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	Losing Control

	I was bleeding like a slaughtered pig when the blond giant’s fist caught me in the face again. Then a hard blow crashed into my stomach. My innards cramped, and acid shot into my throat, flooding my mouth with a nauseating taste. Dodging is impossible if you’re sitting tied up on a chair and can only take what some sadistic guy deals out. Again, his fist flew toward me, caught me on the chin and added a new one to the numerous lacerations crisscrossing my body. Rejoicing that all my teeth were still firmly in place was little consolation because that could change with the next blow. The bizarre situation I was in was nothing new to me, apart from the fact that I was tied to that wooden chair wearing only my underpants, and my tormentor was having a great time. Only one, undeniable thing truly frightened me. The pain Castor was inflicting on me was more bearable than I had anticipated. Maybe I was just tired and weak, or my senses were playing tricks on me, but it seemed that this man couldn’t hurt me in the slightest.

	"Tell me, are you just doing this for your personal pleasure?", I asked my tanned tormentor, who was wearing a white muscle shirt and black trousers that went with an elegant tuxedo. The man, almost two meters tall with neatly styled blond hair, clearly spent his free time in the weight room. He bent down to me.

	"You got that right, Hardy," he replied, grinning arrogantly.

	Then he ran to a tool trolley that mechanics used and inspected the neatly arranged utensils he would use to raise my pain to a new level. In addition to the variety of torture instruments, the small radio he always carried with him also sat perched on the trolley. That dirty little device gave him complete control over me. Just one brief command was enough, and I wouldn’t see Madeline alive again. That was the only means of pressure Castor and Lydia still had against me. And they would exploit it to the bitter end. I watched as Castor looked around, seeking something. Then the blond man turned around without saying a word and ran towards the large archway, which led into another hall where weight benches, treadmills, bicycles and other fitness equipment stood. It took some time for Castor to disappear completely. This gave me the brief breathing space I desperately needed. After all, this giant, whose entire left side of his face sported a nasty burn wound, had been working on me for almost an hour. A few days ago, he presented himself in a black combat suit like one that special forces wore. Unfortunately, his always polite choice of words did not hide his obviously sadistic streak. To label him a psychopath would be a bit too easy. Something just wasn’t right with the guy.

	After spitting an impressive amount of blood and saliva on the expensive marble floor, I looked around the huge hall, which served its owner as a deluxe swimming pool. The disgusting smell of chlorine, which I had detested even as a child, caused me a big headache from the very beginning. The acrid smell mixed with the taste of my blood to form a strangely disgusting mélange. Immediately behind me was the expansive pool – the second I’d seen on the property, I might add. Towering over the pool was a stone bridge with light brown Greek columns and a wide handrail. Underneath was a cocktail bar that offered everything your heart desired. To my left was a huge panorama window, through which I could see the pompous entrance gate that stood about fifty meters in front of the main house. It was flanked by a high and thick stone wall that surrounded the entire area and was regularly patrolled by heavily armed guards. Not that the guards were necessary, as a novel weapon system protected the estate and its inhabitants. An insurmountable fortress that was equipped for any attack. Living or undead did not matter.

	A huge glass dome towered directly above me, through which the light of the rising sun slowly streamed. Under different circumstances, I would have liked it very much here. A nice cocktail, some pleasant women, and the party could begin. Unfortunately, another story was playing out here, one that could cost me head and neck if I didn’t finally do something or unless someone rushed to my aid. But there was apparently no hope of rescue, and so I was once again on my own and had to figure out how to get my ass off the firing line. Once again, I had catapulted myself into a situation that was my own fault. The fucking story of my life.

	My mother once said that every person has a special talent or a talent that makes him mature into a very special personality. My talent seemingly lay in putting pain away surprisingly well and saying incredibly stupid things. I regard a talent for maneuvering oneself into hopeless situations as a kind of gift that I wouldn’t wish on anyone. It would all be only half as bad if I didn’t keep dragging other people into this shit.

