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The Creature

	The Creature dashed from its hiding place and streaked across the expansive, snow-covered field. Its muscles were tensed, its senses heightened. Adrenaline coursed through its veins. Long leaps carried it toward the unsuspecting deer standing in the field and feasting on the sparse greenery poking through the snow. It had ventured into an open field devoid of cover to still its desperate hunger. The harsh landscape offered little choice, and so the deer had succumbed to its urgent need for food. From the very first second the animal appeared, the Creature had been watching it from tree cover, waiting for the right moment to strike.

	The moment had come. Under the cloudless starry sky, the hunter sprinted across the snow straight toward the deer as it continued feeding, oblivious to the imminent peril. The Creature’s impulse was the same as its prey. Something to eat at last. Just a few more meters and it would satisfy its gnawing hunger. Just as it was set to leap, the deer looked up, saw the approaching attacker at the last moment and fled in fright. The Creature flew just past its victim, landed forwards in the snow and rolled over before lying motionless. Then it jumped up, crouched on all fours and spotted the deer scampering through the snow to safety. The nearest forest cover was still a long way off. A growl escaped it as it looked after the fleeing animal. No, this prey would not get away. With a mighty leap forward, it took up the chase, gathering speed with each stride. It almost seemed as if it were floating over the snow. Its speed was far greater than its first, unsuccessful, attack. The deer jumped into the middle of a riverbed and would use the momentum to reach the other bank with its next leap. As the deer’s leap reached its apex, the Creature collided with it and sunk its claws into the animal’s body. Unlike the deer, the Creature reached the far bank in a single bound and snatched its victim in mid-flight. Out of control, predator and prey crashed onto the ground, and the force of the impact threw them apart. The Creature lay on its back in the snow, looking up at the sky and panting heavily. Its heart rate had shot to a peak during the chase, and so it used the short respite to calm down. Its prey would not escape again. It would never run anywhere again.

	Slowly, the Creature stood up and approached the deer only a few meters away, this time walking upright. The amount of blood in the snow showed that the animal was badly injured. It looked down at the deer as it fought for life and bleated like a small child. The Creature tilted its head and looked at the defenseless animal desperately trying to get back on its feet. It had lost too much blood. Slowly, its hunting rage drained away and its features relaxed. Long, dark hair hung in front of its face as it sunk to its knees, gently stroked the deer’s head and looked at it sadly. The dying animal was not an enemy but just one of many victims. The rules of evolution are merciless but simple. The fittest survive, prevail and ensure the continuation of the species. To ensure that, every living being needs food. This deer, its flesh and blood, would secure its existence in this world – for a time. With one swift movement, the Creature plunged its claws into the dying deer’s neck to end its suffering. The animal struggled a brief instant, then its body went limp, and its eyes rolled back. The Creature pulled its claws from the wound and looked at the warm, black-looking blood running down its forearm and dripping into the snow. Then it stood, wrenched its arms far back and shot a loud roar into the sky. It was a cry of victory for the whole world to hear. Greedily, it now gorged on the steaming carcass. The fresh flesh roused its spirits. It felt the deer’s energy flowing into it and giving it new strength. Once its hunger was satisfied, the Creature lay down next to the deer, curled up and closed its eyes. It fell into a sleep that revealed a secret. A dream that spanned the deer’s life from its birth, through its eventful life and to its abrupt end.

	A little later, the it woke up and heard wild animals growling, scenting the recent kill. It rose slowly to its feet, then crouched for a few seconds and looked around. Shadows flickered into view and retreated. Fierce predators were gathering, probably to get at the remains of the deer. Then it saw the first wolves circling and slowly closing in. For a moment, the Creature looked at the deer and rose to an upright, relaxed posture. Let them take the rest of the carcass. If the wolves didn’t do it, other scavengers would. At that moment, one of the wolves sprung at the Creature from behind. It turned and caught the animal in mid-leap. The gray wolf dangled snarling from the hand clutching its neck at the end of its outstretched arm. Slowly, it pulled the wolf in until their faces were almost touching. It gazed into the eyes of the wriggling animal that still bristled in rage. All it had to do was squeeze to still the wolf for good. Gradually, the animal’s muscles slackened. The wolf’s vain attempts to free itself had drained its strength. The bared teeth and the anger on its face disappeared, and its growling changed into the whine of a whipped dog that sensed it had messed with the wrong person – a miscalculation that could end its life. But not this time. The Creature put the wolf down, and the animal bowed its head submissively. It was also just part of a world where everyone had to fend for themselves and their offspring. Its pups were probably already whimpering for food. It had just obeyed its instincts and done what it had to do. Slowly, the Creature walked past the wolf and heard the pack fighting over the remains of the deer from a distance.

