the Stryker’s driver. “Take us through those gates!” 

The young man’s eyes bugged out, but then he nodded and his foot floored the Stryker’s accelerator. Holmes was counting on the gates being weak enough for the tank-like vehicle to plow its way through them. The rogue Hunter, Wally, had told him the beasts had made another run at the city recently and not all the damage to the gates was repaired when he’d set out on foot, leaving the place behind. 

As the Stryker barreled towards the gates, Ron came streaking over them, making an attack run. Twin missiles left trails of white smoke in the air as they impacted with the top of New Denver’s walls. Holmes was flung forward as the Stryker sent wooden shrapnel from the broken gates flying and rolling into the city proper. The heavy vehicle spun, but managed not to tip over as it whirled around. Ignoring the pain in his side where he’d bounced off its dash, Holmes scrambled for the turret. He flung its hatch outward, grabbing the grips of the .50 caliber waiting above him. Hot steel casings flew from its side as he opened up and cut a swathe of blood and gore through a wave of the city’s defenders rushing to reinforce those already on the wall. 



* * *



Thane shoved the young guard in his path from the wall as he leapt for cover and the air exploded with heat and flames. The young guard screamed as he plummeted to the earth below and the missiles blew a gaping hole in the wall where they’d stood. Neither of those things mattered to Thane. He survived and that was what was important. Though most of the attackers in the convoy lay twitching in the throes of death and in pools of their own blood outside the wall below, their leader was now inside and the blasted Apache was slaughtering what remained of his own men.

He spotted Sebastian in the crowd below on the wall’s interior side. Sebastian was hightailing it for their own APC with Roberts by his side. There was no sign of Brian, but Thane spotted Josey’s corpse. It lay on the stair heading to the top of the wall, half buried on a pile of rubble. A fist-sized piece of shrapnel protruded from her forehead and red wetness leaked from her eyes, flowing over her cheeks like tears.

Thane knew the enemy APC below needed to be dealt with or despite their losses the soldiers of the Last Federation might still be able to turn the tide of the battle. Thane’s AK-47 was gone, lost in his efforts to stay alive. He drew a sleek, combat knife from a sheath in his boot and moved with the grace of a cat across the remnants of the wall above the gates. Silently, he threw himself from the wall, arms spread like wings. He landed on top of the APC directly behind the gunner whose uniform wore the stripes of a colonel. The colonel must have seen him, but couldn’t sweep the .50 caliber around to aim at him in time. Thane lunged forward, the blade of his knife sinking into the colonel’s throat all the way up to the hilt. He gave the knife a few twists, each accompanied by a gurgle of pain, before ripping it free of the colonel’s mangled neck.

Thane looked up at the sound of a roaring engine bearing down on him. Sebastian, behind the wheel of New Denver’s single APC, was gunning it on a collision course with the Stryker. The Stryker was wedged up against the wall by the force of the impact. One of its wheels bounced over the dozens of bodies littering the interior side of the city’s gates. Thane swept up a blood-slicked rifle from the hands of a corpse and ran towards the city’s shattered entrance. He saw the few remaining soldiers of the Last Federation in full retreat, fleeing for the treeline in the distance. 

The Apache came streaking down towards New Denver’s streets again. A missile flew skyward to meet it head-on. The helicopter erupted in a ball of fire. Its burning wreckage disappeared as it descended into the depths of the city before the second explosion of its crash rocked the earth beneath Thane’s feet. Brian stood across the street from him with a lopsided smirk on his face and a smoking RPG in his hands. Thane walked calmly towards the damaged Stryker as its driver, bruised and battered, tried to climb out of it to collapse face first at his feet. The driver desperately attempted to draw the 9mm holstered on his belt. The tip of Thane’s boot kicked it from his hand as he finally got it free, sending it spinning through the air to land several feet away.

“Uh-uh,” Thane said without mercy as he knelt beside the driver. “That’s enough of that.”

“Please,” the driver said. Most of his front teeth were missing along with part of his chin, the entire front of his uniform soaked in dark red. “Please don’t hurt me anymore. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know!” 

Thane smiled, leaned in closer, and took the driver’s hand in his own. The driver howled as he broke two of the man’s knuckles with the force of his grip. “I know you will. How many more of you are there?”

“No more!” the driver shrieked. “We were it. We don’t have a home base. The convoy was our home.”

“Thank you,” Thane said. “That’s really all I needed to know.”

The driver looked relieved as Thane started to get up. Without warning, Thane plunged his blade into the top of the driver’s skull. The man’s eyes rolled up as he pulled the blade free with a grunt.



* * *



Greg sat on his knees, staring at the setting sun with tears rolling down his cheeks. His eyes were red, his voice hoarse and nearly gone. He’d crawled out of the home he and Anna had shared for so many years and left it behind him. He could still smell the scent of her death in his nostrils and couldn’t believe she’d finally found the courage to let go. Footsteps like thunder jerked him back to reality. He spun, surprised to find his rifle clutched in his shaking hands, and raised it, expecting to see one of the beasts emerging from the trees to end his suffering. His finger squeezed the trigger from sheer reflex. The rifle cracked, bouncing against his shoulder. A round blazed from its barrel to ping off something metallic and ricochet harmlessly away. Greg’s mouth hung open and the rifle slipped from his grasp. Before him stood a gleaming, silver giant at least twelve feet tall.

“Get down!” it boomed at him in a hollow, robotic voice. It raised the cannon-like weapon in its hands, aiming at something across the clearing from them. Greg twisted his head to see three rotting Bigfoot charging towards where they were as he flopped onto his stomach, covering his head with his hands. 

The metal giant opened fire as Greg’s ear rang and hurt like all get out from the sound of the massive cannon thundering above him. A stream of high-velocity rounds erupted from the cannon with something akin to a sonic boom. The two closest undead beasts were reduced to flying clunks of shredded meat and a red mist hovered in the air where they had been seconds before. The surviving beast managed to dodge the core of the blast, but still took some serious damage. The bulk of its left side was gone, making it look like something from a sick cartoon, as it tried to keep moving. The power of the beast’s own muscles finished what the blast had begun as its main body split apart above its legs like a banana peel. Its head remained intact, dangling from the two barely-connected pieces below, as it slumped forward from the lack of a neck and chest to support its weight. The beast continued to function, dragging the mess of its body with its arms, crawling towards them with snarling lips, pulling itself sideways against the dirt. The metal giant lowered its cannon and stepped over Greg, advancing on what remained of the creature. The beast’s head popped like a spoiled melon under the giant’s silver foot as it smashed down onto it. 

Greg’s ears rang so loudly that if the giant spoke to him as it turned back to look him over, he’d never hear it. The world spun as his head thudded into the grass and his eyes closed from the pain. 



* * *



Wally’s hope of finding Bree was too intense to allow him to even consider why Colonel Holmes had the information he’d given him. It didn’t matter, he told himself. If the colonel arrived at New Denver, Thane would be waiting for him. No one messed with the general and lived to tell about it.

Wally kept the jeep he had convinced the colonel to hand over to him at a near constant fifty-miles-per-hour pace. He would’ve full-out gunned it, but the road was too cluttered with the skeletal remains of cars and trucks from the days before the beasts came to risk it. Even his current speed was dangerous and would’ve been lethal to anyone without his highly-developed reflexes. He swerved around an overturned, rusting mini-van and kept heading south. The colonel claimed there was a functioning military installation there which had survived the death of civilization. As he drove, he passed the occasional small packs of the hungry dead. They eyed him from the roadside, moaning their anger and frustration at having an unreachable meal speed by them. A couple of the things managed to get on the road in front of him only to be ran down and crushed beneath the jeep’s wheels after bouncing off its hood. Patches of blackened, stale blood and pus splattered the windshield as a reminder of those encounters. The dead no longer had the numbers to be a real threat to someone like him unless he got careless. 

