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Corporal Noah Brodeur plucked the MP3 earbud from his left ear and listened to the morning outside. In his right ear the Spanish lesson continued, a flowery rhythm of words spoken in an alluring female voice that, some days, had the unwanted side effect of making him horny as hell – ¿Dónde está el hotel más cercano? – but he ignored her now and focused on the real world. He sat atop the flat roof of the Chief Mountain border station, reclining in a black mesh chair he’d hauled up from an empty office. The morning was pleasant, cool but not cold; an easy breeze stirred the Canadian pine forest, bringing the scent of evergreen with it to the roof. Somewhere north, a crow cawed, but Brodeur wasn’t worried about north. South worried him. South was the problem.


Yes – there. The cowbell was ringing. He’d thought so.


His pulse quickened, and he popped from the chair, untangling himself clumsily from his MP3 player and tossing it to the seat. The gravel rooftop crunched under his boots as he crept to the southern edge of the station. His right hand hovered at his hip, brushing the dark-silver 9mm Inglis pistol holstered there. A moment later he heard the cowbell again; this time it rattled harder, a rapid set of tinny beats shooting upward from the ground, out of view. Brodeur drew his pistol and peered over the edge. 


Down below, ten metres west, a corpse was caught in the wire fence.


A thrashing, resurrected corpse.


‘Gotcha,’ Brodeur said.


The fence was steel wire and barbed, an endless stretch of razor-sharp coils rolled out to protect Canada from the Resurrection that had devoured half the United States. When the dead had risen, the U.S. had evacuated all land west of the Mississippi, splitting the former world power into two broken parts – the Evacuated States where the dead thrived, and the Safe States where the living struggled on. Canadian policy had been zero tolerance: no American refugees allowed to flee north, for fear of importing the disease. Unkind, maybe... but four years later Canada remained clean. 


Here at Chief Mountain, the wire crossed the highway and border gate on Alberta Six, and then continued a thousand kilometres horizontally along the strip of bulldozed forest that marked the U.S./Canadian line. The new fence was an impassable, twisted metal barrier. Brodeur’s army mates called it the Slinky.


And now a corpse was stuck in the Slinky.


The corpse was male, a hairy specimen with a scraggly beard and sandy, shoulder-length hair topped by a filthy baseball cap. The red plaid shirt on its chest was in the process of being shredded by the wire; the steel coils snaked around the dead man’s arms and legs, holding it suspended off the ground, and the more the corpse fought for freedom, the more viciously the barbs bit into its flesh. Slick black blood dribbled from its wrists and ankles. The corpse grunted twice, then again, and fought some more. Nearby, a cowbell strung to the wire clanged rudely as the struggling corpse bucked; Brodeur had hung the bell last week, and the success of his makeshift alarm pleased him. Some of the bigger border stations had invested millions in electronic security, but here at remote Chief Mountain, a feed-store copper cowbell did the job just as damn well. 


Brodeur eyed the corpse. ‘Screwed yourself, looks like. Walked here from Buttfuck, Montana or wherever, and when you hit the fence, you tried to just push on through. Am I right?’ He shook his head. ‘That won’t work with the Slinky.’


Brodeur had been stationed here five weeks already, and so far this was the fourth corpse he’d had to clean out from the wire. He’d shot the others, burned them in the pit behind the station and bagged the ashes according to Containment Protocol. Not that anyone would know if he didn’t. He was alone, on solitary duty; the days of deploying squadrons to these small stations had long passed. In the beginning, as the dead tore the western U.S. to oblivion, the Canadian army had amassed here, anticipating an onslaught of corpses that never came – more like a trickle instead, maybe a dozen cadavers every few days who somehow managed to hike up through northern Montana. In hindsight it had been a colossal waste of manpower. So the army pulled back and decreed minimal maintenance at spots like Chief Mountain. Eight soldiers at time, but even that had been scaled to five. And then finally one-man solitary shifts, eight weeks long. The men rotated in and out. Brodeur had three more weeks, and then he was scheduled to be relieved by Corporal F. Jenkins, the next name on the assignment sheet. 


The solitude was hard on Brodeur. He was only twenty-eight, not yet weary enough of civilisation to embrace a complete jump off the grid. He liked to read, and he’d packed enough books; he liked to jog, and his daily runs through the forest were joyful, hour-long romps across carpets of moss and soft fallen fir needles. But he missed conversation, the comfort of voices. Nobody to talk to here – unless you counted Rosita, the sexy Spanish tutor on his Learn a Language! MP3 tracks.


Still, he could manage all that. It was the corpses that troubled him. The shock of witnessing the dead walk had subsided since that first mindfuck of a week, and he had no fear of attack. No way in hell were those things getting through the Slinky. But what he had begun to feel was worse – a slow, creeping dread, an everpresent anxiety that tormented him even at night as he lay awake on his bedroll on the roof, safe from all harm except maybe a mosquito or two. Why? he wanted to know. Why did the damn corpses keep coming? He’d worry less if they would just stop at the fence – stop and stand there like normal men would, just give up and know goddamn well enough that you can’t walk through fucking barbed wire without skinning yourself to the bone.


Instead, they kept coming. And his job was to keep them out, to protect Canada from the Resurrection. But maybe, he thought, maybe that’s impossible. 


In the U.S., the dead had stormed back from heaven, or hell, or wherever. Not through fences or locked gates. Whatever border they’d crossed, it wasn’t physical – not like Chief Mountain or Alberta Six – but invisible, supernatural. The wall between life and death. A wall you couldn’t guard with all the bullets or barbed wire in Canada.


