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Splatoon

 

Wet with heat, wet with fear; moisture running in rivulets, over
necks and backs, seeping into combat fatigues; expanding into damp
stagnant patches.

   The air is ripe with the odour of war. Acrid smoke
drifts, seeping into the jungle; alerting the eight Marines that
the nearby village is ablaze. It’s a tactic that the Vietcong
favour - doling out retribution for those collaborating with the
enemy - but such is the intensity of the smoke, the men of Echo
Company know that the foe hasn’t tarried for long.

   Hands tighten on the warm metal of M16’s, the
jungle is alive with the squeak of gun grease over sweating palms;
and the hushed ragged breathing that only comes with suppressed
fear.

   “Think they’ve gone to ground?”

   “They ain’t hangin’,” came a reply. “This ain’t no
frat party, Spunkmeyer.”

   “Like I don’t know that, Zordich,” Spunkmeyer
hissed.

   “Can it, Marines,” a voice said from behind them;
their Sergeant trying to bring order in the chaos that is jungle
warfare. “This jungle’s got gook ears.”

   Spunkmeyer and Perry fell silent; Sergeant Pearce
shaking his head but allowing his reproach to dissolve. The men
were scared. Hell, he was scared. Second tour out of
Saigon, slap bang in the Iron Triangle, and still fighting a
ghost.

   Ahead, the tone of light changed, heralding a
clearing, broken by rice fields and the small village now burning
and sending knots of smoke curling skywards. Echo Company hunkered
down on the hem of the jungle, wide eyes scanning the scene ahead
for signs of VC activity.

   Not that anyone expected to see anything, of
course. This was a guerrilla war; an unseen enemy that knew the
terrain, using it as an ally. When it was apparent that the
American forces would come to support the South Vietnamese army in
their war with the Communist North, the Vietcong guerillas balanced
the superior fire-power of the enemy with a strategy of covert
warfare. And it was proving very effective.

   Echo Company alone had lost over twenty-five
percent of its members in the past three months. Young men who
should’ve been back home listening to Big Bopper and Howlin’ Wolf,
now swathed in the American flag, for many their remains really all
that was left to bury.

   No, they weren’t expecting to see anything. So when
a slow, shuffling shape emerged from the smoke blighted huts,
multiple staccato sounds peppered the air as Echo Company cocked
their weapons.

   “VC?” a small Marine called Perry quizzed.

   “Someone from the village?” Spunkmeyer said, his
eyes narrow slits squinting down the barrel of his rifle.

   “Same thing ain’t it?” Perry countered.

   “Hopson,” Sergeant Pearce whispered. A large GI
crawled up the line, the heavy field radio strapped to him
hampering his movement through the dense undergrowth.

   “Get Comm. on the line,” Pearce said. “Tell them
that we have activity in the grid. Order a fire mission on my
instruction. Got that?”

   “Yes, Sarge,” Hopson said un-strapping the
radio.

   Pearce watched as the figure appeared to stagger
before falling to one knee. Then it was back on its feet, its steps
laboured and lurching. The Sergeant pulled his field binoculars
from his fatigues and peered through them.

   “That's no VC,” he said to his men. “He’s wearing
NVA uniform; looks pretty beaten up. And unarmed. Spunkmeyer.
Zordich.”

   “Sarge?” they said in unison.

   “Wait until he gets closer then you guys go bring
him in for interrogation, we’ll cover you.”

   The two men looked at each other before reluctantly
nodding to their Sergeant.

   “Sergeant Pearce?” Hopson said.

   “Go ahead, private.”

   “Can’t raise Comm. on the radio,” Hopson replied.
“Can’t get anyone.”

   “We in a dead zone?” said Pearce.

   “Nothin’ I know of,” Hopson said. “I just got white
noise on all frequencies.”

   Pearce thought for a moment. “Okay, we’ll hold
position and bring in our gook officer to find out if his unit is
still in the area.”

   “Er, Sergeant?” Spunkmeyer said uncertainly.

   “What is it?”

   “Our gook officer is kinda gone.”

   “What?” Pearce said in disbelief as he turned back
to the clearing. The figure was no longer in view.

   “Where did he go? Was anyone eyeballing our man?”
Pearce snapped.

   “Yeah,” Perry said. “I saw what happened. The
goddamn gook found himself a tunnel.”