	The wire Castor had used to fetter me hurt like crazy and had already cut into my wrists some time ago. Once again typical of these filthy rich jerks. They build palaces for millions but save on bondage material for their prisoners. Some things never change. Despite all that, I am still surprised to have come this far and in such a short time. The mission had started a few weeks ago and had not excluded any kind of risk, no matter how life-threatening. Only to end up on a gigantic estate, whose owner, and her blond lackey, had welcomed me very warmly. Lydia, that ice-cold piece of crap, presented me with answers to unasked questions on a damned silver platter. Although I can do little with it now, it is reassuring to know who the real authors of this global catastrophe were – the catastrophe they had inflicted on humanity some time ago now. Bartosz would probably spin in his grave if he knew the facts. Many of his perspectives and theories were correct, but the real reason for our extermination was so banal that even I can’t believe it. But that diabolical game for power paled in comparison to the explanations that Lydia had beaten around my ears. Before her trained dog Castor took me out of the cell and dragged me to this fun pool, bad things happened that will lead to a very unpleasant end for him, Lydia and everyone involved. Again, I sprinkle the floor with blood, look at the mushy mass for a long time and hope that Madeline is doing better than I am right now.

	Castor returned whistling happily with a red canister in one hand and an olive-colored sack in the other. His initially dark silhouette took on ever clearer contours the closer he came to me. He calmly put down the canister, which was clearly filled with gasoline, and pulled something out of the bag. It was my nunchaku – the one I had used to kill the creature some time ago. Probably my other weapons were also in the bag. Without ammunition, they were useless, so I didn’t think about them any further. The blond man held the thick wooden rods attached to each other with a short steel chain in his hands. Then he started flinging the rods around. He appeared to be very familiar with this weapon and put on an impressive show that would have earned a standing ovation even from Bruce Lee. With a breathtaking speed, he let the massive wood rods circulate, guided them past his body and never missed his grip. It was probably a kind of warm-up so that he wouldn’t tear a tendon when he finished me off with my own weapon. 

	"Castor," I said to the giant, who continued to whirl the nunchaku. "Can’t we talk about it?" Admittedly, a desperate attempt to save my hitherto intact bones and buy some time. Time that might still save my ass. Was there ever an episode of the A-Team where John Hannibal Smith’s plan didn’t work out and he had to be rescued by his comrades? I thought I remembered one or two episodes. In one episode, even Murdock hatched a successful plan, which Hannibal couldn’t believe.

	"What else should we talk about?" the voice of my tormentor tore me out of my thoughts. "Lydia said I can do whatever I want with you as long as I kill you afterward. What more could I ask for?"

	Castor was hard to beat in unscrupulousness, that much had become clear to me. But he had to have a weakness. The ugly burn scar on his face, which was probably the legacy of some ardent admirer (get it? ardent?) that he had paid back the end, seemed to me to be a good approach.

	"What do you think about untying me and we sort it out in the traditional way," I suggested to the blond giant, who was undoubtedly quite able to defend himself. "You know, mano a mano and stuff. But before that, please let me put my pants back on. Otherwise, the situation might be a bit awkward, if you understand."

	He just laughed and continued his exercise with the nunchaku. Then he lashed one of the rods against my skull. The force of the blow, to the left side of my face, jerked my head far to the right. To my amazement, some stars exploded before my eyes, but I barely felt the pain. I decided not to inform my counterpart about it, because he could always deal out a haymaker that I would not put away so easily. So, I slowly turned my head forward again and looked at Castor gloomily.

	"Oh, that hurt, didn’t it?" he asked me with a grin as he leaned down slightly. "You think I’m a moron, don’t you?"

	"Well, I didn’t want to trumpet it to the world, but you’re pretty ..."

	At that moment, he rammed the rods into my family jewels. This time it hurt a lot. I was left breathless for some time while I struggled against fainting and let loose a low, humming groan. Some time passed before I came to myself again and looked gloomily at the tall man, who was now standing in front of me with his feet planted wide. A soft growl escaped my throat. He would pay for it, and not too cheaply. Again, he waved the rods in front of my head and walked up and down conspicuously slowly.

