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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			Road to Poenari Citadel

			On Lake Vidraru

			Wallachia Region

			The march through the rough hills, narrow passes, verdant valleys, and deep, shadowy ravines was exhausting. Worse, the valley pass on the western side of Poenari Citadel was easily a 1,500-foot drop from the lower parapets of the castle, making the approach all the more roundabout. The damp chill of the air went straight through to the bone.

			Their hands bound in front of them, Sean Fox Rucker and his compatriots marched along old peasant trails, escorted by the Nazi storm trooper squad that had captured them as they emerged from the cave where they’d camped. There were five of them. Rucker’s friend and copilot Jesus “Chuy” Lago, the fussy and aristocratic Prussian Dr. Kurt von Deitel, the femme fatale spy—and his ex-girlfriend—Terah Jane Spencer, and the brash Greek trader in markets both white and black, Nicholas Filotoma. In a race with forces of the Third Reich to recover the Spear of the Destiny—the tip of the Roman spear used to pierce the heart of Jesus on the cross—they gave the storm troopers a fight but had been outnumbered and outgunned.

			They’d lost.

			The Black Sun, the inner circle of the New Order that now cast its shadow over Germany, believed the spear held the key to raising an unstoppable legion of undying—undead—soldiers. Black Sun’s mystical and scientific minds had already tapped into dark energies of the Otherness, the antilife force that bled into this dimension when a hole was ripped in the fabric of reality from the industrial scale of death and destruction in the Great War. They’d unleashed dark magicks and singular demonic creatures, but that was nothing compared to the power of the spear. They had the means to harness its power to create an unholy army to carry the swastika and the Black Sun banners across the nations of Europe, North America, and then the rest of the world.

			Rucker and his team, commissioned by the extraordinary and inscrutable Prometheus Society in the Freehold of Texas, had traced the spear to a Gypsy girl—Amria Damara. In the secret Roma tradition, she had served as the spear’s sorcerous protector. Just as Rucker’s team had found Amria and the spear, the relentless SS commando, Lt. Otto Skorzeny, had taken the team by surprise. Now, they had been captured and bound by the Nazi storm troopers, Amria bound and gagged as well. Having already seen the power of her conjurations, the Germans made sure that she could neither speak nor move her hands—both of which sorcerers required to work their craft.

			Their destination was the grand castle in the distance that sat atop one of the highest cliffs in the Carpathian foothills. It overlooked the deep, cold blue waters of Lakul Vidraru, a body of water formed by the flood following the great earthquake in 1888, which also destroyed a small part of the castle.

			Built in the thirteenth century, the three primary spires and prism-shaped central keep of the Poenari Citadel had been well kept through the ages, at least until the damage caused by the earthquake fifty years before. The gothic citadel, as they marched toward it, looked oppressive; intimidating and invulnerable. The close winds that had whipped them along the ridge lines were gone now, Rucker noted, the air still. Near the caves where they’d been captured, spring birds had alighted on trees, singing songs, but here, the trees were silent and without foliage. The ground smelled old, like the air in a crypt, and the castle before them seemed a living creature perched and waiting, a predator as much as the predator’s lair.

			Skorzeny’s conversation with Rucker began in the usual cheery manner of the German people.

			“Vlad Tepes III once impaled twenty thousand Turkish prisoners outside the city of Tirgoviste before he made this castle his home,” Skorzeny said. “He sent 24,000 noses to the Turkish general opposing him. When a messenger from the Mohammedans refused to remove his turban in Vlad’s presence, he had it nailed to the man’s forehead.”

			“Were these part of your bedtime stories?” Rucker asked.

			“He was known as Vlad the Impaler,” Skorzeny said. “He would eat dinner surrounded by his recently impaled and dying enemies.”

			“Well, you know, they say friendship is the best seasoning,” Rucker said.

			“Almost single-handedly, Vlad beat back the Islamic invasion of Europe. Whatever else he became, without his ruthless military leadership all of Europe might be another province of the Mohammedan Caliphate,” the German said.

			“I’m guessing you’re an only child,” Rucker said.

			Skorzeny lit a cigarette as he and Rucker walked along, at the head of the column of SS storm troopers and prisoners.

			The German commando held up the Spear of Destiny in the sunlight. It was bound with oilcloth and wrapped in black twine.

			“I am convinced the Son of the Dragon had such sheer fury of will he really did divine a way to live beyond death using the spear,” he said. “I’m not sure I buy into the stories about meeting his demise at the hands of a Dutch physician, Helsing. What do you think?”

			“Do I believe men can become blood-sucking, murderous monsters?” Rucker asked. “I’ve met plenty. You know the one thing they have in common?”

			“What is that?” Skorzeny asked.

			“Zee Deutsch accent,” Rucker said with an exaggerated Teutonic flair.

			Skorzeny refused to be baited.

			“The Gypsy girl wouldn’t talk,” he said, “but according to some of our other . . . discussions with tribes of the Roma people, we have learned that something about the spear has changed recently. From its earliest days, it always held a power, they said, that could be conjured or divined through arduous and arcane efforts, but they say after it was retaken from Vlad Tepes, its powers grew.”

			They topped a rise and saw they had another valley to cross before the long, last climb to the castle.

			“They also said since the Great War, the spear’s power has grown even more dramatically,” Skorzeny said. “Now the merest scratch from it can infect a man. The infection slowly kills him, and then his body is resurrected. Much like the rabbi nailed to the cross. Unlike the rabbi, however, the man becomes a mindless monster, devouring the flesh of the living.”

			Is that all it would take? Rucker wondered. Is that how the Nazis planned to build their unstoppable army? Where did they expect to get the volunteers? What good was an army of mindless creatures you can’t control?

			Skorzeny was still talking.

			“I believe he was a vampire,” he said.

			Behind them, Deitel snorted.

			“You have something to add, traitor?” Skorzeny asked, the scorn in his voice fairly heavy.

			Deitel was in rough shape. The storm troopers had been rougher on him than any of the other prisoners because they knew he was German. They’d been smart enough not to beat him so badly that he would have to be carried, but they’d beat him soundly. His cheek was swollen and he couldn’t see out of his left eye. They’d knocked several teeth loose. Mainly, they’d worked on his midsection before handcuffing him.

			Rucker had told Deitel to use the anger and pain he felt.

			“The so-called vampire disease is porphyria cutanea tarda,” Deitel said now. “It’s a degenerative blood disorder resulting in overproduction of porphyrins, which in turn makes the blood too dirty for the liver to filter. As the liver weakens, it becomes more acute. The excess of porphyrins begins to pool on the skin, in the bones, and they saturate the urine. It results in lesions that are photosensitive, in receding gums, and in severe iron deficiency leading to a craving for raw, red meat.”

			Skorzeny called the column to a halt and carefully unwrapped the sharpened metal part of the spear, which would have been attached to the end of a wooden shaft, comprising one of the primary weapons of Roman soldiers. It was about a foot long. The shaft had long been lost to the ages, and this was what remained of the spear—a steel shank topped by a diamond headed point. It was dulled by age, pockmarked and tarnished. Something about it made it uncomfortable for Rucker to stare at.

			With gloved hands, Skorzeny held it up to the light. Then he brought it to within inches of Rucker’s throat.

			“Shall we test the power of the spear here, now?”

			Rucker locked eyes with the commando. He would not show the fear he felt inside.

			“No, Herr Rucker. Do not worry. That is not my style,” Skorzeny said, rewrapping the spear. “I fight with honor.”

			He pointed to the now empty holster strapped to Rucker’s leg.

			“Are you like the cowboy quick draw artists?” he asked. “The ones in the moving pictures?”

			Rucker just smiled.

			“Perhaps we will see. You will see how fast I am,” Skorzeny said. He leaned in close to Rucker’s ear—his six-foot-two frame towering over Rucker, who stood at least six inches shorter. “I am faster.”

			“Whatever you say, hoss,” Rucker said.

			The march continued. Even in the afternoon sun, the castle on the mountain ahead was dreary. On the march up the 1,500 steps to the main gate, it was clear the supposedly unused Poenari Citadel was abuzz with activity.

			“You know, Otto,” Rucker said, “some people might say three squads of your storm troopers and three bogeymen—along with those steam crawlers—is a bit of overkill.” He had taken inventory of the black Senf-masked, leather-clad, beetle-helmeted SS soldiers and the lurching nachtmenn. The steam crawlers—six-legged metal machines bristling with machine-gun ports—left the column to continue their patrols around the perimeter of the castle. They could carry a complement of six storm troopers, and though hardly quiet, were quieter than their diesel, wheeled counterparts. Rucker noted the Romanian army markings painted on their sides. While the storm troopers wore black uniforms, the crawler crews wore Romanian army-style wool jackets and leather helmets. The idea, Rucker figured, was that the deception would work at a distance, should they come upon locals.

			He raised his manacled hands. “And really, the hike would have gone quicker for all of us if you didn’t insist on the jewelry.”

			“Poustis!” Filotoma called out from where he, Terah, Amria, and Deitel were grouped in the middle of the formation. “All this for two young men, two young women, and a frail old innocent merchant. Pastartos!”

			Filotoma was sweating fiercely, but Rucker knew that Nick had the constitution of a draft horse.

			Filotoma smiled right at Skorzeny, “Su gamo ti mana, archimalakas.”

			Skorzeny nodded condescendingly to the Greek.

			“Akka ta chikkia mou, vromopousta,” Filotoma said, nodding back.

			“What did the fat man say?” Skorzeny demanded of Rucker.

			“Um, he said something about inviting you to, um, eat sometime,” Rucker said. “And that you’re the chief . . . um, you’re the chief here.”

			Skorzeny backhanded the Greek, whose smug grin remained.

			Rucker wanted to draw attention away from Filotoma, who was impulsive and emotional enough to carry on this battle of the wills until he got seriously hurt. He looked at the courtyard, which they were finally approaching. Blood-red swastika banners fluttered from every spire. Storm troopers in full uniform patrolled inside and outside the castle walls.

			“You’re just flaunting it at this point Otto,” Rucker said. “Really? Flags?”

			Once inside the outer courtyard, Skorzeny halted the procession. He lined up the five prisoners, walked down the row and stopped in front of Rucker.” You know, I spent twenty-seven hours locked in that crate aboard your transport plane,” he said. “I spent the last week in the Balkan bush tracking you.”

			“That’s one less week for you to be out doing damage,” Rucker smirked.

			“Then what I had to do when I leapt from the cargo bay of the Graf von Götzen zeppelin,” Skorzeny said, still ticking off the offenses.

			“Yeah, I was seriously confounded on how the hell you managed—”

			“So understand when I tell you that I am patient and we do have a reckoning coming, Herr Rucker. But my patience is limited.”

			Rucker wanted to keep Skorzeny off balance so he could observe more of the courtyard.

			“We can throw down right now if you like,” he said.

			But Skorzeny again did not take the bait. In fact, he tried to bait Rucker.

			“I look forward to getting to know your new female acquaintance here,” he said.

			Walking back down the line, he stopped to leer at Amria. She wanted to spit in his face, but all she could do was growl behind the gag.

			“I especially want to get to know Miss Terah Spencer better,” Skorzeny said.

			Rucker chuckled. “You’re a braver man than I.”

			Skorzeny felt his psychological advantage slipping. He played his trump card.

			“Oh, I do look forward to finding out where the professor and your Negro are. We know they separated from your party.”

			Rucker rolled his eyes. “How many times do I have to tell you people—he’s majority stockholder. I’m his—”

			“Sergeant Hitlz! Take the prisoners to the dungeon!”

			Rucker laughed.

			“What is so funny, Captain?” a now red-faced Skorzeny demanded.

			“You’ve always wanted to say that, haven’t you?”

			Even Deitel chuckled.

			Skorzeny turned and marched off.

			The five prisoners were marched through the outer gate, through the inner wall, and across a long courtyard. Deitel strained to hear the talk between the guards when he heard one say Rucker’s name.

			An iron gate to the north of the central courtyard was opened, and the five found themselves escorted down a long spiral of damp, stone stairs to several rows of filthy cells thick with spiderwebs, the smell of vermin, and the decaying odor of fouled water.

			Desiccated bones—some whole, some clearly chewed upon—were scattered about the filthy floor. The stone walls were scratched with the ravings of the victims of this dungeon, now long dead. The scratches were deep but irregular, the last words of tortured souls written by fingernails in stone. There were small windows—maybe three inches by five—where the wall met the ceiling, opening up to the ground level outside. The original designers knew the worst thing you could give someone imprisoned is a sense of hope. The touch of sunlight it allowed was tantalizing as it was agonizing.

			Many of the interior iron bars and manacles were as old as the castle, but the new Nazi tenants didn’t rely on any of those measures, even if their stay was to be temporary. If nothing else, the Germans were efficient. Where age had weakened iron bars, steel ones had been installed. The rusted old cage doors on each individual cell and all of the locks had been replaced by modern ones, freshly welded and anchored into the stone.

			The SS guards roughly pushed each of the five—Rucker, Terah, Deitel, Filotoma, and Amria—into their individual cells. The cells were about eight feet wide and four deep. Deitel, Terah, and Rucker were on one side; Filotoma and Amria were across from them. They removed Amria’s gag but placed her hands in special manacles. They were now encased from fingertip to elbow in solid steel and bound together at three points. She would not be doing any conjuring. The guards removed the manacles from the others.

			The main door to the dungeon area was slammed shut behind the last guard, and the loud steel clacking of the locks being set followed.

			No one spoke for a few minutes.

			Deitel heard rapid breathing from somewhere. He looked to his left, through the thick crisscross of bars, and saw Terah leaning against the far wall of her cell where it connected to the cell in which they’d thrown Rucker. He was about to ask if she was okay when he heard her whispering something as quietly as she could. He couldn’t see Rucker through the mesh of bars on the far side.

			Terah had wedged her hand through the bars to Rucker’s cell and was holding his hand. Rucker, it seemed, was trying to deal with the claustrophobia he’d been cursed with all his life.

			Deitel couldn’t say why, but he knew not to interrupt.

			After a minute or so, he could no longer hear Rucker’s rapid breathing.

			The silence, though, was oppressive. Locked in an old, underground dungeon beneath an SS encampment in the castle of the legendary vampire lord, Draculae.

			A day ago it would have sounded ludicrous.

			But now it was all too real.

			The light through the narrow windows waned. Defeat, like the growing darkness, enveloped Deitel.

			Exhaustion took the doctor. He fell asleep on the cold, dirty, cell floor.

			Deitel didn’t know how long he’d dozed—couldn’t have been more than a half hour. He’d been awakened by someone saying something loud—he was too disoriented to discern what, though.

			He sat upright but his head hung low. There was just enough moonlight now to see into the other cells. Terah and Filotoma were whispering.

			Then he remembered what was happening.

			It was all over.

			Darkness would fall on the world as surely as it had this dungeon.

			They had tried, but there was too much arrayed against them.

			The Nazis had the Spear of Destiny.

			The army of darkness was going to march across the world.

			They’d lost.

			He was so tired.

			Then Rucker’s voice cut through the dungeon.

			“All right, people listen up—we’ve got work to do,” he said.

			Deitel looked upward and saw Rucker’s face. The moonlight flashed on his lopsided smile. Deitel’s eyes widened and Rucker held his finger to his lips. The last thing Rucker had whispered to him marching to the dungeon was that once they were inside, don’t talk, because their captors might be listening.

			“Don’t worry, Doc. While you were catching up on your zzz’s, we made sure the krau—they haven’t bugged us,” Rucker said. “Come on, there’s work to do.”

			“Work?” Amria hissed, disgusted. “We are in their jail. Surrounded by the Nazis. They have the spear. And it’s all your fault.”

			The mirth that had been missing from Rucker’s tone for a while was back now, to the point that he seemed almost giddily jovial. “What? Nazis on every side?”

			“Yes,” Amria said angrily.

			“Outstanding. That simplifies things. That means they won’t get away from us,” he said. “All right, folks, inventory time—Terah? What you got for me?”

			“Three bobby pins,” she said, pulling them from her hair. She reached down to her safari boot and twisted the heel. Inside was a compartment with a small, folded penknife. The other heel revealed a coiled twenty-four inches of high-tensile wire. “And these.”

			She saw the surprise on the doctor’s face.

			“Tools of the trade,” she said.

			Amria sat with her back to the other cells and her arms crossed. But Deitel could see the curious look peeking through her anger.

			Filotoma was pulling off his own belt. “A belt. Pretty long one. The boche did not find my flask—poor Nick’s ex-wives couldn’t either—so eight ounces of 180 proof,” he said. There was a gulp in the darkness. “I mean seven ounces.”

			“Deitel? Well?” Rucker said.

			“Um . . .” the doctor said, patting his pockets. “I have . . .” He fished around his jacket for anything else the captors hadn’t taken. “—a pack of Bazooka Joe bubble gum that Chuy gave me.”

			“Hang on to that,” Rucker said. “Everyone huddle in best we can.”

			All of them except Amria leaned into the front of their cells. Amria wanted no part of it. In fact, when she turned her head and caught Rucker’s gaze eye, there was a murderous glint in her eye.

			The cross-check pattern of thick bars left four inch by four inch open squares through which they could see each other.

			“What is he doing?” the doctor whispered to Terah.

			“This isn’t his first time in a prison. He was in three different luftstalags in the war, and one Algerian prison after,” she whispered back.

			“Okay, what do we know? Terah?” Rucker said.

			“There were two field cars and a staff car in the outer courtyard,” she said. “The staff car was parked facing in. It was riding high, so it’s likely not refueled, and no use off the main road. The field cars were both parked facing out, as were two steam crawlers. So they’re ready and fueled, but the steam crawlers would take a long time to get their boilers hot. One troop truck. Sitting heavy. So it probably just arrived and is not unloaded. The two field cars are our best choice on the ground, provided we stick to the main roads and trails.”

			Deitel and Amria were, frankly, awed at this point. When had they reconnoitered the castle grounds? And in such detail? As they were marched through it?

			“Right,” Rucker said. “I saw moorings for two large airships on the top of the southern wall. Neither present. Helium tanks and the usual ground support equipment. Large heavy-duty cargo net and some weather balloons. Outside the walls about three hundred feet on the approach side there’s a short, inclined makeshift airfield with a Fiesler Fi-156 Stork monoplane. The thing has a light, sturdy frame and 240-hp engine that makes it good for short takeoff and landings on rough terrain like this. They had to have landed that thing going up the incline to stop it on such a short runway. We could maybe squeeze maybe three of us in there, but not all five. Takeoff would be problematic. If the wind and weight aren’t right, we crash.”

			Filotoma spoke up.

			“They had standard wooden shipping crates stacked three high and ten deep, eight across, in the southwest corner of the inner courtyard. I make that . . .” He calculated the figures in his head effortlessly. “ . . . say twenty-three metric tons of material. Given all the higgledy-piggledy tech engines and generators I saw, figure at least provisions for two thousand people.”

			Filotoma paused and thought for a moment. “But I didn’t see a well head, and we’re pretty high up, so make it just over a thousand men if the crates include potable water containers,” he corrected.

			Deitel realized he shouldn’t have been surprised a merchant of such wide interests could estimate cargo so instinctually.

			“Right,” Rucker said. “What about those personnel? There were technicians and engineers in gray coveralls and goggles, all piecing together some kind of a monumental technological engine platform. Directed by scientists in white.”

			Terah said, “They had standard storm troopers standing security points, and on rotating, overlapping patrols.”

			“Which means they’d discover a missing guard within a few minutes,” Rucker said.

			“But they’re still wearing those stupid Senf masks on a field assignment,” Terah said.

			“Meaning if we move fast,” Filotoma said, “we can change the places with them.”

			Rucker looked at the Greek’s ample belly and gave him a half smile.

			“Okay, you can, then, skinny boy,” Filotoma said. “Not old, fat Nick.”

			Terah said, “I also caught what looked like small detachments of storm troopers in camouflage smocks marching out of the castle.”

			Rucker nodded. “Field patrols. Covering the countryside around the citadel. And I made four teams of snipers and spotters stationed on the spires, looking outward. They really don’t want anyone wandering in here . . . or out.

			“Everyone saw the yard exercisers, right?” he said. “Any thoughts on what that was about?”

			Even Deitel had seen what looked like three full companies of soldiers doing calisthenics in the courtyard.

			“I’ve never seen that kind of uniform,” Terah said.

			Deitel remembered it now—they wore some kind of burgundy colored coverall with black trim. There was something else he’d noticed . . . something off.

			“They were workers? Field engineers?” Filotoma offered.

			“No,” Rucker said. “Their shoulder tabs and sleeve patches were Waffen-SS—a collection of noncoms, mostly. Why that many sergeants in a military company?” he asked.

			Deitel had it.

			“They were all well into their thirties and early forties, weren’t they?”

			Rucker thought about it and nodded. “Dead on, Doctor. Not exactly the usual cream of the crop, fresh-faced warriors the Waffen-SS likes to post to important missions. I don’t know what it means, but they wouldn’t bring close to a thousand middle-aged noncommissioned officers out here without a reason.”

			“There’s something else,” Deitel said. “I listened to the guards—storm troopers—when they escorted us. Word has spread among them, the SS rank and file here. They know who you are, Fox. You’re wanted at the highest levels. Which means they know you’re dangerous. You should have heard their voices. They’ve heard what you did to Skorzeny and Schädel. They’re rattled.”

			Rucker nodded. “Maybe we can use that.”

			Rucker was now giving out assignments exactly as he had as a POW during the war. They were prisoners of a secret war now.

			“Okay, Terah—you’re on security. Nick? Scrounging. And let’s start brainstorming. Kurt?”

			“Sir?” Deitel found himself saying.

			“You’re medical. Naturally. Check everyone you can. Keep track of when we get food and water. Place like this, you’ll want to watch for infections and bites first. Even a scrape can turn deadly in no time. Do whatever you can with what little we have. Get Nick’s flask and safeguard it. Keep wounds clean. We don’t know how long we’ll be here.”

			“Right,” the doctor said.

			Rucker and Filotoma started coming up with escape plans, arguing through the cell doors over various ideas. Deitel directed Terah through a self-examination of every cut, scrape, and bruise. He portioned out just enough of Nick’s 180 proof to clean a few open scrapes.

			“You goddamned fools,” Amria said from her cell—equal parts anger and mocking.

			“How so?” Terah asked.

			“You’re all so confident, making your plans,” she said. “Fate laughs at the plans of men.”

			“No, making plans is what lends us confidence,” Terah said. “And fate didn’t count on one thing.”

			“What is that?” Amria asked.

			“The Nazis may have the perfect jail here, under rock and stone and a six-hundred-year-old castle. They have numbers and they have the spear. But they made a terrible mistake.”

			“What do you mean?” Deitel asked.

			“They put something in here that you never, ever want to put in a dungeon like this,” Terah said. “Not if you want to keep people in. Not if you don’t want to lose.”

			Amria looked around their cells at the detritus, bones, debris, and rusted chains. Deitel did, too, seeking a weapon of some kind.

			“What is it?” Amria asked finally, her anger no less apparent.