   “Then we have to go in and get him,” Pearce
ordered. “We need our Tunnel Rats. Spunkmeyer and Perry, you’re
up.”

   “Yeah,” Perry said. “That figures.”

 

***

Tunnel Rats.

   Not the most auspicious name but one that carried
with it the kind of renown afforded to only a few in the jungles of
South Vietnam.

   The NVA had invested in a massive expansion of the
tunnel network during the hiatus between the expulsion of the
French at the battle of Dien Bien Phu in 1954 and the
uneasy stand-off with South Vietnam. When war finally broke out the
NVA had at its disposal a 200 mile tunnel network that infiltrated
the very heart of South Vietnam. When the American forces arrived,
this determined and covert army lived, planned their strategies and
launched hit and run offensives beneath GI boots.

    Seemingly immune to bombardment the tunnels
required a more subtle and proactive approach. Hence the Tunnel
Rats: volunteers who were prepared to chase both the local VC
militia and NVA into their subterranean lair and clear them
out.

   Volunteers like Spunkmeyer and Perry.

   “This is where he went,” Spunkmeyer said as he
stood over a small hole hewn into the soft, sodden earth.

   “He can’t have got far,” Pearce said as he watched
Perry lie flat on the ground and begin probing the tunnel entrance
with his bayonet.

   “No booby traps,” Perry sniffed after a few
minutes. He climbed to his knees and began peeling off his fatigues
until he was down to his vest.

   “Don’t know how you guys can do it,” Zordich said
with admiration in his voice. He shuffled from one foot to the
other, seemingly uncomfortable with doling out his compliment.

   “We get done what the bombs can’t, is all,”
Spunkmeyer said, unbridling his gear.

   “Okay, Marines,” Pearce said. “God speed to you
both.”

   Spunkmeyer looked about him for a few seconds,
taking in the smoke, the flames and the blighted jungle. “I'm
thinkin’ the good Lord may’ve overlooked this place for a while,
Sarge.”

   Pearce said nothing.

***

They entered single file and head first, torch in one hand,
pistol in another. They had their bayonets too, tucked in their
belts so that they might weed out booby traps.

   The gooks favoured Punji pits, with their wicked
sharpened bamboo stakes smeared with human or animal shit, or
stolen claymores rigged to rip a man apart. But Perry had known
snake pits and bamboo mines in the tunnels that infested the Cu Chi
region.

   And there was always the risk of stumbling across a
recessed rest station; with a squad of battle hardened NVA holed up
and letting rip with soviet Kalashnikovs at close quarters. Not
good. Not good at all.

   The air was dank, thick with the stench of cloying
earth and excrement. And something else: the reek of decaying
flesh; the perfume of war.

   Perry and Spunkmeyer were used to the stink of
death; out in the open and below ground. They breathed shallow -
through their mouths - making sure that the terrific odour didn’t
cause them to lose focus. One lapse and they might trigger a
trapdoor and unleash hell down there in the bowels of the
Earth.

   “Man, something is pretty ripe in here,” Perry said
in between short breaths.

   “Yeah,” Spunkmeyer said. “Somethin’ died in here
alright. Could be anythin’: a boar or a man. It ain’t goin’ to be
troublin’ us any.”

   They inched on, Perry ahead, his torch a circle of
light that the darkness threatened to consume like some living
thing. Perry’s hand was clamped on the hilt of his Colt 1911
automatic, which he aimed dead ahead.

   The darkness was absolute, the tunnel barely high
or wide enough for one man hunched over on his knees. The walls
were slimy and seeped slurry onto the tunnel floor. It was an
abysmal place; a place that could easily tip a man over. But down
here the two men dragging and squeezing their bodies through the
suffocating terrain were driven by only one goal: to survive. And
thought was a dangerous and hindering companion to bring along with
you in the darkness.

   “Hold up,” Perry said suddenly.

   “What you got?” said Spunkmeyer, his voice coarse
with effort.

   “An opening dead ahead,” his companion hissed back.
“Could be a chamber.”

   “Rest station?”

   “Too big,” Perry said. “A munitions cache,
maybe?”

   “Or a map room?”

   “Lets go check it out,” Perry said. “Charlie
might’ve left some good stuff.”