	Many hours passed as it continued its way through the icy steppes of Russia. It did not know why it was here. Something was guiding it, drawing it ever onward into the heart of the country. An inexplicable force deep within had taken control and now dictated its destiny. The exertions of the journey left it unaffected. It was unaware that it had been traveling for several weeks. Time had no impact, nor did the other conditioning that once defined it. Feelings such as pity, remorse or fear no longer existed. It had left the range of human emotions behind and succumbed completely to instinct. Despite that, it felt drawn to a place where some task had to be completed.

	The Creature had been marching along railroad tracks for some time, as if following a trail. It stopped and stood at a long, crescent-shaped bridge over a ravine. It looked only briefly into the ravine, then continued its way. It sprung unerringly over the beams that bore the steel rails, several at a time. One misstep would undoubtedly cost its life. After just a few minutes, it left the bridge and began running toward the pitiful remains of a burned-out wagon. The sight awaked some vague memory, but the Creature could not identify it. It strode on and came to a station littered with corpses. Well-preserved specimens of undead still lay under the roof spanning the tracks. The same undead that stormed the station and forced people to flee. Many lost their lives that night or left loved ones behind.

	A new day dawned, and the darkness slowly fled. The Creature sprung onto the platform and passed through a large gate flanked by doors hanging tattered on their hinges and swinging in the wind. It left the station and stood in front of piles of rubble where houses once stood. It slowly ascended one of the mounds and stood at the top. The neighboring houses were severely damaged or in ruins. But it also saw buildings that were still intact. The Creature cleared the obstacles with playful ease and came upon a road. It passed the end of the town, stopped and looked at a sign that bore the town’s name: OMSK. These letters, which it could neither read nor interpret, nevertheless triggered a memory. The destination, whatever it might be, was within its reach. It would soon discover what had led it to this godforsaken place. It set out, picking up speed within seconds, and soon came to a small bridge bearing rail tracks. It walked under the bridge, paused and touched the dilapidated walls with one hand. Suddenly, images of people who were somehow familiar arose in its mind. There was a woman with black hair, two men and a boy looking shyly at the ground. One of the men spoke with a Russian accent and told jokes. It focused on the second man, a figure with a well-groomed military appearance. His hair was carefully combed back, and a three-day beard framed the lower half of his face. Unconsciously, the Creature placed its other hand on its chest. There was a connection to this man whose eyes burned into its soul, and it felt a deep ache. The people blended into a blurred mélange of colors and strange tones that eventually dissolved into nothingness. The Creature let go of the wall, stood motionless with its head bowed and stared at the ground. Then it shook its head several times, as if it needed to shake something in its brain back into place. No, these images, these people, were just an illusion, a figment of imagination. Something that didn’t exist.

	Another day gave way to darkness. From time to time, thick snowflakes fell from the sky and bathed the surroundings in a Christmas-like atmosphere. Many hours and even more kilometers lay behind the Creature when it reached a wooded valley that held a lake. Surrounded by trees, it spotted a hut set in the woods with smoke billowing out of the chimney. An abode in the middle of a wasteland that no soul would settle. Even on the last few kilometers into this valley, the Creature felt a deep inner familiarity with its surroundings. As if it had been here before. Perhaps in another life. As it descended through the trees and undergrowth, the feeling grew stronger. It came upon a fork in the path that showed traces of considerable traffic. One path led down to the hut, the other to the left to a large fir tree. A strange and inexplicable feeling magically drew the Creature to the left. Right next to the fir tree, it spied two wooden crosses. It stopped in front of them and tilted its head. The cross on the left read Franklin W. Smith - 1979 to 2030. Even though it could not read the name, the characters triggered a reaction. Images flashed before its eyes again. The images of the well-groomed man it recognized from the visions under the bridge. Dark, neatly combed back hair, that beard and those eyes.

