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Zombie hoards created by the evil Pharmakon company have taken over the world, including the one place that always thought it was safe from the calamities of the outside: the quiet, scenic shores of Newfoundland’s west coast. In this horrifying second volume, the island survivors of the zombie massacres believe they are safe, settled away in a cabin far off the grid: but nothing can stop the spread of the undead, as the zombies make their way to the historic Viking Trail, where even more terror awaits....
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PROLOGUE
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Boom

The zombies shambled towards the thunderous echo, drawn to the noise like ants to a picnic. The mindless creatures had forgotten everything else and worked as a team to surround their victims. "Eric, how are we going to get out of their way?" Jason was bent over at the waist, still out of breath.

"I'm not planning on getting out of the way." Eric holstered his Glock and gripped the heavy fire axe in both hands.

"What the hell is going on?" Nick had joined the circle.

"You're fucking nuts." Jason laughed, reaching behind his back and taking out the short sword he had taken from Craig’s house. "You ready to do this?" Giving Nick a pat on the shoulder, Jason pointed the metal bat in Nicks hand. 

"Shit." Nick looked around, and quickly realized what Eric had planned.

A horde of zombies were closing in on them from every direction, Eric counted at least forty of the evil creatures salivating at the prospect of fresh flesh. The three men closed into a circle, back to back with each other, each man with their various weapon ready to strike. The foul smelling creatures staggered slowly towards them, and Eric made sure the safety was off on his revolver. The first zombie that entered striking range was a ragged looking, decrepit creature. Its white hair was thin and clung to its face, the skin was wrinkled and falling off in hunks, and sore patches covered its body. The frail limbs barely managed to carry the monster forward while its pants were soaked and so tight they restricted the cadaver’s movement. Eric rushed towards the zombie and swung the axe in a sideways motion—the top half of the creature’s skull went flying through the air as the blade sliced through the brittle bone.

Jason lunged forward with the ancient blade in his hand, cleaving a male zombie’s head clean off. The headless corpse shivered violently and miraculously took another step before crashing to the ground, the monster’s jaw continuing to snap relentlessly even though it had become detached from its body. "Slimy bastard." Jason stomped the skull with a crushing stomp, caving it in.

Nick used an uppercut swing to demolish the next zombie’s jaw, the creature’s teeth flew through the air in a mixture of blood and spit. The cadaver fell backwards and Nick finished off the ghoul with a bone-shattering blow.

The three men fell back and reformed their defensive circle, making sure nothing got inside their huddle. Zombies moaned hoarsely for their fallen comrades; the horde was growing larger and more dangerous. Seven zombies had lurched into striking distance. A butcher’s knife was sticking out of the stomach of a female zombie, the blade was covered in gore and the handle jiggled with every step. It was probably the efforts of some poor soul who didn't posses the knowledge to destroy the foul creature’s brain.

Two more female zombies wearing white tank tops covered in muck and gore approached, their outreached arms covered in black soot. Their skin was badly burned, covered in bloody blisters and charred flesh. A male wearing pyjama bottoms had been asleep when he turned. His stomach cavity was void of any internal organs, and his spine could be seen through the imbrued mess.

Nick darted forward towards the zombie on the left and sent it tumbling backwards over an old stump. Then Nick squared his body and swung wildly into the face of the female on the right—a loud pop echoed through the woods as the metal bat crushed the skull bones. Jason joined the fray and wielded his short sword, thrusting towards the topless corpse and driving the pointed end into the foul being’s eye socket.

Three younger souls faced Eric as he drove the axe downwards at their outreached hands, slicing off several fingers and amputating one of the creature’s hands. Blood flowed out of the open wounds, a red mist staining Eric's pants. Swinging the axe sideways again, the blade deftly cleaved through the zombie’s skull and dug into the next undead brain. Unfortunately, the edge lodged into the brain and got snagged in the wound. The momentum of the falling body yanked the axe out of Eric's grip and a bloody stump clutched his shoulder, but Eric easily freed himself from the weak clutch. Kicking at the creature’s leg, Eric felt the leg bone splinter against the blow, sending the zombie tumbling to the grass. Driving his knee into the monster’s head, Eric could feel the head cave in underneath his body weight. Looking over towards the remaining zombie, Eric watched as Nick and Jason worked in unison to kill the dead man. Jason severed the leg with a powerful swing, and when the creature dropped to its knee, Nick teed off on the zombie’s head and used a home-run swing to demolish the skull. An explosion of brain matter and blood followed a loud pop immediately.

Nick and Jason ran over to Eric, reforming their defensive formation. They started to move back to the centre of the circle. "Eric, I don't know if this is going to work."
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Andrew tossed the last empty cloth sack onto the old wooden carriage.

It had been three weeks since the dead began to rise and roam the earth and crave the taste of human flesh. The horrific dread and sheer terror of watching the unearthly abominations feast on people like him tore him from uneasy slumber most nights. During the first days he had been cowardly, but that fear quickly evaporated and his chance to combat the undead presented itself in the oddest location in the world with some of the strangest people he had ever had the pleasure of sharing his time with. 

Before the turn, Andrew had been a method actor with a local group in Cow Head. He had played the part of a fisherman in the local production, but his new role would make him a legend in the history books.