	"Hardy, I saw how you dealt with Lydia’s soldiers. That was truly an impressive performance, I have to admit. I’ve seen how dangerous you really are. It’s not that I’m afraid of you. But fate sometimes makes a 180-degree turn and I just won’t allow that. It’s a probability thing, you understand. Since you wouldn’t have a chance to save yourself anyway, I’ll save myself the trouble. But I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’ll smash your bones for a while, pour gasoline over you, and then I’ll set you on fire. What do you think about that, my friend?"

	Damn, if this dinosaur didn’t slowly react to my provocations, I’d soon be blazing like a torch. All that was missing was "Stuck in the middle with you" and me calling him “Mr. Blonde” – then the whole scenario would have been perfect.

	"Speaking of setting on fire," I said to him conspicuously casually. "Who actually fried your face?" Castor abruptly stopped pacing and stared at me emotionlessly. Then he crouched down in front of me, not breaking eye contact for a second. I had expected another blow, but he just smiled coldly at me.

	"Kind of you to ask. My father did this to me because I stood in his way when he repeatedly tried to violate my sister. He tied me to the bed, put a pot of water on the stove and then poured it very slowly over my face. I only held out the left half to him so that he could not mutilate me completely. Eventually, the pain robbed me of consciousness. I was just eight years old when he did that to me. When I was twelve, I put an ice pick in the back of his head. I will never forget his surprised look when he sank to his knees in front of me and could not understand what was happening to him. He briefly tried to pull the metal out of his head, but it was too late. He fell right in front of my feet and breathed out his miserable little life. I’ve never felt as good as I did at that moment. So, that’s the short version of my disfigurement. I think I’ll skip the chapter with the bone smashing and go straight to flambéing. Your callous question has somehow inspired me."

	With these words, Castor rose again, carelessly threw away the nunchaku, which loudly bounced off the marble floor a few times, and grabbed the red gasoline canister. Shit, this bum would never free me and risk a fistfight. He would put follow his plan and dance around me like an Indian while I burned like a damned sparkler. He opened the lid of the canister, looking at me with a cold smile. Then he poured out the stinking broth over me. It washed the blood from my body, but burned like fire in my wounds. Another smell joined the pool’s chlorine stink and reacted with the stomach acid still burning in my throat. The gasoline vapor gave me trouble breathing, and I coughed a few times. He laid a long trail of gasoline, almost to the large window, to light it from a safe distance. Then he pulled a silver Zippo lighter out of his pocket. The obligatory clacking when he opened the lighter reached my ears. After a few failed attempts to ignite the lighter, he eventually succeded. The small flame blazed up, casting Castor’s face into a mystical light.

	"Any last pleas for mercy, Hardy?"

	"Fuck you," I cast the words at him hatefully. I would never beg. Especially not with such a cowardly scumbag, who was probably still horny about it. In the face of my imminent end, I closed my eyes and went deep into myself. I wasn’t afraid. My father’s legacy, which had served me well more than once, did not let me down even now.

	Suddenly, a deafening bang broke the silence. Immediately afterward, the window front to my left burst into a thousand shards. A shock wave tore me sideways and slammed me to the floor, breaking the chair. For a moment the world’s volume level lowered, and I looked at Castor, who had also been torn off his legs and thrown against the wall. There were dozens of large glass shards in his body, but they did not prevent him from getting up and running to the destroyed window. Slowly I stood up and walked towards Castor, who was gazing outside as if spellbound. A few steps behind him I stopped and looked out as well. The iron gate had been blown open and a flood of undead was pouring onto the estate. Even in the distance, I could see no end to the stream of arrivals. They quickly spread all over the grounds, while some guards and soldiers scattered in vain. Those who opposed the horde were overrun and torn to pieces. The wall had protected them all for a long time, but even their superior technology, their weapon systems and their armed guards could not protect them. Countless screams of slaughtered men reached us as we watched the spectacle. The well-known mumbling and groans, as well as the musty smell of decaying corpses, wafted over us. Probably the other windows of the building had been destroyed by the pressure of the detonation. Very soon, a host of undead would take over the house and pull the flesh from everyone’s bones. Ezra – the thought shot through my head. So, that little boy was still alive and he was here. And if he were here, maybe the others had made it. I had no idea how they had found us, but the timing couldn’t have been better. Slowly, I freed my hands from the wire and rubbed the wounds on my joints. The numb feeling in my hands subsided and I felt the strong pulse that supplied blood to my limbs again. Castor didn’t look around. But he knew that I was behind him and that there was no escape.

