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THE SHARP END
October 1917
Near Passchendaele, Belgium
   
 Lieutenant Michael Burke, 316th Infantry, American Expeditionary Force (AEF), crouched just inside the front door of the cottage that he and his men were using as cover and prayed that German patrol on the other side would just pass by the squat little structure without investigating.
 He shot a glance across the room at his number two, Sergeant Charles Moore, who stood next to the window and was watching through a small gap in the curtains as the soldiers approached the gate at the end of the front walk. The big Californian had already been with the unit when Burke was assigned to command it, but so far the two of them had gotten along pretty well. Charles was a veteran fighter who took the business of keeping himself and those under his charge, including his new lieutenant, alive very seriously, which was something Burke certainly appreciated.
 Moore held up two fingers and the pantomimed taking a drag off of a cigarette, indicating that the soldiers had stopped for a quick smoke..
 The sight sent a pang of envy coursing through Burke; he’d smoked his last two days ago and resupply wasn’t due for at least another week. 
 Burked nodded that he understood, then quietly drew his knife, indicating with a nod that Moore should do the same. The other man shook his head, pointing instead to the bayonet attached to the end of his rifle. They couldn’t use their guns; the sound of a shot would bring more of the enemy running. They’d have to wait until the Germans finished their smokes and came inside before eliminating them as quickly and as quietly as they could.
 The others – Corporal Bennett and Privates Perkins and O’Leary – waited in the next room, their own weapons at the ready in case anything went wrong. Burke sincerely hoped they wouldn’t have to use them.
 Moore gave a nod toward the door and Burke tensed. He could hear the two men outside talking between themselves as they approached. Burke didn’t understand any German yet, but the soldiers’ voices sounded relaxed and he didn’t think they were on to them. Probably just checking out the cottage as part of a routine patrol, he thought. Boy, were they going to get a surprise. 
The door opened and the two German soldiers stepped inside, still chatting between themselves and barely paying attention to their surroundings. Burke gave the first one just long enough to clear the door and then he stepped forward, seizing the man by the hair atop his head and yanking the man’s head backward, exposing his throat. A quick sideways jerk of the knife and blood splashed across the furniture and wall in front of him as Burke slashed the German’s throat from ear to ear. 
 The sudden attack had taken both of the intruders by surprise and the other German’s arms were just coming up, weapon in hand when Sergeant Moore clocked him across the face with the butt of his rifle. The man folded like a house of cards and the sergeant quickly finished him off with the bayonet. As Burke dragged the bodies out of the way, Moore shut the door and leaned back against it.
 They both breathed a sigh of relief.
 The war that had begun with the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand was now in its fourth year and there was still no end in sight. The Germans had begun the war with a stunning series of initial successes, driving back the French troops before them as they marched toward Paris with an eye on London as well. Somehow the Allies had rallied, managed to stop and even throw back the German lines, regaining about half the territory they had lost before the war had settled into long, drawn–out stalemate. 
 When the Americans joined the war earlier that year, many had hoped it would be enough to turn the tide, but that was not to be. The Kaiser and his armies were more determined than ever to wrest control of the continent out of the hands of the Allied forces. So far they were succeeding. Battle after battle ended with Allied forces retreating in the face of the superior German numbers and equipment. Long days turned into longer months as the casualties grew and the stretch of ground still controlled by the Allies shrank.
 Then British commander Sir Douglas Haig came up with the plan he claimed would “turn the tide of the war” and chose Ypres as the place to carry it out.
 Strategically located along the roads leading to the English Channel ports in Flanders, the city of Ypres had been the site of two previous attempts by the German army to reach the sea earlier in the war. Both times the combined British and Belgian forces had managed to throw back the massive German assaults, though casualties had been atrocious on both sides. A long stalemate settled in by mid–1915 and for the last two years the two armies stared at each other from their respective trenches until Haig came along with his brilliant plan. The Third Battle of Ypres had begun four months earlier, in mid–July. 
 The initial assault was preceded by a several–day–long barrage of artillery fire, which only served to warn the Germans that a major attack was imminent. As a result the first phase of the assault, the attack on Pilcken Ridge, produced high numbers of casualties despite ultimately being successful. In phase two, the attacks on the Menin Road Ridge and Polygon Wood also succeeded, but again only at great loss. As a result, three regiments of the American Expeditionary Force’s (AEF) 81st Division were brought in to support this third, and hopefully, final phase of the assault, which was how Burke and his men found themselves marching through the mud alongside the men of the 3rd Canadian Division two days earlier. Burke’s unit was matched with 5th Canadian Mounted Rifles under Major George Pearkes earlier that morning and ordered to take two key German positions south of the village of Passchendaele, locally known as Source Farm and Crest Farm. The combined Canadian–American force had done so, though it was touch and go for awhile as the Germans fought hard to maintain their hold. Pearkes was injured in the initial assault, but had managed to keep his unit together and take the ground, despite his injury.
 Burke’s unit was then sent forward to reconnoiter the German positions closer to the village of Passchendaele. They were preparing to return to their own lines when the Germans launched a counterattack in the midst of a rain–squall, driving a wedge deep into the Allied position and forcing a general retreat to the secondary line of defense. 
 Cut off by the Germans’ unexpected, yet successful drive forward, Lt. Burke and his five man team were trapped on the wrong side of the lines as a result.
 At first he wasn’t too concerned. The cottage they were holed up in on the outskirts of Passchendaele provided shelter from the elements; a situation the men were actually pretty damned thankful about. It had been raining off and on for days and the chance to get out of the mud put a momentary smile on their lips despite their situation. There was even a working fireplace, but Burke forbade his men from using it for fear of the smoke giving away their position. Still, being out of the muck was an improvement and the few morsels of food they were able to scrounge from the depths of the kitchen cabinets raised the men’s spirits a bit and kept their outlook positive. He’d been convinced that the set–back was a temporary one and the Allies would soon throw the Germans back to their original positions, if not all the way into the village.
 As the day grew longer, however, it became clear that the Allied counterattack he was hoping for wasn’t going to happen. Burke and his men were left out on the sharp end with no one to rely on but themselves. 
So what else is new? Burke thought.
 “It’s clear,” he called to the men in the next room and soon all of them were gathered in the kitchen, watching as Sergeant Moore quickly searched the bodies, taking care to avoid the puddle of blood that was pooling beneath them. He didn’t find anything of interest.
 “Now what, sir?” Private O’Leary asked. His usually ruddy face was looking a bit green at the sight of the blood that was slowly dripping down the wall where it had splashed moments before.
 “Now you stand watch until the Lieutenant tells you otherwise,” Moore growled at the three of them. Bennett, Perkins, and O’Leary, jumped to do as ordered. 
They’d be a good squad, Burke thought, if they weren’t so damned green.
 He turned to his sergeant and, in low voice the other men couldn’t hear, said, “I’m thinking we make a break for it now, before we get hemmed in even worse. Thoughts?”
 The other man shrugged. “Don’t see that we have much choice, to be honest. We can’t stay here now.”
 Moore was right; they couldn’t. Eventually the missing patrol would be noticed and men would be sent out to find what had happened to them. The cottage Burke and his men were holed up in would be searched, the bodies found, and then all hell would break loose. Burke’s squad had to be long gone before then. 
 “Good! We’re in agreement. Now we just need to figure out how where going to pull this off. Here’s what I’m thinking…” Burke said as he pulled out the map on which he’d scribbled some notes earlier and walked through his plan with him. 
 “We’re here,” he said, pointing to ridgeline marked on the map with only a number, 263, as identification. The position looked down upon the German position to the east, which was why it had been selected as their observation post in the first place. South of the ridge, on the other side of a small copse of woods, was the remains of Vapour Farm, where the 5th Canadian had been positioned earlier. Unfortunately the farm was now in the hands of a German machine–gun crew who were using it to cover the approach to the newly–relocated Allied lines far to the southeast. Between the two was a wide stretch of ground that looked like Hell itself. Artillery fire from both sides had ripped and torn at the earth until the once–gentle farmland looked as if a family of enraged giants had excavated it with their bare hands. Scattered throughout were the abandoned trenches and fortifications that the Allied army had occupied less than a day before, many of which were no longer recognizable as such due to the destruction wrought upon them.
 Then, of course, there were the dead.
 They lay where they had fallen; tangled in the wire, half–buried in the trenches, scattered to the four winds by the destructive power of high explosives. 
 Oddly enough, Burke was worried more about the dead than he was about the living.
 He’d heard the rumors, just like every other man in the unit. Corpse gas, they were calling it. Worse than chlorine, worse even than mustard, the strange grey–green gas supposedly had no impact on the living but rather resurrected the bodies of the dead, turning them into flesh–hungry zombies with insatiable appetites. 
 At first Burke dismissed the reports as nonsense. He was an educated man; he knew how the horrors of war could affect even the strongest of minds, how they could make men see things that weren’t really there. But then the trickle of reports became a steady flow and Burke began to wonder. When men from battlefields many miles apart began to report the same strange sightings, it was enough to make even an educated man take notice.
 He was just a lowly lieutenant. He didn’t have access to the kinds of information the upper brass had, but he knew he wasn’t the only one beginning to wonder if the higher–ups were keeping something from them. Morale was at an all–time low, one of the reasons Haig had pushed for the offensive in the first place. He wanted to “give the boys something to cheer about,” or so the explanation went. Burke could just imagine how the men would react if the brass were to officially announce that along with the overwhelming numbers of German troops, the Allies would also soon be facing battalions of the walking dead. 
And what about those other rumors? a voice asked from the depths of his mind. Do you believe those, too?
 Burke wasn’t sure. He supposed that if he accepted the notion of corpse gas, then he could accept the idea that one bite from one of those shambling creatures was enough to turn a perfectly healthy man into one of them in a matter of moments. The image of a rotting corpse rising from the mud drifted through his mind and he quickly banished it with a shudder and a shake of his head.
 He refocused on the plan.
 “We head downhill to this copse of trees here,” he said, pointing to the small wooded area directly south of them, “and use that as a staging area to move on that machine gun crew that’s set up inside the farmhouse.”
 “If they turn that gun on us, we’re dead,” Moore said. “Why don’t we bypass the farm altogether, head west, and follow the river back to our lines?”
 Burke shook his head. “With all the rain the ground along the river has turned into a massive swamp. We’d be at the mercy of both the current and any German patrol that happened along. If we stick to ground we’re familiar with, we’ll have a better chance of avoiding unexpected obstacles.”
 Moore agreed.
 “Once we take the farmhouse, we should have a clear shot across no man’s land,” his finger traced a path in front of the farmhouse and across a wide swatch of empty ground that they’d traversed the day before during the initial push, then off the southern edge of the map in the direction the rest of the army had retreated a few hours before.
 “Good enough for me,” the sergeant said and that sealed it.
 By dark, Burke intended to have all of them safely behind Allied lines.
 “Get me the pigeon, will ya?”
 “Sir.”
 Burke watched as the sergeant headed across the room to where he’d left his rucksack and dug through it for the wooden box containing the pigeon. When the other man returned, Burke took the box and together they moved over to the kitchen table.
 Resting the box on the table top, Burke opened it and withdrew one of the little square pieces of paper from the stack inside. He pulled the stub of a pencil out of the breast pocket of his uniform shirt and then quickly wrote out a short message in that week’s code to let the Major know what he intended to do. The last thing any of his men needed was to get shot as they approached the line because the boys in the trenches weren’t expecting anyone except the enemy to approach from that direction. If the pigeon was brought down, hopefully the code would keep the message safe. If not…they’d deal with that if and when it happened. When he was finished he rolled the paper into a tight tube and handed it to Sergeant Moore to hold onto while he prepped the pigeon. 
 The automaton was fashioned of tin and, truth be told, didn’t look all that much like a pigeon. Maybe a little, Burke
thought, if you squinted at it. It had an oval–shaped body about twice the size of his fist with a slender wing attached to either side, but that’s where the resemblance ended. When the clockwork mechanism inside was properly wound and activated, the wings unfurled and beat the air around them, creating a thrumming sound that reminded him of some giant insect far more than a bird. Still, the name had stuck, if only because the devices had begun to replace the live homing pigeons that had been used to relay messages between trenches since the start of the war. Years of warfare, including clouds of poison gas and relentless enemy gunfire had decimated the pigeon stocks until it was far more common to see one of the automatons than a live bird.
 Burke didn’t care as long as his message got through.
 He reached beneath his shirt and pulled out the key he was wearing on a thin leather cord around his neck. He used one hand to keep the pigeon’s wings carefully clamped against its metal body and used the other to insert the key into a hole at the base of its “neck.” He wound it carefully fifty times, counting the turns aloud so wouldn’t lose track. Over–winding could cause the gears to jam up, an irritating flaw that Burke wished someone would fix. 
 When he was finished he had the other man slip the message into the slot that had been designed to hold it on the bird’s belly. Preparations complete, they moved into one of the bedrooms on the west side of the house, wanting the bulk of the structure between them and the enemy when they released the bird so it would have the best chance possible of reaching its destination. Burke could feel the tension in the wings as they strained against his hands, making it seem as if the bird itself recognized their need and longed to take flight on their behalf.
 Moore stepped to the window and opened it, then pushed open the shutters. He took a quick look outside, then pulled his head back in and nodded to Burke. “It’s clear,” he said.
 Burke moved to the window and gently lofted the bird into the air outside. The minute his hands released the wings they sprang outward and began flapping at a speed too quick for the eye to follow. It hung in the air just outside the window for a moment, looking like nothing so much as an oversized mechanical hummingbird as it oriented itself, and then it took off across the fields with a gentle buzz.
 He watched it go for a moment and then put it out of his mind. It would either get there in time to warn the others that they were coming or it wouldn’t. 