			Terah directed their gaze across at Rucker. When he felt their eyes on him, he looked up and gave them a wave, a thumbs-up, and a one-sided grin.

			“Him,” she said.

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			Poenari Citadel

			Wallachia Region

			First they came for Rucker, Deitel, and Terah. The Germans knew those three had been tracking the Spear of Destiny from the beginning. They would eventually get around to interrogating Nicholas Filotoma and the Gypsy girl who wouldn’t even say her name, but those two were considered secondary. In fact, questioning any of them at this point was merely protocol.

			After all, they now had the Spear of Destiny and the means to use it to its full potential. Himmler’s brainchild—Project Gefallener—was finally coming to its point of execution. The dynamics of world power would change overnight.

			Project Gefallener would give the Reich a new army of invincible soldiers—fallen heroes—to make that dream a reality. The Death’s Head Legion—one thousand aging volunteers from the Waffen-SS who had fathered for the Reich three children and who had served faithfully—would be the vanguard of this new, unstoppable force. Of course, the volunteers did not know the procedure they were to undergo or its implications. They simply thought they would be transformed into a new breed of Aryan supersoldiers.

			Tomorrow night, at the apex of the full moon, Dr. Übel would transform this legion.

			But for now, the Nazis wanted some last questions answered and disposed of properly—information and criminals alike.

			So they would question the prisoners and be done with them.

			The commander of the task force occupying Poenari castle, SS Major Joachim Hoffstetter, untercommandant of the Waffen-SS, enjoyed the trappings of the citadel. Despite decay and neglect, the castle was secure and sophisticated. The countryside was marvelously beautiful, if rugged and severe. Hoffstetter felt like the Reichsführer of this future province of the Nazi Reich.

			He rather liked that idea.

			Hoffstetter chose the grand hall of the master’s tower for the formal “interview” of the three prisoners.

			He wanted this matter disposed of quickly. He knew more than a few tricks that might speed things along, giving him a psychological dominance of the prisoners. The table and chairs at which his committee would sit were raised above the chairs for the prisoners. They would be brought out in chains and barefoot, adding to their sense of exposure and helplessness.

			Good, fragrant food, iced water, and hot coffee would be placed on the committee table—a harsh and distracting temptation after the prisoners had spent the last thirty-six hours without food and with only brackish water to drink. The placement of flags and portraits of Hitler and Himmler would add a subtle, psychological sense of finality—as if the interrogators were in complete control of even this foreign space.

			And then there was Colonel Uhrwerk, whose very presence and relentlessly perfect logic intimidated—chilled to the bone—even his superior officers. His metal mask betrayed no emotion, of course. The only sound he made came from the tick-tock of his clockwork parts.

			At the appointed time, the committee gathered. Hoffstetter’s uniform was immaculate, as were those of his guards. Colonel Uhrwerk sat motionless. Hauptman Kreuger was the model SS warrior-officer. Even the ever strange Dr. Übel, dressed in his ubiquitous, high-collar white lab smock with long black gloves and thick-lensed goggles, should serve the purpose of unnerving the prisoners. Bach played quietly on the phonograph.

			The prisoners were marched in. They looked cleaner than Hoffstetter expected, but their heads hung low and their arms were listless against the manacles. The guards stood them in front of the committee table.

			Hoffstetter would make them stand for three minutes in silence, and then proceed to read the facts from their Gestapo files, further reinforcing the sense that there was nothing he didn’t already know about Rucker, Terah, and Deitel. He signaled for only two guards to remain at the back of the room—the prisoners would naturally take from it that the committee felt the three posed almost no threat.

			The first thirty seconds ticked by. Hoffstetter checked his watch. Another two and a half minutes and he would—

			“Right, then,” Rucker said loudly. The three prisoners all squared their shoulders and then stood in relaxed, confident stances. Deitel stood with his hands casually behind his neck, like a runner stopping to catch his wind. Terah crossed her arms. Rucker notched his thumbs into his belt loops, cowboy style.

			At the table, Hoffstetter, Kreuger, and Dr. Übel looked back and forth at one another. Only Colonel Uhrwerk didn’t react.

			Rucker started pacing around—careful not to step too close to the table lest he raise the guard’s alert.

			“Your masters must not have a lot of love for you, knowing as they do the risks involved in this little experiment,” Rucker said. “You do know if you go through with this you’re all going to die, right?”

			Hoffstetter shuffled through his papers and tried to retake the initiative, but before he could get more than a word out, Rucker was walking about the room, talking.

			“Now, even though you’re only a major, you’re the head honcho, right? I’m guessing by the way the masked man with the colonel’s insignia . . .” Rucker nodded to Uhrwerk “Hello? Anyone in there? I’m guessing he’s an observer or something.”

			It was all happening too fast for Hoffstetter to get a word in edgewise. He sputtered. None of the subordinate officers at the table would speak before the major, according to protocol, so they were no help. Uhrwerk might not speak at all.

			Since Rucker hadn’t made any threatening move, the guards hadn’t raised their weapons. The major knew if he signaled the guards now, Rucker would cement his hold on the upper hand—the major would be conceding he needed armed guards to take control of a conversation with manacled prisoners.

			“But you—the little chrome dome in the lab coat—have you told them what they’re really dealing with? The danger they’re in?” Rucker asked. He turned to the other officers. “These mindless feeders he wants to create—”

			Übel interrupted, “They are draugrkommandos. Intelligent, stabilized, reasoning, and immortal. Not mindless feeders.”

			The committee members looked at Übel in surprise.

			He’d just given the prisoners vital, secret information.

			Deitel had taken a seat and put his feet up on one of the other chairs.

			“Assuming Dr. Doomsday there maintains control of the introduction process and stabilizes the necrotic process,” he said, “you’re still dealing with an infection and contagion variable seven times as aggressive as the common cold. Even if these things don’t try to eat you, there’s no telling how many ways the resulting virus will get passed to the second generation of the living.”

			“You ought to listen to him,” Terah said, her manacled hands on one hip. “Disease and infection control is his specialty, unlike Dr. Demented there.”

			“It could be they foul the water,” Deitel went on. “Could be airborne. The slightest cut on your hand. Maybe even a mere shaving nick. Within a day or so your heart stops beating. And then you can’t move. Your body shuts down while you’re alive. Can you imagine the pain? Walking about while suffering rigor mortis?”

			“That’s what you’re in store for,” Rucker said. “You won’t be able to control them. They’ll turn on you, like as not, just as quick as they turn on your enemies. That’s what we were trying to prevent. That’s why we’re here. That’s all you’ll get from us. Put that in your report to Berlin. Oh, excuse me, ‘Germania.’ I presume the torture chamber is somewhere back near the dungeon cells—makes sense even for thirteenth century architects. We’ll be on our way over there, if you want. You warm up the hot pokers and limber up your bullwhips.”

			Terah and Deitel lined up behind Rucker and they marched across the expanse of the great hall toward the door. Deitel whistled the tune to “La Marseillaise.” Rucker and Terah sang the words to the Texas Freehold version, a gift from the French on the Freehold’s fiftieth anniversary of independence.

			Arise, people of the Lone Star land,

			The test of your mettle has arrived.

			When tyranny threatens Texas

			We must ensure liberty survives.

			The trumpet sounds the call to defense

			And like those who rose before to make us free,

			We shall meet every hardship

			To assure the success of liberty.

			To arms Texicans,

			Arise, militia legions

			March on, march on

			Rise against the foe

			And remember the Alamo.

			The trio of prisoners stopped well before the main hall door, in plain sight of the guards in front of them. The guards looked to Hoffstetter with an expression that said, “What the hell do we do?”

			Hoffstetter waved them out, to the torture chamber. He looked around the table. Colonel Uhrwerk was staring straight through him. Hoffstetter felt shame and anger.

			“You lost control,” Dr. Übel said.

			“No, Doctor,” Colonel Uhrwerk said. “The major never had control to begin with.”

			The recorder, Bonhoeffer—the undercover Prometheus agent tasked with assisting Rucker and his team—wondered who exactly he needed to help save here.

			“What the hell just happened?” Hauptman Kreuger asked.

			For Bonhoeffer—Lysander’s mole deep in the Black Circle—it took all of his training not to laugh.

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			Poenari Citadel

			Wallachia Region

			This again.

			Rucker found himself stripped to the waist with his hands manacled. The manacles were attached to a chain secured to the high, vaulted ceiling. A single bright light from a klieg burned into his face. A foul, heavy scent permeated the air, a coppery cacophony of foreign odors, rotten mildew and human sweat.

			If I had a nickel for every time I found myself like this, Rucker thought.

			The room in the east tower looked less like a torture chamber than an operating theater. Which he thought appropriate: proper torture takes the anatomical knowledge and delicate skills of a doctor, not the brute force of a mouth-breathing butcher. And the man working on him was very much a doctor.

			The likelihood that Rucker didn’t have any more information was of no real consequence to Dr. Übel. The doctor had precious little to do until moonrise tomorrow, so at least he had this for entertainment.

			Rucker looked over his shoulder to where they had Deitel tied to a chair, awaiting his turn.

			Dr. Übel rapped loudly on the tray holding his equipment.

			“Ahem!” came his impatient voice. He was holding a red-hot surgical scalpel. “I believe we were having a conversation.”

			“This is absolutely—AIIIGGHHH!—absolutely insane. You can’t—AAARRRHHHH—do that!” Rucker said between gasps of pain.

			Übel started to respond that Oh, yes, he could, when he realized Rucker wasn’t speaking to him.

			“The goal is to bring the children together to equalize learning conditions,” Deitel said. “It teaches discipline, obedience to authority, promptness, organization, collective values.”

			“It teaches them—AAAIIUUUUH!—to res . . . res . . . respond like Pavlov’s dogs to a bell,” Rucker said, “and that they need permission to take—AH GOD DAMN IT!—to take a piss. It chains the swift and the creative to—AHHHHH SONOFA—to the slow.”

			Rucker could barely breathe. Deitel kept him going. He had to take Rucker’s mind away from what was happening to his body.

			“Germany has produced more great scientists, mathematicians, philosophers, and composers than any nation in Europe,” Deitel said.

			Rucker screamed and almost passed out.

			“THAN ANY NATION IN EUROPE! How does your Freehold compare?” Deitel was shouting, trying to get Rucker’s focus back.

			Dr. Übel walked over and slapped Deitel across the mouth.

			“Silence!”

			Watching from a raised dais, Colonel Uhrwerk and Major Hoffstetter were shaking their heads.

			“It appears you have not made the impression on the prisoners that you assumed you could,” Colonel Uhrwerk said, as always inscrutable behind the metal mask of his face.

			“I can break them,” Dr. Übel said. “They will tell us their mission, their superiors in the Freehold government, and their—”

			Colonel Uhrwerk raised his hand to stop him mid-sentence.

			“Perhaps the prisoner isn’t lying. Perhaps he does not admit to working for the Freehold because he does not work for the Freehold,” Uhrwerk said.

			Hoffstetter scowled.

			“This one is strong, but I will break him,” Dr. Übel said.

			“I understand and concede he will break down at some point. All men do,” Uhrwerk said with even measure. “I simply assert that he will not break. I theorize that the worldviews are so diametrically opposed that neither of you proceed from the same axioms.”

			“Then I will open up his head and see what makes him tick,” Dr. Übel said menacingly to Uhrwerk, who, if he noticed, did not acknowledge it.

			“You two are giving me a headache,” Hoffstetter said, rubbing his eyes with the palms of his hands. “This is all pointless. We have all but one of the enemy agents. We are ensconced in arguably the most inaccessible and defensible fortification outside of the Reich.”

			But for Dr. Übel it was a matter of his twisted personal honor. Aside from what he saw as his brilliant pioneering on the frontiers of the most important and cutting edge sciences, he also considered himself an artist at extracting cooperation through the deliberative infliction of pain.

			He’d been a progeny in his youth, but after attending medical school in London in the 1890s and creating his own, nocturnal curricula of study in the alleys of White Chapel, Übel had become a virtuoso. He could inflict incredible amounts of pain while causing minimal damage. Not that he cared about the victim’s welfare for its own sake; he wanted to prolong the process as much as possible.

			Dr. Übel realized neither Uhrwerk nor Hoffstetter were speaking. But he heard Deitel and Rucker’s voices continuing to argue.

			“South Padre . . . the blondes on South Padre. Bronze skin, toned bodies—none of that milky white blubber on your Prussian blondes,” Rucker was saying to Deitel.

			“If you like your women without curves, sure. May as well be a man as a maiden,” Deitel argued.

			Dr. Übel ran his hand over his face.

			“Will you two shut up!” he screeched.

			There was a pause, and Deitel and Rucker went back to arguing.

			“Major, Doctor,” Uhrwerk said to his countrymen. “Consider this: these Freeholders have something that makes them inherently dangerous to us. It is not their weapons, their science, or their industry.”

			Their expressions told Uhrwerk they didn’t follow.

			“Consider: everything we are would fall apart with just one word—no.”

			“That is insane,” Hoffstetter said. “If someone refuses to obey, you shoot them. Then the next obeys, or you shoot him. Fear brings the others in line.”

			“You can’t shoot the world,” Uhrwerk said. “It’s not that they won’t surrender to your authority. They don’t even acknowledge it. They don’t acknowledge any other individual’s authority to submit for them. You’d have to kill every last one of them. That is not a task I would care to attempt.”

			“This is ridiculous,” Dr. Übel said. “The little one, he is not even of the Freehold. He is German. He’d never set foot in Texas before.”

			“Exactly, Herr Doctor,” Uhrwerk said, slower than usual. “Yet he already is thinking as they do.”

			There was an uncomfortable silence among the three, interrupted by Deitel and Rucker arguing over tennis.

			Hoffstetter cleared his throat.

			“I don’t care if Rucker and his team are agents of the Freehold or France or the Dutch East India Company. They are neutralized. They are no threat. We are done here. Tomorrow night we begin Project Gefallener. Return them to their cells. We’ll keep them alive to witness the birth of the Draugrkommando Legion. Isn’t that what we’re supposed to do, according to their motion pictures? Torture them and then reveal our plans? Ha. They’ll see that what we set into motion is the destiny of the world, and that they are not the heroes in white hats who step in to save the day.”

			Hoffstetter set his monocle, took his riding crop and gloves, and started toward the door. He clicked his heels and saluted Colonel Uhrwerk.

			“Do it, Dr. Übel,” Hoffstetter ordered, and left.

			Dr. Übel had been ordered to return the prisoners to the dungeon, but he wasn’t told he had to do it immediately. He could at least take out a little frustration. Uhrwerk wouldn’t care.

			Dr. Übel used a red hot scalpel to cut a long line across Rucker’s chest. The heat cauterized the wound to keep it from bleeding, thus preventing a victim from losing consciousness from loss of blood.

			For Rucker, the pain of the incision and the heat were almost unbearable.

			“I don’t—AAIIUUGHH, son of a . . . Kurt . . . I don’t know how we’re going to get out of this one, but trust me when I tell you whatever happens to us, it’s going—AHHH GODDAMMIT!—it’s to be worse for them.”

			Finally Rucker turned his attention to the bald, goggled doctor. “This is the last time I try to tell you this. If you go through with your plan, you’re all going to die. This isn’t—AAAIIIIGHHHH!—this . . . this . . . isn’t a threat. It’s a—ughhh . . . it’s a fact. You can’t control this thing. It will consume you, consume Germany, and consume the world.”

			Übel took off his goggles and got in close to Rucker’s face. His eyes looked like a mole’s.

			“As if you would care what happens to your enemies,” he said.

			“Your creations will turn on you. They turn on you and feast on you and spread. First through Romania, then your Reich, and then the world,” Rucker said.

			Two storm troopers arrived. They awaited Dr. Übel’s orders.

			“Bah! We are not creating mindless feeders. I have spent years studying the texts, the Necronomicon, the Scrolls of Lemura; countless nights researching mutation and the transgenic morphology, breaking new ground in science that the brightest minds couldn’t begin to fathom. I know more of the theory of radioactivity than Madame Curie herself. I alone have mastered the necrotic transmogrification and the whole of mortautological dynamics,” he said, his voice rising.

			“And now I have the final element of the equation, thanks to you, Captain Rucker. The GR-68 compound in its pure form—the Spear of Destiny. Tomorrow night, when my machine is ready, I will pronounce the proper incantations and project the spear’s power through a magnetic wave transformer—I will transform the Death’s Head Legion of volunteers into the Black Sun’s most powerful weapon. They will be the vanguard of the Reich—draugrkommandos. Invincible. Impervious to pain. Intelligent. They will be my crowing glory! The glory of the Reich! The glory of the New Order!”

			Dr. Übel was shouting now, spittle flying from his lips.

			Rucker’s laugh through a parched throat and split lips was raspy, but a laugh all the same.

			“What’s so funny?” Übel demanded.

			“ ‘This time, I will control it,’ ” Rucker quoted. He shook his head. “You’re not the future, Übel. You’re the same witch doctor who’s been feeding off fear and throwing people in the fire since the first ape stood upright.”

			The storm troopers were escorting Deitel out.

			As they frog-marched him past Rucker toward the door, Deitel saw for the first time the injuries Dr. Übel had inflicted. There were dozens of deep incisions along areas where nerves clustered. He blanched. He reddened. He growled.

			“You are no doctor,” Deitel said. “Forget the monsters you plan to create tomorrow. You’re the monster here.”

			A moment later Uhrwerk—who had listened to everything in silence—took his hat and cloak and walked out of the chamber. He said nothing upon exiting.

			The two guards took Deitel away.

			“I am going to get my personal kit,” Dr. Übel said menacingly. “I will leave my assistant, Dr. Riehl, to entertain you. Riehl, keep him alive until I return.”

			Dr. Übel left.

			Riehl took a surgical implement and turned away from Rucker to place it in the burning coals. When it glowed red hot, he turned back to face his helpless victim.

			“Captain Rucker, what shall we talk about now that I have you all to myself?” Riehl asked.

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			Poenari Citadel

			Wallachia Region

			The guards threw Deitel back into his cell, cursing his name as a traitor to the Reich and the race. They locked the cell door and then spit in his face. Then they checked the other prisoners, and found them sitting or curled up. Listless and docile.

			When the latches on the doorway to the dungeon slammed home and the prisoners were alone, they all sprang to life. Filotoma returned to working on the locks of the manacles that bound Amria’s hands and arms.

			“Did you see or get anything?” Terah asked.

			Deitel fished into his sleeve and pulled out a pair of forceps he’d palmed.

			“They post two guards outside the main door,” he said. “It looks like they’re almost done with the device in the courtyard.”

			Terah leaned through the cage as best she could to look at Deitel.

			“Are you hurt?” she asked.

			He shook his head. “Nothing serious. They didn’t concentrate on me. They just made me watch.”

			Every head turned toward Deitel.

			“Where is Rucker? What did they do?”

			“He’s alive. But that Übel, he’s a savage. What he did . . . I’ve never seen anything so evil,” Deitel said. “The pain he put Rucker through—I didn’t think it was humanly possible to inflict that kind of pain. Or to survive it.”

			Terah fought back her tears. Rucker wouldn’t lose control. He’d know these people needed a leader. She had to be that now.

			“Will he be able to . . . walk? If we figure a way out, can he make it?”

			Deitel nodded.

			“That’s just it. Übel knew what he was doing. Maximum pain, minimal damage,” he said.

			“The major, Hoffstetter, and that colonel who doesn’t ever take off that metal mask said to release me back to the dungeon,” Deitel reported. “But I think Übel wants a little more time with Rucker.”

			Terah wiped her eyes.

			“They’re going to keep us alive at least until tomorrow night,” he said. “Whatever that is they’re building in the courtyard, they think it will enhance the power of the spear so that it turns their volunteers into more advanced, thinking undead.”

			“Then nothing has changed,” she said. “We proceed with the plan. Escape and sabotage. And we just hope they bring Rucker back sooner rather than later. There’s no telling what those SS bastards are doing right now.”

			SS Lieutenant Otto Skorzeny found himself in the unprecedented situation of doing nothing. He wasn’t attached to the garrison at Poenari, so he had no current duties. His special position meant he didn’t fall under the command of Major Hoffstetter. He had no real role with Project Gefallener now that he’d captured Rucker’s team. And there was no ready transportation back to Germania or Wewelsburg—the airships wouldn’t return until called for, and they would only come under cover of night. He could pilot the Fi-156 Storch plane on the plateau halfway down the mountain, but it was reserved for the executive staff in case of emergency. While Skorzeny had great autonomy as the Reich’s premier commando, Colonel Uhrwerk was a sitting member of the Black Sun.

			The Death’s Head Legion was in the main courtyard doing exercise drills. Squads of storm troopers patrolled the woods and the valley below. The engineers and technicians put the finishing touches on their elaborate eldritch machinery. At the heart of it was large steel octagon with dozens of pipes running to a steam engine. The control panel featured dozens of brass levers, knobs, and gauges—none of which Skorzeny could fathom. However, a quick scan of the deployment of sentries and snipers around the citadel met with his approval.

			In short, Skorzeny found he had nothing to do, and he didn’t like it one bit. Then, he also didn’t like what he knew Dr. Übel and that prancing Major Hoffstetter were likely doing to Rucker and his team.

			Skorzeny had stripped to his undershirt and was exercising in the courtyard between glasses of a bottle of schnapps he’d come across in the major’s office. He’d do a hundred push-ups and take a drink. He’d do fifty squats and take another. He’d do a hundred paratrooper leg lifts and drink another. If it seemed odd to any of the garrison staff, they didn’t know the half of it. Skorzeny was known to smoke cigarettes while on a ten kilometer run.

			After an hour’s work he was sweaty, limber, and only a little tipsy. He set up a chair and table in the courtyard and then a phonograph player he’d requisitioned—like the schnapps—from the major’s office. Propping his feet up, he poured another drink. He was now shirtless and enjoying the warmth of the afternoon sun. Most of the garrison’s personnel gave him wide berth. Not so a staff captain.

			“What is going on here, Lieutenant?” the captain demanded.

			Without opening his eyes, Skorzeny sipped from his glass and said, “You’re in my sun. Move.”

			By the silence that followed, Skorzeny figured either it was a soldier who’d slunk away or a superior officer trying to figure out what the hell was happening—why he wasn’t jumping to his feet.

			“You will come to attention in the presence of a superior officer, Lieutenant,” the same voice said.

			Skorzeny opened one eye, regarded the thin captain, and then closed it.

			“You be sure to let me know when one comes along,” he said dryly.

			By now Skorzeny was accustomed to the sputtering that came at moments like this.

			“Soldier! You will come to attention and you will do so immediately. Clearly you do not know who I am and YILP!—”

			Skorzeny had reached out, grabbed the captain’s wrist and twisted it backwards. The captain sank to his knees in pain.