	On the other cross stood Bartosz Kowalczyk - 1958 to 2030. The Creature slowly crouched down. Irritated, it turned its head sideways to the right and then to the left. This name, Bartosz, set off a firework of images and emotions. There was a small man with a white beard and glasses on his nose striding through a gate strung with barbed wire. At his side walked a pale, emaciated woman who could barely stand on her feet. Her clothes were dirty and full of holes. Men in convict uniforms gathered around her, staring at her in horror. Armed men dressed like guards picked her up and led her into a building.

	The vision changed to a dark room. A lamp hung there from the ceiling on a long cable and swung back and forth. The light repeatedly lit up a couch as the lamp swung toward it. A person was on it, was slowly sitting up under a sheet. The white shroud slowly slid down, exposing the scrawny woman who had accompanied the old man through the gate. She slowly got off the cot and moved toward the Creature with spindly steps. Panic broke out. A loud bang, a shot from a pistol, ended the vision and pushed the Creature into the next one.

	It was now standing in the middle of a cave and saw a man screaming loudly and clinging desperately to a rock while a wolf tried to drag him out of the cave. The lanky Russian man from his vision under the bridge dashed out of the cave into the darkness with an AK 47, and the howling of the animals that had been hit resounded.

	Another shift in time took the Creature to a hut where it sat opposite the old man. He held a glass of whisky in his hand and toasted the Creature with a smile. Other people joined them, drinking, eating, laughing, hugging, but also shedding bitter tears. A sudden fog enveloped the protagonists of this scene until they disappeared completely. The fog thickened, and the Creature turned in circles, disoriented. An eerie silence fell, interrupted at moments only by strange sounds. It was a mixture of whimpering and moaning. The Creature quickly identified the direction the sounds were coming from. Then it recognized the figure staggering toward it through the fog. It got into a defensive stance, extended its claws and watched it approach. Its face darkened as it waited impatiently. The figure resolved into the form of a small man as the fog slowly lifted, revealing Bartosz, walking toward it as an undead. One side of its neck was torn to shreds, and long, blood-soaked flaps of skin hung limply, waving with the man’s unsteady gait. Bartosz looked at the Creature from dark eye sockets as he staggered on. The Creature’s features relaxed as it assumed an upright posture and looked at the man compassionately. Bartosz was only a few steps away and was already raising his arms to reach out. The moan sounded almost like a cry for help to the its ears. A cry for salvation. A gunshot barked. A red mark appeared on Bartosz’s forehead. The old man rolled his eyes and slumped down. A man then streaked past the Creature. He held a Beretta in his hand, a thin thread of smoke rising from the barrel. Without thinking, the Creature joined the man. They walked a few steps next to each other. Then they dropped to their knees at the same time and screamed loudly. The man’s and the Creature’s screams mingled into a roar. It felt the man’s anguish as if it were its own. It felt the loss deeply, as well as an indescribable desire for revenge. For revenge? For what? Who was that insignificant old man? A man whose death tightened its guts? The vision dissolved into nothingness. The Creature was still crouching in front of Bartosz’s cross. Irritated, it wiped a tear from its cheek and looked at it. It didn’t understand its body’s reaction.

	A noise wrenched it from its thoughts. Slowly, the Creature rose from its crouch, walked to the edge of the porch and saw a light streaming out of the hut through the open door. Someone stepped out and cast a long shadow that reached the steps at the end of the porch. Quietly, the it scurried to the back of the hut in a crouch and jumped over a ledge onto the roof. Sleekly on all fours, it glided across the snow-covered roof to the front and peered curiously over the edge. Although the door was closed again, the Creature clearly recognized a woman holding something in her arms and making unintelligible noises. Suddenly the woman stopped, looked around suspiciously and pulled a gun from her holster. The Creature saw the young, black-haired woman’s face as she slowly moved back toward the door. At that moment, it understood why it had been drawn to this place. It was here to finish something. Slowly, it stood up and dropped from the edge of the roof. It landed on the porch with a barely audible thud directly in front of the door. Madeline spun around, startled, and backed away as she shakily raised the Glock. Heat coursed through her body. Beads of sweat sprung from her forehead and ran down her face. She stared in disbelief at the Creature, which slowly stood up and fixed Madeline with eerie, orange-yellow eyes.