*** ***
 They crept through the trees, edging closer to the farmhouse with every step. It was late afternoon and the setting sun cast long shadows among the trees, helping to mask their approach. They were almost to the edge of the tree line at the back of the property when the stillness of the forest was suddenly broken by the roar of a heavy machine gun.
 Burke hit the dirt, instinctively trying to make as small a target of himself as possible. He recognized the sound of the gun as a Maxim 08, a favorite support weapon of the German infantry, and knew what those 7.92mm rounds could do to a man. A glance to the left showed Perkins and O’Leary face down in the dirt, looking as if they were trying to burrow deeper into the earth as the roar of the gun continued, but to his right Private Bennett stood frozen, his mind seemingly overcome with fear. Burke opened his mouth to shout when he saw Sergeant Moore rise up from the ground and yank Bennett down beside him.
 Burke breathed a sigh of relief and then quickly followed it with another when he realized that their fear was unnecessary; the gun wasn’t even shooting in their direction.
So what was it shooting at? 



He signaled for the others to stay put and then belly–crawled forward the last twenty feet until he lay at the edge of the wood with the farmhouse off to his right across a short stretch of open ground. More importantly, his position gave him a clear view across the long expanse of No Man’s Land that they were going to have to cross if they hoped to reach safety and as he looked in that direction it didn’t take him long to figure out what had spurred the machine gun crew into action.
 There was a wounded man down there, trying to crawl to safety.
 The gunners were firing intermittently, seemingly playing with their target as their shots came close without hitting him, kicking up rows of dirt close enough to make him flinch.
 Eventually they would get bored of their sport and finish him off. Burke hoped to turn the tables and finish them off before they had the chance.
 Burke crawled back to the others and carefully outlined what he wanted them to do. When he was finished, he sent O’Leary around the left side, Bennett around the right, and held Perkins back in reserve. Their jobs were to keep any of the machine gun crew from escaping out the side or front of the building in the event they managed to live through Burke’s attack. He waited until they were in position and then waved Charlie forward with him.
 There was twenty–foot stretch of open ground between the tree line and the door of the farmhouse. The two men raced across it, weapons out, knowing this was the moment at which they were the most vulnerable. If one of the enemy soldiers inside the building chose that moment to come out for a smoke or to take a piss, the entire assault would be blown and they’d have deal with the consequences in the space of a heartbeat.
 Thankfully, that didn’t happen. 
 They reached the back door and flattened themselves on either side. All these farmhouses had been built to the same basic layout, so they knew the back door opened onto the kitchen which in turn looking out into the living room. That’s where the machine gun was situated, no doubt firing out the living room windows that looked out over no man’s land. 
 The plan was simple. Sergeant Moore would kick open the back door and then get out of the way as Burke charged inside. Burke hoped the few seconds of surprise they had would be enough for him to take out the gunners before they could retaliate.
 It was risky, but they didn’t have any other options available to them. Grenades were out, for the explosion would attract attention. At least the sounds of the machine gun would cover the sounds of their own weapons. 
 The two men looked at each other and waited. 
 Right at that moment the machine gun opened fire again and as soon as it did Burke gave the other man a short nod.
 Sergeant Moore stepped forward and tried the knob, finding it unlocked. He opened the door and stepped softly inside, moving to the left to give Burke room to follow. The gun was right where they’d expected it to be; surrounded by its four man crew, only one of which was turning in their direction, a surprised look on his face.
 Burke raised his pistol and put a bullet into the man’s face.
 The rest of the enemy soldiers were dispatched with half–a–dozen shots between him and Moore before any of the German soldiers had a chance to bring their weapons to bear. Burke felt no remorse; this was war, after all. He only regretted not taking them out sooner as a glance through the front window showed the man the Germans had been firing on lying unmoving in the distance; one of their last volleys had apparently found its mark. 
 Burke led Sergeant Moore back outside, gathered the other three to them, and set off as a group down the small hill the farmhouse rested on and into the wide expanse of no man’s land that lay between them and safety.
 It was slow going. The terrain was uneven, the result of months of constant shelling, and the earth beneath their feet was still soaked from several days worth of accumulated rain. They moved forward as briskly as they could, uncomfortably aware that the foremost German positions were only a few thousand yards behind them. A decent sniper might still reach them with a good shot, but they were hoping the distance and the rapidly falling dusk would make identification too difficult for the enemy to chance a shot. No one wanted to kill one of their own, after all.
 Sergeant Moore led the way, followed closely by Bennett. Behind them came O’Leary, Burke, and Perkins. They skirted shell craters and scattered bits of barbed wire, stepped past the bodies of friend and foe alike, knowing there was nothing they could do for them now. 
 They were about half way to the abandoned trench line that Burke had decided would be their first rally point when a sound ripped through the late afternoon air and sent a dagger of ice–cold fear deep into his heart.
The sound of a Maxim 08 heavy machine gun.


