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braham Rogers had become a psychologist for a variety of reasons, chief among them that he was uncomfortable with the rigidity of psychiatry as a profession and its propensity to solve psychological issues with pharmaceuticals. He had his clients call him Abe, as he felt the Doctor moniker was too heavy handed for his type of treatment. 
He fancied himself a proponent in a long line of humanistic psychologists who offered unconditional support for anyone who needed to work through personal or professional issues. 
As he sat in his dark office, shades drawn and lamp set to its lowest setting, he ruminated about the use of the word human. 
His practice had suffered as of late. 
The market had become saturated with recent graduates and despite a growing despair on the horizon, his billable hours began to decrease. 
He had to consider a new kind of client. 
The buzzing sound from the intercom on his desk woke him from his thoughtful pose. Standing, he depressed the button. 
His secretary’s voice did not match her appearance. The brusque tone suggested a woman solidly built with a perpetual scowl. Eve was the very picture of carefree youth: bright blue eyes and strawberry blonde hair. 
“Dr. Rogers, your 11 o’clock appointment is here. Should I send him in?”
Abe liked to meet his clients in the waiting room. 
“I’ll be right out.”
Taking the three long steps from his comfortable seat to the thick oak door, Abe smiled––though managed little more than a self-conscious smirk. 
Rhys was a mere specter of a man. His porcelain skin was accented by a burgundy shirt and dark pants. A pair of polarized sunglasses hid his eyes as he turned his head to the approaching Dr. Rogers. 
“Good morning, Rhys. Shall we?”
Rhys stood with a smooth and effortless movement. His lean frame was hidden beneath layers of superfluous clothing despite the humidity outside of the office.  
Abe had become accustomed to the strange turn his life had taken. Every academic had to specialize at some point in their career. Abraham Rogers’ practice had become a respite for the strange. 
As he took the seat across from the couch, Abe gestured with his hand. There was something to the necessity of pleasantries in his particular profession. 
“How are you doing this morning, Rhys?”
The leaner man seemed not to acknowledge Abe’s presence in the room; instead, he seemed keen on a sliver of light that emerged through the thick drapes behind Rogers’ desk. “Can we do something about that light?”
Abe nodded and attended to the drapery, tugging and moving it until the shaft of luminance was expunged from the room. “Is that better?”
“Quite,” came the terse reply.
With a huff, Abe was seated once more. He crossed one leg over the other and placed a tattered notepad on his knee. “Where would you like to start today?”
“Must you use such a raggedy journal, my good doctor?”
“Abe.”
Rhys waved a dismissive hand, his pale fingers tracing the air irritably. “Of course, we must maintain a conversational tone here.”
“Would you prefer to call me Dr. Rogers?”
Rhys exhaled and adjusted one of his legs underneath his body. “I would prefer to accomplish something during this session, Abe.”
Abe knew that Rhys grew impatient with a surprising quickness, though the vexation passed after a moment if allowed to marinate in the darkness.
“Have you given any further thought to the treatment we discussed?”
If Rhys had wanted to speak about a course of treatment, it was not revealed in the pursing of his pink lips. “I understand your propensity to use the flavor of the day, Abe, but I fear my affliction cannot be overcome with simple exposure.” He paused for effect. “It is that precise contact that causes me harm.”
“Do you feel like you are afflicted, Rhys?”
Rhys took off his sunglasses, revealing equally pale eyes that swam in shadow. “Do I not appear afflicted to you?”
“Who has burdened you with this affliction, Rhys? Who do you hold responsible for this suffering?”
Rhys’ long throat did not pulse, nor did his heart beat faster. One would have to have the appropriate equipment to have elevated blood pressure. 
Vampires lacked the requisite parts. 
“Are you trying to pry out blame? Find the golden egg of my psyche for which the morose bell tolls? I can assure you that my mother has little to do with my affliction.”
Abe touched his pen to the notebook and scribbled a few illegible lines. “Tell me about your mother, Rhys. What kind of woman was she?”
“What would my mother have to do with the creature I have become?”
“Your affliction, as you are so fond of calling it, is something with which you must live each day. While there are hurdles for you to overcome, you are still defined by where you have come from.”
“My mother did not make me the beast I am today.” Rhys seemed distracted. “She was a sad woman, prone to flights of dramatics. When my father left, she only became more beleaguered. My rebirth as this thing was more than she could bear. Her life, though filled with sadness, did not need the added burden of a child crawling into the darkness.”
“So she took her own life?”
Rhys looked at Abe with a dry look. “Why would you assume that? Did I say she took her life?”
“Was her life taken?”
There was a pregnant pause as Rhys looked away toward the wall of books to the right of the window. “Are you certain that window is closed? I can almost smell the light….”
Abe sensed that Rhys wanted to move on from talking about his mother. He made a quick note to broach it during a later session. 
“I recall from a previous session that you despise the myths perpetuated by pop culture. Is this aversion to sunlight not the exact type of pandering that vexes you?”
“It is not the myths that irritate me. It is the purposeful reinvention of my kind to fit whatever pop sensibilities are en vogue during a particular age. Many of my dark brothers and sisters spent the better part of a century carving out a place in the night. The light holds no sway over us. It is unpleasant for the oldest among us. We do not relish in its vast nutrients as the living do.”
Abe pressed the issue despite the pontification. “Why then do you seek the darkness? If it is not fear of injury, then what?”
“The light brings out the melancholy in me. I find it difficult to bear. I have no energy to go about the day.”
“Why do think that is, Rhys?”
Rhys sighed. 
His eyes remained unblinking. 
Abe knew that Rhys suffered from Seasonal Affective Disorder, though it was more likely a bout of generalized anxiety tied to some kind of recent drama. 
It had taken Abe several sessions to become accustomed to the idiosyncratic behavior of the moody child of the night. As a psychologist he was supposed to remain composed, but the first few sessions bordered on frightening. 
Rhys had on more than one occasion threatened him with bloodletting if he continued down a particular course of questioning. This passed as the vampire soon revealed his aversion to the sight of blood and the passion with which he dreaded violence. 
“What of social engagements?”
Rhys collected himself before speaking. “In 400 years I have bedded many women, but Eileen was different. She was unfettered by my flights of sorrow. At first she thought it was going to be blood and bondage, but she soon saw that we are just bored with this world.”
“We have not spoken of Eileen in some time, Rhys. Have you done what I suggested?”
“Go out and meet people. Are you quite mad?”
Abe and Rhys came to this point often. “You came to me because you wished to overcome some of your fears, some of the things that were holding you back. You asked me to treat you as any other patient because the alienation and loneliness was at the very center of your concerns.”
Rhys nodded and motioned with his hands. “Do not get flustered. I recall what I said.”
“Very good. So have you?”
“I created a profile on one of those computer dating sites. That is not how a man met a woman in my time.”
Abe smiled. “Things have indeed changed.”
“I get these messages from women wondering if I am a goth or if I am an Anne Rice fan. I find the process disgusting.”
“Disgusting how?”
“I am not a literary character beholden to some novelist somewhere.”
“Do you take offense to the portrayal of your kind in the media? In fiction?”
Rhys leaned back into the couch, his reed-like frame consumed by the cushions. “Not all of them. Stoker did not terribly displease me. I prefer Mrs. Rice’s portrayal of my people, even if we are not as refined and romantic as the masses would hope. These sparkly, brooding types obsessed with teenagers paint us as horny men incapable of satiating our lust for youth. A terrible literary metaphor if I have ever seen one.”
Abe shifted in his seat as Rhys continued. “As if after hundreds of years we only wish to brood and lust for awkward teenage girls. What about knowledge, the wonders of the universe? You humans do not think we have time to absorb the great knowledge of our time? Idiots.”
“It sounds like you think people treat you like you were uneducated. That perhaps you are prone to your baser instincts. How does that make you feel?”
“How does that make me feel? How do you think it makes me feel? Miserable. Like a troglodyte who can’t keep it in my pants. This is the merman problem all over again.”
“The merman problem?”
Rhys waved his hands as if he were a conjurer. “Women want all these myths and fairy tales. A merman is half-man, half-fish. So either they got the right equipment and a fish head, or they got a human torso and fish parts, if you know what I mean.”
“I’m afraid I don’t follow…”
Rhys interrupted, becoming irritated for the first time during the session. “I’m undead. Not one of those drooling groaners, but not exactly going to be warming folks by a fire. Need a beating heart to work the equipment women are interested in.”
“Perhaps you are generalizing a bit. Not all women assume that a vampire equates to fantastical romance.”
“Find me one woman who loves vampires and doesn’t think they are those brooding and beautiful blokes with the spray-on abs. The reality is quite a bit different.”
Rhys motioned with his hand to himself.
Abe tapped the pen on the notebook in contemplation. The vampire had not been this riled in some time. There was clearly another motivation at work here. 
“What happened today, Rhys?”
“What makes you think something happened?”
Abe gestured to the defensive posture and pensive––more pensive than normal––look on the vampire’s face. “Your demeanor and outburst would suggest that there was an incident.”
Rhys sighed. “Nothing gets past you. Can’t we just have a normal conversation without you confounding what I am trying to say?”
“This is my job, Rhys. I have to help you confront and move past the hurdles in your life so you can be a happy and productive member of society.”
  A brief pause grew between them. It became a staring contest with the loser bearing the impetus of the narrative. Rhys rolled his eyes and tucked his feet under the cushions. 
“Very well. It all started when I was watching one of those shows again. The dialogue is atrocious. It is as if they write the exchanges how your kind wishes you spoke. No sense of cadence and intonation, just snarky. We are all tortured souls looking for love according to your melodramas.”
Abe scribbled on his notepad once more. “Do you find that portrayal particularly irritating because you feel like your life has been a comedy of errors? Is this perhaps your way of defending your sorrow?”
Rhys looked away from Abe once more and focused on the drapery. His face remained unreadable. “It would be simpler, would it not, if I were just as transparent as one of your moody housewives? I do not believe myself tortured, but rather damned to a fate. This is not unique to my kind. Many of your species find themselves relegated to lives that leave something to be desired.”
“Is it possible then that the fictionalization of vampires is meant to alleviate human boredom and apathy?”
“Vampires,” hissed Rhys. 
Abe paused as he realized his error. His client had made it painfully clear that he despised the moniker and all other colloquialisms to describe his species. 
“Apologies, Rhys. I meant no harm.”
Gray eyes had become crimson and shadowed at the word usage. His pale lips had parted, revealing razors of bone meant for tearing. 
“I find the generalizations of my brothers and sisters terribly crude. It would be as if I referred to you and your kind as naked apes. This is part of the problem. Your authors and artists have made metaphors of our animal instincts, likening bloodletting to sexual desire and eternal life to fear of death. Your little stories are built as vehicles for your idiosyncrasies, not ours.”
Abe gathered his thoughts, knowing that his next words would determine the tone of the remainder of the session. “What is it about the terms that you find most derogatory? Is it what they imply about your kind?”
“It is the laziness of the thought process.  Implications are simply fears turned outward, good doctor. You taught me that.”
“Quite so, Rhys, quite so. Before my verbal misstep you were explaining the series of events that led to your distress. Would you care to continue?”
“As you wish. I could stand no more than a few moments of this show before leaving for work. Riding the tube remains one of the few modern conventions that I enjoy. The confections and odors aboard my daily commute are distinct. It was aboard my morning trek that the day went from stilted soap opera to horror show.”
“It sounds like whatever happened on the tram was sufficient to affect you deeply.”
Rhys shifted in his seat, fidgeting as he continued. “As I was saying. I was listening to an audio book when this woman approached me. I knew almost immediately she was not playing with a full set, but I engaged regardless. It is, as you say, important for me to get out there.”
“I am proud of you, Rhys. That was very brave to talk to a strange person, a woman no less. That is great progress…”
Rhys interrupted. “Your pride is of little concern to me. If you are quite done, I would like to continue.”
Abe nodded, gesturing with his hand.
“This woman asked if I lived around here and continued with all the normal pedantic drivel that you Americans dabble in. I have never understood the lengths to which you go to greet and say goodbye to someone. It is quite tiresome.”
Abe raised his pen to speak, but Rhys continued, unfettered. “When she had completed her verbal dance, she asked if I would like to head back to her place for the afternoon. Needless to say, her forwardness was shocking, not refreshing. As I felt the throes of disinclination creeping up, it was as if you were sitting next to me, whispering in my ear.”
Abe leaned forward. “To be clear, Rhys, I did not tell you to go out and sleep with strange women. I had hoped you would engage them in healthy and meaningful dialogue.”
Rhys waved dismissively. “Perhaps that was your intention, but that was not its application. Whether you wished me to engage in harmless banter or not, I found that the quickness with which I say no might be influencing positive outcomes in my life.”
“I have to interrupt for a moment here. I do not recall discussing the importance of saying yes to new experiences. What book were you listening to on the tram?”
“I do not see how that is relevant….”
Abe narrowed his gaze and smirked. “Was this another self-help book, Rhys? We had talked about the importance of introspection and journaling, not the blatant use of positive nonsense.”
Rhys scoffed. “It was not as if I was reading one of those books. It was an autobiography of a great man. I did not sleep with this woman. The whole ordeal was rather stressful.”
“Please continue.”
“I had left quite early for work because I love riding the train through the city. It provides a welcome distraction from the depressing four walls I call home. This woman asked if I was in the lifestyle. It seems that everyone is part of some kind of diversion from real life in this day and age. Not certain of what she meant, I decided to go back to her apartment. I could not have guessed what she had in mind.”
Abe chuckled and immediately wished he had not. There was something oddly amusing about a man who had been alive for many centuries experiencing something new. It was a testament to the myriad carnival that was life. 
“Pardon my interruption, Rhys. Please continue.”
“I found that I had no answer to her question, so I nodded politely. She seemed excited by response, reticent as it was. We departed the train at the next stop in a neighborhood with which I was unfamiliar. As I entered her building I was struck by sense of foreboding. Had I human faculties, I imagine I would have had a panic attack. Alas, all I was capable of was a tremendous feeling of dread.” 
“Why not leave immediately?”
Rhys waved a hand. “Were I to run at the first sign of panic, I would never leave the dark confines of my home. No, I needed to see where this led.”
“And where did it lead?”
“We ascended the few flights of stairs to a musty hallway rife with discarded boxes and chipped wallpaper. She turned back to me just as we approached her door. There was this wry, mischievous smile on her face.”
Rhys shifted in his seat and folded his arms closer to his body. “I could smell incense even before we entered the room. The lights were turned down low and I could hear groaning and whispered voices. Do not confuse me with a prude, good doctor. I have been a party to many orgies in my time. This was something substantially more perverse.”
Abe resisted the urge to comment on the use of good doctor once more. “What exactly happened, Rhys?”
“The lights had been turned down low and there was paraphernalia littering the walls depicting….”
“Depicting what?”
Rhys sighed. “Your usual macabre and vampire fare, though I am dismayed at the very notion. Men painted in white and the worst music to which I have ever been exposed. And I survived Disco and this Bieber craze.”
“They were roleplaying then?”
Making a few circles with hands, the vampire seemed disenchanted with the word usage. “When I imagine roleplaying, I get the image of overweight men with terrible facial hair rolling multi-sided di. Some of these goths had fang implants, ceramic molds made to look like a child of the night.”
“What about the woman who brought you there?”
 “They were having some kind of orgy. There was a fair amount of pig’s blood by the smell of it. Magnificent drapes were cast across the windows, obfuscating the light. That part I found quite useful. Otherwise, it was a sordid and ridiculous moment.”
Resituating himself on the couch with only the slightest of movements, the vampire continued. “Another of the socially inept approached me and asked if I wished to join their covenant. A meat sack asking this of me would have thrown me into a rage a century early, but, alas, I found his particular brand of melancholia amusing.”
“Amusing?”
“Very much so. I asked him how long he had been a child of the night, expecting the very pinnacle of overwrought acting and facial pinching to get the right mix of anxiety and despair. He did not disappoint. His voice deepened and he looked off into the distance. Another of the painted children changed the music to something more somber. It reminded of The Cure, a band that I quite enjoyed….”
Abe waited as Rhys drifted off in thought.
“And?”
The vampire looked at him with wide eyes and a distant stare. “Just as a well of memories overwhelmed Proust at a slight smell, thoughts of the Cure and a simple musical note have filled me with a scattered kaleidoscope of the 80s. I found the style and music of that day quite droll. It reminded of the years lost to the sands of time that has no hold over me.”
Abe tapped his pen on his knee in thought. “Were the 80s a particularly difficult time for you?”
“They were not a hardship. These painted children of men reminded me of the cyclical nature of humanity, the propensity for repeating the stupidity of your past.”
Abe scribbled something onto the notepad, which drew a scowl from Rhys. “Do you feel that humans are deficient in some way? That we are constantly repeating the past?”
Rhys seemed irritated by the question, evidenced in his tone as he replied. “Do you not? I find the regularity with which people re-invent themselves and start over tremendously irritating––most of the time they do not put in the appropriate amount of time necessary, and then fail at the first sign of resistance. A culture of indifference plagues you all. Terribly irritating.”
Abe let the vampire stew in his anger for a moment, not wanting to draw out more ire with a misplaced word. Treating Rhys was unlike any other being he saw, yet in moments of pronounced emotion he was frighteningly humanlike.
“Is it that you think they don’t value their time?’
Rhys nodded imperceptibly. “I have watched centuries fade into antiquity, yet the commitment of a few weeks’ time is beyond the capacity of a greedy, petulant human. Life is a gift, but you do not treat it as such.”
Abe looked at his watch and grimaced. 
The session was coming to a close and he felt like he had not accomplished nearly enough. “How about your job, Rhys? Has it gotten any better?”
“I find the hum of the computers and machinery deep in the bowels of the building relaxing indeed. It is the level of respect afforded members of the IT department of which I am not particularly fond.”
“Has someone said something to you?”
Rhys shook his hands demonstrably. “Nothing like that. It is the sneers and subtle glances in the break room. A little toad from accounting pilfered one of my blood oranges from the refrigerator despite the bold, black letters written on the bag. He denied it, but I could smell it from a mile away.”
“Interoffice theft is quite common I am afraid, Rhys. I loathe doing this, but we must stop here for today.”
Rhys stood with a smooth movement.
Abe ambled to a standing position and extended his hand, which the vampire grasped lightly. “I would like you to use the light-box that I had you purchase to see if you can bring up your tolerance to sunlight. We will have a light therapy session next and discuss the use of some SSRIs, though you know I would prefer we follow the cognitive behavioral treatment schedule as far as we can take it.”
“As you say, Abe.” 
Dr. Rogers motioned for the door and Rhys was gone without a sound. Standing in his darkened office, he reached for his notebook and scribbled down the very edges of his thoughts. As he placed the book down, he prepared himself for his next client.
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Day One
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he world had ended, or at least slowed for a spell, when the outbreak claimed the consciousness of humanity. There was a brief moment before the proverbial sky fell when many people thought the entire idea was just the shenanigans of the ne’er-do-wells who were pulling a fabulous hoax on the world. The first day brought skepticism and curiosity. Pop culture had engrained in people the fear of the unknown and a fair amount of preparation in the event of anything resembling a zombie plague. 
This sense of a participatory chain of events signaling the end of Hobbes’ civilization was far more abrupt than for which many were ready. People had hoarded and stockpiled. Nary a person could be found who did not have an assault rifle or nail-bat prepped and ready for the staggering undead. 
It was the deed, however, that proved far more difficult for most. Even though necrotic flesh and a certain vacancy behind the eyes announced the undead to those passable as living, it was the possibility that this momentary lapse of humanity could be overcome. This idea quickly faded as the disease spread, claiming metropolitan areas and rural areas alike. 
By the end of the first week, skepticism had turned into panic. Stores were raided and cities were emptied as quickly as possible. 
Roads were congested with cars fleeing to a transient safe haven just beyond the boundaries of memory and the known. The problem with being surrounded by water is that eventually you hit a coast, no matter which direction you drove. Cars were abandoned as power grids wavered and then went silent. Soon, the nights were as dark as the inside of a coffin and the days unperturbed by the sounds of the city. 
Philosophers had for the majority of human civilization discussed what man would be like in this state of nature. Great minds debated the merits and pitfalls of a world unperturbed by the guiding force of norms and mores. It appeared that something drawn from nightmares and the fiendish, albeit amusing, minds of writers who envisioned a world where the rebuilding of a civilization was juxtaposed against a frightening dystopia burdened by moral ambiguity and vagary of purpose. The great apocalypse proved to be a grand thought experiment, much to the chagrin of everyone. 
  
