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 Clark wore Army Issue Heavies. He was, by far, the largest of the group, 
weighing in at a stoutly 280. His barrel-frame was a testament to 10 years of beer and 
football. He was originally First Platoon’s heavy gunner, and he still carried the 240 
Bravo over his shoulder like a baseball bat. But his brothers lay dead in the mud behind 
him. Clark was the last of the “Wolverines,” and his shoulder bore the empty patch where 
the emblem tore from his sleeve. He barely spoke.  
 Harding wore “minnies” over his size 8 feet. He was the shortest, falling under 
McMann by at least a head. Harding carried his M4 carbine in both hands, always at the 
ready. Every time a branch snapped or a round came within a quarter mile of his head, the 
little Yank jumped a mile. He popped anti-depressants every four hours, shaking his 
bottle delicately to avoid giving away their position. His little indulgences still earned 
him sharp looks from every soldier in the motley crew, regardless of his measures toward 
silence. 
 Each man carried a sidearm; either in a holster or, if they hadn’t set out from base 
with one, tucked into their ACU (Army Combat Uniform) trousers. Some had a simple 
Colt .45 auto, the silver handle digging a comforting weight into their hip throughout the 
trek. Others had picked up a Luger or a Mauser off a dead Krik—Marine slang for 
Koreans. Everyone was loaded down with half their weight in rations, bandages, and 
ammunition. Each soldier, except for Clark, carried two or more M67 fragmentation 
grenades.  
 Their uniforms were muddied and soaked through with sweat and blood. The 
black and gray urban “digits” were torn and tattered. Clark had removed his shirt entirely. 
It had been torn into strips and kept as bandages. He had rubbed mud over his bulging 
arms to aid in camouflaging himself. Deacons had done the same, though his arms were 
far less impressive. 
 To a man, they carried the dog tags of the fallen. Each of them bore the 
responsibility of at least one squad. Their pockets bulged outwards and jingled like 
tambourines with each step. Every footfall brought a wince from someone; every sound 
was followed by a haunting silence as each man waited for the crack of a sniper rifle. 
They never stopped marching, though. For everyone in the group, despite the cause of 
their union, there was a common link: the unceasing hope of rescue. 



 North Korea had never been the best friend of the United States. Decades of 
Communist dictatorship had left the country broken economically, and the population had 
rallied behind a revolutionary from the South. After the 2012 American elections, the 
United States anxiously awaited the next shoe to drop on the fledgling country. The 
preceding years had seen almost every nation in the world trade insults and threats with 
the despot Kim Jong Il, but nothing bad had ever come of it. 
 But in the summer of 2013, Kim Jong Il decided he needed more room to rule 
over his crumbling empire. He invaded South Korea without any fanfare at all. However, 
between his Republican Guard and the South Koreans was a line of 20,000 American 
troops; a tripwire of sorts. When the first drop of American blood fell on Korean soil the 
nation was committed. Republicans and Democrats decried the act of war by the 
Communist leader and a call to arms rose from the capital.  
 None of that mattered to the ground pounders of the 1st Infantry Division. They 
were volunteer soldiers, trained and willing to kill the enemies of America. They didn’t 
choose where to be sent; they simply went where the government sent them and did the 
job required. If the Koreans wanted to roll around in the mud with the Devil incarnate, 
the Joes were ready. 
 Only a few months into the conflict, the President decided that losing a hundred 
Americans meant the war was going poorly. Soldiers on the ground were ordered to 
cease-fire and return to designated evac points. America was pulling out. One general 
from the Vietnam era called the pullout cowardly, and would say so to any grunt within 
earshot. An Iraq-veteran told his squad of the good old days, when the government had 
the stones to back up the muscle.  
 The retreat went as poorly as critics suspected. The North Korean Republican 
Infantry saw the pullout as a sign of weakness. They redoubled their efforts and pushed 
through American lines, cutting off whole divisions from the main body. What had been a 
low casualty conflict was becoming a massacre as soldiers were refused the right to 
engage a pursuing force. Romeo Company was mutilated by mortars and died to a man 
before the first chopper hit the ground.  
 Rosenberg was a squad leader from Fox Company; an ROTC lieutenant with zero 
combat experience until a few months earlier. He was the first of the group, and the 
undisputed leader, after a sniper separated him from his squad. Fox had been walking 
toward an evac site when bullets flew from the buildings around them, picking off the 
soldiers one at a time. Rosenberg hadn’t thought to save his troops. He had fired his rifle 
blindly and ran, whimpering and crying, until his legs gave out beneath him. When his 
breath returned for a visit, he tried the radio to find his company. 
 No one answered. 
 Clark and Harding met up after mortars shredded the forward base camp. Clark 
was dragging the torso of his squad leader, his eyes black from smoke and gunpowder. 
Harding had made the big moose sit down and poured water on his face until the world 
cleared up. The heavy gunner cried until his eyes swelled when he saw he had been 
lugging a corpse. Harding had been shocked at how soft hearted the giant was, and had 