Soon after, Wally slowed the jeep, realizing he was almost to his destination. With a roar, the beast came charging at him from the trees. He tried to swerve the jeep out of its path, but it was too late. The monster slammed into it. Its hunched-over form plowed into the jeep’s side, its shoulder bending metal and lifting the jeep’s tires from the road. The jeep flipped over as Wally’s perception of time slowed to a crawl. He tilted his head towards the top of the windshield to look at the ancient road quickly coming up towards him. He disengaged his seatbelt and threw himself from his seat. Fractions of a second later the jeep landed on its side several feet from him with a loud crunching noise before continuing to slide into the bank beside the road. The asphalt tore up his skin as he rolled across it in the jeep’s wake, carried on by the momentum of his fall. With a flip that carried him briefly back into the air, Wally hopped to his feet, his sword yanked free of its scabbard and ready in his hands. 

The beast stood a good fifteen feet from him, its yellow eyes blazing in the moonlight. Wally shifted into a different posture, waiting for it to make the next move. A low growl rumbled up from its throat. As it came at him, Wally’s blade slashed open its thighs. He ducked under the swing of one of its massive fists and let the movement carry him behind the beast. He came up, delivering a deep cut up its back, parallel to its spinal column. The beast grunted, staggering, as blood poured from the deep wound. It whirled to face him as he moved in for the kill. The beast raised a hand to stop him. Wally’s first swing took off three of its fingers, knocking the hand aside before his backswing darted under the beast’s chin, opening its throat in a bloody spray. With a cry that quickly transformed into a gargle, the beast fell. Wally closed in closer still, slamming his blade into its skull to make sure it wouldn’t be getting up. Only then did he back away, assuming a defensive stance again.

Something wasn’t right. He was being watched. 



* * *



Thane puffed on a cigarette as he observed the chaos around him. More than half of the city guard was dead and the city’s gates trashed beyond repair. He’d heard more than three dozen civilians died in the Last Federation’s attack on the gates and who knew how many more as the Apache rained death from the sky in the inner streets. New Denver was in bad shape and vulnerable. If the beasts made another run on it anytime soon, nothing short of a divine miracle was going to save it. That was, of course, if it survived the dead. There was no hope that the remaining part of the guard could contain all the rotters rising up around them. He knew he would miss the power he’d held here—and the women—but he was a man who knew when it was time to cut and run.

Sebastian was hard at work already getting the APC ready hit the road. Thane had sent Roberts and Brian to collect more fuel and supplies from the city’s stores. He wanted to be loaded to the max since they wouldn’t be returning. 

The power of New Denver’s council was broken and there was no one left alive in the remainder of the guard who had the guts to challenge Roberts, much less himself. When the giant, Amazon warrior came limping back carrying all she could, the four of them would leave this place to the flames and the death that was surely coming. 

Thane watched a rotter chasing a lady in green, her flowing dress speeding past him. He shook his head with a smirk on his face. People were so useless unless they knew how to take care of themselves, and the civilians of New Denver certainly didn’t. He’d rid the area around the APC of rotters himself in a matter of minutes before Sebastian had even started his work on the vehicle. If Wally had been here, maybe things would have played out differently. A second rotter followed in the wake of the first. He didn’t notice it until it was on top of him. Its cold hands grabbed his shoulders and rammed him into the side of the APC. Thane head-butted it and gave it a kick as it staggered backwards, falling onto its butt. Not even bothering with the pistol holstered on his hip, Thane took hold of the rotter and snapped its neck. Its body flopped over and lay still in front of him. He frowned at the red hand prints on the shoulders of his uniform. It was just one more thing he was going to make Wally pay for when he caught up to him. Thane knew the others would resent him for continuing on with their original mission, but they’d come along nonetheless. They all knew their best hope of survival lay in sticking with him until they found a new home. 

An elderly gentlemen in white robes, looking rather disturbed at the risk of being outside the council building, accompanied by a trio of heavily-armed members of the guard, approached him. Thane chuckled and exhaled a plume of smoke at them. Apparently, he’d underestimated how stupid some folks could be, but then Councilman Lucas had always been a fool, drunk on his own delusions of importance. 

“General Thane,” Lucas snapped. “Why are you standing there doing nothing? The streets are filled with panic and the city is coming apart at the seams. The dead are inside the walls!” 

“Not my problem anymore.” He shrugged, showing his tobacco-stained teeth in a wicked grin to the guards accompanying the old man. They looked like they were ready to crap themselves at his subtle threat. “My squad and I are leaving ASAP.”

“Leaving? I think not. Your place is here, General, and that vehicle is the property of the City of New Denver, not yours to do with as you wish.”

Before the guards could react, Thane stepped forward and sunk his knife up into the old man’s stomach. Lucas gaped at him, wide-eyed in disbelief. Thane drove the knife deeper until he could feel Lucas’s wet and soft innards touching his skin. Thane removed his blade and shoved Lucas’s body away. The guards gawked at him, clearly unsure of what to do. Thane shot them a demonically gleeful look, challenging them to make a move. 

“We don’t want any trouble, General Thane,” one of them said at last.

“Then don’t make any,” he told them.

The guard who had spoken nodded, and the trio hurried away into the growing crowd of people loaded with their belongings, trying to press through the shattered gates like frightened cattle, while the moans of the dead rose and grew louder in the inner city. 

Thane climbed into the APC. Brian sat in the driver’s seat, already getting it fired up. Roberts and an exhausted Sebastian reclined in the rear.

“I do think it’s time we were going.” Thane motioned for Brian to punch it as he took a seat beside him. 



* * *



Greg really felt as if he was dreaming, the internal alarm of “this is not real” sounding in the back of his mind. He lay in a clean and soft bed with a real, electric light shining above him. A man with gray-flecked, black hair and glasses sat beside the bed. 

“Welcome back,” the man said.

“Where am I?” Greg asked, trying to sit up. The room spun and he lowered himself back down on the side of the bed. 

“It’s a bit too soon for that, I’m afraid,” the man told him. “As dehydrated and malnourished as you were, it’s amazing you’re even conscious yet.”

Greg looked at him. 

“I’m Dr. Morrison and you are inside The Bunker.”

“The Bunker?” Greg tried to hide his amusement at the name.

Dr. Morrison laughed. “Yes, it’s a stupid thing to call this place, I agree, but nonetheless, it’s the name that stuck. Regardless, what matters is that you’re safe now.”

“Am I?” 

“Oh yes. The Bunker is the last fully functional military and research facility in the world that we’re aware of. You’re well below the ground, unreachable by the beasts and the dead alike. Over two hundred people call this base home. That includes a garrison of soldiers and a dozen pilots. We have a fully working, fusion reactor and enough supplies to continue our work here for years to come.” 

“What kind of work?”

“Well, let’s see. There’s the bio division, who are searching for a vaccine against the dead virus, the physicists who keep our reactor online and work to better understand and reproduce it, and the military branch who remain at war with the beasts and hope to soon eradicate all those within this area now that the new Wolf suits have been field tested.”

Greg didn’t know what to say. This place really was a dream.

Dr. Morrison must have sensed his disbelief because he said, “I know this is all a bit much to take in, but believe me, you’re welcome here. We can use all the help we can get. When you’re able, I will give you a tour of The Bunker and we’ll figure out where you can be the most help if you wish to stay. I can promise you’ll find this place better than anything you’ll come across topside.” Then, with a sly grin, he added, “We even have coffee.”



* * *



Wally stood over the beast’s corpse, his sword held ready in his hands. He could sense he wasn’t alone. The night was cool and still. His gaze scanned the trees, searching for whoever or whatever else was out there. Seconds ticked into minutes, but he still retained his defensive posture and waited.

Finally, a man in a gray uniform stepped out from the shadows. “Man, you can ease up, okay? It’s cool.”

“Are you with Colonel Holmes?” Wally asked.

The man in gray shook his head. “Never heard of him. Sorry, bro. Listen, we’re grateful you took down that beast, but this is a secure area. You got two choices: hand over your weapons and come with me or head back the way you came. That clear enough?”

“Crystal,” Wally answered, “but I am not going anywhere until I find what I came for.”

“That was impressive, what you did there.” The man gestured at the beast’s body. “Don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone kill one of those things in hand-to-hand combat like that, but don’t let it fool you into thinking you got a shot against us.”

Wally watched as the man waved at something in the trees.

“Come on out, boys. It’s our turn to make an impression.”

A hulking, metal juggernaut carrying a cannon almost as big as Wally himself emerged to the man’s right. To the left, a smaller, sleeker-though-equally-deadly-looking one followed the first. Wally lowered his sword, unsure of what to do. Tech like what he was seeing didn’t even exist in the old world before the Fall. How could those things be real?