The initial night of the outbreak remained with him like some ghoulish nightmare. In the beginning, the news reports sounded more like a sick joke than the truth. He remembered listening to the vivid details of a vicious attack moments before the performance, his fellow cast members gathered around him. Whispers quickly spread amongst the tight knit family of actors, mostly about why the atrocities were being committed by the insane mobs that must have been created by the instability of the government. Andrew could still hear his director saying, “The show must go on!”

What a stubborn, ignorant fool he had been. 

The show had gone on, just not the one everyone came to see. 

The crowd that gathered around the stage must have been twice the size of the community, people from all around assembled to see the new play. Town folk had brought chairs from home and set them in the grass field because the tiny production hadn't expected such a large turnout. 

There was a trail that ran from the road to above the enclave where everyone waited for curtain. From behind the tree line, an old man had staggered into the grass field. People had ignored The Stranger, thinking he was just another drunken fool who had had one too many drinks. 

He had been well dressed for the show that night in a grey suit paired with a floral tie resting on his purple satin dress shirt. Soil and grass stained his pants and jacket, and he had been so inebriated that he could hardly walk straight. Brown filth mixed with blood on his face that streamed from a broken nose, no doubt from one of his intoxicated stumbles. Beneath all of the filthy mess, his skin was ghastly white, covered in giant beads of sweat that rolled down his face soaking into his wrinkled collar. 

Andrew would never forget how demonic the intruder's eyes looked when his dead gaze drifted over the sold-out crowd, with his bloodshot eyes darting back and forth and a gaping smirk showcasing blackened teeth, slimy white drool frothing from the corners of his jaw.

The Stranger’s wife stood up from her chair, brushing her white hair to the left with her frail hand, clearly embarrassed by her husband's strange behaviour. She walked over to scold him, but before she knew it, he was lunging straight for her jugular. His jagged teeth pierced the soft skin at the nape of her neck, and a gargled shriek alerted the audience of her agony. Strands of viscera dangled from The Stranger’s jaw while blood flowed like a river bursting through a damn over the woman's white dress. Startled by the attack and the crashing weight of her husband, the elderly lady dropped to her knees and her arms crossed her chest as she tried to cover the gash on her throat. The look on her face was shock—not shock brought on by being attacked by a zombie, but a much deeper, personal offence. It was the shock that her husband was the perpetrator, the love of her life betraying their vows. He collapsed on top of her, ripping apart the dress, clawing into her chest with jagged nails and sharp teeth. Some concerned citizens had tried to intervene, but the old man was relentless, managing to chomp down on the limbs of her would-be saviours, tearing away chunks of flesh with every bite. 

Blood, fear, chaos, and panic gripped the audience that had come to see a comedy. Andrew couldn't help but wonder how the review headline would read: a dark, disturbing attempt at comedy that nobody would enjoy!

People scampered away in all different directions, pushing down anyone that got in their way, desperately climbing into their vehicles to race away in a mad dash. It was sheer and utter chaos. Everyone was racing out of town and towards Deer Lake in hopes of finding medical attention or the nearest police officer. Engines rumbled and tires spun out, sending gravel and rocks flicking into the crowd.

Andrew sprinted away as fast as he could, determined to avoid the cadaverous gaze of those flesh-hungry freaks. A deep, primal instinct to live kicked in and Andrew fled in the opposite direction towards St. Anthony. A powerful force drove him; a strong need to survive kept pushing him further down the Viking Trail. He ran until every muscle in his legs ached and his lungs burned as he gasped for breath. Once he couldn't run any further he forced himself to walk. He walked until he was completely exhausted, and then slid down into the ditch and collapsed in a heap until he could force himself back to his feet. The nights were too cold to stop moving, and so in a steady, ongoing motion, Andrew managed to keep churning his legs for three days before he couldn't muster another step. Every time a car passed, he would hide along the side of the road in the deep bush, not wanting to be seen. Some instinct said that everyone was going in the wrong direction; something deep inside told him to stay away from the larger populations.

The Viking Trail was surrounded by tall pine trees, dangerous bogs, large mountains and vast lakes on all sides. Only a handful of scattered, rundown shacks could be found on the long, barren stretch of highway. It was beautiful in a way. Andrew would drink as much water as he needed from the streams and rivers he passed. His theatre costume offered very little warmth, but it was good at keeping him dry. The large yellow rain coat and the blue coveralls kept him dry from the occasional rain showers, and when the rain got too heavy, the forest provided adequate shelter. At some point, he managed to find a patch of blueberry bushes along the road; although they were past their prime, he forced the sour berries into his belly. His stomach rumbled, the half rotten berries wrecking havoc on his insides. Vomit rose into the back of his throat, leaving an even worse taste in his mouth then the spoiled berries.

That was a bad day.

His feet ached and felt like they had been broken in half. His leg muscles were stiff, throbbing with extreme exhaustion, making every step a chore. His back suffered with pounding pain, his shoulder blades dug into flesh, and his neck muscles were a bundle of throbbing nerves.

Finally he collapsed to the ground, completely exhausted. He disintegrated into a heap in the middle of the asphalt road, completely vulnerable to anything that stumbled across him. Andrew closed his eyes and he drifted away. His body had succumbed to the numbness; he lay there expecting to die. He waited for one of those flesh-hungry bastards to indulge on his gaunt corpse.

