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Nobody remembered who first built the walls.

The oldest records inside the fortress had long since rotted away beneath leaking vaults and flooded archives. Priests claimed the walls had been raised by holy kings chosen by God himself. Soldiers believed giants had carved the black stone from mountains before mankind even existed. The oldest survivors whispered darker things during the coldest nights. They said the walls were never built to keep the dead out.

They were built to keep something else in.

The Last Fortress of Man stood alone in the center of a dying world, its towers disappearing into endless grey skies while millions of corpses wandered the wastelands beyond its gates. Entire kingdoms had once surrounded the fortress. Great cities had stood beyond the plains generations earlier where roads carried merchants, pilgrims, armies, and kings from one thriving empire to another. Nothing remained of those kingdoms now except burned ruins swallowed by ash, forests filled with hanging corpses, and graveyards stretching farther than the eye could see.

The dead had taken everything.

Nobody knew exactly how the plague began. Some blamed a sickness uncovered beneath ancient catacombs. Others claimed the church had angered God through corruption and greed. There were stories of ships arriving from black seas carrying crews who had clawed their own eyes out before dying. Northern survivors spoke of entire villages hearing voices beneath the snow before the dead clawed upward from frozen ground. In the eastern deserts there were rumors that kings opened tombs seeking immortality and unleashed death itself upon mankind.

None of it mattered anymore.

The dead walked.

And they never stopped.

For nearly eighty years the fortress endured while every other stronghold eventually fell. It became the final refuge of humanity, though refuge was hardly the word for it now. The streets inside the walls were overcrowded with starving refugees packed shoulder to shoulder inside collapsing districts where disease spread faster than rats. Food riots erupted almost weekly. Public executions filled the squares. Children disappeared nightly from alleyways. Entire families froze to death during winter because firewood had become more valuable than gold.

Still the people remained because the world outside the walls was worse.

Far worse.

The dead surrounded the fortress in numbers no living man could truly comprehend. From the highest towers soldiers could see them stretching endlessly across the wasteland in every direction like a moving ocean of rotting flesh. During daylight they wandered aimlessly through ruined fields and broken roads, but at night they gathered near the walls and stared upward silently for hours without moving. Thousands upon thousands of pale faces gazed toward the fortress every evening as though waiting patiently for mankind to finally surrender.

Sometimes they screamed together.

Those nights were the worst.

The fortress itself had become a kingdom built entirely upon desperation. Lord commanders ruled districts like warlords while the church tightened its grip upon frightened citizens through public fear and brutal punishments. Thieves lost hands for stealing bread. Deserters were nailed alive to wooden barricades facing the wasteland outside the gates. Rumors spread constantly of secret prisons beneath the fortress where nobles fed prisoners to starving soldiers to preserve supplies.

No one knew what was true anymore.

Truth had become another casualty of survival.

Captain Garrick Vale knew better than most what mankind had become.

He stood atop the western battlements while freezing rain hammered against black iron armor stained by years of dried blood and rot. The wind beyond the walls carried the smell of corpses across the wasteland below, thick enough to taste in the back of his throat. Thousands of undead wandered through the ruins beneath the fortress cliffs where entire districts had collapsed decades earlier during the first great siege. Some still wore rusted armor from fallen kingdoms. Others dragged broken chains behind them or stumbled forward missing jaws, limbs, and entire sections of flesh. Yet they continued moving endlessly without exhaustion.

Garrick had once believed humanity would reclaim the world.

Most soldiers stopped believing that after their first winter atop the walls.

The fortress was dying slowly. Everyone knew it even if the rulers refused to speak the truth aloud. Food stores had nearly collapsed after the southern granaries were overrun the previous year. Disease spread through the lower districts so badly that corpse carts rolled through the streets day and night collecting bodies faster than they could burn them. Entire sections of the eastern quarter had descended into open gang warfare while priests preached salvation from guarded temples overflowing with stolen wealth.

Outside the walls the dead waited.

Inside the walls humanity devoured itself.

And somewhere beneath it all something far older than the plague was beginning to wake.
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Rain fell endlessly across the fortress.

Cold black water streamed down towering walls of ancient stone while thunder rolled through the heavens above like distant artillery from another age. The battlements shook beneath the weight of thousands of soldiers marching between watchfires that struggled against the storm winds. Beyond the walls the wasteland stretched into darkness beneath flashes of pale lightning that illuminated endless masses of wandering dead moving across the plains below.

The fortress never truly slept.

Not anymore.