 Bullets ripped up a furrow of earth just a few feet away from him and Burke gave the only command that came to mind.
 “Run!”
 His order was unnecessary; his men were already charging forward as fast as they could go, desperate to get out from under the sights of whoever was manning the gun in the farmhouse behind them.
 Burke didn’t know if one of the gunners they’d left behind them had only been injured or if another patrol had come upon the sight of the battle and decided to dish out a little payback to the men responsible. Given the erratic nature of the gunfire he suspected the former and cursed himself for not checking the bodies of the soldiers they’d left behind. All he could do at this point was hope the gunner’s injuries were bad enough that he would be unable to get a bead on them before they reached the safety of the trench.
 It wasn’t to be.
 A sharp cry sounded behind him and he glanced back in time to see Perkins fall beneath a hail of gunfire.
Fuck!


 Burke froze in indecision, glancing back and forth between the safety of the trench and the fallen man behind him.
 Ahead of him he saw Sergeant Moore skid to a halt, no doubt mentally going through the same calculation that Burke was and that was enough to break the lieutenant’s reluctance.
 “Go!” he shouted to the others, waving them on, and then turned back for his fallen comrade. 
 Bullets whipped and whistled past him as the gunner saw that he had another target. Burke did his best to ignore the hail of hot lead that filled the air as he charged back to where Perkins lay and threw himself into the mud beside him.
 One glance was all Burke needed to know that it was all but hopeless; there was a hole the size of his fist in the younger man’s abdomen. Perkins’ uniform was turning black with the blood that poured out of the wound as he thrashed about in agony. It wasn’t hard to guess what had happened; the bullet had entered through the man’s back, probably hit a rib and started tumbling, tearing a bigger hole in his gut on its way out. Perkins was already dead; he just didn’t know it yet. If the wound didn’t kill him, the infection he was certain to get as a result of the battlefield conditions most definitely would. 
 But Burke had never left a man behind, no matter how badly injured, and he had no intention of starting now. Ignoring the bullets smacking into the mud all around him, Burke got to one knee, hefted Perkins over his shoulder, and then surged to his feet, charging forward toward the trench in the distance as fast as his legs could carry him. Perkins screamed once as Burke got underway but then mercifully went limp, no doubt unconscious from the pain. Burke was glad; it was hard enough carrying the wounded man without him thrashing about in agony.
 The mud sucked at his feet, pulling at him, trying to drag him down like it was a living thing intent on keeping him from escaping. But Burke fought on, determined to see his charge to safety. Bullets whipped around him with the drone of angry insects.
 The trench was thirty yards away.
 Twenty.
 The machine gun fire behind him suddenly stopped.
Reloading, Burke thought.
 His foot caught on something and he stumbled. For a moment he thought both he and his charge were going to end up face first in the dirt, but then he caught himself and staggered on.
 Fifteen yards.
 The trench line was close now, just another few minutes…
 “Incoming!”
 Burke heard Moore’s warning cry coming up from the trench right about the same time the shrieking whistle of a descending round reached his ears. He could tell from the tone that it was a big one, probably a 17cm, or maybe even a 25er. Getting caught in the open when one of those bastards went off was tantamount to suicide. There wouldn’t be enough left of him to bury if the shell landed close by.
 Burke frantically glanced about, looking for cover, but the ground had been so thoroughly devastated by repeat artillery engagements over the last few weeks that even the tree stumps had been pulverized into matchstick–sized splinters. The trench ahead of him where the others had gone to ground was too far away; he’d never make it in time.
 The whistle of the incoming shells was getting louder and Burke knew he had mere seconds to find cover or he was going to become a permanent part of this landscape. He spotted a shallow blast crater a few yards away and altered his course to head directly for it. It wasn’t much, a piece of scooped out ground where a howitzer shell had landed during some previous bombardment, but at least it provided some cover, limited though it might be. 
 He was only steps away from the edge of the shell crater when a shell impacted somewhere behind him, the shock wave knocking him to the ground and sending Perkins tumbling away from him. He must have banged his head in the process, for he spent a confused moment trying to figure out where he was and what he was doing before his senses returned to him and he realized he was still in terrible danger. With the realization came a burning pain from his left leg. A glance showed him the gash where a piece of shrapnel had caught him across the thigh. It wasn’t bad enough to keep him from moving, however. As more shells began to impact the area around him, Burke scrambled forward, grabbed Perkins by the straps of his haversack, and dragged them both into protection of the shell crater, limited as it was. He covered the other man’s body with his own and prayed they’d both live through the next few minutes.
 The ground continued to shake and roll for a few moments before the enemy gunners found their range and the artillery barrage, never intended for the middle of No Man’s Land, found its proper target a thousand yards farther south in the midst of the Allied line.
 When the crash and boom of the artillery came to an end several minutes later, Burke cautiously raised his head. 
 He could see the rest of his men, including Sergeant Moore, doing the same in the trench in front of him.
 Burke was about to breathe a sigh of relief when the sergeant suddenly began shouting something and frantically pointing back toward the German lines.
 Burke looked behind him.
 Grey–green tendrils of gas were creeping across the ground toward him, like questing fingers of some malevolent creature intent on strangling the life from him. 
Shit! Shit! Shit!


 All thoughts of dealing with the wound in his leg were forgotten at the sight of the gas. He’d never seen gas of this particular color before, but he had no doubt it was as deadly as any of the other kinds of chemical weapons he’d encountered so far and he needed to protect himself immediately. He grabbed the mask of his respirator from where it was clipped to the front strap of his haversack and pulled it over his head. He took the rubber mouthpiece that was attached to the chest box containing the neutralizing chemicals between his teeth and bit down hard to be certain of the seal and then made sure that the nose clips holding his nostrils shut were seated properly as well. If any contaminated air made it through the fabric or under the edge of the mask itself, the clips would keep him from breathing it in so it was worth the discomfort. Burke had seen too many men asphyxiating inside their masks not to wear the clips.
 The mask restricted his vision to just what he could see through the round glass lenses of the eyepieces. It also filled his ears with the panicked sound of his own breathing, but Burke didn’t pay attention to either one; he just wanted to keep that gas away from his throat and lungs.
 The gas was almost upon him when he turned to Perkins, intending to pull the other man’s mask on for him, only to be met by the younger man’s unseeing stare.
 Perkins was dead.
 Burke spit out a curse around the mouthpiece of his gas mask and pushed the body away from him, scrambling up the forward edge of the crater as best as his injured leg allowed. The gas was very thick, restricting vision down to just a few feet, and Burke knew that this was his best chance of escaping. Gas attacks were almost always followed up by a wave of men on foot, but Burke knew they would wait for the gas to dissipate a little before marching into enemy territory. If he could use the cover that the gas provided, he might be able to rejoin his comrades and make the safety of the Allied lines before the Germans caught up to them.
 Burke left the crater behind and hobbled forward as best he could, heading for where he had last seen the others.
 A light breeze was blowing in his general direction of travel and it wasn’t long before the full extent of the gas attack was upon them. Clouds of gas would envelop Burke for several minutes and then he’d step free of the vapor for a moment, just long enough to get a look around and re–adjust his trajectory before being swallowed up again.
 The thick material of the mask filled his ears with the sound of his own panicked breathing, but he barely noticed, his mind lost on another thought.
Something to do with the color of the gas…