“That’s right, bro,” the man told him. “Thought you’d see it our way.” 

“What . . . what are they?” Wally stammered as one of the huge machines took a step closer to him, its green slit of an eye glowing in the starlight.

“Put your weapons down, come with me, and you’ll find out. We could really use someone like you.”

Wally gently laid his sword on the grass and began to unload the rest of his weapons beside it. When he was done, he pulled his photo of Bree from his backpack and handed it to the man in gray. “She’s what I’m looking for. Do you know her?”

“Just who in the bloody Hades are you, bro?” 

Wally suddenly knew he was in the right place. “Take me to her,” he said. 

The man nodded as the metal giants slipped away from sight into the trees. There was nothing quiet or stealth-like about their movements. They must have been powered down and hidden when he first arrived or they would never have surprised him. 

The ground split open several feet from where Wally stood, opening to reveal a ladder leading into an underground complex. 

“After you, sir,” the man said as he collected Wally’s weapons.

Wally climbed down into a corridor with metal walls and old world lighting as bright as the midday sun. The man followed him and the entrance slid closed behind them. 

“I’m Brad, in case you were wondering,” the man in the gray uniform said. “I didn’t exactly catch your name, either.”

“Wally. It’s Wally Morgan.”

“Well, Mr. Morgan,” Brad said, scurrying passed him to place a palm on a small screen that was part of the wall up ahead. As he did so, the inner door at the end of the corridor dilated open in response. “Welcome to the last real holdout of human civilization. We call this place The Bunker.”

Wally followed him deeper into the complex. The two of them passed other folks in the halls as they went. Wally noticed everyone wore clothes as new and untarnished as Brad’s. Some appeared busy, as if they were on some kind of errand; others merely strolled along, unfazed by the wonders of technology around them.

Brad stopped in front of a doorway. “This is where you’ll be staying for the time being.”

Wally glared at him. “I told you to take me to Bree.”

Brad raised his hands, palms showing, in a gesture of peace. “And I will, bro, but you seriously need a shower first. No offense, but you smell like a Sasquatch. Trust me, it’ll be better for everyone this way.” 

He wanted to grab Brad and tear out his throat for suggesting he wait any longer to see Bree, but he held himself in check. Wally nodded bitterly. “Perhaps you’re right.”

“I’ll be back in an hour. In the meantime, make yourself at home, Mr. Morgan.”

Wally entered the room. It was sparse, but nice. There was a bed, a computer workstation at a desk, an open closet full of gray uniforms like the one Brad wore, and a doorway that led into a small bathroom with a small stall shower.

Brad hadn’t returned his weapons yet and Wally figured he didn’t own anything worth unpacking at the moment. He shrugged his backpack from his shoulders and placed it by the bed. Stripping off his layers of filth-encrusted clothing, he headed for the shower. 



* * *



Bree completed the repair to the circuit board she was working on and slid it back into place, closing the cover on the Mark III Wolf’s arm. The Wolf armor was her brainchild, a way to give humanity equal footing against the beasts’ growing numbers. Each of the three Wolf designs had its own strengths and problems. The Wolf Mark III suit she’d just fixed was a perfect example of that. The Mark III was the fastest and sleekest of the series and the only model with any true maneuverability, but it tended to overheat thus frying its control systems. In all, The Bunker housed three Mark I suits, four Mark II suits, and only two of the new Mark IIIs. Overseeing their construction and field tests had taken the last six years of her life, and had she not already been in the employ of the military with almost everything she needed stockpiled inside this facility before the dead rose, none of the suits would exist now. 

The door slid open and Brad strolled into the workroom. There was mischief in his eyes. “What’s up, Doc?” he asked with a grin.

“I just finished getting this Mark III back online. I still have a ton of new data to sort through so I can fix this overheating glitch. I’m not exactly in the mood for anything cute so you better—”

“Does the name ‘Wally Morgan’ mean anything to you?”

Bree felt as if the wind had been knocked out of her. Her hand slapped against the Mark III’s armor to brace herself and keep her on her feet. “How could you possibly know that name?”

He shrugged. “Because he’s here and he says he’s looking for you. From the sound of it, he’s been hunting for you a long time.”

Bree steadied herself, struggling to regain control of raging emotions. “Take me to him,” she said.

“Somehow, boss” —Brad chuckled— “I had a feeling you were going to say that.”



* * *



Thane stood on the hilltop, peering through a set of high-powered binoculars. Far below in the valley, a gathering unlike anything he’d ever seen was taking place. He’d stopped trying to count the number of beasts when he hit three hundred. There was easily several times that number and more continued to emerge from the trees in small packs to join the horde.

What in the blazes is happening down there? he wondered as he stared at them all. 

“General Thane?” Brian called from behind. 

“It’s like they’re gathering their forces to go to war, but with who?” 

“Thane!” Roberts said, getting his attention, and grabbed his shoulder to spin him around.

Thane knocked her hand from him, taking hold of it in the process. He twisted her arm close to the breaking point as the giant, Amazon-like woman went to her knees before him from the pain. Thane heard the clicking noise of a hammer being pulled back on a revolver as Sebastian leveled a .44 Magnum at the side of his head. 

“Let her go, Thane,” Sebastian said.

With a sneer, Thane released his hold on Roberts. She fell backwards onto her butt with a loud thump. Her eyes blazed with anger at the humiliation. 

“Lower the gun before I kill you where you stand,” Thane said. The younger man complied, putting away his weapon.

“Uh, guys . . . aren’t we all on the same side, here?” Brian asked.

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” Sebastian said as Thane tossed him the binoculars he’d just been using. 

Thane pointed at the horde below. “Something big is happening. I’m not sure there’s ever been a gathering like that one down there. The beasts must know something we don’t. We need to find out what it is.”

“Actually, General,” Brian said, “I think I might have an idea, sir.”

Thane turned his attention towards him. 

Brian cleared his throat, clearly nervous, and continued. “The APC’s comm. system started itself up about an hour ago. The onboard computer was designed to interface with the other units within a certain proximity radius so that individual crews would have a better idea of the big picture of the battle happening around them.”

Thane snarled. “And you’re just now mentioning this?”

“To be honest, sir, I thought it was nothing more than a glitch caused from the damage the APC took before he left New Denver . . . but it could be there are other old world units and military systems operating in the area that caused the APC’s own systems to try to link to them. If so, perhaps it’s why the beasts are gathering, to attack whoever is using them.”

“That’s great, Brian,” Sebastian said, sarcasm lacing his tone, “but it doesn’t change the fact we need to get out of here now before the beasts realize we are here and come after us.”

“Wait!” Thane snapped. “Can you use the APC’s systems to track the signal that activated them to its source?”

Brian nodded. “Of course, sir.”

“Thane,” Sebastian said, “we didn’t leave New Denver to go looking for another fight.”

Thane’s hand blurred as he whipped the pistol from the holster on his hip. He put a round through Sebastian’s right knee and another into his arm. Sebastian clawed for his revolver as he fell, screaming from the pain. Roberts came charging at Thane, her battle axe already swinging at his neck. Thane ducked her attack as his pistol cracked again. A round ripped into Roberts’s stomach at point-blank range, splattering her intestines onto the sleeve of his uniform. He kicked her in the middle of her spinal column as she was still staggering from the wound to her guts. She went sprawling, her axe flying from her hands.

Thane thrust his pistol in Sebastian’s direction. “It’s a good thing I’m fine with you both staying here to cover our retreat or I would kill you for taking that tone with me.”

The noise of the shots echoed into the valley below. Hundreds upon hundreds of snarling heads looked up in the group’s direction at the sound of them. Already, a few larger beasts were running for the hill. 

“Brian!” Thane shouted. “It’s time for us to go!” He ran towards the APC.

“Thane!” he heard Sebastian cry after him.

The APC’s heavy wheels tossed chunks of dirt into the air as Brian put the hammer down and it roared away from the hilltop. Thane didn’t bother to glance around at those he’d just sentenced to death. They were only getting what they deserved for questioning him.