			“Captain, I’m going to save you some trouble. I do know exactly who you are. You’re a bureaucrat they gave a uniform because every staff officer needs a middle manager to shuffle papers, even in the SS. That pistol in your belt has never been fired. If you ever heard a gun fired in anger you’d probably soil those clean, pressed trousers that have all the wear and tear on the seat. Do you see that badge on my tunic over there? That doesn’t mean I am with SS special services. It means I am SS special services. There are only two men I answer to, and both have mustaches and the word ‘Führer’ in their title. The only mustache I see on you is whatever brown gets on your lip when you’re kissing Major Hoffstetter’s backside. Now get out of my perimeter.”

			He released the captain’s hand.

			“You . . . that is . . . very well. But that music,” the captain said, indicating the phonograph player.

			“Verklärte nacht,” Skorzeny said. The soft string sextet music was complex and beautiful. It was one of his favorites. “What of it?”

			“The works of Arnold Schoenberg have been banned by the Ministry of Propaganda as degenerate and dangerous,” the captain said.

			Skorzeny poured another schnapps.

			“Captain, Schoenberg’s brilliance reaches its apex in this work. It’s a programmatic, atonal creation that develops a number of leitmotifs, each eclipsing and subordinating the last and at once suggesting a Wagnerian motif and a Brahmsian approach to tonal cohesion.”

			The captain’s expression said he didn’t understand a word.

			“I like it. It relaxes me,” Skorzeny said. He closed his eyes and leaned back. “Captain, if you speak to me again for any reason, I will kill you. This is not hyperbole.”

			The captain hesitated, opened then closed his mouth, then marched off silently.

			Given time, these bureaucrats would dull the razor edge of the SS, Skorzeny thought with disgust. Little men with little minds.

			The captain disappeared inside just as that young untersturmführer—what was his name . . . Bonhoeffer?—marched out toward the east tower that housed Übel’s impromptu torture chamber.

			The untersturmführer was carrying something in a bundle. Poor kid—probably ordered to run errands for that sadistic scientist.

			Skorzeny reached toward the table where his pistol belt was hanging. He pulled out his cigarettes, lighted one, leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes as the music swelled in the third act. This was his favorite part. It was the doorway to the climax.

			Filotoma was still trying to pick the elaborate locks on Amria’s manacles. Terah and Deitel were taking turns watching out for the guards, and it was Deitel’s turn to rest. He needed it more, Terah figured.

			In her cell, Amria sneered at their efforts.

			“This is hopeless. We’re going to die. And you’re all playing like you can resist fate. Because of you my people will not have their vengeance,” she spat.

			When Deitel opened his mouth, Terah shook her head.

			“Their souls will forever walk the night, unable to rest,” Amria continued. “There will be no justice for the dead. Because of you.”

			“Oh for heaven’s sake,” Terah finally said. “We’re alive. Where there’s life, there’s a chance. There’s always hope. Look, I understand what you’ve been through, and I’m sorry for your pain, but either do something to help or shut the hell up.”

			Amria wasn’t ready for that. She fairly hissed at Terah. “What is it with you people?”

			The Romani girl threw the tin cup in her cell against the bars.

			“God damn you all. At least when they come for me I can take a few of them to hell with me, even if it means I have to bite through their throats and tear out their eyes,” she said.

			“Fine,” Terah said. “Give up. Just be quiet about it.”

			Amria’s laugh was part mockery, part pain.

			“What is it with you people,” she said again, shaking her head.

			That’s when Deitel had enough.

			“What it is with these people is that they don’t accept fate,” he said. “And because they don’t accept it, they don’t give in to it.”

			Terah started to say something then thought better of it.

			“What does that even mean?” Amria asked.

			“Fate is just a little man that casts big shadow,” Filotoma chimed in without looking up from the manacle locks. “You can beat off that man if you use the both hands and refuse to take it on the chin.”

			“Bah. It’s four against an army,” Amria said dismissively. “All your faith doesn’t change that.”

			“Five,” Terah corrected. “Five against an army. Rucker is still alive.”

			“And while he’s alive, our chances of surviving are double,” Deitel said.

			“You’re putting that much faith in a man you met just ten days ago?” she asked with clear disdain.

			“Yes. Yes I am,” Deitel said.

			“What is it about this man?” Amria said. “All he has done is get me captured.”

			Terah smiled to herself.

			“The things I’ve seen him do, Amria. It’s not that he’s not scared or that he’s especially strong. He’s just an ordinary man. But he doesn’t accept defeat,” she said.

			“And because he just won’t quit, he inspires other people to push themselves harder,” Deitel added.

			Terah nodded.

			“That’s what it is about him. It’s that he brings out the best—or worst—in everyone.”

			Terah looked at her watch.

			“Amria, we have less than thirty hours until the Nazis pull the switch on their project,” she said. “After that we will be put against a wall and shot—or worse, fed to whatever monsters their machine and the spear create. We have to use it as best we can. You can plan on attacking the guards when they open your cell, and you’ll be dead within a minute. At best you might hurt one guard. Or you can join us.”

			Bonhoeffer said a little prayer, latched the door behind him, spun around with his weapon drawn and was about to say “everybody freeze!”

			He only got to the “Every” before he stopped short at the tableau before him.

			Dr. Übel’s assistant, Riehl, was on the floor facedown. By the angle, it was clear his neck was broken. Rucker, shirtless and bleeding from a dozen or more nasty cuts and burns all over his torso, was crouched over the man’s motionless form. The expression on Rucker’s face was like that of a feral animal. There were no guards.

			Before Bonhoeffer could say a word, Rucker was on him. The pilot grabbed the wrist of his gun hand and slammed it against the wall. The Walther service pistol fell to the floor. At the same time, Rucker pressed his left forearm into Bonhoeffer’s throat, cutting off the blood flow to his head. Bonhoeffer was starting to see spots, and he struggled to get the words out.

			“Zor . . . Zorr . . . Robin . . . wid . . . widow’s . . .” he rasped in English. Just as everything went dark, Rucker released the pressure. Bonhoeffer felt the pistol at his head.

			“What did you say to me?” Rucker hissed. “Speak, but speak quiet-like.”

			Bonhoeffer gasped deep breaths of air.

			“I said Zorro, I’m Robin. I . . . I bring ‘help for the widow’s son,’ ” he said finally.

			Rucker took the pistol away from the young officer’s head. He’d said Zorro. Spanish for Fox. Lysander’s code name for Rucker.

			“Robin, huh?” Rucker said.

			“I was born in the Freehold, actually. Raised speaking German. After the war there was enough confusion and lost records that Lysander managed to get me in like a native,” the younger man said. “I’m his boy wonder.”

			Rucker handed the agent his pistol.

			Robin was aghast at Rucker’s condition.

			“Are you okay? I mean . . .”

			Rucker nodded. “It’s a lot more painful than it looks.”

			“Right.”

			Bonhoeffer started pulling bundles out of the bag. When he finished unloading it, Rucker groaned at what he saw. Storm trooper uniforms.

			“Now we get to see if Chuy was right that I’d make a great Nazi,” he said.

			Ciampino Aerodrome

			Rome

			Something wasn’t right and Chuy knew it. It had been two days since the last radio contact with Rucker. Something was up and he was anxious to get back in the air, but he was still cooling his heels in Rome at the Ciampino Aerodrome.

			Literally.

			He was sitting in a folding lounger on the starboard wing of the Raposa and had his bare feet propped up in front of a little portable fan. Today he was wearing a vented black bowler, a green velvet waistcoat, pin-stripped trousers rolled up to the knees, and a crimson blouse. His leather harness and belt matched the bowler, which also matched the boots he’d doffed.

			Chuy had watched at least a dozen airships of all sizes arrive and depart. He’d fiddled with the engines. He’d restocked the usual payload, food, medical supplies, and ammunition. He’d packed additional equipment that might come in handy in Romania, like climbing gear, considering the mountainous terrain on the border between Wallachia and Transylvania. He’d also packed wooden stakes, silver bullets, glass vials of concentrated wolfsbane and garlic powder, a rosary, and a supply of holy water straight from the Vatican. One couldn’t be too cautious. Of course, he always packed them on almost any job. Rucker had his ideas about being prepared by bringing lots of guns. Chuy had his own ideas on what being prepared meant. Rucker thought mostly in terms of earthly foes. Chuy knew there was more on earth and in heaven to deal with.

			Chuy wanted to take off, but he was still awaiting a priority delivery from Austin. From the Prometheus Society, to be precise.

			When he turned his gaze back to the main terminal, he saw a porter pulling a dolly bearing a wooden crate that was about eight feet to a side. He was heading straight toward the Raposa. The crate was marked fragile and THIS END UP!

			“Finally,” Chuy said, packing up his folding chair and fan, then leaping to the tarmac.

			Loading the crate would be tricky. But tricky was exactly what the Raposa was. While the porter pulled the crate around to the tail, Chuy fired up the plane’s generator and pulled a switch in the rear cargo bay.

			The porter stared in awe as the entire upper tail assembly rose upward and folded on hinges and a ramp extended from the open tail to the tarmac.

			“Load her up,” Chuy said with a wink.

			He didn’t know what was in the crate, but he knew it was important. He’d expected written instructions from Lysander. But there was nothing. Just the crate.

			Grabbing a crowbar, he went to work where it said OPEN HERE. When he yanked the side panel it opened like a drawbridge.

			He was more than a little surprised at the contents.

			Inside the crate, a man sat in a padded lounging chair, writing notes by means of a battery powered lantern. He wore a wrinkled purple linen suit and a fanciful dress shirt with green trim on the collar. Despite the comfortable spring temperature, he wore an overly long and colorful scarf and a floppy wide-brimmed hat. He was writing something down on what looked like an old napkin.

			“Ahem?” Chuy said.

			“One second,” the man responded, finishing his note.

			The man looked up, saw Chuy and smiled.

			“Lysander Benjamin, as I live and breathe,” Chuy said. “Welcome to Rome!”

			“I told you I considered the cargo the most valuable thing you’d ever carried.”

			Chuy noticed that Lysander wasn’t the only thing in the crate. There was something under a tarp behind him.

			“Sorry for the roundabout and the scuttle-doo,” Lysander said. “I can’t have agents from the Third Reich seeing me travel about. Takes the whole ‘covert’ out of ‘covert operation.’ ”

			“So you’re the cargo I’m taking back to Wallachia? Or wherever? Because I haven’t heard from the team in two days now.”

			“Oh heavens no. Er, yes. But, no. There’s this,” Lysander said, yanking the tarp away.

			Chuy whistled.

			“We’ll be taking that, too. To a place north of Tigovista. Poenari Citadel.”

			“What is that thing?” Chuy asked. He was already revving up the Raposa’s engines.

			“It’s . . . it’s, er . . . it’s Tesla’s latest. It’s . . . untested. But it may be the only thing that stands between us and the apocalypse.”

			Poenari Citadel

			Wallachia Region

			A truck stood between where Skorzeny was reclining and the tower with the torture chamber. Workers were offloading boxes of additional components for Dr. Übel’s spear device. Skorzeny didn’t like the idea of Project Gefallener, but he could see its value strategically, and he would, of course, do his duty.

			Stubbing out his cigarette, he saw Untersturmführer Bonhoeffer and a storm trooper walking across the courtyard toward the dungeon. Odd, Skorzeny thought. The requirements for acceptance in the Waffen-SS were strict and extensive, as was training. One of the requirements was that a storm trooper had to be at least five-foot-eleven, but the SS man walking alongside Bonhoeffer looked a little short.

			The truck fired up and rolled out, blocking his view of the two in the courtyard. When it passed, they were nowhere to be seen.

			Skorzeny reached toward his pistol belt and grabbed the bottle of schnapps. Another drink.

			Rucker needed something to drink. Badly. The Senf mask he wore—a black rubber gas mask with goggle eyes and breathing filters, filtered out natural moisture in the air and left him parched. He was already dehydrated from the torture, and the respirator made it worse. It also made him feel all closed in.

			Bonhoeffer—Robin—gave orders to the guards to open the main door to the dungeon. At the loud clacking of the latch, Terah, Deitel, Filotoma, and Amria hid their tools and pretended to be asleep, praying or sitting listlessly. Out of the corner of her eye Terah saw a young SS officer and a storm trooper close the main door behind them.

			“I hope you folks are busier than this when the boss isn’t looking,” the storm trooper said, his voice deepened by the mask. And yet it sounded . . .

			“Because the boss man is here,” came Rucker’s voice as he pulled off the Senf mask.

			“Fox!” Terah said.

			“You’re alive!” Deitel said.

			“Apparently,” Rucker said smiling.

			“Who’s the boche?” Filotoma asked.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, meet Lysander’s man in Wewelsburg,” Rucker said.

			“You have a plan?” Terah said.

			“I . . . uh . . . No. You have any ideas?” Rucker said.

			Terah just stared at him. It turned into a glare.

			“Easy,” Rucker said. “We can’t just walk you out of here. In fact, Robin here needs to get back to his post. Look, I do have a plan, but you’re not going to like it.”

			“Why not?” Deitel asked.

			“It involves me getting out of here and you four having to stay,” Rucker said. “I have to get to Nick’s portable shortwave and get outside the citadel.”

			Bonhoeffer said to the others, “All of your personal effects and equipment the guards took is stored in the alcove outside the main door.”

			“What do we do in the meanwhile?” Terah asked. “Wait for them to take us out and shoot us?”

			“No,” Rucker said. “From what I heard, they want to make you the first victims of Project Gefallener. So you’ll all be safe until at least tomorrow night.”

			“Hoffstetter wants you all to witness the transformation of the Death’s Head Legion into draugrkommandos, and to be the undead soldiers’ first kill,” Bonhoeffer added. “You and the handful of villagers the storm troopers captured in their patrols of the countryside. The people of the tiny Arefu hamlet. There are women and children among them.”

			“Draugrkommandos?” Terah asked.

			“Walking dead,” Rucker explained. “Only smart. Perfect soldiers.”

			Everyone started talking at once, arguing about what was happening. There was fear in their voices. Their anxiety fueled each other.

			Amria, who hadn’t said a word yet, finally spoke. Her eyes were alight with anger, but there was something else there.

			“Captain Rucker?”

			Everyone stopped talking and listened.

			“Can you really stop them?”

			They all looked at Rucker.

			Rucker looked Amria in the eye.

			“Just you watch me,” he said.

			For the first time, Amria smiled. She was starting to believe him.

			The alarm klaxon in the courtyard started to bleat. Over the hastily installed loudspeaker, a German voice shouted.

			“Alert! Prisoner has escaped! This is not a drill! Prisoner Rucker is missing. Storm troopers to the assembly area! Prepare to release the wehr-wolves and nachtmenn!”

			Rucker cursed.

			“What does this mean?” Terah asked.

			“It means that little bald little snake Übel found out I’m missing from the torture chamber,” Rucker said. “Look, Robin and I have to go.”

			Terah reached through the bars of her cell and pulled Rucker to her. She kissed him deeply.

			Bonhoeffer was at the door.

			“Rucker!” he said impatiently.

			“I’ll be back for you, for you all, by tomorrow night,” Rucker said, putting the Senf mask and his helmet back on.

			“I’ll order the guards to the muster area,” Bonhoeffer said. “You get the shortwave and your other equipment and put it in this duffel. They’re already mustering out squads, so just tag along with one to get out of the citadel, and then slip away. You’ll need to be at least five miles away before you use the shortwave. The command center is jamming shortwave signals all around here. And stay downwind from the nachtmenn, if at all possible. I have to get back to the command post. Good luck.”

			“What do I say if someone asks about the duffel?” Rucker asked.

			“I’ve heard your German,” Bonhoeffer said. “Don’t say anything.”

			Rucker turned to look at his friends. “Be strong. You have it in you” he said.

			The door opened. He banged his helmet on the low frame.

			When they closed and latched the door, the four prisoners listened, hoping they wouldn’t hear gunshots over the blaring klaxon, which would mean that Rucker and Bonhoeffer had been discovered and shot.

			None came. They all breathed a collective sigh of relief.

			“He’s completely insane,” Terah said.

			“That, and a bit magnificent,” Amria said.

			Terah noticed there was still a dour hatred in Amria’s face, but now, a glimmer of hope there, too.

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

			Poenari Citadel

			Wallachia Region

			The engineers and technicians who set Dr. Übel’s work site in the southern tower of the castle were not without wit. They called it “Dr. Frankenstein’s Laboratory,” after the gothic and science fiction setup in the Cabo Madera motion pictures about Mary Shelley’s mad scientist and the monster he created.

			Of course, they wouldn’t call it that in front of Dr. Übel—intelligence, after all, was a prerequisite to become an engineer, and anyone possessing even a modicum of that trait knew better than to make a joke in front of the doctor. But whatever the work space was called, it was a fully functioning, modern laboratory with everything needed for the kind of transgenic and alchemical work the doctor required. At the center was a smaller version of the machine they were building in the courtyard.

			Dr. Übel and Major Hoffstetter were sitting at a worktable. Colonel Uhrwerk stood behind them.

			A blond-haired, senior ranking noncommissioned officer in a maroon coverall marched into the lab and gave a stiff-arm salute to the two officers.

			“Hauptscharführer Joran Hauser, reporting to the major as ordered, sir!”

			“Stand at ease,” Hoffstetter said.

			The master sergeant’s one-piece coverall bore a black collar patch with two silver pips and one stripe, indicating his rank. On the other collar were the skull and crossbones of the SS-Totenkopfverbände, which designated his previous assignment as an internment camp guard. He looked to be in his late forties.

			According to his service file, Hauser was the ideal kind of candidate for Project Gefallener. Born in 1879 in Hammelburg, he had enlisted in the German Imperial Navy in 1914, where he served through the end of the war. Like many German veterans, he blamed the intellectuals and bankers in the capital of Germania for the nation’s surrender. He believed they had sapped the will of the people, turning popular opinion against the conflict.

			After the armistice, Hauser began an apprenticeship as an auto mechanic, but failed to achieve certification. It was during his apprenticeship that he met his wife, Hilda. Desperate for work in the arduous years after the Great War, he took a job first as a grammar school custodian and then later as a police officer in Munich. During his time as a policeman, Hilda bore him three sons. After the third was born, she left him for another man, and the three children often suffered the wrath of Hauser’s many frustrations.

			In 1923 he was jobless again, owing to an altercation with a superior officer. Bitter, destitute, and angry at the world, Hauser was the perfect recruit for Hitler’s emerging National Socialists. Hauser joined the Sturmabteilung, the Storm Detachment, where his penchant for violence and thuggery was considered a great asset. As the SA evolved into the SS when Hitler seized power, Hauser—from a pure Aryan family going back to well before 1750—evolved with the organization. He was eventually promoted to his senior noncom rank and assigned to the SS-Totenkopfverbände.

			His iron hand was an even greater asset in the internment camps, and he soon found himself promoted to sergeant of the guard, overseeing such projects as the T-4 euthanasia program for those deemed mentally or physically unfit, and the infamous 23f15 sterilization programs for dissidents, Jews, and gays.

			Hauser rarely saw his three children anymore, but it didn’t matter to him, and was all the better for them. He was free to take out his frustrations on any prisoner in the camp, and he certainly didn’t have any problem with the executions, as some did. Hauser believed that none of the failures in his life—his marriage, his jobs, his children—were his doing. Always, someone was holding him down, holding him back, or out to get him; no different, as he saw it, with how Imperial Germany lost the Great War.

			But the New Order would fix all that. It was stamping out those who would undermine German men like him, held a place them. It gave them the opportunities he’d never had.

			Still, he was getting on in years and starting to feel his body slowing down. Seeing so many prisoners rotting away, subconsciously made him all the more aware of his creeping age. When his superior officer, Major Joachim Hoffstetter, told him about Project Gefallener, he jumped at the chance.

			“Hauser, explain what you know about Project Gefallener,” Hoffstetter said.

			“Sir, Project Gefallener is a project designed to create a new type of supersoldier that will serve as the vanguard of the Third Reich, sir,” Hauser said.

			Hoffstetter nodded.

			“What do you understand about the process itself?” he asked.

			“Sir, I do not understand the process itself,” Hauser said. “I only know it is supposed to make us stronger, nearly invincible, and impervious to pain. We will no longer age. We will have all the experience of the seasoned soldiers we are, but in a body even better than when we were at our physical peak. We will become draugrkommandos, sir.”

			“What does that mean to you?” Hoffstetter asked.

			“It is a name, I presume, chosen to strike fear into our enemies. For much the same reason our elite SS units are called ‘Totenkampf’—Death’s Head—units, just as we of the Death’s Head Legion. It’s why our uniforms feature the skull and crossbones. Psychological advantage, sir. Striking terror in the hearts of the enemies of the Reich. Loyalty unto death and beyond.”

			Hoffstetter nodded.

			“Very well,” he said. “You and five other volunteers have been chosen to be the first to undergo the process, a day ahead of the rest of the legion. You six were chosen because of your service records and senior rank. You will form the senior leadership corps of the Draugrkommando Legion. The technicians in the next room will prepare you for the conversion. We commence in fifteen minutes.”

			Hauser saluted, performed a right face, and marched into the next room, where the other five soldiers were already being processed.

			Once the door closed, Hoffstetter directed his gaze at Übel.

			“They don’t know what the process involves, Doctor?” he said. If it was a question, it was purely rhetorical.

			“Oh no,” Dr. Übel said. “You wouldn’t get many volunteers if they knew the process involved their death and resurrection. My recruitment efforts conveyed that it was some sort of super enhancement, with a little of the ‘Fountain of Youth’ thrown in.”

			“And the process—it can be made to work on soldiers who are already dead?” Colonel Uhrwerk asked.

			“Theoretically,” Übel said. “But the process I’m employing to create intelligent undead works best on the living. The process is lethal, yes, and resurrection is immediate. It can be transferred to the living by the exchange of body fluids, however.”

			Übel went on to explain that direct infection by the spear caused death within a few hours, with the body rising again as a mindless undead feeder that hungered for human flesh. The same would be true of any living human bitten by the feeder. By their nature, these mindless, unrefined creatures had a limited life span as their bodies began to decay.

			Übel’s process—a combination of medical, mystical, radiological, and alchemical means—had refined and amplified the power of the spear, so it created a thinking undead creature, like the feeders, that was immune to pain, but unlike them, was not in a state of decomposition. Their hunger could be controlled. They could think and reason. They would obey orders.

			“Very well,” Hoffstetter said. “Let’s get started on these six initial subjects. We have a schedule to keep. The conversion of the legion takes place tomorrow night. The machine, I’m told, won’t be finished until tomorrow. And Frau Riefenstahl was specific that the event take place at night, for better benefit when captured on moving picture cameras.”

			Joran Hauser felt cold. He and the five other senior noncoms were stripped to the waist. A series of shots had been administered, and now wires attached to adhesive pads were connected to his chest and temples.

			The six future leaders—he was immensely proud he would be one of the leaders of the Draugrkommando Legion, with a field promotion to untersturmführer—lay on tables reclined at a forty-five-degree angle. The tables formed a circle around a glowing orb that gave off mysterious tendrils of energy. It was a smaller version of the device being assembled in the outer courtyard of the castle.