vowed to protect him. Harding had taken care of the big man since then, despite the fact 
that Clark’s ammunition belt was larger than the former scout.  
 McMann and Gruder were both Bravo men. They had carried the body of their 
friend Davis until a sniper had picked off the wounded soldier. McMann never left 
Gruder’s side, even when he needed to pee. Apparently, during the engagement that had 
removed the Bravo men from their company, Gruder had been sitting in a foxhole when 
artillery had landed behind his head. He had been deaf ever since. 
 There had been a medic for the first few hours: a young private named Ortega. 
She had gone off to aid a screaming soldier and never came back. She was the only 
female of the group. No one spoke about her when she didn’t return. Oretga had been the 
only soldier to ever crack a smile during the march. Though short lived, her time with the 
crew had meant a lot to men who were down on their last few drops of optimism.  
 Varguez, Guerra, and Luke came from Item Company, and they were the jokers. 
They wore steel-toes, which clicked aggravatingly with each step they took. “You sound 
like a goddamn marching band,” McMann would say every few hours. “The whole of 
North Korea is going to come down on us because you had to wear steel-toes.” None of 
the other soldiers complained. Guerra knew a million and one dirty jokes, and he spouted 
them off in his soft, Spanish accent until a mortar cut him in half a mile from the evac 
site. Varguez could sing, even if it was a little nasal, and he led the group in Catholic 
hymns. Even Rosenberg joined in, and Varguez left out the more Christian oriented 
prayers so the former squad leader wouldn’t feel left out. Luke played the straight man, 
and his poker face was legendary. No matter what the other two threw at him, his eyes 
would never waver.  
 Finally there was a squirrelly little grunt named Pierre. He walked away from the 
rest of the soldiers, afraid of getting attached to anyone. Deacons tried to start a 
conversation with the voiceless marcher, but it was easier trying to talk to a Korean. The 
only time Pierre ever spoke had been ominous and dismal. “We’re all dead. Each and 
every one of us. We just don’t know it yet.” 
 His comments didn’t go unreturned. The group agreed, from then on, to call 
themselves “The Walking Dead.” 

 They became brothers in the day and a half it took them to trek through the hills 
and villages of North Korea. Rosenberg took point, more out of habit than necessity. No 
one was in an active stance—save Harding—and if the enemy did decide to start a fight, 
there wasn’t going to be any pitched battle. These were the most highly trained soldiers in 
the world, but they felt lost. McMann complained about the government, saying they had 
pulled the rug out of a successful campaign. He said when he got back to the States, he 
was telling everyone about the limp-dick politicians in Washington. Gruder didn’t say 
anything. He couldn’t read lips, or he would have agreed. When the deafened soldier did 
speak, usually to say he needed to take a shit or drink some water, McMann had to cover 
his mouth to keep his friend from screaming the statement.  
 Clark cried often. It was the hardest part of the walk, watching the big man cry. 
He looked like a Greek god with his massive machine gun resting on his broad shoulders, 



but each sob racked his body like a gunshot. When he ran out of tears, the stocky soldier 
would grumble like thunder. Harding stayed close to his friend, giving him inaudible 
words of encouragement. Everyone knew that Clark wasn’t the brightest bulb in the box, 
but it bit deep into them each time he broke down.  
 When they came to the clearing, no one spoke at first. It had been a long journey, 
and despite never seeing a single Krik, they were two men shorter than they had been at 
the offset. Each loss compounded the last. Rosenberg had told them all how lucky they 
were to be alive. Out of the thousands of soldiers who had gone into their theater, nine 
were walking out. Others might be lost behind the group in the forbidding villages and 
countryside, but they were as good as KIA. Rosenberg and his Walking Dead were the 
last to get out of the war zone alive.  
 They were merely a few steps from being home.  

 Rosenberg left the safety of the shrubs when the UH-60 Blackhawk tore down 
from the sky, roaring like a dinosaur. Even Gruder looked up, though it was probably 
from the titanic vibrations. The thumping of the Blackhawk’s rotors was like standing 
next to a sub-woofer at a heavy metal concert. Varguez sang a hymn while Luke’s eyes 
ran tears of elation. Clark grabbed Harding in a bear hug and grinned broadly, the first 
smile since Ortega left.  
 They all walked single file toward the helicopter, their rifles at ready for the first 
time since they all met up. Rosenberg stopped at the door and held out a hand to touch 
the dark metal. It was cold from the wind, and felt like a ticket home. He stood by the 
door and scanned the hills as his Walking Dead began to climb into the cabin. McMann 
went first, banging his helmet on the low ceiling. He cursed, but a smirk chipped away at 
his face for the first time in months.  
 Varguez punched Rosenberg in the arm and climbed in, singing a tune only he 
knew. Luke followed, ducking low, and collapsed into the seat next to his friend. Pierre 
went in without a word. No one watched him as he plopped down in the jump seat. He 
didn’t seem insulted.  
 Gruder didn’t speak. He grabbed Rosenberg and hugged him, his rifle digging 
into the platoon leader’s hip. Gruder sat down next to McMann and tried to sleep. 
McMann pulled his friend in close and promised to stay with him until his hearing 
returned. Harding and Clark walked up together, Clark’s beefy arm draped over 
Harding’s shoulder. There was so much noise coming from the rotors that Rosenberg was 
surprised when he heard it. Harding and Clark were stepping into the chopper when there 
was, without any doubt, an audible snap of metal on plastic. 
 No one moved. Clark and Harding lowered their legs from the Blackhawk and 
froze. Harding’s face was green and pale. Clark stood completely still, a statue in his 
uniform. They stared down in unison, wondering who had just earned the last box home. 
In the chopper, five sets of eyes locked onto the two soldiers. Even Pierre watched on 
with sympathy. Despite not wanting to share in their burden, these were soldiers from his 
army.  
 Rosenberg didn’t move either. He was suddenly as lost as he had ever been.  