His foot caught on something and he went down, hitting the ground hard enough to knock the mouthpiece of his gas mask free from his lips. 
 He rolled over and sat up, his hands coming up to fix the mouthpiece as he looked to see what he’d tripped over.
 A hand jutted out of the earth, the fingers locked around his ankle.
 Even as he watched in horror the grip on his leg tightened as the arm shook back and forth, freeing more of its length.
 He could see the hand clearly, could see the rotting flesh peeling back from the bones, could see the black lines of what had once been human veins pushing out against the decaying flesh as it reacted to the gas seeping down into the earth.
 A gas the Germans called T–leiche.
 Corpse gas.
Fuck!
 The realization that the rumors were true brought a wave of terror so strong it threatened to drown him in its grip. Burke fought it off even as he began kicking savagely at the hand with his other foot. 
 Once.
 Twice.
 On the third blow, several of the fingers holding his ankle broke into pieces, allowing him to wrench his foot free. He scrambled backward just as the corpse attached to the mutilated hand forced itself up from the mud in which it lay and turned its rotting face to snarl at him in hunger. Burke knew he would never forgot the sight of the gaping hole in the side of its head even as he brought his foot back one more time and sent it slamming into the creature’s decaying face.
 The force of the blow snapped the bones of its neck and tore its head right off its body, sending it bouncing away from him into the mist.
 The suddenly inanimate corpse crashed back down at his feet.
 Burke scrambled away from it, hearing a high keening noise in his ears and only realizing after several seconds that he was the one making the sound.
 He climbed to his feet as the ground around him began to shift and stir, the bodies of other dead soldiers reacting to the gas and pushing up against the weight of the earth that held them in its grip.
Run! his mind shrieked at him and Burke obeyed, lurching forward as fast as his injured leg would carry him.
 The gas was everywhere now, making it nearly impossible to see. Burke stumbled forward, hoping like hell that he was going in the right direction. He hadn’t taken more than ten steps when he spotted something moving through the mist off to his left. Whatever it was must have spotted him as well, for it veered in his direction. He caught the flash of a drab–colored uniform before it was swallowed up again by the gas.
Could it be one of his men? Burke wondered. Did they leave the safety of the trench only to become disoriented by the gas?
 He continued moving forward, doing his best to move quickly while trying to watch his step and be careful of his injured leg all at the same time. He’d gone another couple of yards before he began to feel that tingling sensation one gets when being watched.
 Burke glanced behind him, didn’t see anything, and continued forward.
 A heartbeat passed.
 Two.
 And then Burke swung back around, his sixth sense telling him there was something there after all. He paused, waiting for the gas to clear, and as it did so he found himself staring in horror at the thing lurching awkwardly along in his wake, its arms held out hungrily toward him.
 It was Perkins.
 For a second Burke thought perhaps he’d been mistaken, that Perkins hadn’t actually been dead but merely unconscious, that he’d left a wounded comrade behind in his haste to save his own skin. But then his gaze fell upon the savage wound in the man’s chest and travelled up to that pale, waxy face where an unholy fire burned in the creature’s eyes and he knew he hadn’t been wrong.
 Perkins had been dead.
 And now he was…not dead.
 How Burke kept himself from screaming in terror, he didn’t know; perhaps he’d already passed that point given what he’d dealt with so far. What he did know was that he couldn’t let that thing get any closer. He drew his Browning M1911, pointed it at his former comrade, and pulled the trigger.
 The bullet struck the Perkins–thing right in the center of the chest. Perkins slowed for a second, more a result of the kinetic force of the impact than anything else, and then continued forward.
No way…
 Burke fired again.
 And again.
 Every shot hit the Perkins–thing dead on target, the three bullets ending up in a tight group less than an inch apart from each other, but none of them had any effect whatsoever on the undead creature before him. Burke wanted to scream in frustration as the thing continued shambling toward him. It was less than a dozen feet away at this point and he didn’t know what the hell he was going to do if this didn’t work…
 He shifted his aim, centered the barrel of the gun right on the Perkins–thing’s forehead, and pulled the trigger.
Click.
Not believing what his ears were telling him, he tried twice more.
Click. Click.
Either the Browning had jammed or he was out of bullets. 
 He stared down at the gun as if it were a lover he’d found in bed with another man and then glanced back up just as the Perkins–thing pounced.
 It threw itself upon him, carrying them both to the ground as it shoved its face forward, knocking Burke’s gas mask partially off his face as it tried to reach his throat. 
 The gas stung his eyes but didn’t seem to do any other harm, so Burke focused on beating at the creature with his fists, striking it again and again in the face, momentarily holding it back with the sheer ferocity of his blows but knowing at the same time that he couldn’t keep it up forever. He bucked and twisted beneath the dead thing’s weight but couldn’t throw it off of him.
 He brought the hand holding the gun lashing back down, hammering another blow into the Perkins–thing’s head, but the creature ignored it, snatching at Burke’s free hand, instead. It caught the hand between its own, brought it to its mouth with a jerk that felt to Burke like it was trying to pull his arm from its socket, and then clamped its jaws shut on his hand.
 Burke shrieked in agony. 
 The pain was incredible; it felt like he’d just thrust his hand into a pool of molten steel and the pain grew worse as the creature ground its teeth together. He pounded at its face with his the butt of the gun while trying to wrench his trapped hand loose.
 The creature ignored his blows; might not have even felt them for all Burke knew. It just kept biting down, inexorably bringing its teeth closer and closer together until with a sudden snap it bit clear through his hand.
 The Perkins–thing reared back, the last two fingers of Burke’s left hand dangling from its mouth for a second before it sucked them inside and swallowed.
 Burke was screaming non–stop now, from both the pain and the horror of it all, but still he fought on, refusing to stop fighting until the very end…
 A trench knife was suddenly thrust over his head and into the Perkins–thing’s eye, burying itself right to the hilt. 
 The creature jerked once and went still.
 Sergeant Moore put one foot against the creature’s chest and simultaneously pushed the corpse away while yanking the trench knife free of its skull.
 Burke barely noticed. He was staring at his injured hand and the blackish pallor that was moving in a slow trickle beneath his skin in the direction of his wrist.
 Somehow he knew that the minute it reached its destination the major veins in his wrist would swiftly carry the infection, for that was what it was, he was sure of it, an infection, directly to his brain and his heart. He had a sudden image of his own corpse rising again, becoming the same kind of shambling ghoul that Perkins was, and the vision was enough to spur him to action.
 “Cut it off,” he said hoarsely.
 Sergeant Moore was trying to get Burke to put his mask back on and not paying attention to Burke’s injury. “It’ll be all right, Lieutenant,” he said, his voice muffled by his own mask. 
 Burke was not going to be denied.
 “My hand!” he shouted, knocking Moore’s hands out of the way and brandishing his own in front of the sergeant so he could see the changes already taking place near the wound. “Cut it off before it’s too late!”
 The sergeant looked at it, turned away, and then looked back a second time as the full import of what he’s seen finally registered. Behind the goggles of his mask Burke saw his eyes open wide in horror.
 Steadying himself with iron determination, Burke said, “Cut it off, Sergeant. That’s an order!”
 Moore finally must have understood, for he grabbed Burke’s hand, knelt on it with both legs, and pulled Burke’s bayonet from his belt.
 “Look away,” he said.
 But Burke couldn’t. His gaze was locked on the black line that was now almost to the base of his palm, a few more inches and it was all over…
 “I’m sorry,” Sergeant Moore said, then he brought the bayonet whistling downward toward Burke’s left arm.
 Raw instinct caused him to try to pull his hand back at the last moment, but Moore had anticipated that. He was a bigger, heavier man than Burke; the lieutenant’s arm wasn’t going anywhere.
 The bayonet had been designed more as a thrusting implement than a cutting one. It had a blade, and Moore kept his pretty sharp, but it still wasn’t strong enough to take Burke’s hand off with the first blow. 
 Nor the second.
 Or third.
 Moore was crying and Burke was screaming as the big sergeant brought the blade down for the fourth and final time.
 Burke watched the remains of his hand leap free of his wrist as if it had a mind of its own and then mercifully all went dark.
*** ***
 Burke came to briefly some time later; how long he was unconscious, he didn’t know. He could hear men crying and moaning all around him, could smell blood and the stink of internal organs and burned flesh. 
 A large shape loomed over him and it took his gas–irritated eyes a moment to focus. It was Sergeant Moore.
 “You’re in the CCS, Lieutenant,” Moore told him, referring to the casualty clearing station where injured men were brought for triage. “The doctor’s going to look at you soon.”
 Burke was swimming in the depths of shock and wasn’t really sure what the sergeant was talking about. He lifted up his left arm, saw the stump of his wrist wrapped in a bloody bandage, but it all seemed distant, removed somehow, as if it were happening to someone else.
 He tried to say something and drifted back into unconsciousness.
*** ***
 When he came to a second time, Burke found himself surrounded by a doctor and several nurses. A man in a white lab coat stood off to the side, watching Burke intently as the doctor unwrapped his arm. 
 Burke still felt removed from it all, but this time there was a slightly euphoric feeling that he recognized despite his injures; someone had given him morphine.
 He could hear the doctor and the nurses talking urgently about his injured arm, but Burke ignored them, his attention locked on the figure of the dark–haired man in the lab coat. Something about him was familiar.
 Thankfully, he didn’t have to think too hard to figure out where he had seen him before, for after a moment the man approached the bed and introduced himself.
 “Lieutenant Burke, can you hear me, sir?”
 Burke nodded. He noted that animation of the man’s face and the fact that he spoke with a slight east European accent that caught Burke’s attention. Austrian perhaps? No, that wouldn’t make sense…
 “My name is Nikola Tesla. You’ve heard of me, no?”
 Again a nod. He was an inventor of some kind, if memory served…
 “The doctor tells me he wants to cauterize your arm, put a brass cap on it, but I’d like to offer you a better option. How would you like a mechanical hand to replace the one flesh–and–blood one you’ve lost, hmmn?”
 A mechanical hand?