	 


Night in Flight

	A horde of undead streamed across the vast field, past trees, slapping aside shaggy branches and trudging over high meadows. They had survived the bombardment of the estate and were scattering in all directions. Some stubbornly held to their chosen path and tumbled down the cliffs of the once magnificent residence that belonged to a woman named Lydia. Now that the estate was a ruin and the flesh of the living they coveted had already been consumed, they no longer had a destination or purpose and wandered around awkwardly and aimlessly. Only unfamiliar noises distracted them. These were made mostly by smaller animals such as squirrels, rats and mice that easily eluded them. If a large band was on the move, their eerie moaning and whimpering served as warning. The stench of decay did not relent and heralded their imminent appearance. Some of the undead were disfigured beyond recognition and constantly craved food. Wild animals somehow sensed the danger and avoided them or fled. Within a few months, the undead had become the globe’s undisputed rulers. With the progressive decline of civilization and the steadily growing number of those zombies, a situation had arisen that no one had foreseen or imagined. There were no longer enough people to satisfy their hunger. They had brought cities, countries and nations to their knees without weapons, though they were completely unaware of their power. Their primitive instinct had shattered the world.

	The horde heard a strange noise approaching from the air. They looked around in irritation as the sound of engines grew louder. At first, the undead searched the ground for the cause of the noise, until their attention finally turned to the sky. A silver-colored plane flew above, and they set out along its flight path even after the plane disappeared. The silver-colored Fairchild had only been in the air for a few minutes. After initial problems that delayed their take-off by a day, the passengers were enjoying a well-earned rest despite the monotonous roar of the engines. Apart from Jan and Max, only two other men from their group had come along. One of them was Andreas, who everyone just called the Viking. He had earned the moniker because he used to watch the ‘Vikings’ television series on a continuous loop in his spare time. He was a scowling man in his mid-fifties with a bald head and frameless glasses. His chin beard was braided into a fine plait that dangled down to his chest, and his arm was tattooed with colorful Pink Floyd motifs. His presence was a stroke of luck for the others. Not only had the Viking flown the helicopter on the last mission when Madeline, Dimitriy and Jan had barely escaped with their lives, he was also the only one who could fly the big Fairchild. He was not much for conversation, and his dry, sarcastic remarks made him difficult to judge. Even Jan and Max, who didn’t doubt his loyalty and fighting spirit for a second, still had a hard time dealing with his flippant responses. If something rubbed the Viking the wrong way, he showed it very quickly.

	The second man was Gunnar, an old soldier and former instructor from Sweden, who had taken the Viking under his wing a long time ago. They were not just comrades in arms, but inseparable friends who had fought side by side on many missions and often survived by the skin of their teeth. Jan and Max had known Gunnar for years and appreciated the same values in him that characterized the Viking. It was no secret that he occasionally lost control and had difficulty keeping his temper in check. The Viking was normally able to calm him down again. Max had given Gunnar the job in Lydia’s security service. That had suited the ageing soldier quite well even after word got around that no one was allowed to leave the facility. Gunnar also had a humorous side, which he had lost despite the end of the world. He liked to tell raunchy jokes that were mainly rather off-color. Despite his 65 years, he was surprisingly fit and didn’t like to be told what to do. His hard features left no doubt that he was a tough guy who had seen it all. While the sides of his skull were shaved down to the scalp, the top was covered in a gray-white mane that he had tied back in a severe, short braid.

	The other soldiers who fled the estate had left the Apache helicopters behind, siphoned off the fuel and taken off in the Bell to the west in search of their families. Despite all the warnings from Jan, Max and Madeline, they were undeterred and flew toward a future of disappointment and loss.

	Madeline carefully changed the bandage on Dimitriy’s leg. The Russian had suffered a bite wound during their spectacular escape from the estate. Fortunately, the antidote was at hand and had saved his life. Chucky was sitting apart from the others and watching Ezra and Mark, who were poring over a book. Jan, Max and Gunnar were huddled over a map discussing their next moves once they had reached their destination and dropped off the passengers. Gunnar was quite displeased with the situation and the chaos that the strangers, as he patronizingly called them, had caused. Jan and Max ran to the cockpit to let the Viking in on the plan. Gunnar sat in silence and looked contemptuously at Madeline and Dimitriy sitting on the other side of the plane. Dimitriy’s face contorted with pain as he pulled his trousers down over his wounded calf. After he pulled his boot back on and was about to lace it up, he noticed Gunnar’s gaze. The Russian paused for a moment, stared back, but then turned his attention back to his shoelaces. Madeline had been watching the silent exchange and now looked over at Gunnar too. He returned her gaze, pulled up the corner of his mouth briefly and blew her an air kiss. The old man reminded Madeline of a grumpy troll – the only thing missing was a club. She smiled back in a friendly manner, raised her hand and gave him the middle finger. Then she leaned back and relaxed, looked up at the cockpit where Jan and Max were talking with the Viking and looked back at Dimitriy, who in turn looked at Gunnar.