  
 McMann looked down at his own boots. He wore Shit-Kickers, thick leather boots 
made for roughnecks like him. They were the descendants of the boots his grandfather 
wore while hopping islands against Imperial Japan. There had been no hesitation when 
the quartermaster had asked what kind of footwear the soldier wanted. He could imagine 
how it must feel: The soft pressure rising from under his feet; the knot in the middle that, 
when pressed down, made that ominous snap; the knowledge that, without a minesweeper 
nearby, he was SOL.  
 Gruder stared at his own feet and swallowed painfully. He would have killed them 
all, if it had been him. He wouldn’t have heard the snap and would have taken his foot off 
the mine. The thought of his newfound brothers dying because of his stupid ailment 
caused a wave of nausea and guilt. 
 Varguez and Luke were talking to Clark and Harding, telling them it would be ok. 
They would figure out what to do. Luke said he hadn’t come all this way to leave one 
man behind. Varguez sang a prayer. Rosenberg began whimpering. He had known since 
he landed that he wasn’t qualified to be a leader. He should have been the one to step on 
the mine. What kind of leader would leave a footstep unchecked? 
 Clark frowned at Rosenberg. He tried to choke back the tears as they came, but it 
was like trying to stop a waterfall. He looked over at Harding and nodded. There was no 
mistake in his mind. Even through his thick boots, he could feel every inch of the flat 
earth beneath him. Clark stepped off with both feet and turned to face Harding. The 
thump of the Blackhawk’s huge rotors melted into the background as Clark stared into the 
eyes of his friend. Rosenberg bit his lip to quell the burning tears that threatened to flow. 
McMann’s jaw was low. Gruder groaned mournfully. Even Pierre wiped something away 
from his dark, brown eyes. 
 “We can fix this,” Clark said, his voice like a distant rumble of thunder. There was 
a pleading in his voice. Harding smiled. He had felt the knot under his foot as soon as he 
has stepped down. His minnies’ soles were thin enough that every pebble made itself 
known to him. The mine was no different. There was no choice in fighting it. “We can 
disarm it,” Clark whispered desperately. Harding put his small hand on Clark’s slab of an 
arm. 
 “We made it this far together. Now you have to go on without me.” Harding 
looked at Rosenberg, his eyes betraying the fear inside him. He held out a shaking hand 
full of dog tags. “Tell them we were heroes.” Rosenberg didn’t know what to say. He 
stared stupidly at his last casualty of war. “You’re the officer,” the small soldier said, his 
voice straining to be steady. “You have to write up what happened.” Harding looked at 
the men in the chopper, his heart beating a million times faster than normal. “These men 
are heroes. We fought our way out, tooth and nail. You tell them that.” Harding tried to 
stop himself, but the waterworks had control of the show. “Promise me,” he said. 
 Rosenberg took his soldier’s hand and squeezed it. “I promise you. All of us, 
heroes.” Clark grabbed his friend, careful not to lift him. He whispered something in 
Harding’s ear, something that was meant to stay between them. Harding cried into his 



friend’s chest, not holding it back anymore. McMann was silent, but his hand kept flying 
to his eyes. Varguez sang a low, mourning hymn.  
 “Go.” Clark stepped on the helicopter and stared at Harding from his seat. 
Rosenberg got on last, his eyes never leaving the last soldier on the ground. He mouthed 
the words “I promise” as the Blackhawk broke gravity and took the Walking Dead into 
the morning sky. Everyone waited, holding their breath. They tensed their bodies and 
their minds for what had to come next. 
 They waited. 

 On the grassy field in Korea, Harding let out his breath. The morning looked 
beautiful and calm, and there wasn’t a bullet or mortar to be heard for miles. Maybe this 
war would end soon. Maybe his friends would get home safely, without incident. He 
thought of his sister, Clara, alone without her brother to raise her. He thought about his 
girlfriend, Denise. He thought about G-d and what comes next. He thought about his 
brothers riding home in the helicopter. He thought about Clark. 
 And then, his face breaking into a smile, Jonathan Harding took the last step 
home. 