 Burke looked down. The doctor had his wrist completely unwrapped and Burke could see the empty spot where his hand used to be, could see the bloody stump lying there looking so helpless against the white background of the bed sheet. 
Why not? he thought through his drug haze. A mechanical hand was better than no hand at all, wasn’t it?
 He didn’t realize he’d spoken aloud until the sharp–looking inventor answered him. 
 “Of course it is, Lieutenant, and I guarantee you will have the best mechanical hand my laboratory can produce. Now just breathe deep and we’ll take care of the rest.”
 As a sharp–smelling cloth was placed over his nose and mouth and a fresh wave of dizziness overwhelmed him, Burke caught sight of the emotion in Tesla’s eyes and recognized it for what it was.
 The burning light of fanaticism.
He had one last thought – What have I gotten myself into? – and then unconsciousness wrapped him in its soft embrace and carried him gently down into the darkness that awaited him. 



A TIMELINE OF THE GREAT UNDEAD WAR
June 1914 

Assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria at the hands of a Serbian national.
   
July 1914 

Austria declares war on Serbia.
   
August 1914

Germany declares war on Russia, then France. German troops pour into Belgium. Britain declares war on Germany. Russians defeated at Tannenburg.
   
October 1914
Turkey declares neutrality and refuses to enter the war. Japan enters the war on the side of its British allies.
   
November 1914
Germans stopped at the Marne. Stalemate settles into the Western Front. Hopes that the war will be over by Christmas quickly fade.
   
December 1914
Germans use zeppelins to begin bombing Great Britain.
   
April 1915
Second battle of Ypres. Poison gas used for the first time in the war.
   
May 1915
Lusitania sunk. America contemplates joining the war.
   
June 1916
First large–scale naval engagement at Jutland. British losses are heavy, but Germany withdraws. 
   
February – November 1916
Battle of Verdun. Inconclusive result after nine months of fighting and nearly 1 million casualties.
   
July – November 1916
Battle of the Somme. Allies win thin stretch of ground (25 miles) at a cost of 920,000 casualties. 
   
April 1917
America declares war on Germany. American Expeditionary Force sent to Europe to stop the German advance.
   
July – November 1917
Third Battle of Ypres. Germans deploy corpse gas for the first time. 
   
January 1918
Allied forces face shambler brigades for the first time at the Second Battle of the Marne. Allies quickly routed as corpse gas bombardment brings their own casualties back to life to fight against them. 
   
March 1918
First American aero squadron, the 94th, activated at Villeneuve. Eddie Rickenbacker in command.
   
April 1918
Manfred von Richthofen, the Red Baron, shot down by Allied forces but rises anew as a revenant. Takes command of the Flying Circus. 
   
May 1918 – November 1919
Allied forces lose ground in the face of repeated German assaults. Retreat to within a few dozen miles of Paris.
   
December 1919
President Harper gives his now–famous “World Belongs to the Living” speech. Allies rally in Europe while the Kaiser is occupied with the East.
   
April 1920
First use of tanks in support of infantry at the Battle of Cambrai. British troops roll over German machine gun positions.
   
June 1920
Champagne Offensive begins. Allies push Germans back to the Somme, but just barely. Richthofen shot down for a second time, walks away from the wreckage unscathed. 
   
March 1921
BY THE BLOOD OF HEROES begins… 
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CHAPTER ONE
Trench 479
The Western Front (1921)
   
This godforsaken place!
 Captain Michael “Madman” Burke set aside the trench knife he’d been using to clean the mud out of the clockwork mechanism that powered his left arm and closed the access panel with a firm push. He’d been at it for almost a half an hour, but didn’t think he’d done more than move the dirt from one set of gears to another; he knew he’d need a trip to the rear in order to get it properly cleaned. Unfortunately, he wasn’t due for another of those for at least two more weeks and was stuck with his own meager efforts for the time being.
 Such was life in the American Expeditionary Force.
 His fingers clicked and clanked as he worked them back and forth, testing to see if his field repair would do any good. There was still some resistance in movement, but not as much as before; for that he guessed he should be thankful. 
 He rolled down the sleeve of his wool uniform shirt and got up from the camp stool he’d been sitting on. A glance at his pocket watch told him it was time to start getting the men up and ready for the morning ‘Stand To,’ as dawn was less than an hour away and the shamblers wouldn’t be far behind.
 It might be March, but the morning air was far more winter than spring, and Burke knew it would have a nasty bite. He pulled his greatcoat out from beneath the blankets he’d slept in and slipped it on, grateful for the warmth his body heat had imparted to the material during the night. The extra heat wouldn’t last long in the cold morning air, but it would at least ward off the initial chill for a few minutes and Burke had been a soldier long enough to know that you indulged in the little things while you could. 
 Helmet and rifle in hand, he stepped out of the makeshift tent to find Staff Sergeant Moore waiting for him, just as he had been waiting every morning for the three years that they’d been stuck here at the front together.
 “Morning Charlie,” Burke said.
 The sergeant gave a noncommittal grunt and handed Burke a tin cup with steam rising off of it. The coffee was weak, they’d been using the same grounds for over ten days now, but Moore had put a generous taste of rum into it and Burke sighed in satisfaction despite the taste. 
 “What have we got?” he asked.
 The sergeant shrugged. “Nothing unusual, sir. McGraw’s men reported hearing movement beyond the wire around 0300, but the scouts we sent out came back without having encountered anyone. Probably just more of what we’ve been getting all week, if you ask me.”
 Burke nodded. The enemy had been probing their defenses for six days straight. Never anything too serious, just quick little engagements that forced his men to react, revealing their locations and letting the enemy get a sense of what they would be facing if they did come in force.
Not if, when, he corrected himself. If there was one constant in this war it was the enemy’s implacable desire for the living. 
So let them come. 