When his eyes finally opened again, he found himself staring up at the moon and stars, their white twinkle a sharp contrast to the pitch-black sky. His body was rocking back and forth on a bed of hay, the straw crunching underneath his weight. Looking around, all he could see were large wooden crates, kegs, and old cloth sacks stuffed full, threatening to burst open at the seam. He tried to scream, but his throat was too dry and all he managed was a choked, raspy cry. The rhythmic clip clap of horse hooves trotting against the pavement drowned out his muffled whimper. Andrew felt his heavy eyelids close no matter how hard he tried to fight it. He was unable to keep them open anymore, and so Andrew drifted heedlessly back into oblivion to await the grim reaper to carry him to his eternal rest.

When his eyes finally opened again, the dull hue of the yellow flames flickering from countless candles cast ominous shadows over him. Weathered grey wooden boards with large knots lined the walls, while the ceiling was made from hardened clay and dried grass. Allowing his head to fall to the side, he realized he was lying on the bare earth. The soil was black and hard as a rock, purposely hardened over time. A long shelf ran the length of the wall, with various unidentifiable handcrafted items littering the ledge and threatening to fall off as the weight of the objects caused the shelf to dip forward. 

"You're finally awake," a familiar voice echoed from somewhere behind him.
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CHAPTER ONE:
DEAD CITY
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Eric couldn't believe how barren Corner Brook was—the streets had never been a bustling bundle of energy by any means, but he expected to see shambling corpses roaming aimlessly through the city. Instead, the city seemed completely deserted. Houses with missing doors and broken windows showcased the backdrop of the accelerated decline of society as it plunged itself into turmoil. Signs of homicidal rage littered family lawns; Eric wondered how much of this cruel violence was perpetrated by the undead and how much was committed by the living.

"What do you think is going on here?" Nick was maneuvering the ambulance between the deserted vehicles that had been hastily abandoned. They were merely some of the evidence of how unmitigated chaos and anarchy ruled the dead landscape. Mangled metal wrecks overshadowed the once peaceful asphalt. Fallen leaves tried to cover up the remnants of broken glass, but instead slaughtered bodies peeked through the layer of leaves and glass, hinting at the massacre that had taken place.

"I don't know." Eric looked out the window at the decaying, rotting leaves scattered over the lawns of the homes on West Valley Road. The trees are all but bare now. A few orange, red, and yellow leaves somehow managed to cling to life, holding onto the branches in a desperate attempt to stay alive.

"You know what I think is happening?" Jason sounded smug, like he had it all figured out.

"What's that?" Eric could only imagine what lunacy Jason had fabricated.

"The people who survived the initial outbreak have found a way to keep the zombies distracted." Jason leaned forward as he explained, "You know, like at the mall. That flashing light got them all gathered together like a flock of sheep. That would allow any survivors to easily move through the city virtually unnoticed."

Jason had an excellent point; the recently deceased were easily distracted by noise and fire. Anyone who had been around them for this long should have deduced that knowledge by now.

"You think so?" Eric was ready to concede that Jason was making a valid observation, but he wouldn't admit he agreed with him.

"It's what I would have done," Jason replied with an egotistical, self-righteous tone.

"Ass, you would have ended up a roaming meat sack if it wasn't for me the very first night!" Eric teased his friend.

"Not by a zombie though!" Jason laughed heartily. "I was in a whole other heap of shit that night!"

"There is something seriously wrong with the both of you," Nick chirped in, trying to sound apathetic.

Eric couldn't disagree with Nick; there must have been something wrong with them. Making terrible jokes about zombies in the middle of the apocalypse, what kind of freaks were they? Nick turned the ambulance onto Mt. Bernard Avenue and sped past the military base. The gates were closed and they seemed to be reinforced from behind with giant metal sheets.

"You think anyone is alive in there?" Nick had to slow down again and drive on the sidewalk in order to pass a three-vehicle collision that blocked the road. A headless corpse lay sprawled over the hood of an old, white Civic; the zombies had torn the flesh off the bones which left the sex of the victim impossible to distinguish. The force of the accident must have propelled the body through the window as dark red gore stained the shattered windshield. A shard of glass ripped open the poor soul's stomach, with a sliver of entrails still dangling from the jagged edge. 

"We should check on the way back; maybe they can help us?" Eric could only picture what he had seen on the news: thousands of people had turned to the Armed Forces for help. They never stood a chance; no matter what checkpoints they set up, the sick always found a way inside the safe zones, turning the quarantined areas into the next ground zero. Hope was only a fleeting dream, dashed by the first diabolical moan in the crowd.

"Worth a shot. Maybe we could find something useful there?" Nick sounded hopeful. Eric knew he hated killing the zombies; Nick had hoped that there would be a cure to the outbreak since day one.

Nick steered the ambulance back onto the road, which had been cleared the rest of the way down through the park, with the scattered vehicles pushed to the sides of the road. It formed either a barricade from the dense forest on both sides, or a funnel for any traffic trying to pass the military base.

"We're almost there!" Nick had to push down on the accelerator as the ambulance valiantly struggled up the hill towards the police station. Everyone felt the roar of the engine as the vibrations rattled the cab.

"I hope the station is still intact, or this was a waste of time." Jason had climbed into the front cab with them, scanning the landscape.

Eric saw it first though. "Christ!" he cursed as he pounded his fist against the dashboard.

"What is it?" The ambulance jolted as the tires bounced over the curb of the parking lot to the police station. 

"Look at the front of the building." Eric pointed at the shattered front window of the building. Shards of jagged glass, stained with dark bodily fluids all around, dashed his hope of finding any useful supplies inside.