   They began to edge their way forwards; their Colts
fixed towards an unseen point in the darkness. As they moved the
tunnel began to open out somewhat; until a clear entrance could be
seen. And with the increasing space came a dull light, beyond the
threshold and challenging their meager torch light.

  Cautiously they doused their torches and crawled to the
entrance. From the periphery they peered into the large space
beyond.

   It was a room, hewn into a rough rectangle by
cutting tools and determination. There were three rows of bunks,
the coarse, filthy covers jaundiced by the paltry light from
several oil lamps and candles. There was also a small desk strewn
with papers and maps. And propped up against this desk was an AK 47
assault rifle.

   Perry could make out three more exits opposite;
three ways deeper into the complex.

   “Guard house?” Spunkmeyer whispered.

   Perry shrugged his shoulders and began moving
forward, his Colt ready to make war beneath the world.

   He headed cautiously for the desk, eager to rifle
through the papers scattered there. Spunkmeyer followed, covering
his colleague, the Colt moving in small arcs.

   “Where do you think our guy went,” Spunkmeyer said
after eyeing the three openings.

   “We may have to separate,” Perry said before
picking up a leather-bound folder. “This looks interesting.” He
brought the folder up to his eyes and noted an emblem embossed upon
the cover: the image of a bird rising from a nest of flames. “A
phoenix?” he said tilting the file so that his comrade could see.
“This is no gook logo.”

   “Who knows? Let’s just get our gook and get out of
here, man.”

   “This stuff might be important,” Perry said firmly.
“Maybe more important than our gook.” He flipped open the file and
pulled out a slip of crisp white paper. Perry read the header on
the title page: Project Lazarus – Top Secret. “What the
Hell is this?”

   “You readin’ gook now?” Spunkmeyer said in
surprise.

   “This ain't in gook. It’s in English.” Perry said
making no attempt to hide his surprise. “And it still ain’t makin’
any sense.”

      Spunkmeyer intended to ask
another question; but a sudden, drawn out sound filled the
subterranean room. It was a hideous moan, a forlorn cry of
despair.

   It came from one of the tunnels at the other side
of the room.

   "What the hell was that?" Spunkmeyer said training
his gun on the openings. He noticed the smell as soon as he saw the
shadows shuffling within the tunnels ahead; a terrific odour of
purulent, rotting flesh. In the confines of the tunnel it made both
men gag, but they remained frosty, even as the first distorted
shape emerged in the room.

   It wore the uniform of an NVA officer; the khaki
material almost as green as the bloated face of the thing wearing
it.

   “Jesus fuckin’ Christ!” Spunkmeyer screamed. “What
is it?”

   “Just shoot the thing,” Perry said as he saw other
uniform clad shapes dragging themselves through the other
tunnels.

   Their Colts opened up. Bullets chewed into the
chest of the mildewed NVA officer as he came up onto his knees. His
vacant eyes gave no indication of any pain, instead the purple,
bloated lips about his mouth parted and a clod of earth tumbled
from it and slapped onto the floor. Then the dead air was filled
with another terrible groan.

   “Oh, my good God!” Spunkmeyer said aghast. “Are
they even alive? Can we kill ’em?”

   Perry took aim and discharged a bullet through the
officer’s open mouth. A fan of dark blood spewed out of its head
and into the rotting face of another NVA soldier clawing its way
into the room.

   The officer jerked once and collapsed, as though
someone had flicked a switch.

   “That answer your question?” Perry said grimly.

   The tunnels disgorged several of the NVA soldier's
comrades who proceeded to crawl deliberately over his body as
though it was merely one more obstacle to navigate.

   Spunkmeyer watched them come, some with limbs
missing, some with wounds wide and trimmed with black, congealed
blood. He’d seen this before, of course, on clean up detail after a
firefight; but there the dead didn’t move.

   He put a bullet into the eye of an NVA private; the
reanimated corpse slumped as though deciding to take a nap. Perry
pumped a round into another, opening its head to the gloom in a
plume of dark, dark blood.

   “Jesus, man,” Spunkmeyer said as he watched more
figures emerge from the tunnels. More figures than the Marines had
bullets. “They’re still comin’! Let’s get the Hell outta here!”

   “Go,” said Perry grabbing the AK47 and cocking it.
Spunkmeyer turned and pushed himself into the shaft that would take
them to the surface.