* * *



Greg sat on the edge of the bed in his quarters. Dr. Morrison had given him a tour of The Bunker as promised when Greg was released from his care. After his tour, he and the doc had met up with a hard-but-polite man with a questionable sense of humor who had been introduced to Greg as Commander Weger. They had briefly discussed Greg’s set of skills and in the end decided he would best serve at The Bunker by joining the loose, civilian militia that acted as support and grunt labor for the commander’s soldiers. He’d been assigned new quarters, equipped with the gear he would need, and was told where to report in the morning for his first day on the job.

It was all so surreal. These people, this place . . . it was like the world before the dead overran the earth. The Bunker was nothing short of a miracle and now he was a part of it. He wished Anna and Eric were still alive to see it. His heart ached the moment his late wife’s beautiful face crossed his mind’s eye. Ensuring the others hadn’t seen him, he turned away for a moment and wiped the moisture from his eyes.

After, he felt better knowing that if humanity could truly rise up and reclaim this broken world, it would begin here in The Bunker. Of that, he was sure. There were marvels of technology inside these walls that made the world before the Fall pale in comparison. Years of work, much of which had begun before the dead walked, was at last bearing fruit. Greg knew it was still early, but a strange sort of peace filled him and he didn’t have to report to his squad until the morning. He whispered a prayer of thanks and stripped off his new clothes, climbing into his bed. It was as soft and comfortable as it looked. Sleep came for him hard and fast. He dreamed that Eric and Anna were with him, and also of the future to come. The beasts no longer stalked him in his dreams. There was only laughter and hope.



* * *



The bottom of the small shower was covered in dirt and grime. Water continued to spray over Wally as he shampooed his hair for the third time. The feeling of being clean was both exhilarating and new. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt this way. But showering . . . it was dangerous, too, though. It had made him put his guard down. Someone was in the room. He saw them through the film covering the glass of the shower door. Whoever it was sat on the edge of his bed, helping themselves to a show. He was weaponless and naked as he stopped the spraying water with the twist of a knob. He didn’t bother reaching for the towel that hung nearby on the wall as he stepped out, dripping onto the floor. 

“Wow,” he heard a feminine voice say. “And I used to think you were in shape before.”

Wally quickly rubbed his eyes. “Bree?” he whispered, taking in the sight of her. Her shoulder-length brown hair cupped the sides of her face and her blue eyes met his own. She wore nothing but a flimsy, lacy black bra that somehow made her breasts seem even perkier than they were despite its lack of support, and a matching black thong. 

“You never stopped looking for me, did you?” she asked softly.

He moved to her, pushing her over gently onto the bed as he smelt her hair. Their lips met. That first kiss seemed to last an eternity and chase away all the darkness and lost years as if they had never existed. Finally, he pulled away long enough to answer, “No, I didn’t.” Then she jerked him down onto her again. 

Three hours later, they lay exhausted and sweating in each other’s arms.

“I thought you were dead,” she told him. 

Wally grinned. “I was, at least in a sense. Death became my life. I wasn’t just a soldier anymore . . . I was something barely human, the shell of a man filled with nothing but violence and longing. I . . .”

Bree touched a finger to his lips. “It doesn’t matter, Wally. You’re home now.”

“And you’ve been here all this time?”

She nodded, the flesh of her cheek rubbing against his chest. “The government rounded up all the engineers and scientists they could and brought us here to The Bunker during the last days before everything was lost. Since The Bunker was my original lab for the Wolf project and I knew the facility inside and out, I ended up becoming the administrator. Commander Weger and I are the leadership, if you can call it that. We’re all pretty informal. I won’t say it’s been easy, but compared to what you must have lived through . . . out there . . . well . . .” 

Wally kept silent as he continued to gaze at the curves of her naked body. Finally, he looked up and met her eyes again as she sat up, playfully slapping his chest.

“Oh, Wally. I did it. The Wolves are real. They’re not just designs on paper anymore. There are nearly a dozen fully functional, completed suits.”

“I knew you’d do it. You’re too stubborn to ever let anything stop you, even the end of the world.” He grabbed her and jerked her close again. “You have no idea how much I have missed you, Bree.” Tears of happiness ran like tiny rivers from his eyes.

Bree’s lips pressed into his once more and the world around them melted away.



* * *



Greg got up early. As he assembled his new gear, a knock sounded on the door of his quarters. He opened up the door, revealing Brad standing in the hallway outside.

“Sorry, bro,” Brad said, “hooking up with your squad is going to have to wait. Commander Weger wants to see you in the war room A.S.A.P.” 

Greg followed him through The Bunker to a large room with a huge table in its center and a wall covered in view screens. Commander Weger, along with an attractive brunette in her thirties and a man who radiated an enthusiasm for lethality, waited. 

“So glad you could join us,” the commander said with a trace of sarcasm. 

Greg felt himself turning red. “Uh . . . thank you, sir.”

He gestured to the woman. “This is Dr. Bree Langley, the head of our scientific and civilian staff.”

Greg noticed the commander didn’t introduce the man with her, but could sense the tension between the commander and the strange man. Weger gestured for him to take a seat at the table next to Brad. When he did, only Weger remained standing. 

“Something is happening topside,” Commander Weger began. “The beasts are amassing a huge force. It’s my belief that they have cleared the entire south of any surviving human outposts other than our own.” He turned to Greg. “Can you confirm this for me?”

“Sir, I . . . I didn’t even know there were outposts until your . . . whatever it was . . . saved me and brought me here. Up until last week, my wife and I were completely alone and just trying to survive from one day to the next.” He held back the tears at his wife’s memory.

The man beside Dr. Langley spoke up. “I’ve spent the last fifteen years taking the war to the beasts. I think . . .”

Weger whirled on the man. “Mr. Morgan, when I want your input, I will ask for it.”

Bree leaned forward over the table. “Carl, if Wally has something to contribute, you should listen to him.”

Greg was growing more uncomfortable with each passing second. Power games and politics were something he had thought he would never have to deal with again. He watched as Commander Weger shrugged, passing over the floor to Mr. Morgan.

“For those who don’t me yet, you can call me Wally. I believe your assessment of the topside situation is correct, Commander. New Denver was the last standing human city within a hundred-and-fifty-mile radius of this base. I know for a fact it recently came under attack from a band of nomadic marauders with old world military vehicles and weaponry. If things went badly for the city and they broke through its defenses, picking off those who were left in the aftermath of that battle would have been easy for the beasts. With the ever-decreasing numbers of the dead, this base would become the only real threat to their dominance. If they’re amassing, you can bet they are getting ready to come here in force.”

“Not that it will do them any good,” Bree hastily added. “This base is completely underground with only three entrances, each of which is not only camouflaged but sealed by titanium doors.”

Greg wanted to believe her about them all being safe, but his gut told him otherwise. There was something in her voice that made it sound like she was trying to reassure herself as much as those around her. 

Wally shook his head. “Don’t underestimate them. They are a lot smarter than most folks believe they are.” He paused, giving Weger a look of warning. “How many are we talking about when you say they are gathering a huge force?”

“Best guess, based on the last recon report,” the commander answered, “upwards of a thousand.”

Wally whistled as Greg saw Bree and Brad shudder. Greg focused on trying not to let his concern show as he thought about the number Weger had just admitted to.

“That would mean they outnumber us over three to one,” Brad said, his voice quiet and his eyes wide.

Commander Weger took control of the discussion again. “Our best course of action is to meet them head-on before they reach The Bunker. We need to break them before we find ourselves fighting a last stand on their terms. If they were to somehow manage to get inside this base, we would be done for, plain and simple.”

“My Wolves are ready, Commander. They can head out within the hour,” Bree told them all. 

Greg noticed Wally shoot her a look that was a mix of pride and lust. It was obvious the two of them were far more than people who happened to work together. Greg flinched as Commander Weger’s full attention fell on him again. 

“Well, it appears your first day on the job is about to be a rough one,” Weger said to him then turned to Brad. “I want every soldier and militia unit we have mobilized. Half of them will be accompanying the Wolves as support. The other I want on alert and doing all that can be done to make this base more secure should the beasts refuse to break. Understood?”

“Yes, sir!” Greg and Brad said together.

The meeting ended as everyone scurried out to attend to their duties.



* * *



Greg shook the older man’s hand and winced from the pressure of his grip. 