"Didn't you say the guns were locked away in a cage?" Jason tried to sound enthusiastic, but he couldn't hide his frustration.

"They used to be." Eric pointed towards an old, red Ford pickup parked near the station’s entrance. 

"What do you mean?" Eric could sense the anger Nick was holding back in his voice.

"Frank! That's the old shitty truck he kept as his cabin." Eric pounded his fist against the dashboard again. "He's probably inside right now emptying the weapons cage."

"So we just take them from him!" Jason put his hand on Eric's shoulder.

"He has all the guns, we have this old shitty hunting rifle." Eric shook his head in disgust. "I don't like this one fucking bit."

"So now what?" Nick pulled up right behind the rusted bumper of Frank's truck, blocking off any easy route of escape. 

"Listen, me and Jason will go inside. You wait here with the ambulance, just in case something goes wrong. We might need a quick exit strategy." Eric had no idea what to expect from Frank. The last time they saw each other, Frank was full of regret for allowing Pharmakon to advance their research into developing the zombie virus. Frank had said he would redeem himself; now Eric would discover if Frank would keep his word. Eric couldn't afford to get into a gunfight—Frank was far more proficient with a weapon than he could ever dream of being.

Nick pulled the keys out of the ignition. The silence was overwhelming; they hadn't noticed how loudly the engine roared until that moment.

"Frank wouldn't hurt you, Eric,” Jason said quietly before turning to Nick. “Just keep your eyes open, Nick. If something goes wrong out here, come in and get us." Jason pushed open the double doors and his boots echoed emphatically against the pavement as he exited through the back of the ambulance.

"Be careful, Nick, something about all of this seems wrong to me." Eric looked at Nick. "Just be alert, okay." 

"Yeah, no problem man." Nick's words were rattled by anxiety; a worried look betrayed his attempt at sounding brave.

Eric opened the passenger door slowly, the hinges creaking loudly interrupting the silence. Eric quickly joined Jason as they walked towards the entrance to the police station. The sound of crunching glass beneath their boots drowned out the low-pitched moans of the approaching dead.
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Nick felt detached from society in the eerie silence, isolated from sanity by the vast emptiness of the parking lot. The bizarre calmness was nerve wrecking. A sullen, foreboding grey sky loomed above, threatening to blanket the entire dead city in snow.  Nick rolled down the window, the fetid stench of rancid, rotting flesh made his stomach heave. This wasn't the first time he had encountered such a horrid, sour smell, but the acidic odour was extremely more potent within the city limits. The overwhelming presences of decaying flesh, decomposing corpses, and foul shit was more concentrated from the higher population. The dead smelled bad enough in small groups, but Nick figured there were over ten thousand of those freaks shambling throughout the streets, defecating wherever they pleased while their disintegrating flesh created a whirlwind of putrid aroma.

The glass squeaked as Nick tried to roll up the window, the overpowering reek was too much for him to handle. He could feel his stomach muscles tighten, getting ready to expel the contents of his virtually empty stomach out of his mouth. Nick threw the door open and bent over, placing his hands on his knees, waiting to throw up. A sudden breeze carried the pungent whiff of rotting flesh deep into his nostrils, the heavy odour seemingly attaching to the hairs and sticking in his nose for good. Bile entered his throat, but he managed to keep it down, swallowing the nasty acidic juices creating a burning sensation in the pit of his stomach. Nick pulled his jacket up over his nose, trying to block out the smell. It provided Nick with only a minor relief from the bouquet of death, his urge to vomit staying with him as he struggled to keep the deteriorated fabric over his face.

A symphony of ghastly moans echoed from the nearby forest, the growing sound sending shivers down his spine. Looking down the hill at the forest, Nick only saw the tall birch trees and darkened paths the led into the dense woods, blocking out any potential lurking creatures in immense darkness. Nick decided to alert the others of the possibility of a looming herd of zombies making their way through the woods towards the police station. With barely a kilometre between them and the military base they had just drove past, they were left with virtually no warning if a throng of shuffling corpses came bursting through the edge of the forest. The faint noises of hungry, flesh-eating monsters were growing louder by the second. Nick expected company at any moment, and his fear forced him out of the ambulance. Maybe he could reach his friends in time-

A distinct scraping sound of metal across the pavement could be heard from behind the ambulance, alerting Nick that he had company.

Nick quickly spun around to see a tall man standing in the middle of the parking lot. He was dressed in the digital camouflage uniform of a soldier, holding a fully automatic weapon across his chest, aimed towards his darkened boots. Blood and dirt had recently smeared his clothes, with the stains still wet and the coppery smell of blood fresh in the air.  The man's face was painted black, green, and brown; only the whites of his eyes stood out against the camouflage mask.

"Hey?" Nick found it hard to believe that there was someone standing in front of him.

THUD!

Something hard smashed into the back of Nick's head, hurtling him face first into the pavement. The cold cement sent a throbbing pain that clouded Nick's head upon impact. His head ached, his vision was blurred, and he could feel darkness swiftly closing in all around him.

"You see where he put the keys?" Nick couldn't focus enough to tell where the voice originated.

"I think they're in the ignition." Nick could hear the muffled conversation, but he was quickly slipping into oblivion.