*
  
Michael had been an insurance salesman before the world took a turn for the dark and weird. His wife, Susanna, taught 3rd grade; their daughter had just turned six. 
The first day had been horrendous. As a family they had sworn off guns; they had even joined in on the sobering mantra of gun regulation. It was for this reason that the home invasion in their quiet suburban neighborhood came as a shock. 
The television droned on about airborne toxins, blood-borne pathogens, and other maligned medical reasons for what was simply being called an outbreak. Sirens cried in the early morning as the sun peeked above the horizon like a shy trickster. Clara, his young daughter, ran through the house with wild abandon. School had been cancelled for fear of spreading the infection. 
Hollywood had prepared the masses for a sudden outbreak with scampering, roaming bands of undead. The reality had been far more frightening. Loved ones degenerated slowly, like a full-body Alzheimer’s. 
Movement slowed as well as brain function. 
Alertness was replaced with a complacency that went well beyond fatigue. Mouths rotted and skin congealed, before sloughing off like warmed ice on a windshield. It was on this first day, as Michael watched his daughter run about the house yelling and laughing like it was a snow day, he learned that he was not as prepared as he thought. 
They did not live in a large home. 
The sound of broken glass was muted by a passing siren and raised voices farther in the distance. Clara did not react and Michael approached the front window that overlooked the manicured lawn in the secluded cul-de-sac. Wide in the shoulders, he was not a muscular man. His large hands were bony and calloused––strange for a salesman. He had lost his appetite, and his love for violence, during two tours in Afghanistan. 
His brown eyes watched the street carefully, not paying nearly enough attention to the sounds of his house. As he watched the neighbor across the way pull bungee cords over boxes that were haphazardly thrown together, the realization that his daughter’s voice was no longer white noise to the wordless symphony outside dawned on him. 
A narrow hallway led back into the house. 
His voice was strained. “Susanna? Clara?”
There was a whimper, and then murmurs. 
The sound of his heart thundered in his ears as the worst possible scenarios worked their way through his head: the disgust he felt for all the pornography he watched over the years; cheating on his taxes; not doing the dishes or telling his wife he loved her enough. These were the silly things that raced through the mind in a nanosecond when the world tilted ever so slightly. 
The morning sun cast shadows. 
Walking past the kitchen, he looked for a weapon.
A mallet, the kind Susanna used to tenderize meat for filets, was on the counter atop a cutting board. With no knives or pointy implements of any kind––clearly the desired weapon of any child of horror and gore movies from the late 20th century––he settled on the mallet. He was holding his breath as he took the two steps into the back bedroom. 
A wisp of a man held his wife by the neck. 
He hid behind her small body, which provided proof that the intruder was a featherweight at best. His wife’s auburn hair was wet in places from sweat and her green eyes screamed, though her lips remained tight. 
Clara was nowhere in sight.
“Where’s Clara?” Michael rasped. The intruder looked at him strangely, clearly not recognizing the name. “Where’s my daughter? What’ve you done to her?”
A frightened squeak emanated from deeper in the room, among the shadows and piled sheets that had been a cascading fort hours before. Poking his head out from around Susanna’s head, the bird-like quality of the man’s face––sharp nose, thin eyebrows, and angular jaw––were quite apparent. 
The invader’s eyes were a soupy gray. Gesturing with his free hand, in which he held a box-cutter, he started to speak. “Money….”
Michael took a step forward and the man squeezed harder on his wife’s neck and shook the box cutter angrily. “Let my wife go. You can have whatever you want, just don’t hurt her.”
A surreal moment passed, in which, were it a heroic action film, Michael would have leapt across and disarmed the man with a series of well-coordinated movements. Unfortunately, his life was not directed by Michael Bay. The intruder relieved his grip, convinced that the strong hold of societal norms would enforce the unspoken agreement made under duress. 
Up until the moment that Susanna ducked to the side and fell against the side table, dislodging and breaking an antique lamp, he was still convinced that he might indeed get what he wanted. As Michael moved across the room with a lumbering tackle, the lie dissolved and the state of nature was restored. 
Bringing the mallet down as hard as he could, Michael felt bone give way. The intruder screeched and swung the box-cutter as they rolled to the ground. Michael could feel the skin split far too easily, but the pain faded behind a kind of primordial rage that was unquenched. Grabbing the hand that held the box cutter with his free hand, Michael struggled with the man. 
Clara screamed as her father and the freak came down in one convoluted ball near her. Clara was up, a small wound along her forehead bleeding and turning strands of her hair into gnarled clumps. Susanna grabbed her daughter in her arms and ran to the edge of the room, stopping to look back. Clara pressed her face against her mother’s shoulder and sobbed as the grunts intensified. 
The intruder, though smaller and frail, was possessed of a surprising strength. It was then that the thin veneer between civilization and chaos gave way. Swinging his head wildly––though if pressed he would say he was attempting to strike the man with his head in a controlled movement––Michael crashed the hard bone of his forehead against the softer tissue of the man’s face. 
The resistance faded into a groan. 
The box-cutter rolled to the ground as the intruder’s arm went limp. Michael realized he was screaming as he stumbled back onto the bed. His vision was blurry and he could make out part of the man’s face; rather, only a portion of the man’s face resembled something human. 
Civilization had died, but the concert played on. 
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s Michael looked out the broken window of the convenience store, he recalled the last remnants of humanity that been flushed from him like so much waste that day. 
Winter had set in. 
The tall blue oaks that surrounded the building on two sides were dusted with frost; the ground was an amalgam of crystal sheets broken only by brave stalks of undergrowth that dared the frigid touch of the gales. 
The interior of the building would not serve as a long-term solution. However, it would be useful until the weather broke. 
The trek out of the suburban areas, even ones as small as those in the Sacramento Valley, had begun in the family Subaru. Highway 99 had been so congested, so overrun with smoldering and abandoned vehicles that the Hobbes family was forced to make the remainder of the trek on foot. Winter had not been as absurd as it had been during the past month. Often the snow levels came down into the valley for a day, sprinkling unsuspecting areas with brief, beautiful moments of frozen precipitation. 
This was different. 
A storm had settled in the valley, trapped and angry. 
When the sun managed to peek through the clouds above, there was a moment when it almost felt bearable. But the great star was soon obfuscated behind a gray wall once more, bloated and teeming with fury as a fresh zephyr of snow and blinding particulates dragged the valley. 
Before the fall of civilization, Susanna had begun to gain a little weight; the difference now was drastic. Her high cheekbones were prominent and the sallowness of her cheeks from periodic starvation saddened Michael as much as he was capable. 
He had not fared much better. 
His beard had grown in with dark clumps and gray patches that had no doubt taken residence from the stress that had become everyday life. His neat hair had become bedraggled and curly in places despite its length. Had it been on purpose, he could have imagined Susanna running her long fingers through it and calling it cute.
The store had weathered the apocalypse. 
Shelves remained intact for the most part, though they were barren fields. The coolers had been left open and the power had long since faded. Overturned cans, smashed and left for dead, littered the floor. 
It had served as a last stand for someone. 
The doors and windows were adorned with long wooden planks cast in random patterns. A length of coiled chain looped through the front doors––chime removed. The open register was a dusty beach before the sunglasses tree, broken lenses covering the counter. 
Susanna approached slowly. 
Clara walked beside her mother in silence. 
As they neared Michael, the young girl reached out her arms and wrapped them around her father’s neck. Patting her back, he felt emotion surge in for just a brief moment. He pushed it down and looked at the wide eyes of his wife––the distance there saddened him.
She had been vibrant before the world went to shit. 
Susanna had what could modestly be called a sunny disposition. She was always laughing and hugging people, a bright smile painted on her simple features. That beauty made her perfect in a way that Michael could never properly articulate, especially now that such simple joy was gray-washed by despair. 
Michael’s voice was a whisper. “Find anything?”
Susanna shook her head, pausing as if to speak. 
The moment passed. 
Fear of something deeper in the darkness had stolen the chattiness of joyful people. There were times in the very beginning, just after the lights went out and the roads became impossible to travel, that people could still be people. You would meet someone and for a second it was possible that they wouldn’t slit your throat in your sleep. 
This, like the many stolen moments of their lives, passed. 
Now there was only the Hobbes family against the world. 
Standing, Michael adjusted the heavy revolver at his side. 
Necessity had been the guiding force for weapon choice. The two machetes with masking tape wrapped around the handles along his back in makeshift sheaths might have been a katana or a chainsaw in a shinier world. The scarf around his neck had become a patchwork of shirts, blankets, and burlap that could now withstand the sharp slap of the winter air. 
Producing a crumbled bag, he handed it to Susanna. 
“Some of the rabbit.”
The cold seeped in through the bottom of the front door, despite the lattice of uneven boards. It was not the frigid air outside that made Michael tread lightly. 
Zombies. 
Or at least that is what people expected. 
The reality was far more frightening.
The world had grown silent around what remained of humanity: the undead, or groaners, as the Hobbes family called them. They couldn’t bring themselves to refer to them as zombies. It seemed that if they were zombies as they had always conceived of them, then there would be some stability to their behavior. 
As Michael looked through the slits of the overlapping planks, he watched the snow-covered road just outside of the store. There were no tracks, no bodies of which to speak. Groaners were far from consistent. Sometimes they would run like creatures drawn from a nightmare with broken backs on all fours, and then there were those that lumbered along like they were drawn from a black-and-white film.
The Hobbes family had not been in contact with many people since their flight from civilization. There had been plenty of conjecture in the beginning.
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t would be several days before Susanna could look Michael in the eyes. Thinking about the frightening look upon her husband’s face proved a startling reminder that humans were not far removed from a more primal ancestor. The television did not fade into static as was so often portrayed in apocalyptic moves, but instead progressively haggard-looking folks repeated what was more gossip than news. The infected––no one wanted to call them what they were––were steadily increasing. 
Hospitals could not contain the overflow.
Stories of people being attacked in the streets and cannibalism were rampant. Civilization broke not from the undead, but when the power and water stopped flowing. Two days after the faucets and showers no longer worked, people began to panic. Panic became hysteria; hysteria gave way to violence in the streets.  
Northern California was not particularly large. 
The Sacramento Valley could boast a million bodies if the capitol was lumped in with the small cities nestled behind mangroves and almond groves. San Francisco to the west was the first to disappear from the world; Sacramento did not fare much better. Smaller communities just to the north like Yuba City and Marysville were soon overrun with infected folks who were no more human than the world was flat. 
Cities like Chico and Redding walked the fine line between being overrun and acting as potential safe havens. The Hobbes family had lived a quiet life a few miles east on highway 32 toward a little piece of Podunk called Chester. There, just before the bluffs and the Sierra Nevadas, their home had been a part of a tiny development. 
Fall was still very much in bloom. 
Pastel colors dashed trees. 
The beauty of a place like Chico was that the man who had founded the town, Bidwell, had gathered trees from all over the country and lined the streets with them. This gave the small city a sense of wonder at any time of year. You might see palm trees and blue oaks growing across the street from one another––one blooming when the other was fading. 
Long before the world was broken down into groaners and the Children, television anchors and “experts” blathered about the possible root cause of the infection. Some cited deregulation of packaged goods, genetic modifications to crops, and even the drinking water. 
The cause was not what frightened people. 
It was the process. 
The slow degeneration of person to groaner began with an irregular fever and moved into cluster migraines that often caused blindness. The skin would lose its elasticity and moisture, and soon what had once been human was a snarling scarecrow bent on viciousness and mauling. 
Michael loaded a few more items into a large duffel bag as Clara sat cross-legged in front of the television. If Susanna had been quiet and distant, his daughter might as well have been on the moon. 
The man delivering the news had once been the weatherman, though the dark beard and bloodshot eyes hid the glamor of a previous time. There was talk that the news studio had fortified itself from the outside world. Iron gates and heavy doors had been knocked on and screamed at to no avail. 
The newscaster rasped in an uneven tone: “Residents are being warned against journeying out on to the highways. 99 and 32 are backed up and the Skyway has been blocked off by overturned vehicles.”
Michael paused as he placed a heavy coat and a machete into the brown duffel bag. “Are you packed, baby girl?” he asked. 
Clara nodded, but did not take her eyes off the screen. 
The grating voice continued: “Martial law has been declared, but this has not stopped residents from fleeing the cities, seeking refuge in the bluffs and the mountains beyond.”
Susanna emerged from the other room, carrying bags in her hands. One of those bags was of particular interest. For the longest time, Michael had complained about his birthdays. He was of the opinion that getting gifts on your birthday was useless since you couldn’t really get what you wanted. In their fourteen years together, she had only given him something for his birthday once that he felt was practical. 
A survival pack prepped for an apocalypse. 
It had been a silly gift meant as joke despite its pragmatism. As he looked at the waterproof black bag, he was reminded of the joy he felt and his quick response: “All it needs is a revolver.”
Susanna had laughed. 
There was no humor in her face as she extended it to Michael. Holding it for a moment and looking down at the rolled-up top and Velcro straps, he was struck by the frantic pace of the world. It was like one of those commercials that showed time-adjusted photos of a baby growing into a teenager, except it was a series of horrific moments laced together without a cogent narrative––visual chaos.
Taking the few short steps into the living room, he placed a hand on his daughter’s shoulder and shut off the television. “It is time to go, monkey.”
She looked up at him. For a moment she seemed to consider what he said. Without another word, she disappeared into the next room to retrieve the few belongings a child felt she could not abandon. 
The day was slipping away from them, something that Michael did not feel they could afford to lose. Their black Subaru was already running when Clara came bounding out the front door with a wool cap pulled over her head and a pink backpack bouncing against her back. 
He watched Susanna lock the door behind them, a strange thing to do considering the state of the world, but a habit nonetheless. Michael thought to joke with her about it, but the quiet demeanor with which she surveyed the interior of the vehicle––boxes and bags stacked to the roof––made him think better of it. 
The sun disappeared just behind the clouds to the west. A copse of dull-colored trees obscured the sunset, creating muted shafts of light that reached across the sky. 
Michael had decided to head north.
There were a few remote places that he had taken the family on camping outings. Perhaps one of them would serve as a welcome shelter to weather an uncertain future. If the gossip was to be believed, this was the end. 
As they drove west, overturned vehicles had become expressionist art. Wary eyes and haunting glances followed the Hobbes family as Michael moved around a scattered pile of moving boxes strewn about in the street. Clara turned and pressed her face against the window as he passed. 
An on-ramp had been painted over with long strokes of graffiti, hopefully. A few cars sat off to the side, heavy skid marks from where they had pushed aside from larger vehicles. There was a narrow chute through which a car might fit. 
Michael chanced it. 
He knew that staying in a city meant certain doom. 
Without the amenities, the basics of civilization would soon crumble. This thought worried him deeply. A regression to the mean, to the horror that lay at the depths and darkness of every living being, was something that hid when the beauty of children were introduced into the world. 
Being a father had put that darkness at bay. 
There was something life-affirming in being the caretaker and guide for a being, to be there in moments of despair and happiness, all the while being at the mercy of chance and probability. 
The sun dipped below the horizon. 
Michael’s heart dropped. 
Turning his lights on would draw attention to them. 
Highway 99 was slow going. 
A lot of the cars had been abandoned. Looming to the east and west was a silent darkness from which they would not escape until the sun kissed the sky once more. Susanna remained silent, eyes forward as she watched the darkness. 
Clara hummed softly. Reflex caused Michael to reach for the radio, but he stopped himself. If he wasn’t willing to turn on the lights, the radio would have to wait until they were out of town. Even though night had arrived, there was enough light to drive slowly through the thickening maze of the mechanical graveyard. 
Something bumped into the front of the car, but Michael kept the vehicle going. As they moved on, the whine of fingers on glass as a groaner reached out for the Subaru made Clara scream. Dead eyes and diseased flesh watched the little girl. Head titled and mouth agape, it gnashed angrily as it struggled to get past the window. 
Susanna was in the back seat like a slithering serpent, her feet kicking the rearview mirror as she hugged her daughter, surrounding her completely. Michael swerved a bit, giving the groaner a bump. 
It was enough. 
The highway was littered with the carcasses of machine and man alike. As they neared the next turn-off, the small family watched a staggering horde move just ahead, waiting for a moment as if expecting the stop light to suddenly come alive and grant them passage. 
The mass of groaners was not what made his heart drop. 
Heavy floodlights atop the overpass made Susanna squeak. Groaner-fearing folk would never be bold enough to flash about in the darkness; a point made all the more prominent by the sudden but inevitable gravity of attention from the groaners waiting for the turn signal. 
The floodlights disappeared for a moment and Michael allowed his quick pulse a reprieve; this, however, did not last. The roar of the diesel engine was accompanied by the bouncing will-o-wisps of electricity as they circled around the off-ramp going south. 
Michael turned on the lights to the Subaru and gunned it. The engine ratcheted up, squealing for a moment as the RPMs matched his urgency. The road no longer seemed calm. As the headlights danced over the asphalt mausoleum, heads rose with varying degrees of decay. 
Abandoning the slow crawl, Michael veered right, driving right toward the on-ramp and the disabled street lights. The mob of groaners had moved onto the overpass, chasing the floodlights. 
For a moment, Michael breathed easy. Maybe the truck hadn’t seen them. Maybe they weren’t Children. As he looked into the rearview mirror, he knew how this would end as he saw the heavy lights of the truck in pursuit. 
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he air outside had an ethereal quality, as if there was something waiting to take form just beyond the tree line. Michael had become accustomed to the silence. His wife would often sit quietly with their daughter, smoothing back her hair and humming a nameless tune. 
Everyone was a stranger, even to themselves. 
Night had settled. 
Daylight frightened him the most. Nightmares were meant to be hidden in darkness. In the light of day, groaners were abstract art gone wrong, diseased sculptures fumbling to be real. Simple things were the most difficult to get over. Running water and the ease of electricity, the forgotten wizardry of flipping a switch, made moving from one room to another in the haunting hours after dusk a harrowing ordeal indeed. 
The room in which they had barricaded themselves was bathed in slivers of light: a broken board here, a cracked pane there. Michael sat with his back to an overturned refrigerator that acted as a sentinel against the door behind him. Susanna and Clara sat in the center of the room, worn and faded playing cards set between them. 
Pink headphones pressed down his daughter’s hair. 
Their mute expressions changed little as his daughter placed a card down, and then his wife collected it. They were playing setback, a game Michael’s father had taught him decades ago. Susanna took neither pleasure nor heartbreak from the game. The far side of the room was littered in disheveled piles of food racks and overturned furniture collected from the rest of the convenience store. 
The back room served its purpose well. 
There was one window to the back that overlooked the forest just beyond. The front door had been boarded up long before the Hobbes family had taken residence. The chain interlocking the door was locked with a series of keyed and combination locks pilfered from what little stock remained.
As Clara won a hand, a brief smile lit up her face. Michael’s stomach sunk and he felt his eyes warm. In the months after the fall, he rarely saw his daughter smile. It was a gross injustice if there was ever any stock to be placed in the fairness of the world. 
The laughter of children disappeared first. 
Civilization was tethered by the stolen moments when death and disorder played no part. A newborn laughing upon seeing her mother’s face, a small boy throwing a ball to his father for the first time: The theft of these was unforgivable. 
Standing, Michael walked around his wife and daughter, not wanting to disturb their rhythm. The door leading out into the main area of the convenience store was cast in a shadow. As he took a step closer to the door, the handle moved imperceptibly. 
His heart thudded in his chest. 
Waiting a moment, a thin whine echoed in his mind. 
The handle jiggled again. 
Michael took a few steps back toward his family, the back of his leg bumping into his daughter. She turned; her wide eyes were distant. He lifted her up in a smooth movement and touched his wife’s shoulder as he held a single finger to his lips. 
The back window that faced the forest was clouded with triangles of dust that made a frightening kaleidoscope of the world outside. Michael approached the glass, tightening his embrace of his daughter. 
There in the distance, just at the end of the tree line, stood a solitary figure. Matted hair was pressed against her shoulder. He could not see her eyes. 
Michael knew she was of the stumbling variety. 
He counted each breath. 
The handle continued to shake, the sound like insects crashing into a lamp on a balmy night. The figure in the distance did not move. The dress she wore was torn in places––a Raggedy Ann doll brought to life. 
The crashing of an object though the front window of the store drove Michael forward, abandoning his staring contest with the specter in the mist. A small closet just to the side of the back window provided the only clear exit, a diminutive window hidden atop an uneven monolith of artifacts of civilization. 
Pushing aside the faded boxes, Michael urged his wife forward and handed his daughter to her for just a moment. With a few quiet grunts, they were out the window and moving around the side of the convenience store. Michael pressed a finger to his lips in warning as he crept close to the edge of the building. 
He took a few short breaths before peering around the corner. Groaners emerged from the tree line; shambling, staggering automatons clawed and raked at the front windows of the store. 
His family had moved closer.
His wife’s hands on his shoulder startled him. 
Herding his family back behind the cover of the building, Michael pointed to the woods far from the stumbling mob at their doorstep. Mother and daughter wasted no time blending into the darkness of the adjacent forest. Michael lingered as he heard the sound of an engine in the distance. 
It could mean only one thing: Children. 
A black truck roared down the long road that led up to the store. Michael wasted no more time, crashing into the woods after his family. Thunder echoed in the distance, but there were no storm clouds. 
It sounded as if the gods had descended. 
Strangling branches slapped him in the face as he chased the shadows of his wife and daughter. The sound of his breathing was acute. The night air reeked of sweat and death. Every sensation felt heightened, enhanced, as his muscles struggled to meet his urgency. 
The thunderous footsteps of the unknown and the roaring engines of the Children faded into the distance as Michael felt his chest tighten, his legs cramp.
The terrain changed suddenly and Michael watched the world tumble as he reached out and tried to grab the disjointed bramble that spiraled into view. Thoughts of his wife and daughter filled his mind. 
Digging his hands into the dirt, Michael stumbled to his feet and looked around wildly. His ears rung and the ground rumbled like an earthquake was splitting the land. Cupping his hands around his mouth, he called for his wife and child. 
Silence lingered on the wind. 
As he took a few steps forward, he saw his daughter’s backpack in the mud a short distance from where he fell. His eyes warmed as a fog cleared from his mind. Bending down, he grasped the frayed straps and picked up the pack. 
He remembered then. 
His family had not survived the fall of civilization.
Opening the pack, he removed some clothing. There were his daughter’s clothes. He felt smothered. His face was heavy as he lifted a shirt to his nose and smelled of it deeply. Reaching inside, he pulled a cellphone free. 
The screen was black. 
Pressing the power button, the screen lit up slowly. 
A picture of his wife and daughter filled the screen, obscured by icons; one of those icons was a speaker symbol meant to identify his voicemail.  
A tear struck the screen.
Michael touched the voicemail icon and lifted the phone to his ear with a shaky hand. The message started and he heard his wife’s voice mixed with intermittent static: “Hey, honey. I was wondering if you wanted anything special for dinner when I get home. Well, I guess you’re with a client. Um, I love you. Bye. Bye. Bye.”
The phone fell from his hand as his arm went limp. 
They were gone. 
They had been for a very long time. He drew his feet underneath him and sobbed. Behind him a large building rose above the tree line––an asylum.
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he horse drank from the pool of water in loud splashes. A face drawn thin from the heat and the sun watched the mount with a kind of detached interest. His clothes were torn and ravaged, rife with blackened holes as if the fabric had been set afire. Bright colors adorned the heavy shawl wrapped around his torso; hanging loosely, it gave his body shade.  
The sombrero that encircled his head was sullen, drooping from lack of moisture. His features––haggard and unkempt––were centered on bright blue eyes; they were cold rivers reminiscent of once sprawling oceans and bodies of water. 
There were houses in the desert, shambles of wood and stone that looked as if they had been there for hundreds of years. Uneven windows shrouded only darkness; splintered doors hung from their hinges lazily. 
He got up with a slow, protracted movement. 
The possibility of water was such that he would brave the pain in his chest and the sense of disorientation that swept over him. A toe poked through a shoe––a dirty and broken nail covered in dried blood. His feet dragged through the dusty earth as he bridged the distance to the partly open door. 
Gripping the rusted handle, he pulled hard. 
The door would not budge. 
Breathing raggedly, he hung his head, leaning against the splintered door. “Dios Mio,” he whispered as he grabbed the handle once more. Fighting against the knobby protrusion, he gritted his teeth and pressed his eyes together tightly. 
With a wide arc it opened, revealing a darkened interior. There was a musty smell mixed with a heavy acerbic taste lingering in the air that stung his mouth. Reaching against the rough walls of the home, he searched for a light switch. It was a search that yielded nothing. Taking a precautionary step inside, he flicked his foot out, searching for something in his path. 
Breathing quickly, he covered his face with a dirty sleeve of the thin coat he wore to combat the unrelenting heat and sun that beat upon his tired frame. The darkness dulled as his eyes adjusted. He waited, watching as the shadows revealed lines and shapes in the darkness. 
“Que sucedio aqui?” he mumbled. 
The house was small. 
There was one room with a sink on the far side. A dry, painful-looking cot and a traditional oven––the uneven, broken stacks climbed into the ceiling––were situated in the corner. There were shelves: some erected unevenly, and some broken. 
Shards of ceramics littered the floor. 
And then there was the growl, low and haunting. 
He moved against the wall just next to the door. 
Lowering his body into a defensive posture, he anticipated the sudden lunging of something from the darkness. The shadows intersected, forming a figure lowered to the ground. The flicker of gray eyes appeared, and then disappeared, as it slid sideways into the darkness away from the covered window. 
“Dios me concede seguridad,” he whispered. 
His breath caught in his throat. 
The growl continued. 
Faltering for a moment, the creature drew breath. 
Reaching beside him, he felt around for something: a bludgeon of some kind. His fingers wrapped around a long cylinder; frayed tape scratched his palm. He stood quickly, holding the pipe like a designated hitter in the late innings of a game. 
He watched the shadows. 
A heavy sound echoed in the small home. 
The suddenness of it made him jump farther into the darkness of the house. Realizing immediately that this placed him closer to the growling, he moved once more. 
Dropping the pipe, his hands frantically grabbed at the dried-out sheet that hung across the only window. Filthy fingernails dug through the heavy paper. Splotches of light inundated the room. He turned as he pulled down the final piece, revealing the horror of the room. 
There were three bodies. 
Two of them were huddled against one another. 
The other was close to the door. 
His outstretched hand was opened, as if he had been holding something: the pipe. Looking down, the man saw that the pipe he had previously held was covered in dried blood. The tape was soaked nearly brown. Its previous owner looked as if he had been trapped in this home, in the heat, for many days. His face was drawn thin, heavy veins pushed to the surface. 
The skin had begun to pale grotesquely. 
A growl had turned into a whimper. 
The light revealed not Cerberus, but instead a mangy dog that was no larger than a jack rabbit. The hair was discolored, clumps twisted in unnatural braids. Bloodshot eyes––one nearly crimson––looked at the man with fear. The whimpers intensified as it cowered back into what little darkness still adhered to the corners of the room. 
“Calme abajo, su autorizacion,” he murmured. 
His voice cracked from thirst. 
The mutt tucked his tail and wavered forward slightly–– moving in that sideways manner that in the darkness had felt so disarming. He looked beyond the dog into the kitchen and saw a woman holding a small child. The face of the young girl was hidden in her mother’s clothes. 
He moved forward, inspecting the broken glasses that had once held the poisoned water. The tap had been broken off. There was only a gaping hole where the faucet should have been. Every glass had been smashed, every bowl purposely destroyed. He could not blame them. Dehydration would take over and then the thirst would become too much, too painful. 
The hallucinations would come, and eventually death. 
This place was death. 
There was no refrigerator, nor a cooler of any kind. 
He did not expect to find any. 
Plastic could not remain as a boundary between the poison of the earth and what clean water remained. Moving into the kitchen, he stepped over the mother and daughter carefully. He did not want to stir their spirits, lest he be condemned to death in this place as well. 
Opening cabinets, slowly at first, it built with intensity as thirst gnawed at him. Exhaling with frustration, he turned and surveyed the room again. The bodies had begun to rot in the heat. The smell had evaded him at first. But in conjunction with the increasing effects of dehydration, he had begun to become angrier and angrier. 
He stepped over the bodies. 
Taking less care this time, he knocked his foot against the mother and child. Their bodies fell aside, drawing his attention. The body of the child fell free. Her face was drawn thin. Pale like the others, there was still something life-like about her. 
She must have died last. 
He blinked several times, his mouth twitching. His tongue felt like sandpaper as it slithered around in his mouth. As he watched the child, he could have sworn she moved. Her body convulsed again, an arm reaching out. 
Fingers dug into the floor of the home. 
Stepping away, he crossed himself vigorously, mumbling prayers as he backpedaled. She continued to rise, her back arching as only a dead child born of madness could. He closed his eyes rapidly. Licking his lips over and over again, he watched as the raven-haired child crawled across the ground. 
“No,” he whispered desperately. “Esto no esta sucediendo.”
She continued to stagger, her face never revealed. Her head looked at the ground as she bowed and twisted. Pushing over her mother, she stepped forward. 
He shook his head, closing his eyes. Squeezing them tightly, he rubbed his hands over them. “No es verdadero. No es verdadero. No es verdadero,” he repeated. 
As he opened his eyes once more, she was gone. 
The room was as it had been. 
The mother and child were no longer locked in a loving embrace in the face of death. The man who was sprawled on the floor was splayed out, his graven look hidden by the shadows as the light from the window did not reach. 
The vagrant pushed his way through the half-opened door, covering his eyes as the powerful reach of the sun struck his body once more. It was overwhelming––the desert in his mouth and the tickling, crawling feeling on his skin as dehydration reached a critical point. 
His vision blurred at the edges. 
Slowly consuming his sight, it forced him to his knees. 
He found no moisture as he blinked his eyes several times. 
The heat of the open desert seemed to eviscerate him. 
His insides felt as if they would burst through his skin. Breathing came shorter, his chest heaved desperately. Falling to his knees, he looked out to where his horse had stood before the river. 
Lying on its side, dark black eyes watched the man as he slumped to the ground. Pulling his shawl over his head, he desperately sought darkness. His mind spiraled into the unknown––a great hope that what came after death would bring cool winds and miles of water in which he could forever bathe himself.  
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very day of his life he had turned right. Today, he turned left. James Foster had the kind of day that made you question what it is your life is truly about. Was it your dreams that guided your hand, helped you choose your path? Or was it external circumstances that created walls and forced your hand such that you had no choice in what you become?
The rust-colored trees and endless expanse of desert was the same as if he had turned right. His revelation had been anti-climactic, much like the life that he had lived to this point: a cautious, over-planned life that left him unfulfilled each night he laid his head on his pillow. 
It was dark out. 
A smiling, broad moon in the sky juxtaposed against a perfect shadow canvas. Headlights flashed out ahead of the gray jeep. Air rushed through the open top of the vehicle, brushing his brown hair back. 
Blue eyes watched the road.
The hills that surrounded the valley opened and swerved like a great snake baking in the desert heat. His mind wandered as he drove, the lights of the small town of Miranda coming into view just ahead. 
Miranda sat in a valley, stone and sand mountains rising around it. Sparse copses of trees were scattered far into the distance and vagrant mammalian thieves skittered about in the night. The outskirts of town were littered with mini-malls and heavily lit gas stations. No one walked about the darkened, pristine pavement. The commercial real estate soon gave way to rows upon rows of rose-colored adobe homes, similar in appearance and occupants.        
As Foster passed by, the alternating lights in the windows of the homes created a rhythm. It was a song in his mind, as if they were notes and bars of music. He hummed softly. The radio in the jeep had been broken for some time. 
There was only the symphony in his mind and the whistling of the air as it cavorted through the open space and filled his ears. The recently built structures sluiced into where Miranda had begun as an old stone bridge over a narrow, shallow river that drained into a vast lake. 
The other side of which was California.  
He slowed the jeep as the street light rolled to red. 
The streets were perpetually empty, the sign of a small place. Near eighty thousand strong, it was not the bustling metropolis that many people wished. Yet, it remained the retirement community on which it was founded. The lull of the crimson passed and was replaced with green. Shifting the jeep into gear, Foster pushed his jeep forward slowly, watching the store windows. Most were dark, outlines of signs and store names washed clean. Left behind was the vague reminder of someone’s dreams. 
Such was the times. 
People had to watch what they worked for all their lives washed away in a torrent of unfortunate circumstances and lack of responsibility. These were the things that haunted the young man’s mind. Though he was neither an investor nor a politician, there was much in the world he saw as wrong. 
It was his way. 
He turned right, moving away from the lake and up the darkened hill. Animal shadows darting in and out at a distance, the desert still teemed with life. The street names were a mixture of Hispanic origin and bastardization of foreign concepts into strange English hybrids. As he neared a poorly spelled version of green road, he immediately pulled up into a driveway. He followed the cement path to a parking structure behind it. 
With a sigh, he turned off the engine. 
The ticking light on the dash reminded him that the jeep was indeed off and it was probably a prudent idea to exit the vehicle. As he slammed the door behind him, rocks rustled in the distance. There was always something sneaking about in the night. Be it coyotes, rattlesnakes, drunks, creatures in general. 
The screen door bounced against its hinges as it always did. He stopped on the enclosed porch, looking out across the town. The lake was just below, the mountains in the distance marking another region. 
The moon was brilliant. 
Powerful and large, it loomed in the night sky. 
The front door of the home creaked open. 
James knew who it was. 
“Hey, pop,” he spoke without turning. 
Robert Foster was a muscular man even at sixty-five. 
His hair was cropped short. The wide, spreading arcs of crow’s feet framed green eyes. A beard covered his face, the salt-and-pepper color of gray and slightly less gray that was common in many older men. 
“What are you doing out here, puppy?” 
Even at the age of twenty-nine, his father maintained the pet names of a boy half his age. James didn’t mind so much. Mostly, he was sad these days––sad about a great many things. 
“Another long day.” 
James hesitated. 
“I can’t stand that place.”
Raising an eyebrow, Robert joined his son looking out upon Miranda. His arms were crossed over his chest. The flannel shirt he wore had been worn nearly to disintegration, which was Robert’s way. “There’s always another shitty job. World is full of them, even in tough times.”
There were howls in the distance, roaming coyotes of the desert seeking a midnight snack. Miranda was on the unfortunate precipice that many American cities were: the dissolution of discretionary monies and a slowing, crab-walking economy that punished those who seemed to require the most. 
Father and son lived alone now.
They were an estranged kind of odd couple who were as diametrically opposed as two people could be. But, they had such an immense similarity in manner and care. Their attitudes mirror images of each other, with their values strangely in sync. 
James moved away from the screen that separated the cool desert night from the front porch and entered his father’s home, his home. Robert’s wife––and James’ mother––had passed five years earlier, yet the house remained as she had decorated it. And as such, knickknacks and odd paintings remained. The kitchen was sparse. An empty sink and the glowing yellow lights of a microwave hardly used. 
Robert followed his son in. 
Closing the door behind him, he placed a nearby chair under the handle. In his mind, safety was paramount. Sadness and a desire to belong lingered, haunted him in many ways, but the old man never showed it. There was only the occasional glimmer in his eyes when he watched something heart-wrenching. Or it was one of those rare moments where the kind man––the infinitely giving man beneath––shone through. 
Knowing this, the son felt greater sadness. 
His father, despite his gruff and often curt exterior, was a man capable of great charity and benevolence. The living room was occupied by only a solitary couch that had not been set upon at great length since the passing of his mother. Rounding out the room were the two recliners where father and son often took up residence. Robert sat into his chair, reclining it in one smooth movement. 
The television droned on at low volume. 
Forever was it on, scanning between sports and news: the ever-present back and forth was the foundation of his knowledge. Robert fancied himself a connoisseur of all things political and athletic, with a twinge of historic relevance as it applied to Rome and the founding of the colonies. 
“Have you seen the news?”
It was a leading question to be certain. 
That was like asking a person if they had seen the sky this morning. To his father, the news was the crux of knowledge. Everything snaked through the air waves and into vibrant images that contained modicums of certainty. 
“What’s it this time, old man?”
His father turned up the volume, the sound of a melodic, female voice rose sharply. “The paranoia faced by most Americans may be upon us,” she began ominously.
James sat on the edge of the seat next to his father. 
The newswoman was blonde, icy blue eyes seeming to watch through the screen. “For years, environmentalists, conspiracy buffs, and socialists have been preaching the impact of human occupation on the planet. And now, they may have been right to fear.”
The son sat back farther, though not reclining. He allowed himself to sink into the cushions as she continued. Dark black letters spelled out WATER DOOM at the bottom of the screen. 
“What is this?” James asked. 
He had not heard anything about a water-related disaster. 
Had it been a terrorist attack perhaps? 
His father pointed at the screen as the woman continued. “The body of Miguel Hernandez, found lying at the center of the US-Mexico border, has increased worries about the groundwater of Mexico, and as well the water in the southwest United States. We go to our correspondent at the border for more.”
The screen shifted to a younger man, his brown hair parted at the side. He was the consummate frat boy turned career man. Touching his ear, his voice cleared. “Thank you, Nancy. I am Felipe Munoz, reporting here at the border. We have been following this tragedy since it hit the news waves. Hernandez was found lying on the northbound lane into the United States early this morning. Witnesses saw him stagger out of the desert. He was seen walking through town hours before, mumbling and accosting people.”
James was drawn in, his attention slipping from his day to what was before him. “What happened to him? What does this have to do with water?”
His father shushed him, waving his hand toward the television. Munoz continued, gesturing behind him to the backed-up cars and border patrol officers in sunglasses who walked about. “As you can see, this has not thwarted pressure and traffic here at the border. But, it has sparked some conversations about the future of Mexico and immigration here into the United States. Back to you, Nancy.”
The studio returned along with Nancy’s grim smile. 
“For those of you just joining us, there has been a health scare at the border. A man was found near the border, dehydrated. Initial toxicology reports have revealed a battery of contaminants associated with Mexico’s long-standing water issues. This is the first time that such toxins were reported this far north, or have been this deadly. We go to a senior correspondent who is live with a CDC official, speaking in an official capacity on the nature of this water scare.”
James was positively intrigued now. 
The CDC official was obvious as they shifted to yet another room. Unprepared for the camera and perpetually scowling, the aptly named Dr. Boring––clearly not meant as a literal interpretation––addressed the camera, not the interviewer. “We have not classified this situation as an event or instance of great worry. There is no need to be concerned with groundwater here in the United States, or to talk about rationing of water reserves.”
James shook his head. “Why even mention it if there isn’t a concern? I doubt there were many people thinking that rationing water was a consequence of this. Idiot.” 
The interviewer looked pensive as the good doctor remained impassive, finally cutting away from him and back to the blonde once more. “Well as you can see, at the moment the death of Hernandez is not posing any immediate effects on American water supplies. But, there are those concerned that a migration of water contamination this far north can only be indicative of a further migration here into American soil.”
Robert clicked the remote, changing the channel to something else. Commercials for local businesses cycled endlessly, poor sound and camera work ignored. 
“A water scare, what a bunch of nonsense. There is no way water on such a large level could be compromised. Pure nonsense, humans don’t make that large of an impact. This is more environmental scare tactics. They just don’t want to deal with the immigration issues in this country, putting a sad face on our friends to the south.”
He looked at his father in disbelief. 
“You couldn’t possibly mean that. Micro fractures in a plane of glass can break it over time. Groundwater is a fluid, living thing. There is a very real possibility of migration into a great portion of the country’s supply. There are real repercussions, real dangers.”
Robert waved him away, turning the television up once more as images flickered to life once again. “Complete nonsense, the news had some guy on before who said all of these environmentalists are wacko. Rocks and minerals break down; consistency of water changes over time. There is no human impact.”
James opened his mouth to say more, but instead simply shook his head. He knew this line of conversation. There was little he could do to dissuade his father. The lure of media deception was such that it created a dichotomy of both trusting the station you believe is right and finding falsehood in all other sources. 
It was the sin of pride. 
“I got work in the morning,” he mumbled, surrendering the conversation. His father continued, nonplussed by his son’s disagreement. Often, James felt as if his father chose not to hear his disagreement. 
Instead, he heard what he wished––or nothing at all. 
“Long day in the salt mines? Are you going to be home for dinner?” 
His father––the conundrum––shifted gears from one plotline to the next with such rapid proficiency that James thought he was entering the early stages of Alzheimer’s. He had no regrets about staying with his father; it was the right thing to do. For many years after James had moved out in his youth and sampled the world, his younger brother had stayed with his parents, watching over them. 
Now, it was his turn––his turn to be responsible. 
“Course, you want me to bring something home?”
Robert shook his head, eyes focused on the television. “I’ll make us some stir fry. I got those red peppers left over and that elk meat your buddy brought down when he was here.”
“Brian?”
His father looked confused. “The little one, always talking big. Flying planes. Selling cars, all that?”
James nodded. “Brian.”
“Either way, that meat and I have some vegetables. I’ll have it ready. You want me to get some ice cream?”
This was one of those moments where James could not deny the possibility of a degenerating memory. He had told his father on multiple occasions that dairy did not agree him. Yet, time and again, his father found solace in asking about ice cream. It was a nostalgic question: something shared and loved in youth. 
“Nah, pop. No ice cream. You want me to get you some?”
His father shrugged, putting on his thrift-store reading glasses and picking up a tattered magazine at the corner table next to his recliner. 
“Nope, just thought you wanted some.”
If James allowed it, the discourse of ice cream acquisition would have lasted all night. But he did not, at least not this night. “All right, pop. I will see you tomorrow. I am jamming out early, so I will see you in the afternoon, or at dinnertime.”
He turned and moved down the darkened hallway. 
Robert called out the time for dinner after him, but it had been the same time since he was six. His room was as it had been during his childhood. There was little reason to change. This was supposed to be a period of transition in his life, moving from searching for a purpose to living with a purpose. 
It had not been that simple. 
Flicking the light switch on, it revealed what would have been found in an adolescent’s room. Star Wars and Michael Jordan adorned the walls. The bed was a single, white sheets and two unevenly distributed pillows sat haphazardly at the base board. The dresser was covered in various collectibles: from Gizmo to the Enterprise E. There was little about the room that had changed, except the wardrobe in the closet and the monumental reduction of physical porn lying about. 
Shutting the light off as quickly as he had turned it on, he made his way toward his bed. He kicked off his shoes as he plopped down, looking at the stars on his ceiling. It was something that had been reassuring in his youth. He threw his shirt to the side and unbuttoned his pants, but did not take them off. 
A boring life had left him without energy. 
He was not tired per se, but worn down. 
As he stayed there, James could not help but think of his mother. In her years on this earth, she had been nothing but kind, giving. Worked until the day she did not wake from her quiet sleep. Too short was her existence, a life felt by many when she passed––friends and family alike. He had inherited her thick hair and olive skin. His blue eyes and temper was evidence of his father. The logic of his mind and desire to find purpose was something all his own. Though he had a feeling every person felt as if their purpose was special, their journey unique. Rolling onto his side, he looked out the clear glass of his window. 
Night eyes watched him. 
Sitting down, its muzzle shut tightly. 
The coyote watched James carefully from a distance. His room looked down the long pebble driveway of his father’s home. 
This night was different. 
The coyote was bold. 
Its gray coat and deep reservoirs of eyes felt to James as if it were looking through him. He wondered if coyotes felt loneliness when their pack fell apart, when an elder was killed in traffic or shot by poachers. Did this coyote dream of a life unlike his own? James pulled one of the pillows under his head and watched the coyote long into the night.
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is phone vibrated as it slowly ventured toward the edge of his nightstand. Shaking and spinning, it was a ballet of electronic futility. James had left it behind; it wasn’t even an afterthought as he neared the valley of sand and heat that he had passed through only the night before. There were two reasons to live in the desert: sunsets and sunrises. 
This particular morning was no exception. 
The valley was formed of a crimson pastel rock that from a distance looked like the mountains at the entrance to some unknown world. But in the morning and just before the wisps of night grab a hold and smother the day, there was an explosion of colors. It was a beautiful cornucopia of blistering and beautiful art. 
The sun crawled just above the sand dunes, flooding the valley in sunshine. The splashing light tumbled across the rock formations, and iridescent stones ignited the walls of the basin. 
This was the part of the day James loved the most. 
This was when his life felt less worthless. 
There was purpose here. 
The sun came into the valley each day to create this beautiful marvel, and each day he was here to witness it. The twisting serpent of the road wove in and out of the majesty of nature, until the paved parking lot of his daily grind came into view. 
A grotesque sign was perched just off the road. 
It read: Our Stuff. 
The door of the jeep creaked as James closed it. He pulled his red vest over his black t-shirt and ran a hand through his short hair. 
The parking lot was mostly empty. 
A beat-up Buick had been parked there since the late 90s and had never moved. By this time, it was a makeshift homeless shelter for local transients. It was an important component of his duties for the day, driving off the homeless when they panhandled in front of the store. 
Silence permeated the morning––a rare treat James relished in the early mornings. She walked in from the other side of the parking lot. A blue Honda with a dented door and missing hubcaps was parked some distance away. She was his dream girl, of a sort. She was married to––or had been, it was a strange situation to be sure––a local drunk and abuser. 
Light brown hair to her chin: It was often combed over one eye, mirroring a childhood memory. There was too much eye shadow to hide indiscretions, long shirts to hide bruises. 
She was a broken doll. 
“Hey Violet,” James mumbled as he got closer, chancing an awkward wave. 
She rarely looked up and when she did, all he was struck by was the wide eyes that looked at him in gratitude for recognizing her existence. This day, she smiled weakly. Dimples in her cheeks deepened as he got closer. 
“Hello, James,” she whispered back, her voice small. 
He felt protective of her.
As he neared, he smiled widely, invitingly. 
“Did you bring Julie with you today?” 
Julie was her eight-year old daughter who often frequented work with her mother when her father was away on a binge, or more violent than usual. James felt defensive of her as well, much to his detriment. 
She shook her head. Most of the time she wore an over-sized coat with a faux fur lining and hood that was often the barrier of her hidden face. 
“Her father took her today.”
James nodded absently, as he could not imagine what that man could do with a child. He could barely take care of himself. Too often, he would barrel into the store––half-drunk and yelling––and would have to be dragged out by the police. The automatic doors at the front of the store did not open as they approached. 
Reaching out, James pulled them open and gestured for Violet to go first. She bowed her head, making an already smaller person even more diminutive. The interior of the store was still dark. The echo of the speakers played elevator music, water-downed versions of songs no one wanted to hear. As Violet disappeared into the aisles of the store, James turned and shut the front doors and locked them. 
“See you later,” he spoke, trailing off at the end.
  
*
  
The morning passed as it often did. 
The sun rose. 
Heat sweltered in the desert and the fringe humanity of Miranda sought air-conditioned shelter. James was a walker, a transient employee who sauntered through the store. Seeking out customers who required help, he sometimes cleaned the bathrooms. Often, he attended to those duties that fell between the cracks of other employees. As the morning gave way to the afternoon, there was a palpable tension in the air.
Customers were more curt than usual. 
People left angry. 
It was not until James had the distinct pleasure of interacting with a deranged desert degenerate that he began to understand what it was about that day that was enraging people so. 
“Nametag.” 
James did not register the cruel tone at first. 
“Nametag,” he repeated, this time drawing James’ attention. “Nametag, I’m talking to you. Turn around.”
James turned, his grimace dissipating into an even line. 
It was his best attempt at a smile. 
The man was a caricature of a person. His chin disappeared into his pocked neck and his bulging brown eyes seemed to be of two different sizes. Crooked teeth were revealed as he opened his mouth to speak once more. 
“Hey, what about customer service? C’mon, nametag.”
“What can I help you with, sir?” muttered James. 
The man’s face twisted into a sneer. 
He was wearing a shirt three sizes too small, his hairy belly exposed from just beneath the dirty white shirt. Putrid breath radiated from the man. It was an odor that could have risen from a trash heap in the Mojave Desert. “Attitude? You giving me attitude now, nametag? Time like this, in a crisis and what not.”
“I’m sorry that you feel I am being discourteous…”
The man sneered again. His voice, though masculine, broke as he spoke again. “Using big words on me now, college dropout. You think you’re hot shit, selling commodities to us lower folk.”
James looked at the man in disbelief, his behavior was deplorable. “Perhaps if you can just calm down, I can help you find whatever it is you are looking for.”
The man moved in closer, the scent of body odor was overpowering. “You some kind of wise guy? Why do you think I’m here? You retarded? Don’t you listen to the news? Don’t you know what’s going on?”
James looked at him, bewildered. 
“Sir, I…”
“Water,” the man spoke clearly. “Water, I need water.”
“Bottled water? Is this about the Hernandez thing? The border?” queried James, making a connection slowly, though uncertainly. “Are they peddling hysteria already?”
“Hysteria, boy, you must be living under a rock. It’s coming. That border thing’s old news. Poison is in Texas now, parts of New Mexico. They’re talking about rationing and sanctions on tap water. You believe that shit?”
James looked around the store. “I really don’t.”
It had evaded him previously. 
The scampering populace of Miranda bustled about the store, arms full of plastic water bottles and greater containers. One woman had another by the hair, dragging her away from the last water bottles on the shelf. People screamed at each other, pointing accusing fingers, claiming water as their own. 
“It would appear you aren’t the only one looking,” replied James, as he pointed to the pandemonium. “Best of luck to you.”
The man glowered at him as he passed by, but James could not believe his eyes. Lines were backed up, people nearly climbing over each other to get water and carry it away in the heat of the day, to survive. 
He stalked over to the throng of people who had begun to congregate around the empty shelves. As he approached, the masses turned as one. Their bleary eyes and angry words were upon him before he could even speak. 
“Where is the water?” one cried.
“Is there more?” queried an elderly woman shakily. 
“What do we do?” screamed another.
James held up his hands, trying to calm them. 
“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, but they continued to bicker. Each voice rose above the others. Some shoved those smaller than themselves, like a rabid mob. He raised his voice. Some mumbles remained, but most had directed their attention at him. “Let’s all calm down for a moment. I will go in the back and see what we have.”
He moved away from them, not giving them time to object or grow ever angrier. The store was packed. Never in his eighteen months there had he seen such a rush on the store. He wondered what it was he had missed to which everyone else was reacting so intensely. Pushing open the double doors that led into the warehouse, James sighed. 
The madness was tangible. 
It permeated the air, made it thin. 
Other employees had congregated in the back, seeking shelter from the madness. Two of them talked loudly with each other. One he knew, the other was a new employee or perhaps someone with whom he had never crossed paths. The first was dressed in a style that could only be described as early fuckup. The other was the kind of person who you would not give another look, as average as they come. 
An unevenly mounted nose ring, jagged teeth, and a tone that was filled with ignorance: The younger man James did not know spoke in an overbearing tone.
“This is epic. All these fucking hillbillies running around like the skies are falling in. I’m surprised the fat ones aren’t screaming Chicken Little. Epic.” He held his hands up demonstratively. “Epic.”
Average Bob watched the less-than-eloquent fellow employee with a listless gaze. “The news said it was serious though…”       
“The news? You can’t trust the news, man. They are trying to pull some bullshit over our eyes. Always, trying to force your hand,” he continued to rant. 
James moved past, making sure not to make eye contact, as he did not wish to engage them in some kind of rhetorical conversation. As he moved out of earshot, he could not help but shake his head at the redundant movie references that took the place of grammar and syntax. There was only the replacement of actual thought with recycled thought. It had become the repetition and regurgitation of the words of another. He was not necessarily bitter toward fan worship, but was simply irritated by the lack of thought most other people his age seemed to show. They were more content in the safety of what other people thought––more concerned with their small shell of a world and not the greater picture. 
His face twisted into a scowl as he moved past racks and racks of brown boxes marked in black permanent marker with various numbers designating position, quantity, and retail-related mediocrity. As he reached the back, where normally there were pallets upon pallets of shrink-wrapped water cases, he swore.
Reaching down, he picked up the wayward bunched band of plastic that had once held the pallet in place. There were seven empty pallets, the entire back stock of what the store carried. 
Where had he been? 
How had he not seen this?  
The voice startled him. “Pretty intense, huh?”
James rose slowly, turning to face Violet. “Yeah, wild. How did I not notice all of this water going out?”
She moved next to him, folding her arms across her chest. “You’ve been in a daze lately, moving around as if you didn’t notice anything, anybody.”
They lingered like this for a moment. 
Neither spoke––nor breathed really––except in fractured, shallow breaths. Finally, letting out a burst of air and licking his lips, James shifted his feet and ran a hand through his hair. “I should check on those people out there. They were acting like fucking animals.”
Violet nodded, tucking her hands inside her sleeves. 
“Yeah, my break is almost over. I should be getting back.”
James nodded again, awkwardly. 
Turning away, he disappeared into the racks once more, leaving Violet to her thoughts. He shook his head and mumbled to himself in mock anger. Whenever there was a moment when he and Violet seemed to connect, they both froze, neither making a move. She was scared, but was looking for a way out. 
He knew that. 
He could be there for her. 
Smacking a hand against his forehead, he whispered to himself angrily. “Stupid.”
  