	"Why all this?" whispered Castor just loud enough for me to hear. "Why are you destroying everything we have created here? Why did you refuse to cooperate with us? It could have been so easy," he added as he turned to me.

	"Are you serious?" I replied with a smile as I ran to my clothes and hastily put on my cargo pants. Then I watched as Castor pulled one shard after another out of his body and then slowly came toward me, looking at me glumly. The blond giant stood in front of me, raised his fists and remained silently in that pose. Watchfully he waited for me to strike the first blow. The time of vengeance had finally arrived. Castor had snuffed out too many lives, caused too much pain, and left behind too much misery for him to get away with. Finally, I feel the sense of justice that is mine. I will enjoy removing that arrogant grin from his face. I will abuse his bones and then feed his remains to the undead. And I’m going to take a lot of time with it. That much is certain.

	"Time to die, you bastard."

	 


A few weeks before

	Ezra Young moved in a routine manner across the grounds of the former U.S. base where he had been stuck for a year. His destination was the small wooden shed where he made himself comfortable after completing his work. The sun had already set, so he took advantage of the darkness to make his way among the undead to his quarters. The living dead had become a kind of shield for Ezra that allowed him to hide and move about unobtrusively. He had become accustomed to the olive-colored rain poncho soaked in blood and guts, although the musty stench still bothered him and regularly induced an urge to vomit. Although the temperatures were still icy, it did not make the musty smell any better. But what would it smell like in spring or summer? The twenty-year-old didn’t even want to think about that, especially since he couldn’t have done anything about it anyway. Lower your head and get through it – that was his father’s motto. The same father who had personally delivered him to this base like a convict to learn discipline at the ungentle hands of the military.

	No, he was no longer the naive brat who had been brought to a camp full of arrogant assholes to learn how to be a man. Unlike the tough guys who had treated him like a worthless piece of shit, he was still here – alive and in perfect health. He alone had kept the base safe from human intruders, subtly hunting them down or chasing them away without being detected. Ezra understood the undead, their need for flesh, and how to harness their ferocious nature. By now, he saw himself as a sort of a leader of the undead – not unlike a circus tamer who made lions jump through burning hoops. But he was also aware of the imminent danger they posed and avoided risky situations that could have gotten him torn to shreds. The past year had matured him and banished the childish fancies that his father had always seen as weaknesses. Ezra reached the wooden hut and looked around cautiously once more before opening the door to his hiding place and scurrying inside. The manageable population of undead scattered throughout the area did not concern him, but he was constantly on the lookout for living creatures who might ambush him. No one was to know where he went to rest. Nobody should know that he existed at all. In the meantime, the sun had disappeared, and the icy cold settled over the land. Despite the white landscape, the darkness made it practically impossible to make out anything. Ezra opened the wooden door to his shelter, went in slightly bent over and pushed it back into the lock behind him. Then he breathed a sigh of relief, enjoying the safety of the four walls that had offered him protection for so long. He did not need light in the small room. Slowly he slipped the poncho off over his head, which he would soak with fresh blood again tomorrow so that the dead would not attack him. He wanted to have another small bite to eat and read something in his current book, "Don’t Worry, Live," and then fall asleep. Ezra turned on the small lamp that stood right next to his piled-up mattresses, not noticing the dark figure behind him that slowly rose from a crouching position and silently approached him. A hand suddenly clamped over Ezra’s mouth, and an instant later he felt the sharp blade of a knife against his throat.

	"Such a clever boy ... and yet you don’t lock the front door?" the man’s voice whispered in his ear. "I don’t want to hurt you, so stay calm. I’m going to slowly take my hand away. If you scream, which would be really stupid, I’ll throw you outside to your rotten friends. You got that?"