Nick's head was pounding now. With a clumsy hand, and an extreme amount of focus, he reached up to feel the back of his head. His fingers came away wet with blood. Fighting against the darkness filling his head, he tried to push himself off the pavement as he heard the doors to the ambulance slam shut, but his arms gave out on him.

The engine began to rumble. "Get in!" a voice shouted. "Those zombies are going to pass right by here any minute!" 

The last thing Nick heard before he blacked out was the roar of the engine as the ambulance sped out of the parking lot, followed by the ravenous moans of the undead monsters spilling out through the trees into the grassy field behind the police station.
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CHAPTER TWO:
OVERRUN
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A tiny ray of sunlight trickled in from the glass window on the door leading to Frank's office. Particles of dust floated in the air while a stale stench weighed heavily in the corridor. Grime and filth covered the cement bricks on the wall and the linoleum floor was littered with debris and scattered papers.

Eric raised his hand up and motioned for Jason to stop as they neared the door to the gun cage at the end of the hallway. "Do you hear that?" Eric whispered to him. 

Jason leaned forward and pressed his ear against the door. He could hear voices on the other side accompanied by heavy clanking and hurried footsteps. "Should we knock?" Jason formed a fist and raised his arm inches away from the door.

Eric's lips curled into a frown as he looked back at Jason. "Keep it down; we don't know what's going on in there."

Jason looked at the sign on the door: Weapons Locker. "You worked with Frank for years, Eric. He's not going to shoot you."

"I don't know what that man is capable of. He would do anything to save himself." Eric despised Frank for allowing Pharmakon to carry out their deadly experiments. Maybe they wouldn't have been able to stop the outbreak, but at least they could have warned everyone, given everyone a fighting chance to live.

"Well, do you have any better plans?" Jason pointed to the old hunting rifle slung over Eric's shoulder. "They probably have more firepower than us, and I don't plan on getting into a gunfight without a gun."

Eric offered the rifle to Jason. "Take it."

Holding the long barrel of the gun, Jason reached out and grabbed the wooden stock. "Hello!" Jason shouted out.

The room fell silent on the other side of the door.

"What the hell, Jason," Eric demanded, fuming.

"Hello! We just want to talk!" Jason yelled out again, ignoring Eric's plea.

"Stay where you are. We’ll open the door," a deep voice Eric recognized as Lieutenant Frank Byrnes boomed back from behind the door.

The door slowly swung open and Frank stood in the doorway wearing his old police jacket and holding his old service revolver at eye level and ready to fire. Three younger men stood behind Frank, each man armed with police issue shotguns and bulletproof vests. They were brand new equipment that had no use in the once quiet town before the outbreak.

"Eric?" An exulted look crossed over Frank's face. White stubble covered his face and his moustache had grown scruffy and unkempt. He’d also let his white hair grow long and shaggy. It was matted to the top of his head with sweat and dirt; the complete look made him seem like a crazed lunatic.

"Frank, lower the gun." Eric remained composed even though they were outnumbered and vastly overpowered. He took a step forward straight for his old boss.

One of the strangers pushed in front of Frank to get between the two, pointing a shotgun in Eric's face. "Tell your friend to drop his weapon!" The man was clearly frightened; his voice was raspy and shaking. A blue denim shirt poked out from underneath the black vest, and his jeans looked pristinely cleaned. Eric laughed to himself on the inside; staring down the barrel of a fully loaded shotgun should have crippled him with fear, but he was fixated on the oddest detail. Always a detective, he understood that the cleaned jeans meant they had shelter somewhere, maybe even electricity.

"Easy now, Chris, let’s not do anything we'll regret." Frank calmly placed his hand on the barrel of the shotgun. "This is Deputy Jones," he introduced Eric with a nod. Frank eased the weapon towards the floor slowly. Even in this new reality, Frank had managed to find himself in command once again.

"Shit, sorry, dude!" Beads of sweat rolled down Chris's forehead. Eric figured he couldn't be much older than eighteen. "You just don't know these days!"

Eric glared at Chris, the gaze a promise of violence towards the younger man, threatening him to make another terrible decision.

"Thank God you made it, Eric. I thought you died that first night trying to save your friend." Frank was obviously trying to break the tension.

Chris was clearly uneasy, his whole body shaking with a nervous, jittering twitch. Eric continued to stare down Chris, who quickly turned away, trying to hide his shame with an awkward gawking gaze towards the floor as he backed up behind Frank abashedly.

"Are you Jason?" Frank turned his eyes towards Jason.

"Yeah, Eric saved me from that hellish prison." Jason lowered the rifle. "Well, what do we do now?"

"You should come back to Howley with us. I can keep you safe." Frank sounded cocky, an egotistical smirk jutted from the corner of his mouth, creating a bundle of wrinkles under his right eye. His moustache peeked up on the left side of his face like a caterpillar making its move.

"Howley? What's in Howley?" Jason was confused. It didn't seem like an ideal spot to hide during the apocalypse.

"A group of survivors. We’re keeping each other safe." Frank turned his head back towards the other men in his group.

"We call it the Howley Estates, Frank here is the founder. He found each of us and took us in. He saved us," Chris explained from behind Frank.

"Is that why you need all the guns?" Eric finally broke the anxious silence.

"Yes, why else would I need them?" Frank sounded offended by the question.

"To save yourself. Isn't that what you do?" Eric shook his head in disgust. "How long did you work for Gordon Purchase?"