Captain Garrick Vale descended the western tower staircase with aching knees and stiff shoulders while exhausted soldiers climbed past him carrying spears, oil barrels, and bundles of arrows soaked by rainwater. Most of the men avoided eye contact. The newer recruits still looked frightened after night watch duty beyond the outer walls. Garrick recognized the expression immediately. Every man who survived long enough atop the battlements eventually developed the same hollow stare. The dead changed people long before they ever managed to tear flesh from bone.

The deeper Garrick moved into the fortress the worse the smell became.

Smoke.

Rot.

Human waste.

Wet stone.

Thousands of people crammed together behind ancient walls had transformed the lower districts into breeding grounds for sickness and desperation. Narrow streets overflowed with refugees wrapped in rotting blankets while starving children huddled beneath broken market stalls searching muddy ground for scraps of food. Corpses covered in stained cloth waited beside alleyways for collection carts already overwhelmed by the growing number of dead. Rats moved openly through crowds without fear now, fat from feeding upon the city alongside everyone else.

A public hanging had finished only minutes earlier in the square below the western district.

Three bodies twisted slowly from iron chains while rainwater dripped from their swollen feet onto cobblestones stained dark with old blood. Garrick barely glanced at them while passing through the crowd gathered beneath the gallows. Executions no longer interested the people of the fortress. Most citizens only stopped to see whether the condemned looked wealthy enough to have hidden food somewhere before death.

One of the corpses hanging from the chains was barely older than sixteen.

Nobody cared.

Near the center of the square priests dressed in black robes preached beneath burning lanterns while armed church guards watched the crowd carefully for signs of unrest. A thin priest stood atop a wooden platform screaming verses about divine punishment while rain streamed across his pale face.

“The dead walk because mankind has failed God,” he shouted. “The plague is judgment. Suffering is purification. Only through obedience can humanity survive the darkness beyond these sacred walls.”

A starving woman near Garrick laughed bitterly before being struck across the mouth by one of the guards hard enough to split her lip open. Nobody intervened. The crowd simply lowered their eyes while blood mixed with rainwater beneath the woman’s knees.

Garrick kept walking.

The church had become more dangerous than the dead years ago.

At the edge of the square a pair of soldiers pushed through the crowds dragging a struggling prisoner between them. The man’s face was swollen purple from beatings and one of his hands appeared broken completely backward.

“Food thief,” one soldier muttered toward Garrick while passing.

The prisoner looked up desperately. “Please,” he rasped through missing teeth. “My daughters were starving.”

Neither soldier slowed.

The fortress had stopped making room for mercy long ago.

Garrick eventually reached the Iron Quarter near the center districts where surviving military forces controlled what remained of organized order inside the walls. Massive iron braziers burned beside guarded checkpoints while hardened veterans armed with pikes searched refugees entering military territory. Unlike the outer districts these streets remained relatively clean. Officers still received full food rations while common citizens starved beyond the barricades. Garrick hated the imbalance almost as much as he hated himself for benefiting from it.

A horn suddenly echoed across the fortress.

One long blast.

Then another.

Every soldier nearby froze instantly.

The third horn never came.

For several moments silence spread across the streets while rain hammered rooftops overhead. Garrick slowly turned toward the western walls again. Around him soldiers exchanged nervous glances while civilians backed away from windows and alleyways.

One horn meant movement beyond the walls.

Two meant the dead were gathering.

Three meant the fortress itself had been breached.

A young guard sprinted down the street toward Garrick soaked completely through by rainwater.

“Captain Vale,” the soldier gasped. “Commander Orlan wants every available officer at the western battlements immediately.”

Garrick’s stomach tightened.

“What happened?”

The young soldier hesitated before answering.

“Something is moving through the dead.”
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The western battlements trembled beneath the weight of soldiers rushing into position.

Rainwater poured from the black stone walls in freezing sheets while alarm bells echoed across the fortress above the roar of distant thunder. Archers lined the parapets with bows already drawn while barrels of pitch were rolled toward the edge overlooking the wasteland below. Hundreds of torches burned through the storm like scattered embers against the darkness, their flames bending violently in the cold wind sweeping across the cliffs.

Garrick pushed through the chaos toward the upper watch platform where Commander Orlan stood surrounded by officers and priests. The old commander looked exhausted even by fortress standards. Deep scars crossed his bald scalp and grey stubble covered his jaw like iron filings. One of his eyes had gone completely white years earlier during the Second Breach when the dead nearly overran the southern gate. Since then Orlan had rarely slept more than a few hours at a time.

Now he stared silently into the wasteland below.

Garrick followed his gaze.

At first he saw only the dead.