*
  
As he watched the darkened building disappear behind him, the events of the day did not disperse. The insulting guest had only been one of many. There were some who had been such a nuisance, the police were called and even their usually jovial candor was little more than a raw discourse punctuated with annoyance. 
The sun had not yet set and the heat of the day lingered. The store had closed early due to what could only be considered psychotic behavior. Windows had been broken. One employee, an elderly woman, had been rushed to the hospital amidst the fray. And as such, the day was called on account of madness. 
It was too early to return home yet.
Looking toward the lake, he turned left at the next stoplight, pulling into an empty parking lot. As he got out of his jeep, he looked up and saw the welcome off-color glow of a neon light. The sign read Panophobia. James found himself chuckling despite the day he had experienced, and the odd news that plagued the town.  
It was a record store. 
A rather dismal and underground store that catered only to those who found their way to a graveyard of empty stores, or came to see what little talent actually resided there. It held local shows, no-name bands, and wannabes who often showed some glimmer of hope––even if it was as translucent as the dreams they held. 
The desert air was acerbic, sweltering even. 
James wiped his forehead with the bottom of his shirt. 
The front windows were plastered with a veritable cornucopia of flyers. All sizes, shapes, and colors adorned the dirty glass. As he pulled open the door with a hint of frustration, he didn’t hear the usual empty chime. Instead, there was a heavy, albeit distorted, bar chord echoing in the narrow chambers. 
“What the fuck do you want?” called the voice that Foster knew too well. 
Mickey Reynolds, or Mouse, was hardly the picture of entrepreneurship. He was quick to point out his irritation with his name: What kind of parents named their kid after a goddamn talking rat or cheap booze? Tall and all elbows and buckling knees, he was the very picture of the starving musician. “If it isn’t the sorriest son of a bitch I’ve ever seen. How’s it hanging, Foster?”
“Heat coupled with paranoia. I’m sure you are privy to the madness that has struck our sleepy little Miranda.” 
“Fuck yeah. The news is alive with this shit. There are some people forecasting no fresh water in the United States inside of a week,” he replied with a half-cocked smirk. Reaching forward, he shook hands with his friend. Then pulling back, he slapped the outside of his hand. It was typical Mouse. “What brings you out to my hovel? Decided to finally hang up the vest and return to your rightful place as drummer in my band?”
Humor was a great defense. His friend’s quick bouts of anger just made James laugh that much harder. 
“You haven’t had a band since ’95, and even then it wasn’t anything more than three shows,” he shot back and Mouse’s whimsical smile dissolved in a tight-lipped bout of anger. 
He pressed one of spindly fingers down. 
“First off, jackass, that was a really kick ass band. We could have been a rocking band given opportunities that some lesser, yet more commercial, bands took.” 
Second finger counted off. 
“Had some ass-wipe, you, not left the band to pursue some misguided soul search, we could still be a band.” 
With the third finger, the smile returned. 
“Finally, I could still have a kick-ass band.”
James stifled the outright laughter as the memory of the maddening, insulting crowds filtered back into his mind––and the real reason that he had come down to the dusty store. “Doesn’t matter anyways, I didn’t come here to argue about old times or the realities of the music business.”
Mouse folded his arms and did his best to keep from delving into another rant. “What then, if I may ask so humbly, did the great dreamer come down here to say?”
“So what do you know? What do you say?”
“About what?”
James moved some papers around on the counter. “What do you think? This water shortage mess? Toxicity in the ground water? What have you heard? Apparently, I’m behind the times.”
Mouse looked at him seriously. “Let’s talk about this in the back, man. Check out the waves and see what’s popping.” 
James followed Mouse as he navigated the rows of records and nodded to the one and only other employee, a woman with black hair dangling long in the front and cut short along the top. A chain ran from an earring in her ear to one in her nose. The dark shadow of her mascara made her appear very nearly dead. The intention most likely, James thought as he passed by. 
He walked past Mouse and behind the tinted glass of the back room. Falling into the brown leather couch, he covered his face in his hands. He didn’t bother to look back up when he heard the door close once more. 
The office wasn’t anything more than shelves that covered every inch of wall space filled with plastic-wrapped records. Two wide monitors and a single desk and chair were set across from the faded couch upon which James had taken residence.
The monitors awoke, images filtering into high resolution. 
Two separate stations were broadcasting on each of them. Black bars at the bottom were checkered with blocky white lettering. “Looks like there is something going down for sure,” marveled Mouse as he turned up the monitor on the left. 
The masculine voice sounded tired. “We want to reiterate that the President and his staff have said at this time that Americans do not need to worry about the groundwater in the greater continental United States. The toxicity levels in lower Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and Louisiana are cause for alarm. All measures are being taken in order to dead-end this crisis quickly.”
Mouse grimaced. “Let’s see what is on the other one. Check out this guy, he looks straight counter-culture, huh?”
He was not incorrect. 
Wide spectacles and a Fu Manchu goatee made him appear more the part of witch doctor than geologist. His voice was quite confident. “I think that initial assessments of the spread of this toxic groundwater have been quite conservative. There is a very real possibility that these toxins could reach major tributaries and rivers that would certainly affect the entire continent.”
James did not need to comment, the man’s words were staggering. The commentator interrupted the geologist, his voice accusatory. “Don’t you think that such a prediction places a lot of pressure on federal entities to get things rolling? Maybe creates panic in the populace.”
The geologist smiled wide, adjusting himself in his seat as he spoke again. “Well, it would be my great hope that it would inspire people to seek solutions, to find ways to cope with this disaster. Granted, this is far more pressing and potentially catastrophic than any natural disaster we could imagine. The chances of survival are dependent upon an initial reaction, one might argue.”
The commentator laughed slightly, leveling a pen at the geologist. “Do you think that perhaps your concerns are a tad extreme? I mean the President’s staff, as well the higher-ups at the CDC, do not seem to be ringing the panic bell as it seems you mean to. I mean….” he paused looking at a sheet quickly before continuing. “There has been a surge on bottled water and generators––and, much to the greater detriment of the country, firearms. Do you think that this kind of fear-mongering is encouraging this type of erratic behavior? Most of the major retailers are completely sold out of water reserves. Many have emptied warehouses already. What are the ramifications of this kind of prediction?”
“I think that whatever ramifications can be explained as the product of the situation itself, and not what people are saying. As you have so succinctly stated, the consensus is that this is an isolated, manageable incident that will not have widespread impact. I clearly disagree. I would urge those watching to make their own choices and to decide for themselves what it is they think they should do.”
Mouse muted the monitor and swung around in his chair to face James on the couch. “Heavy stuff, huh? Spreading into the Southwest already? I think I’m on board with the hippy geologist. This shit is gonna spread.”
James shifted uncomfortably, thinking about the mob that had gathered at the store earlier and the fervor to which they had been pushed. “Regardless of how quickly it is spreading, it has certainly slithered into the minds of the people. I’m hesitant to see a silver lining. People were feverish in the store today and we closed when it got bad. We are out of bottled water already. What about tomorrow?”
Mouse shrugged. “Seems to me like we should get cracking on some survivalist shit. If it is true that this toxin is spreading, it’s only a matter of time before we reach a breaking point.”
Foster waited. Touching a finger to his chin, he looked around the back room of his friend’s record store. “Tough to say, I got dinner with Pops and then work in the morning.” He stood then, stretching. “That is if there is a building there tomorrow and it hasn’t been torn to pieces.”
“Fair enough. But if you decide to skip town, run by here. I might be up for an adventure.”
James chuckled. “I’m not sure how much fun would be involved if we had to flee for our lives. Sounds more like a dangerous, potentially life-threatening endeavor.”
“Beats the hell out of hanging around in the heat.”
Gripping the handle of the office door, Mouse pulled it open. The speakers thumped out some ridiculous thrash band as they passed into the noise once more. Mouse darted from beside James and nearly leapt the counter at the girl with heavily applied mascara and the equally pale man who was talking to her. 
Mouse reemerged from beneath the view of the counters. 
Knocking the stereo off the edge of the marble counter, he sent it crashing to the ground. She, and the man who had been talking to her, stared with wide eyes as the flailing Mouse turned to them. 
“Never play that new age, death-metal bullshit in here again,” he roared. 
The girl looked at him and then spun, pushing aside the gate of the counter, and stalked toward the door. She pulled open the door. As the man stepped through, she turned. Her face was red despite the white base she wore. 
“Fuck you, Mouse. This place is a shit-hole anyways.” 
Slamming the door shut, she rattled the frame. 
He turned to James and shrugged. 
A smile curled his lips. “What can I say? I hate that crap, pisses me off. All the screaming and grunting, I can’t understand a goddamn word.”
James shook his head as he moved toward the counter. “Never saw her in here before. Whatever happened to that blonde you had working here?”
“Betty? Looked like she came right out of the Archie comics, spitting image, I swear. She works uptown. Catch this, stripping. She’s a stripper now.”
James rubbed his eyes. 
His head had begun to hurt. “Really?”
Mouse nodded, his head bobbing comically. “Believe it, came in the other day. Said she made great money. Said I should come down and see her sometime.”
James shook his head. “Helluva a thing, huh? You open tomorrow? Gonna brave the weird?”
Nodding, Mouse kicked aside a shard of a speaker box. 
“Why not? Entertaining if nothing else.”
Foster gripped the handle. 
Pulling it open in a series of uneven pulls, it was much to the chagrin of Mouse. “Seems your previous employee may have damaged your door, might want to look to that. If you are open tomorrow, I get the feeling I will be by. I don’t see much work being done.”
Mouse nodded and returned to the counter, removing a broom from behind it. The bar chord echoed behind James as he looked out into the empty streets of Miranda. There was tension in the air, a kind of void filled with a lack of options. The parking lot was still vacant, except for the recently unemployed and her mysterious beau as they chatted atop a ludicrously painted two-door car. 
He waved. 
She gave him the finger. 
With a laugh, James pulled out his keys and headed toward his jeep. Revving the engine, he pulled out into the slow creep of night and to what were hopefully a warm meal and a soft pillow on which he could lay his weary head. 
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he house was uncharacteristically dark. Foster turned off his lights as he pulled into the driveway. As he did so, he saw a shadow move from behind one of the front curtains and his heart began to beat rapidly, frantically. He paused as he shut off the jeep, wondering for a moment what he should do. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out his cell phone and opened it. The blue background of the screen cast shadows in the half-lit interior of the jeep. 
He ran a hand over his mouth. 
“Should I?”
Nodding, he pressed the numbers quickly: 9-1-1. 
The tone rang several times, and then came the automated voice. Though it was not the message he had expected to hear. “All lines are busy. If you are experiencing an emergency, barricade yourself in your home with your phone and do not answer the door until you can reach emergency services or officers arrive at your home. If this is a medical emergency…”
James shut the phone, looking wide-eyed into the darkened porch of his father’s home. Was his father hurt? Was the house being robbed? Reaching into the back seat, he grabbed the tire iron. 
He opened the door of the jeep quietly. 
Ducking just below the hood of the jeep, he breathed out, almost like a whistle. A sound echoed from deeper within the house––something crashing to the ground. He moved around the car with purpose. Pushing through the screen door, he gripped the front door handle. 
And that was about when he heard the cocking of a shotgun. The explosion opened up a plate-sized hole in the door. James had leapt back at the sound and now sat beside it, flat on his ass. 
The tire iron was still gripped tightly in his hands. 
“Dad, are you okay?” he yelled. 
There was more movement. 
A shell discharged from the shotgun. He could hear the cartridge roll on the linoleum of the kitchen floor. “Jimmy? Is that you, Jimmy?”
“Yeah, you okay? Is there someone inside?”
The outside light clicked on and the front door snapped open. His father stood there, his face twisted in irritation with the shotgun in his other hand. “Christ on a crutch, what were you doing out here, Jimmy? I could have killed you.”
James got up slowly, laying the tire iron on the hanging swing just the side of the door. “Clearly. I would say I’m very aware that you could have killed me just then.”
His father grabbed his arm roughly and looking down, James saw why. There were splatters of blood and ash. Parts of the splintered door and some of the grain of the cartridge had raked across his skin. 
“Seems like you got scratched a bit. Does it hurt?”
Pulling away his arm, James grimaced. 
“Only when you press on it. What in the hell were you doing firing on me like that? Why did you have out the shotgun in the first place?”
Before his father even answered, he imagined it had something to do with the behavior at the store earlier. His father looked at the hole in the door with dissatisfaction. “Now I’ll have to get a new door. I think they’re having a sale on doors and frames down in Phoenix.” 
James looked at him incredulously, the craziness of the moment forgotten for a second. “You want to drive near five hours for something you can get right around the corner?”
His father shook his head. “This is why you never have any money. It’s all about finding the bargains.”
With a sigh, James walked into the house. 
“There is a line between being frugal and being mental. I think I just heard you cross it.” Looking around the house, he saw that all of the lights were shut off and there was pile of things in the living room. “What the hell happened here? What’s in that pile?”
Shutting the door behind them, his father moved into the living room and clicked on the lamp near his favorite recliner. The heap was no mere collection of things. It was a survival mound of epic proportions: camping gear, rifles, stacks upon stacks of water containers, and other various Armageddon-type preparations. 
“What’s this all about? You thinking of starting a war?”
His father sat into his recliner, though did not engage its leisure function. “It’s coming, son. The world is falling down around us.”
Throwing up his hands, James turned the light on in the kitchen and opened the refrigerator, searching for something to eat. It was unsurprisingly empty. 
“Where’s the food?”
“I packed what I could in ice. I loaded the cans and non-perishables in boxes and stacked them at the front of the garage for when we leave.”
James poked his head from over the refrigerator door. 
“Leave? Where are we going exactly?” And then moving from the refrigerator into the hall that looked into the living room, he leaned against the wall. “Shouldn’t we talk about this?”
Robert grabbed the remote and turned on the TV. 
The volume was already quite high, but it did not need to be so to hear the desperation in the announcer’s voice. “In just the span of 24 hours since we aired the situation at the border, we find ourselves in a very difficult place. This is live footage from across the nation. Those of you with young children or weak stomachs, I would ask you turn away from your screens now.”
James moved into the living room, arms crossed over his chest as he looked down at the screen. “There has been a rash of urban violence, looting beginning in many cities across the nation. Attacks on water treatment plants, bottled water companies, and as well hijackings of transportation vehicles carrying bottled water have occurred. These images, though startling, represent a growing trend.”
The resolution was grainy, as was the case for many handheld cameras. Bouncing and jarring, it appeared at first to only be the store front of a water facility. The great panes of glass were painted with bright, blue water droplets that smiled to pedestrians. 
Glass shattered suddenly, the pane giving way too easily. Shadows leapt through the gaping hole, disappearing into the darkness of the store. The cameraman dare not get closer. The long shot of the store was shaky at times. Time passed slowly, seconds seemed like hours. 
People walked past, some looking into the broken window. Others simply passed by without taking notice, lowering their heads and quickening their step. There was another crash. The sound was muted, but the pictures told the story nonetheless. A shadow bounded out, armfuls of water bottles and packaged goods. 
James moved closer to the screen.
Another body came through, no hood, no dark clothing. Middle-aged, gray hair in shags about his face, his glasses hung from one ear––the frame bent. His mouth opened, words screamed from him. But it was denied by silence, the anonymity of the camera. 
“No,” whispered James. 
A young woman, blonde ponytail bouncing against her back, emerged. A shadowed assailant walked out through the broken window, a gun held in his hand. With a brazen shot, he struck the old man across the face. Slumping against the ground, the man raised his hands in protest. 
His protests were his last words. 
The gun recoiled only slightly as the gunman turned to the blonde woman, her eyes closed. Her mouth twisted in fear as another of the thieves grabbed her by the back of her hair. 
“That was a graphic display of looting in Philadelphia. We are receiving these kinds of videos from all across the nation. With the proclamation from the White House that this is indeed a national disaster, panic has become widespread. Our hearts go out to those families affected by the looting.”
The commentator looked haggard. 
A day’s growth of a beard haunted his face. 
“The President has advised all Americans residing in Arizona, Texas, New Mexico, Southern California, and western Louisiana evacuate to another area, preferably to the north. He went on to advise that some states have closed their borders and interstate highways have become congested. Travelers should seek to leave in a calm, decisive manner. During this tough time, he wants to remind Americans that our behavior will be viewed on a global scale and will be judged, as we often are, as the template for the world.”
His father clicked off the TV, his arms crossed over his lap. “Even the White House is telling people to get the hell out of Dodge. We need to be on the road yesterday, son. I have been waiting for a day like this. All the signs pointed to it. A decline in culture, times changing.”
“Kind of a kneejerk decision, don’t you think? Suddenly you are listening to the government?”
“People are ugly, James. All of this liberal, white-hating nonsense in the media…”
James moved forward, pushing off from the wall. His hand sliced through the air. “I don’t have time to update your outdated…” began James, but was cut short.
The glass shattered in a tight cone, shards exploding across the living room. James moved without thought. He leapt in front of his father, knocking both of them to the ground. Looking out the broken window, he heard shouting. There was a heavy voice that he could not discern. 
“Get off me,” his father spoke with a labored groan. 
He let up so that his father could slide out. 
Another shot rang out, this time high into the atmosphere. 
There was no impact, just a ringing whistle into the night. 
James grabbed the shotgun his father had previously wielded, emptying out the spent cartridges and replacing them without even looking at the weapon. A backdoor led out onto a stone carport that led into the street. And then down a sandy incline that overlooked the town below. 
He slid down the sand and bleached shells that covered what would have been a lawn in a much more tropical environment. The shotgun was held tightly in his right hand, like a bludgeon. Using his other hand as a balancing point, he dug his fingers into the still-warm particulates of rocks and stone. 
Lowering himself to the ground, he duck-walked quickly. Pressing his back up against a nearby suburban, his breath came out in tight, ragged breaths. He closed his eyes, trying to calm himself as he heard another round go off. 
No impact. 
Must have shot into the sky he spoke to himself shakily in his mind. Chancing a look around the vehicle, he saw a man in the road. His half-tucked shirt and dirty flannel gave him the look of a dock worker. 
James knew better. 
Had he been close enough, he would have smelled the cheap whiskey on him. And the sadness and hate that was burrowed deep within him. 
It was Violet’s husband, or ex-husband. 
He couldn’t remember. 
His thoughts raced. 
His pulse quickened. 
The man’s name evaded him. 
Robert. 
Rick. 
Randy. 
Randy, that was it; Randy something or other. Licking his lips, James knelt, exposing very little of himself. He leveled the shotgun at the staggering figure of the drunkard. 
“Randy,” he shouted and immediately regretted it. 
The drunk swung his arm around, the heavy revolver dipping in his grip as he did so. Squeezing the trigger, his arm jumped violently and the round exploded into the open air of the night. Bystanders jumped back, shielding loved ones and children. Some watched from the darkened interior of their living rooms. 
James cursed as the round lodged itself into the rear of the suburban. The heavy whistling of escaping air in a back tire signaled its impact. 
“Motherfucker, stupid, piece of shit,” mumbled the drunk as he pressed an off-colored bottle to his lips. Looking down, he saw that it was empty and threw it aside with a grunt. It bounced at first and then colliding into the curb, it shattered. “Who the fuck is that calling my name?” he called, slurring his words. 
James swallowed hard. 
His mind went to Violet and her daughter. 
If he was here, then what state where they in? 
“James, James Foster. I work with your wife.” 
The drunk snorted, nearly falling as he took a drunken step forward. 
“Sometimes I babysit your daughter, Julie. I have been to your house a few times, dropped off your wife when her car wouldn’t start.”
There was a moment of confusion on the drunk’s face. But suddenly his eyes brightened, as if some sudden realization had illuminated his mind. “You fucking my wife?” he roared, his voice cracking. It was followed by a dry heave, his body bending forward. 
James tried to mentally count the rounds Randy had fired. 
He heard two in the house and two in the street. Peeking around the corner of the suburban once more, he saw that Randy struggled to remain upright in the road. Taking a few steps forward, the drunk fell against a parked car. The drunkard was carrying a silver revolver. 
Two more rounds: a gamble. Did he draw out two more rounds or approach him with a loaded weapon? 
Clearing his throat, he yelled as loud as he could across the open road. He hoped that Randy at least had enough sense to recognize the location of his voice. “Randy, are Violet and Julie okay? Did you hurt them?”
A round impacted the front side of the suburban. James could feel the heat and power of the round. It passed through the frame and the engine block of the SUV. 
One left. 
“Are they at home? Are they injured?” James called again. 
His feet moved underneath him, readying himself. 
The drunk vomited. 
The sound was like a broken sink as it sputtered out iron-wrought water. James heard him pull the trigger, the round made slashing, slithering sparks down the road. It disappeared into a cloud of rock dust some distance down the darkened lane. 
James moved forward, the shotgun positioned against his shoulder. He watched the drunk carefully. James’ legs were sure beneath him, his steps calculated and even from years of martial arts and hours spent in the gym pushing himself. 
Adrenaline coursed through his body. 
He could feel his heart beat faster and faster. 
There were sirens in the distance. 
He couldn’t be certain if they were coming or going. 
There was no time to waste. 
James had to subdue the man. 
Leveling the weapon and moving forward, his voice was a bark. He barely recognized it as he heard it in his own mind. The night was filled with deep reflections of celestial bodies and gawking homeowners who had shut off their lights when they heard the gunfire. Now, as if conducted as a visual symphony, they flickered back on in rhythm. 
Their voices were cluttered. 
James moved toward Randy with purpose. 
“Put down the gun,” he spoke clearly. 
The drunk had stumbled and sat against the car with which he had previously collided. His head wandered. The sporadic dance of intoxication and his head’s orbit made its way past James once more. He leveled the gun at James and pulled the trigger. 
Even though he knew the weapon was empty, James jumped. His face became ever grimmer as he adjusted the weapon in his hands anxiously. “Throw the revolver aside, Randy. I am not playing. I will shoot you dead right here if I have to,” James pressed. 
He would not shoot a man with an empty weapon. 
But, he would certainly scare him into doing what he wanted. Randy shook the weapon in his hand. His face contorted into what must have been an attempt at mockery.
He pressed it against his skull. 
Tears streaming down his face, he pulled the trigger. The empty click was startling if nothing else. He groaned. Throwing the revolver at James, though failing in his aim, he cursed incoherently once more. 
Not wanting to show that he had been holding his breath, James coughed. Lowering the shotgun from his shoulder, he did not yet take his attention away from the drunk. 
“Where is Violet? Julie? Did you hurt them?” he repeated. 
The drunken fool looked up, his eyes glazed from intoxication and the madness that pressed on his limited mind. The spit that erupted from his mouth was not the fixated mass that one calculates, but rather the erratic spray of the unwashed. 
James stepped away, allowing the refuse to pass him by. He glared at the slightly older Randy. A wavy, almost perm-like mullet was slicked back against his tanned skin.  
James knelt, holding the butt of the shotgun against his hip as he surveyed the drunken man. People had started to make their way toward the scene, watching what it was that James would do next. “The police are coming, just tell me that they’re okay. I need to know that nothing has happened to them.”
He did not wish to sound as though he was pleading. 
The drunk watched James with a vacant stare. 
“I killed them,” he spoke. 
James could not hold back his disdain and surprise. Standing up suddenly, he gripped the shotgun in his hand. “No. That can’t be true. Why would you say that?”
Randy turned his head and spit into the gravel, his face slack. “Why the fuck do you care? Who are they to you?”
The younger man’s face blanched. 
He could not believe what the man was saying. 
There was something ugly about who he was, rising from behind the dull eyes. The drunk was a void, an empty vessel who no longer seemed to be a person capable of caring. 
Reaching down, James grabbed the man hard by the neck, pulling him despite the size difference. Their faces were inches apart, the rank, drunken breath poured from him powerfully. 
“They’re your family,” he near-growled, shaking the man for good measure. “What’s the matter with you?” James let the drunk back down, his free hand shaking with anger. 
The drunk resituated himself, both in posture and in a very rude gesture. His eyes seemed to focus, a glimpse of clarity. “That little whore and her daughter aren’t my family,” he spat, kicking out with one of his dirty boots. “They’re dead to me.”
James stood, his free hand running through his short hair. “Won’t you fight for them? What’s wrong with you? How can you cast out these people who look to you?”
Randy pushed himself up as much as he could. 
He beamed with as much pride as he could muster. “This is America. I can choose to cast off who I want. They hold me back. Keep me down,” he slurred. 
James felt rage boil in him, a grand surge that tore him from deep within. “They keep you down. The people who tolerate the cruelty that radiates from you like shit from a pig. You’re nothing.”
This enraged the drunk. 
He tried to stand, reaching out and grasping James by the shirt. “You can’t talk to me like that. I’m a person. I have rights,” he screeched. 
James struck him across the face with the butt of the shotgun. The man slumped, his face broken and a rushing deluge of blood crept and flowed onto his dirty shirt. The action gave James pause; waiting for a moment, he looked down at the broken man. 
Whispers began. 
The people around him judging immediately, sizing up the situation. Thoughts of Violet and Julie flooded his mind, and he knew what he had to do next. He had to see to their safety as he had seen to his father.
They had to be found. 
He had to find them. 
Turning away from the slumped figure, James moved off into the night. As he passed by his stunned neighbors he was not struck by their silence, but by their reticence to intervene. 
  
*
  
The desert was characteristically as dark as a closed coffin. However, this night it was quite the opposite. Scattered home lights created the feeling of a sprawling metropolis, as opposed to the remote locale that it truly was. 
James moved along the glowing streets, his breath even as if he were pacing himself for a distance run. His mind was racing, the world quickly unraveling. As things often go, it was beginning to snowball out of control. People were quick to revert to their most natural state, the state of nature as Hobbes had so succinctly put it––when the laws of society broke down and self-importance dominated. 
The shotgun felt heavy in his hands. 
A sense of foreboding lingered in the air, as if the surrounding area was collectively holding its breath in anticipation of what was to come. The desert, normally alive with the sounds of coyotes and lizards slithering about in the shadows, was hauntingly silent. 
The rhythm and noise of humanity permeated the night, which inundated the arid air that surrounded the populace of Miranda. Voices whispering, their fears jettisoned into the ether of the desert night. The image of Violet––maimed, hurt, bleeding in her own home, unable to call for help––plagued his mind. 
As he crossed over Palo Verde Street, he saw the beige-colored trim of the house he remembered as being Violet’s. The lawn was the conglomeration of dirty and pale rocks accented by the occasional thorny brush cut low to the ground. Santa and his reindeer, dilapidated and drawn thin from the long summers of Arizona, remained a silent guardian of holidays past. 
The front light was burned out. 
There was a suspicious lack of lights in the front rooms. 
His heartbeat raced as he stepped up to the front door. 
It was open. 
Cautiously approaching the door, he pushed on the handle. It swung open, revealing a darkened interior. His eyes had adjusted to the artificial light of the night, so for the moment he was blind. Swinging to the right, a sound drew his attention. He took another step into the darkened interior of the house. 
“Violet?”
The response was altogether different than he had anticipated. The pain radiated from his arm, and the cry of pain that erupted from his lips was replaced with a string of curse words as he fell to the side. His foot caught on a small toy, disrupting his balance, and he fell. The carpet was thick, but the darkness made it so he fell hard, not able to cushion his fall by repositioning his body. 
Looking up in the dark, he saw the scattered shadow of a small figure. “Violet,” he repeated, though he could not hide the slight irritation in his voice. 
Light enveloped the room and Julie stood with her small hand on the switch. Brandishing an unmarked bat, Violet looked far more fearsome than James had thought her capable. “James,” she spoke. And then looking at him strangely, she repeated his name once more. “What are you doing here?”
James groaned as he pushed himself to his feet. 
“I found your husband in the street.” The pause was an attempt to find a way to delicately describe the situation. “He was angry and armed in the street. He scared some people, tried to shoot me.”
She lowered the bat and Julie moved to her side. 
Wide brown eyes watched James with great interest. 
Her words came slowly. “Why did you come here?”
Looking out the window into the street, he saw that some people had already begun the eventual evacuation. Cars packed full and stacked high were littered in the streets, some flashing their lights and disappearing into the night. 
“He said some things.”
“What things?”
James stepped away from the window. “That you were dead. Maybe he meant dead to him, I couldn’t be sure.”
“And so you just came running?”
James reddened and scratched his head. 
“Well, I, uh, thought maybe…”
“That I needed help?”
James’ embarrassment dissipated. “That maybe you were gone. I needed to know you were okay.”
Violet looked at him. 
“That I was okay?”
Julie looked up at James in wonder. 
There was a kind of quiet innocence to her, but as well a deep chasm of understanding in her wide, brown eyes. Lowering to one knee, he looked back at the young girl. 
“Hi, Julie, remember me?”
She nodded vigorously. 
“You don’t have to be scared of me.”
Violet bent down as well. She hugged her daughter tightly, looking up at James. “She hasn’t talked in a while, since, an incident. It’s nothing worth talking about. She does remember you, James.”
Standing again, he looked out into the street. 
He watched as yet another family dispersed into the night, fleeing the inevitable. Moving toward the window, he had attracted a follower. Julie stood beside him, looking out into the streets as well. Her wide eyes watched the frenzy of animals moving out into the open night, packing their clothes and metal into boxes of gasoline. 
Violet watched the pair of them quietly. 
“The longer I stay in Miranda…the longer any of us stay here, the greater the risk. The window is shrinking for a way to escape what’s coming. They have not spoken of helping us, Violet. They have spoken of leaving us to our devices, to abandon us.”
She nodded. 
“I realize that. I have heard the whispers.”
“Why did he leave?”
Violet looked down this time. 
Watching her feet carefully, she inspected the worn shoes she wore. Peering at the cracked and peeling walls of her home, this life she had was one built on fear and diffidence.  
“He has been drinking a lot lately. I guess that isn’t true. He is always drinking. Morning. Night. Weekends. Work, when he shows up. That’s what prompted it. They fired him this past weekend. It has been building.”
James nodded slowly. 
He was not certain that he understood, but he could empathize. The beauty of the desert was often found at night, lucid skies that spoke of stars and gas giants millions of miles away. There was a place for everything, an order to which every creature, large and small, paid homage. 
The desert was a brilliant example. 
An arid, suffocating ecosystem that created beauty and pain; and then each night the rhythm became radiant. Violet had moved behind her daughter, placing her hands on her shoulders lightly. 
“I am leaving, Violet. They are going to have military evacuations in a few days, but the suggestion has already filtered down. Before too long, the roads will be filled with refuges, people without homes.”
Looking down at Julie, Violet spoke as softly as she often did. “Where will you go?”
“North. Oregon. California. Washington, maybe. Outrun it if we can.”
“North,” she repeated. 
The tempo slowed as the bright lights of a caravan of minivans passed down the street and deeper into the night. They sought a home away from home, a shelter from the coming storm. 
And what a storm was yet to come. 
“This toxin in the groundwater, they don’t know how to contain it yet. I’m sure they have a brain-trust deep in thought about it. But there’s urgency to it, spreading beneath us, beyond our reach. It’s beyond our control. We seek such control over the world, yet our greatest need has become our greatest enemy. There’s poetry to that, eh?”
Stillness infected the house. 
Their shallow breathing was the only sound that permeated the air. They stood there in a sort of perfect harmony, unburdened by the world for a moment. A growl filled the air, transforming the peace into terror. 
Violet grabbed her daughter tightly, pulling her back into the darkness beside the bay window. Her face was half hidden, but the fear situated there required only that slice of her features. The shotgun had found its way to his shoulder, the barrel wavering slightly out in front of James at the darkness of the hall. 
“Did you get a dog?” he asked with a tremor in his voice. 
She shook her head, or rather as little of it as he could make out. Moving forward, he tested his resolve. He wondered whether he would have the fortitude to play hero once more this night. Foot in front of foot, he found the courage to continue forward. His forehead perspired, falling into his vision. 
With a shake of his head, he walked into the hallway. 
The kitchen door creaked. 
Light emanated from underneath. 
He moved slowly out of necessity. 
His mind could not force him to crash forward blindly. 
Each step was laced with doubt, uncertainty about what it was he thought he would do with what might be on the other side of the door. Twice this night he had acted impulsively, marching out for a battle of which he knew nothing. Shadows passed though the light, casting strange shapes across his vision. 
And then another. 
And another.
Each was smaller than the one before. 
Sweating, he lost his grip on the barrel of the weapon for a moment. A silent curse and a wipe on his pants later, he repositioned the weapon against his shoulder. He rolled his neck as if he had slept on it all night. 
Something bumped the door, revealing a sliver of light from within. Shadows covered in wispy darkness paced across the opening. 
A pair of eyes paused. 
The half-moons of silver and gray seemed to peer through James as he approached. His back flattened as best he could, he felt picture frames and other hanging ornaments lined along the wall. 
One slid and then fell. 
Glass shattered, revealing a family photo taken in a moment of happiness. James could feel his heart beat his chest. Sweat crawled down his back and face as he attempted to move silently in the dimly lit home. He drew in a deep breath as he paused, watching the lack of movement from within the kitchen. 
Holding the shotgun as steady as he could muster, he moved toward the closed door. Expelling the breath he had been holding in a kind of low whistle, he wished he had not done so. Adrenaline propelled his foot forward, impacting the door with a heavy, sudden sound. 
It swung open wildly. 
Making a full motion, it opened into the darkened hallway. Growls, low and guttural, erupted from deeper within the kitchen. Scattered shadows moved across the open door as it opened back into the kitchen once more. 
“I have a gun, a shotgun. I will use it,” spoke James, his voice wavering. 
The growls intensified as he took another step forward. His shoes squeaked against the tile in front of the door. The world, except for this moment, had grown quiet, deafening. 
A pan clattered. 
A glass broke. 
“I mean it. I will kill if I have to. There’s a child here.” 
He cursed himself. 
If it was an intruder of some kind, then that was not the information to reveal. Summoning all the courage he could muster, he moved into the kitchen with one smooth motion. He held the shotgun against his shoulder, his eyes wide. Pans and dishes were scattered about the kitchen. The wastebasket overturned. Garbage littered the clean tile, smearing condiments and leftovers across the blinding white floor. 
“Hello?” called James. 
He moved through the kitchen, keeping the barrel of the shotgun trained in front him. His legs bent, he was ready to move at a moment’s notice. One of the lights flickered like in a bad horror movie. It was the moment before something ghastly leapt from the shadows. 
The door to the back patio slammed. 
James moved forward, weaving through the mess in the kitchen like a soldier through a war-torn city. His eyes had steeled. No longer wide with concern, but rather serious and penetrating. 
The door to the small foyer at the back of the kitchen was propped open, the screen torn. An incandescent bulb illuminated a small circle of darkness behind the house. As James emerged into the backyard, he felt along the wall with his balancing hand. 
The barrel of the shotgun dipped slightly. 
The yard flooded with a deep white light. 
Every corner exploded with newfound glory. 
And there she stood once more. 
He assumed it was a she. 
The coyote looked at James carefully, two small pups circling behind her. Wide eyes watched him with curiosity. She had a family. James lowered the shotgun, his eyes never leaving the adult coyote. He could swear that it was the same one who had watched him the night before. 
Had she been following him? 
That was a ridiculous idea. 
They stood there for a time, the shotgun slipping such that he held it like a stick––the barrel wrapped in his fingers. The adult circled around her young slowly, never breaking eye contact. But, she put herself closer to the danger. Minutes passed as they surveyed each other, until the adult bucked and then bolted. Her pups were just ahead of her, disappearing into the darkness. 
“James?” 
It was Violet, her voice frightened. 
“Here,” he croaked. 
His voice was dry, raw. 
Julie walked just in front of her mother. 
Her body was shrouded by Violet, but protected nonetheless. As they emerged from the foyer, James was struck by the return of noise in the neighborhood. Engines humming and voices raised, discussions blending into one another in the night. 
“What happened? We were worried about you.” 
James stood quietly, the shotgun bouncing against his leg. She moved in front of him, her daughter in tow. Standing there, she fixed a concerned look upon him. 
“James? What was it?” Then noticing the strange look on his face, she began to speak in a low whisper. “Why are you outside?”
Time seemed to pass slowly as he turned. 
He took in her serene, if perhaps befuddled, face. 
The words felt awkward in his mouth as he spoke them, as though it was a foreign language. “They came outside.” And then gesturing toward the door, he continued. “From inside. They were in the kitchen and then they ran outside.”
Violet looked at him as she had looked at so many men in life: in disbelief. “What are you talking about, James? Why are you standing out here alone?”
James could not seem to articulate what he had witnessed. 
The profound spectacle had unnerved him. 
It had robbed him of clear speech. 
“I was looking at something,” he began and then realizing the futility of an attempt at an explanation, he continued. “It is gone now, like we should be. Miranda will be a ghost town soon enough. We shouldn’t invite haunting this desert upon ourselves.”
Julie reached out and grabbed James’ free hand, her wide eyes looking up at him. Often adults forget that children are simply small adults walking about, not yet fettered by the realities and sadness that inflicts us. Yet in her eyes, there was an understanding that James could not explain. 
She understood. 
“What about our jobs? Miranda?”
James emerged from the fog that had come over him. “I’m afraid that there is nothing left. Unless you want to get your husband….”
She looked at him with as much anger as she could call upon. Though, it was little more than a stare and a frown. “He left us. As far as I’m concerned, he can rot in the streets.”
James looked to the little girl sadly. 
“Daddy isn’t coming?” she whispered. 
Violet knelt so that she could look at her daughter. “Honey, your daddy doesn’t want to come along. He decided to have his own adventure.”
“Without us?”
James watched the exchange and he felt a heaviness weigh upon his chest. There was nothing worse than seeing the disappointment in a child’s eyes when they first realized the mortality and fallibility of their parents. 
Violet nodded. “I’m sorry, honey.”
Julie looked out into the darkness, as if she could see the direction her father had gone. “Would you like James to go with us? He says he’s up for an adventure.” 
The little girl looked at James, assessing his nature with as critical an eye as a young girl was capable of. That was to say quite a bit. “He looks reliable enough,” she said finally with the authority of a person much older than the little girl who lingered. 
James could not help but smile.
They stood there for some time, talking about this and that. They spoke of the mundane things about life that we often speak of to fill the void of fear and anxiety. There was a rhythm to it––a pattern that emerged over time, revealing holes in our paper-thin veneer. 
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ight skittered away and the pastel morning of the desert rose like licks of amber-colored flames from a fire. The colors collided like brilliant strokes from the easel of a master. There was a pensive feeling in the air, bloated and apprehensive––a collected baited breath. It was waiting to exhale. Yet the energy dissipated just against the surface, ready to emerge again when the heat of the day changed sane beings into skin-itching madmen. 
James, Violet, and Julie crested the sloping street. 
The light of the day made them appear as travelling shadows traversing the sandy hills. There was evidence of a turbulent night before: broken glass littered across the ground and vehicles parked in such a manner that could only have been intoxication or panic. 
A persistent hum resonated in the air, white noise. 
They reached the front lawn of James’ home. 
The shades still drawn and the outside light dim. 
“Here at last.” 
The words were a whisper from his lips. 
Julie hovered just in front of her mother, shielded from the rising day. A pink backpack looked too large for her shoulders. The wide-brimmed straw hat complete with a yellow sunflower hid her features. 
“Why’s it so dark?” the little girl wondered aloud. 
James stepped ahead of them. “Let me go up and see if he’s still here. Things were intense last night. I want to make sure that he isn’t holed up with a rifle thinking he’s in the trenches.”
Violet paused, drawing her daughter tighter against her. “I’m sure your father is fine,” she replied. Her voice sounded loud against the silence of the morning. 
He jogged up and opened the porch door. It creaked as it always did. The screen was torn. Moving slowly, he reached the front door and turned the knob; it was locked. 
“Pop?”
There was some rustling.
The latch disengaged. 
The door handle turned, and then a crack in the door made visible. His father had the gray, torn hood of his sweater pulled across his features. “Jimmy, where the hell did you go?” 
Opening the door wider, James heard the sliding of a chair. He stepped through so that he stood next to his father. The house was in disarray. Most of the pictures had been pulled down from the wall––frames in scattered piles. Cabinet doors thrown open and things pulled free and placed in open cardboard boxes. 
Old black lettering was scrawled across. 
Stepping into the kitchen, he knelt next to one of the boxes. He recognized the letters: it was his mother’s handwriting. He reached a hand inside and pulled out clean, porcelain plates. They were plates that he had not seen used for the better part of a decade. Holding it up over his head, he tilted it to get his father’s attention. “The best dinnerware? Really? What exactly do we need to bring this along for?”
His father stood just outside the linoleum barrier of the kitchen. He looked thin in the gray hooded sweatshirt and faded jeans: old. The thought saddened James, imagining him as a frail, scared old man. He shook his head and deposited the plate back into the box. 
“I went looking for Violet and Julie.”
Salt-and-pepper eyebrows rose as he appraised his son. “That quiet girl from your job? The one with a drunk for a husband?”
James nodded. 
“The very same. The drunk, as you so succinctly put it, was the one firing off the gun last night. Seeing him in that state, I was….” He paused, standing and dusting off his hands. “I was concerned about them.”
Robert smirked and leaned over the counter. 
“Concerned?”
James moved toward the fridge, opening the door and peering into the dimly lit interior. Shutting it unfulfilled, he pressed his hands into the counter and met his father’s look. 
“Yes, concerned. Given the state of things.”
His father’s eyes narrowed. “Speaking of the state of things, can you get me a glass of water?” 
James turned to open the fridge again. 
Robert cleared his throat. “From the tap, if you please.”
Turning the faucet on, there was a sputter and then the hollow sound of distant pipes. “What’s this? How long has the water been off?”
“Not long after you left, just before dawn.”
James hung his head, closing his eyes. 
“So it has reached this far north,” he whispered.
“Precisely why we need to get this show on the road.”
James nodded. 
It was the kind of nod that made the world seem very far away. That was how he felt: distant, removed from the moment, transported. All our lives we wait for something to happen. Passively watch milestones so that this life can have meaning. And when meaning is thrust upon you, responsibility so potent it threatens to suffocate you, the world seems too real. 
“We can’t bring all of this stuff, Pop.”
Robert Foster had not considered the issue of space. 
Survival, defense: these things had gone into his preparations. But the idea of what was feasible had not entered his calculations. “Figured we would just rent a van or something. I guess I should sort through this….”
James nodded again, the motion beginning to feel as if it were his answer to everything. “I brought Violet and Julie, the little girl. They are coming with us.” His father did not look, but instead knelt slowly in front of the pile of a lifetime’s worth of possessions. “That’s certainly going to cut down on space. We need to get out of here quick. Beat the heat if we can.”
The front door creaked as Julie pushed her diminutive weight against it. Robert made a fumbling dive, an unsuccessful one, for the rifle. The straw hat drew a chuckle from the old man. “I’ll be damned, bested by a little girl.”
Standing, using the recliner as support, Robert pushed himself to his feet. Lowering at his waist, he extended one his powerful hands. “What’s your name, little princess?”
Julie looked at him critically, pushing back the brim of her wide hat. Her large eyes evaluated him before extending her little hand forward, a fresh sticker on the back of it. 
“Julie,” she said. 
Robert smiled. 
“Very nice to meet you, young lady.”
Julie nodded and returned to the comfort of her mother’s arms. Violet looked at James, who stood leaning against the counter. He did not look at her, so she looked back to his father. 
“You have a very nice home, Mr. Foster.” 
Robert Foster had a particular zeal about his home. Much of his time was occupied with finding various little trinkets and bargains at garage sales around the sleepy little town. When anyone showed even a modicum of interest, it became difficult to dissuade him from explaining every little detail about his home, world-ending disasters aside, of course. 
“It has certainly seen better days. Put a hole in that door behind you there. And some damn fool shot out my window. Pardon my language. Big mess in the center of the room certainly isn’t doing the décor any favors.” He laughed to himself––a distracted, personal little chuckle. “So, I hear you will be accompanying us?”
Violet looked to James. This time he met her gaze. “Your son was gracious enough to invite us along. I fear we’re not prepared for what’s coming. James sounded convincing.”
He looked at his son. 
“He can be quite convincing when he wants to be.”
James moved out from behind the counter. 
Surrounded by his father and a woman who held a strange place deeper within him, he still felt alone. The feeling gnawed at him. Lifting a hand, he let it fall to his side with an exasperated sigh. Pointing toward the distance, he started to talk and then stopped again. “I told Mickey that I would run by his place if we were blowing town.”
“That skinny kid?” 
His father had a way of simplifying things to a generalized feature: the girl with the big nose or that kid with dandruff. Oversimplification of situational and dispositional cues that often framed who a person was became his personal explanatory device. “The one who has that music store in that vacant parking lot over by the lake?”
Nodding slowly, he looked at Violet. 
The sense of foreboding that hung around them should have made people want to crawl into holes, hide in the darkness; yet, this portent of cataclysm made people flee for survival. Humanity sat upon a precipice, one that in many ways it had always sat upon, waiting for the ground beneath to give way. 
“I shouldn’t be long.” 
Robert crossed the room. 
Patting Julie on the head, he shifted the straw hat so that it partly covered her features. Robert leaned in close to his son, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Be careful out there, son. If this is the end of the world, then men will no longer be men. Something dark will take them over.”
He looked at his father. 
“Do you want me to get anything?”
“Cash, as much as you can. I doubt many vendors will be taking plastic or checks at a time like this. The electricity is still on. Might get lucky and the banks will be open.”
James nodded again. 
The air felt thin, like he was floating away. His father handed him a leather holster, a black handle protruding from across the buckle. 
He met his son’s eyes. 
“Just in case,” his father said. 
And again the son nodded. 
He looked around his torso for a place to hide it. 
Tucking it into his belt, the bulge of the unwieldy holster was obvious. Perhaps that was the intent. Maybe it would be easier to pretend the world had ended. Glancing back, he disappeared out the front door and into the burgeoning heat of the day.
  