"Eric, please, I'm doing the right thing now." Frank lurched towards Eric, an ashamed look on his face by the sudden revelation. His followers behind him had a communal perplexed expression. Frank couldn't have told them about what he had done.

"We need those guns too." Eric knew Frank didn't want his dirty secret getting out. "And we’re taking half of those guns!" Eric pointed at the large duffle bags that were resting on the benches, teeming with police issued armaments. 

"Yeah, no problem." Frank's shoulders sunk, defeated by the threat of revelations about his past transgressions. He waved Eric into the room, not wanting any further exposure of his deceit to be known. It served as an unspoken agreement between the two men.

Eric pushed his way into the room, feeling like he was swimming through the tension as he did so. All the men still had weapons in their hands, with nervous, trembling fingers resting next to the triggers. Eric was cautious not to make any sudden movement; the slightest flutter could end in needless tragedy.

"Have a look through the bags, take whatever you need!" Frank motioned for the other men to step back. "Guys, put the weapons down, we don't need them in here. Jason, come in and close the door. We don't want to draw too much attention to ourselves. Those bastards can smell you a mile away!"

Jason stepped into the weapons locker and eased the door closed so he wouldn't make too much noise. All of the cages had already been emptied, leaving bare metal peg hooks sticking out of the wall. The room was dully illuminated by a portable battery-powered light Frank must have brought. Eric rummaged through one of the duffle bags to find a service Glock and a magazine to fit. He examined it for a moment before handing it to Jason. "Here, this should be easy to use even for a beginner!"

"Do you hear that?" One of the men standing next to the door had his ear pressed against it. The straps on his vest were dangling down to the back of his knees. They were pulled as tight as possible, but the Kevlar was still much too large for his frail frame. His black work pants hung low on his hip, an old cord tied tightly through the loops holding them up.

Eric continued rifling through the bag, dividing the ammo and weapons equally among the survivors.

"What is it, Matthew?" Frank shuffled over to Matthew.

"There must be a lurker in the hallway." Even Matthew's voice matched the rest of him, his voice brittle and his wispy words almost inaudible. 

Eric walked over to the old metal door and nudged Frank out of the way. As he pressed his ear against the door, he could hear glass breaking and footsteps making their way down the hall. Something must be wrong; Nick must be headed their way to warn them about a swarm of the flesh-hungry mongrels.

"Help!" A strange holler beckoned them into the corridor. It didn't sound like Nick, but who else could it be? They must be in danger. 

"Shit, we must be in trouble!" Eric jammed a clip into the handle of his Glock and swung the door open, expecting to see Nick.

Instead, he saw a man wearing a black sweatshirt with the hood pulled up over his head, and a blue and grey bandanna covering the lower half of his face. A worried set of pale blue eyes peered back at Eric. "Who are you?" Eric hit the safety switch on his gun and aimed it at the stranger.

"Your friend is in danger. You have to help me before it's too late." The stranger was holding a pickaroon in his hands.
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CHAPTER THREE:
RECOVERY
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"Where... where am I?" Andrew strained to sit up, every muscle ached and he could feel his bones radiating pain. The room he found himself in – that mix of wood and nature – was strangely comforting despite the fact that he had no idea where he was.

"L'Anse aux Meadows." The voice belonged to his old friend Keith, a fellow method actor. He had gotten the job in the famous Viking settlement to show tourists the old way of how the Vikings settlers lived in Newfoundland. He was sitting behind a table, and a roaring fire burned behind him in a grey-bricked fireplace. 

"Keith!" Andrew was overwhelmed with relief.

"Name’s Ragnor! King of the Viking settlement here in L'Anse aux Meadows." Keith tried to stay in character, but a giant smirk peeked out from under his giant beard.

Andrew looked over at his old friend who was every bit a Viking king. His long blond hair was tied into a ponytail, undercut on the sides, and his beard was thick and ran wild over his face, looking like a Brillo pad of thick, metal wires. His clothing was filthy, but still had a slight metallic shine. A large helmet rested on the table with white bullhorns protruding from either side. Keith stood up, and lifted Andrew from the floor effortlessly and shoved him into a chair, the wood creaking against the force. Keith slammed a bowl of meat down on the table, Andrew couldn't tell what kind, and pointed to a loaf of bread.

"Eat, you need to regain your strength." Keith picked up a giant, round shield. The rim was lined with metal but the middle was wooden with some symbol painted in red and yellow. Without saying another word, he turned and started to walk out of the hut.

"Keith, wait." Andrew reached out for his friend, but he lacked the strength to stand on his own.

"I'll be back, Andrew, but for now eat and get some more rest. You’re very lucky we found you out there, you would have died if we didn’t." Keith held the door open, and a cold breeze flooded the tiny hut. "I'll explain more when I come back."

Andrew looked down at the table hoping to find a fork or spoon, but the rough, birch tabletop was barren. He had no choice but to dig into the food with his bare hands. Whatever was in that bowl, Andrew figured it was most likely moose, was exactly what he needed. He used the bread to soak up the juices and he savoured every morsel of the food. Grease ran down his chin, but he didn’t let any of his meal go to waste, choosing to wipe his face and lick the oily sauce from his fingers like a savage. His belly ached from sudden surge of food, but Andrew would have kept eating if he had the opportunity for more. He tried to stay awake until his friend returned, but he passed out cold in the chair with his head bent down to his chest.