			Dr. Übel stood next to the orb, reciting something in an ancient, long-dead language. Colonel Uhrwerk and Major Hoffstetter watched from behind a shielded lead door with a thick pain of glass. The doctor held a foot-long piece of iron over his head as his chanting reached its climax. Hauser felt every hair on his body standing on end. He could feel electricity in his mouth and taste the ozone building in the room. The constant rising and falling vibration seemed to grow into a loud hum.

			His eyes wild behind his thick goggles, Dr. Übel plunged the Spear of Destiny into the orb. A purple light exploded out and washed over the six subjects. The humming was so loud then, Hauser thought his eardrums might break. He squeezed his eyes shut but the light still penetrated as if into his very brain itself.

			And then there was silence and utter darkness.

			Hauser opened his eyes. The orb glowed dimly. The humming had receded to a soft sound.

			He raised his hands in front of his eyes. They looked no different. But he felt stronger. He felt no soreness or pain. The stiffness in his right knee and the constant ache he’d learned to live with in his lower back were gone.

			Over the next twenty minutes Hauser and the other five were put through a quick battery of physical dexterity tests. They showed the subjects’ reactions were just as fast as during the physicals they’d had upon joining Project Gefallener.

			But their strength was amazing. Hauser found himself lifting almost two hundred pounds with one hand. He bent a quarter-inch steel rod like it was rubber. When he punched through an inch thick slab of concrete, he barely felt the impact. He noticed that his hand didn’t even bleed where the skin on his knuckles split. In the pain threshold tests, he didn’t feel the pokes, prods, and blunt force trauma blows administered.

			It worked. He was a true Aryan superman.

			The six subjects were then escorted to separate rooms for observation. It seemed like a waste of time to Hauser; clearly the process was a success. He reclined on a bunk and smiled with contentment. He was better, stronger, and, if what they said was true, virtually indestructible. He didn’t even feel hungry or thirsty. He just felt . . .

			Odd.

			He couldn’t put his finger on it, but something felt off. Lying on the bunk with his hands behind his head and propped up on a pillow, Hauser looked around the room. Then he gazed down at his body.

			That’s when he noticed his chest. It wasn’t rising and falling. He wasn’t breathing. His body was perfectly still. Unnaturally still.

			As panic gripped him, he forced his body to inhale. It worked. But he couldn’t inhale or exhale without conscious effort. Had they made his body so efficient he didn’t need to breathe—some sort of protection against gas warfare?

			Then he realized something else.

			He placed his hand on his throat.

			There was no pulse.

			It was hard to tell, but his skin felt clammy. Cold. If he’d had a thermometer, it would have registered him as room temperature.

			His vision blurred but then came back. But gone were all the colors. Everything was like a motion picture film. Only—he saw more.

			He couldn’t know this, but what he saw were the tendrils of the Otherness slipping in and around the shadows like tentacles. He saw the ghostly dark things that live just beyond the vision of the living. This was what had caused the power of the Spear of Destiny to grow and evolve so it now had such a devastating effect. He was inextricably intertwined with the dark energies.

			Hauser leapt out of the bed to call the scientists, and his body tensed up. He fell to the floor, crumpled in a ball.

			Every muscle had seized up in the hour since he’d undergone conversion. The pain was indescribable. His entire body cramped, and he felt cold. Colder than he’d ever thought possible.

			He was suffering rigor mortis.

			Hauser did not know it, but parts of his brain were shutting down. The frontal lobe remained, as did motor control. Much of the thalamus was shutting down as well, but not fast enough to cease the agonizing pain he was enduring inside.

			About the only portion of his brain not affected was the amygdala—the animal instinct portion that drove base emotions like hatred. The anterior cingulate cortex, which moderates feelings generated by the amygdala, was almost entirely shut down. The cerebral and basal ganglia, which allow fluidity of motion, only suffered slight necrosis. The ventromedial hypothalamus, which tells the body when to stop eating, started to fail but then was restored thanks to an additional chemical injected prior to the process.

			As Hauser lay writhing in pain and freezing, the component of his brain that made up his life’s memories and his personality slowly ceased to function. His childhood, his mother singing him to sleep when he was a boy, his father beating him with a belt throughout his younger years until he bled, his wedding, his service aboard a ship in the Great War, his wedding day, the taste of wheat beer, the smell of a steam engine he was working on, the cries of his children when he disciplined them as his father had—it all started to fall away. He tried to remember his ex-wife—how she looked on the day they married—nothing came. Only the basics remained. His neural system continued to function, but many of his other systems simply shut down.

			Hauser’s pain would pass—soon he would feel no pain at all. But the body would not rot. Not for a very long time, anyway. He could operate independently and he still had basic initiative. He was stronger now, and resistant to all pain. If he ever had any empathy, it was gone.

			Whatever it was in his twisted personality that made Joran Hauser, Joran Hauser, was gone.

			The one last burst of burning, searing pain in his head was the last human feeling he would ever have.

			After two hours, the six were brought back before Dr. Übel, Colonel Uhrwerk, and Major Hoffstetter. They marched in smartly and turned to attention.

			Hauser and the other five saw the world in black and white and shades between. There was no color except one. It was the golden glow that centered around the living. The bioelectrical charge of a living human nervous system was like sunshine. It beckoned and repulsed him at the same time. He hungered for it.

			The glow, as the six saw it, centered at the most active portion of the nervous system, the human brain.

			Hauser felt if only he touch that aura of energy and drink it in, then he could feel what he’d lost. It made him hungry. It made him angry at the living. He hated them. Deep inside whatever remained, Hauser hated.

			And yet he would not—could not—act on that hate and hunger. Dr. Übel had been quite successful. Hauser and the other five were perfect soldiers. They would obey. They would serve. They would not feed except under orders.

			Hoffstetter found it hard to look at the six undead men for long. It wasn’t their pallid complexion or their dead eyes. It wasn’t that he knew the six had been killed by the very process that now animated their bodies.

			It was the stillness. Absolute and utter.

			Even perfect soldiers standing at attention sway ever so little. They breathe. They blink. There is the occasional twitch.

			Not so here. The six didn’t sway. They didn’t breathe or blink. They didn’t move at all. They were like wax figures.

			Colonel Uhrwerk spoke.

			“Officers of the draugrkommandos,” he said.

			The six raised a stiff-arm salute. They each had to consciously inhale so their raspy voices would carry.

			“Heil Hitler!”

			Dr. Übel clapped and laughed.

			The first draugrkommandos of the Third Reich had been raised.

			“We are at your command,” the draugrkommando who had been Hauser reported.

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

			Poenari Citadel

			Wallachia Region

			According to Terah’s watch it had now been several hours since the alarm sounded and Rucker, with the help of Robin, had made his escape.

			Everyone was at their tasks with a renewed vigor. Filotoma had unlocked one of the three locks that bound Amria’s hands but needed to release her from two more before she could cast her Gypsy spells. Terah and Deitel had been working without stop on picking the locks to their cells. Terah had training, but these were five tumbler locks. Deitel had more or less absorbed Terah’s instructions and was using his finely attuned surgeon’s hands as best he could, even if it seemed a vain effort. He had to try.

			Knowing what the Germans planned, Amria was hard at work developing a new disruption spell for when her hands were free, ciphering the requisite incantations in her mind. It kept her in the present and allowed her to marshal her energies for the task ahead, should Filotoma succeed in picking the remaining locks. A click told her he had succeeded with another one.

			When the latch to the dungeon door clacked, the prisoners quickly hid their tools and sat back on their bunks, trying to look bored and defeated.

			It was the scar-faced SS commando—Skorzeny—the one who’d been on their trail from almost the beginning. His black uniform tunic was unbuttoned, his pistol belt slung over a shoulder, and and he carried a bottle of schnapps

			“I won’t interrupt whatever useless escape activities I’m sure you’re up to,” he said, slightly slurring his words. “Don’t deny it. I’d be shocked if people who traveled with Rucker weren’t up to something.”

			None of the four prisoners said a word.

			Skorzeny took a long pull on the bottle.

			“I hope you’ll forgive me, showing up like this,” he said, motioning to his stocking feet.

			“That’s all right, Lieutenant,” Terah said. “I don’t like boots.”

			“Touché,” Skorzeny said. “Anyway, I’m here to drink a toast to Captain Rucker.”

			He took another pull off the bottle, then handed it through the bars to Terah.

			“Rucker died trying to escape earlier today,” he said.

			Terah felt her cheeks go cold and her stomach drop. Deitel and Filotoma looked shocked.

			“I thought you should know,” he said.

			Skorzeny turned around and started for the door.

			“Also, tomorrow night you’ll witness the whole new direction the New Order is taking Germany, all hail the little men in their little coats with their little schemes,” he said bitterly. “And then, of course, they’ll execute you one way or another. A woman, a girl, an old man, and . . . well, I guess you should be executed, too, traitor.”

			Deitel nodded. “Danke. Ass.”

			When he reached the door, Terah called out to him.

			“Lieutenant, about Fox . . .”

			Skorzeny turned around. “Yes?”

			“How?” she said, blinking back a tear. “How did he die?”

			The bottle had been passed from Terah to Deitel to Filotoma. He offered it to Skorzeny, who took a swig and then passed it back to Terah.

			The knowing look on Skorzeny’s face and irony in his tone told Terah something wasn’t as it seemed.

			“He apparently escaped wearing a storm trooper’s uniform. He’d made it halfway down the mountain, to the plateau where the Fi-156 Storch was parked. The nachtmenn picked up his scent. He tried to take off in the Storch but apparently wasn’t ready for how short the runway is. He didn’t have enough speed. He got it off the ground but lost altitude. Probably wind shear,” Skorzeny said. “He crashed the plane into the lake below. At least that is what the garrison commander believes.”

			Terah stood, unmoving. Skorzeny was almost smiling.

			“Rucker crashed?” she asked.

			“Yes. I’m afraid so,” Skorzeny said. Then he winked, just to underscore the point. They both knew Rucker was alive.

			“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Terah finally said.

			Skorzeny bowed his head slightly. “Yes. I must get some rest now. I plan to do a little hunting tomorrow. There’s some game I’ve been stalking for a while. And now I think I can go after it one on one. I don’t care what the cost is,” he said, then left the dungeon.

			Amria saw Terah slide to the floor against her cell wall, her face in her hands as her shoulders rocked. Filotoma had his back turned and his head down. The she realized that Terah was laughing.

			“ ‘Rucker crashed the plane into the lake,’ ” Terah quoted, and rolled on her side, still laughing. Deitel and Filotoma joined in.

			Amria looked at them all, certain they were crazy people.

			Outside, Skorzeny was heading back across the courtyard to the room he’d taken for himself in the bailey. He was more than pleased.

			Tomorrow he would have Rucker all to himself. Whether in armed or unarmed combat, whether a quick duel or something else—he would best the man who had so maddeningly outfoxed him. As a practitioner of the most unorthodox of tactics himself, it was a matter of personal pride and honor.

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

			Poenari Citadel

			Wallachia Region

			The night settled on the ancient castle like a cloak laid on a corpse. The sun was setting behind the Carpathian Mountains. A bloody moon was on the rise. In the distance, wolves howled.

			Poenari Citadel was transformed into a sight its most famous occupant would have appreciated. Torches provided illumination in the main courtyard. Bloodred swastika banners were draped all around, while others fluttered on poles in the evening breeze. Black clad sentries walked the walls. An honor guard of storm troopers—all in dress uniforms, masks, and helmets—held torches high. Hand-cranked motion picture cameras mounted on tripods recorded every moment from several angles.

			The observation platform was flanked by swastika banners. Colonel Uhrwerk, Major Hoffstetter, and senior staff officers were in full dress uniform. Dr. Übel was dressed as always in his lab coat, goggles, and long black gloves. Torchlight danced on his face, twisted with excitement

			To the right of the officers, the first six draugrkommandos stood unmoving. They wore their maroon SS uniforms, black helmets, and pistol belts. Their faces were ashen and expressionless.

			Lieutenant Skorzeny was there as well, wearing his usual battle dress and smoking a cigarette. He just wanted this to be done with and to get back to Wewelsburg, as soon as he dealt with Rucker. This was not soldiering as he saw it.

			Off to one side of the observation stage was an enclosure where Terah, Deitel, Filotoma, and Amria stood, still manacled. With them were the dozen civilians the patrols had taken prisoner. Amria’s hands were still bound, but unknown to her captors, the locking mechanisms were now jammed with Deitel’s bubble gum, preventing the locks from engaging. The rest of the SS men assigned to Poenari, those not on sentry, guard, or patrol duty, watched from the other side of the platform, along with the engineers and lower ranking officers.

			The centerpiece of it all was in the middle of the outer courtyard—the large clockwork engine attached to a circular walkway four feet off the ground. Technicians monitored the steam device at several workstations. The main control panel was located on the observation stage, where the officers now stood, alongside the six draugrkommandos. The thing hummed and gave off steam. Brass controls and levers lined an entire side, while gauges set at the workstations wiggled back and forth, measuring the power the machine was taking in and putting out.

			The machinery was dead center between two of the tall, outer courtyard towers, and a hundred yards from the main gateway to the inner courtyard. Cables ran from the outer towers to the main gate tower, from which lights were strung.

			In the middle of the walkway, resting on the ground and attached to the machinery by dozens of thick cables and wires, was a glowing orb at least six feet in diameter. A ladder led to a small dais atop the orb. It was where Übel would prime the device with the Spear of Destiny by inserting it into the cradle adjacent to the orb.

			At the designated moment, the maroon-clad Death’s Head Legion—994 strong—marched into the courtyard in a formation of ten squads. When the column leaders were within the ring formed by the torch-bearing storm troopers, they split, five squads to the left and five to the right, encircling the huge orb. They came to a halt when they met up on the far side. On the command “Paradeaufstellung!” they did a right or left face, so that they all faced the orb in a circular formation, five men deep.

			The Death’s Head Legion was ready. They were to be born again as the Draugrkommando Legion.

			Dr. Übel’s lab technicians had administered all the proper injections prior to the ceremony. The torch-bearing SS men marched in formation away from the orb, taking up positions along the eastern and western walls of the outer courtyard. It would all be highly dramatic on film, Hoffstetter thought. He’d been given careful instruction from Josef Goebbels and Leni Reifenstahl on how to provide the proper look for posterity.

			Hoffstetter stepped to the front of the stage to address those assembled. Deitel provided translation for the other prisoners.

			“Men of the Death’s Head Legion! Because of your bravery and service, you have been chosen for the honor of becoming the vanguard of the Reich. You are being made into the most perfect soldiers who ever existed, finally worthy of our great Führer and the ideals of national socialism. What you do today will ensure the future for all Germans, so that our children and our grandchildren can grow up in a world without lawlessness, chaos, and abusive liberties that corrode the collective spirit of mankind’s greatest people. Your names will be remembered for all times as the pioneers, heroes who will liberate the world from the tyranny and the false promise of freedom, where men are allowed to suffer and fail. We of the SS and the Reich salute you! For Germany! For the Führer!”

			He threw out his arm in a salute. Every man of the Death’s Head Legion saluted back.

			“Adolf Hitler! Sieg heil! Sieg heil! Sieg heil!”

			As the crow would fly, Rucker was only five miles from Poenari Citadel. But given the mountain passes and valleys, he’d actually traveled closer to twenty miles without rest.

			And he was lugging a twenty-pound suitcase.

			Granted, he had fashioned the suitcase wireless radio into a backpack of sorts. But still, it was a hard march. Too hard.

			He regretted what he had to do the day before. Knowing the nachtmenn would stay on his trail until they were called off, and knowing he’d never get the Storch aloft before the storm troopers shot it down with small-arms fire, he’d rigged the plane for an automatic take-off. He figured it would crash either in the valley below or the lake if it wasn’t shot down. Either way, the krauts would assume he was dead and call off their search.

			But that meant he had to cover the distance away from the castle on foot before he could send his wireless message to Mama Bear, their code name for Chuy. It had taken him the better part of a day.

			The response from Mama Bear was more than he could have hoped for, and more than he would have ever expected. Mama Bear was bringing the Big Bad Wolf to the party. Now he had to get back to the castle to send up the signal to Chuy on where to drop the package, and time was ticking. He had to be back in just three hours, which was near impossible, given the steep, winding, mountainous terrain.

			Rucker expected to make better time, but the combination of being unfamiliar with the territory and having to avoid SS patrols slowed him considerably. Now the sun was setting. The goat trail he followed curved around the side of a bluff and came to an abrupt halt overlooking a bridge that spanned a small river flowing from Lake Vidraru. Hidden by the foliage, he was barely thirty feet from the bridge. The heavy branches from the ancient trees that he was using for cover stretched out over the bridge.

			In the center of the bridge, a horse-drawn cart was carrying a load of hay, but the cart wasn’t moving. The front right wooden spoke wheel was broken, its farmer owner trying to repair it. He was blocking the whole width of the small bridge. Behind the cart, clearly held up from crossing, was one of the SS steam crawlers with a very impatient looking commander sticking his head out of the top hatch. He was yelling at the farmer.

			Rucker checked his satchel, which he’d recovered along with his pistols and other essentials, including the Tesla gun, when he escaped from Poenari. He also had a storm troopers’ standard machine pistol and two potato masher grenades that came with the uniform he’s used as a ruse back at the castle. Now, he dug into the pack, beneath the climbing ropes and grappling hooks, and fished out his canteen. For the moment, he wasn’t going any farther until the steam crawler got on its way.

			The crawler’s commander climbed down from the metal hull, leaving the top hatch open. He was obviously impatient, yelling at the farmer in an animated fashion. The farmer—Rucker assumed, since he didn’t know Hungarian—pointed out that he was doing the best he could. The red-faced commander looked at his watch.

			These Germans and their punctuality, Rucker thought.

			The commander returned to the front of the steam crawler. This time he spoke in German, which Rucker could follow.

			“Get the squad out here. Shoot the horses and dump this cart over the side of the bridge. If the owner gives you any trouble or resistance, shoot him as well,” the commander said. “We have a schedule to keep.”

			Rucker was furious. Born and raised on a ranch, he had a soft spot for two things—dogs and horses. There was a time to think and a time to act. And for him, this was no time to think.

			The rear door of the crawler started its slow opening.

			Rucker was already in motion when he saw a solution that solved two problems. He pulled the climbing rope and grappling hook from his pack, along with one of the grenades. With a quick toss, he hooked the branch that spanned the bridge, then wrapped the rope around his left wrist and tested the weight. The crawler’s rear door was now more than halfway open. He yanked the cord on the grenade, lined himself up and leapt forward.

			The rope caught Rucker’s weight, and he swung out directly at the crawler. The commander—standing beside the crawler—stopped and froze, befuddled. As Rucker swung above the crawler, he dropped the grenade into the open top hatch. His momentum carried him away from the bridge, and he said a silent prayer that he’d timed it right. At the apex of his arc, the grenade exploded. The horses reared and the farmer threw himself under the cart. The force of the explosion was amplified by the close quarters, the shrapnel bouncing around inside the crawler’s steel belly. Rucker knew that no one inside could have survived the carnage.

			As he swung back toward the now smoking hull, the commander of the crawler wrestled with his belt holster, trying to pull his Lugar. But he was a heavy armor man, rarely using his pistol for anything. His first two shots went wide. As he was lining up his third, Rucker pulled his own Colt and squeezed off a shot while still swinging, hitting the German dead center. The commander crumpled to the ground in a lifeless heap.

			Rucker released his grip on the rope and dropped to the bridge. For good measure and a little spite, he shot the commander in the forehead, just to be sure.

			He went to where the farmer was cowering under the cart. The man didn’t know what to make of him. After all, he wore black SS trousers and boots, a dirty black undershirt, an old-fashioned flier’s leather jacket, a crimson scarf, and—of all things—a battered black cowboy hat. The farmer’s ears still rang from the explosion and the gunfire. The acrid smell of cordite and the crawler’s ruptured coal furnace burned his nose.

			“Hello, friend,” Rucker said. He tried French, then his spotty German, and then the few words of Greek he’d picked up from Nick.

			The Greek worked. He used the very first phrase Filotoma had taught him.

			“Have I got a deal for you, friend,” Rucker said, holding up a gold coin from a hidden pouch in his pistol belt and pointing to one of the horses.

			The confused if grateful farmer was shaken up, but he smiled when he realized what Rucker was proposing.

			In the prisoner enclosure, Terah was rolling her eyes at this miniversion of the 1926 Nuremburg rally. “God, they lay it on thick,” she said.

			“You should see what they do for formal gatherings,” Deitel said dryly.

			The prisoners—including the local villagers who’d been captured—had slowly and inconspicuously formed a semicircle around Amria, blocking her from the German’s view. On her knees, she worked her hands out of the manacles. She drew a deep breath and concentrated, starting to recite the words to the spell she’d been working through the last day. Her chants were drowned out by the thrumming and hiss of the machinery.

			Dr. Übel made the final adjustments to his infernal machine, and the power rose. The orb at the center of the platform was a plasma globe fully six feet in diameter. Coils and cables connected it to a large, flat octagonal device, which in turn was connected to the body of the large machine. The machine itself was connected to the control panels, back near the observation stage, and the one master control panel on the stage, which stood a good hundred yards away. Tendrils of purple and pink danced inside the orb and its glow steadily increased, as did the thrumming sound. The orb would capture and amplify the spear’s ambient energies, projecting them out to the Death’s Head Legionnaires who now stood surrounding it.

			Filotoma spat on the ground.

			“Little Amria, if you are going to do something, better do it now,” he said.

			Amria’s head rolled back and her eyes closed as she chanted her mystical incantations. Her hands fluidly traced shapes in the air. Deitel couldn’t quite be sure—it had to be a trick of the light—but it looked as though her hands were starting to glow.

			“I don’t think Fox is going to make it back,” he whispered to Terah.

			“He said he’ll be here, so he’ll be here,” she snapped at him.

			Deitel put his hand on her shoulder. She placed her own on his.

			Dr. Übel returned to the machine connected to the orb. The light bathed him in an unholy glow. He clutched the Spear of Destiny in his gloved hand and surveyed the scene around him. The humming from the orb grew louder in proximity to the spear. The stoic faces of the legion volunteers looked skull-like in the orb’s glow. Übel plunged the spear into the device and stepped away. He walked as fast as he could to the observation stage, climbed onto the dais and settled himself behind the master control panel. Then he pulled his goggles over his eyes and looked to Major Hoffstetter. The major nodded his assent.

			“For the Reich!” Dr. Übel shouted, and pulled the master switch.

			Tendrils of eldritch lightning exploded out from the orb, encompassing the maroon-clad soldiers of the Death’s Head Legion. Even the most seasoned soldiers observing the ceremony took a step back. The purple light flashed outward, and then flowed like water over the Death’s Head soldiers, who held their ranks. It seeped into their every cell. Dr. Übel looked toward his senior technician, who raised his one arm in a thumbs-up after checking the readings on his machinery.

			It was working! Dr. Übel thought. It was really working! His army was being born before his eyes.

			On the observation stage Major Hoffstetter was slack-jawed in amazement. It was one thing to see the process applied to the six draugrkommando officers. But on this scale—almost a thousand soldiers—it was mesmerizing. Skorzeny watched with wary interest. Only Colonel Uhrwerk showed no reaction.