	Ezra nodded slightly. The intruder took his hand away from him and withdrew the knife. Slowly, Ezra turned around and recognized the man immediately. He had chased him and his female companion, with the help of the undead, off the base a few days ago. Hardy ordered him to take a seat on his bed. Ezra did not dare to speak. He was very afraid of the stranger he had violently driven from the base. The man had barely survived, and Ezra was sure that he was out for revenge and wouldn’t hesitate to kill him. Hardy stood motionless in front of him, the knife still in his hand.

	"You don’t have to be afraid, kid. We’ve been watching you for a few hours already and could have taken you out without any trouble. Interesting what you’ve been pulling here. I mean that explosives act, the undead in the cage, and you being able to move freely among them. That suggests a creative mind. Makes me wonder what else you’ve got up your sleeve. How did you figure out to fool the undead?"

	Ezra sat in silence, realizing how his heart was beating in his throat, still not daring to speak. Hardy noticed his fear, put away the knife and sat down next to the boy on the mattress.

	"Kid, I don’t blame you for what happened the other day. I probably would have acted the same way in your situation. All’s well that ends well, and we don’t hold grudges."

	Incredulous, Ezra looked at Hardy and suppressed the tears that threatened to spring to his eyes at any second. He wanted to believe him. But Ezra remembered too many situations where he was betrayed, taken advantage of, ridiculed, and cheated – by his superiors, his comrades, and even his own family. Now to trust a stranger, someone he had almost killed, to answer to him. He just couldn’t wrap his head around it. They sat together in silence for a while, until Hardy eventually had enough, got up and went to the door.

	"Well, I can’t make you do anything, kid. If you insist, I’ll just disappear again and leave you alone. But the truck you made us leave behind, I’m taking it with me. And probably some other stuff, too."

	Hardy lingered at the door for a few more breaths. Then he opened it and was about to leave the hovel when Ezra spoke.

	"It ... it was just chance," he whispered softly.

	Hardy closed the wooden door again and squatted in front of the frightened boy, who now had thick tears running down his cheeks.

	"What was by chance?" echoed Hardy.

	"How I found out how I could keep the undead from attacking me. I blew some of them up with hand grenades and got splattered with their blood. But there were too many and I had no more grenades. I thought they would tear me apart, but they just ran past me. It was just chance. And I learned about explosives from books. Nothing anyone else couldn’t have managed."

	Hardy pushed Ezra’s head back up with his hand, which had been lowering more and more during the explanation. He looked into the boy’s teary eyes and smiled. After all, he had also gotten into situations he had escaped only with effort – and more than a little luck.

	"But you are still alive, and the others are not. Chance has nothing to do with it. A good friend once told me that there is only the illusion of chance. Come with us. This is no life for you here in the long run."

	"Who is us?" inquired Ezra with interest as he wiped away his tears.

	"Madeline, Frank and me. We have a kind of hunting lodge some distance away where Dimitriy is waiting for us. They are good people. My family. And you can be a part of it if you want."

	"I just don’t want to be afraid anymore," Ezra whispered, grasping Hardy’s hand, which he held out to him as a sign of friendship. Hardy briefly flirted with the idea of quoting:

	"Come with me if you want to live." 

	But he discarded it again. The situation seemed inappropriate.

	"Soon you won’t have to anymore. I promise you that."

	Shortly after, the two left the wooden hut and went over to the warehouse. Ezra had thrown on his poncho and led the way, while Hardy loaded his silenced Beretta and followed the boy, keeping a few steps away. At the last corner before reaching the front door, Ezra stopped his brisk walk and pointed out some undead skulking suspiciously close to the door. Hardy sent Ezra ahead since had nothing to fear, and followed him at a distance of a few meters. Ezra opened the door, went inside and held it open for his companion. Just as Hardy was about to scurry inside, someone grabbed him by the shoulder. In a flash, he turned with his knife in his hand and stared into the disfigured visage of an undead. A low whistle, all too familiar to Hardy, sliced through the silence. The attacker slumped to the ground. Madeline was alert as always, holding her protective hand over Hardy. He had hardly entered the warehouse before he switched on the headset again, which he had turned off earlier while talking with Ezra.

	"Sexbomb, sexbomb ... You’re my sexbomb," Hardy sang into the mike to thank his attractive sniper lady.

	"If you didn’t have me…," Madeline responded tersely.