Which means, Brodeur worried, I’m pretty much fucked.


On his right forearm was a tattoo he’d gotten two months ago in Calgary, back when he’d first learned of his border assignment. That night he’d found the nearest parlor and paid two-hundred dollars for a perfect rendering of Cerberus – the snarling, three-headed hound from Greek mythology, guarding the Underworld gate to prevent the dead from returning to the mortal world. Brodeur had loved that shit as a kid, all those gods and monsters and heroes. Even now, as a grown man, the stories enthralled him; he kept a thick, dog-eared book in his locker at Calgary. He’d been uneasy about coming to the border, this frightful responsibility, until he’d thought of Cerberus. The tattoo was a perfect idea, as if sent from the gods of Olympus; the beast fused to his skin seemed to give Brodeur extra power, extra purpose. He patted his arm now, where his sleeve covered the tat. Okay, let’s go. You and Cerberus got work to do. 


The corpse in the wire gargled, an attempt at a growl dampened by blood in its throat. Brodeur squeezed the Inglis in his hand but glanced longingly a few metres to his left. His McMillan Tac-50 was there, its beautiful, black body resting on its stand. Brodeur had completed his QL3s and made the sniper unit, and the Tac-50 rifle was his grand prize for the achievement, long and strong and able to bash heads a mile off. He hadn’t fired it in more than a week; he’d put down a mini-mob of nine shamblers as they’d approached along the road, well before they’d even sniffed him or the border.


He resisted the urge to use it now – absolute overkill on a corpse he could just as easily throw a rock and hit. This close, a fifty-caliber bullet would take the skull off like dynamite. Brodeur sighed. No Tac-50 today. Instead he raised his pistol and sighted the corpse’s grey forehead... still a tricky shot with the dead man wrestling the wire...


Another sound broke his concentration. It came from his left, ground-level, and in an instinctive flash he swung his gun to meet the disturbance. ‘Shit,’ he breathed.


A second corpse – on this side of the fence.


But how...?


A breach, a hole somewhere in the Slinky. Brodeur steadied his breath. He’d find it, make the repair before more corpses noticed. No harm done. But first things first.


He took aim at the second corpse, a black-haired, slender but muscular male in a tight-fitting white t-shirt, creeping closer along the fence.


Brodeur frowned down the barrel of the Inglis... and flinched. Son of a bitch.


Hold your fire, Cerberus. That’s no corpse.


A man approached on the asphalt below. Alive.


 


Ten minutes earlier, the Chinese operative named Kheng Wu had emerged from the woods at the bottom of Alberta Six. The trek had been grueling, and he was thankful to have reached the Canadian border. He tugged his flask from his daypack and drank a swig in celebration; the water was green-tasting but still cold from the brook he’d crossed five kilometres back. Overhead, a belligerent crow cried out. To Wu’s annoyance, the bird had followed him the final half-kilometre, swooping between pines, sounding out alarms to the forest. As Wu stepped to the highway, it cawed once more, triumphant, and then soared back to the trees. So much for stealth – not that stealth mattered much here.


Below Wu’s boots, the abrupt shift from damp earth to the pavement was a shock, unfamiliar and hard, as if the road wished to repel him. The weeklong hike through the northern Rockies had reprogrammed his muscles. His feet throbbed, and he limped with a stiff, uncertain gait for the first ten steps until his legs adjusted.


He turned his eyes south to the border. A hundred metres ahead, the Chief Mountain border station was a brown, rustic structure along the right side of the highway. The station was remote, surrounded by wilderness, exactly the reason Wu had chosen to cross here. A long overhang stretched from the roof, supported by stone columns, bridging an inspection lane to an empty guard booth in the middle of the road. Four signs blared red warnings to STOP. Beyond the guard booth was a striped wooden gate blocking the road into the United States. Concrete highway dividers had been arranged lengthwise against the gate as reinforcement, a deterrent to cars ramming through. 


And, of course, the barbed wire that had been described in Wu’s intelligence brief – a gargantuan coil, tangles upon tangles so closely spaced that a child wouldn’t fit in the gaps. The fence was tall, two metres high. It sprawled to the east and west like some mythic python, lying across the road and slithering to the farthest ends of the forest.


Wu studied the hostile steel. He’d have to find a way over...


From the station came an odd hollow sound.


Clunk-clunk-clank-clunk-clank. Like a crude bell.


Wu narrowed his eyes. His briefing had indicated that the border stations were no longer manned, that the Canadian army had pulled back and established temporary borders farther north at Fort MacLeod. Wu studied the station. True to the brief, nothing moved. But the bell sounded again, a faster beat now that seemed to originate from the opposite side of the building. Exactly where Wu himself was headed. He’d already travelled fifteen thousand kilometres from China to cross the locked-down border into the dead-ridden U.S. – these were his orders from the Chinese Ministry of State Service – and he wasn’t about to change course to avoid a ringing bell, no matter how mysterious. Quite the opposite. Wu enjoyed mystery. He wanted a closer look.


He edged south toward the border station, his thumbs hooked on his belt like some absurd American cowboy moseying into a showdown. Holstered at his hips were two deer-horn knives – his favourite weapons, sleek killing tools with semicircular blades around the handles like crescent moons, ready to slash and slice if needed. The Chinese AK rifle on his back was for emergencies, but he had never fired it. Not once. He disliked guns, the brute, undisciplined force of exploding ammunition. Knives, however, were beautiful, even poetic – a renewed connection to the predator’s instinct and the ancestral claws that evolution had long ago subtracted from the human form. 
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