   Perry opened up with the soviet gas powered rifle;
the noise loud and painful to his ears. The creatures before him
erupted under the barrage; arms shattered, fingers were hewn from
reaching hands and heads were either cleaved from shoulders or
pulped to leave stumps that discharged blood in a thick, rank
jelly.

   But the AK47 spent its magazine before the corps of
corpses had finished emptying itself into the chamber, bringing
with them their low pitiful moan and vacant inhuman stares.

   Perry threw the rifle at a nearby zombie and it
bounced ineffectually against its chest before falling abandoned
and useless to the floor.

   He turned and threw his body headlong into the
tunnel, his elbows digging into the loose earth; his legs pumping
frantically for purchase, so that he could move faster through the
claustrophobic space.

   His foot struck something behind him - 
something soft - and Perry thought he may have made contact with
one of the tunnel walls. Then something grabbed at his fatigues and
he was suddenly held fast, the weight of one of the zombies pinning
his legs.

   Then there was pain; first in his ankle as his foot
was wrenched against the joint; the snapping sound sickening and
loud. Perry screamed in agony, unable to turn to see what was
happened; unable to defend himself.

   Helpless.

   The pain in his ankle was now burning but what came
next relegated it to a distant ache. Perry felt a bolt of searing
agony as something bit onto his right calf and pulled away a chunk
of flesh. He could feel blood - sticky and hot - flowing over his
legs, and panic began to grip him.

   “Spunkmeyer! Oh, goddamn it! They're biting
me!”

   His vision fogged, as another burst of pain
exploded, this time in the back of his left thigh. His brain
reeled, and instinct took over. He wanted to survive, but he sensed
somehow that even if he got out of that hellhole and made merry on
the surface; those bites had somehow sealed his fate. He wanted to
live, needed to live, but that was no longer open to him.
As another set of teeth tore him a new anus, Perry grabbed his Colt
and put its barrel into his mouth; praying that he still had one
shell left.

   His final thought just before his brain played host
to a .45 cartridge was: “hope I don’t miss”.

   

***

 

Above ground, Sergeant Pearce surveyed the village, now little
more that a smoldering ruin; wooden huts collapsed and spitting
tiny sparks into the air.

   He called to three Marines who were posted nearby.
Zordich was armed with an M60 machine gun; the others sporting
M16A1 rifles. “Marines! Go check out the village for survivors. And
don’t touch anything.”

   The three men made off, and Pearce returned to his
thoughts. Something felt wrong here. Charlie never left a
man behind; and injured NVA knew better than to wonder around in
blatant view of the enemy. The issue with the radio compounded the
pervading sense of unease that threatened to overwhelm him. But his
experience - his duty - held him in check.

    “Sergeant! Over here!” one of the Marines
called from the outskirts of the decimated village.

   “Why don’t he just send up a flare and let the
whole gook army know we’re here?” Hopson cursed from Pearce’s
side.

   “He's wild,” Pearce said with concern. “They’ve
found something.”

   Pearce began moving towards the Marine. “Post two
men at the tunnel entrance and come with me,” Pearce said to
Hopson.

   The two made their way to the Zordich, and despite
the huge machine gun clutched in his hand, the soldier was shaking
in pulsating spasms.

   “What is it, Zordich?” Pearce said.

   “Found something in one of the huts, Sarge,”
Zordich said.

   “Bodies?” Pearce asked.

   “Its best if y’ just come take a look-see,
Sarge.”

   Pearce found the source of his Marine’s
consternation in the remains of the fourth hut on their left. The
roof had collapsed and in amongst the tangle of blackened,
splintered beams he could make out a shape. He wasn’t sure how many
bodies there were, the heat had managed to fuse the corpses
together in a way he’d never seen before.

   “That’s incredible,” Pearce said. “What did
this?”

   “Maybe a gook weapon?” Hopson suggested.

   Before Pearce could comment one of the sortie
Marines yelled from further inside the village.

   "Medic! Medic! We’ve got someone alive here!”

   “Stay here," Pearce said to Zordich before heading
in the direction of the urgent call. When he arrived the two
Marines he’d sent to reconnoiter the village were hunched over a
shape on the ground. Pearce moved aside as the Meikle - Company
medic - bustled by, un-wrapping a med-kit as he went.

   Alive may have been slightly optimistic.
The man sprawled upon the ground was covered with blood; it was
bright red and just as it bubbled from a gaping wound in his neck,
so the man babbled in a waning delirium.