	Hardy smiled briefly, then his eyes fell on the cage full of undead. They had immediately noticed him and pressed greedily against the wire fence. Déjà vu, Hardy thought for a moment. Then he and Ezra walked around the cage and past the small office complex to the main hall. Shortly after, they were standing in front of the large army truck Hardy, Frank and Madeline had loaded on their first visit. The darkness made it impossible to look for anything else that might be useful to them. The light of the moon shone through the ruined hall gate that Madeline had smashed open with the Humvee as they fled the area. Hardy sent Ezra to the main gate to open it. Once he started the truck, the undead would race in like a swarm of hungry locusts, so everything had to be done quickly. Hardy leaned back in the truck’s uncomfortable seat, trusted Ezra, and gave him five minutes. More than enough time to cover the distance to the gate and open it.

	A ghostly silence fell. The light of the moon cast long shadows of undead into the hall as they passed by. For a moment, Hardy sank into his thoughts. He remembered his mother and her inevitable end as he idly looked on. He thought of Bartosz – undead and coming at him with that terrible groan. He thought of the Creature who made the world what it was now and whom he had met face to face. And again, the same questions plagued him – the why’s. Hardy looked at his watch. The five minutes had passed and so he started the diesel engine, which promptly roared to life. Two undead came stumbling into the hall immediately after the engine started and set course for the truck. Hardy shifted into first gear and sped off, smashing aside the undead and the last remnants of the hall’s gate. On the short drive to the area entrance, he drew more figures along with him and quickly reached the gate. Ezra shut and barred it as soon as Hardy had passed through. Then the boy joined Hardy in the driver’s cabin and smiled at him as if a heavy stone had fallen from his heart. Ezra was glad to no longer be alone and on his own. Turning his back on the base and all the bad memories associated with it felt good.

	"See? Child’s play," Hardy said with a hint of arrogance as he slowly put the truck back in motion.

	"Can we stop again, please?" Ezra asked hesitantly. Hardy stopped the vehicle. Ezra pulled something out of the jacket pocket he wore under his poncho. It was the trigger mechanism for the explosive charges he had scattered throughout the area.

	"What are you going to do?" Hardy asked, looking skeptically at the trigger on which Ezra’s thumb rested. In the next instant, loud explosions punctured the stillness of the night, bathing the base in harsh light for a split second, as if someone had fired flares. Immediately after, the undead poured out of the buildings, scattering across the base at lightning speed.

	"Why did you do that?" Hardy looked skeptically at the boy.

	"I forgot to lock my front door again." Ezra gave dryly in reply.

	"What the hell was that about?" Madeline’s voice sounded excitedly over the radio. Hardy smiled at Ezra, shook his head a few times and started the truck moving again.

	"Nothing to worry about," Hardy replied. "Ezra just let his guard dogs out while he’s away." Hardy looked at Ezra and smiled. Tactically, it was a good move on the boy’s part, but if they needed supplies from the area at some point, they would have to get rid of the undead again.

	"Do me a favor, will you?" said Hardy to the boy, who looked at him questioningly. "Take off your poncho, please. It smells like a damned slaughterhouse in here."

	 


At the Cabin

	Hardy and Ezra reached Dimitriy’s cabin after almost six hours of travel and without any significant incident. Frank and Madeline had flown ahead in the helicopter, which they has also liberated from base, and had immediately gone to bed. Hardy got out of the high cab of the truck, stretched a few times, and walked to the passenger side. Ezra had already exited and was just throwing the door back into the lock. It was already the end of April, and the wintry temperatures were very slowly subsiding. Still, the snow just wouldn’t melt away. The chirping of birds and the slowly brightening sky already announced a new day. Hardy just wanted to sleep and struggled up the steps to the porch. Ezra followed him silently and saw a man sitting bare-chested on a small wooden bench in front of the cabin, smoking a cigarette and holding a cup in his hand. It was Dimitriy. He was wearing a beard by now since the constant remarks about his youthful appearance had begun to annoy him. Without a word, he pressed the steaming cup into Hardy’s hand and broke out his usual grin. Over the last few weeks, a kind of love-hate relationship had developed between the two that the others found difficult to comprehend.