“Good to meet you, son. You better live up to what Brad’s told me about you. Today ain’t a day for screw-ups,” Hawkins said. Apparently, Hawkins was a longtime veteran of the war with the beasts according to Brad, and would be sticking by his side today. Despite his age, Hawkins’s muscles came through firm and strong beneath his uniform with each of his movements. 

Greg rubbed at his aching hand after Hawkins released it. “Don’t worry, sir. This is a fight I’ve been waiting for for a long time.”

Hawkins grunted and turned away from him to return to overseeing the preparations for the militia’s departure. The mechs would be heading out to meet the beasts under their own power. The Bunker’s actual soldiers were double-checking the .50 caliber weapons mounted on their convoy of jeeps and one open-back truck in which sat an even larger cannon that reminded Greg of the anti-aircraft guns of World War II. The militia, however, were delegated to two ancient-looking military transport trucks, each containing over a dozen men, not counting the two riding up front in the cabs.

“Don’t let the old man get to you,” an all-too-chipper voice said from behind Greg, making him jump. A fierce, red-headed woman holding an AK-47 with a scar that ran diagonally over the right side of her face smiled at him. “He’s not so bad and he gets the job done.”

She couldn’t be more than twenty years old and her body was like that of an old world supermodel. “I . . . I . . .” He was finding it almost impossible to keep his gaze level with hers.

“You’re Greg, right? The new guy?” she said.

He nodded, heat filling his cheeks. 

“You can call me Meagan” —she slammed a fist into his arm— “and today’s your lucky day because the old man decided to assign me to watch over you out there since he’s too busy to take on a trainee right now. Hope you’re ready for some hardcore on-the-job training.”

The heavy footfalls of a Mark I Wolf as it lumbered up out of The Bunker’s huge garage stole Greg’s attention. The Mark I’s thick silver armor gleamed in the sunlight before it vanished from his view into the world above. The wildly different looks of the types of mechs made it easy to tell one type from another. 

“Yeah, I know.” Meagan frowned. 

“What?” Greg asked.

“Those guys get to have the real fun, but don’t worry, I’m sure there’ll be enough beasts for everyone to get in their shot today.” 



* * *



“You’re not going.” Bree blocked Wally’s path to the garage area where the attack group was assembling and heading out. “Don’t even think about it. I didn’t wait all these years to get you back just to have you throw it all away again.” 

“Bree,” Wally said, but she wasn’t having any of it.

“No, Wally. You’re new here and you’re not military anymore. Whether you admit it or not, that means you’re under my command not Commander Weger’s. You’re staying and that’s all there is to it.”

“I’m the best there is,” he said without a hint of arrogance or boasting. “Killing the beasts has been my life since I lost you. I can do a lot of good up there.”

“No,” she told him again, placing a hand on his heart. “I’m your life now. Commander Weger is leading the attack himself. He doesn’t need you there undermining his authority. Besides, if they fail, who’ll be left here to stop the beasts when they come? A handful of soldiers and some militiamen with no real training, who were likely chosen to stay behind for a reason? Your place is here, Wally. Accept it. Stay with me.”

He gritted his teeth in frustration, knowing she was right, but that fact didn’t make staying any easier. “Okay,” he said at last, standing down. “But if the beasts do make it through . . .”

“You’ll be in charge. I won’t question your orders and I wouldn’t have it any other way,” she said with a smile.

“I love you,” he said, taking her into his arms and pulling her close for a quick kiss.

Bree beamed up at him, happy about her victory. “I know, you idiot. I love you, too.”

After a moment, she pulled away. “Come on. All my Wolves are equipped with the best communications gear I could put together for them. We’ll be able to watch the battle from the war room.”

Wally let her lead him back deeper into The Bunker as the last of the convoy drove up out of the garage into the sunlight above.



* * *



Lieutenant Charlie Beckham felt like he should be sweating from the hurried journey and the blazing midday sun above, but the Wolf’s internal cooling systems kept him comfortable and the suit itself did most of the work. All of the Mark I and Mark II Wolves formed a battle line in the center of a wide clearing. The pair of Mark III mechs were invisible, somewhere in the trees, in positions that flanked them on opposite sides of the clearing. Commander Weger wasn’t with them. He had stayed with the soldiers and militiamen half a mile behind at their fallback point. If things went south for Beckham’s unit of mechs, Weger and his men’s position would serve as a rally point with them, providing cover fire for Beckham’s unit to regroup. Of course, if it got that bad, things were likely lost already. 

Each of the Mark I Wolves carried a massive, high-velocity cannon that fired fifty armor-piercing rounds in a single shot at the rate of two such bursts per second. They would be the first to hit the beasts at a distance. The Mark II mechs were armed with rapid-fire rail guns that lacked the Mark I weapon’s range though they were equally as deadly. The Mark III mechs being designed for stealth and closed-in combat would be held in reserve until the beasts reached the firing line. If the beasts got through the staggering amount of firepower raging against them, the Mark III mechs would swoop in, cutting a swathe of carnage through their ranks with their swords and fists to give the other Wolf units a chance to retreat. It was a simple plan, but a good one. 

Beckham’s Mark I lumbered into the center of the line as its sensors informed him the beasts were about to enter the clearing and come into weapons’ range for the Mark I units. 

“Guns up, gentlemen,” he said to those around him. “Let’s give them hell!”

Beckham’s targeting scope whirred into place atop his Wolf’s right arm as the beasts burst forth from the trees, charging towards him and his squad. He let the suit’s AI pick his targets for him and braced himself for the massive cannon’s recoil. The horde of beasts was so large Beckham wondered if every Sasquatch in the entire south had come for them. He squeezed the cannon’s trigger and the battle began with the earthshaking sonic booms of the combined fire of the Mark I units. Beckham’s burst tore three beasts to shreds in an explosion of bone fragments and gore. The cannons of the other two Mark I mechs thundered in rapid succession alongside his own. Only the sound suppression system of his Wolf spared him from being made permanently deaf.

The entire clearing shook on his view screen as round after round cycled into his cannon to be discharged in a blast of flame and flying lead. The beasts fell in waves. One monster’s lower torso and legs danced around wildly before teetering over to its final resting place, its upper half completely vaporized by a dead-on hit from his cannon. The Mark II Wolves opened up, their rail guns chattering and spraying spent shell casings that glowed orange from their own heat into the grass. A beast wailed as a stream of rounds struck its chest and cut a path of bloodied, torn meat to its head before its skull splattered like a blood-filled water balloon. Hundreds of twitching corpses and wounded beasts littered the ground of the clearing so thick the waves of incoming beasts behind them were forced to wade through them. Still more of the monsters came roaring forward. Smoke and the smells of fresh blood and burning hair filled the air. Beckham’s cannon clicked empty. He tossed it aside, shifting his Wolf into a boxer’s stance. The other Mark I Wolves followed suit.

This is where it really gets ugly, Beckham thought as the last of the Mark II mechs finished out their ammo belts as well.

The beasts closed the distance left between them and the firing line quickly with nothing left to hold them back. Beckham’s Wolf lunged forward to meet a snarling monster on a collision course with it. Its fist struck the beast in the face. Bone and cartilage folded up under the force of the blow, sending the creature reeling backwards, leaking blood from its broken nose. He saw the pair of Mark III Wolves emerging from the trees, swords out, slashing wildly at the beasts from their flanks. Beckham realized with a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach that the Mark III Wolves would never reach them in time to make a difference. They had misjudged the beasts’ speed and will to fight regardless of the losses they suffered.

The right hand of Beckham’s Wolf reached out to crush the skull of a beast in its thick fingers while he shoved another off of him with his left. There were just too many of the monsters though. Two of the beasts plowed into him at once. His massive Mark I suit toppled to the ground as the creatures piled onto it, pounding it over and over with red-smeared knuckles. His view screen went dark as the suit’s power failed and its systems went offline. Beckham bounced inside it as it shook from the fury being vented upon its armor. All he could do now was lay there and wait for the beasts to tear their way in to reach him. He hoped his death would be a quick one and that he wouldn’t be alive as they ate him.