A thunderous thud startled Andrew from his exhausted sleep. He looked up to find his friend sat across the table from him. A wooden shield lay on the table between them.

"That is your shield, Brother Jarvik. When you're strong enough, pick it up and join us outside. We will show you everything you need to survive here." Keith’s deep blue eyes stared at the shield with pride.

"Keith... I need water." A dry cough interrupted Andrew’s sentence.

Keith pulled a strap off his shoulder and tossed the water bottle attached to it in front of Andrew. "Drink up." Keith’s voice was heavy with authority, almost commanding Andrew to drink the water. "Let me explain to you what's going on; you must be shocked to see me dressed like this."

After taking a large gulp of cold water, Andrew’s throat still felt dry, so without hesitation he tilted the cloth water bottle back and emptied the contents too quickly. Most of the water spilt over his face, making him wet and cold.

"We are not as crazy as we look," Keith continued, not waiting for Andrew to say another word. "We dress like this to instil fear into anyone who may harm us. During the first days of the outbreak, we tried to reach our families. Most of us were successful, but I wasn't so lucky." Keith’s head dropped down to his chest, tears welling in his eye. "I lost my little girl because I let someone take all of my supplies right from me. I didn't want a fight..." Keith choked back the anguish in his voice, pausing to wipe away the tears. "If I would have just stood up to the man, Anna would still be alive. I know she would. I vowed to never let anything like that happen again. I dressed up like King Ragnor of the Vikings to instil that fear, but people came running to me for protection." Keith chucked, wiping away more tears. "Guess I looked like hero, someone who could keep people safe. Since that day, others have joined me. We protect the innocent too afraid to fight back. So we gladly do it for them."

Andrew couldn't believe what he was hearing; it was too much. He slipped back into another deep sleep as Keith continued to tell his mythic tale.

For several days, Andrew awoke to the smell of cooked meat and fresh bread, but never saw his friend again. He just kept eating and sleeping. Somebody was obviously checking in on him, keeping the fire going. Twice a day a jug of water would appear on the table, and every evening a mug of ale to accompany his supper.

On the fourth day, when he awoke the fire was nearly extinguished. He found that his strength had finally returned to his body, allowing him to walk over to the woodpile. Even though he felt much better, his vitality quickly diminished against such a mundane task. Carrying one log at a time over to the hearth, the dry wood ignited effortlessly. The crackling sound was rapidly followed by flickering flames as the embers ignited the fuel hungrily, sending a warm wave throughout the room. 

Andrew felt strong!

He sat at the table and devoured the bowl of meat and loaf of bread.

Andrew felt barbaric!

He picked up the shield, letting the weight of the wooden object settle in his grasp.

Andrew felt fierce!

He walked outside to find his friend Keith sat around the fire with six other men dressed in elaborate Viking garb. As he approached, all eyes were glued to him. 

"Ragnor! I am ready." Andrew tried his best to sound gruff.

"Welcome, Brother Jarvik!" Ragnor stood up and embraced his brother with a hearty handshake and rough embrace. "This is your Viking name, by which your enemies shall know you. Friends, this is Andrew." 

One by one, the other Vikings embraced him as if he was their brother. A tall, brawny man shoved a mug of homemade ale into his hands. It was bitter, but had a subtle hint of honey to it. 

"It's mead, brother." The man wore a grey tunic underneath a chainmail breastplate, with dark brown pants and large wool boots with animal furs lining the top.

For the next several days, his brothers taught him everything he needed to know. One man showed him the basics of being a blacksmith; another showed him how to use his shield against an undead foe. Another man taught him the finer points of wielding an axe. Ragnor taught him how to hunt with a bow and arrow.

His name was now Jarvik. He was a strong, fierce, barbaric Viking warrior led by his king, Ragnor. This would be his greatest role of all time, his swan song.

That was over a week ago, and today's task involved searching the nearby village of Deer Lake for any food and supplies they could gather. He was to lead a horse drawn carriage down the Viking Trail and gather as much food, beer, and other supplies as their gods would see fit. It would take him days to reach Deer Lake, and so two of his fellow brothers would accompany him from afar in case he ran into any trouble. It was also his responsibility to make contact with the growing group of survivors the other scouts had been tracking over the last few weeks. This was his final test to prove he was worthy of carrying the shield of a true warrior; he needed to prove he could triumph over the forces of evil.

"Good luck, Brother Jarvik!" Ragnor patted his back; every time his hand landed on Jarvik's leather tunic it sent a loud, booming slap through the air. "Glory to the brave!"

"I shall return after I talk to Frank in Howley. I know he's a good man, he could help us survive, King Ragnor." Jarvik headed up to his seat and clothed the leather ropes in his hands. He gave them a strong tug and the two horses began to pull the cart down the old highway towards Deer Lake.
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CHAPTER FOUR:
LEFT TO DIE
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Eric and Jason escorted the stranger, following the footsteps of mysterious man to the parking lot outside. As they walked, the unknown wanderer told them about how the soldiers stole the ambulance, and left Nick to die. 

Once outside, the brightness of the daylight was a sharp contrast to the musty, gloomy interior of the police station. It took a moment for Eric's eyes to adjust, but the dangerous situation was evident. Nick lay in a crumpled heap on the pavement, and the ambulance was nowhere to be seen. Frank took his men and rushed towards his truck, securing an escape route for them. Just on the edge of the parking lot was a swarm of the undead, moving steadily towards them.