	"Even if you let your beard grow to your knees, you are and will always be a milksop, you filthy communist. This is Ezra. Show him where he can sleep, please," Hardy added, before handing the cup back to the Russian and disappearing into the hut.

	"Okay, capitalist pig," Dimitriy replied dryly in his pronounced Russian accent. Then he looked Ezra up and down, surveying the scrawny little boy who stood silently before him, seemingly waiting for instruction.

	"Are you hungry?" he asked the boy, who looked sheepishly at the ground and was obviously cold. A quick nod confirmed Dimitry’s impression and so he led Ezra into the hut, where he prepared hot tea and some food for the boy. Then he watched him as he ate hastily and wondered how this youngster could have survived for so long on his own. No one survives the New World just by luck, that much the Russian knew for certain. A little later, he assigned Ezra a temporary sleeping place on the couch until they had prepared a private area for him as well.

	With a thick coat under his arm and a steaming cup in his hand, Dimitriy went outside again to watch the sunrise. After putting on his fur coat and sitting down on the small wooden bench, he lit a cigarette and sipped his hot tea with relish. The first rays of the warming sun moved across the icy landscape, over the trees and soon reached Dimitriy’s face. He sat there for minutes with his eyes closed, drawing on his cigarette now and then, until a familiar groan jolted him out of his relaxed posture. Despite the blinding sun, he recognized a person slowly approaching him with a jerky gait. Dimitriy held his hand over his eyes and recognized an undead middle-aged woman wearing some kind of carrying a blood-soaked harness in front of her chest. It was a contraption one used to carry a baby. The Russian didn’t even want to imagine why it came to be covered in blood, let alone what had happened to the baby. The dark-haired woman had reached the steps to the porch and was staggering up them very slowly and ponderously, staring steadfastly at her prey. Dimitriy sat motionless, lighting another cigarette and simply watching the figure’s wobbly progress. She had reached the top landing and was only a few steps away from her victim. With each step she took towards him, the rising sun revealed her a little more, and the Russian could gradually make out her disfigured face. The left eye was missing. Scraps of skin hung from the gray-green face, revealing the musty flesh and bones. The lips were no longer there at all, and her grimace showed the rotten, dark stumps that had once been teeth. The foul mouth snapped open and shut as if she were already chewing on her prey. She wore a gray turtleneck sweater covered in holes and a knee-length black skirt that was also badly damaged. In a few seconds, she would reach the Russian. She was already reaching out her bony fingers to him. The Russian stretched out a leg and positioned his foot on her chest so that she could not grab him. In vain she kept trying to get a hold of the man who so easily kept her at a distance. Dimitriy looked into her one dull eye for a long time, trying to detect a small trace of humanity in it. He was looking for the spark that made up her soul. For the personality that once made her a loving wife and mother. In vain.

	"Sorry about baby, but you are ugly bitch now."


The Undead

	Hardy slept restlessly – as he had so often in the last nights. Nightmares haunted him, dreams that seemed more real with each passing night. As so often, Hardy arose again after only a few hours and went to the kitchen. The smell of steaming coffee delighted him even before he got there. As he poured himself a cup, he heard the familiar voice of his Russian friend coming from outside. Still slightly drowsy, Hardy headed for the door, his gaze briefly falling on the empty couch. Ezra probably hadn’t found much sleep either. As he stepped outside, his gaze fell directly on the tree where Dimitriy had executed his foster parents. There, tied like a dog on a leash, an undead with only one eye was frantically trying to reach for Dimitriy and Ezra, who were involved in a loud discussion. Apparently, Ezra had already made friends with the Russian and was talking to him as if they had known each other forever. Shaking his head with annoyance, Hardy went to find out the reason for their raised voices. Dimitriy was clearly crazy, but not insane, as everyone had once believed not long ago. Still, Hardy was beginning to feel like a father who regularly had to call his brat to order.

	"May I know why you’re making such a damn racket on such a beautiful morning?" Hardy, inquired in a tone of resigned annoyance. Dimitriy looked at him and pointed at Ezra, who just shook his head.

	"The kid here says he smears himself with blood and undead won’t notice him."