* * *



PFC Maberry kicked his Mark III Wolf into high gear, taking a running jump into the ranks of the beasts, knocking several of them to the dirt as he landed. His sword sliced two of the creatures before him in half in one vicious swing. The Wolf’s servos strained as he pushed them to their limits, ducking a hairy fist as it came at his head. Cutting the beast who threw the swing’s legs from underneath it, he watched the beast begin to fall as he spun around to engage three more of them. Already warning lights blinked on his display, urging him to go easier on the Wolf’s systems, but he didn’t have an option. The Mark III suits lacked the heavy armor of their counterparts and a single, powerful blow to the right spot could cost him his life.

PFC Maberry lopped off the head of the closest beast as it reached for him. Its body staggered about, hands clutching upwards at the spray of blood where its skull had once been. Maberry met the next two beasts head-on. His sword flashed, cutting a hand that grabbed him off the arm it was attached to. The beast jerked back its bloody stump and tried to run from him, crashing into those coming up behind it. Beckham drew back his other hand to deliver a bone-shattering uppercut to the next beast in the unending line of the monsters that was threatening to overwhelm him.

A pack of six of the beasts encircled him as he tried to press forward. PFC Maberry checked the icons of the other Wolves on his display screen. His hopes sunk as he saw most of them were already offline and down. He’d failed to reach the firing line in time and the larger mechs had paid the price for it. No one had known the beasts would still be so thick in numbers when they closed in and things descended into a hell of close-quarter combat. It was an oversight that was going to cost the whole squad of Wolves their lives. His duty now was to merely stay alive. 

“Ed,” he cried over his comm. link to the other Mark III driver. “We’ve got to disengage and make for the rally point!” 

“Roger that!” Ed screamed back at him.

Maberry’s Mark III squatted close to the dirt, putting a good deal of the suit’s power into a single jump. Its mighty legs thrust it into the sky and over the bulk of the beasts’ forward ranks. He hit the ground running. Ed landed several feet from him, but far too close to one of the faster, snarling Bigfoot. With a roar it, it plunged a giant fist into his Mark III’s faceplate. Maberry heard the sound of shattering plexi-glass and Ed’s pained-filled cries as his Mark III flipped over backwards from the force of the impact. The beasts swarmed over him like the dead tearing at a living body. The active icon of Ed’s suit on his display went dark. 

“Damn it,” Maberry yelled as he sprinted away from the beasts, heading south where help was supposed to be waiting in the form of Commander Weger and his support troops. He made it a total of three steps before one of the warning lights he’d been seeing flared a brighter shade of red and the servos of his Mark III Wolf’s right leg locked up from overheating. His suit went sailing through the air from its own momentum to land with a thud face first on the forest floor. Maberry managed to roll over and bring the mech’s sword up into the belly of a beast that dove on top of him. Its yellow eyes bugged out as its intestines spilled over the giant blade of his powersuit. It grabbed his arm as motors strained against desperate muscles. The beast snarled at him, leaking a mixture of blood and saliva onto his faceplate. Maberry rolled again, catching the creature by surprise, and knocked it off of him. He took a swing at it but missed, his blade barely nicking its shoulder, as he tried to get to his feet. A second beast tackled him, its hand ripping power cables from the side of his suit. The damage shorted out the control of his sword arm.

“No!” Maberry howled as he grabbed the beast’s head by its fur and smashed his own armored head into its face, crushing the monster’s nose. The beast let go of him, spitting blood and teeth as the remainder of his Wolf’s systems failed one by one. The beast took hold of his dead armor and plunged two of its thick fingers through the glass of his faceplate into Maberry’s skull. PFC Maberry twitched inside the suit as the beast withdrew its blood-smeared hand and left him where he lay.



* * *



Commander Weger had watched it all via the screen of his comm. hook up. He cursed, flinging the small, handheld device aside. “The Wolves are down, boys. It’s up to us now.”

“Is he crazy?” Greg asked Meagan. “If those things took out those suits, how in the world are we supposed to stop them?”

Meagan shook her head as the beasts came tearing through the trees into view. “It’s too late to run,” was all she had time to say before she jerked up her AK-47 to her shoulder and opened fire at the approaching horde.

All of the vehicle-mounted .50 calibers thundered as one, meeting the beasts with their combined firepower and turning their front ranks into something that looked like it leaked from the bowels of a meat grinder. Greg emptied his clip in a continuous stream of automatic fire at the monsters. As he popped it loose to shove a fresh magazine home, the beasts broke through. One monster charged into the men around him. It lifted a soldier from his feet and ripped him in half like a poorly-made doll. The man’s innards flopped from the bottom of his upper half as the beast tossed his two pieces in different directions. Another beast came running at Meagan. She backpedaled, trying to escape its fury. Greg moved to intercept the beast as Meagan put a good twenty rounds into its stomach. Gutted and dying, the monster swatted her into the grass as it closed in. 

“Meagan!” Greg shouted helplessly as the thing’s large foot squashed her head into a stain of red goo with jagged bits of white bone, spurting out across the grass. Greg put a burst into the beast as it collapsed onto Meagan’s corpse. 

Nearby, a beast yanked a .50 caliber from the rear of a jeep, taking the gunner’s arms with the weapon in the process. Greg’s eyes went wide as he looked up to see the jeep itself flying towards him. Cursing and screaming, he rolled from its path as it smacked into the earth where he’d stood moments before, then bounced on, rolling over and over, before erupting into a mass of flames and shrapnel. Covered in blood, sweat and dirt, Greg hauled himself to his feet as two of the beasts came barreling towards him. He leveled his rifle at them, pulling its trigger tight. He sprayed them both until the faster of the two shoved a fist into his ribs. The beast’s hand emerged from his back as it lifted him up several feet. His rifle dropped from his hands as he struggled to stay conscious. Blood leaked from his mouth in long, wet strands. The sound of gunfire had fallen silent, leaving only the rage-filled cries of the beasts as they continued on in the direction of The Bunker. Greg’s last thoughts were of Anna as his body spasmed and wriggled in its death throes on the beast’s arm.



* * *



Bree flipped off the last monitor. The war room was silent. Wally, Dr. Morrison, and Brad, who had stayed behind to command The Bunker’s remaining soldiers and militiamen, watched her as she took a seat at the table with them.

“How long?” she asked. 

“Best guess? They’ll be here in less than an hour.” Brad shook his head and whistled at his own words. “I’d wager the Wolves and the boys cut the size of their forces by more than half, but . . .”

“It’s nowhere near enough,” Wally finished for him. 

“The complex is safe,” Dr. Morrison told them. “They’ll never find a way inside these walls.”

“Uh . . .” Brad rubbed at his beard. “Under normal circumstances, you would likely be right, Doc, but . . .”

“But what?” Bree snapped, instantly cursing herself for letting the pressure of the situation get to her.

“The garage bay is still open,” Brad confessed. “There’s a malfunction with the servos that control it. It hadn’t been used in so long opening the doors caused them to burn out. We’re working on fixing it, but it won’t be nearly in time to have it shut before those things out there arrive.”

“Of all the—” Bree spat, slamming a fist into the top of the table. 

“I don’t understand, Major,” Dr. Morrison said. “How could this happen?”

“Those doors haven’t been fully opened since The Bunker was sealed. They are not exactly high on the priority list when it comes to maintenance.”

“You’re telling me we’re all about to die because of simple neglect?” The doctor looked to be on the verge of leaving his seat and pummeling the major into a bleeding pulp.

“Calm down,” Bree told the doctor. “We need to be focusing on the danger at hand not laying blame.”

Wally spoke up. “This is a fight we can’t win, Bree. It’s time to go.”

“Go to where? There’s nowhere left up there to run to, Wally. You should know that better than anyone. The Bunker is the best hope the human race has left. It’s likely the only chance we have of not only recovering all we’ve lost to the beasts and the dead, but holding onto our knowledge for future generations.”

“She’s right,” Dr. Morrison said. “Even if we took all the data we could with us, I highly doubt mankind would ever be able to use it. Here we have a working fusion reactor, the first ever created, and the tools with which to jumpstart civilization back to what it was in the days before the beasts came out of the woods looking for blood.”

Wally looked to Brad for support. Brad shook his head.

“If we could somehow beat them here, this whole region would be ours again. Even if we just hold them back and drive them away for now, the losses they’ve suffered and our tech gives us a huge long-term edge.”