			Then something unexpected happened. There was a flash of crimson light near where the prisoners were gathered. A bolt of red lighting struck the orb and the gauges on the machinery went haywire. Steam screamed out from the emergency valves. Sparks exploded from the cable connections.

			Dr. Übel’s assistant looked up at the doctor, panic on his face.

			The men of the Death’s Head Legion began to scream. On the platform, the six draugrkommando officers—Hauser and his fellow leaders—fell to their knees clutching their heads. Everyone started looking around, focusing finally on the exploding tendrils of bloodred energy the orb was now throwing off like sparks from a fire.

			Tentacles of red energy danced from the orb. They reached out and enveloped the closest rank of Death’s Head Legionnaires, who screamed inhumanly and dissolved into dust. The last four rows started backing away from the orb. Those closest to the orb were struck by the tendrils. They collapsed to the ground, skin melting from bodies as their organs liquefied. Those ranks farthest away turned to run but fell to the ground as the fingers of light brushed against them. The remaining men, some two-thirds of the thousand legionnaires, shook, screamed, and fell to their knees in agony. They twitched and convulsed, blood pouring from every orifice as well as their eyes and fingernails. Finally—mercifully—they lay still.

			“Shut it down! Shut it down!” Dr. Übel was screaming, his own control panel exploding in a shower of sparks.

			Dr. Übel jumped from the platform, raced to the control boards and shoved the technician out of the way. The whole machine was shaking. He pulled the master switch and the orb went dark.

			Only then could he see the ropes of red energy reaching out from the prisoner’s enclosure and toward his orb. It lasted only a few seconds after the orb went dark, but the red energy lit up the night. Then a wave of energy from the orb exploded outward. The lights in the courtyard went dark, and the entire area was enveloped in darkness. Only the moon and a few torches that hadn’t been dropped provided illumination.

			The SS guards who recovered their senses threw open the gate of the enclosure. At gunpoint, they ordered the prisoners to either side of the enclosure. As the prisoners parted like a wave, one of them remained, facing the guards defiantly in the torchlight. She stood barefoot in her white dress, her eyes and hands still glowing red from eldritch energies. Her breathing was heavy and sweat poured from her when she suddenly collapsed to the ground. Terah and Deitel rushed to her side, where Terah cradled her head.

			Major Hoffstetter was demanding answers, and Dr. Übel ordered the guards to bring the girl to him.

			“What has happened, Doctor?” Hoffstetter yelled, his eyes still wide with fear. It was deathly quiet in the courtyard. Hauser and the other five draugrkommando officers were shaking their heads, looking dazed.

			Colonel Uhrwerk hadn’t moved.

			“I don’t know what happened!” Dr. Übel shouted back. “But tell your men to stay away from the orb. Do not approach it!”

			Some of the SS guards were rounding up torches. They gave wide berth to the fantastic machine and the piles of dust, melted flesh, and dead bodies in maroon uniforms. Others dragged Terah and Deitel, who were holding up Amria, before the platform. They brought along Filotoma for good measure.

			“You!” Dr. Übel said, pointing at the Gypsy girl. “What have you done, witch?”

			Though she could barely lift her head, Amria smiled. Her voice was raspy and weak.

			“I am . . . the unnamed power of God’s wrath . . . visited upon the heads of those whose hands . . . are washed in the blood of my sisters and brothers,” she said. “I bring death.”

			SS men with torches provided the only light. The rest of the armed men stood guard over the prisoners, or else formed a perimeter. Only half of the SS men, sentries and guards, were armed; those not on duty and who served as part of the honor guard carried no weapons.

			It was hard to see more than twenty meters in the courtyard. Battery powered emergency lighting flickered and strobed to life. The wind caused the shadows to dance in the torchlight.

			Skorzeny, who had wanted no part in this abomination, saw that no one was in charge. His first concern was security and the well-being of the garrison’s personnel. With three squads of storm troopers in the woods surrounding Poenari, three dozen on sentry, guard, and sniper duty, there were about ninety SS men in the outer courtyard at the moment. Only about forty were armed.

			All of the engineers and technicians were also in the courtyard, to witness Project Gefallener; more than 120 people there now, with a dangerous machine and very little light. The wehr-wolves bayed. The nachtmenn locked in the stables howled.

			“What has happened?” Hoffstetter demanded again.

			Dr. Übel pointed a bony finger at Amria.

			“The little witch. She corrupted the energies of my machine. I don’t know how, but she disrupted the whole process. She ruined everything. Now all of my legionnaires are dead.” His voice choked with anger. “Every last man of the legion! God damn you!” he yelled at the Gypsy girl.

			A quiet fell over the entire outer courtyard. It was so quiet they could even hear the light breeze that would sneak into the castle walls.

			Dr. Übel grabbed Amria’s arm and shoved her into the rest of Rucker’s team. “I want them all shot. Now!”

			Then, from across the courtyard still swathed in darkness, there came a shuffling sound. Almost every head turned to look. Barely visible in the darkness, it looked like an injured man trying to walk toward the light. Or maybe there were two. Behind them the rest of the courtyard, including Übel’s machine, was lost in a pool of utter darkness.

			“There are survivors,” one of the SS sergeants announced. “Heinz, Gutmann, Mueller—grab a medical kit and come with me.”

			The four charged across the courtyard. These were, after all, their brother SS soldiers. Those around the platform in the torchlight could barely see what was happening. The emergency lights at the far end of the courtyard were still strobing and flickering, making it impossible for their eyes to adjust to the darkness. Then the shuffling stopped. They could just make out the men appearing to struggle with the wounded soldier. Undoubtedly, Skorzeny thought, the victim was in shock. He’d seen it before—wounded men actually fighting against those trying to render aid.

			Then came a bloodcurdling scream. And another. And another.

			Then it was silent again. But only for a moment. There was a crunching sound. A sound like wet canvas being ripped. And then the shuffling resumed.

			Another SS sergeant close to the platform gave a rallying cry.

			“All SS men who are armed, come with me,” he shouted over his shoulder.

			Almost forty soldiers charged toward the darkness. Only a few with machine pistols remained behind to watch the prisoners.

			“No, wait!” Skorzeny shouted. It was too late. They were gone into the darkness.

			Skorzeny leaped down from the observation platform and yanked a torch from the hand of an SS man. He ran forward and threw it in the direction of the screams they’d all heard before. The torch struck the ground and clattered across the cobblestones, coming to a stop just ten meters in front of the wounded survivor.

			It was a Death’s Head Legionnaire. He continued shuffling forward. Blood was smeared over his mouth and hands, his eyes sunken and skin pallid, his hair singed. He moved at a shambling gait, unsteady on his feet.

			“Gott,” Skorzeny cursed.

			He snatched a machine pistol from another SS man and charged forward to within twenty-five meters of the legionnaire.

			“Halt!” he called.

			The man kept walking forward.

			Skorzeny fired a short burst at the man’s feet as a warning, and then another over his head.

			“I said halt or I will shoot you!”

			The man didn’t react at all.

			Skorzeny raised the MP-40 and squeezed the trigger. He emptied the remaining 9mm rounds into the man’s chest in less than four seconds. He saw the rounds striking.

			Every single round.

			The man barely reacted at all. He—it—just kept walking forward.

			“Jesus,” Skorzeny muttered, then loaded another magazine and opened the bolt, chambering a round. He extended the stock and cradled the weapon in his shoulder. Taking careful aim at the man’s face, he squeezed the trigger. He fought the rise of the barrel for the four seconds it took to empty the thirty-two-round magazine, blasting the thing in the face. It went down, half its head shorn off. It did not move again.

			Skorzeny backed away at a fast clip.

			There were screams from the darkness. Several machine pistols started firing—the muzzle flashes providing the briefest glimpses of what was happening. It looked like a melee between dozens—hundreds—of men.

			The observation platform stood near the gate to the walled, inner courtyard. It faced the outer gate of the castle wall. In the center of the courtyard, Übel’s machine was lost in the darkness. Skorzeny did not like not knowing what was going on. He grabbed a flare pistol and fired it up in an arc that would bring it down above Übel’s machine, some hundred yards away.

			The flare ignited above the machine, its descent slowed by a small parachute. In the wavering light they saw a glimpse of what Hell must be. More than sixty of the maroon-clad legionnaires, all of whom they’d seen fall to the ground, were dead because of the crimson energy of Übel’s machine. Their skin was pallid and the hair of most was burned away. The blood that had run from their mouths and eyes and ears was now burned and crusted, their eyes milky white, and the uniforms of some of them still smoldered.

			Yet they were on their feet and moving forward with an awkward gait.

			They set upon the fifty SS soldiers who’d charged into their midst and began tearing them apart. Two were pulling a screaming man’s arms in different directions until one of them ripped an arm away from the body with a sound like pulling a boot out of deep, thick mud. Another one of the creatures charged a soldier trying to unjam his weapon. The trooper finally cleared it and opened fire, but by then the thing was atop him, tearing out his throat with its teeth. Another group of creatures huddled around a body, pulling organs out of a storm trooper, which steamed in the cool night air. They pulled out ropes of his insides, feasting on them and fighting over them like it was a game of tug-of-war. Men screamed as teeth crunched through their skulls. The occasional clatter of gunfire erupted, but to no effect. The storm troopers were already surrounded. There was no escape for them.

			After the last screams died out, the faces of the creatures, one by one, turned toward those gathered around the observation platform, frozen at the sight of the bloody tableau. Blood and flesh dripping from their hands and mouths, they began shambling towards the light—toward the living. Their gait seemed less awkward than before.

			“Why . . . what is happening?” Major Hoffstetter asked no one in particular.

			Hauser forced himself to take in a lungful of air so he could speak.

			“The dead are coming,” he said. “They are coming for all of you.”

			“Wh-Wh-Why?” Hoffstetter asked, his voice rising.

			“The dead hunger for the living. The dead hate the living.”

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER THIRTY

			Poenari Citadel

			Wallachia Region

			In darkness broken by the flickering emergency lights, the descending flare, and torchlight, the people in the outer courtyard of Poenari Citadel panicked. In the center of the outer courtyard, hundreds of the creatures were feeding on the remains of the storm troopers who had charged into their midst. Hundreds more were shambling toward where the living were gathered, just outside the gate to the inner courtyard.

			The living dead were among them. A dozen frightened engineers carrying torches made a mad dash toward the outer castle door, hoping to circumvent the throng of ravenous creatures that surrounded Übel’s machine and those now moving toward where the inner courtyard. Before the engineers could make it halfway they were set upon by the creatures and torn to pieces. The things were getting faster, Terah noted. Major Hoffstetter was screaming in a high-pitched voice for the SS soldiers to protect him. A few formed up around the major, but only two of them had weapons.

			The sight of the undead closing on them caused some technicians and engineers—and a few soldiers—to run mindlessly away. The outer courtyard was enclosed, so they ran straight into packs of the creatures no matter which way they ran. The creatures moved more slowly in death, but they were quick enough. The screams of the dying echoed off the castle walls.

			Few kept their heads. Skorzeny was one of them.

			First he grabbed one of the SS soldiers, one whose uniform bore a signals unit patch.

			“Soldier, I need you to get to the radio room,” he ordered.

			Then he grabbed two engineers by the back of their necks. They were wide-eyed with fear.

			“You two, get it together. I need you to go with the corporal here. Get him to the radio room and then get those generators back on.”

			He pulled a pad from his pocket, scratched out a short coded message and gave it to the corporal.

			“As soon as you have power, send this message on the alert three frequency,” Skorzeny said. The corporal was surprised—that was one of the highest priority signals in the military, usually reserved for field marshals.

			Skorzeny jumped up on the platform. The undead creatures were still a good fifty yards away, and most were still busy feeding on the platoon of SS men and the ones who had panicked.

			“Achtung!” he barked in his command voice. “All armed soldiers, form up right here. Fall in!” he said, pointing to the left of the platform.

			His commanding voice and confidence somewhat calmed the soldiers and the engineers.

			About fifteen soldiers formed up. They carried Schmeisser MP-40s. A few only had their service pistols. Skorzeny looked over to the prisoner enclosure, where he saw three soldiers armed with machine pistols. They hadn’t fallen in.

			He jumped down from the platform, sprinted toward the enclosure and grabbed one of the three by the front of his tunic.

			“Are you deaf? Form up over there,” he barked at him.

			“I . . . sir . . . we are needed to guard the prisoners,” the soldier replied.

			Skorzeny looked at the enclosure where the gate was open. Terah stood in front of the gate with her hands on her hips and fire in her eyes.

			Skorzeny slapped the soldier in the face.

			“Idiot. Those aren’t prisoners anymore. They’re on our side. It’s the living against those things out there.”

			Skorzeny snatched the MP-40 from the soldier’s hands and tossed it to Terah. She caught it with ease, checked the magazine, opened the bolt, and unfolded the stock.

			“Yes?” Skorzeny asked the implied question.

			“For now,” Terah said. “Until this is over or we’re all dead.”

			“Good enough,” he replied.

			Skorzeny ordered the other two soldiers to hand over their machine pistols and sidearms. He gave Filotoma one MP-40 and kept the other and a pistol for himself. He sent the unarmed guards to stand among the unarmed engineers and technicians.

			He hesitated a moment before handing the other pistol over to Deitel, telling him, “I’ll sort you out when this is all over, traitor.”

			On the platform, three of the six draugrkommandos were agitated. At first they just fidgeted a little—something that should never happen. Then they had their hands to their heads and fell to their knees.

			The other three draugrkommandos, including Hauser, noticed their companions’ behavior and moved without prompting. They picked up the three affected draugrs bodily and hurled them away from where the living had gathered, far into the courtyard, knocking over a few of the shambling, mindless feeders. Hauser and the other two had easily ten times the strength they’d had in life. The three affected draugrs writhed on the ground in agony where they landed. They wanted to scream but didn’t have the presence of mind to inhale.

			Skorzeny saw it all.

			“What the hell?” he said, the muzzle of his machine pistol pointing at Hauser’s head and his finger squeezing the trigger tight without opening fire.

			Hauser stared at Skorzeny with his empty eyes for an eternity. Finally, he made himself draw a breath.

			“They were infected by the orb,” he said. “By the Gypsy’s spell.”

			Sweat poured from Skorzeny’s brow and into his eyes, the salt burning. He didn’t risk blinking.

			“And you three aren’t?” he asked.

			Hauser and the other two shook their heads.

			“We are loyal to the Reich,” Hauser said in that raspy, dead voice. “We are loyal to our creator.”

			“Why? Why aren’t you affected?” Skorzeny asked.

			Hauser drew another breath to speak.

			“We do not know,” he said.

			For the longest time Skorzeny considered pulling the trigger. Clearly, though, the three remaining draugrkommandos were in control. For now. And they could be useful.

			He took his aim off them.

			The armed SS soldiers, along with Filotoma and Deitel, formed a defensive line. Deitel was pleased to see Bonhoeffer—Robin—still alive and among the armed men on the line. They exchanged a quick, knowing look but not a word.

			Hoffstetter screamed when Skorzeny appropriated his armed bodyguards and put them on the line. Hoffstetter now only had his aide with him now, his skinny staff captain.

			“Lieutenant,” Terah said to Skorzeny, “if we’re going to do something, we better do it now.”

			The creatures that had remained around Übel’s machine feasting on the remains of their initial victims were now joining the mass of their undead brothers, lurching toward the inner courtyard. They trudged through the abattoir of blood and human remains, looking for fresh meat. Their eyesight was poor. They followed the scent of living flesh and were instinctively drawn toward a distant, golden glow that emanated from living creatures.

			“They’re coming our way,” Terah said.

			Skorzeny squinted in the darkness, trying to size up the horde. Hundreds. Maybe more. The generator came back on, and the explosion of light in the courtyard nearly blinded them all, including the undead.

			Everyone froze.

			There weren’t just a hundred or two hundred of the things.

			It looked more like five or six hundred.

			“Oh my God,” Terah said.

			The undead cringed from the light.

			A dozen panicked engineers and men in lab coats ran from the corner, trying to circumvent the mass of undead and make it to the outer castle gate. They should have learned from what they’d seen but were no longer capable of rational thought. Three made it to the gate before they were taken. They all became food for the dead. Their skin was torn open, their entrails spilled on the cobblestones, only to be scooped up by clawed hands caked in drying blood and shoveled into mouths of boundless hunger. Bones were cracked and the marrow sucked out. Skulls being smashed on the cobblestone courtyard were a peculiarly familiar sound.

			“Why aren’t they coming after us here?” Terah asked.

			“Their eyes,” Deitel said. “Look at them. All milky and clouded. I suspect they have poor eyesight. How good can a dead man’s eyes be?”

			Skorzeny nodded.

			“They set upon our men in the dark,” he said. “Most predators use all of their senses,”

			When Hoffstetter saw the surging mass of undead, he panicked.

			“Open fire! Shoot them! Kill them!”

			None of the soldiers fired.

			Skorzeny knocked the major cold with one punch.

			The skinny captain at the major’s side looked like he was about to say something, but he remembered Skorzeny’s warning from yesterday.

			“Lieutenant, as ranking tactical officer and probably the only one qualified, I am putting you in charge of this garrison,” Colonel Uhrwerk said. “What is our status and what do you propose?”

			Skorzeny saluted.

			“Thank you, Colonel. Sir, we have about twenty-three soldiers, twenty technicians and engineers, and a dozen civilians. We have about twenty machine pistols, half as many pistols, maybe 3,200 rounds of ammunition, and a handful of grenades.” He nodded toward the undead mass. “It looks like more than half of your Death’s Head Legion that died are now up and walking around. They aren’t the thinking, reasoning monsters like these three,” he said, indicating Hauser and the other two draugrkommandos.

			“What the hell are we dealing with, Übel?” Skorzeny demanded.

			Übel twitched, lost in thought. His eyes were glazed. Skorzeny shook the man hard. Finally, he spoke.

			“The energy output of my machine—it was . . . corrupted. At first there was an overload of power, and then the wavelengths of the energy changed when the Gypsy witch cast her spell,” he said. “These creatures . . . they display similar properties to those who are exposed directly to the spear, or who are bitten by those exposed to the spear. Indeed, their eyesight is poorer. They lack agility and reasoning. They are driven by an insatiable hunger. They will simply pursue the living. Their bite is infectious, and deadly.”

			“We saw that these things had no reaction to being shot,” Skorzeny said, “until I shot that one in the head.”

			“Yes,” Dr. Übel said. “Destroy the brain and the creature dies.”

			Skorzeny barked to his troops. “Achtung—don’t waste your shots. Aim for the head. Wait until they are close.”

			None of the things was close yet.

			Terah was staring over the iron sight of the machine pistol and wasn’t taking her eye off the creatures.

			“I don’t know,” she said. “They seem to be getting less ungainly. Like they’re not struggling as much as they were.”

			“Impossible,” Übel said. “These creatures only deteriorate as they decay.” .

			“You better tell them,” Terah said. “Let’s just hope they can’t start thinking, and that their eyes don’t get better, too.”

			Skorzeny watched. Indeed, it appeared they were moving with a little more speed and control than when they first burst out of the darkness.

			“What do we do, Lieutenant?” Uhrwerk asked.

			“The armory was set up near the outer gate for obvious reasons—to arm those going out on patrol. The garrison didn’t set up as if they expected a siege. So it’s of no use. Between us and the armory are all those undead monsters. We must fall back to the inner courtyard. There is no gate to the inner courtyard, but we can use the field cars and the crates to build a barricade. We can barricade ourselves in and radio for an airship extraction.”

			“The outer gate,” Terah said. “If those things get loose, it won’t matter what we do. Nowhere will be safe. They’ll spread across the land.”

			Skorzeny nodded.

			“Where is the animal handler?” he barked.

			One of the men on the line turned and raised his hand.

			“How many nachtmenn and wehr-wolves do we have in the garrison?” Skorzeny asked.

			The animal handler considered. “Most are on perimeter patrol, Lieutenant. There are six nachtmenn and eight wehr-wolves in the stables,” he reported.

			“Get to the stables. Release the wehr-wolves and sic them on those things. Instruct the nachtmenn to close the outer gate and then to attack. Instruct them to tear the heads off those things,” Skorzeny said. He was sure he was sending them to their demise, but they had the best chance of fighting through the mass of undead and closing the gate. At the least, they would buy him time. Both nachtmenn and wehr-wolves had thick, armored hides and were incredibly fast. Perhaps they could take the things down even though they were severely outnumbered.

			The absolute silence of which the dead are capable allowed three of them, who’d broken off from the hoard, to sneak into the ranks of the living before anyone knew it. The terror everyone felt broke free. When the first soldier screamed, Skorzeny knew he had to get control or he would lose everything to chaos. The undead were in their midst, attacking with teeth and claw. Blood ran. Soldiers accidentally fired on other soldiers. It was madness.

			The first of the nachtmenn the handler released charged into the melee. It grabbed two of the things by their heads and wrenched them off. Their headless, undead bodies fell to the ground. A storm trooper who kept his head used his bayonet to stab the third under the jaw, driving the blade up into its cranium.

			The baying of the charging wehr-wolves was, for once, a welcome sound. Their long claws clattered on cobblestone as they charged across the courtyard at the undead. The nachtmenn followed, in a formation of three ranks—three in front, two in the middle, and one at the rear.

			“Now, everyone, fall back to the inner courtyard!” Skorzeny commanded. “Fall back! Men on the line, bounding overwatch!”

			As the civilians, prisoners, technicians, officers, and scientists ran for the inner courtyard, the storm troopers on the line held fast. Then every other trooper fell back ten yards, taking up firing position again. The remaining front rank repeated the process, falling ten yards behind the second rank and then turning to cover their mates.

			By chance, Terah and Deitel found themselves back-to-back with Skorzeny and two of the storm troopers. Skorzeny planned to be the last one into the inner courtyard. Already the technicians were at work on the barricade.

			The wehr-wolves tore into the mass of undead. But their natural means of attack—to tear into the throat—had little effect. By sheer weight of numbers, the creatures fell on the transgenic wolves. The cry of the last one sounded like the howl of a dog.

			The nachtmenn were having more luck. With their lightning speed, they maneuvered around the hoard of undead and found the control for the gate. While the other five stood shoulder-to-shoulder, the sixth pulled the lever that lowered the outer gate. The rattle and squeal of the chains and the thunder of it slamming down attracted the attention of the horde. It was too far and too dark for those in the inner courtyard to see. The nachtmenn stood against the swarm of the undead. Their massive, clawed hands struck the first of the undead to approach them, sending their heads flying across the courtyard. But the horde wouldn’t stop. They smelled living flesh. Like the wehr-wolves, the nachtmenn fell under the inexorable mass of undead that attacked.

			Standing on the inner courtyard wall, still weak and dizzy, Amria looked upon the chaos and carnage among the living, the dead, and the undead that she had unleashed in corrupting the reanimation process with her curse.

			She smiled.

			Let them all die.