*
  
The parking lot was indeed vacant. 
James removed the gun from its holster as he stepped out of his jeep. Pressing the revolver into the back of his pants, it was hidden by his shirt. The town had begun to clear out. Few cars braved the main streets of Miranda, disappearing into the slowly smoldering distance. 
Mouse lived in the Cottages, a statuesque set of empty buildings that had been meant as the sprawling renovations of the Miranda elite. A few years passed and the bloom was off the rose. The white-washed building had not fared well against the summer heat. A manicured golf course adjacent to the edifice had browned and withered. 
Walking across the blacktop, he was not surprised to find that heat radiated from deep beneath him. The sun had already worked its magic, bringing the desert to a simmer. The building was quiet, much quieter than Foster would have liked given the heightened state of things. 
Three stories tall, it was an eye sore. 
James made his way quickly, the urge to touch the revolver at his waist growing with each second. Grabbing the burnt-colored railing of the stairs, he traversed them in a series of shuffling, jumping steps. 
Mouse lived on the top floor in an apartment on the end. 
The faux green carpet beneath his feet looked diseased. Thick tendrils of plastic and sun-dried green material seeped up from the ground, reaching like cruel fingers from the underworld. His mind was scattered. Thoughts assaulted him from every angle. The world had begun a spiraling descent into madness. 
There was a smell in the air that Foster noticed: ganja. 
He recognized the clever Fuck Off welcome mat that Mouse had been kind enough to place in a haphazard manner in front of his door. Beside the door were various declarations of the types of vendors that he did not wish to knock upon the door and disturb the relative peace of his humble, albeit trashed, abode. Jesus freaks, bible thumpers, hippies, census people: It was the usual rundown of solicitors who most people would rather not deal with––all of them except for one. 
Girl Scouts. 
What kind of person doesn’t want delicious boxes of cookies? Mickey Reynolds wouldn’t. It all dated back to the wonderful time of year when the solicitation of cookies was in its upswing. Mouse, much like many a panicked, yet sensitive stoner before him, had arrived at the munchies. In his drug-fueled haze, he had forgotten the cardinal rule of smoking: Always have snacks. 
Not wishing to drive while intoxicated of a different sort, he meandered down to the local, yet commercial, grocery store. And wouldn’t you know: there were miniature cookie saleswomen about. The large table was covered in a purple table cloth with gold trim and boxes of cookies in measured rows.
Mickey had not thought about the repercussions of purchasing while otherwise predisposed. But, it would be a constant irritant for the rest of his days. Sauntering up to the table in the best manner he was capable, he asked for some cookies. Boxes and monies exchanged, Mouse returned to his cavern once more. 
What he did not realize until later was that he had given the industrious little girl in the canvas-colored uniform a General Grant and had received only a few of his brothers Washington. Tossing his apartment, he found neither hide nor hair of his missing Grant, but he had his suspicions. 
Girl Scouts. 
And since that day, Mouse has never again let the marching girls wearing sashes anywhere near his residence. Reaching out, Foster knocked on the door. No answer. Knocking hard, James felt claustrophobic standing outside the apartment. 
He felt exposed. 
Turning the handle, the door opened. 
The apartment was dark, except for flickering lights deeper in the room. Foster stepped through, making sure to shut out the burgeoning heat of the day. Noises emerged and it took James a moment to realize what they were: moans.
Was he about to interrupt his friend during a sensitive moment? Moving slowly down the darkened hallway, the moaning intensified. James held his breath as peeked around the corner of the wall into the living room. And unfortunately for James, Mouse was holding something as well. 
“What the fuck?” he screamed. 
Drawing handfuls of over-sized pillows and a pile of dirty clothing over his waist, he glared at his friend. The two flat-screen televisions were the only light in the room. One had a haggard-looking anchor, who droned on in silence. The other depicted the heights of pornography. 
“What the fuck?” Mouse repeated. “Haven’t you ever heard of knocking?”
Foster smiled. 
“Ever heard of answering your door, you pervert.”
Mouse dove over the back of the couch and with a series of shuffling movement, he was dressed once more. The moans continued. Looking up chagrined, he muted the cavorting, glistening bodies and the sound of a haggard newscaster filled the room instead. 
“We are sorry to report that we are going off air. Several receivers through the southwest, extending into the gulf, have been shut off. Rolling outages caused by an unknown source…”
And with that, the voice disappeared. 
A loud shriek of white noise filled the room. 
“Daughter of a bastard,” roared Mouse as he pounded on the remote. The noise dissipated as quickly as it had come. They were now only left with the mammoth images of grotesque flesh tools and cosmetic mammary glands. Mouse looked at the high-definition picture in amusement. 
“You mind turning that shit off?”
Mouse obliged, allowing the picture to fade to black.
“What the hell was with the daughter of a bastard nonsense? I’ve never heard something so ridiculous. No, I take that back. Most of what comes out of your mouth borders on the insane.”
Mickey shrugged. “I am trying to bring around something new, man. You ever notice how we make variations on previously existing profanity, but fail to make new ones? Word generation is an important aspect of language, my man.”
Foster looked at him through sleepy, irritated eyes. “And I imagine this is drawn from your extensive coursework at our beloved community college?”
Mouse allowed the comment to float. “What brings you down here to the Cottages? Perhaps the impending cloud of doom that hangs overhead? Have you decided to abandon our little burn-mark in the desert?”
Foster reached out and absently touched trinkets and piles of nonsensical items. The two massive screens were routed through Mouse’s computer. A keyboard sat just to his left. 
A faded tattoo on his chest was of a memory past. 
“Something like that. We’re heading out, bringing along Violet and Julie, her little girl. This place is about to be a monsoon of horrible shit,” replied James as he picked up a leather-bound book that turned out to be something quite the opposite of what he had anticipated: more pornography. 
“Is there anything in this house that I can touch?”
Mouse shook his head. 
“Not really. What’s the plan?”
“North. Ride on out of here and get as far away from this as we can.”
“And then what?”
“What do you mean, then what?”
Mouse stood, taking with him a mass of sheets and disappeared into a darkened room just beyond the living room. His voice echoed out from within. “You gave me a direction. Not much of a plan really. We go north….”
“You’ve gathered that I came here to ask you along?”
Mouse poked his head out beyond the doorframe. 
“Been waiting for you to come round.”
Foster laughed and returned to his inspection of the strange contents of the room. 
Mouse continued. “Going north sounds great, but we most certainly will not be the only ones. We hit the blacktop and we are bound to find ourselves in one hell of a passive-aggressive parade of people just waiting to fly off the handle. Perhaps a more cogent plan is in order?”
James continued his slow promenade around the disheveled apartment. Darkness loomed in every corner, reminding him of the clouds that had begun to build over his life. Mouse was not exactly a man of cleanliness, but rather a practitioner of the art of hoarding. Shelves filled with trinkets of sentimental value, piles of magazines long past their publication date formed paper snow-banks against the walls. 
“You ever throw anything away?”
Mouse reemerged, dressed more warmly than one might imagine given the conditions around them. A beanie covered his head and dark, thick sunglasses covered his eyes. A pullover, lavender in color, hung too large over his thin frame. Ripped jeans and untied boots clunked comically like clown shoes. 
“Life’s too short to throw away things that don’t fit anymore. I can look around this apartment and see the narrative of my life. Sure, it looks like I’m collecting a trash heap, but it gives me peace.”
Foster nodded, though he wasn’t sure for what. 
“We should be heading out.”
Mouse arched an eyebrow. 
“Something bothering you there, buddy-o-mine?”
Foster scoffed. “You mean more than the impending apocalypse hovering about our heads?”
“Let’s say besides that.”
James shook his head, touching the dirty walls. 
“I’m not sure what comes next….”
Mouse moved toward the door, opening it to allow the sunlight to drift in. “That makes two of us.”
  
*
  
The heat of the day had already descended. 
White-washed sidewalks radiated heat from deep within the earth. It was as if the sun never left, but instead remained dormant beneath the dirt and cement of the oasis. Foster had decided to walk from the Cottages, a decision that he quickly regretted. 
Miranda had never been busy. 
Yet now, it seemed like a cosmopolitan nightmare. 
An acid trip gone awry as dirty, wild-eyed people ran about. Windows smashed in the distance. Screaming and frightened words hung on the stale, arid desert air. Foster watched them pass with mute horror. People had degenerated into something disturbingly primal. 
Walking and running about, they pushed and shoved others out of the way. Carrying handfuls of unmatched items, they were a flea market gone awry. Societal politeness was gone, previous markers and indicators of status abandoned. 
James was thankful for the lukewarm steel at his waist. 
Part of him was ashamed to feel safety from something so destructive. The other part watched the madness around him and knew it had become a necessary evil. This madness would only grow like weeds in a lazy man’s garden. Foster made his way through the crowds, trying not to bump up against one of the denizens of the apocalyptic fervor. 
“This is some kind of shit-storm,” marveled Mouse as he lifted his arms over a small, rotund man with sweat stains and bloodshot eyes. 
“That might be the understatement of the year.”
They made their way carefully. 
Dodging, dancing through a throng of maniacs.
The ATM was as expected: abandoned. 
James moved close, looking one way and the other before producing his bank card. Mouse hovered just behind him, his lank height giving Foster a bit of shade from the heat and madness around them. 
The screen had seen better days. 
Though not yet broken, the display wore the scars of battle. Pressing buttons with authority, James sighed in frustration as the machine whirred frantically. Heavy sounds groaned within as wheels and plastic pieces fought desperately to dance one last time. 
Bills sputtered with a labored shuffle.
Grabbing the money, he pushed it into his pocket with determination and wheeled around. Much to his surprise, his face was plastered against the warm fabric of Mouse’s pullover. He saw the gun before the words could spill from his mouth. 
“What the….”
The man did not look stable. 
Dark hair looked as if it had been tied into a series of ridges and valleys. Pale features were made more so by a patchy beard and gray eyes that had not seen sleep in some time. His clothes appeared as if they were trying to escape from each other. A partially un-tucked shirt was pulled and stretched to one side of his neck. 
“Give me the cash,” he spoke. 
His voice wavered and cracked. 
Mouse took a step back and the man waved his gun wildly. Not pointing it, but shaking it for effect. “Don’t move, man. I’ll…I’ll fucking shoot you.”
Mouse raised his hands higher and backed up against the wall, revealing James. Foster could feel the steel press against him. He knew that he could not realistically grab it before the man shot him. 
The heat on his neck was overwhelming. 
Sweat coursed over his body, making his skin itch. 
“Let’s talk about this. You don’t want…”
The disheveled man took a step forward, pressing the gun against James’ face. The coolness of the barrel surprised Foster. He felt like he was blinking too much. His hands were calm at his sides. Much of this life had been spent wondering how he would react in these kinds of situations. 
He licked his lips. 
The man’s hand shook. 
Turning his body as he brought his hand alongside the gun, James moved quickly. Had it been a movie, it would have been in slow motion. To Foster, it felt as though he had not even breathed. A thunderous shot filled the air. James was beside him, his hand still near the weapon. Hooking his hand over the top of it, he stepped beside the man. 
The motion pulled the gun against the man’s stomach.  
Slipping his hand so that it grasped the man’s wrist, James had control of the gun in one smooth movement. He raised it shakily, uncertain if he had what it took to be merciless. The barrel wavered and James exhaled sharply, as if he had been holding his breath. 
The roles were reversed. 
The would-be thief knelt, raising his hands over his head. 
He pleaded. “Please…I….”
Foster felt his hands sweat. 
Mouse’s voice startled him. 
“We don’t need this. Let’s just go. Let’s get out of here.”
The heat was forgotten. 
Dread replaced the madness of the day. 
Foster’s throat felt tight, dry. 
As he spoke, the words seemed distant, removed. “We should get going. Have to get back and leave, can’t keep them waiting. I promised that I would come back soon. I have to go back soon.”
Mouse touched his shoulder and James nearly jumped. 
The gun shook in his hands. 
Meeting his friend’s eyes, James exhaled again. 
This time his chest heaved and his shoulders sagged. Turning back, the kneeling man had disappeared into the heat like vapor. Letting the gun fall to the ground, James left that world behind.
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he Jeep had not been large enough for the five of them. Instead, the purple-and-yellow hippie bus that Mouse had inherited from his parents had become their caravan to the north. The winding road out of Miranda was just as congested as they had anticipated. Posted speed limits were not only respected, but grossly adhered to. The sun was high overhead and beat down upon them. This brought an irritated grunt from Robert Foster. 
A shotgun rested on his knees. 
Mouse drove.
One spindly arm out the window, the other negotiated the loose steering wheel with a practiced, albeit distracted, ease. His beanie was pulled down such that his eyes barely peeked out. “So, Papa Foster, you think the shotgun on the legs is necessary?” he asked without taking his eyes from the road. 
Robert pointed to the road with the shotgun. “You concentrate on the road and I will concentrate on the gun.”
“Fair enough.”
The back of the bus was filled to the brim with overflowing duffel bags, and where those failed, dark black trash bags. Most of it had been packed early by James’ father, though some of it was clearly from the other members of their little journey. Julie’s backpack hung around her slender shoulders and the hat hid her features. Violet watched her daughter anxiously, her body tense. 
James sat just in front of them on the ground, as there was no back seat of any kind. Just two bucket seats in the front and then shag walls and a fluffy, white carpet that itched. Julie hummed quietly to herself, the tune obscured. 
“Do you have what you need?” James asked after a time. 
Violet looked at him vacantly. 
She shook her head as she spoke. 
“Not even close. We have to leave behind so much.”
James could understand the sub-text, the words unspoken: her husband. “It seems like life has changed dramatically, so quickly. A disaster, a catastrophe boiling the world down to its bare ingredients,” began James, but the squeal of the brakes and a bemused harrumph from his father drew his attention. 
Looking out the windshield of their decadent and beaten raft to safety, the world had indeed been distilled to a fundamental desire––a base reason. The road ahead was not only congested, but instead had become the parking lot of the apocalypse. Cars sat overheated, steam rising into the empty sky overhead, devoid of joy or winking clouds. There was the steady hum of voices arguing about things that could not be fixed, lives unjustified and unrequited. 
Mouse pressed on the horn. 
Robert frowned. 
Violet drew her daughter close. 
Wrenching on the side door of the bus, the world flooded in like waves on a shore in the throes of a violent storm. People argued bitterly as some had abandoned their cars for shouting matches. A man carried his child on his back as he ambled off the road.
“James, close the door,” spoke Robert. 
Yet he lingered, watching as the world inundated him. 
The horizon up ahead was stale air and hazy black clouds that threatened something unbecoming and possibly frightening. James felt Violet’s hand on his shoulder and he was drawn back. 
She smiled at him weakly. 
Julie looked at him with large, unblinking eyes. 
Mouse’s concave chest rose and fell as he sighed. “Looks like we aren’t going anywhere, anytime soon,” he grumbled as he leaned forward again, rolling down his window for a better look. Horns filled the air like a dilapidated symphony of dirty brass and broken strings. 
Robert gestured with the shotgun, bumping it up against the window as he did so. “All kinds of trails and old roads that lead north through Nevada, might take our chances. No telling what’s going to come of this.”
The blue sedan with faded bumper stickers just in front of the bus puttered forward, spewing hateful smoke and the sounds of shaking parts. There was a sudden burst and then a crash. 
Voices were renewed. 
A man crawled through the window of the sedan, as the driver’s side door had found a home in the passenger side door of an egregiously chosen escape vehicle––a SUV burdened with oversized tires and a desire for height. 
As he emerged, born of heated steel and a smoking engine, he carried a duct-taped crowbar. Blackened at the edges, he dragged it along the side of the SUV, damaging the luster and shine of the thrice-polished veneer. Raising it high above his head, as if summoning thunder from the mountains, he slammed it against the tinted windows. 
Glass rained out from the impact. 
The world became infused with sweaty apes bound by dirty clothing and angry, hooting calls that filled the yellow-marked lanes. Grabbing the wheel of the bus, Robert pulled hard. Mouse, being the reactionary that he was, slammed his foot down on the gas in response. Barreling forward like a roller coaster, his eyes went wide as he maneuvered in and out of traffic. Like a bumper car gone awry, each jagged turn of the wheel drug them to and fro against the maze of steel and steam. 
With a heavy foot, Mouse ended their haphazard journey. 
A tire on the loose rocks of the side of the road––as well as the front of the steel monstrosity pointing clearly in the wrong direction––announced a sigh of relief exhaled as one by the wayward travelers. 
This was short-lived. 
“Wow,” mumbled Mouse.
“Wow?” echoed Robert with a scowl.
Mouse looked at him, chagrined. 
“I think this warrants a wow.”
“Are you an idiot? What in the holiest of hells compelled you take us on some kind of California driving test?” spoke Robert clearly, though laced with contempt and the slightest bit of exhausted humor. 
It was not a secret that the curmudgeon believed that all drivers in the sunny state of California were deviants who could not maintain the requisite attention to stay on the road for any amount of time in a cool and collected manner. 
“Damn near got us into a fender bender, Mighty Mouse.”
“Just Mouse, you grumpy old man,” retorted Mouse as he wiped one of his long, pale hands across his forehead. “Shit is getting real out here.”
Robert frowned at him and his inability to accurately express himself in a grammatically appropriate way. “Shit, as you so cleverly put it, has always been quite real. We’re seeing what happens when people panic.”
James touched Violet’s arm and she looked up to him with her large eyes. She was okay––shaken, but unhurt. Julie remained staring at the ground, as if she could see the blacktop and broken glass beneath. 
Leaning forward between the two verbal gladiators, James spoke. “That was damn close, Mouse. Any damage to the bus?”
Mouse looked at the stout hood of the bus and shrugged. 
Tapping the faded and dusty hardened plastic over the various dials and gauges that announced the inner workings of the engine with colored triangles and crudely drawn representations, he doubled down on his uncertain gesture. 
Robert shook his head once more and cranked on the dull silver handle of his door. Opening it with a groan, he turned back and placed the shotgun down on the seat. James watched as his father walked out in front of the bus and struck the hood, glaring at Mouse as the spindly fool looked on with a thousand-yard stare.
“Pop the hood,” he commanded. 
A few seconds of hazy recollection hung in the air before Mouse reached down and released the hood latch. James’ father disappeared for a moment as he lifted the hood and suspended it there before rooting around inside the engine. There was a slight shake of the bus and then some throat-clearing. With a swift movement, the hood closed once more and Robert rejoined them in the bus. 
James looked at his father expectantly. 
“Seems alright,” he responded. 
Mouse looked out his window at the consequences of his ill-timed carnage. “I think that might be a gross overestimation, gramps. The road before us is burdened with hot steel and the path that is behind remains a monstrous cluster-fuck of epic proportions.”
Swirling lights of crimson and azure disrupted the pall on the road, reflecting and cascading across broken glass littered in the road and windshields bewildered with dust. Robert looked over his shoulder and then out the sun-stained window to his side and grimaced, prickled flesh from adrenaline spent. “I think we need to make ourselves scarce in the quickest possible way. When they flash the lights like that, it isn’t meant as an invitation for dinner.”
“I think you might be on to something there, old man. A momentary glimpse of agreement, a bridge across the chasm of generations…” began Mouse grandiosely. 
And then turning to see the glare born of irritation and several decades of putting up with adolescent nonsense, Mickey had the statistically improbable presence of mind to stop talking and press down on the accelerator. 
Bald tires gripped desperately in the heat of the day. 
The front end dipped and the weight of the engine was credited with the assist as the magenta monstrosity motored forward off the blacktop and onto the uneven terrain of desert soil. The lights continued to swim in the air, but it was clear that each chug forward of the relic was a definitive distance from an unpleasant encounter with a more-than-likely irrational civil servant. 
Dusty roads populated by ill-formed gardens of cacti were laid out before them. As the van bounced and resettled, the madness of a highway populated by denizens of despair became an increasing distant memory. Apprehension dissolved from them as miles were put between them and Miranda; the minor valleys of sand became a habitable road that soon announced shacks and barns just off in the distance. 
Robert was the first to talk after a while, though it was only a whisper of a thought. “It won’t last long.”
“This madness? The water shortage?” queried Mouse. 
The old man looked out the window at the passing landscape, his glassy eyes watching something that only he could see. “Any of it.”
       