	“What’s his problem?”

	“His balls are too big,” Madeline replied. Gunnar got up from the bench that ran along both sides of the plane and walked casually toward them. Although he was almost two meters tall and looked very menacing in his camouflage outfit, Madeline and Dimitriy were not impressed. He crouched down just three meters in front of them and glared at them provocatively.

	“So, we had to give up our safe home because of you and those other jokers? Not to mention the originator of the whole mess, this Hardy, whom I unfortunately never got to see. The guy must be one hell of a big shot to make someone incinerate a secure base just to get him. But I do have one question. Where is your hero now? Is he dead or has he fucked off? I mean...”

	“Why don’t you shut the fuck up?” Dimitriy interrupted him.

	“Quite a big mouth for such a little communist. I haven’t forgotten what you and your ilk were up to not too long ago,” Gunnar replied contemptuously. He rose to his feet and slowly stalked toward Dimitriy. The Russian was also on his feet and ready to fight. Madeline quickly stood in front of Gunnar and blocked the tall man’s path.

	“The likes of him.” Madeline said. “Oh, you mean the war. The war that inflicted so much death and ruin on both sides. Just like the other wars that served as cover for economic interests.” Gunnar continued to stare at Dimitriy. He did not consider Madeline a threat. Suddenly he flinched, felt something against his crotch, looked confusedly at the woman and then down. Madeline was holding the gun to his soft parts. Gunnar took a few steps back, slowly raising his arms. Madeline followed him, still aiming at his groin and keeping a straight face. Even if he didn’t let on, Gunnar had no doubt that the young woman was serious.

	“To answer your question. Hardy is alive and completing his mission, something vastly more important than your birdbrain can even begin to comprehend. And if he were here, you wouldn’t have gotten this close to us in the first place.” Madeline stopped but kept her gun pointed at her target. The Swede put some distance between himself and Madeline, put his arms down again and silently returned to his seat.

	“From now on, you only talk to us when asked. Understood?” Madeline said in a tone that stifled any argument. Gunnar nodded imperceptibly.

	“What’s going on here?” Jan’s voice rose over the monotonous drone of the flying machine. Madeline put the Glock back in its holster.

	“Nothing. We’re just getting to know each other better,” she replied, not taking her eyes off the Swede.

	“I see,” said Jan. When he reached Madeline, he turned to look at Gunnar, shook his head and then shrugged his shoulders and smiled kindly. “Why don’t you come with me?” Jan gave Madeline a light pat on the shoulder and walked ahead. They made their way through the machine, passing boxes of supplies, water, clothes and much more. There was also a pallet full of olive-colored 20-liter cans of gasoline. Jan stopped in front of one of the crates, opened it and took out a long object. Madeline’s eyes lit up as she recognized her M110 rifle.

	“One of the few weapons I managed to save in the rush. Together with this.” After Madeline took the rifle, Jan retrieved a belt with two holsters from the box. They were Hardy’s 1911 Colts. Madeline knew about Zack’s legacy and took the belt.

	“I’ll give these to Dimitriy,” she said, peering curiously into the box.

	“There’s only ammunition in there. Your rifle and the Colts are already loaded,” said Jan, closing the lid again and about to make his way back when Madeline grabbed him by the arm.

	“One more thing,” she said quietly and looked suspiciously at Gunnar. “Keep your mutt under control. Next time he’ll catch a bullet.” Jan waved with insouciance. After all, he had known the grim-faced Swede for years, and they had always gotten along.

	“Oh, Gunnar’s harmless. He’s got a big mouth, but he’s on our side.”