			Amidst the screams and pandemonium, the draugrkommandos led by Hauser found Dr. Übel. The doctor stood paralyzed with fear. They towered over Übel, blank faces staring at him with dead eyes.

			Then one spoke.

			“Come with us, Father. We can protect you.”

			“Thank you, my child,” Dr. Übel said.

			Somewhere behind his iron mask Colonel Uhrwerk was running through calculations and probabilities. He’d done his duty by placing Skorzeny in command. Now it was time for him to leave. This was not a decision made in haste or driven by fear. Speaking entirely objectively, he was of far more value to the Reich than the remaining storm troopers or Übel’s experiments. The spear could be recovered. The lives of those here were not material assets in the way that he was.

			Uhrwerk would get clear, find a wireless, and call in a bomb strike on the castle. They could sort out the rubble and recover the spear after that. He had to be sure this infection was cleansed away. It was simply a matter of walking out of one of the smaller outer gates, locking it behind him, and marching the fifty miles to Piteşti.

			With neither haste nor hesitation, Uhrwerk started toward the front gate. All around him the undead staggered about. Some were feeding on the last remains of the storm troopers who had attacked. Others were feeding on the fallen wehr-wolves and nachtmenn. One last nachtmann fought valiantly against a wave of the creatures, but to no avail. It went down. The undead didn’t seem to take note of Uhrwerk at all, as he expected. At the front gate, he unlatched the outer door and threw it open, then felt a hand clamp on his shoulder.

			Uhrwerk turned and found himself face-to-face with one of the three infected draugrkommandos. It seemed that whatever afflicted it earlier had passed. But its complexions was gray and its eyes, nose, and mouth rimmed with blood, just as the Death’s Head Legion had been.

			It drew a raspy breath. Uhrwerk found it fascinating. The creature appeared to have more trouble breathing than the three uninfected draugrs.

			“What are you?” the draugr asked him.

			“I might ask the same,” the colonel said.

			Another raspy breath.

			“What are you?” the creature demanded angrily, reaching out and shaking Uhrwerk.

			With blinding speed Uhrwerk drove his right hand into the center of the creature’s chest. It looked down at Uhrwerk’s arm, buried up to the elbow, and took another raspy breath.

			“That won’t hurt us,” it said. A smile spread on its face.

			“It wasn’t intended to hurt you. It was intended to hold you still,” Uhrwerk said.

			His metal fingers flat, he drove his left hand under the creature’s jaw and deep into its brain. He made a fist, squishing the cranial matter. When he pulled his hands free of the thing, the draugr slid to the cobblestones.

			From behind, a second draugr wrapped an arm around Uhrwerk’s neck. It grabbed his metal mask and ripped it free, spinning him around.

			Even before the draugr had been converted, as a live man, it wouldn’t have understood what it now saw beneath the mask it had removed. Instead of a face, it saw an almost infinitely complex series of clockwork machinery, intricately interlaced gears of all sizes, all turning in uniform precision and altogether performing millions of difference calculations per second. The sum total of these constituted the brain functions of Colonel Uhrwerk. While a small amount of his human body remained encased in the metal form her wore, all that he once was been had long ago been replaced by one of Übel’s more ingenious inventions. He was a clockwork man through and through, with so little human material remaining that the undead did not sense his presence.

			In a confused rage, and before Uhrwerk could react, the draugr grabbed Uhrwerk’s right arm and ripped it from its socket. A green mechanical fluid and puff of steam erupted from the stump. The arm clattered on the cobblestones, clicking and whirring.

			“You did this to us,” the draugr rasped. “And you’re not even human?”

			In a primitive rage, it roared. Behind it, more of the creatures were approaching. Uhrwerk knew he wouldn’t last against so many of these monstrosities. He backhanded the draugr before him, sent it sprawling into the cluster of undead. Then he ran for the archer’s door—a small, hidden doorway that opened to a stairwell within the castle wall, once allowing bowmen to take up position on top of the wall in a siege. Barring it behind him, Uhrwerk climbed the narrow stairway.

			The hatchway opened to the walkway and battlements atop the wall. Below in the outer courtyard, he saw the mass of undead. They were making their way toward the inner courtyard. Outside the wall it was a forty-foot drop to the solid stone ground beyond the castle. Without hesitation, Uhrwerk climbed the battlement and stepped off. As he fell he extended his left arm and dug his metal hand into the stone wall. Sparks showered around as it slowed his descent, enough that the servos and pumps in his legs were able to absorb the impact of landing.

			After hitting the ground he set out for Piteşti, with only a slight limp and not a single look back.

			Skorzeny and Terah stood with their backs to the inner courtyard gate, watching the carnage in the outer courtyard. The melee between the undead and the nachtmenn was over. Many of the undead wandered about listlessly. Those closer, who sensed the gathering of the living in the inner courtyard, were coming their way. The flesh on the creatures was more drawn than it had been, exposing their teeth. Their gums had receded, making their maws all the more animalistic. Their fingernails were longer and more clawlike. Their complexion was more of a green-hued gray, where it had been ashen before. Most alarming, they were moving with more agility. They were getting faster.

			They swarmed over Übel’s machine. Clusters were hunting in different directions, mainly toward the inner courtyard. When one of the creatures was within twenty feet, Skorzeny shot it in the face.

			“They’re changing,” Terah said. “Mutating.”

			Skorzeny agreed. “And they’re moving with a more predatory gait. Übel said that shouldn’t be happening. If anything, they should be slowing.”

			“This isn’t what Übel planned, that’s for sure,” she said.

			“That’s everyone,” Skorzeny noted as the last trooper passed through the gateway. “And the outer gate is secure. Get inside.”

			Field cars had been wedged into the gateway. The wall itself was twenty feet high and made of thick stone and mortar with rock infill. Heavy wooden crates, lumber, and anything else not nailed down was piled atop the field cars, leaving only a small gap at the top. Then heavy-duty cargo netting had been thrown over the barricade and tightened.

			Now, the engineers among the survivors set to work shoring up the hasty defense, putting their skills to a job they could not have imagined. The inner courtyard was their last redoubt. They could retreat into the castle, but in the narrow corridors and great rooms there would be no way to erect another barricade. They would be overrun in no time.

			When the first wave of the undead staggered into the barricade, it held. The next wave smashed in behind the first, crushing the first against the barricade. It groaned—or was that the creatures being crushed?—but it held.

			Skorzeny issued orders to round up every weapon and round of ammunition that could be found. He also ordered the men to find alternative weapons—clubs, knives, sticks—anything that could be fashioned to pierce, smash, or remove a human skull. Even with the best fire discipline, the ammunition would run out long before they ran out of creatures to kill.

			Skorzeny ordered Deitel and two of his troopers to search the main keep and the bailey for any other weapons they might have overlooked. In the main chambers of the keep, the rusted old pikes on the walls were mainly decorative. They were there because, over the years, no vandal or looter had dared set foot in the castle keep. Seeing that they were useless, Deitel looked elsewhere.

			Unlike the Poenari castle’s bailey, where the lord’s chamberlain and household staff had residences on the higher levels, the master’s residence in the keep was on the ground floor. The great hall, in turn, was on the second story. Deitel had not studied medieval architecture, but this seemed peculiar.

			There were three separate doorways to pass through to reach the master room. It had taken the engineers hours to breach the intricate defenses of the master room, and there was little in the way of reward for their efforts. In the master’s bedchamber, which Hoffstetter had claimed for his own, there were likewise no useful items. A field bunk had been set up for Hoffstetter, and two chests of his personal effects sat beside it.

			Molded, warped wooden dressers, tables, and faded, torn, and decaying tapestries were all about the room. Something wasn’t right, but Deitel couldn’t put his finger on it. There was a hole in the shape of an inverted triangle all the way through the far wall of the room. It stretched from floor to ceiling and opened to the outside of the castle and a straight drop down the cliff. Deitel realized it was the result of damage from the earthquake in the 1880s that Amria had described.

			“We already searched and secured all the rooms on this level and all the ones above it,” one of the two troopers said to him. “We found little more than rotten furniture covered by decades if not centuries of dust. This is pointless.”

			The master’s bed was on a stone dais in the center of the room, the ornately carved frame warped and rotten. Over the decades, rainwater had poured into the room. The moisture had ruined the woodwork and rotted the Persian rug. The water that leaked in had, over the years, created a sluice through the accumulated dust on the floor, leaving a stain of its path that ran from the hole in the wall to the rug, where it stopped.

			Where did the water go from there? Deitel wondered.

			“Wait,” he said to the trooper. “Here, get that end,” and he grabbed the edge of the Persian rug. The troopers each took a side and lifted the rug. It split apart in their hands. Underneath, sunk into the floor, was an iron trapdoor.

			The troopers and Deitel looked at one another.

			“Vampires sleep underground, according to the stories,” Deitel said.

			It was heavy, but the troopers pulled the door open with a nerve-wracking creak. Torch in hand, Deitel descended the stairwell it had hid. After another door, inscribed with ancient, indecipherable runes, they found themselves inside the private sanctum of the master of this castle—Vlad Tepes, the Son of the Dragon, Draculae.

			Oddly, it smelled of fresh earth. Tapestries with gold dragons on a field of black and crimson lined the walls, and while dusty, they were not rotten. In the center of the room, a stone crypt bore the same runes as the door. In the torchlight, metal gleamed along the walls. The slab atop the crypt was pushed to the side. It was empty.

			Not taking his eyes off the crypt, Deitel took a few tentative steps into the room. The gleam came from the handles of a score of weapons lining the wall to his right. There were hideous, ornately carved broadswords, short swords, pikes, maces, knives, and a two-handed great sword. The obsidian steel weapons looked like they’d been oiled that day. They absorbed the light. Only the decorative engraving on their scalloped handles and cross guards reflected the torches. The blades were razor sharp.

			One of the two troopers stepped up to the wall and removed a broadsword.

			“Gather these,” he said. “We need to take them up to the courtyard.”

			In the courtyard, Terah saw to the wounded and got some of the lab technicians to round up field rations and water. So far all the wounds she saw were from the gunfire and the fighting that had occurred. She caught Amria’s eye and saw that the girl’s anger hadn’t subsided at all, but that the girl seemed oddly—disturbingly—self-satisfied.

			“The murderers of my people will die tonight,” Amria said with bitter finality. “As will we all. I have made my peace. You should as well. Where’s your hope now?”

			It wasn’t a question she expected would be answered, but she got an answer anyhow, from Deitel. He dropped an armload of obsidian weapons to the ground and said, “He’s out there. On his way here.”

			Amria snorted. “You’re insane. Face reality,” she spat back.

			Terah thought about that.

			“Right now,” she said, “we’re barricaded in Dracula’s castle fighting off an army of the undead alongside some the most notorious Nazi storm troopers ever to goose step.” She picked up one of the black steel short swords. “Honey, we kissed sanity goodbye a long time ago.”

			They turned the inner courtyard into a fortress within a fortress, complete with two additional redoubts for falling back. It had been four hours since Amria’s curse spoiled Übel’s experiment, and in the process unleashed those mindless dead creatures in the outer courtyard. It would be another four hours until sunrise. Their number was down to thirty-eight, including four wounded. Skorzeny didn’t bother counting how many were SS troopers, engineers, techs, or civilians.

			They were just the living now, facing hundreds of the undead. All the creatures crowded outside the inner courtyard gate.

			The worst thing was the sound they made when they chose to make sound at all. From each and every creature came a haunting, unnerving moan. There was something primeval about it, and it reached into the base fear center of the minds of the living. It set them on edge and rattled their nerves. It was incessant. Much longer, and men might start to break down, Skorzeny figured.

			Still, the barricade had worked, surprising even Skorzeny. An obsidian steel mace tucked into his belt and a machine pistol on his shoulder, he walked through the courtyard inspecting his handiwork. He’d set up firing lines in the inner courtyard. Those who couldn’t handle weapons, he put to work erecting more barricades for their fallback positions in the main keep.

			There were a few assets Skorzeny hadn’t expected. One of the survivors—Corporal Paul Lang—was one of the battalion’s snipers. Like the other snipers, he’d left his rifle on the roof of the tower where he’d been stationed, so he had his primary weapon now. Equipped with a landline field phone connected by a long wire to another field phone in the courtyard, Lang was now their eyes above.

			They didn’t have enough ammunition to fight the things outright, so they simply worked on making sure none breached the barricade.

			The creatures were getting smarter. At first it was one in a hundred who ever got the idea to try to climb the barricade rather than shamble into it over and over like a blind insect. More and more of them had attempted it now.

			Lang’s precision shooting took care of those. It was Darwin’s natural selection in reverse, but they were losing ground. The creatures were getting faster and smarter. They were also continuing to mutate. On many of the creatures, arms were elongated like that of a simian and jaws jutted out like muzzles. For some, eyes were now glazed over and black. They hunched over and walked more like animals.

			Terah and Skorzeny stood on the parapet over the inner courtyard wall, looking down on the writhing mass of undead.

			“Don’t give up hope,” he said. “Before we had to retreat I ordered a radioman to send out a coded distress signal.”

			“Do you think he made it? Got the signal out?”

			“I don’t know. The engineers I sent with him restored power, so I think so. But I haven’t seen him since.”

			Skorzeny lit a cigarette. The moans from below rose and fell, but they never ceased.

			Terah shivered.

			A scream from the far side of the wall drew their attention. An SS trooper was pulling a civilian woman barely out of her teens toward the edge of the wall.

			“Achtung!” Skorzeny shouted. “What are you doing, trooper?”

			The storm trooper didn’t release his grip on the girl, but he managed to pull his helmet and Senf mask off. His skin was pale and the dark circles under his eyes gave him a distinctly skull-like countenance, but the terror in his eyes and the nervous tics showed he was just a broken man forced to the brink of insanity. He wasn’t infected. He was just in shock.

			“D-D-Don’t you see, sir? Those things. Those things—” His voice was cracking and disgusted all at once. “Those things are hungry. If we feed them, they’ll leave us,” he said in terrorized earnestness.

			Skorzeny’s voice was like steel.

			“Trooper, you will release the girl at once!” he commanded.

			The young trooper’s eyes looked from Skorzeny to the writhing mass of death below. Duty and terror pulled him in opposing measure.

			“B-B-But, sir—”

			So fast Terah barely saw it, Skorzeny drew his pistol and shot the man between the eyes. The back of the trooper’s skull exploded out. Dead before the sound could echo, his body fell off the wall into the throng below. Terah grabbed the girl and held her.

			Skorzeny returned his pistol to its holster. He lit a cigarette and handed it to Terah. He lit another for himself. One of the family members fetched the girl, who was still crying.

			When they were alone, Skorzeny broke the silence.

			“Don’t say a word,” he said.

			“I wasn’t going to,” Terah said.

			Skorzeny was too far gone to smile, but he appreciated that this woman wasn’t acting like . . . well, a woman, but as a soldier who understood the necessity of sacrifice. Was it just the woman, or was it the Texas in her blood? he wondered.

			For the most part, things had stabilized in the last hour. The barricade was holding. The mass of undead—which now included some of the black-clad storm troopers who’d fallen fighting against them—pushed against the barricade, but it held. Hundreds scraped at the walls, trying to climb, but to no avail.

			Skorzeny and Terah stood in silence on the wall, smoking and looking out on the undulating sea of undead in the outer courtyard.

			“How long before they can—”

			An ear-splitting howl cut Terah off. It was a baying like the wehr-wolves, only more shrill and full of pain and hate. The mass of undead parted as something charged at the wall. It had an elongated muzzle and large, pointed ears. Its face was exposed to the bone. It was running on its hind legs, like a man, but those legs were elongated and bent at the knee like an animal’s. It was slower than the wehr-wolves but much faster than the other undead. Large chunks of flesh were missing, exposing bone and raw, bloody sinew. At its wrists and waist there were tatters of a crimson uniform. It had once been a human.

			It howled again as its claws sank into the wall just below Terah and Skorzeny. Both opened up with their machine pistols, emptying their magazines into its head. The 9mm bullets deflected off the armored hide and thickened skull. It was clambering its way up the wall, its large, razor-sharp claws slipping but more often gaining purchase. When it grabbed the top of the wall, Skorzeny swung the obsidian mace into the side of its head. The force of the blow ripped its lower jaw off. A second upward swing drove the mace’s spikes into its brain and through the roof of its mouth. It fell to the cobblestones.

			“What the hell was that?” Terah finally asked.

			“It was like part man, part wehr-wolf,” he said.

			Terah stared at the mass below.

			“They’re changing. All of them. Mutating. They’re not only becoming faster and smarter, but like the ones that devoured the flesh of the transgenics,” she said, referring to the nachtmenn and wehr-wolves. “They’re mutating into something more.”

			Both of them knew then that the stalemate they’d achieved so far would not last.

			The crack of Lang’s rifle rang out. Terah looked below and saw one of the creatures that had been trying to climb the barricade fall to the ground, its head split in two. Skorzeny gave a thumbs-up in the direction of the roof of the grand tower.

			“How long before your people could get here, assuming the signal got through?” she asked.

			“There’s a fallschirmjäger—a regular German army, not SS—paratroop battalion stationed in Wolfsberg, Austria,” Skorzeny said. He looked at his watch. “They could mount a drop before sunrise. But I’m pretty sure the Reichsführer-SS wants to keep this disaster a secret, so they’ll probably wait until tomorrow night to launch an airship. They need cover of darkness. This is, after all, Romania.”

			“Are you sure they won’t just send a bomber to destroy the castle?” Terah asked.

			Skorzeny considered. “No.”

			The outer courtyard was littered with the half-eaten bodies of SS soldiers. Dr. Übel’s orb was surrounded by piles of ash and bodies of Death’s Head Legionnaires who had stood too close when the machine activated.

			“We can’t hold out for a rescue by your people,” Terah said. “This is bad. Look.”

			A few of the undead were pulling at the barricade. It was ineffective so far, but it was new.

			“They’ll eventually pull that barricade apart,” Skorzeny said.

			What Terah saw next made her grab his forearm.

			“It’s worse than you think,” she said. “Tell me what you see there.” She pointed to the back of the horde.

			“More of the undead. So?” Skorzeny said.

			“Which one isn’t like the others?”

			Skorzeny saw. It was one of the draugrkommandos that Hauser and his men had thrown from the platform. A semicircle of black and maroon-clad undead stood around him. He was talking to the feeders.

			“They have leadership now,” Terah said. “They’re starting to reason.”

			Skorzeny and Terah climbed down a ladder and stood on their side of the barricade, looking for where it would need shoring up. There were a few gaps through which they could see the undead. Some of them were expressionless. Some snarled in anger.

			One was barely ten feet away and looking right at them.

			It was the second rogue draugrkommando.

			Terah nearly jumped.

			“We are coming for you,” it growled, its voice like gravel.

			“He’s trying to cause them to panic,” Skorzeny said. “Smart bastard.”

			“A battalion of German paratroopers is on its way,” Terah said to the draugr. “If you value your . . . um, your existence, it’s you that should retreat, monster.”

			It took another creaky draw of air. “Good. More meat. More to join us.”

			Terah’s face reddened. People always said she’d argue with a brick wall. Now here she was, arguing with a corpse.

			“There’s a grave out there with your name on it,” she said viciously.

			The draugr eyed her. It could tell he was getting under her skin.

			“This is a castle,” it said, “but this isn’t a fairy tale. There will be no knight on horseback riding to your rescue.”

			Then the draugr drew another long, raspy breath.

			It laughed.

			It was the worst sound Terah and Skorzeny had ever heard.

			It drew another breath and spoke again.

			“We will snuff out your lives and then the lives of every man, woman, and child on this earth. We will bring into this realm our ways.”

			From the far side of the outer courtyard, they heard the clacking of the outer gate opening and then closing. In the distance there was the neigh of a horse and the clatter of horseshoes on cobblestones. Then came a cowboy holler.

			Skorzeny and Terah looked at each other; it dawned on them at the same time. They were up the ladder in seconds. Deitel and Amria were right behind them.

			Far across the outer courtyard at the main gate they saw a man on horseback. He was hollering and prancing his horse back and forth. He rode in circles and reined the horse to a halt, making it rise up on its hind legs. Then he rode toward the undead and through them like a barrel racer, past them and away again. More than half of the undead had turned to follow him.

			Terah smiled and blushed.

			Even Skorzeny drew a breath of surprise. Magnificent, he thought.

			“It’s . . .” Deitel said.

			“Impossible!” the draugr growled.

			The back ranks of the undead crowded at the inner courtyard gate continued to peel away and shamble toward the rider.

			“What is that?” Hoffstetter demanded.

			“Not what,” Terah said. “Who. It’s Rucker. He’s back.”

			“The dead man is back?” Hoffstetter asked stupidly.

			“There’s a lot of that going around,” Terah said.

			The draugr looked at the rider. Its eyes widened. A second draugr appeared next to the first and they started whispering to one another. Skorzeny thought he overheard his name, Der Schädel, and Rucker among the buzzing. The two draugrs were clearly agitated. In their dim memories from what seemed ages ago—back when they were alive—the draugrs vaguely recalled the whispers they’d heard among their fellow soldiers.

			In the outer courtyard, Rucker was riding rings around the undead, drawing them away from the gate. He circled Dr. Übel’s machine in the north center of the courtyard. When his path was clear, he swung close to the gate and yelled at the survivors to make a hole in the top of the barricade.

			Terah knew exactly what he had in mind.

			She ordered the soldiers to start pulling down some of the crates in the center, the ones stacked atop the hood of a field car. She and two other soldiers stood watch, firing through the barricade at the heads of the few creatures still near the gate.

			When the skinny captain saw the soldiers pulling down the barricade, he ran toward them screaming for them to stop. None of the soldiers even acknowledged him. Terah tried to explain to the captain what was happening, but the man reached into his holster, drew his service pistol and extended his arm to aim it at Terah. Before he could fire, one of the creatures, trying to wiggle its way through the barrier, grabbed his arm and bit his hand.

			With her own gun, Terah shot the creature between the eyes. The captain fell to the ground clutching his bloody hand where a big chunk of flesh was missing.

			Skorzeny, who had been up on the parapet, climbed down the ladder. As he neared the captain, the man started to say something to him.

			Skorzeny pulled his pistol and shot the captain in the head.

			“Christ, Skorzeny! You didn’t have to do that,” Deitel said. “He was only just bitten. It would be hours before he turned.”

			“He was bitten?”. Skorzeny asked as he pulled the last crate off the hood of the field car.

			Outside, they saw Rucker riding in and out of the undead creatures, drawing them farther away. Finally he stopped at the far gate, well away from any of them, and stroked the horse’s neck.

			“Good girl. Good girl. We can do this,” he whispered to the horse. “Are you ready?”

			The horse neighed, and he brought her back on her hind legs. And then she was off, charging straight at the barricade. Rucker rode low on her neck and gave her all the rein she wanted as they approached the barricade.

			Behind the barricade, everyone stood transfixed. Deitel, next to Terah, took her hand in his. He could hear Terah whispering to herself, “Come on . . .”

			Even the undead stopped and stared.

			One of the draugr stepped directly into Rucker’s path.