*
       
When Randy awoke, he was not quite certain where he was at first. He remembered pieces of things. There had been a gun and someone hitting him in the face; the creeping morning was followed by the scorch of the sun. As he pushed himself to a sitting position, he was aware that it was not blacktop beneath his fingers, but instead the scratchy fabric that he knew too well.   
A sheet-less cot in the drunk tank. 
It was not his first visit. 
Were there a rewards card for being a drunken, two-time felony loser who saw more of the pot-bellied sheriff than this his own daughter, then Randy Ashland would be the charter member.
Despite the heat of the day, there was a foreboding chill inside the old-style cell. When other towns had upgraded their holding tanks, the drunk tank of Miranda had remained nothing more than a concrete enclosure with rusted, iron bars. Standing with a groan and a painful grimace, he gripped the cylinders of his imprisonment. 
“Hey, anybody out there?”
Silence whispered urgently. 
“Sheriff?”
Again, the transparency of nothingness answered him. 
He attempted to recreate the hours of his life. More to the point, the hours of his life that led up to this particular stint in a cement motel. 
“Must be some damned break or something….” he mumbled as he retreated back to the rear of the cell to the one window that was just out of reach. Looking around the confines of his entrapment, he singled out the toilet as a possible ladder to greener––or perhaps browner––views. 
With a grunt, and an unsettling shift of the contents of his stomach and small intestines, he heaved his hung-over weight up onto the much-maligned porcelain goddess with a precarious step. The laces of his shoes dragged in the murky water of his stepstool of sorts, and then lifted free once more as he put his weight on the lid of the tank and pulled himself by his fingertips so he could see outside the cell. 
The sheriff’s office sat on the far side of the town, near where the road slithered out into the desert and canyons filled with all manner of creature. Craning his neck and squinting his eyes, Randy was struck by the emptiness of the town, the desolation that filtered through the air. 
“Where in the hell is everybody? It’s damn near….”
Looking down at his watch, he noticed that the hands were not moving as they should. As he lifted his other hand to tap the stained exterior of the timepiece, he immediately realized his error and felt the consequences of such an ill-timed exchange of balance. The cot was not close enough, and the floor far too hard to cushion the fall. 
To make matters worse, his boot caught the bowl of the toilet and ripped the seal from the floor. With a flurry of curse words and a fluttering of hands and feet, Randy had pulled himself into a ball and was looking sourly at the slowly spreading pool of water that emerged from the upturned latrine.
“Doesn’t that just make my fucking day.”
The urgency of his clumsy fall and the desolation just beyond his prison of both mind and body caused him to perhaps be a bit more sensitive than many folks in a similar situation––though such a situation seems difficult to imagine. This hypersensitivity led to the perking of his ears and the subtle turning of his head when the whisper of a footstep sounded just beyond the gray door that served as the median between cells and office.
“Someone out there?”
A shuffle of boots and a wet cough replied. 
He took a few heavy steps forward and gripped the bars of the enclosure. He pressed his face against the bars and tried to hear more clearly the shuffling footfalls that might announce an explanatory orator of his present circumstances. 
An outer door creaked and the silence of the dim interior of the buildings seemed haunting to Randy for the first time. A scraping sound joined the aqueous cough that echoed in the emptiness…
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here was a cabin deep in the woods. Inside that cabin sat a young man at a table. He was the very description of an average man: brown hair, brown eyes. He smoked a cigarette like it was the greatest thing ever, as if he were enjoying a fine wine or admiring a fine painting. 
He is William, or Wills; perhaps even Captain as he had people call him on occasion. Will coughed hard, the sputtering, wet variety that usually signals a not-so-good-for-the-well-being chain of events recently transpired. 
Moving in closer, it is easy to see that the scene is not hopeful. It is the other kind: the kind that starts and ends with obscene action. Leaning forward, he looked deep into the fire. 
Light crossed his face, revealing heavy lines of sleeplessness that are dwarfed by the caked blood and dirt that hide his youthful features. A dark stain has begun to spread across his gray shirt. But young William’s story began earlier in the town of River’s Bend.
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he town of River’s Bend was silent. The streets were empty, but a dull rumbling in the distance electrified the air. Tall, ugly buildings––built and never repaired years ago––waited patiently as the sun passed overhead, straining through cloud cover. 
The rumbling intensified. 
It was the sound of an engine. 
A brown-top Chevy Nova screamed into motion. Tires squealing, it wheeled around a building and smashed through the front of an adjacent, abandoned shop. Bodies flooded behind the car in a mass of ragged, wild arms and snarling, mangled faces: zombies.        
“Run, you fucking deadheads. Z-Day, baby,” spoke a man who looked as if he were an unkempt replica of a giant.
“Just drive the fucking car,” spoke the smaller man.
“But today is Z-Day…”
“Every day is Z-Day,” scolded the smaller man with a grim smile. 
Long lines of paint tagged the side of the beaten car. Upon further inspection, it was most definitely blood. Streamers waved atop the vehicle. 
Correction: those are human arms. 
In any case, they used to be human arms. Stiff and fading flesh revealed them as the arms of the zombie army, deceased. The car swerved––as if on cue––and took out a long line of running zombies. They were smashed underneath heavy tires. 
Looking in through a dusty window, two men sat in lawn chairs admiring the scene below. Kenny was large and wide-shouldered with a lopsided grin and heavy blue eyes; a buzz cut framed his massive head. 
Beside him was Dan; the brown hair at his shoulders was pulled back. Wearing a light beard splotched gray in places, his icy eyes watched the scene without emotion.        
“I love it when they run in front. Crunching them underneath is the best part.”
Dan watched with little interest. The automatic rifle in his hands was held with the precision of a man waiting for monsters to leap out from the darkness. This––to some extent––was simply an effective posture. 
“Bring them down 8th, past the parking structure. That should give me enough time.”
“Enough time?”
“To grab some supplies. The gun store and then past the lush palace.”
Kenny snickered. 
“What are you, a child? Just drag those dead fucks around the bend, and then we are out of here,” continued Dan with irritation.
A chainsaw lay next to Kenny. Just to the other side of it was a heavy shotgun that had a belt of shells perched on top of it. 
Dan carried two handguns at his waist, a long, black sheath along his back, and a variety of knives tucked neatly into sheaths. Hanging the assault rifle around his neck, he grabbed a riot shotgun and its bandolier of shells.           
“You want me to keep watch?”
“Is that a rhetorical question?”
Kenny snickered again.
“Un-fucking-believable. We are up to our balls in deadheads running around here like they own the place, and you are still cracking up like an idiot kid,” admonished Dan.
Kenny looked slightly forlorn as he concentrated on the street below, moving the remote in his hand with a deft movement. “Sorry, boss.”
“Knock that boss shit off. Just do what I said and meet me in front of Crazy Mike’s.”
“Yeah.”
“Repeat what I said.”
“What?”
“You heard me, numbnuts, repeat what I said.”     
“Watch. Kill. Meet at Mike’s,” replied Kenny with a smile.
The door to the roof closed as Dan departed. Kenny continued to look down at the street below, a wicked smile on his face. 
Dan emerged from the front of the building and put on a pair of reflective sunglasses. Holding the assault shotgun in a ready position, he walked down the street. 
The streets were empty, but an eerie type of desolation that marks the end of the world hung in the air. He rounded the side of the street, leveling the shotgun to knock down whatever would come his way. 
Ignoring the sidewalks, he walked in the road. A single zombie ran out. Arms flailing, flesh and blood drooled from its open maw.
A shotgun blast caught it across the face, ripping its feet from the ground and sending it spinning backwards. The sound echoed in the empty town off the brilliant spray-painted murals littered across many buildings. 
Dan bent down to inspect the zombie. 
There was no face.
Open, dead flesh oozed a thousand putrid colors. Standing with a grimace, he surveyed the rest of the street: nothing. 
Moving forward, he walked to a building with an amber-colored window. He pushed open a dull silver door at the front of the store. A chime echoed in the store, accented by a throaty groan. 
A zombie stood behind the counter. 
Dan approached it. 
Letting the shotgun fall beside his leg, he took off his glasses. The zombie had its mouth wired shut, and dark sunglasses covered its eyes. The mesh hat on its head was a bit odd, nearly falling off the slowly decaying scalp of the zombie.
“Hey, Bob.”
Bob the Liquor Store Zombie groaned hungrily.    
“Any suggestions? The boys can be quite specific sometimes.”
Bob the Liquor Store Zombie lunged forward, but heavy silver bolts held its hands firmly to the counter. 
“We talked about this aggression, Bob. Once upon a time I might have been able to help you, but therapy is long behind me.”
Bob groaned again, though this time because Dan leaned on the counter. His heavily covered arms hid tattoos and a lifetime of scars. 
“The whiskey still next to the cooler?”
Bob groaned. This one seemed less intense, almost as if it were giving up.
“Right, in the back.”
With a smile he smacked the table and moved deeper into the darkened store; light from outside flashed in uneven beams of sunlight. Turning around halfway down an aisle, Dan waved his shotgun. “Now don’t be going anywhere, Bob. I have eyes everywhere.”
Dan rolled his shoulders as if shivering and flicked his hands like spirit fingers. Moving along the rows and rows of liquor, he passed massive gaps here and there where the effects of five years of consumption had taken its toll. The back wall once held frozen beverages, but now only empty rows of racks that had long since been plundered or destroyed. 
“Now what was it that he had wanted? JD I believe.”
Reaching forward, Dan grabbed four handles of Jack Daniel’s. As he turned, it was the groan––not the sight of Bob––that startled him. Swinging the whiskey hard, the amber liquid smashed against the side of Bob’s head, stunning it for a moment. That moment was sufficient for the shotgun to find its way in the center of Bob’s face, and then it was Bob’s face no longer. 
Looking down at what had once been Bob the Liquor Store Zombie, Dan grimaced. “Now that is a damn foolish thing to do there, Bob. We had a nice thing going.”
He stood over the zombie, his chest heaving––slowly at first and then building. The warm whiskey covered the floor, saturating both Dan’s heavy boots and Bob’s twice-dead body. “We had a good thing going.”
Dan bounced the shotgun against his leg steadily, his eyes steeling. “You motherfuckers. You motherfuckers.”
His voice was barely a whisper. 
Leveling the shotgun at Bob, he shot again. The blast lifted the body from the ground, igniting some of the whiskey in a soft flame. He did it again––this time into the zombie’s chest––nearly ripping Bob in two. He stood and watched Bob come slowly apart. It was the crackle of the radio that drew away his maniacal stare. 
“Boss?” It was Kenny. Dan continued to stare at Bob the Liquor Store Zombie. “You alright there, boss?” 
Licking his lips, Dan’s voice croaked. 
“I thought I told you to knock that boss shit off.”
“I heard shots…”
“It’s nothing. I will tell you at Mike’s. Get off the fucking radio.”
The crackle disappeared.  
Stepping over Bob, Dan reloaded––leaving behind the mess. He moved past the counter and saw the dark streaks and silver bolts that had held Bob moments before. Dan ignored the problem and pushed open the door. 
He felt the sunshine on his skin again. The sun was high in the sky, but there was nothing happy about the day. “Fucking deadheads. Never do what they are supposed to. Gotta tell them a thousand times.”
Walking down the street, he held the shotgun tightly in his grip. A big heavy sign announced a bright purple building as Crazy Mike’s. It should come as no great surprise that a redneck town like River’s Bend would have a mammoth gun depot the size of most department stores. The “open” sign was smeared with a bloody hand. The glass door was caked with brains and various zombie remains that had found its way onto the storefront over the years. 
As Dan walked to the door, he saw his reflection in the glass. “Old man,” he whispered. His long hair was scraggly, and the gray in his beard seemed to grow each day. 
The world had not been kind. 
Hitting his chest with a fist, he shook his head. 
“Can’t beat time.”
Walking through the open door of the ammo store, he turned toward the counter. As one might expect, there was another zombie. This one had on a bright orange hunting vest with a red flannel shirt beneath it. Big, black-rimmed glasses hung from its sagging face. 
And again, the jaw was wired shut.
“Bob, how’s business, you old ball-buster?” exclaimed Dan with enthusiasm. 
It looked as if Bob the Gun Store Zombie once had gray hair, as there were remnants on its diseased scalp. 
“Anything new?” 
With a big smile, he laughed. 
“Just kidding, you old bastard. Just here for the essentials, ya know.” He turned as if to move and then stopped, looking back at Bob. “Have you talked to Bob lately?”
Waving a hand in dismissal, Dan continued. “Of course not. How silly of me. Well, I have some bad news.” 
Dan paused for the drama of it all. 
“Bob is dead.”
Dan liked to think that Bob the Liquor Store Zombie and Bob the Gun Store Zombie were brothers. Not blood brothers, but by marriage. “I realize that you guys had not been speaking.”
Dan looked at Bob with genuine sorrow. “I remember, you don’t want to talk about that. I will be on my way, just wanted to give you the bad news.”
Moving farther into the store––past an overturned, stuffed black bear––Dan opened his backpack and began to deposit various boxes of shells. 
A screech erupted from outside the depot. 
It was the sound of brakes and tires. 
Returning to the front of the store, Dan paused in front of Bob. They stared at each for a moment until the horn blared again, jarring Dan’s attention. Stepping out into the open air, he looked at the heavy steel of a Ford Bronco.  Apocalypse Please was scrawled in heavy red letters across the side. A wood chipper was placed in the back, and a heavy steel snow plow was attached to the front. There were two severed heads where the headlights should be. Their wide open mouths and empty eye sockets expelled blue floodlights. 
“You get what we need?” called Kenny. 
Dan threw the backpack into the Bronco and grabbed the edge of the door, opening it without a word. 
Kenny sat back into the seat and gripped the wheel. 
“What’s up, boss?”
“Had to kill Bob.”
“Bob the Liquor Bob or Bob the Gun Store Bob?”
“Liquor Store.”
Kenny turned over the Bronco, and the diesel engine roared to life. The interior was littered with various wrappers and empty shells. The Bronco was definitely Kenny’s area. 
“That’s a bummer. You get the JD?”
“No.”
“What the fuck? No JD. That’s…”
“Bring it down a notch there, Jolly Green. We still have some at the house.”
“We can go right back,” protested Kenny, pointing back toward the liquor store.
“No, go home. Fuck this town for today.”
“But…”
“Seriously, we have enough to last until tomorrow morning. For fuck’s sake man, just drive the fucking Bronco.”
“Whatever, dude. Let’s blow this bullshit.”
The Bronco launched into motion, burning tires and then rocketing forward. It barreled through the open streets. “We have to figure out something else to bolt down those deadheads with. They can pull out of the bolts we’ve been using.”
“Why even bother?” offered Kenny.
“I don’t particularly want to suck zombie dick, so we are going to continue to bolt them to the counter.”
The Bronco bounced along, the heavy tread of the tires almost making them seem to bounce. “Wait, check it out, check it out.”
A single zombie walked into their vision. Once she might have been an attractive woman, but now she was little more than a scabby cadaver. “Check it, Frogger with zombies, man.”
“We don’t have time for this.”
“Come on…”
“Fine, make it quick.”
Kenny smiled boyishly and slammed on the accelerator. The Bronco exploded forward, nearly lifting off the ground. Racing down the street, he turned the Bronco sideways, careening into the zombie and crushing it underneath the Bronco’s thick wheels. 
“Is that fun, or is that fun?”
“Home. Now.”
“You had fun, I can smell it.” Pulling forward, Kenny leaned out the window and looked back at the bloodstain across the asphalt. “Can’t hardly tell what the fuck that is, much less that it was some middle-aged zombie bitch.”
The Bronco pulled forward again, roaring and then subsiding as they drove into the distance. As the sun drifted down, the calmness of the town felt ominous, foreboding.
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he sun had begun to set. Darkness seeped across the grass and tree-filled horizon. Trees passed by in a flash. The engine was loud, aggressive. The stereo was cranked. 
Dan looked out the window. 
Kenny watched Dan looking out the window.
“What’s with the puss?”
“Huh?”
“The sour face, whatever,” replied Kenny, pursing his lips.
“Doesn’t matter.”
“The fuck it doesn’t.”
Dan looked away from the passing forest. His eyes were serious; his cheek muscles flexed angrily. 
“It has been five years.”
“Since what?”
“Are you daft? Since the moon landing, what the fuck do you think I’m talking about? That day. It has been five years since that day.”
Kenny’s smile disappeared.
“We all lost something that day,” continued Dan.
“Yeah.”
Dan pulled down his shirt and torso guard. 
There was a gold ring on a chain. 
He touched the outside of it gently. 
“Don’t miss the turn.”
“This is my business, man, I know this shit. You don’t even have to stress.”
Dan grunted and looked back out at the world. The road rose and then fell, changing into an S-turn. There was a dirt road to the right, and Kenny navigated the Bronco onto it with a surreal ease even at breakneck speed. A heavy sign painted in white, scrawling letters read: beware. 
The road was uneven and treacherous. 
Were it not for Kenny’s skillful driving, they would have crashed and burned. “Home sweet home, motherfucker,” he announced mirthfully. 
Bundles of barbed, rusted wire extended beyond the tree line. Littering the trees, heavy sheets of metal and car hoods were held up by thin wire, ready for decapitation. The dense forest gave way to an open field whose trees were cut down with precision. 
The building in the distance was a dark earthen color and without any windows or doors except a large retractable gate that thundered open as the Bronco approached. Floodlights were situated every five to six feet. They dare not turn them on at night as it might draw unwanted attention even though the compound would be very defensible if the situation called for it.
The Bronco rolled to a stop, the powerful engine switching off. Dan and Kenny stepped out. Dan grasped the bag and threw it over his shoulder. 
The sun began to slink just below the horizon.
“So tomorrow,” began the loveable behemoth.
“Whatever you want, man.”
“Right. Right.”
Together they moved through the door of the building into the interior. The first room was wide open with beat-up couches littered about and a few televisions that looked like remnants from the Cold War. The room’s five occupants were scattered about the room doing their own thing, except for two of them. Those two were sharing a couch in front of a television, and one of them was sitting very still, seemingly engrossed by the images on the screen.   
The one closest to the door was a thin man and shorter than Dan––certainly smaller than Kenny. With wiry brown hair and cold gray eyes, he looked with dissatisfaction at the world; Brandon was a ghost from the past. 
“Any trouble?” he asked.
“A bit, nothing unusual,” Dan replied.
Brandon grunted and moved away, sitting down in a plastic-covered chair in front of a dirty table where an assault rifle lay; its parts were carefully placed in rows. Dan’s brother Jesse sat farthest from the entrance. His long dirty blond hair was pulled into a topknot, and his glasses were composed of two separate frames melted together. His brown eyes scanned the pages of a novel carefully: Crime and Punishment by Dostoyevsky.
He was thin like Brandon, but tall like Kenny. Dan made his way toward his brother while Kenny lumbered toward the far couch where Will sat. His brown hair was mussed, though it almost looked purposeful. There was one long strand of hair that he combed over his ear.
“What up, fuck-cheese?” spoke Will as Kenny approached.
Kenny looked at him and shook his head. “You have to be the biggest waste of fucking space in the world, man. Sitting here with Starfish, smoking, and watching old shitty movies.”
“Starfish happens to understand the intricacies of attempting to find peak experiences in a post-apocalyptic world, my man. Just because you are too big and dumb to get that…”
“What the fuck ever, man.”
“Does the giant wish to argue?”
“I can’t wait to fucking punch you in the throat in your sleep.”
The previously stationary figure that sat next to Will on the couch turned. It was a zombie; more importantly, it was Starfish. 
The zombie’s mouth was wired shut like the others, but on top of that he wore a hockey mask with black sunglasses attached to the cross-stitching. His arms had been removed and dirty, slightly viscous, black garbage bags wrapped its torso. It was really a dead, armless torso that ran amok on occasion.
“Starfish contributes more than you do,” said Kenny.
“The fuck if that is true. I grow herb, my friend. We all need to find some peace in a dark world.”
“Why the fuck do you waste your time doing that when there is literally a millennia’s worth of booze sitting in that dead town we once called home?”
Will turned around, placing an arm around Starfish’s shoulder. The zombie groaned and moved its shielded head, bumping into Will’s shoulder. “See, even Starfish here finds your lack of understanding disturbing.”
Kenny smirked. “I am not sure Starfish is an accurate representation of all counties accounted for.”
“In a world that has little left, art is even more important. My skills are necessary to bring joy to those left behind.” Will then gestured toward Kenny with a dismissing hand. “Even those Neanderthals with no vision, such as yourself, can appreciate the idea of enjoying the world, even a desolate one.”
Kenny moved quickly, grabbing Will by the neck and lifting him over the couch. Will screeched and flung his legs about, scrambling up the side of Kenny’s torso. The joint he had been smoking fell to the ground and was crushed under Kenny’s boot. 
“That’s fucked, man. That’s substance abuse. All that work and your big Frankenstein foot crushes a perfectly good joint.”
Kenny threw Will back on the couch with ease and an eventful grin. “That's what you get, ya stick figure. Watch your mouth or I will throw you another beating.”
Will mumbled something unintelligible. 
“What is that, Gumby?”
“Revenge is a bitch there, Quasimodo. Just you wait and see.”
Kenny scoffed and moved deeper into the compound, beyond the first room and into the shadows of the dormitories. Dan approached a statuesque black man. He wore his hair short––nearly a buzz cut. A cut-off shirt revealed a body tempered for war. He was working over a Wing Chun dummy with fierce precision as Dan approached. 
“How are things here, Allen? Anything unusual? Any deadheads?”
Allen headed security operations, but in an unofficial manner of course. He spent most of his days and nights walking the surrounding property, checking traps and the like. “Nothing. It has been very quiet. The guys are restless though. Will especially is getting mouthy and antsy.”
Dan nodded. “Tomorrow we will all go in. We’ll take the van and the Bronco, grab supplies, and hit the chains.”
Allen smiled grimly.
“It wouldn’t hurt. What happened in town?”
“Bob got loose. Had to put some rounds in him.”
“Pharmacy Bob or Auto Store Bob?”
“Neither. Liquor Store Bob.”
“He seemed more squirrelly than the others lately. It makes sense.”
“I want to secure them all again, weigh them down and re-bolt.”
“You got it, boss,” replied Allen with a nod.
Dan stood for a moment, as if he were going to say something else. Allen looked at him expectantly. Moving past Allen, he patted him on the shoulder and raised a hand to get his brother’s attention.
“Hey bro,” began Dan somberly.
Jesse looked over the faded pages of the novel. 
“Dan.”
“Almost done?”
Jesse raised an eyebrow.
“With Dostoyevsky? I was thinking of hitting the library tomorrow to pick up something new,” continued Dan.
“Sounds like a reasonable plan.”
“You want to come along?”
“Could be productive. There are a few gems I have been thinking about tackling. Perhaps I’ll finally finish War and Peace.”
Dan smiled, though it was barely noticeable. 
“Very good.”
Jesse lowered the book and surveyed the complicated look on his brother’s face. “Is there something the matter?”
“Hmm…”
“Do you not want to talk about it?”
Dan sat down across from his brother. 
“You know how long it has been?”
“I am aware of the amount of time that has transpired.”
“Seems like we have wasted a lot of time.”
“Wasted? Wasted how?”
“I dunno. There seems like there should be more than this. Doesn’t there seem like there should be some meaning to all this?”
“Looking for answers in an impossible situation will only bring more frustration, bro.”
There was sadness in his eyes. 
“I just wonder why we bother.”
“Bother doing what exactly?”
“Simply being. Surviving. What is the point?”
Jesse placed down the book and sat forward. “I see. This is not about the time passed, but the fact that she is gone.”
Dan nodded sadly. 
“If I were a spiritual man, I would spin an endearing yarn about her looking down on you, but as we both know that is not my style. On the contrary, you carry her with you, every day in your memory,” continued Jesse.
“I am not sure the memory is enough anymore.”
“For that, I am very sorry.”
“Yeah.” Dan looked around, sniffing. His eyes were glossy. Patting his brother’s knee, he stood and looked toward the dormitories, toward his bed. “I will see you in the morning, brother. Good night.”
Jesse sat back with his book, a contemplative look on his face. “Good night, brother.”
As Dan walked away, the sounds of Will watching The Godfather rose up as he laughed and snickered about something to which only he was privy.
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an reclined on his bed, arms behind his head. He was already dressed, and the sun had barely risen. His room was barren except for a mattress: no box spring, no frame. There was simply a mattress on the ground. His weapons were stacked neatly against the wall with their respective rounds laid out before them. 
On the floor sat a single photograph of a woman, of his wife. She was beautiful with a fair complexion and wide brown eyes. His blue eyes watched the ceiling, his mind calm. 
Blam.
Blam. 
The sound of gunfire filled his senses. He was up from his mattress in one quick movement. Grabbing the automatic rifle, it hit against his shoulder. He looked down the sight with a grim fix of his lips. Moving into the hallway, he peered around at the other doors. They opened slowly, sleepy faces looking back at him. 
Blam. 
Blam. 
The gunfire erupted again.  
Dan moved down the hallway with the practiced ease of someone who is well versed in the hunt. He could hear Kenny’s voice from his room. “You motherfucker! Fucking fuck motherfucker, fuck. I’m gonna fucking…”
Dan kicked the door to Kenny’s room open with a quick motion. Kenny stood, wearing only his boxers––Simpsons’ boxers with Duff written in yellow letters all across it. 
There was blood all over his bed. And a severed zombie head. In addition, a plethora of bullet holes riddled the child-sized bed in which he chose to sleep. And let us not forget the two stiff, severed zombie arms that were laid very near where Kenny would have been sleeping. 
“What the fuck is this?” demanded Dan.
Kenny looked up. “I woke up with this motherfucker in my bed. I shot it, shot fucking holes in my bed.”
Dan lowered the rifle and looked at Kenny inquisitively. “Why would there be a deadhead in your bed?”
“That rhymed.” Will stood just outside the door with a big smile painted across his face from ear to ear. 
Kenny looked at him. Rage covered his face. Pointing a heavy finger, he started forward. “You think this is funny? You did this, didn’t you? You little shit.”
Dan interceded, flashing Kenny a cold look. Turning to Will, he addressed the prankster. “Did you do this?”
Will shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe, fuck him for giving me shit.”
Kenny lunged forward again, but Dan pushed him back. “What the fuck is wrong with you two?”
“Gotta pass the time somehow,” reasoned Will. 
Dan shook his head and moved past Will, bumping him slightly. Pointing a thumb at Dan, he continued. “What’s his deal?”
Kenny moved in close, towering over Will, and pointed an accusing finger at him. “You fucking owe me sheets, man.”
Will made a funny face at him. 
“The fuck I do. You owe me weed.”
Kenny bumped him. “Sheets and new fucking socks, and boxers and shit, man. How the fuck am I supposed to get murky zombie goo out of everything? I want a new bedroom set and clothes, motherfucker.”
Will stood on his tiptoes to address the challenge. “They are gonna be Smurf sheets and baby tees with that kind of attitude.”
“If you are gonna go gay, then at least get Hello Kitty. I wouldn’t mind having those around.”
Will made a face like he was touched by Kenny’s words. “I wasn’t sure until now, but I am fairly certain that you are a full-blown homosexual. There is nothing wrong with that of course, but I am glad that you finally have the courage to admit it.”
Kenny pushed Will over, knocking him through the open door frame. 
“I get it, still a little sensitive about being outed and all. We’ll talk later,” continued Will.
Kenny threw up his hands and kicked the zombie head across the room, splattering brains against the far wall. He groaned as the smear oozed on to the floor. 
  
*
  
A Ford Econoline Van with heavy tires sat next to the Bronco. The glass was heavily tinted, and little sharpened ridges ran along the base, above the wheels. Allen loaded weapons into the back of the van as Brandon carried a .50 caliber assault rifle, its stand, and an enormous spool to the back of the van. Jesse moved around the side of the van with a box of dusty books. 
“What the fuck are you doing with those?” asked Will.
Jesse looked at him coolly. 
Will was the youngest of the group. 
The two men rarely spoke. 
“I have finished these and plan on returning them for some new reading material.”
“Why the fuck would you do that?”
“I imagine I do it for the illusion of order in all of this chaos, or perhaps the ability to create structure in an unstructured world.”
“That is a little weird, man.”
Jesse shrugged and continued on to the front of the van. Will ran forward. He wore a survival vest of sorts, but it was tagged all over with graffiti. Canisters of paint hung like weapons all about his person, leaving little room at his side for the sheathed bat wrapped in barbwire and covered in a hundred or so bent and unevenly placed nails. On his back his assault rifle was adorned with various bright stickers. The red bandanna he wore made him look more like John Travolta in Saturday Night Fever than Stallone in Rambo.
Kenny loaded the Bronco. He laid a chainsaw on the seat along with his assault rifle. He carried two shotguns, crossed along his back. 
“Looks like I’m riding with you today, Gigantor,” quipped Will.
Kenny groaned mockingly. “Seriously?”
Dan walked by, nodding at Kenny. There was a glimpse of a smile on his face. “Figured you’d want to be there to pick out the sheets,” chided Dan.
Kenny shrugged his shoulders. “Fine. Keep the shit to a minimum, half-pint.”
“Whatever you say.”
Will stepped away, feigning fear. “Gojira! Gojira!”
Kenny stepped forward, waving the smaller man away.
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he sound of the engine was overwhelming, and the discussion was far from tame. Instead, it had reached a fevered pitch that bordered on accusatory. 
“Are you fucking kidding me? You think that Avenged Sevenfold has no business being on a playlist for killing zombies. Are you mental, man? Have you completely lost your marbles?” argued Will.
“Your question is: What belongs on an end-of-the-world playlist, correct? In the event of a zombie apocalypse, what would I want to be listening to?”
“Correct.”
“So you agree that the choices would be purely subjective?”
“Of course.”
“Then what exactly is the point of getting all hot and bothered because I think your little band sucks balls. I’m sorry I’m not fawning over it.”
Will threw up his hands in irritation. “What does the brilliant music critic, Kenny of Bumfuck Nowhere, believe belongs on such an auspicious playlist as one that may be the last one you listen to?”
Kenny watched the road out of the corner of his eye. 
“Anything by She Wants Revenge.”
“But you don’t want any Depeche Mode?”
“Fuck Depeche Mode, they don’t sound anything like She Wants Revenge, man.”
“You have got to be the dumbest motherfucker ever if you think that there are no similarities between their music. A fucking deaf-mute could tell the similarity.”
“So your argument is: someone who couldn’t hear the music––and couldn’t convey their opinion about said music that they couldn’t listen to––could do a better job of figuring out what good music is than I could?”
“Precisely.”
Kenny shook his head. 
“And you call me dumb.”
“Not just dumb, bordering on retarded, I swear to fucking God. Your rationale is equivalent to the guy who really believes there is a difference between hamburgers from different fucking fast food places. A Big Mac is the same anywhere, same fucking shit, different fucking day, and different fucking half-a-tard wrapping it up in crunchy paper for you.”
“I am not saying that there aren’t similarities, but I would certainly not compare them in terms of musicality.”
“Musicality? Are you a musical prodigy now? You are about as much an artist as I am a lawn gnome.”
Kenny laughed heartily. “Did I hurt the little artist’s feelings? Should we talk about those wonderfully dumb graffiti murals you plaster all over our corner of hell?”
“Fuck you. Don’t switch the subject. What makes you such a discriminatory judge of music that you can decide for everybody what constitutes good music and bad music. I don’t mock your shitty taste in music.”
“That is because I don’t have shitty taste in music.”
“What the fuck ever, man.”
“You don’t like what I got to say, then feel free to shut your fucking trap.”
“Fuck that. What about Radiohead? You wouldn’t want to have some Radiohead or Marley? You gonna sit there and look me in the eyes and tell me you don’t want some Marley?”
“I am going to do exactly that. Fucking snore-fest, man. Give me ridiculous beats or give me death.”
Will turned and looked out the window. “Ridiculous. This ain’t over yet, man. We are coming back to this. You wait and see.”
Kenny laughed and shook the wheel, jarring the Bronco one way and then the other. “I’ll be waiting, poopy pants.” 
  
*
  
The interior of the van was not a verbal ruckus. Brandon drove. Allen sat in the passenger seat, his automatic rifle across his lap. 
Dan and Jesse remained in the back. The older brother sat on the medical bed that would serve as a medic station if necessary; Jesse had been a medical resident before all of the madness went down. 
It was a useful skill now. 
“Usual run, gentlemen,” called Dan.
“Doesn’t feel usual, boss,” replied Allen.
Jesse looked at his brother. 
“All feelings aside, grab what we have to and get out of there. No fucking around, no messing with the deadheads. In and out.”
Allen nodded grimly and Brandon stared coldly from the driver’s seat. “You want me to do what we talked about? Re-situate our dead guests?” asked Allen.
“You head to the Sports Authority. Brandon, you take an eagle locale with the .50 cal and keep an eye on things,” replied Dan.
“Right, boss,” called Brandon from the driver’s seat.
“Me and Jess will hit the library while tweedle dee and tweedle dumb hit Wal-Mart to pick up the Big Box shit.”
“And deadheads?” queried Allen.
“Try to keep the noise to a minimum and add bolts to those that are previously bolted. Kill any that have gotten loose.”
“Right, boss.”
The stereo was low and the music somber. 
“Are we expecting trouble?” 
Turning and looking at Jesse, Dan’s face was grim.
“Always.” 
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he two-vehicle caravan pulled into the empty streets of River’s Bend. The Bronco rumbled and then subsided. The van barely made a sound. 
Doors opened; men emerged. 
Kenny and Will were back at it again. 
“You absolutely could not kill a zombie high. Fuck, you are high for even thinking that,” spoke Kenny riotously.
Will had dark sunglasses on. 
He pointed an accusatory finger at Kenny. “It would mellow me out, calm me down, man. I get fucking stressed walking around here.”
Dan walked over and slapped Will hard on the back, jarring him forward. “Try and keep the bickering to a minimum. You guys sound like a couple.”
“Fuck you,” retorted Will. 
“Nice. You two head down to Wal-Mart, grab what we need and whatever you think we might not. Take the Bronco.”
Kenny nodded and hopped back in the driver’s seat, revving the engine once more. 
“We going alone?” asked Will.
“It’s daytime, you’ll see them coming if they come,” replied Dan with a smirk.
“That’s not nearly as reassuring as you think it is.”
Dan started to walk back, turning back to Will. 
“Isn’t supposed to be.”
“Just fucking wonderful. Fucking Liberace over here,” spoke Will verbosely.
“You’re saying I’m a gay musician. What is that supposed to mean?” challenged Dan.
“Wait, no, I meant Mussolini, fuck.”
“Italian dictator?” queried Dan.
“How about grammar Nazi?”
“Grab a fucking thesaurus while you’re there,” replied Dan.
“Fuck you. You wouldn’t be giving me this much shit if Mary was…” Will stopped, the smile disappearing from his face. “I didn’t mean…”
“Get in the Bronco and do what I told you.”
Will saluted mockingly. “Right, boss.” As he leaped into the passenger seat, the Bronco roared to life and disappeared down the road. 
Jesse stood beside his brother, looking at the slowly-disappearing SUV. “Tact was really never in her brother’s vocabulary, was it?”
“Not so much.”
Allen walked up, two giant duffel bags hung over his upper torso. He carried an assault rifle, a shotgun, and a cadre of handguns littered across his shoulders and waist. Links and links of shells and rounds overlapped.
“We meet back here?” asked Allen.
Dan nodded. 
“Two and a half hours, not a second longer, and then we head to the Tower.”
“Tower? You didn’t say anything about the Tower today,” spoke Jesse.
Dan looked into the distance. “It has been a while since we gave it a try. I will remind the wonder twins to grab some extra generators and supplies.”
“Do you think that is a good idea?” queried the younger brother.
Dan shrugged. “Ran out of those a long time ago.”
Allen started to walk down the street, melting into the distance. It was nearly noon already and the wind was cold. Brandon carried the .50 cal over his slender shoulder with ease. “Brandon,” called Dan.
The much smaller man turned, looking at Dan through Aviator sunglasses. “Yeah, boss?”
“Play Watchtower. Watch the babies. Keep in contact.”
“As you say, boss.”
Brandon disappeared, ascending one of the many medium-sized buildings in River’s Bend. Dan and Jesse moved forward, walking down the street toward the library. It had been a dilapidated building before the apocalypse, now it looked more like a mausoleum than a house of books. 
“Here we go,” spoke Dan with a sigh. Jesse looked at him strangely, the box of books in his hands.  
  
*
  
The Bronco pulled across the faded lines of parking spaces. Will was the first out of the vehicle, bounding like a school kid exiting a school bus on a field trip. He carried his rifle loosely. 
Kenny lumbered out, depositing his chainsaw on his back and grabbing the riot shotgun––that Dan previously wielded––in one hand and used the other to shut the heavy door of the Bronco. 
Will jumped up and kicked his door shut. 
“Hey, monkey boy, don’t kick the beast.”
“Don’t be so sensitive about your behemoth, man, she’s resistive.”
This seemed to brighten Kenny’s demeanor. “That’s true. This beauty here is a lot more resilient than you are. Fucking killing the English language, man. Boss would be pissed.”
“Low blow, man.”
“I call it likes I sees it, motherfucker.”
Will rolled his eyes and started forward, running ahead of Kenny, whooping and jumping about like a spaz. 
“Didn’t you hear Dan? Keep the noise to a minimum, man.”        
Brandon’s voice sounded over static. 
“This is Eagle Eye, Dee and Dumb acknowledge.”
Kenny smirked. “Eagle Eye this is Dee. Dumb is accounted for. We can hear you loud and clear.”
“Dee keep the bullshit to a minimum. Grab extra generators, we are hitting up the Tower later.”
“Acknowledge, Eagle Eye. Dee and Dumb out.”
Will was already damn near the front doors of Wal-Mart. His eyes were wide open, and he knelt on the ground like he had made a spectacular soccer goal. 
“Asshole, wait up,” called Kenny.
  
*
  
The interior of the Sports Authority was darker than outside. There was little ventilation in the store, so Allen reacted to the smell, scrunching his nose. 
“Disgusting.”
The front counter retained its circular construction. 
A groaning zombie stood behind it, indentured to the counter with the same silver bolts as the others. Allen approached the counter, hanging the assault rifle around his neck. Feinting a jumping motion, he drew the zombie forward. Bob the Sports Authority Zombie attempted to lunge, but did not budge. 
“Seems solid.”
With a shrug, he continued farther into the store.
  
*
  
The inner sanctum of the library was shadowed. There was a smell of old books––stale and ever-present––in the air. “There is something rather comforting about the smell of old books. Makes me forget the world for a while,” spoke Jesse as he strolled.
Dan nodded and moved forward, his weapon in front of him and ready. Jesse navigated toward the library counter and placed the box of books on the old faded wood. “Shall we simply leave the books here or place them where they were once at home?” asked the younger brother with a bemused grin.
“I am guessing that is a rhetorical question.”
“Very astute, it is all part of the ritual.”
Dan smirked and slid the strap of the rifle over his shoulder and grabbed a handful of books before moving into the stacks. Jesse smiled, though his was more reserved. He picked up another handful of books, leaving only a few left in the box, and followed his brother into the long bookshelves.
  
*
       
Brandon found his way to the top of the building. The .50 caliber was set up, sights and barrel pointed through an open window at the town below. A duffel pack sat beside Brandon, and a headset clung around his head, which was much larger than his thin body. He chewed gum thoughtfully, leaning back in a fold-up chair, arms behind his neck. 
He sung quietly to himself. 
“I can’t get you out of my head….”
Leaning forward, Brandon continued to hum as he looked through the scope at the streets below, which were momentarily empty. 
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usic played in the store, softly, like a haunting hymn. Kenny walked slowly through the aisles, touching various items as he passed. He reached down and picked up a candle, smelling it. A soccer ball screamed past, slamming into the shelves that had held candles. 
“What the fuck, Short Stack?”
Will shrugged his shoulders and retrieved the ball, negotiating the aisles with relative ease as he ran deeper into the store. 
“Fucking idiot,” murmured the lumbering giant. Walking into another aisle, Kenny touched a huge pillow, pushing his hand into it to test its softness. “Fuckhead, grab a cart.”
The sound of Will kicking the soccer ball echoed again. He sent it spiraling into something that resulted in glass breaking, followed by the quick footsteps of him running. Kenny continued to look at the pillows, walking down the aisle inspecting them. Will returned, riding the cart and laughing hysterically when it crashed into the tall shelves, rocking the items there. 
“Are you in middle school or something? Grow the fuck up.”
“Coming from the guy who wanted Hello Kitty sheets, I’m not sure that means shit.”
“Hello Kitty is cool as shit.”
“You want some pink curtains to go with that, maybe some tampons?”
Kenny lunged forward, but Will slunk away easily. “Make yourself useful and grab cleaning supplies. You have about a shit-ton of zombie parts to clean out of my room.”
“The fuck if I do.”
Kenny pushed the smaller man and Will overdramatized, shrieking and covering his mouth as he bounded away. Will ran through the store, jumping off of things, touching damn near everything within touching distance. He, however, stopped in front of the paint counter upon seeing Bob the Paint Counter Zombie. 
“Greetings and salutations, Bob.”
Bob groaned. 
It was with much more vigor than any of the other zombies. Struggling against the bolts in its hands, black and red muck oozed all over the counter. “Looks like you are making quite the mess there.”
Bob tried to lunge forward, twisting its arms. 
An elbow cracked.
It drooled menacingly. 
“You really should be careful with your anger there, chief, could be bad for your heart.”
Bob lunged again, breaking another elbow. 
Its arms hung loose.
“You see, now you’ve really done it. Two broken arms can’t be good for meeting the ladies. Interferes with the night life, ya know?”
Bob merely drooled and gargled at this point. 
“I think perhaps my wisdom is lost on you there, Bob-o. I think I will be going about my business. You keep on keeping on, man.”
Will walked past Bob, who continued to struggle manically despite its broken arms. The youngest of the survivors grabbed a golf club from the counter and swung it about in wide arcs. Looking into the distance, he covered his hand over his eyes like he was out on the green. Reaching out with the golf club, he ran it over the counters, knocking various plastic-wrapped items off of the shelf. A tube of tennis balls fell to the ground, spreading out in a collage of green, yellow, and orange.
“Tiger Woods is set up for an eagle. He eyes the hole carefully, feeling the ground, testing his window of opportunity here on the 18th green.”
He drew the golf club up and then swung it with a grunt, launching a yellow tennis ball across the store. “He has done it. Again the green jacket will revert to the immortal Woods, further proving his dominance over a sport populated by overweight white men.”
Will raised his arms, making jeers and cheers as he danced about like Rocky Balboa.  
  