	“No, he’s not,” Madeline replied. “He’s on his own side and maybe on the Viking’s side too. I’ve met guys like that before and it was anything but pleasant.” Now Jan also looked at the Swede. “You’ve been cut off from the outside world for over a year. Far from your families and friends, who are probably all dead, in an all-male domain awash with testosterone. Lydia no doubt had her own fun while your people could only play with each other, if you know what I mean. That kind of thing changes people, even if you don’t want to admit it. You need to settle things between us. If you don’t, the next time, I will.” Her determination was evident. After everything she had been through, Jan didn’t doubt for a second that action would follow her words. He took his eyes off Gunnar and looked Madeline in the eye for a moment. A brief nod from Jan was all she needed in response. She went back to Dimitriy and pressed the belt with the Colts into his hands.

	“Oh, a present. Will Jan clear things up?” the Russian asked as he unbuckled his belt that held the Beretta.

	“I hope so,” Madeline replied. She kept her eyes on Jan, who sat down next to Gunnar and began an apparently serious conversation. “Otherwise, you’ll have to do it again. You’ve been my bodyguard before,” she added, grinning at Dimitriy. He strapped on the other belt, tightened the leg loops and sat down again in pain.

	“Of course, Princess,” the Russian replied sarcastically. “I buy you pretty doll later. With long pigtails and all. I cannot wait to see who rescues me when shit hits the fan again.” Then he pulled one of the Colts out of his holster and looked at it.

	“No silencers,” Madeline remarked. “Maybe you’d better stick with the Beretta.”

	“I keep Beretta, too. When many undead come, noise does not matter. Then every bullet counts.” Dimitriy’s friendly expression gave way to concern. “Do you think Hardy is alive?” Madeline looked her friend seriously in the eye and nodded.

	“Don’t you?”

	***

	Unnoticed by the others, Mark gazed out one of the small windows and admired the landscape passing below while Ezra leafed through a book about airplanes. The two boys were not interested in the tensions within the group; they were occupied with more interesting things.

	“Did you know that my dad was a pilot?” Mark said without taking his gaze away from the window.

	“No, so far you haven’t said a word about your parents,” Ezra replied, looked up from the illustrations and at Mark, who was only a few years younger.

	“Yes, yes.” Mark nodded eagerly, returned his gaze briefly and looked out of the window again. “Flying was his life. He was very good, flew a lot of planes. He knew every airplane ever built and could repair them all. Dad had a shelf bursting with movies, books and magazines about airplanes. When I was little, he bought a 1938 German Messerschmitt Bf 109 and restored it. Mom thought he was crazy because it cost a fortune – and almost our house. She didn’t want me to fly with him, so he only took me along for repair jobs. He let me sit in the cockpit or help with light work. Whenever I asked him to let me fly with him just once, he said Mom didn’t want me to. If I cried, he would get mad and say that boys don’t cry.” Mark interrupted the story and fought back tears. Ezra noticed the sadness in Mark’s voice as he talked about his father, obviously his hero. He wished he could say the same about his old man, but that would have been pure hypocrisy. After all he’d asked of Ezra to uphold the family honor, he didn’t want to waste any effort thinking about him. Although he recognized similarities between their fathers, he was unwilling to make any comparison.

	“My mom died over a year ago,” Mark continued. “A burglar strangled her while she was hanging out the washing.”

	“Did they catch the guy?” Ezra asked, visibly startled.

	“No, they never found him. My dad was restless from that day on. He threw himself into work when he wasn’t tinkering with his Messerschmitt. When he took me with him, he never said a word to me. We never talked about Mom either. When I asked him if I could fly with him, he slapped me in the face, cried and left. A week later, he crashed during a test flight. The engine had caught fire. The ejection seat worked, but the cockpit canopy hadn’t released. He broke his neck and burned to death. I was handed over to the care of my uncle Zack. That was just a few days before the dead started hunting us. Well, you know the rest.” Ezra nodded silently, feeling sorry for his friend who had lost both parents so quickly and so tragically. At least his mother’s attitude about flying had saved Mark’s life. It was a small consolation. The story revealed that Mark’s parents were caring and had their son’s best interests at heart.

	“I only wanted to fly once,” Ezra heard him whisper. He looked at his friend again, who was staring outside as if in shock and repeating the sentence to himself. Ezra looked at the lanky boy for a while through the wild dark hair that hung over his face. Mark was not the sociable type, even if he liked to talk. He lived in his own world, but he was smarter than he seemed. That was precisely why Ezra liked him, and they shared the same interests in technology, physics and science fiction. In times like these, you couldn’t be picky when choosing your friends, and he was glad to have found one with so much in common. Ezra looked around the plane for a few seconds. He smiled as he watched Madeline and Gunnar, who were constantly throwing mean looks at each other. His gaze wandered to Chucky, who was also amused by the others’ behavior. Then Ezra turned his attention back to his book, immersed himself in its pages and shut everything else out.