			Rucker shoved the reins between his teeth and pulled a pistol. It wasn’t his usual large Colt or his twin revolvers, but the Tesla gun. It was as slow as Christmas to recharge, and he knew he would only get one shot. He had to make it count.

			He pointed it at the draugr and a bolt of blue electricity shot out, striking the thing and sending it to the ground, where it seized up like it was having an epileptic seizure.

			“You can do it, girl,” Rucker whispered in the horse’s ear as he spurred her on again. “I believe in you. Come on, come on, and . . . up!”

			The horse leapt up and over the hood of the field car. She landed gracefully on the cobblestones and came to an abrupt halt, shoes throwing sparks.

			While the soldiers restacked the barricade, everyone cheered.

			Rucker, leading the horse in an excited circle, raised his hat.

			“Once more, girl,” Rucker whispered. “For the boys.”

			He pulled her up on her hind legs, waved his cowboy hat, and gave them a yell straight out of West Texas.

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

			Poenari Citadel

			Wallachia Region

			As he dismounted, one of the German techs brought Rucker a canteen. He took a swig and then spit it out.

			“What the hell?”

			The technician looked confused. “Das es wasser . . . water.”

			“Ugh. Find me a beer,” he said. Then he drained the canteen.

			Terah shook her head and smiled wryly. “Quit pestering the help.”

			Rucker surveyed the scene for the first time.

			“Yeah, I can’t help but notice there are a lot of SS storm troopers and army engineers running around here. Not shooting at me and such,” he said.

			“A lot has happened since you got away,” Deitel said.

			Skorzeny gave a slow clap. “Excellent ploy—crashing the plane,” he said.

			Rucker nodded.

			“I let them believe it so I could hunt you on my own,” Skorzeny said, a bit of the wolf in his voice.

			“It would be your last adventure, commando,” Rucker shot back with equal aplomb and aggression.

			“Are you two done comparing your pistols?” Terah said. “Yes? So what’s the plan?”

			“No hug, just, ‘What did you bring me?’ ” Rucker said.

			“You do have a plan, right?” Terah asked.

			“Of course. The plan was to get back into Poenari Citadel,” he said.

			“And then?” Deitel asked.

			“And then, come up with another plan,” Rucker said.

			“You may be a good pilot, Rucker,” Skorzeny said. “But I’m not sure why you think you can give orders to my men or to me.”

			“If you don’t want my help, that’s fine,” Rucker said, nose-to-nose with the German. “I can get my people out of here and leave you lot to your own.”

			“Another meaningless bluff. Then again, that is the coward’s way,” Skorzeny said. “And you’ve shown how good you are at running away from a fight.”

			Rucker’s knuckles were white when the shout from the wall came.

			“Gentlemen?” came the voice of one of the guards atop the parapet. “You need to see this.”

			One after another Rucker, Terah, Deitel, Skorzeny, and Filotoma climbed the ladder to the parapets. Groups of the undead were gathered at the corners of the wall. They were stacking themselves one atop the other. Their body ladder was getting higher.

			“Not good,” Terah said.

			“My God, they’re organizing,” Deitel said.

			Skorzeny ordered five of the soldiers to the parapets and gave them orders to shoot only if the creatures were at the top of the wall. They had to conserve their ammunition. He gave orders to Lang to search out the two draugrs, but the two had anticipated this, and blended seamlessly among the throng of maroon-clad undead.

			A half hour passed, marked only by shots ringing out sporadically—the guards on the wall taking out the undead who came close to reaching the top of the wall. Everyone noticed that the frequency of the gunshots was increasing.

			Another gunshot rang out, the bullet hitting a part of the wall beside Rucker and Skorzeny.

			“What the . . . ?” Skorzeny said.

			Rucker scanned the mass of undead. A few of them were clumsily holding Mauser rifles. A draugr stood behind them, issuing orders.

			Another shot echoed. By the sound of the bullet, both men could tell it went well over their heads. The looked around and the draugr was gone.

			“Great,” Rucker said. “They’re learning how to use firearms now.”

			“We’re running out of time,” Skorzeny said.

			One of the nachtmenn charged at the wall. Despite the large chunks eaten from its arms, it was making the climb with relative ease. Its lips were drawn tight, there was black blood around its muzzle, and its normally black, shark-like eyes were a milky white.

			“Aim for the mouth,” Skorzeny said.

			He and Rucker opened up on the undead nachtmann. It shrugged off the first few shots, but a sustained burst from Skorzeny caught it in the eye at the same time a well-aimed shot by Rucker went through its mouth to its brain.

			“And there’s that,” Rucker said after a moment. “The transgenics creatures are rising from the dead as well.”

			“I’m not sure how long we can hold them off,” Skorzeny said. “Can we use that lightning gun of yours?”

			“It’s a teleforce weapon,” Rucker and Deitel said at the same time.

			Which, of course, didn’t explain anything.

			“According to Mr. Tesla,” Rucker said, “it produces ‘manifestations of energy in free air.’ But it takes a while to recharge between shots. It’s slow as a muzzle loader and only affects one at a time.”

			“Did you make it through with a message to Chuy?” Terah asked him.

			Rucker nodded. “Yeah, but even he couldn’t land my crate on that plateau where they had the Storch. So a landing is out.”

			Lang had climbed down from his perch. He reported to where the group was standing around an open fire.

			“Sir, our ammunition is running low. And something else,” the young sniper said. “I’ve been observing the horde, looking for the draugrkommandos. They’re doing a good job of blending with the mass of those things. They pop up and issue orders to the ones smart enough to obey, and then melt back into the horde.”

			“We have the radio,” Terah said, “but I’m not sure what good it will do right now.”

			“We could call in an air strike on the castle,” Skorzeny said. “We might survive in the underground catacombs.”

			It was a last resort, but one they had to consider. Amria had been keeping a distance from anyone in a German uniform. But now she, too, gathered with the informal war council, as did Filotoma. No one wanted to die, but they all knew what would happen if those things got loose. Worse, none of them wanted to end up as one of the walking dead. Better to die cleanly in an explosion.

			“So what are we going to do?” Skorzeny asked.

			Rucker held up a hand to silence him. “Do you hear that?” he asked, then stood and looked up in the air.

			Then the rest heard it.

			“Look there,” Terah said. “Up in the sky.”

			“It’s a plane,” Deitel said.

			“Just in time,” Rucker said.

			Skorzeny beamed. “It’s the fallschirmjäger battalion from Wolfsberg. The message must have gotten through.”

			It seemed now the boot was on the other foot.

			“No, that’s not a Luftwaffe plane,” Deitel said. “It’s a pair of Rolls Royce eight-cylinder engines, pushing out 1,350 horsepower.”

			Then Rucker’s eyes looked like cue balls.

			“What?” Deitel said. “I listened.”

			The engines of the Raposa roared as she passed overhead. Terah had never been so happy to see that silver twin-engine bird. Chuy dipped his wing in signal to Rucker.

			Rucker grabbed a flare gun, pointed it straight in the air and pulled the trigger. It gave the Raposa a bearing. He got on the wireless.

			“Goldilocks to Mama Bear,” he said. “Send in the Big Bad Wolf. And make sure it lands on the right side. Inner courtyard. Don’t miss.”

			“Roger that, Goldilocks,” Chuy said. “One precision low-altitude drop, coming up. Out.”

			“Everybody make some room,” Rucker said. “This is going to be tight.”

			Chuy brought the Raposa over the castle once at a low altitude, getting his bearings. He slowed to near-stall speed. His second pass was about a thousand feet above the castle. As he passed overhead, a crate dropped from the belly, deploying a parachute at the last possible second to ensure it fell into the inner courtyard.

			It was a rough landing, but it worked. Rucker immediately set about prying the crate open. Everyone wanted to know what Chuy had delivered. Heavy weapons? Dragon belchers? Heavy machine guns?

			What came out was the last thing they expected—a little white-haired man in a purple suit, a long scarf, and a floppy black hat, along with a machine the size of a large steamer trunk. Connected to the device by several thick cables was a Tesla gun the size of a field howitzer. A crystal blue orb sat atop a ten-foot-long barrel segmented and lined with smaller brass tubes along its side. There were two horizontal, scalloped fins at the mouth of the barrel.

			“Well then. Hello there,” Lysander Benjamin said. He saw the amazed looks on the faces of Terah, Deitel, and an uncomfortable number of men in SS uniforms. “I see we’ve made stranger bedfellows than politics.”

			“I ask you to bring a weapon,” Skorzeny said to Rucker, “and you bring us an old man and something out of a Buck Rogers comic strip. I should have known.”

			It was hard to say which of the two items in the crate was more interesting.

			“Look what daddy brought us,” Rucker said, rubbing his hands together. “And yeah, didn’t I say Buck Rogers too, Doc?” He motioned to a couple of engineers. “Let’s get this thing set up.”

			Terah and Skorzeny brought Rucker and Lysander up to speed on what had transpired, while the engineers followed the instructions Tesla had dictated. The weapon wouldn’t kill the undead, but it should stun them sufficiently that the survivors could get out the front gate, secure it behind them, and leave it to an aerial bombardment to cleanse the castle of the undead.

			If Lysander was uncomfortable working in a war council with Skorzeny, Hoffstetter, and Lang, he didn’t let it show.

			Needs must when the devil comes dancing, his father used to say. To this day he wasn’t entirely sure what it meant, but he always found it reassuring.

			“We have to lock these things in,” he said, “until they can be properly destroyed. If even one gets out, it could spread the infection exponentially. Within a few weeks or months they would take over the world.”

			“Just one?” Hoffstetter said, looking skeptical. He was still fuzzy-headed from being knocked out five hours before, and had little notion his life was in the hands of the very Freeholders he’d wanted to have the draugrkommandos execute.

			“Take a penny,” Rucker said. “Double it every day, and by the end of the month you’re a millionaire. Same principle here. I thought you people were supposed to be good at math.”

			Hoffstetter snorted.

			One of the engineers reported to the group.

			“Sir, the device is ready. It’s charged and awaiting your orders,” he said.

			“Good work, son. And don’t call me sir,” Rucker said. “We need to get everyone together and ready to move out as soon as these things hit the ground!”

			It took less than ten minutes, but all thirty of the survivors—storm troopers, engineers, civilians, and technicians—were ready to move. Terah had the reins of Rucker’s horse.

			“All right,” Rucker said, taking up position behind the Tesla cannon. He aimed it straight at the barricade. “Let’s light this thing up and get the hell out of Dodge City.”

			The technicians flipped the final arming switch. Two of the soldiers opened a hole in the barricade.

			“Fire in the hole!” Rucker yelled.

			A huge bolt of blue energy exploded from the tip of the barrel. It hit the first creature and dispersed, like electricity, through to the creatures close to it, and from them to the next closest. From Lang’s position, he saw the lightning spread to better than ninety percent of the horde.

			There was an ozone smell like forest air. They looked through the barricade to see the effect.

			Nothing. It had shocked the undead, but they’d recovered almost immediately.

			It hadn’t worked.

			Worse, it looked like it agitated the creatures.

			“What the . . . Why . . . How . . . god dammit!” Rucker said.

			“The nervous system,” Lysander said. “You said the pistol worked on the intelligent creature, the draugr, yes? Tesla said this works on the nervous system, disrupting it. These—with their nervous system so affected by the failure of Übel’s machine and Amria’s spell—it must not affect them.”

			Deitel rubbed his palm over his face. “Now he tells us.”

			“We have to make a break for it while we can,” Skorzeny said. “We can send out groups of people to distract the creatures, to lead them away as Rucker did. Then the rest can make it across the courtyard.”

			“That’s suicide,” Terah said “They’ll get us all. And the runners wouldn’t stand a chance.”

			“We’ll only take volunteers to be runners,” Skorzeny said. “I will be first to volunteer.”

			It was a challenge to Rucker, who wasn’t as enamored of dying, much less bravely.

			“Knock yourself out, Otto,” he said. “I’d rather figure out how to get us all out of here.” Now Skorzeny was clenching his fists.

			Lang broke the tension.

			“I can maintain a firing post from here—help make sure the rest make it to the front gate,” he said.

			“But then you wouldn’t be able to . . .” Deitel said.

			“I can save one round for myself,” Lang said.

			“It won’t work, they will take us all,” Filotoma said. “We stand our ground. All together or none at all.”

			“We have to leave behind anyone injured or slow,” Hoffstetter was saying. “They will slow us down.”

			“We can’t risk . . .”

			“We have to . . .”

			“It’s insane . . .”

			The whole group of survivors in the courtyard degenerated into an argument that grew louder and nastier with each tick of the second hand.

			Lysander saw that Rucker was uncharacteristically silent. He stood still amidst a storm of chaos and strife. While everyone was shouting at each other in levels approaching panic, he was calculating.

			Then Rucker drew the handheld Tesla gun and fired it into the air.

			“Everybody shut up and listen. I know what we’re going to do.”

			“Who the hell put you in charge?” Major Hoffstetter demanded,. “Who are you? Who is this man? Who do you think you are to give orders?”.

			Rucker fixed the SS major with a withering gaze.

			“Who am I? I’m the captain of the Raposa. I’ve faced this kind of thing before and I still have both arms, two legs, and nine toes,” Rucker said. “I’m a combat pilot with twenty-nine air victories. I’m the man who is going to save you and every other person in the world, but only if you shut up and do exactly what I tell you. Do you have a problem with that?”

			“Um . . . no,” Hoffstetter said meekly.

			“Good. Now, Lysander, when Tesla gave you this big gun, did he describe how it worked?”

			“Er, that is . . .” Lysander said. “What?”

			“Tesla never gives you something unless he tells you exactly how it works. To him, that’s the same as naming it,” Rucker said.

			Lysander wasn’t following him.

			“Pockets, pockets,” Rucker said to him, miming it. “You always write new things down.”

			Lysander pulled several different napkins and scraps of paper from the pockets of his suit. On one of them there was a sketch of the Tesla gun. He handed it to Rucker.

			“It says,” Rucker read, “ ‘produces manifestations of energy in free air instead of a high vacuum . . . generates a tremendous nondispersive electrostatic, repelling, and disruption force . . . powered by a narrow stream of atomic clusters formed in a matrix of mercury and tungsten accelerated via a magnifying, reverse wave transformer.’

			“You,” he said, pointing at an engineer. “What’s your name again?”

			“Brant,” the engineer said.

			“Okay, Brant, when you explained to Lysander and me how that orb works, you said the thing generates dispersive electronecrotic energies, using the Spear of Destiny as a matrix, right?”

			The nervous engineer nodded.

			“This may not work,” Rucker said, “but I’d take a leak on an electrical socket if I thought it would help, because we’re out of options. So here’s what we do . . . and we’re going to have to go all in on this one.”

			Everyone gathered around. The sound of gunfire from the guards and from the undead—who were getting better as marksmen—punctuated each sentence. The shots from the sentries and snipers on the wall were growing more frequent, as the dead used the bodies to build more ladders.

			Skorzeny stood with his six volunteers. Four were storm troopers. One was an engineer. One was the traitor. He had an obsidian steel mace. Deitel had an obsidian steel short sword.

			“From here on in, it’s a bloody street fight,” Skorzeny said. “No quarter. Your best weapon when you run out of ammunition is your entrenching tool. Use it like an ax. Try to decapitate them. If you use it in an overhead blow, it will get stuck in the skull, and in the time it takes to pull it out they’ll swarm you. They’re going to be mean. You have to be meaner. Strike hard and move fast.”

			Terah had everyone who could move up on the wall, including the wounded. They had pistols and clubs, plus three grenades. Lang waved at her from his sniper’s nest.

			Below in the courtyard, Rucker and Brant were securing the wagon leads to the saddle. On the wagon sat Tesla’s teleforce projector. Brant climbed onto the wagon and gripped the machine tightly.

			Rucker had to get the Tesla cannon to Übel’s machine, and then use the spear in the Tesla gun instead of the mercury tungsten. They’d already set the cannon to feedback its energy, which would then be delivered to the orb. If fortune and physics was on their side, it would project this new energy out just as Übel’s machine had earlier.

			Rucker swung himself into the saddle. He looked at Skorzeny, then Terah, and then Lang. Lysander said a little prayer.

			“We’ll need at least two minutes when we get to the orb,” Rucker said. “Keep them off us.”

			“We’ll try our best,” Lang said.

			“Let’s do this,” Rucker said. “Allons-y!”

			Skorzeny’s men, divided into two teams on opposite ends of the wall, rappelled over the wall into the outer courtyard. They banged on pots and pans, starting to draw the creatures away from the barricade along the inner courtyard wall. It was like flushing game in the bush, only in reverse—they were baiting them away from the center where the gate was.

			As he banged on a metal pot with the butt of his sword, it briefly occurred to Deitel that this was not what he thought he’d find himself doing back in his medical school days.

			When the barricade was mostly clear, Terah, Amria, and Lysander pulled the cords on the potato smasher grenades. They’d been saving the grenades on Skorzeny’s orders. Until he could figure out the most effective use for them, he wanted them in reserve. Now was the time of most effectiveness. The quick series of blasts cleared most of the crates and material from the top of barricade in the center gateway. Four engineers, using a block and tackle pulley system, pulled one of the field cars out of the gateway, clearing the way for Rucker. The engineers then scrambled up a ladder, pulling it up after them.

			“H’yah!” Rucker shouted, digging his heels into the horse. He had an obsidian steel sword and his Colt. One ranger, one riot, he thought. We can do this.

			A surreal sight unfolded in the outer courtyard. Groups of the undead attacked Skorzeny’s fighters. They’d used up their ammunition. The gory work of hand-to-hand combat was like nothing seen since the Roman Coliseum. Then came the chariot to complete the macabre scene. Soldiers fought with the precious few obsidian steel weapons they had, with entrenching tools and with clubs. A few had pistols and machine pistols. They used them to their best effect, saving their shots for when the undead were closest. Congealing, thick body fluids sprayed as they split open skulls and decapitated the undead. It splattered from exit wounds in skulls when they shot the creatures point-blank in the face. A trooper’s entrenching tool got stuck in the skull of one of the creatures. As he struggled to free it, two of the undead overtook him. He went down screaming as they tore flesh from his body with their teeth. A shot from Skorzeny’s pistol mercifully ended the man’s cries.

			As Rucker galloped past Skorzeny’s position he shouted to the German commando, “Follow the Rucker-shaped blur!”

			Skorzeny nodded and kept at the bloody work.

			Rucker steered the horse and cart through the hordes of undead at a fast clip. On the run, the cart was too fast for the creatures to be much of a risk. But he knew as soon as they reached the orb they’d be like ducks on the water. It all came down to how fast he and Brant could hook Tesla’s gun into Dr. Übel’s device.

			Skorzeny’s worst problem was his own training. Instinctively, he would swing his mace at the creatures wherever there was an opening, including all the places that didn’t kill the undead but would kill a person. He corrected himself quickly enough, smashing the skulls of any creature that got within four feet.

			“Adapt,” he told his men. “Adapt or die.”

			Deitel kept telling himself they were only cadavers, no different than the ones he’d worked on in medical school. He swung the black-bladed short sword with all his might. The blade bit deep into the back of a creature’s neck. The greater force applied to the back of the neck cut right through the bone, while the momentum of the strike sliced through the softer tissue, severing the head entirely. He stabbed another under the chin, cutting behind the jaw to let the blade dig deep, biting right through the brain stem until it hit the inner top of the skull. A quick twist and the brain was destroyed, killing the creature.

			Just cadavers, Deitel said to himself again. His arms and chest were wet with the thick, black blood of the creatures he was killing.

			Rucker reached the orb, and he and the engineer got to work carrying the Tesla device up the steps to the dais over the sphere. Halfway up the stairs, Brant looked over Rucker’s shoulder and his eyes widened. Rucker cursed—he couldn’t drop the thing and reach his weapon, and one of the creatures was about to attack. He turned his head and saw it approaching. Then he heard the report of a rifle, and the thing’s head exploded. From his position atop the bailey in the inner courtyard, Lang chambered another round. Rucker gave him a quick nod.

			At the wall, the creatures climbed relentlessly. There were more coming. A few made it to the top. The living set upon them with axes, entrenching tools, and clubs. A trooper was pulled from the wall and fell to the cobblestones of the outer courtyard. The undead swarmed his body, devouring the flesh while he was still screaming. A trooper was holding one of the creatures at bay, having stabbed it in the chest with a makeshift spear. The thing pulled itself toward him, its jaws snapping and clawed hands grasping. Just as its teeth were about to sink into the trooper’s face, its skull exploded as Filotoma smashed it with a heavy blow. Foul blood and brain matter splashed in the trooper’s face.

			“The head, boy,” Filotoma said. “Use yours and bash theirs. It’s the only way the dead die.”

			The frightened trooper nodded.

			Amria, still weakened from her spell hours before, stood over the huddled civilians who were unable to fight. Her hands traced runes in the air before her and she chanted the ancient words that would cloak them from the creatures’ senses. It was all the magic she could summon.

			Down in the courtyard, Skorzeny’s team were barely holding their own, trying to make their way to the orb to provide Rucker and Brant additional protection. It was a hard fight. Every moment more and more undead crowded them. They had to fight and keep their flanks open so they wouldn’t be surrounded. One of the troopers stumbled. Before he could regain his footing, a creature bit into his skull, cracking it open with a snap of its jaws. It spat out the thick bone and dug its mouth into the soft brain issue even as fresh red blood oozed out from the wound. The trooper’s legs shook as his body convulsed. Two or three of the creatures started fighting over the succulent organ they craved even more than living flesh. Skorzeny’s men tightened their formation.

			On the orb, the Tesla gun was charging its feedback loop. It was taking forever, Rucker thought. He wasn’t a formal engineer, but he’d had enough hands-on experience to keep up with Brant. He also had to watch his back. Lang could only take out so many. Twice, Rucker had to drop cables and pull his Colt. It was hard going.

			He heard one of the draugrs taunting him in its raspy, undead voice.

			“You can’t change destiny,” it shouted. It was thirty feet away and running at him.

			“Gonna try,” he said. He pulled his Colt and lined up his shot. Don’t think, he told himself, and squeezed the trigger. The .45 caliber projectile struck the draugr right between the eyes. It was dead before it hit the ground.

			Skorzeny was out of bullets. It was all hand-to-hand now. The man to his left, one of the younger troopers who’d been so eager to prove himself to Skorzeny and was the first to volunteer for this team, swung at one of the creatures and missed. The momentum carried him off balance. Two of the undead grabbed his arms pulled him down. Skorzeny tried to reach out to the trooper but the creatures were already tearing flesh from the man’s arms and shoulder.

			Skorzeny brought his mace down on the trooper’s head, smashing his skull. The instant kill was a kindness compared to being eaten alive and then joining the living dead, but that didn’t console Skorzeny.

			His rage grew.

			It was down to Deitel, Skorzeny, and one trooper. Skorzeny saw an opening between them and Rucker.

			“Now! Run!” he yelled, pointing in the direction of the machine.

			None of them had ever run so fast. They covered the thirty yards to the orb in less than four seconds. They formed a perimeter around Rucker and Brant.