*
  
Allen carried two duffel bags full of various goodies and camping equipment. The butt of his assault rifle was pressed against his shoulder; his head moved back and forth as he swept the store. With a kick, he opened the back door into the store room. Swiveling his head left and then right, he moved into the storage unit. 
A groan echoed in the darkness. 
His eyes steeled as his grip on the weapon intensified. Stalking forward with precise, powerful movements, he squared himself as he stepped into the open space of the storage room. A zombie sprinted forward on all fours, running with its body nearly sideways. 
Blam. 
The shell discharged, and the round caught the scrambling zombie in the head. Angling to the side, Allen approached it carefully, barrel steady as he stood over it. There was nothing left except a mutilated corpse and bits of skull and brain matter. 
“Fucking deadheads.”
Turning, he moved into another portion of the storage room. Shuffling and scraping announced another denizen in the deeper shadows. A zombie screamed as two emerged running along stacks of goods like roaches along the walls of a dirty home. 
Allen followed them calmly with the rifle.              
Blam.
The first one fell, its body tumbling. The other one pivoted, moving from side to side on all fours. The barrel of the gun circled slowly, following the zombie’s approach.
Blam. 
The round tore through half of the zombie’s face, putting it down. Allen turned back into the darkness.  
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an stood in front of the shelves. He held Les Misérables by Victor Hugo. There was a distance in his eyes as he looked at the pages. Closing the book, he stroked the cover. 
“It was her favorite, as I recall,” spoke Jesse softly. He stood at the edge of the row, a short distance from his brother.
Dan nodded. 
“It was. She read it every year.”
Jesse moved forward, touching his brother’s shoulder. 
“I know that you loved her very much.”
Dan nodded again, eyes glassy. 
“Yeah. Yeah I did.”
He sniffed, wiping a hand across his face.
“Is that your selection?” 
Dan shook his head and replaced the book onto the shelves. “I don’t think I am going to grab anything this time.”
“Ah, I see.”
Even inside the library, the distant sound of gunfire filled the air. “Did you hear that?” queried Dan with apprehension.
“Sounded like gunfire.”
Dan brought his automatic rifle back to his shoulder. Jesse followed suit, drawing a silver handgun with a long, extended clip. He held the box of books with one hand, letting it droop beside him. 
They moved to the front of the library. 
The library was silent. 
It was the one place where there were no zombies.
No distractions, just the past. 
Moving past the counter, Dan hit the door with his shoulder. Out into the sunlight of the dwindling day, Dan walked ahead of his brother. The streets remained empty, but a second shot resounded. 
“Sounds like it came from Sports Authority.”
Dan stepped forward quickly, Jesse not far behind him. He threw the box against a wall, allowing it to slide to a stop against the old stone. They moved across the open streets, reaching the front of Sports Authority in a moment. Dan signaled that he would go first, and then slid into the open door. 
His feet were sure beneath him. 
“Allen?”
Another shot rang out. 
Dan abandoned his careful footwork and stormed forward, his brother at his side. As they neared the door to the store room, Allen exploded through it. His back was to them and round after round erupted from his weapon. 
“What the fuck is going on? Talk to me,” demanded Dan.
Allen did not turn around. “We got crawlers, a fucking hive of them in the back.”
“Fall back to us,” ordered the older brother.
Allen’s nod was barely perceptible. Moving quickly, he covered the distance back to the brothers with a practiced ease. His face was dirty, and bloodstains covered his torso and duffel bag. 
“You alright?” asked the younger brother.
Allen looked at Jesse with a smile. 
“Their blood, I’m fine.”
The back door squeaked. The three of them watched it open from a distance, but saw nothing come through. “We got more crawlers coming,” called Jesse with his voice slightly raised. The scratching of the skittering zombie’s broken nails filled the empty store. 
“Draw them to the streets, into the open,” commanded Dan.
Allen nodded and backed up quickly. 
Jesse followed suit. 
Dan took up the rear of their position. A zombie climbed a stack of boxes––orange and white, collapsing them as it moved. The round ripped through the zombie’s neck, decapitating it with a vicious splash of zombie innards. 
“Nice shot, boss.”
Dan did not respond and continued backing up as the door squeaked open again and then bounced several times, announcing more zombies. 
He turned and yelled. 
“Street. Now!”
They ran then, rushing for the embrace of the sun. 
  
*
  
Just beyond the ten or so check-out counters stood carts upon carts of miscellaneous things piled up: camping gear, mini-generators, food, booze, and an entire bed set. Kenny stood in front of one as the zombie cashiers simply stared. 
“I can’t fucking believe this,” spoke the clumsy giant.
“Neither can I.”
They were staring at this zombie because what had once been a woman was now an anomaly. “Her fucking breasts survived. Unbelievable,” Kenny said exasperatedly.
“Given that it is just silicone, dead tissue really wouldn’t cause a problem.”
The zombie cashier retained what could only be described as enormous Double-D-size breasts that were barely restrained by the remnants of a Wal-Mart uniform. “How do you think they feel?” asked the bumbling behemoth.
“Like fake tits?”
Kenny gave him a look as if to say duh. “Obviously, you fucking idiot. I meant because she is dead, they might feel different.”
Will made a funny face, scrunching his nose and raising his eyebrow at the comment. “Why the fuck would they feel different?”
“I dunno, because she is a deadhead, maybe something changed.”
“So your collusion…”
“Contention.”
“What?”
“You said collusion, that’s the wrong fucking word, Webster.”
“What the fuck ever. So your contention is that since she is dead, the chemical composition of her tits changed?”
“When you say it like that, it does sound kind of stupid.”
“That’s because it is stupid.”
Kenny shook his head. “You know, you’re a fucking dick, man. It is a wonder you survived the end of the world.”
“It’s a wonder your giant ass survived the end of the world without McDonald’s.”
“You calling me fat?”
“How about big, motherfucker. Gigantor. Stay Puft.”
Kenny reached forward and grabbed Will, throwing him over the cashier and into the next lane. “You scrawny little fucker, I’m gonna break your fucking head off and piss down your throat.”
Will bounced up. “Big talk from a big man. You got what it takes to back it up you silly, sloppy fuck?”
Brandon’s voice over the radio interrupted the lovers’ spat. “We got shots fired.”
Kenny stopped, looking at the shoulder-mounted radio. 
“What’s the situation?”
“We got crawlers at Sports Authority. Load up and meet back there,” echoed Brandon’s voice.
“Dee and Dumb acknowledge.” Kenny looked at Will, pointing a finger. “This isn’t over. Grab the carts and let’s blow this fucking place.”
“Whatever you say, Kong. Lead the way.”
They grabbed the carts, linking them together and exiting through the automatic doors of Wal-Mart, which were propped open by two snarling, restrained zombies––complete with greeter’s vests.  
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he street was a war zone. Dan, Jesse, and Allen stood shoulder to shoulder. Round after round exploded in the air. A pile of crawlers and a pool of murky blood spread across the asphalt. 
The sound was overwhelming. 
Dan lowered his weapon, looking critically at the afternoon sun. A zombie skittered to the top of the pile. Its back broken, it peered down from the pile with its wild eyes and gaping maw fixed with crooked, oozing teeth. Something louder rose above their automatic rifle fire. A round tore the zombie in half, a wild spray covering the front of the store. Dan looked back and saw the glint of the .50 cal from a distance. 
He waved at his friend. 
“Looks like we nabbed our quota for the day,” spoke the younger brother glibly.
“So it would seem,” spoke Dan.
“Certainly got the pulse racing,” joked Allen with a wide grin.
Dan smirked. 
“Exciting, indeed.”
“You sure about that?” asked the security chief.
“Don’t I sound excited?” Dan’s pitch sounded more like a mortician than someone who participated in something akin to a Michael Bay action scene with an absurd amount of crawling, snarling zombies. 
“Oh yeah, ecstatic. You should really tone it down before it becomes contagious,” retorted Jesse.
Dan started to walk away, lifting up his sunglasses and squinting slightly. “I’ll try to work on that.”
Static erupted from the radio. 
“Everybody living?”
“We are fine, Eagle Eye,” replied Dan.
“Orders?” responded the quaking voice.
“Remain. Redirect Dee and Dumb to the Tower,” replied Dan.
“Acknowledged, boss. Eagle out.”
Static dispersed. 
Jesse glanced at his brother’s back, a concerned look in his eyes. “Are you sure you want to mess with the Tower today, given the level of excitement around here?”
“No time like the present.”
“Indeed.”
Dan turned. 
Allen watched the exchange mutely. 
“Something you wanna say?” challenged the elder brother.
Jesse made a non-committal look, shrugging as he did so. “Not unless you want to talk.”
“So we understand each other.”
“It would appear so. What do we hope to accomplish with our little excursion to the Tower?”
Dan lowered his shades again. 
“Contact. Meaning.” 
Allen had his rifle ready again as he looked around absently. “Should we toast them?”
The elder sibling shook his head. “Might bring unwanted company. Leave them for now. Maybe on the way out.”
Allen acquiesced. 
“I feel like a walk,” spoke Dan distantly. 
Allen looked at Jesse with a quizzical look. 
The sun was still high in the sky. 
“Isn’t that a bit reckless?” cautioned Jesse.
“Maybe. Maybe not.”
Allen watched them mutely.
“Eagle Eye.”
Static erupted once more. 
“Boss?”
Allen and Jesse waited quietly. 
“Boss?” repeated Brandon.
“Regroup at the van.”
“Acknowledged.”
They remained quiet as they looked off toward their destination and the startling pile of zombie remains that continued to twitch.
  
*
  
The interior of the Bronco was quiet despite the pair’s continuous bickering. The static over the radio drew Kenny’s attention. 
“Rendezvous at Tower.”
“Dee and Dumb acknowledge.”
Will looked out the window, watching the world pass by. “Tower, huh?” 
“You gotta problem with that?”
“I have a problem with you.”
“Funny guy.”
The streets of River’s Bend were not as empty as they had been previously. “Hold up, hold up,” spoke Will quickly.
As the Bronco slowed, a zombie walked into a wall. It then reached out, snarling and groaning. It had thick Ray Charles-style sunglasses and a broken stick in its hand. 
It was a blind zombie. 
“It’s Blind Bob,” marveled Kenny.
Will bounced up and down in his seat like a little kid. 
“Pull over, man. I wanna mess with him.”
Kenny did not look convinced.
“Boss said Tower, we go to the Tower.”
“Come on, man. It will take a fucking second. I just want to fuck with it a little bit.”
Kenny sighed and slowed down the Bronco, rolling it to a stop. Will was already halfway out the door as the beast stopped. As he walked forward, Will pulled out the nail-bat. 
“Bob?”
Bob the Blind Zombie turned, groaning and reaching out with one hand. In a series of fits and spastic movements, it swung the stick haphazardly. 
“Hey fuck-stick! I’m right here,” yelled Will.
Will danced around the blind zombie. As he did so––and fortunately for him––the zombie lunged unsuccessfully. Beating the bat on the ground, Will waved his hands wildly. 
“Hey,” called Will. 
Bob lunged again, but this time Will swung the bat hard, knocking the blind zombie to the ground.  Kenny was out of the truck in a single bound. “What the fuck, man? Why the hell did you do that to a Bob?”
“Why the fuck do you care?”
“I dunno…”
“It’s a fucking deadhead.”
Kenny paused, leaning against the Bronco. 
“Yeah, I know. I just…”
“You think hitting a blind one is wrong?”
Kenny shrugged.
“Let me ask you this: How the fuck is this dead fuck even blind? It is dead. There is no fucking brain activity.” 
“Well, it’s a supernatural thing.”
“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”
“You know like ghosts or demons or some shit. Physics don’t apply.”
“Are you fucking retarded? Physics don’t apply? Then how the fuck can we kill them? Why then is it that blowing their non-existent brains out is the only way––only way mind you––to kill one of these sprinting dead fuckers?”
Kenny shrugged again. 
“Your entire thesis is a fucking shrug.”
“Thesis?”
“Your main point, your argument, your hypothesis. What the fuck ever you want to call it, man.”
“I don’t think thesis applies here.”
“Don’t change the fucking subject, you troglodyte.”
“You using word-of-the-day shit paper, you derelict?” challenged Kenny.
“How the fuck are these things even running around? No brain activity, no heart pumping. No heart pumping means non-existent lung function. How the fuck do their muscles even work? This whole thing is completely fucked,” ranted Will.
“Who cares? Let’s get out of here. Oh yeah and that Bob is about to…”
The stick whacked Will right in the face, making him scream out. He stumbled back as the Bob groaned hungrily, reaching out in the wrong direction. 
“Fuck this.”
Will proceeded to beat Bob the Blind Zombie until it was lying on the ground; its glasses spun out on the sidewalk. He kicked the stick from its hand and beat on its face until it was little more than a flat stain on the sidewalk. 
“Fuck, aggression much?” spoke Kenny disgustedly.
There were splatter marks along Will’s decorative vest, and his chest heaved slightly. “That fucker hit me with his fucking blind stick.”
“Still…”
Will grabbed the handle to the door of the Bronco, wrenching it open. “Fuck it, let’s get to the Tower.”
“Now you wanna go, motherfucker. I see how this works.” 
“Whatever, real-life version of Hindenburg with questionable gender assignment.”
“What the fuck is that about?”
Kenny moved around to the driver’s side and opened the door, pulling his large frame into the cab. “Seriously, that Bob deserved better than that.”
“Drive the fucking Bronco, man. Seriously, just drive.”
Kenny started the Bronco again. “Two words for you, man: anger management.” The Bronco roared forward, the stereo thumping once more. 
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he van was parked just outside the spiraling radio station tower, by far the tallest building in River’s Bend. “How is this gonna go down, boss?” asked Allen as he looked up at the monstrosity.
“We go in. Brandon takes Eagle. Twiddle dee and dumb take up a post by the doors.”
“Generators?” queried the younger brother.
“Generators,” replied Dan with a smile.
Allen walked back to the van and opened the sliding side door. He grabbed an oily looking generator with dark fabric straps. 
“You want me to carry it?”
“Nah, my call, my carry.” Dan grabbed a hold of the straps and shouldered it with a grunt.  
  
*
  
The Bronco came screaming in: heavy tires, thundering engine. The stereo cut out as the doors opened and Kenny and Will emerged. 
The Tower was quiet. 
Brandon leaned against the van, watching the two as they approached. “You guys stop for coffee or something?”
“Something like that,” retorted Will.
“This crazy fucker beat a Bob to death.”
“Which Bob?”
Kenny pointed at Will accusingly. 
“He beat Blind Bob to death.”
“That is kind of fucking cold.”
“You both are fucking mentally deficient. It is a deadhead. Fuck them.”
Brandon craned his neck. “I don’t know there, kid. That seems pretty fucking ‘core, even for a deadhead.”
“Why don’t you zip it, Father Time, and go sit in a fucking window or something.”
Brandon grinned. “Gladly.” He walked away, duffel bag and .50 cal over his shoulder. 
Will watched him leave with an irritated look. 
“I’m getting tired of this kid shit.”
“Don’t act like a fool if you don’t want to be treated like one.”
“Are you fucking Confucius now?”
Kenny put his hand in Will’s face and pushed past him. 
“Let’s soldier-up like boss told us to.”
“Two words first, man.”
Kenny waited. 
“Ms. Pac-Man.”
Will started forward and Kenny pushed him back, running toward the front of the radio station tower. 
  
*
  
The open area of the lobby might have once been busy, but now it was little more than one large round counter in the south part of the room and two clear glass doors that led to a stairwell. 
And a single arcade machine: Ms. Pac-Man.
“Here we go,” spoke Dan in a low tone
Pushing through the doors to the stairwell, they began to ascend the stairs. They rounded four floors before they reached a heavy door. Dan’s face was sweaty. Jesse and Allen carried their weapons with grim looks. 
“Let us see what kind of damage we can do.” 
  
*
  
Will and Kenny emerged into the lobby of the Tower. They scrambled toward the machine, pushing each other and jostling for position. Will ducked underneath Kenny and reached the machine first. 
“Losers go second.”
Kenny grunted and walked away, mumbling irritably. Will started the machine and the characteristic sounds of Ms. Pac-Man echoed in the open room. 
“You ever notice how hot Ms. Pac-Man is?”
“You are fucking retarded.”
Will moved the joystick quickly, his entire body in motion as he played the game. Kenny looked over at the monitor of the machine. Reaching out with one big hand, he blocked Will’s view. 
“Knock it off, man. Going for the high score, baby.”
Kenny laughed and pulled away his hand. “You are a weird little dude, getting off on Ms. Pac-Man.”
“Better than masturbating to my thoughts.”
Kenny made a grossed-out face. 
“That is way more than I fucking wanted to know.”
“Oh yeah, then you are gonna fucking love this.”
Kenny shook his hands. 
“Fuck off, man. I don’t want to know.”
“Too fucking bad. When I was a little kid, I would lay in bed and fucking move my cock muscles for like hours, masturbating to nothing. You ever do that?”
“Of course not, you fucking degenerate.”
“You use anything when you are visiting the Queen? A little bit a lube? A rag?”
Kenny turned away. 
“Au natural, motherfucker.”
“Yeah, me too, except when I’m done I stick my hands in your laundry basket to wipe off.”
Kenny punched Will hard in the arm, making him let go of the joystick. As he fell aside, hugging his arm angrily, Kenny snuck in and began to play. 
Static echoed in the lobby. 
“Where the fuck are you?”
Kenny looked at the screen, ignoring the voice for a second. Will smiled at him sheepishly while massaging his arm. 
“You gonna ignore Eagle? Boss wouldn’t be happy about that.”
Kenny hit the screen of the machine hard, jarring it and turning away as Ms. Pac-Man died. “This is Dee. We are on our way out.”
“Quit jerking it to Ms. Pac-Man and guard the doors.”
Kenny glared at Will. 
“Dee and Dumb out.”
Will laughed wildly. 
“That’s right, motherfucker, we are going outside.”
Kenny walked after Will as he scampered out into the afternoon sun. Within moments of being outside, the junior deviant was spray-painting the side of the building with long, swinging motions. Kenny stood in front of the door quietly, watching the empty streets in deep concentration.
  
*
  
In a room on the top floor of a building down the street from the radio station tower, Brandon sat by himself and chewed gum. He watched the scene with boredom. His feet were propped on the window sill he was watching from. Sighing, he blew a bubble as he hummed softly to himself.
 
*
  
There was an array of communications equipment. A slight hum permeated the air, the potential for something.  Allen was the last one through the door, and as such remained in front of it––a deadly sentry. 
“Use that one over there. It should lead to the main transformer,” called Dan. He un-shouldered the generator and put it next to where he directed his brother. 
Jesse leaned over the terminal, inspecting it. “Looks like we might be able to get something out of this. Any suggestions for a destination?”
“I figure we might end up with a small window of power. Location and SOS. See what bounces back.”
Jesse nodded. “Fair enough. Let’s do this.”
Dan moved the generator in front of the terminal and reached around behind the machine, grabbing a threaded cable. “Here.” Jesse took the cable and leaned over the generator, manipulating dials and gizmos. 
A whir chirped at first. 
The sound built. 
The terminal scribbled to life. 
Blinking lights and light static filled the air. 
Allen stepped forward, his eyes wide. 
“It’s working.”
“Send out what we talked about and let’s get the fuck out of here,” ordered Dan.
Jesse leaned over the terminal once more, pressing buttons and moving dials. There was a small amount of static and then a buzzing. 
“I think we have something.”
The static rose.
This time it doubled in intensity. 
And then again. 
And again. 
“Something is wrong,” warned Dan.
“Fuck,” spoke Jesse with a concerned look on his face.
Dan looked at his brother incredulously. He never swore. That was when the static became something else altogether. The terminal began to smoke.
“Shut it down,” yelled Dan.
Jesse shook his head as the generator shuddered and then stopped. The wailing of the static was deafening. 
“What the fuck is that?” shouted Allen.
“The transformer is blown,” replied Jesse loudly.
“Can we stop it?” asked the elder sibling, closing one of his eyes from the noise.
Jesse shook his head. 
“This isn’t good,” offered Allen with a shout.
“No. No it is not,” replied Dan with a grimace. 
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he city streets had been quiet. Zombies looked up, and then more zombies. They were looking into the distance: the Tower.  
  
*
  
Deep in the forest––hidden amongst trees and shadows––a horde of zombies feasted. Some of them looked up from devouring something, blood smeared across their gruesome faces. They began to move. 
They ran.
They trampled over one another. 
They were coming. 
  
*
  
Outside of the Tower, Kenny covered his ears. 
The sound of the static erupting from the Tower was deafening. “What the fuck is that?” whispered the giant in a muffled voice.
Will continued to spray. Ear buds in his ears, the music thumped along strong. He painted in wide, uneven strokes. 
A zombie caught him off guard. 
One moment it wasn’t there, and then the next moment it was. Panicked, he fell back and sprayed the zombie in the face. Covering its face, the zombie snarled and screamed. Will lifted up his assault rifle and unloaded it into the thing’s face until it fell on the ground, nearly emptying a clip into it. He came running around the corner as Kenny was still holding his ears. Will removed his ear buds and his hands immediately went to his ears as well. 
“What the fuck,” he screamed.
Kenny shook his head, pointing to his ears.  
  
*
  
Brandon grimaced at the noise and lifted his legs from the window sill. He bent over and looked through the scope, his eyes widening. From a distance, he saw what lurked at the edge of River’s Bend: zombies.  
  
*
  
Dan had his rifle at his shoulder, as did Jesse and Allen. They looked at each other with grim expressions. When Brandon’s voice came over the radio, they were not surprised by what he said. “Zombies. A shit-ton of zombies. They are coming. Do you hear me?”
Dan looked at his brother and exited into the stairwell. 
  
*
  
Kenny looked around in a panic.
The noise was not subsiding. 
He drew the riot shotgun in a panic. 
One zombie emerged at first, slowly. 
And then another.
Will walked closer to Kenny, and that was when they saw the zombie horde. Hundreds wide and who knows how many deep began to emerge at the edge of the street. 
“Fuck.”
“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. What the fuck. Fucking, fuck, fucking mother fuck,” began Kenny wildly. Kenny leaned into his radio, but before he could speak he heard the sound of the .50 cal ring out in the air. 
A round ripped through the first rank of their running, flailing bodies. Tripping, bumbling, they rolled over each other as the ones behind them charged forward in a mad rush of arms and decaying flesh. 
“Get to the van. Get to the fucking van,” yelled Kenny.
Will looked at the giant in panic and ran to the van, sliding in the driver’s seat and starting it up. With a manic spin, he backed it up to the door of the Tower. He looked out the back through the open, swinging doors. 
“Get the fuck in.” 
  
*
  
Allen led the way down the stairwell, his face serious. Dan was just behind him; his brother the farthest back. They moved quickly. As they did, Dan stumbled and caught his necklace on the side of the banister, which pulled free. He continued forward, not noticing. The ring tumbled down the staircase, stopping at the bottom of the stairwell.  
  
*
  
Kenny stood his ground, carefully shooting into the crowd of zombies as they mobbed forward. Round after round exploded from a distance as Brandon lent aid to the assault. Will hung out the side of the driver’s door, tearing through rounds in a panicked frenzy.
Dan and the others emerged from the front of the building. “Conserve your rounds,” he commanded. Will looked back and smiled as he loaded another clip into his weapon. 
The zombies were almost on top of them now. 
Dan, Jesse, and Allen lined up in front of the building. Weapons at the ready––looking down their sights––they pulled the trigger in succession. Each round found its way into a zombie, rolling them on top of each other in a bloody mass. 
“We can’t hold them here,” called Kenny.
Dan continued to fire, only half-hearing his friend. Will was in the van again, blaring on the horn, trying to bring them out of their stand. 
“We have to go, Dan. We have to go,” urged Allen.
Dan nodded grimly. “Fall back.”
Jesse nodded and jumped into the back of the van. 
Allen followed suit. 
As Dan stepped forward, his hand went to his chest instinctively. He did not feel the necklace. Looking down at the ground in panic, he did not see it. Turning, he ran back into the building, bounding up the steps in a manic run. 
“Dan,” yelled Jesse.
Kenny turned around and saw Dan run back into the tower. “Go. Go. I will get Dan. Grab Eagle Eye.”
Allen pulled the back doors of the van closed as Will hammered the gas, vaulting the van forward. 
In the lobby of the tower, Dan looked around on the ground feverishly. “Where the fuck is it? Where the fuck is it?”
Kenny pushed through the doors. “What the fuck are you doing? That mess is headed this way. We have to get the fuck out of here.”
Dan did not even look up. 
He continued searching the ground. 
Kenny covered the distance and grabbed his friend. 
“What the fuck are you doing?”
Dan pushed away his grip angrily. 
“The ring.”
“What fucking ring?”
“Her ring. Mary’s ring.” 
Kenny realized in that moment why his friend went back, and it showed in his face. Dan moved toward the stairwell doors, seeing the reflective gold ring lying at the bottom of the stairs. His eyes were glassy as he pushed through. 
Bending over, he picked it up. 
His cheek muscles flexed angrily as he pushed it on his pinky finger. Kenny looked out the front of the building.
There wasn’t time. 
They were here.
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he van careened through the throng of zombies, mowing them down. A mass of zombies slammed into the side of the van, knocking it off its gait––slipping it from its course.
Will turned the wheel in a panic. 
“What the fuck is that?”
Allen was up at the windshield. 
“Oh fuck….”
The mob of zombies surrounded the van, beating on the sides of it. They climbed on top, smashing against the windshield as they tried to get in.
  
*
  
Brandon moved his scope toward the zombies. He pulled the trigger, a round ripping a zombie off the van, and then another. 
And another.  
  
*
  
Zombies exploded through the front of the lobby door. Dan emerged from the stairwell, his assault rifle at his shoulder. 
“Fall back to me.”
Kenny had his chainsaw out, the blade howling hungrily. The zombies were on him immediately. He drove the chainsaw into the front-most zombie, holding him at a distance. With his free hand, Kenny drew his handgun and unloaded it into the zombies that tried to leap over their trapped brethren. 
Round after round, Dan plugged zombies in the hole that had once been a door. But, they kept coming. Kenny let off the trigger of the chainsaw and pulled the trapped zombie in front of him like a shield. With a roar, he pushed forward, driving back a mass of the zombies. He shot the disfigured faces as they emerged from atop his undead barrier. 
The one that he was not watching––as was always the case––got the better of him. Climbing up Kenny’s back, the scrambler took a vicious bite out of his shoulder. As he engaged the chainsaw again, he jabbed it into the face of the zombie that just bit him. 
“Kenny.”
Dan moved forward, forcing the zombies back by stacking the entrance with their bodies. As he got to Kenny, he unloaded on the few zombies that were still lingering around his friend. 
“That fucking deadhead bit me.”
Dan looked down at the wound and grimaced. He could already see that the putrid saliva of the zombie had infected the wound. “Come on, man, fall back to the stairwell.”
Kenny acquiesced with a groan and fell in behind Dan, stumbling toward the stairwell. The elder brother walked backward, unloading careful rounds into the zombies that emerged through the small hole just above the pile of bodies at the entrance. 
Kenny pushed through the doors of the stairwell, blood running down his arm. He took to the stairs with a sigh. As he reached the first floor––just above the first set of stairs––he collapsed against the wall. 
Dan was there in a flash. 
Kenny slid down the wall with a groan, kicking out his legs. He was crying softly. “I’m sorry, man. I don’t want to come back.” He was pleading now. “I don’t want to come back like that. Don’t let me come back like that.”
Dan’s eyes misted. 
Kenny had little time left. 
“I won’t let you.”
Kenny sniffed hard, wiping a bloody hand across his face. “I’m scared, man. I’m scared.”
Dan reached out and touched his shoulder. 
“I know.”
Dark lines were beginning to spread from the wound. Dan could hear the zombies breaking through, scurrying across the floor. “Close your eyes, man. Everything is going to be fine. You are going to be fine.”
Kenny sniffed again, holding back a sob. “The keys are in the Bronco, if you can get out of here. I left them in the ignition. Fucking stupid, I know.”
“Deadheads can’t drive. It was smart, it might save my life.”
Dan laughed. 
Tears streamed down Kenny’s face. “I’m sorry, man. I’m sorry about Mary. I’m sorry about what happened to this world.”
Dan touched his friend’s shoulder. 
“Close your eyes, Kenny….”
Kenny nodded, reaching out his hand. Dan grabbed it, and with his other hand pulled free the handgun at his side. “I love you, man. Tell them I was strong.”
Dan nodded.
Gripping his friend’s hand tight, he placed the barrel on Kenny’s forehead. Dan pulled the trigger and his friend’s body convulsed one last time.  
For a moment he sat there, the world numb. 
Crash.
The glass doors of the stairwell broke. 
Dan stood up slowly. 
Replacing the handgun on his belt, he picked up his assault rifle. Their dead eyes emerged at the bottom of the stairs, and he opened fire. 
“Motherfuckers.”
His voice was low. 
They fell below him. 
He riddled their dead bodies with more bullets. Looking down at his friend, he ran up the stairs and grasped the handle of the second floor door, opening it with a heavy, angry grunt. 
Dan ran across the open second floor, his breath ragged. He reached the far side of the room and could hear the zombies in the stairwell; screaming and beating on the door trying to open it. 
There was a long glass window, wall to wall. You know what he is going to do. Lowering his shoulder, he ran at full speed. 
After he broke through the widow, his body fell. His journey ended as he collapsed the roof of an abandoned car below. Rolling free, the horde that had been beating against the entrance turned. Dan pushed himself to his feet, staggering backwards as zombies snarled and galloped toward him. 
They groaned hungrily. 
With a groan himself, he lifted his weapon and unloaded it––round by round––as he stepped backwards. Throwing a look over his shoulder, he tried to spy the Bronco in the back of his vision. 
He let a clip fall loose and grabbed another.
Blam.
Blam.
“This is Eagle. I have you, boss.” The round ripped forward, annihilating a zombie with deafening precision, and then another.  
Dan turned and ran then, his legs churning beneath him. As he neared the Bronco, he slammed against the hood and threw himself over––his eyes wild. He rounded the driver’s side. Abandoning the door handle altogether, he entered through the open window. Turning over the engine, it started with a loud roar. 
“Eagle Eye, I’m coming to you. Be downstairs.”
“Acknowledged.”
Dan slammed the Bronco forward, the black, adjustable steel plow colliding into the mob of zombies. Slicing, ripping, and crushing them under tire, he screamed forward.  
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he interior of the van was in a panic. “Move this fucking vehicle,” yelled Allen. Will turned the steering wheel, moving the van just a few feet before zombies––underfoot and in tow––jammed them up once more. 
“Fuck man, there is nothing I can do.”
Will stuck his automatic rifle out the window and opened fire, ripping apart zombies as they sprinted at the van. They collided with the reinforced exterior. Allen continued his assault out the passenger window. Jesse rolled back a small panel––extending the barrel of his rifle through––and exploded rounds into the throng.  
  
*
  
The Bronco barreled through the street, crushing and maiming as it found a path. Inside, Dan slammed his fists against the wheel as he ran down anything that got in his way. “Motherfucker. Motherfuckers. I fucking hate this. I hate this fucking place….”
He turned the wheel hard, bringing the Bronco off the ground for a moment as he spied Brandon emerging from a distant building. He stood his ground. The .50 caliber was beside him as he held another rifle to his shoulder, firing it with deadly precision. Brandon saw the Bronco coming and ran forward––right at it. 
“I hate these fucking things. I hate these fucking things,” mumbled Dan. 
He cranked on the wheel, bringing the passenger side close to where Brandon was running. The smaller man reached out, his body bouncing off the door slightly as he held onto the window frame. The Bronco continued forward as Brandon pulled himself in with a grunt. 
“That was fucking close.” Brandon looked around the Bronco. “Where the fuck is Kenny?”
Dan looked forward, his foot pressed hard against the pedal. “Kenny is gone.”
Brandon stared forward numbly. “Gone?”
“Gone.”
 
*
  
The van was surrounded. 
Zombies were all around. 
They rocked the vehicle back and forth. 
The sound of the Bronco’s engine filled the air. 
Some zombies even turned to see it approach. 
It crashed through a wall of the aforementioned undead in front of the van. Whipping around, it began to charge in reverse––trapping zombies behind it. The van exploded forward, following the Bronco as it drove backwards down the street, taking out zombies in its path. 
Dan craned his neck, one arm over the passenger’s seat as he swung the wheel this way and that, attempting to pinball zombies. As he emerged into an open street, he cranked on the wheel and tried to whip it around. It was a mistake that would cause him to lose control of the vehicle. 
“Fuck,” roared Dan.
Brandon covered his face as the Bronco shifted and collided into a corner store. From inside the van, Will watched the Bronco hit the wall. “Motherfucker….”
Allen leaned forward and was out of the van as it pulled up behind the Bronco. Yanking open the door of the Bronco, Dan fell out. The groans of the zombies had redoubled. They were emerging from the street just beyond the one that they had left. Dan staggered forward and Brandon rounded the side of the Bronco, limping. 
“Brandon, come on,” urged Allen.
Brandon collapsed just inside the van. 
Allen pulled Dan in. 
Pulling the door shut, he slapped Will on the shoulder. 
The van was in motion once more. Will drove like a maniac––which was not really out of the ordinary––and kept looking back over his shoulder. Jesse helped Brandon to the small bed. There was a slowly expanding stain of blood on his arm. 
“What happened here?” asked the younger brother concisely.
Brandon was slightly out of breath. “I don’t know. Too much happened at once. It could be from anything.”
Dan sat with his back against the passenger seat. 
Allen stood over him. “What the fuck happened back there? Why did you go back in the Tower?”
Dan’s eyes were filled with tears. He sniffed, wiping a dirty hand across his face. “I had to go back for something, something important.”
Allen sat down as well. 
“Must have been pretty important.”
“Yeah.”
Will looked back over his shoulder again. 
“Where the fuck is Kenny?”
“Gone.” 
There were tears in Will’s eyes. “Gone? What the fuck do you mean? How the fuck can he be gone?”
Dan cleared his throat, his voice raw. 
“He got bit; he’s gone.
Will looked at Dan incredulously. 
“You fucking shot him, didn’t you?”
Allen gazed at Will in horror. “Would you rather have a Kenny zombie around here? Would you really want to see him like that?”
Will did not respond. 
“I think something is wrong with Brandon, I can’t…” began Jesse.
At that moment, Brandon was no longer Brandon. 
He bit down hard on Jesse’s arm. 
“No,” screamed Dan. 
He reached across, pushing aside his brother, and grabbed Brandon by the neck. 
Brandon’s mouth was wide open. 
He desperately tried to bite Dan. 
“No. No. You fucks.” Pulling his handgun free, he stuck it in Brandon’s mouth and ended another friend’s life. 
The shot was loud in the van. 
Will jumped, turning the wheel dramatically––shifting everybody. “What the fuck is going on back there?”
Looking back, he saw the blood spattered across Dan’s face and torso; as well as Jesse sitting back, holding his arm. Dan simply looked at the body that had previously been his friend and shook his head. “This can’t be happening.”
“I am afraid so,” replied his brother.
Dan turned and looked at his younger sibling. 
“No, please God no.”
Jesse smiled sadly. “I am afraid that he is not listening anymore. Or perhaps that is simply my pessimism.”
Dan reached out and removed his brother’s hand from the wound. The dark puss of infection was already forming. “No….” Dan was crying now––not simply tears, but a quiet sob. 
“I am afraid this is where we part ways, brother. I do not have much time. I have enjoyed our time together.”
Dan’s head hung. 
He reached out with his arms. 
Jesse allowed himself to be hugged. 
“Do not blame yourself,” he whispered.
Dan nodded weakly. 
Jesse reached into his belt and––in one smooth motion––pulled his handgun and pushed away from his brother. Taking a small step back, he opened the sliding side door. 
“What the fuck?” called Will.
Dan looked up, his eyes glassy. 
“I’m sorry.” 
Jesse stuck the gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger. His head snapped back, and he fell from the van, his body colliding with the asphalt and disappearing behind them. Dan lunged forward, but Allen caught him in his arms. 
“No, let me fucking go. No,” he screamed.
Allen held him tighter. 
Will turned around and Allen nodded. The van accelerated, leaving the town of River’s Bend behind them. Dan continued to fight against Allen until he slumped forward sobbing. 
His life was over.
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he van turned toward the compound. Traps that had been set by six men left alone in the world decorated the landscape. As the vehicle rolled to a stop, the sound of gunfire and bickering faded away. Dan stepped out of the van, followed by Allen. 
“We have to go,” commented Dan.
“Go where?” asked Will irritably.
Allen reached back into the van and pulled Brandon’s body out. He placed what used to be their friend just outside of the truck, face down. “Deeper in the mountains, farther from where those fuckers could be hiding.”
Dan nodded and moved toward the compound. “We load everything up that we need and get the fuck out of here.”
Will walked in front of Dan. “What about the signal? What about the Tower? Didn’t it work?”
Dan shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t care. Everyone is gone. We are left. We have to go.”
Will looked back at Allen. “That's it. Just like that we leave? What about the town? What about the people we lost?”
Dan opened the rolling door of the compound. 
“Will, stop,” cautioned Allen.
Will was angry now. 
“No, fuck that. We have lost too much. We can’t leave. This is our home. We stayed after the world fucking ended. We can’t leave now.”
Dan turned slowly, and then lunged at Will. Lifting him up like he was a child, the once-husband and brother was seething with anger: hateful. 
“You have always been a child. A spoiled, protected little wise-ass. If you want to stay, then stay. I endangered us by staying here a long time ago. I will do that no longer.” Will just looked at Dan. Letting him fall from his hands, Will stayed on the ground and said nothing. “Allen, help me load the guns, some food, what we can.”
  
