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The Last Bridge

Bitter cold. Wind. Pierre’s breath froze. With numb fingers he checks the leather wrap over his musket’s firing pan. My powder is still dry. Huddled behind him his comrades cook the last horse over a fire made from their useless supply wagon.  The meat smelled divine though the aroma might bring the wolves. Damn them, Pierre swore, some Grand Army. A dozen scarecrows in remnants of proud martial attire—the green of dragoons, the red pelisse of a hussar jacket and the blue of the infantry, gather around the warm blaze. 

“Pierre, come eat,” hollered Louis. 

Pierre shouldered his musket, came and sat; he rubbed his hands letting the heat of the flames melt the ice on his makeshift blanket-gloves. “Louis, merci,” he took the offered meat. For a moment he did not feel the hot burning horseflesh, until he bit off a piece. His lips thawed and warmth spread.

“Viva l’Emperor,” he chuckled. A chorus of sarcastic quips fired back with muffled salutes. 

“Indeed,” rumbled a large man in the uniform of the Imperial Guard. His great mustache is white with ice. “I am sure our Emperor is safe in some mistress’ warm bed, and we are left here to guard his rear end.”  The giant bent over and spit into the fire; his spatial froze mid air and hissed on a log. 

“To hell with him. Ah, but to see Paris again,” sighed Corporal Louis. 

“Paris? You will be lucky to see a Russian barn before this night is through.” A wolf howled on their side of the river. “Or the inside of a wolf’s belly is more likely. Those damn wolves are everywhere,” the guardsman said. 

Dark shapes broke from the woods. “Quick, back to back,” Louis called. The ragged band turned outward, swords, pistol, muskets and lance at the ready. Their emperor had abandoned them, but they were still not ready to surrender to fate without a struggle.

“Are they coming?” Pierre said.

“In this snow storm, no.”  Louis answered. 

The howls moved on further away. 

“I don’t know what is worse, this cold or the wolves.” Pierre tore a chuck of horse with his teeth. “How do the Russians stand this?”

The big guardsman laughed, “You forget, they’re dead. Remember how we crushed them at Borodino. Bodies everywhere? Then their Czar made a pack with his dark necromancers. They took the Witch Crown of Ivan the Terrible and summoned the dead off the battlefield to fight us. They don’t feel anything, my friend. We shot them till we ran out of powder and retreated.” 

Pierre nodded. 

“Let’s blow the bridge and be done,” Pierre said. “No one else is coming across.” 

Just then the wind died and the winter landscape was still. A scraping sound from the other side of the river could be heard. It grew with every heartbeat. It sounded like hundreds of feet crunching on snow and ice. 

“To the bridge!” Pierre shouted. He snatched up a burning piece of wood. The others followed him, each grabbing a firebrand. Soon a line of torches snaked toward the wooden structure. Except, for sound of hundreds of feet it was as quiet a tomb.

When Pierre set foot on the pontoon bridge he slowed to a walk. He used the light from his makeshift torch and the moon to trace the fuse. It stretched along the planks for about fifty feet then connected to three barrels of black powder. Each barrel contained fifty pounds of black powder, enough to blow the bridge.  What had that sapper said? Thirty-seconds. 

Beside him the guardsman spoke, “Form a line here. Check your prime. Remember aim at the head. Nothing else will stop them.”

Pierre glanced up. In the moonlight a brown mass headed straight for them. “How long?”  Pierre said.

Louis answered. “A minute? Maybe two.”  Behind them came a howl, this time closer.  “We’re trapped.” 

Pierre turned and out from woods came five canines looping toward them.  They were trapped, wolves behind, infantry to the front. What a choice. “Which way?”  

The big guardsman looked first behind, then ahead. “The wolves, they’re closer.  Face them. Ready. Aim. Fire.” Six shots range out and four wolves tumbled in the snow. Two kept coming. Now each man hurried to reload his weapon.  Pierre turned and watched the column. At the front a figure waved a sword over its head. In response the lead company swung out into a line.  They’re going to volley?

“Mon dieu. Quick, they’re going to fire,” Pierre warned. His companions spun around just as a ripple of musket fire rolled across the ice-covered river.  The big guardsman was lifted off his feet to drop of the bridge and the lancer dropped his spear clattering on the wooden planks. Only the dragoon, Louis and Pierre remained.  With shaky hands Pierre primed his musket and aimed for the officer. 

Suddenly, a rider raced around the column, his black horse covered in lather even though it was freezing. The horseman raised his saber and struck the Russian officer and knocked him to the ground. 

French? 

With their officer wounded, the zombies tried to catch the rider’s bridle. Surrounded he flailed with his sword. Battering them in a desperate attempt to ride on. One zombie gutted the horse with his bayonet.  As his mount died the rider kicked free and leaped to the ground. The offering of fresh flesh was so great the Zombies fell upon the dead animal leaving the rider free to run for the bridge.

Behind Pierre, Louis’s musket fired followed by a yelp.  The dragoon aimed and fired striking a zombie shuffling after the rider. The zombie’s head exploded and the creature fell in the snow. The rider sprinted to the bridge and seeing the powder kegs yelled, “Blow the bridge. Blow it!”  Shocked back into reality Pierre picked up his torch and lit the fuse.  

The rider sprinted toward them followed closely by a wave of zombies. It was a race, the living versus the dead.  To Pierre’s horror the Russian officer jerked back up and his face, a pale death mask. He stood and began to walk toward them, one arm hanging limply by his side. With his good hand he waved his minions forward. 

Pierre wanted to cry for a good number of the undead wore French blue, and the first zombie to step on the bridge was his childhood friend Marcel. Marcel’s dark features a grim mask of his once kind face.

“Run you fools,” the rider said. “You’ve done everything you can here. I’m the last one.” The rider fired his pistol. Another zombie dropped. 

Pierre tore a cartridge, poured powder in his musket and spit the ball into the barrel. He reached for his ramrod. Louis grabbed his arm. “The fuse, it went out.” Panic filled Pierre who jumped to pick up his torch and re-ignite the fuse. It started just as he felt something grab him. It was the dead lancer, his lifeless eyes locked on him. Pierre tapped his musket twice, raised it and fired into the face of his recent companion. The lancers head disappeared and the body fell into the dark river. 

Before Pierre could tear the next cartridge the zombies were on him. The undead Marcel thrust his bayonet at Pierre who had just enough time to block it.  The power of the blow was unbelievable. In life Marcel had been strong, but in death he was superhuman. Pierre found he was barely able to knock the bayonet aside. Beside him Louis and the dragoon fought. The dragoon flailed away with his sword. Pierre heard a growl behind him.

Making a quick glance back Pierre saw a wolf. Wolf or Zombie? His momentary distraction resulted in a sharp pain in his shoulder as Zombie Marcel drove a bayonet into Pierre’s shoulder.  With a rush of strength propelled by his fear Pierre used his musket for a club and bashed undead Marcel’s in the head, knocking him into the icy river. 

The wolf leaped, but Louis saved Pierre. He discharged his musket a point-blank into the wolf. 

Before he could thank him a bayonet pierced Louis’s back. He fell. In horror Pierre watched his friend. Gone. I’m done for.  Pierre considered running. With the wolves out of the picture he could outpace the zombies. Using his musket like a club and swatted at them, trying to hold back the wave. The zombies pressed him.  

To add to Pierre’s horror Louis’s body began to animate. My God, is that my fate. Then a shock waved passed over him as the powder charges exploded. He felt himself flying—bits and pieces of the bridge next to him. 

It is done. I blew the bridge. When he landed, he smacked down hard on the thick ice of the river. Pierre’s landing
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