   “It’s too progressive; too aggressive, but
that’s what we wanted right?” he whispered. “Oh my God, that’s what
we got. And instinct transcends death; who could’ve known that?
Hatred permeates the dead soul. How could we have envisioned that?
Who could’ve known that they needed to go home? Back to the
earth.”

   “Stay with me, fella,” Meikle said slapping a field
dressing against the gouge in the man’s neck. A gouge that looked
as though the flesh had been ripped by some large, wild animal.
“Don’t be going off to sleep now, y’ hear me? Stay on top of
it.”

   “Are we God?” the man muttered.  “Or are we
just pawns of the Beast?” The man’s eyes gazed at the smoke smudged
sky. “We brought life where there was death, but our children are
feral. Our children are free!”

   The man began to convulse, his limbs jerking like a
puppet under the control of a spiteful puppet master. His mouth
opened and closed dumping fresh blood onto his chin and neck.

   “We're losing him!” Meikle said in the monotone of
someone who is all too familiar with such an event. The man finally
fell still, his head flopping to one side and hands that had been
fervently clawing the ground, now frozen talons embedded in the
mud.

   “Gone,” the medic said looking up at Pearce.

   “What was he talking about?” Hopson asked
nervously. “That was crazy shit, right? Losing too much blood
makin’ him flap his lips like that?”

   “And he ain’t no enlisted man, either,” Meikle
noted. “He’s wearing civvies and he ain’t tagged.”

   Pearce looked at the blackened, twisted corpses
piled in the centre of the village hut and then turned back to the
lifeless figure at his feet.

   “Hopson, I don’t care if you have to stick an
antenna up your ass and whistle Dixie: raise Comm. and tell them we
have a situation here. Got that?”

   “I’ll try Sarge,” Hopson said, not sounding
hopeful.

   “Just DO IT, Marine,” Pearce said firmly.
“Carpenter, watch his back.”

   “You got it, Sarge,” the Marine called Carpenter
said, clutching his M16.

   Pearce and Meikle watched Hopson and Carpenter move
to the perimeter; each of them lost in thought.

   Had either of them paid less attention to their
comrades and more to the recently deceased man lying on the ground
in front of them, they may have avoided what came next. It all
happened quickly; the drama as incomprehensible as it was violent,
leaving those who survived it questioning their own faith and
sanity.

   It began with one of the clawed hands twitching
twice before reaching methodically for Meikle’s throat. The
unsuspecting medic barely had seconds to cry out in both surprise
and pain before fingers ripped out his larynx and dragged his
gaping, shocked face down towards the dead man’s open, leering
mouth.

   By the time Pearce knew there was an issue, Meikle
had been relieved of his nose and one of his eyes had been scooped
out of its socket.

   “Holy shit!” Zordich gawped in horror as he came
running towards them.

   “For fuck's sake, Zordich; shoot the thing!” Pearce
ordered as he un-holstered his own weapon.

   “I’ll hit Meikle!”

   “He’s already gone,” Pearce snapped; letting go a
volley of shots from his service pistol that made no difference at
all. “Do it!”

    Zordich brought the M60 to bear and opened
fire. Capable of firing over 600 rounds per minute the machine gun
tore the medic in half and removed the zombie’s arms at the
elbow.

   Incredulously, the reanimated body fought its way
to its feet; blood exiting from the hole in its chest and neck, as
well as the ragged cylinders of flesh that now replaced its
arms.

   The M60 fell silent as Zordich repositioned
himself: feet planted wide, the huge gun swinging against his right
hip.

   The thing that used to be a man came for him and
the Marine set his jaw ready for the jarring vibration that usually
came with using a weapon like the M60.

   “Come and get it, y’ sonofabitch!” Zordich growled.
And pulled the trigger at almost point blank range. Zordich braced
for the shuddering multiple reports; waited for the walking
abomination to disintegrate before his very eyes.

   But other than a few staccato clicks, nothing
happened.

   Panicked, he tried again. And the M60 remained a
jammed, impotent piece of hardware and the zombie, oblivious of its
brush with good fortune, took advantage of the Marine’s disbelief
and sank its teeth into Zordich's right hand and chewed off two of
his fingers.

   The pain brought Zordich round; his fugue forgotten
as he brought the M60 up into the corpse’s face, knocking its jaw
askew and removing some of its teeth.