			Now, with no other distractions, half the creatures were trying to take the wall, and the other half were shambling toward the orb. Rucker and Brant weren’t quite ready.

			On the wall, they lost two more to the creatures. One of them breeched the barricade, slithering through on its belly. A trooper brought an entrenching tool down, aiming at its head, but it was faster than he expected. His blow cleaved the creature in two at the waist. Before he could raise it again to strike the head, however, it latched onto his leg and bit into his calf. The trooper fell to the ground. The creature pulled itself up the man’s body and bit into his skull with a sickening crunch.

			Terah’s sword split the creature’s skull and went right through to the trooper’s, ending his suffering and ensuring he wouldn’t rise as one of the undead.

			They were going to be overrun.

			Terah and Lysander stood back-to-back. So far, Amria’s spell was keeping the undead away from those who couldn’t fight—the elderly civilians, the children, and those too wounded in the earlier melee or by gunfire.

			The barricade fell. The creatures swarmed over it.

			“There’s nothing to stop them,” Amria said.

			On the orb, Brant and Rucker completed the final connection.

			“So this thing, if it works, this will kill them all?” Skorzeny asked.

			Rucker shook his head.

			“They’re dead already. We’re making sure they know it,” he said resolutely. “There’s been enough death today. Too many good people. Too many people who didn’t know any better. Even too many of your people. It ends now.”

			His hands in thick gloves—he didn’t want to get this far only to infect himself—Rucker placed the Spear of Destiny into the Tesla cannon where the mercury-tungsten matrix had been. The peculiar iron of the spear would act to excite the energy and accelerate it through the Tesla gun’s reverse wave transformer.

			It was a long shot, but it was all they had.

			Over his shoulder he saw the sun beginning to rise.

			Rucker pulled the trigger. Energy surged through the Tesla gun and fed back into Übel’s machine. The narrow stream of atomic clusters formed in the matrix of iron that was the spear and fed into Übel’s machine.

			The orb began to glow. It grew brighter and brighter until it was blinding. The hum grew in intensity until it was a piercing whine.

			A wave of purple energy washed out from the orb.

			The creatures throughout the courtyard and overrunning the wall froze.

			At once they spasmed and shook. Their dead muscles clenched and they convulsed.

			Finally, they fell to the ground.

			This time they did not rise.

			The survivors on the wall let out a cheer.

			Lang stood up from his sniper’s nest on the tower and danced a Bavarian jig.

			Terah climbed down from the wall and sprinted across the courtyard, throwing herself into Rucker’s arms. She kissed him deeply.

			“Oh,” Rucker said. “I thought you had something going with Mr. Übercommando here,” he said, grinning.

			Deitel found Skorzeny and offered him his hand. He stopped Skorzeny, confusing the commando, then grabbed Skorzeny’s forearm to shake his hand the way he’d seen Chuy and Rucker shake, gripping each other’s forearm. A Freehold handshake. It was Deitel’s way now, too.

			Soldiers threw down their entrenching tools, clubs, and hatchets.

			Life, once again, belonged to the living.

			Lysander saw Amria sitting atop the parapet, hatred still smoldering in her eyes. These storm troopers may or may not have been the ones with the blood of her people on their hands. She didn’t care. She still wanted her revenge.

			Amria wouldn’t let go of that hate. It would burn her up. She reaffirmed her vow to exact vengeance on the killers of her family. Not now. But soon. Lysander felt pity for her.

			Filotoma and Lysander were shaking hands. Rucker kissed Terah deeply, as she’d just kissed him, ignoring the gore all over her arms.

			Then the orb started to rumble.

			Rucker and Brant looked at each other, understanding immediately. The feedback hadn’t been fully dispersed. It had continued to build in Übel’s machine.

			“I don’t want to alarm anyone, but now it’s time to run!” Rucker shouted.

			They were about thirty feet away from the orb when it exploded. The concussion wave knocked them off their feet and into unconsciousness.

			The last thing Rucker saw before he blacked out was Terah’s hand in his.

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

			Poenari Citadel

			Wallachia Region

			When Amria came to, a German soldier in a helmet like she’d never seen before and a camouflaged smock was wiping her forehead with a cool cloth. Lysander lay beside her, talking to another German dressed likewise.

			Amria looked around. She was still in the castle courtyard. Tents were set up and soldiers were providing first aid and field medical treatment to those who needed it.

			She pushed the cloth away from her head and spat, “Don’t touch me, German pig.”

			If the soldier was insulted, he didn’t let it show.

			“Quiet girl,” he said. “I’ve been ordered to tend to your wounds and that’s what I’m going to do.”

			She looked up and saw Rucker and Skorzeny standing over her.

			“It’s okay,” Rucker said. “They’re fallschirmjäger. German paratroopers.”

			“That’s Wehrmacht. Regular army. Not SS like me,” Skorzeny said.

			“German swine,” she said through gritted teeth.

			She pushed him away, got to her feet unsteadily and walked away, disappearing into the keep.

			Dr. Kurt von Deitel was assisting the wounded as well, lending the field medics the help of a true medical doctor. Deitel wasn’t helping because he’d been ordered to or assigned to it, nor from any sense of obligation. No, he helped because it made him feel good to do it, after the orgy of killing that he’d been a part of. He knew it had been necessary—kill or die. And the things were already dead. But it still felt like his soul was stained. He moved to the next patient. Easy enough—a dislocated shoulder.

			“Here,” he said to the veteran trooper. “I can help.”

			A few hours later, Rucker and Skorzeny had found a bottle of schnapps. They didn’t talk much. They just drank.

			Hoffstetter had been knocked unconscious a good while for the second time that day. When the major finally recovered and found the two sitting on a couple of crates sharing schnapps, his jaw clenched.

			“Why are you drinking with him?” Hoffstetter asked angrily. “That man should be under arrest. He is an enemy of the state.”

			Skorzeny looked down his nose at the major.

			“Where is he going? If they run, we’ll catch them. Let the man enjoy a drink before the airships arrive and you hand him over to the Gestapo,” Skorzeny said. “Fat little bureaucrat.”

			Hoffstetter had no more cards to play. He’d make his report to Germania and have Skorzeny dealt with.

			Skorzeny and Rucker picked up the bottle and wandered through the courtyard. The paratroopers were still tending to the wounded—civilian and SS. The dead—the permanently dead—were placed in bags, to be extracted on a separate airship. They were going to erase every bit of evidence of what had happened.

			Rucker was pleased to see Bonhoeffer—Robin—among the survivors, working side by side with the medics. One of the highest-ranking moles in the German High Command, his cover had been kept.

			“At least three of the draugrkommandos got away before the worst of it started,” Skorzeny said. “And Dr. Übel is missing. As is Colonel Uhrwerk. They found his mask and a clockwork arm, but nothing else.”

			“Great,” Rucker said. “Look, it’s good of you to patch up our hurt. Figure you owed us, at least until you turn us over to the Gestapo goons?”

			“This wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t interfered, of course,” Skorzeny countered.

			Rucker snorted.

			“What if we hadn’t?” he said. “We can’t have you people marching out an army of thinking, undead soldiers. You people—you’re either at our throats our at our feet. We didn’t have any choice, really. You didn’t leave us any.”

			“I thought you Freeholders always thought people have a choice,” Skorzeny said.

			Rucker conceded with a nod.

			“He is right, you know, the little fat turd who was just here,” Skorzeny said. “We will have to turn you in.”

			Rucker smirked.

			In the far end of the courtyard, Rucker saw Terah, Deitel, Filotoma, and Lysander. They stood on flat wooden pallet. There were a few crates around them and cargo netting on the ground. Lysander had Filotoma’s portable wireless. Rucker and Skorzeny walked toward the gathering.

			“And what if I resist?” Rucker said, his hand resting on the butt of his Colt.

			Skorzeny looked approvingly at him.

			“I let you keep your pistol as an officer’s courtesy,” he said, “and in case we came across any more of those undead still moving. But there is another reason.”

			“Here we go,” Rucker said. He’d stopped just a few feet from Terah and the others.

			“I have always been a big fan of your country’s moving pictures, especially the cowboy movies,” Skorzeny said. “Yes, we get them behind the Black Iron Curtain. Some of us. Rank has its privileges and all. In particular, Tom Mix inspired me. I learned saber dueling at Heidelberg but I learned the fast draw watching his pictures. I would practice for endless hours, honing and perfecting my skill.”

			Rucker shook his head. “I really don’t want to do this.”

			Skorzeny squinted his eyes. “I still have a score to settle with you. Why not the cowboy way? You style yourself a modern cowboy. Let’s see it. At least it would be better than what the Gestapo doubtless has planned for you.”

			“Let me rephrase,” Rucker said. “You really don’t want to do this.”

			The others watched the silent face-off. Skorzeny unsnapped his holster. His hand hovered over the butt of his pistol. Rucker had his arms folded across his chest.

			“You think you’re that fast?” Skorzeny taunted.

			Rucker’s expression didn’t change. He said nothing.

			“I’m faster,” Skorzeny said confidently. “But I want to know how fast you are.”

			Rucker shook his head.

			“You well and truly don’t, Otto,” he said flatly.

			A smile crept to the corner of Skorzeny’s mustache when he saw the twinkle in Rucker’s eye. Fear? In the distance, they heard another airplane engine—a second wave of paratroopers, Skorzeny figured.

			The countdown was unspoken. Time stretched. Seconds ticked by in agonizing silence.

			Now.

			Skorzeny’s hand moved for his Walther. He hadn’t cleared leather when he found himself staring down the barrel of Rucker’s Colt. He hadn’t even seen a blur.

			“That’s . . . impossible. No one . . . no one can move that fast,” Skorzeny found himself saying.

			“Le monde progresse grâce aux choses impossibles qui ont été réalisées,” Rucker said.

			“ ‘The world progresses thanks to the impossible things which were carried out,’ ” Deitel said, translating.

			“His not wanting to face off against you wasn’t cowardice,” Terah said. “It was a kindness.”

			Skorzeny’s hand still gripped the butt of his pistol. He felt the sweat trickling down under his arms.

			“Drop it and kick it over here,” Rucker said. “Just like in the moving pictures.”

			Deliberately and slowly, Skorzeny pulled his pistol out and complied. He raised his hands. He was beaten for the moment. But just for the moment, he thought.

			“You can’t win, you know,” he said. “Not in the long run. Not against the discipline of a people dedicated to the greater good of the nation and their race.”

			“Gonna try,” Rucker said.

			“We’re willing to kill . . . willing to die . . . for our cause. What are you prepared to do for yours?” Skorzeny asked.

			Rucker stared into Skorzeny’s eyes. Then, oddly, Rucker smiled. Finally, he lowered the hammer on his pistol, twirled it, and slid it into its holster in a single motion.

			“I’m willing to let you live,” he said finally, turning on his heel and joining his friends.

			Skorzeny didn’t know what to say. He felt rather silly standing like that. The airplane engine grew louder.

			Now among his friends, Rucker and turned to face the commando. Deitel and Filotoma flanked the group, each standing next to wooden crates. Rucker put his foot up on a third crate.

			“How do you think you’ll get away?” Skorzeny finally said. “Our storm troopers will hunt you down. You have nowhere to go to ground.”

			Rucker nodded in acknowledgment.

			“Yeah, you got me there. Nowhere to go to ground,” he said. He looked to Deitel and Filotoma and gave them a nod. All three pried the top off the crates at the same time.

			“What—” Skorzeny started to say.

			Three weather balloons shot up from out of the crates and into the air, trailing heavy ropes.

			Lang, who had been standing nearby, saw what was happening.

			When the ropes played out, the cargo netting they were attached to rose around the heavy wooden pallet where they stood. Above, the balloons wrapped up with each other, carrying the line a good three hundred feet into the sky above the castle.

			Lang thought for only a moment. He dropped his rifle and stepped onto the wood pallet where the others stood. He’d had enough.

			“Send all the troops you want,” Rucker said with a smile.

			Just 325 feet above them, the Raposa passed directly over the castle at near-stall speed. A cable with a grappling hook trailed behind her from out the bomb bay doors.

			Over his shoulder, Rucker said, “Brace yourselves!”

			The hook trailing the Raposa caught the netting held aloft by the balloons. The pallet and everyone on it lifted into the air, and they were gone in the blink of an eye.

			Skorzeny stood staring after them. He cursed.

			A card fluttered to the ground. It was Rucker’s business card.

			Sean Fox Rucker

			Captain, Principal

			Far Ranger Air

			Spices, Liquors & Trade Troubleshooting

			“We fly like hell. Anything, Anywhere, Anytime.”

			est. 1925 a Texas/Brazil Venture

			Rio * Austin * 03-214-KL5315

			Skorzeny laughed.

			“Next time, then” he said. He tore the card in half and dropped the pieces on the ground.

			As he’d examined the card, he had noticed what looked at first like scratches on his wrist. On closer examination, though, he couldn’t tell what the marks were.

			Bite marks?

			No, he felt fine.

			Better than ever.

		

	


	
		
			 

			EPILOGUE

			Somewhere in Transylvania

			In an abandoned keep far north of Poenari Citadel, the three draugrkommandos laid Dr. Übel down on a straw-covered palette. He was pale and sweating. His skin was cold and clammy.

			Hauser reasoned that it must have been his prolonged and repeated exposure to the energy wave of his machine. It was killing him from the inside.

			The abandoned keep held no medical supplies, and no food or water. Dr. Übel—their creator—would die before they could get him to a town with a hospital.

			Hauser held council with his two brothers. They decided they had one way to save the doctor.

			Hauser drew his knife and cut a piece of flesh from his arm. There was no blood. Only a thick, viscous gel. They held Dr. Übel’s mouth open and let the fluid drip onto his tongue.

			After a few moments Übel began to convulse. They held him down lest he injure himself. He flailed and struggled. He ripped his goggles from his face.

			Then he went limp. He was unconscious.

			When he awoke an hour later, Dr. Übel felt energized. His fever had broken. The sores and stiffness of his old body were completely absent. He felt better and stronger than he had in years. He wondered where he was, then saw Hauser standing vigil over him.

			Übel started to rise, but Hauser pushed him back onto the dirty old mattress.

			“No, Father,” he said. “Not yet. Soon the pain will come, but it, too, shall pass.”

			“The pain?” Dr. Übel asked.

			“Yes,” Hauser said. “Rigor mortis. It will come and it will pass.”

			Dr. Übel tried to scream but realized he couldn’t. His lungs and his heart were stopped.

			North Central Greece

			“Papa! Papa!” the boy shouted. “Come, you must see this!”

			“You had best be showing me that you got your chores done, Theo,” his father said.

			The little boy led his father from the farmhouse through the grapevines and out to the olive tree orchards.

			“It was a skeleton, Papa,” the boy said excitedly. “As white as a sheet and dressed in white.”

			When the boy got to the tree in question, his father saw nothing.

			“It’s got to be around here,” the boy said.

			“Well, skeletons don’t just get up and walk,” his father said. “I’ve about had it with your fantastic stories, boy. Back to your chores or your backside gets tanned.”

			The boy sulked and headed back to the barn with his father.

			Neither noticed the torn piece of red silk hanging from a tree branch.

			Over the Atlantic

			Amria had slipped away. They doubted they’d see her again. And woe unto any Germans who did. The rest of Rucker’s team stayed two days at Nick’s private island, resting, eating, and playing. But soon enough Nicholas Filotoma was back to work.

			Lang headed east. He said he didn’t want to hear a gunshot ever again. When Rucker asked where he was headed, he just pointed and said, “That way. Maybe Shangri-La. Who cares?”

			Rucker was back behind the yoke of his Raposa, cowboy hat and all, with Chuy in the copilot’s chair. It felt good to be up in the Big Blue again, flying free and chasing the sun.

			Terah and Lysander sat in the jump seats, while Deitel stood in the hatch.

			Lysander had the Spear of Destiny sealed in a locked metal box.

			“So who’s going to ask about the elephant in the room?” Rucker asked.

			“What do you mean?” Deitel returned. “About you and Terah?”

			Terah elbowed Deitel in the ribs.

			“No, I mean the spear and its history,” Rucker said. “What really gave it those powers?”

			“It’s difficult to say,” Lysander said after a moment. “I mean, that is, this is . . . er, it could be the meteoric iron itself. Perhaps some microscopic germ or virus that could survive the cold of space and the heat of a steel forge. It could be cursed—a conduit to the Otherness. Or maybe it is something related to Madame Curie’s theory of radioactivity.”

			“Of course, it could also be that it was bathed in the blood of Christ,” Chuy said. “I know not all of you believe in the Gospels, but given all we’ve seen, at least you must allow it’s a possibility.”

			Rucker chewed on his cigar. “You know, it could also be that the spear is what caused Jesus to wake up in that tomb and roll the stone away. Which would mean that Jesus was actually . . . well, what was the Haitian voodoo word for those things? I mean, is it a coincidence with the whole ‘eating the flesh and drinking the blood of Christ’? What if Jesus was a zombie?”

			His face was absolutely deadpan.

			Chuy stared into his eyes with a wounded and angry look.

			It felt very awkward for Deitel, Terah, and Lysander.

			Finally Rucker couldn’t take it. He burst out laughing. Chuy outlasted him by only a second, almost falling out of his seat as his baritone laugh echoed in the cockpit.

			Lysander asked Rucker, “Where are we now?”

			“About six hours out from Austin. We’re over the Puerto Rico Trench, the boundary between the Caribbean and the Atlantic,” Rucker said. “Just northwest of Puerto Rico. We’ll be landing at Airstrip One to refuel. Should have us home before midnight.”

			Lysander excused himself to the lavatory. The conversation didn’t miss a beat.

			“Besides,” Chuy said, “Christ’s story is a celebration of life, not decay and death. If you believe in the Scriptures, then you know His rising had nothing to do with science, alien viruses, or atomic radiation. I have faith in His example and His Gospel. That’s enough, regardless of whatever the spear really is.”

			Lysander sat back down.

			Terah said, “I, for one, can’t wait for the Prometheus boffins to get their hands on the spear and figure it out. What do you think, Lysander?”

			“Um, er, I don’t think they’ll be able to provide any answers,” he said.

			Terah’s brow furrowed. “Why not?”

			“Er, that is, I just threw it out the hatch. I imagine it’s, oh, at least a quarter mile underwater now and still sinking. The Puerto Rico Trench is estimated to be at least six miles deep, you know.”

			“You what?” Terah shouted. “All that effort to recover the spear, and you throw it away just like that?”

			“Oh my, no,” Lysander said. “The effort wasn’t to take possession of the spear. The goal all along was to make sure it was in no one’s hands. Some power should not be wielded by anyone. Especially not a power so horrifying as the Spear of Destiny.”

			Terah wasn’t happy, but she understood Lysander’s reasoning, even if she didn’t fully agree.

			“There is something else. A minor problem,” Lysander said. “Um, that is, it appeared as though the tip had broken off. It was a fresh break—very clean. But the chances of anyone finding a single piece of metal or even looking for it are microscopically small.”

			Somehow, that wasn’t a comfort.

			“So about this job, Lysander,” Rucker said as he chewed on a cigar. “You do realize we’re charging you at least triple the original fee. None of us signed up for all that we went through.”

			“I think two and a half times was the original agreement,” Lysander said.

			“Did I mention I got tortured?” Rucker said, raising his shirt, “Look, sliced like a mango.”

			“Triple then. But no expenses,” Lysander said.

			Rucker looked at Chuy. “Acceptable?”

			Chuy nodded.

			“Then deal.”

			“Of course,” Lysander said, “I will throw in the expenses, if you’d just be willing to hear me out on another problem the Prometheus Society has identified.”

			“Oh no,” Terah said. “He’s taking time off. Soon as we get you back to Austin, he’s promised to take me to the Hawaiian Kingdom.”

			Rucker looked at Chuy and gave him a triumphant grin.

			“Ooh, er, yes,” Lysander said. “Good news, then. The People’s Republic of California is on your way. If you take the job, I’ll pay triple.”

			“Far Ranger Air would be proud to listen to your proposal,” Chuy said.

			“He’s the boss,” Rucker said grumpily.

			Terah stormed off to the passenger compartment.

			“Ever been to California, Kurt?” Rucker asked.

			The question surprised Deitel.

			“How do you mean?”

			“Just that. Have you ever been to California?” Rucker asked again.

			“No, I . . . you want me to come along?” Deitel said.

			“Do you really expect to go back to research papers and disease studies after all this?” Rucker asked. “That was you hiding from the world and bitter that it demanded you dance to its tune. Now you are free to call your own shots.”

			“Besides,” Chuy added, “as you can see, we end up needing a surprising amount of medical care for cargo delivery pilots and trade negotiators. Plus, Fox’s German is awful.”

			Deitel didn’t know what to say. He certainly couldn’t go back to Germany, or even Rio. He hadn’t thought what he would do after the mission.

			“Think it over,” Rucker said.

			“Er, if Chuy and Fox don’t hire you, Kurt,” Lysander said, “I’d like to talk to you about an opportunity with the Prometheus Society.”

			“Three thousand over your old salary,” Rucker said to Deitel.

			“Four thousand,” Lysander said.

			“Four and a half and thirty shares of company stock,” Chuy said.

			Deitel couldn’t believe it. They were bidding on him like he was an object at an auction.

			It was the most crass, commercial, and materialistic thing he had ever seen.

			It made him feel wonderful.

			Poenari Citadel

			Six days after the airships had extracted the garrison’s personnel and an SS battalion had erased all evidence of the Third Reich’s doings in Romania, a man in a long black cloak made his way up the mountainside to the front gates of the castle. There was a new moon. The sky was as black as ink.

			He looked around. It was all so familiar. The very smell of the soil was enriching to him. But something was out of place. In the darkness, his eyes saw as clearly as if it were daylight. He saw the scorch marks on the walls from recent torches. He saw the broken glass from strings of lightbulbs hastily pulled away. He smelled the savory, coppery smell of the patches of dried blood. He also smelled the rancid blood of the dead.

			The citadel had been violated.

			Hot rage welled within his cold body.

			A glimmer far from the gate caught the corner of his eye. A piece of metal the size of a thumb stuck out from the ground where it had been trampled deep into the soil. He pulled it free from the earth. It was a round metal disk on a broken chain. It was engraved with a swastika, a Black Sun symbol, and a name: Übel.

			Angrily, he crumpled the metal disk in his hands as if it were tissue paper.

			As he made his way to the keep, he saw something shining brightly in the night—brightly to eyes that could see its eldritch emanation. It was an object half buried in the ground, a sliver of steel that gave off a mystical glow invisible to mortal eyes but like a beacon to his own. He was drawn to it as he had been centuries before.

			It was a piece of the spear.

			His spear.

			His house had been violated and now his property had been taken.

			Someone would pay dearly.

			A gust of night wind howled through the courtyard. A piece of paper fluttered by. He snatched it from the air with his slender fingers.

			The card was torn but it bore a name.

			“Fox Rucker,” his ancient voice said, reading the smudged ink.

			Yes. Someone would pay dearly.
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