Thousands upon thousands wandered through the ruined plains beneath flashes of lightning. Rotting figures stumbled through flooded trenches and collapsed villages while skeletal horses drifted riderless between the masses. Some corpses still wore fragments of ancient armor from kingdoms erased decades earlier. Others dragged broken weapons through mud blackened by generations of blood and decay.

Then Garrick saw the movement.

Something large was forcing its way through the dead.

Not one creature.

Several.

The wandering corpses parted unnaturally as enormous shapes advanced slowly through the storm toward the fortress walls. Garrick narrowed his eyes against the rain while lightning illuminated the wasteland again for only a heartbeat.

Siege towers.

Massive wooden structures rolled across the mud surrounded by the dead.

A cold silence spread through the battlements.

“No,” one officer whispered.

“It cannot be.”

The dead did not build.

They did not think.

They wandered endlessly feeding upon instinct alone.

Yet four gigantic siege towers were moving steadily toward the fortress pulled by hundreds of corpses chained together beneath rotting harnesses. The towers themselves looked ancient beyond comprehension, their black wood swollen with moisture and covered in strange markings barely visible beneath mud and rot. Human remains hung from their sides bound together with rusted chains while enormous iron wheels crushed bodies beneath them as they advanced.

Garrick felt ice crawl slowly through his chest.

Someone had built those towers.

Or something had.

Another flash of lightning revealed movement atop the nearest structure.

Figures stood there unmoving beneath the rain.

Not dead.

Living.

“Archers ready!” Orlan roared.

The battlements exploded into movement. Hundreds of bows lifted simultaneously while soldiers rushed crates of arrows across slippery stone. Garrick gripped the edge of the wall staring into the storm as the towers continued drawing closer.

The figures atop them remained motionless.

Watching.

One of the priests beside Orlan stepped backward making the sign of protection across his chest. “This is impossible,” he muttered. “The dead cannot organize.”

Orlan rounded on him instantly. “The dead are climbing our goddamn walls with siege towers and you are still talking about what is impossible?”

The old commander turned toward Garrick.

“You led scouting parties beyond the southern ruins last winter,” Orlan said. “Did you see anything like this?”

“No,” Garrick answered honestly. “Nothing.”

Thunder shook the fortress again.

The nearest siege tower continued grinding forward through the sea of corpses below while the dead gathered around its base in horrifying numbers. Garrick could now hear the sound of chains rattling through the storm along with the wet snapping of bodies crushed beneath the wheels.

Then the screaming started.

Not from the fortress.

From the wasteland itself.

Thousands of undead suddenly lifted their heads toward the walls and unleashed a unified scream so loud the battlements physically vibrated beneath it. The sound rolled across the plains like some monstrous living storm. Soldiers covered their ears while civilians deeper within the fortress began panicking at the horrifying noise echoing through the streets.

And still the siege towers advanced.

One soldier near Garrick vomited over the battlements.

Another began openly praying.

The figures standing atop the nearest tower finally moved.

A hooded shape stepped forward slowly through the rain carrying something long in one hand. At first Garrick thought it was a staff until lightning illuminated the object clearly.

A human spine.

The hooded figure raised it slowly toward the fortress walls.

The screaming below stopped instantly.

Every dead thing in the wasteland froze where it stood.

Absolute silence spread across the plains.

Even the rain seemed quieter.

Then the gates beneath the fortress shook violently from below.

Once.

Twice.

A third impact cracked through the stone like thunder itself.

Garrick turned sharply toward the inner courtyard as terrified shouting erupted from lower levels of the fortress.

The dead outside the walls were only a distraction.

Something had already gotten inside.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER THREE











[image: ]




Panic spread through the fortress faster than fire.

The western battlements erupted into confusion as soldiers abandoned firing positions and rushed toward stairwells leading deeper into the stronghold. Officers screamed themselves hoarse trying to restore order while terrified civilians flooded the streets below in blind desperation. Bells rang across every district now, their deafening noise echoing between towers already trembling from the impacts beneath the gates.

Garrick forced his way down the battlement staircase beside Commander Orlan and nearly collided with soldiers charging upward carrying shields and oil lanterns.

“What happened?” Orlan barked.

“Lower gate tunnels,” one of the men shouted breathlessly. “Something came through the old catacombs beneath the fortress.”

Garrick felt his blood turn cold.

The catacombs.

Most of the lower tunnels beneath the fortress had been sealed generations earlier after entire patrols vanished exploring them. Ancient burial chambers stretched beneath the stronghold for miles according to old maps, though much of the underground network collapsed long ago. Some believed the original kings of the fortress had buried entire armies beneath the walls. Others whispered about older things resting in darkness deeper still.
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