His men were more than a match for any German unit, with or without shambler accompaniment. Lord knows they’d had enough practice. 
 The Great War was in its seventh year, but it seemed to Burke that it had been going on forever. He could barely remember what life before it had been like, though he was honest enough with himself to admit that his forgetfulness might have more to do with his own desire to put the past behind him than the length of the conflict. Truth was, after Mae’s death, he just hadn’t given a damn anymore. The days flowed past in an endless haze of gray, one after the other, until he wasn’t able to tell where one ended and the next began. In the end he’d enlisted, not out of some misguided sense of duty or vain quest for glory, but simply to try and feel something again. If he couldn’t feel alive while staring into the face of death, well, then, perhaps he didn’t deserve to live anymore. Of course that had been during the early years, back when a bullet was a bullet and the man you killed with it stayed dead afterward. 
 Once the Germans invented that damned corpse gas, everything changed.
 The last three years had been particularly brutal. While the Allied powers had managed to hang onto the small stretch of ground won at the end of the Somme Offensive, it had been by only the thinnest of margins. Even now the Americans continued to increase their support of the beleaguered French and British armies, sending fresh troops to fill the gaps being carved in the Western Front. As the death toll mounted and the ranks of the opposition swelled, reinforcements continued to arrive; doing anything else could mean certain doom for everything from the English Channel to Moscow. 
 The line had held, but only just.
 “All right then, Charlie, let’s get the men up.”
 The two of them began moving in unison down the length of the trench, waking up each man in turn and ordering him to fall in at the fire step, ready to defend his position if need be. And most mornings, that was exactly what was needed.
 A mere two hundred yards separated the two sides, but that two hundred yards of No Man’s Land was comprised mostly of bomb craters, mine fields, abandoned trenches and row upon row of barbed wire, making it some of the most treacherous ground on the face of the planet. 
 Recently, the enemy commander opposite them had made it a habit to order dawn assaults on the section of the Allied line that was under Burke’s command. Which meant Burke had to rouse his troops out of their bedrolls every morning, get them assembled on the raised earthen ‘step’ that allowed them to see over the top of the trench, and wait in the chill morning air for an attack that might not come. 
 There was a peculiar feeling in the air this morning, a tension that hadn’t been there during the past week. Burke had the feeling that the Germans were done testing their lines; an attack was sure to follow and he sensed that today was the day.
 As the men scrambled to take their places along the line, Burke had a quiet word with each of them. They were good men, though many of them were relatively untrained, having only recently been sent to the front to replace the losses suffered over the last month. He gave them a few words of encouragement, reminded them that the men on either side of them in the trench depended on their actions, and then left it alone, confident that Sgt. Moore would handle any other needs the men might have.
 All that was left at that point was to wait to see what the enemy would do.
 Fifteen minutes later, the man beside him, a corporal named Ridley, suddenly stiffened.
 “There’s something out there, sir,” he whispered.
 Burke followed the man’s frightened gaze, out across the muddy battlefield to where the first of the barbed wire emplacements was buried beneath the weight of a thick curtain of fog, but didn’t see anything.
 After a moment, he heard it.
 The sound of movement. 
 Out beyond the wire.
 It was a sound he’d become intimately familiar with over the last few years and one he knew he’d hear in his sleep long after the war was over.
 “Steady,” he told the men nearest him and the command was repeated down the line. Any moment now…
 The first of the shamblers emerged from the fog on the far side of the barbed wire, lumbering toward them with the peculiar gait for which they’d been named. Behind it came at least a dozen more, though Burke was sure that was just the first wave.
 They’d once been men; that was easy to see. Some were still dressed in the tattered remnants of the German uniforms that they’d worn while alive, scraps of grey cloth hanging on their desiccated frames; while others were naked, their rotting flesh exposing bone in more than a few places. The control devices they wore stuck out as the only intact thing about them; dark collars that encircled their necks and rose up on the left side of their faces to cover that side of the head in a mixture of leather and electrical components. 
 But thinking of them as men was a grave mistake, however, for they had ceased being anything remotely human the moment their corpses responded to the call of the corpse gas and rose anew, hungry for the flesh of the living and driven nearly mad from their desire to consumer it. The control devices rendered them manageable, but only just. This was fine with the German commanders in charge of the shambler brigades for soldiers like these were best used as shock troops anyway, fodder to weaken the Allied lines and pave the way for the human divisions that usually followed in their wake. 
 A rifle went off to his right, then several more, but Burke held his own fire, wanting to be certain of his shot, wanting to make it count. 
 Back in the days before the war, most soldiers were taught to shoot for the center mass but that didn’t do much good anymore. Shamblers were long past the point of feeling injury or pain. You could knock one down with a shot to the middle of its chest and it would simply get back up again. Even blowing off a limb didn’t do much good; as long as it could move forward the shambler would do so, dragging itself forward with its bare hands or wriggling its body along the ground. The only way to stop one was to put a bullet to its brain.
Even that wasn’t final, Burke thought. Being exposed to the corpse gas would cause the creature to rise once more, which was why his side had taken to burning the bodies of friends and foe alike in giant bonfires after every conflict. The air had become so saturated with the smell of burning flesh that he barely noticed it anymore.
 Burke had learned through long experience that if you waited until the shamblers got hung up in the barbed wire you’d have a better chance of making that head shot as they struggled to pull themselves free. He propped the barrel of his weapon on the lip of the trench and used his mechanical arm to hold it steady, sighting in on one of the enemy soldiers that was currently squirming its way through a hole in the wire. A moment to steady his breathing, a few extra ounces of pressure on the trigger of the rifle in his hands, and he put a bullet smack in the center of the creature’s skull. Without hesitation he swung the barrel of his rifle to one side, sighted it on another target, and began the process all over again. 
 His men were firing regularly now, the sharp cracks of their rifles and their shouts of hatred for the undead blending together into a mad cacophony of sound. From somewhere farther down the line came the rattling burr of a Hotchkiss machine gun and he glanced that way, watching with satisfaction as an entire squad of shamblers were cut down in mid–stride. Once on the ground, it was an easy matter for the sharpshooters to finish them off.
 Just as he’d expected, however, this first group turned out to be just the tip of the enemy’s attack. Wave after wave of the ravenous creatures followed, attempting to make their way through the hail of gunfire and reach Burke and his men. Behind them came the German regulars, firing from the safety of the back of the pack and not caring if they accidentally hit some of the shock troops that were trying to clear the way before them. Burke kept up a steady rate of fire, alternating with the man next to him when one or the other of them needed to reload and snatching quick moments of rest in between waves of the assault.
 Some two hours after the attack began, it was finally over. The stretch of No Man’s Land directly in front of them was littered with the still bodies of the enemy dead. Thankfully none of the shamblers had reached the trench itself. If they had, the outcome would have been very different, Burke knew.
 He reloaded his rifle for what felt like the hundredth time that morning and then, seeing Sergeant Moore making his way back along the floor of the trench toward him, stepped out to greet him.
 They were still standing there, chatting quietly and comparing notes on how the new men in the platoon had reacted to the attack when the ground beneath their feet trembled.
 “Did you feel that?” Burke asked.
 Moore nodded. “Felt like an earthquake. We get ones like that back in San Francisco all the time.”
An earthquake? Burke thought.  In god–forsaken France?
 Before he could express his doubts, the ground trembled again, this time with more force. It shook them about for thirty or forty seconds and knocked several of his men off their feet. Rats burst out of their holes all along the sides of the trench, swarming around the soldiers’ feet before charging en masse down its length. Burke had a moment to stare after them in surprise before the ground began shaking for a third time.
 The makeshift tent he’d been using as a command post collapsed, as did the stockpile of crates containing ammunition and food stores just beyond. The sides of the trench itself even began to shake apart, great clods of dirt breaking free and falling around them so frequently that Burke began to fear that they all might be buried alive before the trembling stopped. 
 He wasn’t the only one with the thought, apparently, for he saw several of his men praying aloud or gripping good luck charms as the shaking continued. A young private named Hendricks scrambled up out of the trench, silhouetting himself against the sky, only to take a sniper’s bullet through the throat a moment later, his body dead before he hit the ground.
 Just when Burke thought they wouldn’t be able to take any more, the trembling stopped as the trench wall ten feet in front of him burst open from the inside. Dirt flew in every direction as a strange machine rose into the morning sunlight, the three massive drills attached to its snout still spinning wildly as its tracks drove it up out of the earth.
 As Burke looked on, stunned into immobility by the machine’s sudden appearance, hatches clanked open along its length and a horde of shamblers spilled out of its dark interior, falling upon the men of Fourth Platoon with a vengeance. In seconds it was every man for himself as hand–to–hand combat stretched from one end of the trench to the other.





CHAPTER TWO
Toul Aerodrome
   
 Twelve miles away from where Captain Burke was fighting against a horde of ravenous undead, Major Julius “Jack” Freeman stepped out of his tent into the brisk morning, pulling on his thin leather flying gloves as he went. The sun was just breaking through the cloud cover, its feeble light barely visible through the smoke and dust that seemed to be the only constants in this never–ending war. 
 Despite the early hour, the home of the 94th Aero Squadron was anything but quiet. The mechanics had taken the aircraft out of the hangers and had them facing forward down the airfield where they were being prepped for the dawn patrol. The enlisted men were already up, manning the machine gun pits that were scattered throughout the airfield, ready to protect the Allied aircraft on the ground in case of a German attack. If the enlisted men were up, so too then were the men of the hospital company, ready to drag the wounded to the hospital tents and the dead to the fire pits. The din of men at work filled the air around Freeman.
 He snorted at himself in disgust at his characterization of the enemy. Germans? Could they even be called that anymore? Each new assault swelled the ranks of the undead and they had long surpassed the number of living troops left under the German High Command. An army of the ravenous dead didn’t care about nationalism; all they wanted was their next meal. 