Wally looked utterly defeated. “Small arms aren’t going to cut it,” he said at last. “If we’re going to make this stand with your precious Wolves already lost, we’re going to need some real ordnance to throw at the monsters. Our only hope is to stop them before they get inside The Bunker through the open bay. If they manage that, it’s close quarters and the battle is already theirs.”



* * *



Wally and Brad took charge of The Bunker’s defense while Bree and Dr. Morrison organized the civilian populace that were either unable or unwilling to fight. They would retreat deep into The Bunker’s lowest levels to wait for whatever would come.

Two rail guns built to be mounted on the Mark II Wolves were quickly fastened with makeshift tripods and positioned in the middle of a line of five .50 calibers set up along The Bunker bay’s open entrance way. Wally carried a M4 with each of its eight firing chambers loaded with not grenades, but near hand-sized, armor-piercing rounds. All of The Bunker’s defenders were armed with the heaviest weapons that could be found. One soldier wore matching .44 Magnums in holsters on his belt. Another clutched a real Elephant gun, though where he got it, Brad and Wally had no idea.

Hades, Wally thought. Unless the man was amazingly lucky, he’d never get it reloaded after its two barrels were emptied. 

Wally spotted Brad overseeing the setup of the sixth and final .50 caliber on the line. Brad wore a flamethrower pack strapped to his shoulders. 

“You’ve got to be kidding?” Wally said as he walked over to where Brad stood.

Brad met him with a devilish grin. “The beasts go up pretty easy and this baby has one heck of a wide stream. Besides, look around you. The Bunker’s all metal. It’s not like we have to worry about much secondary damage from the fires.”

“At least not until they get a hold of you and you explode,” Wally said in a very professional and serious tone. 

Brad just laughed. “If it gets bad enough for them to get their bloody hands on me, who says that isn’t part of the plan? This from a man who has fought them with just a sword? Really?” He slapped Wally’s shoulder. “It’s all-or-nothing time here, bro. If this is my time to buy it, I might as well do it in style.”

“Sir!” one of the soldiers on watch outside of The Bunker beyond the defensive line called down to Brad. “We have got movement in the trees!”

Wally and Brad’s eyes met for a fraction of a second before Brad turned away and whooped, “It’s show time, people! The crap’s about to hit the fan!”

Wally watched him jog away to assume command of the left side of the line. The men under Wally’s command on the right side were already as prepared as they could ever be. That was a good thing as he had no words of encouragement to give them.

Like stampeding cattle, the beasts tore through the trees and came into view. Several men along the line on both sides of it were already taking wild, panicked shots at them, but Wally waited for them to draw in a bit closer before he gave the official order.

“Fire!” he shouted.

The Bunker’s bay echoed with the roar of rail guns and .50 calibers springing into action. 

The initial wave of beasts stumbled, many of the monsters being cut apart into nothing more than ragged chunks of flying meat and spraying blood. The beasts were so fast and numerous that for each that fell, two more advanced, stepping over the remains of their brethren. Wally joined the fight as the first of them reached the line. He leaped forward, leveling the barrel of his M4 at the chest of one of the things that was in the process of crushing a .50 caliber with its bare hands. His shot blew a hole the size of basketball through its ribcage. It staggered back several steps and collapsed, its eyes rolling up to show only a sickly yellow. With the .50 caliber gone, the men around him broke into an open retreat. Wally stood his ground, pumping off four more rounds. One splattered the head of a beast into a reddish pulp. Another deprived a beast of its right arm, leaving it reeling sideways, clutching at the wound with its remaining hand. His third shot gutted a beast as it stepped directly in front of him, filling the air with pieces of intestines and fecal matter. His fourth and final shot went wide of its intended target as he slipped on the sheen of blood already covering most of the bay’s floor. The beast he’d been aiming at turned from the soldier it had just folded up like a pretzel and rushed at him. Wally dropped his M4 in favor of his sword. In one smooth motion, he yanked it free from the scabbard on his back and slashed open the monster’s throat. A sickening, gargling noise erupted from the creature as it staggered and fell to its knees. It grabbed for him, but Wally backpedaled and slashed at it again, this time taking three of its fingers for his effort. The beast was dying anyway and Wally didn’t stick around to watch it expire.

He ran towards the inner door leading into The Bunker itself where the surviving defenders were backed up, fighting for their lives against the seemingly endless tide of beasts. The bay stank of smoke, blood and burning hair. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Brad across the bay. Brad was hosing a pack of the monsters with his flamethrower, but with the main line now broken, there was nothing to keep them from reaching him. One creature with most of its hair and the flesh of its upper body burnt away, with flames still dancing over its skin, scooped Brad up into a bear hug. The light of the explosion left Wally momentarily blind as its shockwave lifted him from his feet and tossed him like a rag doll into The Bunker’s wall. He thudded against it, bruising the entire right side of his body, and tumbled to the floor. Blinking his vision back into focus, he could see over half of the bay was now a sea of fire and burning beasts. The stink was so bad he gagged and tried not to vomit. Smoke filled his lungs. In the mostly-enclosed bay, the smoke was soon going to be just as lethal as the beasts themselves. Coughing, Wally hauled himself to his feet. His path towards the inner door was blocked by flames. Taking the only option available to him, he bolted for the open bay door and sunlight beyond it. His eyes burned and tears flowed freely. Whether it was the grace of God or merely the cover from the smoke, he didn’t know how but made it out without having to engage a single beast. 

There were still hundreds of the Bigfoot outside trying to press forward into the flames and chaos of the bay, but they didn’t seem to notice him as he emerged. He flattened himself against the outside of the massive bay door and crept around behind them before making a run for the cover of the trees. Two of the monsters spotted him and gave chase. Wally’s legs pumped beneath him as he sprinted into the woods. Knowing they would overtake him, he flung himself into the air as they closed in, grabbed a tree limb, and spun in the air above them to land behind them. Wally drew his sword once more and delivered a vicious swipe to the backside of the closest beast’s legs. It fell as metal parted muscle and flesh. Wally had no time to move in and finish the monster. The other whirled on him. Wally swung at it and the beast caught his sword in the thick of its palm. Blood poured from its hand, and with a deep snarl it held onto the blade and snapped it in two.

Wally moved with near superhuman speed that came from years of training and experience, jerking twin daggers from their sheathes on his boots as the beast loomed over him. He had no time to dodge it. Its hands closed on him as he felt two of his ribs give way to the pressure of the monster’s grip and it lifted him above its head. Wally plunged his daggers into its eyes and twisted them around, deeper into the sockets. The beast gave a pained, surprised howl and flung him aside. Wally struck the ground with such force he felt his left shoulder dislocate. The beast’s final act was to wrench the daggers from its eye sockets before it dropped to its knees and collapsed face first in the dirt. It still held the blades in its hands as it died.

Wally popped his shoulder back into place. The rush of pain that came with doing so caused the world to spin around him. His vision narrowed and went black as he lost consciousness. 

He awoke with a start as heavy drops of rain splashed onto his cheeks. The clouds above let loose and a sudden downpour erupted over him. Wally ignored the pain coursing through him and rolled over onto his good side, forcing himself up. His first few steps were awkward and labored, but he managed to stay on his feet. It was dark and the woods were eerily silent.

“Bree!” he said. He had to find her.

Wally glanced over and noticed an APC parked near The Bunker’s open bay door. There was something oddly familiar about it. 

“About time you woke up,” a voice above him said.

He looked up to see Thane crouched on a limb of the tree beside him. “Thane? How . . . what are you doing here?”

The man hopped to the ground in front of him. “What’s the matter, Wally? You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.” He laughed. “Could that be because you betrayed us? You walked away from all we had worked to build and then sold us out on top of that.”

Wally said nothing. Wincing at the pain of his wounds, he shifted into a defensive stance.

“Really? You’re in no shape to fight, especially not me.”

“What do you want, Thane?”

“I would think that’s pretty obvious. I came to kill you.”

“Then what are you waiting for?”

“Oh, I was just savoring this moment. I very much want to remember you like this, alone and broken.”