*
  
An hour later the van was nearly loaded up. 
The sun was going down. 
Allen stood farthest from the van. As he looked up, he saw a cloud of green smoke from a distance. “They are here.”
Will walked slowly with a tray of cans in his arms. 
He dropped them as he, too, saw the smoke. 
“No….”
Dan emerged from inside the compound carrying an armful of weapons and ammo. He continued to the van and placed it inside. He moved next to Allen, who was still looking into the forest. 
“How long do we have?”
Allen grimaced. 
“Five minutes, maybe ten.”
Dan shut the sliding doors of the van. 
Allen did not move. 
“We go with what we have then.”
Will watched numbly, his mouth mumbling. 
Allen sighed deeply. 
“No, not me.”
Dan walked forward. 
“Like this then? Here?”
Allen nodded tightly. “We have run and hidden long enough. I will stay; you two go on. Survive.”
Dan looked at his friend. 
Moving back to the van, he opened the side door and removed several assault rifles and stacks of clips. He placed them down on the ground near Allen. 
“It has been an honor, old friend.”
Allen turned slightly. 
“Yes. I will see you on the other side. Travel well.”
Dan looked at him and extended his hand. 
Allen shook it, and they embraced for a moment. 
“Die well, my friend.”
Will was already in the van, his head poking out the window. His eyes were nervous. 
Dan lingered for a moment. 
“Do not think about it. We have said our goodbyes. This is my stand. You may yet have yours,” spoke Allen without turning.
Dan nodded again and moved to the side of the van, starting it. He backed up the van and turned it around. As they passed Allen on the way out, he did not look. 
They did not look back.  
  
*
  
The road did not look as promising as it once had.
Will looked over at Dan. 
His eyes were forlorn. 
“She was my sister. I loved her, too.”
Dan smiled tightly. 
“Yes, I know.”
Will was not finished. 
“I was sad when she died.”
“But the difference is that day, Mary and I both stopped living.” 
Will swallowed hard and looked back at the road, toward the setting sun.  
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llen stood very still. The weapons were lined up. At the very edge of the forest line the zombies began to emerge. The bright floodlights that encapsulated the compound were on, flooding the night and revealing their numbers.
They were denizens of the night. 
They crawled and mauled. 
Snarling and groaning, they fell over one another, filling the holes that had been dug to keep them away. Allen raised the assault rifle and aimed it carefully. 
With each round, another fell. 
When the clip was spent, another was used. They came until they were trampling atop their dead brethren, until the holes that protected the compound were filled with the blood of the undead. 
They kept coming. 
They were almost upon him now. 
He had killed hundreds. 
The last clip emptied, the dead click a pronouncement. He threw down the gun. Running at them, he was ready to die.
His voice was lost in the carnage, but it was a war cry. And as they bore down on him, he disappeared into the masses. 
No more.
  
*
  
The headlights of the van flashed over a road sign long since torn down. Once upon a time it might have announced a destination, but now it was only a portent of terrible things that may have transpired there. 
The road had begun to crack. 
Its turns were wild where the thicket overgrew them. 
“Where are we going?” asked Will.
Dan did not answer. 
Will reached forward and turned on the radio. “You ever think about the song you would want to hear last?”
“Somewhere Over the Rainbow.”
Will looked at him as if he had not expected an answer. 
“Which version?”
Dan smiled. 
“Israel Kamakawiwo’ole.”
“The big guy who died?”
“Technically, everybody is dead.”
“Dead before everything went to shit, I mean.”
Dan nodded. 
“I dunno man that sounds a little sketch, ya know.”
Dan turned, an eyebrow raised. 
The moment was lost as the van collided with a shadow. Spinning, Dan let off of the gas, allowing the van to auto-correct. 
“Did you see what that was?”
Will was shaken. 
“Deer?”
Dan shook his head. 
“We should be so lucky.”
Grabbing an assault rifle just behind the seat, he stepped out the driver’s side door. As he looked out into the darkness in front of the van, he shook his head. 
“Whatever it is…”
A zombie latched on his arm, biting him. 
He looked down and saw that it was a little kid. Or at least was once a small child. With a sad look, he leveled the rifle and fired. The small body was ripped back, splattering into the far bushes. Touching the bite, he pushed his fingers through his arm guard. 
Pulling his fingers back, he saw blood. 
His laugh was acerbic. 
“It would figure.”
Will was looking out the open door on the driver’s side. 
“Is that what I think it is?”
Farther in the distance, figures moved out from the side of the road. Dan sighed, stepping back toward the van. Extending the rifle to Will, he shut the door. 
“What the fuck are you doing?”
“Drive until you find somewhere safe.”
“What?”
Will saw the zombies coming. 
“Get in the fucking van, man.”
Dan sighed, drawing the blade free from the sheath along his back. 
“No. No. None of this honor shit, man. Get in the van.”
“I can’t, Will. This is where my journey ends.” Will reached out as if to grab his arm, and Dan wheeled so that they were face to face. “It was a little kid that we hit. He bit me. I can’t go with you anymore.”
“No, I can’t do this on my own.”
“Don’t really have a choice now.” Dan’s voice softened. “You’ll be fine. Just drive until you find someplace you like. Someplace you feel safe.” Dan started to walk forward, toward the cautious zombies as they crept onto the road. 
“Dan….”
Will did as he was told. Putting the van into gear, he accelerated––slowly at first––and then he was far from view. Dan walked forward and stood in the middle of the road, holding the sword in his right hand. 
He lifted his left hand and closed his eyes. 
Kissing the rings there, he opened his eyes. 
They were coming.
There were seven of them. 
Dan was lucky that they did not come all at once. The first received a clean stroke, its head rolling from its shoulders. The second and third skittered forward, scrambling frenetically on all fours. Dan stepped forward, planting his lead foot and ripping through one. Then stepping back, he turned. He brought the blade down such that the third was no more. Dan flicked his blade with a deft precision, removing the murky blood of the zombies. 
“Such an end,” he whispered.
The remaining ones ran forward with the terrifying gait and gallop of the undead. One reached out, only to lose an arm, another its head. They bit and clawed, but as the last one fell, Dan remained. 
Kneeling, Dan wept. 
With a deep sigh, he held the sword out in front of him, the point of the blade against his chest. He whispered to himself. His words were unintelligible as he plunged the blade into his chest and drew it down his torso as best he could. As night claimed day, Dan fell to his side: alone. 
  
*
  
The van was in a ditch. 
The front end was smashed up against a tree. 
The driver’s side door was ajar. 
There was a cabin in the distance. 
Inside that cabin, a fireplace burned brightly. 
Will sat in front of it.
Blood covered every surface. 
On the table beside him was a gun with bloody fingerprints on it. He looked up at the windows of the cabin and saw lights flash over them: bright, inviting lights. Smoke billowed from his mouth as the moments passed. Suddenly, there was a loud, uneven knock at the door––a kind of pounding, and then darkness.
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he halls of the Tower of Darkness were decorated with murals depicting grotesque beings; the curved jaws and mouths littered with jagged, uneven teeth were a frightening sight. The moon shone brilliantly in narrow corridors shrouded in the shadow, except for the square windows that were scattered about. 
The monolith stood alone atop a windy mountain, the path leading to it covered in black snow. Poison oozed from deep in the earth, tainting the ground. The path wound down the mountainside, close to the only nearby village. It was a small town called Sel’verene in the tongue of the Old Ones: the village of the cursed. 
The village thrived in the shadow. 
The few sparse buildings were dark beneath the pale moonlight, nothing stirring in the streets or distance. Fear governed the countryside. The people did not dare to linger in the darkness, not even with the lunar skies so bright. 
Skeletal brush was scattered about the village. The tavern was the only building that dared any noise––the lamp there burning dimly in the shadowed light. The beaten path that wove its way to the far side of the village was entrenched with footfalls in the fresh snow. 
The tavern itself was dark and dank. 
It reeked as if it served as a stable for horses and swine. Yet, the better part of a dozen sour-looking men remained seated in their chairs. The tables were dusty and the doors to the tavern were open wide, allowing the frigid air outside to whisk through the main room. The men drank their dark amber liquid from musty glass steins, the froth sticking to the cold glass and dripping down the side. 
The wintry gales blew back their long, scraggly hair and equally thick beards that covered a sickly demeanor. The mood of the tavern was sour at best, not a word exchanged from patron to patron––even the comely serving woman behind the bar dare not utter a word. 
A hand slammed into the brittle frame of the tavern, the skin worn and reddened from the cold air. The cuticles of the nails were cracked and bleeding: dried blood blotched over pale white skin. The hand slid down the doorframe, the moisture of the snow aiding the abrasive surface. 
As the hand neared the bottom, a man fell through the open door. His cold face was filled with dread and fear. His hands were gripped tight like claws, knuckles white and bloodless. His mouth was agape, crystal blue eyes open and unwavering. With a beard much thinner than that of the other patrons, his hair was cut along his shoulders––the ends fair and unspoiled. 
He crawled along the floor, his hands gripping the wood and slipping as he moved forward. The patrons looked on unfazed as the man inched through the doorway and into the center of the tavern. 
“Help––me,” croaked the man. His voice was cracked and worn like a brass horn played far beyond its years. 
He curled into a ball and shivered horribly. The minimal coat he wore had deep lacerations ripped through it, like three sets of distinct claw marks. The man closest to him watched the man reach up for him, the labored movement causing him to open his mouth once again like a dying fish out of water. The man rose slowly and slammed the heel of his boot into the prostrated man’s face, splitting his already cracked lips. He spilled blood upon the cold wooden floors of the solemn tavern.  
“What,” groaned the man as he gripped his stomach and rolled away. He tried to raise himself upon another arm, but failed to do so when another patron knocked his arm to the ground. Slamming the chair he had been sitting in over the weakened man’s back, the blow drew a weak scream from him 
Two of the patrons stood. 
Upon seeing the man writhe upon the floor, the remainder of them stood. They began to beat and strike the man with whatever object they could find. The man’s cries were soon drowned out by the crunching of his bones and squishing noises as he bled his coat crimson. 
The patrons’ chests heaved as they stared at the beaten man. His face was mangled, the claw marks upon his back exposed when they tore the clothes from his back. The man groaned and spit blood, his remaining teeth stained from the bloodbath. 
His eyes streamed with tears. 
They grasped him by the shoulders and dragged him outside into the moonlight. His incoherent mumbling did not deter them from their mission. His ravaged body lay in the snow; his face was turned toward the sky. 
He could hear them walking away.
He waited for a long time, his mind slipping from consciousness as he lay there. After a while, he realized that he was alone. 
“Help,” he called weakly. 
No answer. 
“Please….”
There was no answer, but in the distance something growled and leapt across the earth in mighty bounds. When it landed, he could feel it through his entire frame. “Is someone there?” 
No answer. 
The growling was much closer now, and this time accompanied by a solitary pair of footfalls. He tried to move, but his body would not respond. His mind was frantic, irrational fear beginning to grip his senses. He tried to crane his neck, but his muscles just seemed to mock him. A cruel laughing fit crept into the man’s soul. He stifled the laugh as best he could, saliva forming at the edges of his mouth.
Coughing, he let the absurd laughter spew forth. 
“My dear Melnon, you tried to leave when the games had just barely begun,” spoke a voice from the distance, the tone angelic and soft. The inflection carried across the frigid winds that came off the mountaintops. The man stopped abruptly, his hands still a gnarled mass and his face frozen in a horror. “You left the tower in such a rush that we left certain debts unpaid.”
“Karian,” gargled the man. 
A brutal howl carved itself through the ravines and jagged cliffs. The hairs on the base of the man’s neck rose and a whimpering sound escaped his lips. The man could only view what was high in the sky: the luminous moon and endless parade of stars that stretched far from his field of vision and beyond.
“How wonderful that you remember me. You flatter me, you truly do. However, Melnon, you knew that your life was forfeit, having bartered it for something you saw to be much more profitable,” sang Karian, her angelic voice still hidden in the shadows. 
Melnon felt an oppressive weight that seemed to smash the breath from his body. Piercing talons bit through what little clothes remained, the splintered claws tearing away at his flesh as the weight upon his chest moved slightly. 
Its grotesque hairy skull peered into his vision. The curved skull was elongated at the snout. Ridges of fangs were more numerous than Melnon could count. The surreal blackness of the creature’s eyes made it seem lifeless. Its thick crimson tongue flicked out into the cold night air––lifeless eyes centered on Melnon. 
“You cheated….”
“Death does not cheat. You made a contract, and now that contract must be fulfilled,” returned Karian without hesitation or anger. She moved around the side of him, her frame still lost from his vision. She leaned over, her face next to the were-creature that loomed above Melnon. 
Vibrant blonde hair was draped over pale features and a slender face. Her eyes shone a brilliant emerald, the iris stained white. Pursed lips pouted at Melnon, the crimson hue mocking the stricken man. 
“You see, that even now, you have been given more time than was allotted. My faithful pet restrains himself, though he wants nothing more than to tear your throat from your mortal frame.”
“May you see the light of Exodus,” spoke Melnon. 
A violent cough stifled anything else he could say. 
Karian tilted her head and slammed her foot into his throat, the thin heel of her silver slippers spurting a fountain of blood. Karian let a girlish laugh escape her lips as his blood splattered across her face and stained the ethereal white dress that clung to her frame. 
She stared out across the plains and stepped back from Melnon. Nodding to the hungry eyes of her were-beast, its lips smacked together cruelly and saliva dripped from its protruding fangs. The beast leapt upon the writhing frame and sank its fangs into the neck of Melnon, the gushing blood covering the scraggly fur of the beast. 
It swung its head back and forth wildly.  
Rising from the still form, it howled into the night sky. Scampering beneath the raised hand of Karian, it played the part of the gentle beast as its master contemplated upon the distance.
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he Nighen, an unnatural creature spawned of evil, consumed and murdered all along the western providence for the weeks after the emergence of Chaos. Its appetite had grown astronomically since its birth. 
The blood moon of Chaos drove it forward.  
Swollen clouds drifted lazily overhead. Bruised and disfigured skies threatened to drench the land in rain and storm, something in which the slowly-aging hills would find great comfort. The mixture of deep shadow and moonlight allowed the cloaked figure to move through the dense forest unnoticed––his hood wrapped tightly and his decadent robes drifting out behind him. 
He hummed quietly. Along his back was the outline of a sheath, the blade hidden. The moon made a kaleidoscope of images across the paths of the forest, and the man moved through them. His figure melded and conformed to the bizarre shapes. His features were hidden beneath the hood, the bitter winds that periodically slapped against his frame could not loosen the bond the cloak held over him. 
The forest around him shifted in the winds. Branches scraped against one another. The gales howled, creating sounds in the night far more morose than the ones that truly haunted the rich shrubbery. The man did not hesitate as he walked, not even when the unnatural sounds of forest silenced and the low, throaty growl of a night terror emanated from beside him. 
Amber eyes were translucent in the darkness. The lack of iris was eerie as if shifted, watching the man move past its vantage point. The creature groaned loudly and stood. Scaly claws dug deep into the already-frozen earth as it moved forward in leaps. It hit hard upon the ground, shaking the earth as it rose from a crouch. 
The man’s pace quickened now. He moved with renewed speed, head lowered. The blade upon his back protruded from his hunched frame like a sore that had grown from his spine. 
The creature moved alongside him, the crashing sounds as it charged through the forest thunderous. The man threw back the tight folds of his cloak and moved with the grace of a practiced runner. His shoulder-length hair emerged from beneath the hood, cascading off his back. 
The creature ran on all four limbs, end over end like a feral animal. Its breathing was ragged and intense. Cold air exhaled from his nostrils as it charged after the dexterous man dodging through the forest. 
He jumped over a dislodged collection of roots, and then spun past a tree that stood directly in his path as he landed. The creature just slammed its gigantic horned frame into the trees, splintering the wood and knocking them from its path. 
The forest ended abruptly. The thick mass of roots and trees disappeared from sight. The sheet of grass, stained brown, extended for a few feet until it ended in a monumental plunge to the canyons and plains below. The man skidded to a stop and threw back his cloak, drawing his blade from around his back. 
The hilt of the sword was cast in ivory––the pearly construction was crafted like a dragon’s head. Its guard was formed of the beast’s hellish wings, the spiraling, sinewy protrusions spreading symmetrically on each side. 
His brown hair was thrown across his face, hiding his cold blue eyes buried behind sleep-deprived circles. A beard carved his jaw line, his lips drawn tight in apprehension. The winds tore at his frame, the fold of his cloak whipping like tendrils in the cold gales. 
The creature emerged from the forest and rolled to a stop, rising on its hunches and glaring at the man. It opened its maw, licking at exposed, rotten teeth. Black, soulless eyes were obscured in the darkness. It tilted its head and made a thin sound, like a bird chirping. 
“Man flesh,” spoke the creature. 
The words were guttural and strangled. 
The man looked at the creature, its shoulders rising far above him. Grayish skin covered its entire body juxtaposed with black, spiked scales. Its arms were long like an ape. Claws were sharpened into half the length of the sword the man wielded. 
“Not much for conversation, are you?” the warrior spoke breathlessly.
“Kill. Eat. Man flesh,” growled the creature once again. The creature took a few steps forward. 
The warrior turned his blade out and it glistened in the half light of the moon. The flash captured the soulless sockets of the creature. His feet parted slightly, rooting him as he prepared to lunge. In one motion, he leapt forward. The point of his blade sung through the air as he did so. 
The creature roared. Swinging one of its massive claws across the front of its frame, it tried to catch the man mid-flight as he descended. The man shifted in mid-air, his body tightening and then rolling to the ground. His blade was tucked tight with his body and as he landed; he lunged forward. Catching the creature across its mammoth legs, the creature howled in pain as it reached down to block the strike. 
It glowered at the man as he returned to his stance. His blade was held across his chest at an angle, eyes set firmly at the throat of the beast. They circled each other, the beast snarling and sputtering as its green puss oozed from the wound and covered its leg. 
It burned the earth beneath them. 
The creature roared––its mouth agape, saliva glistening as it strung from fang to fang. Its stale breath was like a fog from its mouth. The man moved forward again, the blade slamming into the flank of the creature. Blood splattered across his cloak and the stricken ground. 
He turned as he remained crouched beneath the haunches of the beast and drove his blade through its chin. The creature groaned as the crack of the splintered skull echoed in the hills. Sliding down as the man pulled his blade free, it was no more. The creature’s face was a macabre death mask. 
The warrior stood over his prey. 
The lifeless eyes of the beast were listless, departed. He raised his blade and decapitated the creature in one smooth movement. Reaching down, he grasped his prize: the head of the Nighen. 
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he castle was an oddity in the poor country. Wicker shacks and weathered woods that held the measly buildings together were a drastic contrast to the smooth, carved architecture of the castle upon the hillside. The providence of Me’lein was the most populated region this close to the western shores––it had fallen under threat since the coming of the Widow. 
The path leading to the castle had been plowed in the early hours of the morning; several feet of snow had fallen during the night. No tracks had yet graced the way. The main bay doors were guarded by a pair of dark-garbed soldiers, their steel armor reflecting neither soul nor compassion. Pikes––gripped tightly––rose far above them; their other hand brandished a shield with the crest of Me’lein emblazoned across its center: the essence of a dragon king drifting lazily into the mist. 
Past them was a hall that extended deep into the darkness––scores of doorways and spiral staircases on either side. The hallway narrowed toward its completion, the intricate stone walls ending in a wooden door at its center. 
The same crest depicted all about the mighty castle was emblazoned here as well. The door opened inward. Within was a grand hall far taller than any manner of dragon, and darker than the depths of underworld. But, it was lit brightly by thousands of carefully-placed candles; at the center of the room was a brilliant white throne. The rests, the back, and even the cushions were bleached whiter than anything should naturally be. 
The man who sat upon it was clouded in shadow. His gaze was that of a shroud. Bearded chin rested on closed fist, royal robes covering his sinewy flesh. His face was contorted into a frown and black eyes looked far into the distance, past the guests who shuffled about the room. The congregation was a mix of all the people of Me’lein. They were the poor and the rich, the beautiful and the desperate. 
The crowd parted as a tall man approached the throne. His light purple hat extended far above his head and his moustache extended down the sides of his face, past his mouth like drooping lines. He knelt before the man upon the throne, his head bowed and his right arm across his bended knee. 
“Rise, Gaition. What news do you bring my humble court?” rumbled the man, his head rising from his fist and leaning against the marble back of the throne. 
“My lord, I bring a traveler. This man says he has killed the Widow’s beast, the Nighen. The destroyer of our lands,” responded Gaition. His light green eyes harbored both deceit and fear. Hands grasped one another, twisting against each other nervously. The king leaned back in his throne and closed his eyes. His throat exposed for a moment, the crest about his neck visible as he paused.
“Let him in,” returned the king, departing from his thoughts and staring ahead. 
“As you wish, Lord Verifal. He waits as we speak.” Gaition bowed and turned from the king, his light blue robes swishing across the polished floor. His movements were more a scurry than anything else. Gaition gripped the iron ring that held the door in place and pulled it forward, revealing the shadowed hallway and the solitary figure of the hooded man. 
He walked forward, his brown hair hidden beneath the robes once again. In his left hand, he gripped a cloth bag drawn tight with a string. As he walked through the congregation, some members grasped their noses, others covered their mouths. And some even became ill as the man walked past. 
It was considered disrespectful to allow your hair to grow longer than that of a king. Verifal’s coal black hair rested around his shoulders, far shorter than that of the wary stranger who had graced the hall. The stench that emanated from the cloth bag reached Verifal’s nostrils and he rose quickly, pointing a finger at the approaching man. 
“What manner of devilry do you bring upon my doors?” roared the enraged Verifal, as he stepped down from his throne to intercede in the robed man’s way. 
The man stopped in his tracks. Reaching his hand into the bag, he produced the mangled head of the creature he had bested. “The Nighen.”
“You have defeated the Nighen?” queried Gaition, astonished. His thin face was drawn bloodless, and his hand covered his mouth at the putrid smell. 
The king looked from Gaition to the hooded stranger who stood before him brandishing the head of the Nighen. “How did you defeat the Nighen?”
“Steel: the blade can defeat even the greatest creatures of the shadow,” replied the hooded man, tossing the putrid head to the bewildered Gaition. Wiping his hands along his cloak, he pulled the hood completely from his face. Gaition let out a panicked scream as he caught the head, and then dropped it unceremoniously upon witnessing the horrid image of the deceased demon. 
“Are you a hero of Me’lein?” queried Verifal, regaining his composure and sitting back upon his throne. 
The hooded man looked from side to side and then moved forward, closer to the throne. He coughed lightly into his hand. “I am from a place far from here. But I have heard of the Widow who plagues Telen, especially the providence of Me’lein. I came to aid you in your peril, for a price,” returned the warrior. 
“A man in pursuit of wealth, I suppose it matters not. You have destroyed a powerful monster that has ravaged the people of Me’lein for many moons, and would have for many more without your intervention. What is your price?”
“I do not desire your money, King Verifal, but rather a trinket stolen by the Widow. I have come to kill her,” returned the hooded warrior. Laughter echoed in the crowd and was silenced quickly by Verifal. 
“That is a tall order for a man who looks more the part of a beggar than a warrior,” called a voice from behind the hooded warrior. A man approached the throne, his armor tarnished silver and his head hidden beneath a steely skull cap. 
A sheath at his side supported a grand broadsword almost as tall as the man himself. His dark brown eyes were hidden beneath the confines of the skull cap, and his size was obscured by his armor. But as he neared the hooded warrior, the size difference was evident. 
The knight was certainly the larger man.  
“Captain Uthen, this man deserves respect for destroying the Nighen,” commented the king as he rose from his throne once again. 
Uthen placed his hands on his hips and towered over the warrior. The captain moved one of his hands over the hilt of his broadsword. 
“I can see we have a problem here. Let me make it simple for you. You will lose that arm before you can even draw that sword,” cautioned the hooded warrior. 
Uthen’s face darkened and his lip curled in anger, the grip on his sword tightening. The ripples of his glove made an abrasive sound. 
“You might watch your tongue…” 
Before the man could finish, the hooded warrior’s blade was in his hands and he had cut the sheath from Uthen’s side. Returning the blade to his back, a smirk was planted firmly on his face. Uthen glared at his fallen sword. Bending to retrieve it, he noticed the astonished glances of the gathered townspeople and the bewildered face of Gaition in the corner. He rose and met the warrior’s eyes, but did not speak. 
His gaze went immediately to his king.
“Most impressive, warrior. You must pardon the brashness of Captain Uthen. Many have come before the court and announced such things. Some have turned to evil upon witnessing the power of the Widow,” spoke Verifal.
“I can understand such things, but I am here for that one reason and that reason alone. This beast was merely in the way, a spawn of the Towers of Darkness. Your captain…” replied the warrior, but was interrupted by Uthen.
“Pardon my inability to control my tongue. I have witnessed the horrors of the Widow first hand and know that she can turn a great man into nothing, no matter his skill with a blade. Please accept my apologies,” spoke Uthen, extending his hand to the warrior. 
The warrior gripped it loosely and then let go.
“Apology accepted.”
Lord Verifal sighed with relief and sank into his throne. “With that aside, I feel that introductions are necessary, mysterious warrior. You have us at a bit of a loss. You know who we are. But we know nothing of you, not even your name.”
“Xeno Lobo. I am hunter from a faraway land,” replied Xeno, his eyes roaming the gathered masses. Their attention had already returned to their idle, individual conversations that had enraptured them before his entrance.  
“What is this trinket you seek?” queried Uthen. 
“That is my affair and will stay as such,” snapped Xeno. Uthen nodded, not wanting to provoke the man who had so easily disarmed him. 
The king saw the tension and broke into the conversation. “When do you plan on leaving for the Tower at Sel’verene?” 
“Tonight, by the light of the moon,” returned Xeno. 
“But the Widow’s were-beast hunts in the night,” spoke Uthen.
“Karian’s playthings are no concern of mine,” replied Xeno dismissively. 
“Karian?” queried the king. 
“Who is Karian, Master Hunter?” asked Uthen. 
“The Widow, the master of the Tower of Darkness at Sel’verene,” replied Xeno, his attention brought back to the conversation after realizing his words. 
“You know the Widow by name?” asked Uthen. 
“I am afraid so,” replied Xeno uncomfortably. 
“This is why you go to Sel’verene?” 
“In a way, but she had taken something from me the last time we met. I am going to retrieve it at any cost,” replied Xeno as he moved away from the throne and paced the small area in front of the royal seat. 
“Last time,” whispered Uthen to himself.
“We are in your debt for killing the Nighen. If the Widow has truly taken something from you, then we would be honored to help you defeat her,” replied Verifal graciously. 
The townspeople whispered among themselves. 
Xeno looked at the boastful king and pondered for a moment. “How could you possibly aid me in my quest?” queried Xeno, and then continued. “No army can enter the windy paths that lead to the Tower, and there is no weapon that I can use better than my own. No magical artifact or incantation will suffice to defeat Karian, the Widow.”
“Then what can we lend you? We wish to help you,” pressed the king. 
The presence of the dark lord Chaos flooded the land in shadow. The appearance of the Widow was another test of humanity, to see if they could truly outlast the dark tides of malevolence. 
Xeno parried the question and looked around at the apprehensive gazes of the court of Me’lein. “What of Chaos? Surely his coming far outweighs my journey?”
“The Widow is a part of the evil that is Chaos, and all must be cleansed in order to restore peace across the land. Allies must be chosen and lines draw in the sands of war,” replied Uthen with his grand arms across his chest. 
“Indeed,” returned Xeno with equal dissatisfaction at the options. “So be it then. Let me reside in Me’lein for the duration of the night, and then in the morning provide me with a fresh mount and supplies. This is how you may aid me.”
“Very well,” replied Verifal with a grand sweep of his hand as he rose from his throne. “Your request is granted. Gaition, prepare the guest chambers for Master Warrior Xeno.”
Gaition bowed and exited the chamber in haste, a spiteful glare upon his features as he pushed past the congregation of citizens. Uthen nodded to Xeno as the chatter and conversation of the antechamber was restored. The vagrant warrior melted back into the surroundings, awaiting his journey to the north. 
  
*
  
The guest quarters were fit for royalty. 
The bed was a construction of pure mastery. 
The four corners were pillars of ivory that strangled their way into one another. At the top was a grand canopy of linens. The sheets were sewn of the finest silks and were plentiful in the wake of the extreme cold that had gripped the lands. Xeno lay surrounded in the sheets, his body writhing in a nightmare. His arms flailed and his head shook from side to side. 
Muttering, it was the incoherent rambling of sleep. 
The remainder of room was darkness, except the dwindling flame at the side of the bed encased within the iron-cased lamp. The cold winds manipulated the fire like a dancer as the warrior slept. 
The door to the chambers opened slightly.
Shadows of the hall merged with that of the room. The figure that accompanied the shadow slithered, as if without form. 
Xeno remained undisturbed. 
His mind was still trapped in whatever nightmarish world gripped it. As the shadow neared, the gaunt, featureless face of an imp moved close to the bed. Its wicked fingers gripped a ragged, curved blade. 
Xeno mumbled in his sleep as the creature crept close. Its pale, sickly features curved into a grin of malevolence as it hovered above Xeno. Drawing the thin edge above its head, the imp prepared to plunge the blade into the slumbering warrior’s chest. 
The moon shone behind the listless clouds that drifted by lazily. As the imp brought the blade above its head, the metal glinted in the moonlight and flashed across Xeno’s face, waking him in an instant. The imp screeched and slammed the blade down. It was too late. Xeno rolled and drew his blade from the table at the bedside.  
“What in the name of Exodus?” roared Xeno as he brandished the blade. The imp thrashed about the bed linens, spitting and growling like the feral creature of the night that it was. The creature stopped upon hearing Xeno’s voice and cocked its head to the side. Its eyes glazed as it watched the warrior standing there.
“Kill––the––warrior Xeno,” gargled the beast as it leapt from the bed. Approaching Xeno, it slashed at the air with its savage edge. It moved like a beast upon four legs as it rushed toward the warrior. 
Xeno swung his blade from the ground into the air with a deep arc, tearing the creature in two as it leapt. It squealed as it crashed back into the bed and convulsed momentarily, until it moved no more. 
The blood pooled on the sheets. 
Xeno sighed and moved toward the bed. 
The half-light of the moon provided the only visibility; the torch had long since burned down to embers. Moments passed and Xeno felt the pressure of the solitude and silence of the massive castle and the halls that lined it. 
The door burst open, revealing light from deeper within the recesses of the edifice. Hooded, shadowed figures emerged, their motions hurried and confused. 
Xeno strapped his sheath along his back once again and pulled the straps tight, the leather groaning as it gripped against his back and along his chest. He pulled his cloak and wool shirt from the side table as Verifal approached, flanked by Gaition and three faceless guardians of Me’lein. 
“Master Xeno, what happened?” queried the sleepy king as he surveyed the room. 
The imp lay in blood. 
Xeno sat in light of the moon. 
He smirked and placed the blades into their hidden sheaths around his waist. He sighed at king. “That is a question I hoped you would answer,” replied Xeno as he pushed past Verifal and into the hallway just outside his room. 
The corridor stretched far into the darkness. People had gathered because of the commotion. They ambled about like cattle in a pasture, waiting for a command, a reason. 
“What are you saying?” began the king. 
“I’m not saying anything,” interrupted Xeno as he leaned back into the room and glared at Gaition as he passed. The attendant lowered his head as he met the hateful gaze of the traveling warrior. 
Xeno made his way across the room to the opposite end, his head peering out the stone window, looking to the darkened forest below. Shaking his head, he watched as the guards crossed paths and circled around the corner once again. “How many guards are posted along the outer wall?”
“Seven. Two at the gates and five roaming along the wall,” replied Uthen.
“And inside the castle?”
“At least ten or twelve more depending on the hour of the night,” replied Uthen once again as he leaned against the wall. 
“What are you driving at, Master Warrior?” queried Verifal suspiciously. His regal robes were pulled tight around his frame, combating the biting cold of the night. 
“Unless you are in the practice of keeping forest imps within the castle walls,” began Xeno. Turning with an accusing finger, he continued. “If that is not the case, then an imp with about as much intelligence as a stone wall managed to sneak past almost twenty guards and into my room without even the slightest bit of notice.”
“Are you saying that someone let it in?” queried Uthen trying to follow Xeno’s train of logic. 
Xeno shrugged and looked from the king to Uthen, to the cowering Gaition. “It knew my name. It spoke it before I put an end to its life,” finished Xeno with a sigh. 
“It spoke your name? You must be mistaken,” burst out Gaition. It was the first time he had spoken since coming upon the scene. 
“You doubt my word,” returned Xeno, his anger seething. It seemed to rise from his person. 
“No, it is not that. It is merely….” stammered Gaition, backing away from the angst and venom in Xeno’s words. Uthen glowered at Gaition, and then looked to the astonishment on Verifal’s face. 
Verifal could feel the mounting tension and stepped forward quickly. “This cannot be decided here tonight. We will convene in the morning and discuss this further. Let us leave it until then.”
“Will that be alright, Master Xeno?” queried Uthen, turning toward the hunter. 
“Fine, in the morning I leave for the north. I leave these matters to your court.” Xeno turned away from the congregation and looked out the stone window, out into the darkness that held both secrets and truths. 
Verifal motioned for the guards to leave and he followed them, flanked by Uthen and Gaition’s shrouded figure. Leaving Xeno to the solitude and soiled sheets, he would see no more sleep that night.
 
 



  
4
  
  
  
	   T


he halls of the Tower of Darkness were bathed in shadow. The narrow corridors were draped with murals and texts older than time. A minuscule window that lined these pathways was stained in black glass. 
The tower rose high into the skies, higher than the greatest reaches of the frozen clouds that circled it. As the citadel neared the stars above, it became progressively smaller and smaller until only one room remained: the Widow’s chamber. 
The room was situated with only a throne of obsidian and a cold steel table on which an iridescent orb resided. Beside the throne lay the slumbering were-beast and the pearl whelp that resided atop her throne of death. 
She moved about the room like a dancer amidst a song, her head tilted back and golden hair spilling over her shoulders like a waterfall. Her arms reached out into nothingness and a hum echoed in the dim chambers as she made her way. 
The spinning stopped as she neared the orb and in one movement, she brought her head over it. Her hair spilled over the sides of it. She muttered to herself incoherently. As she pulled back, the orb had gone from a swirling mass of indistinguishable colors to pitch black, the change extraordinary. 
“Mighty orb of darkness, what do you see?” she called into the darkness. The orb imploded upon itself, the darkness reverberating within the shadow until it stilled. 
A voice emanated from it, a dark voice that boomed from wall to wall. “A force approaches. A man bound to the Light, a servant of the enemy of the Towers of Darkness.”
“Enemy of the Towers of Darkness, how enjoyable,” she cooed. 
Her voice was elegant. 
The voice came again, as monotone as it had previously been. “The servant brings a second, and soon a third. These forces align against your reign, against the reign of the Towers of Darkness.”
“Karian, the Widow, fears no mortal, especially enemies of the darkness,” she laughed at the orb manically. She danced about the room again, the were-beast lifting its head as its master gallivanted like a child to a tune that had ensnared her soul. 
She danced and danced until she came to a stop abruptly, her hair tossed across the face. Her brow was furrowed, lost in thought, her finger raised in question. “Who is this servant of the Light? Has he, she, a name?”
“The name that slices through the darkness is Xeno Lobo. He has defeated the Nighen, your carrier of death to the south, in Me’lein,” returned the voice. 
“Xeno Lobo,” she whispered to herself, her eyes closed. Her left hand began to glow, the darkness swirling about her and then in a blink of an eye, a sword materialized. 
The blade was etched in shadow and death, the hilt carved from human bone. The guard was a gnarled, twisted form of a shadow woman. She spun the sword with the practiced hand of a swordswoman and slammed it into the stone of her fortress. Splintering the rock, she turned back to the orb, chest heaving. 
“Xeno Lobo.”
“Yes, they speak of Xeno Lobo. The caretaker of the crest of Devon,” replied the voice without inflection, without care. 
She looked across her room and saw the twinkling jewel crest that rested upon her throne, the golden chain sparkling in the moonlight. The sight of it drove her mad, swinging and striking the walls with her blade. The whelp rose from its perch, searching back into the darkness. 
It screamed the whole way.
“But I took that damnable thing from him once. Why does he wish for more pain, more regret?” she queried madly. 
“I do not know, Mistress Karian, but I do know that he comes here for that crest. You are the bearer of his pain and regret.” 
She calmed, the sword vanishing from her grasp. The darkness embraced her once again. Her body fell to the cold floor, hair spilled about her face. She remained there, cackling madly as the shadows encircled her.
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eno sat upon his brown steed, the white mane whipping in the cold breeze that had sprung up a few miles outside of the castle. Uthen followed closely behind him, his posture relaxed. His dark eyes were fixed on the distance. 
“How much farther until we reach Sel’verene?” called Xeno back to Uthen, who looked out upon the road distantly. 
Uthen shifted his glance to Xeno, the glaze disappearing for a moment. Realizing that he was being addressed, he pushed his steed forward alongside Xeno.
“At least another night’s ride. It lays along the farthest border of Me’lein, abreast the mountains where the Tower of Darkness is hidden,” replied Uthen. Xeno nodded and continued to look ahead without response. “Why do you seek out the Widow?”
“She has taken something from me, something very dear to me,” replied Xeno without looking back. 
“A trinket does not warrant such a journey, especially one that brings you against the will of one of the Towers of Darkness, and the wrath of the Widow.”
“What she has taken was valuable to me, valuable in a way that nothing else will suffice except to end what began a long time ago in a place far from this land.” Xeno could feel a coldness grip his heart, a somber feeling that claimed his emotions. 
“I am sorry for your loss, but…”
“But nothing, Uthen, I do not wish to speak of such things. I appreciate your companionship, but I will not be candid about my past, or the events surrounding Karian,” spoke Xeno irritably. 
Uthen nodded, not wanting to push him any farther. “Do we hope to purchase supplies in Sel’verene?”
“That would be the plan, but I imagine that Sel’verene would be a very dark place being so close to the Tower. I doubt we will find much guidance there.”
“Yes, I imagine so,” replied Uthen with a sigh and then gazed back into the distance again. The clouds there were aggravated and grey. 
“A storm approaches.”
“I see that,” replied Xeno.
“Do we ride through?”
“You said it is a night’s ride, correct?”
“At the very most an entire night,” spoke Uthen, looking off into the distance.
“Then we ride through until we reach Sel’verene.”
“Then what?”
“Then we rest another night and leave at dawn for the Tower. Pray that the gods are with us,” replied Xeno. 
Uthen nodded again, a habit that was beginning to form as he did not know what to say to a man who could best him in combat. Something he had never been faced with until now. 
  