 Freeman had been involved in the war from the very beginning of America’s support, when the 94th had been activated at Villeneuve in March of '18. It seemed like a long time ago now. 
 He jammed a cigarette into his mouth and then removed a battered silver lighter from his pocket. It’d been a present from Rickenbacker, back before the invention of the gas, when this war had only been a war and not a struggle for the survival of the human race. He turned the lighter over in his hands and held it up so that he could read the inscription in the thin morning light. “A Gentleman and a Flier” it read.
Instead of cheering him, the sight of it made the airman shake his head in near despair. Rickenbacker was gone now and Marr with him. At least they had perished in fires on the ground instead of rising to fight against their own men like so many of the others. Facing off in the air against his longtime friend would have been unthinkable.


 A glance at the weathometer on his wrist told him that it was just after seven, with the air pressure holding steady in the green zone. Another hour and the wind would disperse the clouds enough to fly. Then the real day’s work would begin. 
Might a well use the time to get some breakfast, he thought.
 The mess hall was set up in the old farmhouse. His squadron mates – Samuels, James, and Walton – were already there, waiting for the day’s briefing.
Not that today’s mission would be any different than the hundreds of others they’d already flown.


 The aerodrome at Toul was only twelve miles from the front. Nancy lay fifteen miles to the east, Luneville ten miles beyond that. The highway from Toul to Nancy to Luneville ran parallel to enemy lines and was within easy shelling distance of their guns, making it difficult for the Allies to move troops and supplies up to the front in support of the men holding the line there. The 94th’s job was to patrol that long stretch of highway and do what they could to keep it clear so that the infantry wouldn’t be cut off. 
 Freeman joined his men as they were sitting down to a breakfast of syntheggs and ham. They both tasted like paste, making it hard to tell them apart once they were in your mouth, but he was glad to have them; all the men were. Real food was growing scarcer than a pig in Berlin.
As happened most every morning, the men in the squadron were discussing the enemy and the argument went round and round without really getting anywhere. There were far more questions than answers. Why did the shamblers crave human flesh? What caused their ravenous hunger? Why did a small percentage of the dead come back as revenants, their physical dexterity, their mental acuity, and perhaps even more importantly, their memories, all perfectly intact? Understanding the answers to these and other questions was an issue of the highest priority. Solving them could bring an end to the war, but there was no way this group of farm boys was going to manage that. Freeman kept quiet throughout the discourse, just nodding noncommittally over his coffee, for he had nothing new to share on the topic.
After breakfast, while the men were still enjoying their coffee, a runner arrived with news that a wireless call had just come in from Nancy. Several enemy aircraft had been spotted heading in the direction of the aerodrome.
 “Time to earn our pay, boys,” Freeman said as he led the way out of the mess hall and to the field.
 The entire squadron now flew Spad XIIIs, and while Freeman missed his old Nieuport 28, he had to admit that the Spad was a nice substitute. Introduced in the fall of 1917, it had a maximum range of two hours flying time and a ceiling of just under 22,000 feet. Armed with two synchronized Vickers machine guns mounted in front of the pilot, it had quickly become a favorite among the fliers attached to the American Expeditionary Force (AEF). Rickenbacker had flown one until his death and Freeman had decided to switch to the Spad in tribute to his old friend.
 Mitchell, Freeman’s mechanic, had the Captain’s bird in the lead position and wasted no time getting the propeller spinning when Freeman climbed aboard. Being the careful type, Freeman took a few extra moments to be certain everything was in proper condition. 
He checked the tachometer first, watching it as he opened the throttle and then closed it back down again to an idle, making sure the engine was running normally. His gaze swept over the fuel pump and quantity gauges. Next he moved to the physical controls. Waggling the control column, he tested the aileron and elevator movements, taking them through their full range of movement. The rudder was a bit stiff, but he attributed that to the cold morning air and didn’t give it another thought. A quick tap of a finger on the altimeter, a brush of his hands over the petrol cocks and magneto switches and he was ready to go.
Freeman lowered his goggles, made sure that the lenses were adjusted to the same polarization by nudging the selector on either side of the goggles with the tip of his finger, and then gave Mitchell the thumbs up. 
When the same signal was received from the rest of the pilots manning the aircraft strung out in a line behind Freeman, the mechanic turned to him and swept his arm forward in a wide arc.
Freeman advanced the throttle, watching as the propeller’s flickering dissolved into a darkened haze. The Spad came to life, awkward at first as it tentatively moved onto the grassy field. As the engine surged into a throaty roar the machine picked up speed and its forward motion smoothed out, though the creaking and groaning of the undercarriage didn’t cease until the Spad eased itself off the ground and into the chilly air above. Just a few short minutes later the entire flight of four aircraft was up and headed east, following the roadway.
 Freeman flew low over the Allied lines, knowing the Jack of Spades painted across the underside of his wings would be visible from his current height to the men on the ground. As America’s top ace, he felt it was his duty to encourage the men every chance he could, and the sight of his distinctive plane was sure to give a rise to those in the trenches below. A dark cloud of smoke was already spiraling upward from an area a hundred yards behind the Allied positions, the stench of burning flesh wafting through the air along with it, and he steered slightly to the east to get away from the stink of the corpse fires. 
 He couldn’t imagine the horror this infantry had to face on a daily basis. How the Germans had gone so horribly wrong in creating that hideous gas was anyone’s guess. It was bad enough up in the air, fighting aircraft flown by pilots who were long dead. How much worse it must be to sit there, mere yards from the newly risen opposition forces, knowing that the other side saw you as nothing more than that evening’s meal. Once when he was laid up in the hospital at Reims, he listened to the survivors of the battle of Soissons recount their experiences. The opposition made assault after assault, charging out of that venomous green gas and through No Man’s Land as fast as their rotting forms could carry them. The long miles of barbed wire became heavy with bodies and still they came, stepping over the still moving carcasses of their comrades to rush the trenches, dragging off those Allied soldiers unlucky enough to be near the break in the lines. The Allied troops fell back to the secondary and then the tertiary trenches before the attack had been repelled.
While that was bad enough, the descriptions of the Allied dead waking up later the same night in the abandoned trenches and crawling under the wire to assault their former comrades was far worse. Freeman remembered vividly the look on one private’s face as he talked about the horror he felt bayoneting the man who he’d just spent the last forty–five days huddled with in a foxhole and of his shame at then having to burn the body in the bonfires to keep his friend from rising a third time.
Remembering it now made Freeman shudder in his seat.
Thank God the gas only worked on inert tissue.
If it had the same impact on the living as it had on the dead, this war would have been over years ago.
As they neared the outskirts of town Freeman began to climb higher, the possibility of being jumped at so low an altitude by the opposition’s pilots outweighing his desire to boost the morale of the soldiers on the ground. The haze was thick, the cloud cover fairly low, and Freeman wanted some clear sky beneath their wings before they were forced to engage the enemy.
Fifteen minutes later they crossed into enemy territory and ended up getting lucky right away. The observation balloon first appeared as a small dark smudge against the blue–green earth below. Reaching up with one hand, Freeman pushed the magnification lenses into place over the left eye of his goggles and took a good, long look at the aircraft ahead of them. 
The balloon was one of the Caquot styles, a long teardrop–shaped cylinder with three stabilizing fins. There was a symbol painted on the rear fin, but it was too far away to see clearly with the goggles’ current settings. Reaching up with his left hand, he flicked through the magnification selections until the Black German cross painted on the dirigible’s rudder swam into view.
They had the enemy in sight; all they needed now was an attack plan.
Freeman had the flight in formation at 6,000 feet with his plane in the lead, followed by Samuels and James flying parallel. Walton brought up the rear, forming an aerial diamond. He didn’t give the signal to attack, at least not yet.
Instead, he craned his head around from side to side, huddled against the rushing wind, searching the sky below for the fighter cover that he knew had to be present. The opposition never sent the balloons aloft without the fighters. 
They had to be here.
And they were.
Both aircraft, Pfalz D.XIIs by the look of them, were approximately a few hundred feet below and to the south of the balloon, drifting lazily along as though they didn’t have a care in the world. 
Freeman waggled his wings, getting the attention of his fellow pilots. He pointed downward at the balloon and then tapped the side of his head with two fingers. He then pointed at the escort aircraft circling below and then at his men.
They understood. It would be their job to take on the opposition’s aircraft while Freeman went after the balloon. 
They all circled back around, staying in the cloud cover until they could bring their planes into position with the sun at their backs. Then as a group they fell into a rushing power–glide designed to bring them up on the enemy as swiftly as possible.
Freeman watched the balloon grow larger and larger in his field of vision, his comrades forgotten as he focused on his attack. He covered more than half the distance to the other craft before its crew noticed his presence. He could see them floating beneath the wide bulk of the balloon in their wicker basket, frantically calling the ground crew on the field phone. Those on the ground were equally desperate, rushing to the mechanical winch in the hopes of getting the balloon and its crew pulled out of the sky before Freeman could reach it.
With his Vickers guns thundering in his ears, Freeman closed in. Even in the weak sunlight he could see the incendiary tracers arcing away from his aircraft and slashing into the fabric of the balloon. Before he got too close he pushed hard on the stick and banked his Spad, sending it around the edge of the balloon just as a bright arc of color danced along its surface. Seconds later the sky around him was filled with the glare and heat of an explosion as the gas inside the balloon ignited.
He looked back to see the observers jump out of the now falling basket, taking their chances of surviving the fall rather than burning up with their craft. He roared in exultation as he watched the flaming balloon crash to the ground atop the moving forms of the ground crew, trapping them in the blaze.
That’s four more of the bastards that won’t rise again, by God!