   But still it came, and now the Marine stepped away,
clutching his bloodied hand, and the machine gun swinging lamely at
his side.

   Sergeant Pearce was suddenly in view. He stepped up
to the shambling zombie and shot it twice in the head. Its legs
gave way and it lay face down in the dirt; inert for the second
time that day.

   “Ain’t there enough shit rainin’ down on us in this
fucked up country?” Zordich said weakly, his own legs suddenly
failing him causing him to land heavily on his ass. “Christ, my arm
feels like its on fire.”

   “Roll up your sleeve,” Pearce said and watched as
Zordich gingerly pulled up the cuff of his tunic. Both men gasped
as they saw the bloated, livid flesh of Zordich’s forearm.

   “That’s some infection,” Pearce said flatly.

   “What does that mean?” Zordich said, his voice
hitching with horror.

   “I don't know,” Pearce replied and looked away.

   “Bullshit, Sarge!” Zordich snapped. “You mean I
could end up like that thing, right?”

   It was Carpenter's voice that interrupted them. It
was shrill, as though fuelled by panic.

   “Sergeant! Sergeant! For God's sake get out of
there!”

   At first Pearce didn't understand; he looked down
at Zordich and the unmoving bodies of the civilian and then to
Meikle.

   Part of him didn’t want to acknowledge that the
medic was using his arms to drag his cleaved torso across the
ground; his one eye glazed and dilated and fixed upon his
quarry.

   Upon them.

   “Sergeant, they’re coming!” Carpenter said skidding
to a halt a few feet away from Pearce. “And the bastards got
Hopson. Chewed him up infronta me!”

   Pearce used his Colt on Meikle and Carpenter
shivered “The world's gone to hell, Sarge!”

   “Grab Zordich and let’s get gone,” Pearce said
sourly.

   But as they went to the fallen Marine, Carpenter
pointed to the hut that housed the blackened corpses.

   “We’re too late!”

   The blackened twisted mass of limbs and torsos were
upright and staggering towards their position; an army of shadows
on the march; some walking as individuals, some glued together by
the inferno that trapped them. They came with the stench of cooked
meat and hissed through vocal chords shriveled by heat.

   More movement, now from the other huts, gutted
shells with gutted inhabitants eager to make their acquaintance.
Pearce ordered his remaining men into a circle; all exits were lost
to them; barred by the charred and oncoming tide.

   “I’m not prepared to become one of them,” Pearce
said to those about him. He pulled a grenade from his webbing.
“Who’s with me on this?” 

   Carpenter’s eyes were filled with tears, filled
with despair and incredulity that when it really came down to it,
the politics and the gainsay really meant nothing at all. What
mattered came with faith in men and gods alike; and he nodded,
pulling his own grenade out into the open.

   The others followed suit.

   The first wave of the charred army came within
several shuffling steps of the last stand of Echo Company. And
Pearce nodded to each of the men huddled about him.

   “It’s been an honour serving with you, Marines,” he
whispered. “There are no better men.”

   And pulled the pin.

   Carpenter and the others followed suit. Whist each
man finally clawed back his own individual destiny, the explosion
came as one huge statement on the landscape; brief yet
brilliant.

   And devastating.

***

Gasping in grief and panic Spunkmeyer crawled. He’d heard
Perry’s screams and stalled for a few moments, impulse urging him
to try to save his friend. But he couldn’t turn round, the snugness
of the walls and ceiling made sure of that, and so he was left to
scuttle through the gloom, with Perry’s tapering screams still
ringing in his head.

   But it wasn’t long before new sounds reached him;
scrabbling and clawing, the sounds of pursuit. Spunkmeyer increased
his pace, his lungs steel in his chest as he tried to suck in every
ounce of oxygen from the thin, bad air. His mind was a dizzying mix
of confusion and disbelief; how could this be happening? Why was it
happening; and who was responsible?

   Not that any of these things mattered right there
in the dark. But they would matter when he got out of there;
if he got out of there.

   He saw a change in the gloom ahead, the bright
brilliance of daylight was making its presence known. Hope
punctured his heart, spurring him onwards.

   A low mournful groan chilled his soul and turned
the pit of his stomach into a writhing tide of fear. It was behind
him.

   Close.