Thane’s taunts stung him and Wally finally lost it. He sprang at him, swinging at the man’s throat. Thane sidestepped the attack. Wally evaded his counter blow and thrust a palm at his face. Thane blocked his strike, catching his arm. Wally screamed as Thane snapped it backwards, breaking it. The white of bone poked through Wally’s flesh and the torn cloth of his sleeve. 

Backpedaling, Wally tried to retreat for a moment to gather himself. Thane pressed his attack, moving in for the kill. Wally blocked a blow aimed for his stomach with his good arm, but Thane managed to pop him in the face—three times in rapid succession—tearing his lips against his own teeth. Wally spat blood, still staggering backwards. A kick to his chest sent new currents of pain through his already-hurt ribs. He fell onto his back. He managed not to blackout and stared up at Thane as his former comrade leaped onto him, his fist bashing Wally again and again in a flurry of blows.

A rifle cracked in the distance. Thane’s chest exploded as a high caliber round ripped through him. Wally saw shock and disbelief in his eyes before Thane’s corpse toppled over to lay face down beside him. World spinning, body aflame in agony, Wally dug deep and somehow found the strength to sit up.

A young man waved to him through the rain from the APC’s open side. “He was crazy!” the young man called to him. “Someone had to put him down!”

“Wait!” Wally tried to shout as the young man slammed the APC’s door, but if the young man heard him, his words were ignored. The APC’s motor growled as it kicked into gear and drove away, heading northward. Wally slumped back to the grass and lay there bleeding as he tried to build up the energy to hobble his way towards The Bunker. When he did, bodies of the beasts covered the entire clearing around the open bay door. He waded through them into the bay. Thick smoke still lingered within it. With his good hand, he tore a strip of cloth from his tattered shirt and made a makeshift mask over his nose and mouth. 

The inner door was broken open when he reached it. The beasts had fought their way into The Bunker proper. The battle had been lost, but still he had to see for himself. He had to know if Bree was still alive. He wandered through The Bunker’s corridors, occasionally coming upon the corpse of a beast, but more often he moved past the mangled and partially eaten remains of the men and women he’d been trying to save. There were several places in the corridors where the bodies were so thickly piled up he had to climb over them. He guessed the civilians had done their best to keep the fight going after the soldiers and militiamen had failed to stop the monsters. It was a futile effort given what they had been facing, but he knew he would have done the same in their place. 

Finally, he reached the lowest level of the complex. Here the bodies were thickest of all. The walls themselves were stained with blood. The doors to the large lab, where the bulk of the civilians looked to have made their last stand, were battered open. Inside, a great sea of twisted and mutilated corpses stretched out before him. He moved among them, searching. When at last he found Bree, a sound like a whimper trembled forth from his lips and he sunk to his knees beside her. Her eyes were wide open in an expression of utter terror. Her head was bent an unnatural angle and her thighs and groin were torn and chewed up, exposing a mass of stringy, red tissue. Congealed blood smeared her hands and face.

A sob shook his entire body as his tears broke loose. With a shaking hand, he closed her eyes and leaned over to kiss her cold forehead. Then he stood and stumbled back the way he came.





Epilogue



Nate sat by the fire, sipping at a mug of coffee, as a pot of beans cooked over the open flames. The night was quiet and still. A cool summer’s breeze blew through the trees. He kept an eye on the trees, watching the shadows. Though there hadn’t been a beast spotted in these parts for over a year, the old tales of the monsters put him on edge. He blamed his dad’s wild stories about the days when the dead had walked the earth and the beasts almost drove humanity into extinction. Those days were long passed, however, and the world was beginning to right itself. Just in the last ten years, numerous cities had sprung up here in the southern part of what once was known as the United States, the largest of which held a population of over five thousand. It was strange to think of that many folks crammed behind the walls of a single, sprawling stronghold. Life in the cities had its charm, but Nate was grateful for his job as a post carrier. Regardless of the dangers, he couldn’t imagine any other type of life. It let him travel and watch the new world as it continued to grow. 

Nearby, his horse snorted, making him jump. His hand went to the large pistol holstered on his belt as an old man, limping along on a wooden cane, came hobbling into his camp. 

“I’d stop right there if I were you,” Nate said as he leveled his pistol at the old man. Though the world was far safer than it used to be, he wasn’t taking any chances. Waylaying a postal carrier was a common thing to do for those looking for an easily-gained batch of supplies. 

“May I rest by your fire?” the old man asked, his voice weary and tired.

“Are you armed?” Nate asked, eying the cloak that covered the old man’s body.

“Only with my wits and this cane,” the old man said with a wink.

Nate, against his better judgment, decided to have pity on the old fart. “Come on, then. I got some beans cooking. You look like you could use a good meal.”

“Thank you.” The old man took a seat across the fire from him.

Nate fished a plateful of beans from the pot and handed it to the old man, who took it in his aged, trembling hands.

“What are you doing out here by yourself?” Nate asked.

“What I always do—Wander.”

“That can’t be much of a life.” Nate was really starting to pity the old fool now. How did the man even survive out here?

“It’s not, but then my life ended a long time ago.”

“If you want to travel with me, I’m headed to New Raleigh. I wouldn’t mind the company.”

“Thank you, for the beans as well, but no.”

“What’s your name?”

“Does it matter?” The old man shot him a glare.

“Well, I’m Nate. I’m a postal carrier out of Greenville.”

“I see that.” The old man smiled and gestured at Nate’s khaki uniform and the bags resting on the ground beside his horse, which bore the logo of his trade. “It’s amazing how fast things are coming back now that the beasts are broken and driven back into the hills.”

“Tell me about it. By next year, I hear that there’s a real, honest-to-goodness plane that’s going to be tested over in Virginia.” 

The old man finished his beans and got up.

“Hey, where are you going?” Nate asked. “It’s not safe to travel in these woods at night. What if you came across one of the beasts?”

“Son, I’ve killed more beasts than you have seen in your life.”

Nate watched him go. When the old man reached the edge of camp, he turned around and said, “My name is Wally Morgan. Thank you again for your kindness.” Then he was simply gone, vanished into the night.

Nate stared after him and took a sip of coffee. That name sounded so familiar. Where had he heard it before? Then the memory hit him like a fist to the side of the head. He spat the coffee into the dirt. He’d just met the man who had made the new world possible. He’d shared a fire with a legend.

Nate doubted anyone in New Raleigh would ever believe him, but he was dang sure going to tell them about it all the same. 
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“Brutal and visceral, what was once the joke of the Cryptozoological world is now back where it belongs: at the top of the monster food chain.”
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“Eric S. Brown breathes new life into the Bigfoot mythos.

Grizzly, gritty . . . gripping, Brown pulls you in from page one and doesn’t let go until the very end. Even then, he still haunts your nightmares. Bigfoot War is not to be missed!”

- James Melzer, author of
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“Find a big gun, and catch your breath when you can. The raging, relentless pace of this book will grip you until the last page. Mr. Brown has entered new territory and the residents are large, strong, intelligent, and very, very angry . . .”

- Stephen A. North, author of Dead Tide



“Eric S. Brown transmutes myth into horrifying reality. Through key people of Babble Creek, Bigfoot War instantly pulls the reader into a small town facing obliteration. A powerful, unique voice shines here, leaving you white-knuckled until you finish, thirsty for more.”

- Ben Eads, dark fiction writer

and host of The Dark Fiction Show



“The first words unfold to put the reader right in the middle of flat-out adventure, action, violence, and an adrenaline rush of sound and emotion. In addition, Mr. Brown seems to have an instinctive understanding of how to put fiction down on the page. The construction of the book and how it moves is purely professional and inspired. He knows how to craft an effective novel!”

- James Robert Smith, author of
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“Goodness gracious, was this book a ride! Eric S. Brown put the proverbial pedal to the metal from start to finish in this fun and fast-paced tale, bringing a horror story filled with gunfire, gore, and grisly death. You barely have time to breathe when Bigfoot and the fun bunch wreck shop again and again.”

- Bowie V. Ibarra, author of Down the Road



“Eric S. Brown reminds us that monsters can be fun, even when taken seriously, with this Sasquatch rampage through a small town. Briskly paced and entertaining, Brown delivers exactly what he promises, with a storyteller’s heart—unless some creature ate it first.”

- Scott Nicholson, author of They Hunger
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