For the first time since he began his dive, Freeman noted the whine and crack of the machine gun bullets coming from the troops below. He pulled back on the stick, taking his Spad up and out of reach of the weapons that were trying to claim his body for their masters.
When he was safely at altitude he surveyed his chariot, finding a good number of holes in the fabric of his wings and several splinters gouged out of the leather–wrapped wood surrounding his cockpit area, but nothing that would suggest he needed to return to the airfield.
Satisfied, Freeman looked down once more. Now only one German biplane occupied the sky and even he wouldn’t be up for long. A thick stream of black smoke was pouring out of the engine and Samuels was hanging doggedly on the Pfalz’ tail, firing as he chased it around the sky. As Freeman watched, the enemy aircraft suddenly collapsed on itself, falling away in pieces to the ground in a graceless ballet of destruction.
The flight regrouped, smiles on the faces of the younger pilots. Even the veteran, Freeman, couldn’t help but feel that this was going to be a good day. Both the balloon and the two Pfalzs had been downed in full view of the other pilots in the squadron, so there should be no quibbling with headquarters about credit for the kills. That made for an auspicious beginning.
They spent the next forty–five minutes edging their way farther into opposition territory without sign of another aircraft. The cloud cover had retreated a few thousand feet but was still pretty thick so the squadron took advantage of it, hiding their aircraft up among its lowest reaches.
It was from this lofty position that they first spotted the damaged aircraft making its unsteady way across the sky below them.
It was a lone Fokker Dr.1 triplane, painted a bright red, the black Iron Crosses easy to see. A thin stream of black smoke was pouring out of the engine and the pilot seemed to be engrossed in maintaining control of his aircraft as he fought to keep it moving along a straight path. 
Freeman knew that only one man in the entire German air force flew a red Fokker triplane; it could be none other than Baron Manfred von Richtoffen himself.
Flush from their earlier victories and excited at the chance to down the legendary ace, the less–experienced pilots reacted without thinking things over. As if of one mind, they banked over and swept downward at the opposition aircraft!
Freeman stared after them in shock. What did they think they were doing?!
Holding the stick steady with his knees, he snatched up the radio mike with his left hand and cranked hard on the handle with his right, but he saw right away that it would be no use. The radios were not designed for emergency use. It took time to build up a sufficient charge and the squadron would come in contact with the enemy aircraft before he’d be able to get a message out. 
He had no choice but to follow them down.
Freeman watched as the Allied aircraft closed in on the Fokker, their Vickers' guns winking in the sunlight. They opened up as soon as they came within range. The opposition pilot continued to ignore them, a large mistake, and it wasn’t long before Freeman’s squadron–mates blasted the plane right out of the sky.
It was at that point that the other side launched their carefully planned surprise.
From the west, out of the sunlight, came seven Albatross D.III fighters, their guns primed and firing before the others knew they were even there. Samuels was taken down in that first pass. One moment his Spad was there and the next it was not, replaced by a cloud of inky black smoke and small pieces of fluttering debris. James followed suit only moments later, though he did manage to take one of the enemy with him. 
From there it became a tenacious duel in the sky; the opposition forces swarming around the two remaining Allied planes in a choreographed dance of death and destruction. Freeman and Walton managed to give a good accounting of themselves, taking three more of the enemy aircraft out of the fight in a dazzling display of marksmanship.
Freeman had just begun to think that they might survive this encounter when both of his Vickers jammed. One minute they were roaring steadily, the next, nothing. Suddenly furious and more than a little bit frightened, Freeman clawed at the charging handles, trying to clear the mechanisms. 
Once.
Twice.
Three times.
Nothing.
Knowing he would be no good in the middle of a dogfight without operational guns, Freeman broke away from the fight, climbing in an attempt to find time to fix the problem. 
The opposition let him go, choosing to gang up on Walton instead.
From his higher altitude Freeman watched the enemy aircraft make short work of his lone surviving subordinate.
Walton’s Spad suddenly dipped and headed for the ground in an uncontrolled spin, a clear sign that a well–placed bullet had ended the life of its pilot. Freeman could watch no more.
When he turned his gaze away from the destruction below, Freeman recoiled in surprise to find a previously unnoticed aircraft sitting directly off his right wing tip!
It was one of the new Fokker D. VIIIs, the “Flying Razor Blades” as the British pilots were wont to call them. The single–wing aircraft was the current pride of the opposition’s air corps and one of the most deadly aircraft in the skies. It could out–maneuver, out–shoot, and out–fly anything the Allied powers could put in the air. This aircraft was painted a bright red, like the triplane that had baited the trap, but the Iron Crosses on its wings and fuselage had been replaced with the double–headed eagle and skulls of the Richtoffen family seal, the insignia looking star and menacing against the brightly–colored background. The D.VIII was so close that Freeman could see the other pilot clearly, right down to the missing flesh across the lower half of the right side of his face. 
Instantly, Freeman recognized the true nature of the trap to which his squadron had just fallen victim. The triplane his fellow pilots had exuberantly chased had been a decoy, designed to pull the younger pilots into the fray just as it had so brilliantly done. The flight of Albatrosses that had dropped out of the clouds to the rear of the Allied planes had been there to whittle down the Allied fliers, leaving Freeman isolated and alone.
Ripe for picking by the commander of the enemy flight.
Freeman did not wait around to see how the trap turned out. He stood his aircraft on its beam and whipped around in a turn that came close to pulling the wings off. 
Too good a pilot to be taken in so easily, the other chased Freeman into the tight turn so that the two aircraft were spinning around each other in a vertical helix. Looking directly ‘up’ from his cockpit, Freeman could see straight into the former German’s cockpit, where the other man was looking ‘down’ at him in return. They flew that way for several moments, getting closer to the ground with each revolution as they arced around each other in opposite directions, Freeman sitting hunched against the chill wind while Richtoffen ignored both the cold and the centrifugal forces created by their movement.
A sudden change in the sound of his engine let Freeman know he suddenly had a bigger problem than the presence of the opposition’s most deadly ace. It was barely discernible at first, just the slightest change in tone and pitch, but he was too experienced a flier to not know that it represented a major problem. His eyes swept over the gauges where he immediately noted the change in fuel pressure. One of the attacks by the Albatrosses must have damaged his fuel line, something he hadn’t noticed before now. He was about to pay the price for his negligence.
There was no way he could continue this ballet of motion in an aircraft with jammed guns and a faltering engine and he knew it. He waited another moment, watching, until his opponent looked away for a split second to check on his own aircraft’s controls, then broke out of the spin, headed east in a straight line, praying that the German pilot would take the bait.
Like a cat with a mouse, the enemy pilot had been waiting for just such a move, and he pounced just as Freeman had hoped he would. As the enemy’s Spandua machine guns began hammering Freeman’s aircraft to pieces, the American launched his own surprise. 
With a sudden turn, Freeman arced his Spad over into what first appeared to be an Immelman turn. As the other pilot altered course to intercept his arc, Freeman abruptly turned, steering directly into the German’s path. 
The enemy reacted quickly, shoving his stick over in an attempt to get out of the way, but his reflexes were not quick enough. The edge of the Spad’s upper wing struck the Fokker’s bottom one. Cloth, leather, and wood flew in all directions as the two aircraft collided and then tumbled away from each other.
Freeman fought the stick as it jumped in his hands, trying to get his aircraft under control, but with most of the Spad’s upper wing now shredded, his options were limited. He managed to get the plane into a flat spin, using the entirety of the aircraft’s surface in an attempt to slow his plunging descent, but it wasn’t enough to prevent the crash altogether.
He could see a dark space off to his left and he did what he could to angle the aircraft in that direction, hauling on the stick and hoping that the shadow was a farmer's pond or a copse of trees, or hell, even a wide hedgerow, anything that might give him a bit of a cushion. 
As the ground rose up to greet him, he prayed the resulting fire would be hot enough to prevent him from rising again.
There was a thunderous crash, a moment of agony, and then nothing. 
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