	"And?" Hardy raised an eyebrow as he took another sip of coffee.

	"He should prove," Dimitriy replied.

	"This Ivan’s out of his mind, isn’t he?" Ezra turned to Hardy looking for help. "I’ve been walking around for months with that stinking soup on my clothes."

	"Come on, Dimitriy, there’s no need for such a mess now. Besides, we only have this one undead woman here. Where are we going to get the blood?" Hardy objected in a half-hearted attempt to rescue Ezra from his friend’s clutches. Cursing in Russian, Dimitriy walked away and returned moments later with an axe. He stomped past Hardy and Ezra, sprang forward swinging the axe, and unceremoniously cut off the undead’s left arm at the shoulder. He bent down, grabbed the severed limb and tossed it to Ezra, who jumped to the side and looked at Dimitriy in disbelief. Then he looked at Hardy.

	"To be honest, I can’t quite believe it either, although the facts do speak for themselves. But I’d like some proof that it’s blood or the smell of the undead that protected you," Hardy asked the newcomer with a serious expression. After some hesitation, Ezra reluctantly took the arm and generously rubbed his clothes and face with the blood dripping from the severed arm. After a few minutes, he stood there covered in gore and threw the arm to Dimitriy, who caught it skillfully, only to drop it carelessly. Ezra slowly walked towards the dark-haired subject, who noticed him but obviously did not regard him as prey. Now he was standing directly in front of her so close that she could reach him not only with her hand but even with her teeth. Silent and full of respect, Ezra stood in front of her for a few seconds. He still felt fear tingling along the nape of his neck, although he could be sure that nothing would happen to him. Slowly he took a few steps back until he was out of reach, turned around and looked at Hardy and Dimitriy.

	"So, satisfied now?" he remarked mockingly.

	"Thank you. I thought you were right. Can you please put your arm around her for a photo?" Dimitriy said in a serious voice but had to suppress his laughter. Then he relented and broke out in his typically sadistic laugh that infected Hardy. Enraged, Ezra ran past them and up the steps to the porch, where Madeline met him. She gave him a friendly greeting, but Ezra ignored the dark-haired beauty, who walked straight over to the men. Dimitriy was rolling on the ground by now while Hardy propped himself up with one hand on his thigh, trying hard not to spill his coffee.

	"You two are really full of shit, aren’t you?" she asked rather composedly, looking reproachfully at the men.

	"Sorry. There’s nothing good on TV," Dimitriy replied, laughing even louder. Shaking her head, Madeline closed her eyes, turned around and walked back to the cottage, taking the steps to the porch at a quick pace. She stooped there and turned around once more.

	"Oh, and you will both apologize to Ezra and make amends. Now take care of the woman and come on in. Frank wants to discuss something with us."

	"Okay, mamushka," Dimitriy mockingly replied, visibly showing disdain for Madeline’s lack of humor. The lanky Russian got to his feet again and looked at the snarling undead, who was incessantly trying to snap at him. 

	"Will you take care of it?" he asked Hardy, who nodded as he took the last sip from his cup. Dimitriy slowly moved away to clean the blood from the axe and hang it back in its place. With Dimitriy there was a place for everything, a specific place where it could be easily found again. Though he was quite chaotic in other matters, he was unexpectedly fussy when it came to such matters. Hardy drew his hunting knife, already cursing the mess he would get on the chrome-plated blade and the thorough cleaning it would need afterward. Routinely, with the knife in one hand and the coffee mug in the other, he walked slowly toward the woman until only a few steps away. The undead was still staring after Dimitriy. Hardy had already raised the hunting knife to drive it into her skull from above when the undead woman looked at him for a few seconds, but without reaching or snapping at him. She then briefly looked one last time at the Russian, who had just disappeared behind the hut. Then she looked again at Hardy, who lowered the knife and drew nearer. Again, did she reach for him, nor did she seem to regard Hardy as prey. After Dimitriy disappeared, the undead became calmer, no longer bared her teeth, lowered her arm, and only occasionally glanced at the man standing immediately in front of her. Hardy took a final step, now standing very close to her face, and gazed into her last remaining eye. Nothing happened. She eyed him without any significant reaction.
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