   He increased his pace; his elbows numb with effort,
the daylight ahead tantalizingly near.

   Something made a grab for his foot; fingers hooked
into his boot laces and held fast. He yelped in surprise and terror
and lashed out with his foot; the heel making contact with a
surface that was hard yet yielding upon impact. A festering face,
perhaps? The thought gave him a degree of satisfaction though he
doubted that the creature he’d pummeled with his foot had felt
anything at all. What the zombie did however was to lose grip of
the laces before it could secure greater purchase; and Spunkmeyer
was free to scamper towards the tunnel exit; face set with grim
determination.

   Blinded by the sunlight, Spunkmeyer scrambled up
the tunnel walls and heaved himself into the world above. He rolled
away from the spider hole and scrambled for his webbing. It was
where he left it, discarded with his tunic. Panting, he dragged a
grenade from the thick belt and popped the pin.

   At the entrance a green hand sought for some kind
of purchase as the zombie tried to find a way to get to its
prey.

  Fighting against his revulsion, Spunkmeyer stepped up and
dropped the grenade into the tunnel. The lifeless eyes of the
zombie peered into his, the grenade bouncing off of the thing’s
forehead before rolling away into the tunnel system.

   Spunkmeyer dived to the ground, hands clasped to
the sides of his head. The grass beneath him moved as though it
were momentarily liquid, the blast below ground dull but still loud
across the landscape. He looked back at the tunnel entrance and
sighed as he saw it had been crimped by the blast.

   Spunkmeyer came to his knees and vomited; his sides
pumping like a hound regurgitating grass; the force of it bringing
him onto all fours. When he’d finished he looked about him,
realization dawning that his buddies weren’t coming to assist, or
his Sergeant demanding a report.

   As he took in the scene, his mouth hung open; his
vision mercifully blurred by tears of despair. The village
smoldered but roaming through the devastation, blackened figures
wandered aimlessly, shadows on a blighted landscape; their pitiful
moans drifting through the air.

   A sudden stinging sensation caught him in the side
and his hand went to the site. Despite the horror about him the
world still turned. Mosquitoes were never off duty. His hand made
to swat the creature, but found instead a small projectile
protruding from his waist.

   “What the f-?” Spunkmeyer's universe did a 360 and
he found that his limbs no longer obeyed his commands. He fell
forwards and lay in his own vomit, his head turned towards the tree
line. As his vision succumbed to drowsiness he saw white shapes
moving towards him. He wondered if they were angels coming to his
rescue, but not realising that nothing could be further from the
truth.

 

***

There were thirty of them, dressed in state of the art biohazard
suits; some sporting weapons others armed only with clip boards and
note books.

   Two men stood aside as the main group formed a
defensive perimeter and kept a watching brief on the zombies in the
distance.

   The two men stood over Spunkmeyer and one of them
stooped and removed the tranquilizer dart from the Marine’s
slumbering body.

   “We have a control specimen, Dr Johnson,” said one
of the men. “Fortuitous.”

   “I agree Dr Whittington,” Johnson said. “All is not
lost, perhaps.”

   “You are quite the pessimist, Johnson,” Whittington
admonished, his voice muffled by his face mask. “What we’ve done
here today is an amazing success. Science is a process; after all.
And today is nothing more than a step towards greater things.”

   Johnson nodded an accord though his eyes remained
troubled. “People may not understand."

   “Look about you,” Whittington said patiently. “This
is a place where man has lost faith. And where there is no faith;
there can be only science.” He placed a gloved hand upon his
colleagues’ shoulder.  “People will understand. In the
end.”

   “Yes,” Johnson said his eyes softening. “Yes,
you’re right, of course.”

   “Of course,” Whittington cajoled.

   “What now?” Johnson said.

   “Bring the control specimen with us. Corral the
remaining subjects,” Whittington instructed.  “Then napalm the
area. Twice. Got that?”

   “Yes, Dr Whittington. Napalm. Twice.”

   Dr Johnson walked away leaving Whittington to
observe the rudderless zombies still shuffling around the burnt out
village. Whittington nodded once, as though a thought had been
confirmed, and then went to join his colleagues.

   As he walked he absently rubbed at a small itch on
his chest; just below the symbol on the breast pocket of his
biohazard suit.

    A symbol depicting the silhouette of a
phoenix rising from a nest of flames.

     

END
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