The ghastly moans grew loader as they closed in on their prey, saliva spraying from their jaws and their blackened fangs snapping together, as if someone had rung their dinner bell. Eric raised his gun and lined up a headshot for one of the snarling, drooling faces as it shambled towards Nick.

Before Eric could pull the trigger, the stranger smashed the wooden shaft of the pickaroon across Eric's hand, the attack sending a sharp pain shooting up his arm that caused him to drop the gun. The handgun skidded across the asphalt while Eric tried to shake the pain from his hand. "What did you do that for?" Eric bent over to retrieve the gun.

"You fire that thing here, you'll bring more of those creatures right on top of us!" The stranger sprang into action before Eric had a chance to respond.

Seven zombies had gotten dangerously close to Nick, and the stranger swiftly sprung into action. The man moved like a ballerina, but had the ferocity of a vicious heavy weight boxer as he expertly wielded the pickeroon. First, he sent a ferocious, savage thrust into a lumbering creature’s eye socket. The scrawny woman let out a hideous shriek, its muscles violently twitching before the stranger extracted the metal spear, the corpse tumbling to the ground in an awkward heap. In another smooth motion, he drove the curved blade into the skull of another reanimated figure. The air around him seemed to explode into a thousand droplets of red carnage, evidence of the slaughter soiling his sweater.

Eric and Jason rushed forward to join in the massacre, but before they reached the action, one zombie had almost reached Nick and it lunged the remaining distance toward its unconscious victim. Out of nowhere, the hooked blade dug into the creature’s upper leg and with one abrupt motion, yanked the assailant off its feet. The monster’s nose erupted in an explosion of blood as it slammed into the pavement. Without hesitation, the stranger drove the sharp end of the pickaroon deep into the softened skull with a sickening thunk. Watching this man was like watching some grotesque ballet of death—it was like he had the whole scene choreographed.

Jason rammed the butt end of the old hunting rifle into the back of a zombie’s skull with authority, splitting it wide open. A flow of red opened up from behind the thick matted hair, the greasy fluid running down the creature’s shirt. Eric took his old police baton out and cracked it against a zombie’s skull, sending a shocking convulsion through the cadaver’s sickly body, before it crumpled to the ground, its limbs twitching while the life left its body for the last time. 

Eric was forced to duck as the bladed end of the pickaroon stabbed forward in his direction. It wasn't until he turned around to see the pickaroon buried in the chest of the zombie, that he realized it had clutched onto his jacket. Blood seeped through the wound in its chest, absorbing into the filthy cotton rags that clung to its body. The stranger held off the zombie with the pickaroon, keeping it from grabbing Eric again. With a strong, upwards thrust, Eric drove the baton into the zombie’s chin, shattering its jaw. As teeth and blood spilled from the gaping hole in the creature's mouth, Eric drove the baton into the side of the monster’s skull, sending it spiralling in a complete circle down hard into the pavement.

"Thanks!" Eric tried to thank his saviour, but before he knew it, the stranger raised the deadly weapon above his head and drove the curved blade down into the skull of the last immediate threat lurking close enough to give them any problems.

"Eric, help me get him up!" Jason shouted out as he shouldered the weight of their unconscious friend. 

Eric rushed over to help as the rumble of a truck's engine roared towards them. The truck sent two wayward zombies crashing into the ground as it drove over the shambling creatures. Blood and gore spilled over the pavement as the tires crushed the fragile bones of the two walking corpses. Their mangled frames tried to keep moving, as shattered bones tore through flesh in a disgusting display of their unrelenting desire to feed.

The stranger helped Jason and Eric load Nick into the bed of the truck. The eerie moans grew louder as more zombies poured out of the forest behind the police station. The lawn was littered with the undead freaks as they shuffled towards them, gaping jaws snapping at them. These zombies appeared to be headed straight for them, more aware of their surroundings. They even seemed to be avoiding trip hazards below their feet. Even though they weren't moving much faster than the first zombies they had just encountered, this larger group seemed to have a greater purpose, which guided them as a single group. 

Frank screeched the tires, roaring out of the parking lot and pulling onto the road, driving away from the police station. He was heading towards a giant pillar of smoke just beyond the old school—it seemed to be coming from the hockey stadium just behind it.

The stranger rapped on the window to get Frank’s attention. "Don't go that way, it's only going to be worse there!" he warned.

"Where should I go?" Frank had pulled the window of the truck open.

"Head towards the paper mill for now!" The man pulled down his hoody, revealing his bald head and the fresh stubble that had started to grow back.

Frank pulled the window closed and turned the truck in the direction of the bay towards the paper mill. The box of the cab bounced up and down with every bump in the road

Eric rubbed his knuckles; the pain in his hand from the smack earlier had turned into a dull, throbbing pain. "Who are you?"

"The name's Hank!" Hank removed the bandana from his face, revealing his handsome smile and iron jaw line. His features seemed to be carved from stone, his smooth skin like polished marble. Even underneath the black hoody, Hank's athletic frame was apparent. His slender frame was layered with brawny muscles and thick sinew.

Instantly Eric recognized the man as Hank MacDonald, the legendary actor who had actually made it from Corner Brook all the way to Hollywood. He lived the dream life, one of the biggest names on the big screen until he ruined his life with drugs and by getting into trouble with the law. Now it all made sense: his choreographed action sequence was just like something out of one of his movies. Hank had
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