	 


On the Water

	Hardy sat on the deck of the supply freighter, basked in the sunshine and looked at the remains of Bartosz’s diary. His spectacular jump from the mansion’s balcony, his hard landing and seawater had beaten it up pretty badly. After Hardy untied the cord of the brown cover, the first pages fluttered out toward him. The neatly written lines had been completely erased by the salt water, and the pages were tattered. He slapped the leather cover closed in frustration and tied the cord again. Then Hardy stood up, threw the diary out to sea and forced himself to smile. He knew Bartosz’s legacy by heart, like all the movies he could recite in his sleep. Hardy’s knowledge was based on repetition. He was not proud of that – not anymore. It was all trivial knowledge for which he used to be admired by his peers and ridiculed by outsiders. Nevertheless, he knew how to make the right quote at the right time and earned recognition for it.

	Monty, the white-bearded freighter captain, had been watching Hardy and now walked slowly toward him. Their last unpleasant conversation was still fresh in his mind, so he approached Hardy with caution. He knew that this man was dangerous, even if he was now sitting quietly, almost devoutly, looking down at the deck.

	“I want to apologize, Captain,” Hardy said. Monty stopped and looked at him in surprise. “I shouldn’t have threatened you. You were just doing your job. Things have gotten out of hand lately. I’ve lost a lot of friends.”

	“Monty,” the captain said and smiled as he sat down next to Hardy. Hardy returned the sympathetic smile. “My name is Monty, and I know precisely what you mean. We’ve all lost loved ones.” A silence fell while they listened to the sound of the sea and looked at the sky that hovered over them like a light blue sail.

	“How’s...?” Hardy looked at Monty.

	“William,” the captain replied. “A few cracked ribs and bruises on his neck.”

	“I’m sorry about that.”

	“Not to worry. He’ll be fine,” Monty smiled again. Then his friendly face looked back in a question.

	“Go ahead and ask,” said Hardy. He hadn’t missed the look.

	“What’s wrong with you?”

	“That’s what I’d like to know,” Hardy replied. He stood up, grasped the railing and looked out to sea. “Answers to a great many questions lie at the end of this journey. At least I hope so.” Hardy turned to the captain. “How long will we be underway?”

	“If nothing comes up, we’ll reach the island in ten days.”

	“What could come up?” Hardy asked. Monty stood up and leaned on the railing.

	“You have no idea what’s happening out here at sea. Millions of people fled to the water to escape the horrors on land. Most of them died of thirst after a few days, or they drowned in storms. The ones who made it thoroughly plundered the seas on an unbelievable scale. Bands soon formed that tried to survive in their own way. Some turned to cannibalism and slaughtered humans just as mercilessly as the undead. We know their lanes and hunting grounds and steer clear of them. Nevertheless, we’ve had some rather nasty encounters because we can’t detect smaller boats with radar. The sea is not immune to attacks by the undead either. A few months ago, we almost went for a swim when we came across a rowing boat packed with survivors and picked them up. One of them was infected. My son Harry saved us but was bitten. He didn’t say anything. He just looked at me. I’ll never forget the expression on his face. Then he turned around, ran to the stern of the ship and jumped overboard.”

	The captain had taken off his cap and was holding it in front of his face to hide his sad expression. Then he put it back on and looked at Hardy.

	“But there’s something positive about the story, as bizarre as it may sound. The seas and their populations are recovering. It took less than six months for the fish population to return to normal once we humans stopped interfering with nature. Despite all the losses we suffered, it was probably the best thing that could have happened to the world.”

	“Okay, Captain Ahab,” said Hardy. “Before we lose the plot completely, I’d like to know something. What part are you, your crew and this ship playing in this game?”

	“In the 1980s, I was in command of a warship in the Royal Navy. I had some good officers and men on my crew back then. My reputation opened a lot of doors for me. In 2015, employees from some government approached me. It was about restructuring measures, as they politely called it, and they were subject to the utmost secrecy. It was simply a matter of supplying food to some islands or estates on the water. Many freighters do the same thing. They were only interested in the Mediterranean, from Spain to Lebanon, Syria and Israel.”
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