*
       
Dawn was breaking as Xeno and Uthen rode into Sel’verene. A sheet of freshly-fallen snow covered the majority of the street. The sparse buildings seemed more the part of tombs than businesses. They spied the sign that had INN sprawled across it in faded black paint and tied their horse out front, taking a moment to look up and down the deserted street. 
Xeno grasped the rusted iron handle and turned it. Emitting a thin, squealing creak as the door swung inward, it revealed the darkened interior. With the exception of the dwindling embers in the fireplace and the dancing light of the lantern at the counter, there was little luminance of which to speak. They approached the counter, their snow-drenched boots leaving puddles of water and slush as they made their way. 
Xeno peered over the empty counter, his eyes adjusting to the sudden darkness. “Hello?” he called, his voice echoing in the chamber. 
The rustle of footsteps and then the muttering of several small voices came from the staircase to their right. Xeno moved to inspect when a young woman emerged from around the corner, her white dress covered in a dark brown shawl. “Can I help you?” she whispered, her voice more youthful than her appearance. 
Xeno stared at the young girl for a moment. 
Producing a small satchel of coins, he laid them upon the counter. “My companion and I weathered the snowstorm and need a room for the day and part of the night. Can that be arranged?”
“We have many rooms,” she began, but was interrupted by a craven, bent man who emerged from the same corner as the girl. 
His thinning gray hair was almost non-existent, and his glasses slid to his nose. The freckles and dried skin made him appear the part of a troll. His back was crooked and his clothes hung from him as if he were a walking skeleton that had just risen from his grave. 
“From where have you come?” asked the man with a harsh tone, his voice raspy. 
“Far away from these parts, we are merely passing through,” replied Xeno quickly, knowing full well that the man was wary of strangers; especially those who had come looking for spirits in the darkness. 
“Far away, eh? Your companion looks the part of a soldier,” crooned the old man. 
“No, sir,” began Uthen and then trying to think quickly, he continued, “I’m a––uh…”
“We are entertainers, from the west. We have merely lost our way,” finished Xeno, flashing Uthen a disgusted glance. The man regarded them suspiciously and then scoffed, disappearing around the corner. 
“Entertainers?” queried the girl with as much enthusiasm as she could muster.
“Storytellers mostly,” replied Xeno as he opened the satchel of coins. “How much for that room?”
“Seven gold is what we charge, but if you are entertainers….”
“Seven it is,” replied Xeno as he placed the seven golden coins marked with the emblem of the Nine Kings near the girl. She made them disappear beneath the table into an iron box. 
“Would you tell me a story sometime? We don’t have many strangers who pass through, and none who can weave a wonderful tale.”
Xeno hesitated for a moment. “Of course, we shall tell a grand story of good and evil here tonight, after some rest. How does that sound?”
“Thank you, I will be waiting.” The girl skipped off. This was a change from the somber zombie who had stalked out to wait upon them. 
“Was that wise?”
“Uthen, sometimes the Fates choose to play strange tricks upon us mortals, and it is best to just take them as they come.”
Uthen could not fault Xeno’s words, knowing that he would be reluctant to deny a few moments of peace to a town steeped in its own despair and misery. As they made their way up the stairs, they saw that snow had begun to fall once again. 
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arian wandered about her chamber, her thoughts disturbing. She spun like a deranged youth, her head moving independent from her body. Her mind was incoherent as the she mumbled. 
“Ariana of Devonshire, you have committed a tremendous sin. Sin against your family and sin against your code,” called the ethereal voice from the shadows of the room. 
The were-beast did not move at the sound of the voice nor did the whelp stir from its slumbering perch. Karian stopped mid-spin and looked around, bewildered.
“You cannot escape your past, your choices that have led you here.”
“I have no fault. I am Karian, mistress of the lords of darkness,” replied Karian. Her eyes searched the darkness that she occupied. 
The shadows parted and a glowing visage emerged: a white-cast figure that at first did not seem to be form at all, but instead comprised of air and light. As it came closer to Karian, it took form. 
It was a mirror image of Karian herself. 
“No creature of the shadow can ever truly be complete. You yearn to make things right, to rectify the things that drove you here,” called the voice again, this time challenging Karian.
“You are a ghost. An apparition conjured by the Light to confuse me, to break me from the bond that I have with the lords of darkness. But you cannot, I will remain strong,” screamed Karian, her voice quickly becoming hoarse and strained. 
Her hand plunged into the shadow. The weapon of darkness materialized once again, the craven disfigured steel was meant to be menacing to the brilliance of the apparition. 
“You have chosen to fight. That is wise. For it is the only way you can ever free yourself from the bondage that confines you.” 
The image shimmered and a blade emerged from her hand as well, a contrast to the shadow steel. Instead, the hilt was carved of pearl strands and the guard the wings of an angel. 
“I will show you the power of darkness,” roared Karian as she charged forward, the blade spinning and wheeling with decisiveness. The image backpedaled to the right, the translucent blade parrying the strikes easily.
“You cannot defeat what you wish to become, what you once were: a servant of the Light,” spoke the angelic mirror image.
“I was never a servant of the Light,” screamed Karian again as her eyes faded to black irises and her blade exploded in shadow fire. 
Her strikes returned, this time with renewed force. The apparition materialized around the room, her teleportation making Karian’s attacks seem like the fleeting actions of a child. The Widow screamed in frustration, anger blinding her attacks. 
“Your powers have dwindled during your service to the darkness. There was a time when your brother could not best you half of the time.”
“Never speak of my brother. He is poison. He abandoned me.”
“You are wrong, Karian. You abandoned your brother when you began to serve the lords of darkness. Your choice separated you from the only family you had.”
“Lies. All you have are lies.”
“You should be used to it then. The darkness is founded on lies and deceit.”
“No, I….” 
Karian dropped the blade, the shadow weapon materializing back into the darkness from whence it came. She fell to her knees, her face in her hands. Her shoulders shook as she sobbed in the darkness, alone. The apparition dissipated back into the shadow. Only the lingering words that it had said remained for Karian to carry, until a choice would be made for her. 
  
*
  
Night had returned and with it a blizzard of tremendous proportions. The whipping winds and torrential snowdrifts assaulted the minuscule town of Sel’verene. Its people could feel the grip of the storm’s power. 
The inn had no occupants other than Xeno and Uthen. Their progression down the stairs drew strange glances from all of the townspeople gathered about the common room. The girl who had tended the counter sat closest to the fire, her youthful face intent upon the flickering flames. She turned as Xeno and Uthen entered the room, her face bright in wonderment. 
“Master Entertainers,” she called as she rose from her seated position. 
“My lady,” returned Xeno with a slight bow and then nodded his head to the other surly members of the room. Uthen followed behind Xeno and sat across from him as they took their seats closest to the fire. “Whenever you are ready, young miss.”
“Please begin.” 
The others turned their miserable glances and furrowed brows to Xeno. He cleared his throat and rested his arms along the arms of the chair. “As you wish, my lady. Do you know of the kingdom of Devonshire far to the west?” 
There were mixed murmurs and acknowledgments. Some of the older townspeople were perturbed by the mention of Devonshire, their hands covering their mouths at its utterance. 
“The kingdom of Devonshire,” whispered Uthen.
“Devonshire was a grand place, a bustling metropolis of men and women who had stood the test of time against the failings and trappings of the Towers of Darkness. The warriors were called the Masters of the Spirits and the Song Maidens of the goddess Devonshire. The most powerful king to ever rule Devonshire, Giorden, Son of Gallion, had two children. They were his warrior son and the most beautiful Song Maiden in existence, Ariana.” 
Xeno paused for a moment. As he cleared his throat, he began again. “The dark armies of the Towers of Darkness rode upon Devonshire, their legions extending far off into the horizon. Their mission was to eradicate the stronghold of Devonshire, taking away the only pillar left of man. Giorden had battled the legions of shadow as a youth under the command of his father, Gallion. He knew that they were not invincible. He rallied his armies, led by his warrior son, and together they met the legions of darkness on the battlefield. A grand battle ensued. Many lives were taken; some became servants of the Towers. But at light’s dawn, the armies of Devonshire had beaten back the legions. They saw victory, but a false victory it was.
“When they re-entered the city, they saw the damage the legions of the Towers had inflicted upon the citizens of Devonshire. Women and children were taken by the darkness to be turned for their purposes. But of all the gems taken that night, the one that hurt Giorden the greatest was his daughter, the Song Maiden Ariana. The legions dare not descend upon Devonshire again, for they had felt the might of the armies of the Light. But the desperation of the king soon grew so great and evil found its way into the heart of Devonshire. Turning the people from the path of peace to the misery of pestilence, they accepted and worshiped the Towers of Darkness.” 
Xeno had gone from a pastoral tone to an aggrieved, somber tone that affected those listening to his tale. “Needless to say, Devonshire was no longer the grand city it had once been. The son pleaded to his father to restore the peace, to beat back the depravity of the Towers. But, his father was far beyond words––the turning of his only daughter had rendered him no more a man than a shadow. The skies grew gray and the seasons changed. During one of the coldest nights Devonshire had ever felt, Ariana returned to her father; no longer the beautiful Song Maiden she had once been, but instead a cruel, twisted creature of the Towers. She took the most prized possession of Devonshire, the crest worn by the queen of the Song Maidens. This was something that had been passed down for generations, something that might have been Ariana’s someday, if she had not been taken by darkness.” 
Xeno paused and rose from his seat, his hand at his chin and his head lowered in contemplation. The entire audience was his. They were enraptured by the sad tale and as the moments passed in silence, the young girl soon found that she wished to hear more. 
“What happened? What happened to the warrior?” queried the young girl. 
“The warrior left the kingdom he had pledged an oath. He set out to find a way to stop the darkness,” replied Xeno, his face rising and melding into the shadows. A great sadness was hidden within the lines. 
“He just left?” queried Uthen, his curiosity piqued. 
“I am afraid so. He found that he could no longer bear the condition of his father, and the memory of the tragedy that destroyed his birthplace.” 
Xeno moved away from the fireplace, making his way back toward the far door. The sheath to his weapon was already strapped across his back and his pack strewn across his shoulder. He drew his hood close to his face, his gloved hands shaking. 
Uthen rose at the sight of this. 
“Xeno, what is the matter?”
“We must go now. We have spent far more time here than I would have wished. This storm will hamper our progress greatly. I wish to end this soon,” returned Xeno gruffly, his face hidden. 
The young girl rose and approached Xeno, her hands wringing one another. “Master Entertainer…”
“Xeno. My name is Xeno Lobo,” he replied. 
“Why must you leave, Xeno?”
“Young lady, there are some things that are best left unsaid,” replied Xeno. 
“Does this have to do with the Widow?” she queried. 
“Maian, you are never to utter that name here,” cautioned the elderly caretaker of the inn. 
“But this man could help us. That woman took my brother and we did nothing to help. You all just stood and watched as she took him. You are monsters.” 
“Your brother was a fool to go to the Tower, and he paid for his foolishness with his life,” spat the caretaker, his hand raised to strike the girl. 
Uthen interceded and grabbed the elderly man. Shaking his head, the soldier’s meaning was not mistaken. His dark eyes and muscular face were far more menacing than the caretaker would have liked. 
“What happened to your brother?” queried Xeno, moving from the shadows back into the light of the fireplace. The girl looked at the scowl on the old man’s face and then moved closer to Xeno. 
“My brother, Melnon, approached the Widow in order to try and stop her. He bartered with her, bet his life against a contest of sorts. The Trials of Pain she calls them. And if he survived, then she would leave this place. Melnon accepted. He escaped back to the village, but was pursued by the Widow and her pet. They killed him not too far from here. He begged for help and he found none,” replied Maian sadly. 
Xeno looked down, and then to Uthen. The soldier’s face was a canvas of emotions. “Can you use a weapon?” queried Xeno without looking up. 
“I can use a bow,” returned the girl.
“Can you pack your belongings and walk away from this place forever?”
The girl’s eyes twinkled with tears and she nodded her head. Xeno gestured to go upstairs and the girl did so without hesitation, her footfalls echoing in the silence that had fallen between the caretaker, Xeno, and the others. 
“We cannot allow you to take her,” spoke the caretaker. 
“We will do so anyway,” returned Xeno. 
Drawing his blade, he planted himself in their path. His head was lowered, hidden in the darkness that harbored his emotions. The caretaker backed away from Uthen, his eyes never leaving Xeno. He whispered among the other townspeople, their accusing eyes immediately focusing on Xeno and Uthen. 
Uthen leaned in close to Xeno. 
“We have to take the girl.”
“I know.”
“They aren’t going to let us walk out of here with her.”
“I know this as well.”
“She will die here if we don’t help.”
“Then we will help,” replied Xeno, twisting his wrist and flicking the blade from the floor to a ready position. 
He looked at the blade, the firelight intermittently casting a glare upon the polished steel. The girl rambled back down the stairs, her bow in her hands. A quiver and pack were strapped across her back. She wore a brown cloak that seemed far too long for her. A hood was pulled over her features. 
“What now?” queried Uthen as the townspeople rose from their seats and approached them. 
Xeno stepped in front of Maian, keeping his eyes on the roving eye of the mob. “Maian, follow Uthen and don’t look back, don’t you dare. You understand that, Uthen?” 
Uthen nodded grimly and backpedaled out the door. He raised his mammoth blade and used his free hand to guide the girl out the back door. They disappeared into the darkness outside as the mob descended upon Xeno, their voices rising slowly. 
“You will not make it to the Tower.”
“I would have to disagree.” 
The mob charged him now, their faded blades swinging clumsily at Xeno. He parried and dodged without effort, burying his blade deep into the flesh of those close enough. From the others, he simply took the ability to wield a sword away from them. Xeno’s leg flashed out with practiced speed, utilizing not only his steel weapon, but his physical ones as well. 
“That should be quite long enough.”
Xeno spun around. 
Dragging his blade with him, he used the momentum to gash whatever stood in his path and then leapt. His body twisted and catapulted like an acrobat, sending him sailing through the frozen window pane at the front of the inn. 
He curled into a ball as he fell and somersaulted through the drifts of snow. On his feet in an instant, his feet churned beneath him, following the fresh tracks that Uthen and Maian had made only moments before.  
The caretaker emerged from the building, his worn face covered in blood. He turned to a grim man behind him who had lines older than the earth carved into his face. Speaking in dark, growling tones, he pointed with a crooked finger. 
“Release the beasts.”
The man nodded and disappeared around the building. Moments later, the sounds of vicious snarling and howling filled the night and raced into the darkness after the fleeing heroes who had left Sel’verene that night.  
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then breathed heavily as he charged through the shrubbery; his face assaulted by branches and tangled bundles of frozen limbs. Maian barely made a sound beside him as she kept pace with the much larger man. She moved effortlessly, and the pack upon her back looked far too large for such a child. 
The woods bounced across his vision. 
As he watched the girl, the slope suddenly deepened and he was caught unaware. Falling to the ground with a thud, he rolled to a stop against the stump of a tree. Maian immediately sensed Uthen’s fall and stopped beside him. Her eyes were wide and glazed as she peered close to try and look at his face. “Are you alright?” she queried, her breaths calculated.
Uthen dusted the snow off his pant leg and used the tree to level himself once again. “Yeah, wasn’t watching where I was going.”
“We have to keep going,” she replied without a moment’s hesitation, pulling on his arm urgently. Uthen looked down at her small hands and allowed himself to be led a little bit before stopping the both of them. 
“Why the urgency? We are surely far enough away from town now. They wouldn’t travel this far into the forest with the Tower being so close.”
“They are not what I am worried about. The beasts are coming, I can smell them.”
“The beasts?”
“The caretaker will release them. I have been tainted by the Widow and they mean to keep me until she comes for me, just like my brother. That was the compromise. He bet the lives of our bloodline in her dark galleries.”
The howling came again. This time the beasts were close enough for Uthen and Maian to hear them. They both turned at the sound. Uthen’s face was cold and ready, Maian’s masked with fear and apprehension. 
“Was that them?”
“Yes,” she whispered, her body cowering as she backed away. 
Their cries came again. 
This time, one of them whimpered. Uthen and Maian dashed deeper into the forest, their eyes turning away from whatever pursued them. They closed their minds as well to the sounds that came in the night. 
  
*
  
Xeno turned in the snow, his boots digging deep as the creature lunged. He brought his blade around to meet the leaping form. The weight of the creature slammed against his body and he fell into the frigid snow, his face feeling the cold touch of the ground. The creature was perched upon his chest, its vicious claws digging through his chainmail. 
Xeno struggled to free himself beneath the shadow beast. The creature craned its neck down and the warrior could see its long gaping snout with rows upon rows of jagged teeth. A strong, thick neck cascaded back into the bulk of its frame. The eyes were pure white and the ears almost non-existent upon the beige-colored head. Its claws were curled like talons, with legs that were long and elegant like a wildcat.
Xeno swung his blade at the flank of the creature, and it screamed like it was dying. He was on his feet again, the glint of his blade bright in the moonlight. Two more sets of white pupils reflected in the distance as the wounded one melted back into the darkness. They were backing up, trying to draw the warrior into the darkness.
The attack came from the side as another of the creatures leapt. Claws lodged into the unprotected portion of the chainmail underneath the arm. Xeno yelled in pain as the force of the blow drove him to the ground again. He rolled through the drifts of snow, trails of blood following him as he fell. 
He laid there for a moment, feeling a sick sensation in the pit of his stomach. Turning on his side, he vomited. He wiped it away from his mouth as he rose to his feet. The creatures circled him, licking their jaws and watching with their crystal eyes. 
“Come on, attack me,” roared Xeno as he charged forward. The wind against his face woke him from the wave of nausea that gripped him as he stood still. He rooted himself in the snow and then leapt into the air as high as his body could muster. 
Coming down hard on the creature’s skull, the resounding crack drew a strangled whimper from the creature as it fell on its side. Shaking violently for a moment, it moved no more. 
The other beasts backed off and growled. 
The warrior watched their retreat and looked over his shoulder, the hurried steps of Uthen and Maian obvious in the snow. He didn’t consider it a moment longer. His feet were moving under him, sending him crashing into the woods with the three remaining beasts at his heels. 
  
*
       
Maian darted out ahead of Uthen. 
Her smaller, fleet-footed frame carried her much faster than Uthen managed, his lumbering steps falling behind her with each step taken. He dodged past a tree and felt the hairs on the back of his neck raise as the woods behind him echoed with the crashing footfalls of a nightmarish noise. 
The blur of Maian seemed more and more distant. He could see only flashes of her in the distance. Breathing out, he knew the crashing was gaining on him.
“Maian,” he yelled. 
His voice shook the trees, making the snow shiver and fall to the ground, joining their brothers and sisters. She stopped in the distance and glanced all around, her face a mosaic of panic when she could not see Uthen.
“Uthen, where are you?” she called back. 
A tremor in her voice revealed her fright. 
“Behind you. Can you see anything ahead?”
“No, the woods open farther ahead, but beyond that it is all gray and white.” she responded, her footfalls coming back toward Uthen. 
“Keep going, something pursues us still.” 
The howling came again, this time in threes. 
Uthen crashed through the foliage, prompting Maian to do the same. They ran hard. The ragged breathing of something was only steps behind them. Soon, they found that they could go no farther. They emerged from the forest and slid to a halt in the slippery snow at the foot of a drop-off. The winds beneath them howled in the desolate canyon. 
“What do we do now?” queried Maian desperately as her cloak whipped in the wind. The dirty tendrils were plastered against her youthful frame. Uthen looked from the darkened canyons that were to their back to the crashing sounds that charged toward them in a horrific haste. 
“Draw your weapon.”
“Draw my weapon?” whispered Maian to herself, and then did so. The bow looked monstrous in her nimble fingers, and the quiver upon her back exposed the tail ends of a score of arrows. 
Uthen held his monumental blade tightly in his hands as the crashing grew louder and louder, drawing a chill down his spine. 
The howling in the distance intensified. 
A dark form crested the line of the woods and Maian let loose an arrow, the singing path of the tip silenced quickly by a slice of a sword. The glint of the blade was a flash as it splintered the shaft. 
Uthen uttered a massive cry as he charged forward upon seeing the parry of the girl’s arrow. His blade was raised high above his head, poised to strike the figure in the darkness. The shrouded figure parried away Uthen’s lunge and turned his sword upon the tripped soldier, holding it at his throat. 
“Uthen, there is no need to attack me. Why have you stopped moving?” spoke the voice from the shadow. 
As it leaned forward, the blood-spattered features of Xeno were clear. Uthen was upon his feet quickly and Maian ran forward, her eyes filled with tears. Her hands shook terribly beneath the grip of the bow. 
“We thought you were something else, the beasts we heard in the distance,” replied Uthen as he dusted the snow from his pants and replaced his blade in its sheath. 
“They still pursue us, three, perhaps more. They are strong and feral. We must find shelter, an advantage.”
“There is a cliff. We are trapped,” shrieked Maian in complete horror. 
The panting of the beasts was deafening now. Their claws slammed into trees that blocked their path. Fierce grunts hung eerily on the cold winds, haunting the trio as they stood before the cliff. They broke free of the tree line and charged forward, their bodies covered in burrs and packed snow. As they licked their lips, they made their way toward the fearful faces of their prey. Xeno turned his back to the charging beasts and peered over the cliff. 
His body felt the pressure of the winds drawing him into the gaping mouth of the canyon. He reached along his waistline and pulled at the exposed piece of rope there, pulling the length through his clenched fist until he had a heavy coil. He wrapped an end around the base of one of the winter-worn trees, tying it off with the efficiency of a ranger. 
He motioned for Maian to come to him.
“Wrap this around your waist,” he called over the roar of the canyon winds. She did so, her eyes squinting against the gales. As she tied it off, Xeno drew his sword and turned his back to her. “Jump now.”
“Jump? I’ll be killed.”
“Scale down the face of the canyon, there is an end to it. We have to get away from these creatures as quickly as possible.”
“But…”
“There is no time for argument. You must do as I say, now go.” Xeno charged forward and Maian looked once more before scaling down the frozen cliff, the coil of rope dangling above her as she lowered herself into the abyss below. 
Uthen looked back and saw Maian disappear from view. He turned away from the charge of the creatures, not seeing as one leapt high into the air and slammed its outstretched claw into his side. Making him slide across the snow-packed ground, he ended up in a sitting position against the trunk of a tree. Xeno was at his side immediately, his sword hanging in his left hand as he placed the other upon Uthen’s shoulder. 
“Are you alright?” called Xeno as he kept one eye on the pacing creatures. Their faces were hidden in the shadow of the moonlight. Emitting low, guttural sounds, they recognized Xeno’s scent. 
“Why did you let the girl go?” replied Uthen weakly. 
“She would not have survived this fight I am afraid.”
“I….”
“Can you get up?”
“Yes.” 
Uthen rose to his feet slowly, his massive arm holding his weight as he found his balance. Reaching down to retrieve his blade from the ice-packed ground, he brandished it at the snarling beasts. Xeno nodded at him, and then returned his attention to the roving beasts. His feet edged forward in concentric movements, sword extended away from his body. 
Uthen mirrored Xeno’s posture, emulating it as he moved alongside his traveling companion. The beasts leapt, retracting theirs claws that dripped with snow and specks of flesh from previous kills. 
Xeno’s blade flashed out with the skill of a practiced hand and removed the mangled claw from the creature’s body. It reeled back, howling in frustration and pain. 
The creature fell to one side as it tried to even out its balance and Xeno capitalized, his legs churning in the cold as he used the fallen creature as a springboard. Leaping at the second creature, he tore a gash across its demonic skull. The fissure spit blood and tissue, staining the white ground of their battle site. 
Uthen watched, mesmerized by Xeno’s skill and fearlessness. But as the third creature barreled down upon him, he awoke from his admiration. Thrusting his sword forward, he caught the creature as it came up on its hind legs. The point of his blade tore through the fur of its underbelly. Glancing off of the creature’s spine, it caused the creature to twist and convulse as it lost control of its body. 
Uthen stepped back in revulsion. 
The sickening display of the dying creature made him bring his hand to his mouth to hide his grimace. Xeno came toward the stricken Uthen, pulling the captain’s blade free of the dying creature as he did so. He handed the blade to Uthen, the blood of the creature pasted along the steel. 
“Take it, you fool,” yelled Xeno. 
The last remaining creature sniffed at the injured one, and then to the dying form of its brethren. It roared––a painful howl that sent shivers down Xeno’s back. Turning its lifeless eyes upon Xeno, its cold, hateful breath exhaled from its nostrils in forceful puffs. Xeno allowed the blade to fall and sink into the earth as he turned to the last remaining creature. 
Uthen was on his knees, staring aimlessly into the distance. The creature slid to a stop and swung its claw forward, sharpened claws extended. Catching Xeno across the face, it made three identical lines over the right side of his cheek, just below his eye. 
The force of the blow flipped Xeno through the air and onto his side, his sword flailing from his hands as he fell. The creature snarled again as it descended upon Xeno––haunches tense, head tilted in anticipation of the kill. 
It yelped in pain, turning its head back toward the cliff. An arrow sung through the air and slammed through the creature’s front leg, causing it to howl in pain once again. Maian’s pale figure stepped forward through the gales, the bow held tight in her hands as she notched an arrow once more and let it loose. 
This time it sailed wide as the creature dodged to the side. The creature ambled toward Maian. But the girl held strong, burying an arrow in the creature’s face. 
The sockets of its eyes ran with blood. 
Another arrow lodged in its opposite leg, forcing the creature to slide into the snow just seconds before impact. It growled deeply in pain. Uthen awoke from his startled state. Upon seeing Maian in trouble, he searched frantically through the snow for his blade––his hands red and frozen from the frigid touch of the snow-covered earth. The creature crawled on its side toward Maian, and she backed away. Unable to notch another arrow as one of its claws wrapped around her leg, it pulled her to the ground. 
“Maian,” cried Uthen as he urgently tried to locate his blade. The depth of the snow hid it from him in his panicked state. The creature loomed over Maian as it used her leg to pull itself forward. 
Tearing her flesh, the snow ran red with the wound. The creature opened its jaws, the rows upon rows of teeth glistening with saliva as it prepared to take a piece of Maian. It was quickly shut as Xeno drove his blade through its head and then deep into the earth with a splintering crunch. 
Flattened and swollen, the creature’s head looked strange trapped against the snow. Maian looked at the disfigured head, watching as Xeno pulled his blade free and marched away from her into the field. 
The other creature cried out in pain as Xeno drove the point of his blade into the base of its skull repeatedly, until it whimpered no more. Cleaning his blade along the coat he wore outside his chainmail, the streak of the creature’s blood shone an eerie iridescent color in the moonlight. Uthen looked at the menacing figure of Xeno from underneath a lowered, even shameful, glance. He toyed with the snow-covered length of his blade. 
“I am sorry for what happened.”
“No need for apologies, the child is alright. We made it out alive. I might have expected more from a Captain of the Guards, but the beasts were something that you might not have ever faced before,” returned Xeno as he sheathed his weapon and leaned against a tree. He crossed his arms, staring far off in the distance.   
“It was not the beasts that scared me,” began Uthen.
“Master Xeno,” spoke Maian as she moved forward, her bow already across her body once more. The quiver of arrows was quickly replaced beneath her pack. 
“What is it, child?”
“You….”
“It was you, Xeno. The way you carry yourself, and the way you attacked those beasts, it was unnatural,” replied Uthen, his eyes straying to Maian. 
Xeno nodded slowly, not bringing his eyes up from the ground. “You were very brave to come back, Maian. It would be best if next time you listened to my instructions. They were made with your safety in mind.”
“I know that, Master Xeno. I just was scared to go all the way down the cliff alone,” replied Maian as she moved closer to Uthen and looked up at him with wide, innocent eyes. 
Xeno nodded and moved forward, peering over the cliff. The length of rope was buried in the snow. He grasped it in his gloved hands and turned it over and over, his eyes shut tight. 
His grip emitted a strangled sound. 
“We must make it to the Tower before we encounter anything else that might threaten to overtake us. The mountain pass to the east carves a course directly to the dark gates. That is where we must go. This cliff is only the beginning.”
“Xeno, what if we cannot defeat the Widow?” queried Uthen as he approached the edge, Maian at his side. She hugged herself, not because of the cold that surrounded them, but from the chill that attacked her from within. 
“We must make it to the gates. I will go first and then Maian. Uthen you will bring up the rear, do not swing too far away from the face of the cliff.” Xeno gripped the end of the rope and ran toward the edge of the cliff, eliciting gasps from both Uthen and Maian. 
He leapt. 
His body drifted far out into the canyon as the arc of his jump carried him back toward the face of the rocky cliff. Uthen and Maian watched Xeno lower himself quickly, his body already hidden by the shadow of the mist and drifts of snow that covered the rocky face. They made their way slowly, knowing that Xeno would reach the bottom far before them. It was a thought that comforted them in a strange way.
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eno walked ahead of Uthen and Maian. His head was tucked deep beneath the hood and cowl of his cloak as the bitter gales attacked his mortal frame. The winds pushed them toward the edge of the ravine that wound its way up from the canyon bottom toward the Tower to the east. 
Uthen held the child close, her much smaller frame feeling the effects of the torrents that threatened to push them from their course. Xeno moved through the storm like water sluicing through dirt, carving a jagged, rugged path. Maian lowered her head against the white wall that had erected itself just ahead of their progression. It seemed as if it would never move. 
“Xeno,” called Uthen over the storm. He didn’t stop or even acknowledge the soldier. “Xeno,” he called again, this time cupping his hands to amplify his voice. 
Xeno paused for a moment. 
His head cocked slightly, though his face was not visible. Moving forward again, his body disappeared just beyond the curve of the path as it slithered around the face of the mountain pass. Uthen’s face darkened and he looked down at the fear on Maian’s face. Moving faster through the drifts of the snow, she pulled her cloak tighter around her body, unable to see the bluish hue her face had taken on.    
He kicked the snow away frantically. 
Pulling Maian along, Uthen wanted so desperately to catch up to the fleeting image of Xeno. As he rounded the corner, the soldier almost ran into the warrior, his hooded figure an obstruction in their path. Xeno remained there, his face hidden and his body rigid against the storm. 
“Xeno, I was calling to you,” spoke Uthen.
“I heard you.” 
“Then why didn’t you acknowledge me?” 
Maian shivered beside Uthen and looked around worriedly. The sudden appearance of Xeno was a warning in her mind. Xeno raised his gloved hand to his mouth and turned his haggard features to Uthen, a single finger pressed against his lips. 
“We are being hunted.”
“Hunted?” queried Uthen. 
Dumbfounded, he looked around inquisitively. 
“What?” was Maian’s shrieking response, to which Xeno wrapped his gloved hand around her mouth, stifling whatever might have come next. 
“Quiet, you must not allow whatever follows to realize that we have noticed its presence,” reasoned Xeno. He lifted his hand from her face when she nodded her head shakily in agreement. 
“What in the name of Exodus is it?” asked Uthen. 
Pulling beneath the overhang of the ridge, they momentarily escaped the torrential gales that continued to threaten their journey. Xeno shrugged his shoulders and rolled his eyes to the ledge just immediately above them. The three remained in silence in anticipation of anything. Over the howling of the wind they could barely make out the crunching footfalls of something.
It was something large. 
“We have to move,” spoke Maian.
Panic filled her voice.
“No. If we go out right now, it will most assuredly be upon us in moments.”
“Then what are we supposed to do?” queried Uthen, his eyes still fixated on the labored movements above them. Xeno looked down for a moment and then reached back to the sheath upon his back. He drew his blade, the edge cold and frozen.      
“I go out and draw its attention by running back the way we came. You two make your way to the gates of the Tower. I will meet the two of you there,” replied Xeno with confidence as he moved to step out into the wintry pass once again. 
Uthen laid a hand on his shoulder, stopping him for a moment. “This is suicide, Xeno.”
“I agree, I don’t like this plan,” spoke Maian. 
Her thin body shivered. 
Xeno looked at both of them, and then brushed Uthen’s hand away. “It is the only way. I will meet you there. Do not attempt the halls of the Tower without me. Without a guide, you will labor for all of eternity.” 
He moved out into the snow drifts once again. Waving his sword wildly, he ran back the way they had just come. The howl that accompanied the thunderous pursuit made both Uthen and Maian shudder. As they crept away toward the Tower, they contemplated the terror that awaited them there.     
  
*
       
The pillar of flame erupted within the Widow’s chamber, her pale features brought to life at the sudden spark of passionate light. Upon seeing it, she ran from it like a child fleeing from monsters in the night. The flame remained, and she peered at it from around her arm. 
Her eyes were wide and innocent for a moment despite the horror she had caused for pleasure. She became fascinated with it and stood, her pets peering at her. Their interest was lost as she neared the flame and reached a hand out to touch it, to feel its warmth. She drew her hand back quickly as the flame reverberated and jumped, sending tendrils out from its center. 
“Karian, what has become of the providence of Me’lein?” boomed a voice within.
“I did not know you were watching over Me’lein.” Her confused and fear-ridden response belied her power. The flame took on form for a moment, the face contorted into a grimace. A wide brow emerged into smooth, flame horns that crested the fiery skull. 
“I watch everything, my child, especially my most prized jewel. I gave you Me’lein because I wished to see such pain inflicted upon it that I knew only you could deliver,” replied the voice. 
“He comes for my crest. He wishes to finish what was started some years ago.”
“Xeno, he wishes to end what I have created,” spoke the voice flatly.
“He comes here as we speak. He brought others.”
“Then kill him for me, in my name. He must be dealt with, and how fitting that it would be by your hand.”
Karian hesitated for a moment, staring back upon her slumbering were-beast––the sleeping whelp perched upon the top of her shadow throne. “As you wish.”
The flame vibrated and then disappeared. 
Karian was left in the darkness once again. The turmoil that gripped her soul, and the images and feelings of ages past, swept across her being. She fell upon her knees in the darkness, letting the shadow embrace her and nurture the confusion that lingered. 
  
*
  
Xeno ran hard against the snow. 
The force of the gales doubled as he ran into the assault of the cold winds, which felt like being slapped in the face by an ice giant. He could hear the even breathing of his pursuer. The deafening roar of the mountain winds shrouded the true size of his opponent. 
Xeno planted his feet and pivoted, his blade brandished in front of him. His eyes squinted into the assaulting gales as he searched for whatever tracked him. The wall of white clouded the progression of the creature.
He felt the wind of the strike only moments before it came, the blow knocking him from his feet and sending him sprawling into the drifts of snow at the edge of the path. He spun in the snow. Leaping back to his feet, he felt only the oppressive force of another blow, lifting him off his feet this time. 
He slammed into the rocky face of the mountain. The force held him there for a moment before letting him fall to the ground. The hazy drifts of snow assaulted his vision, blurring the image of his attacker.  
“Xeno Lobo,” spoke the low, guttural voice. 
It did not lack intelligence. 
Xeno lifted his bruised face and tried to focus on the voice. “What…”
The fist came again. This time Xeno could make out the tan human hands as they assaulted his face. Each blow dulled the edges of his vision. “The Widow does not like uninvited visitors, turn back now.”
“Then perhaps…”
The fist came again. 
Xeno moved away from the blow, rolling into the snow. Getting to his feet amidst the torrents of frigid air, he drew his blade. The dark shadow that assaulted him came into focus. It was at least a foot taller than Xeno, its body shrouded in a cloak of white. 
Yet only darkness radiated from it. “Karian, mistress of the Tower of Darkness, bids you farewell. I am here to send you to the next plane.”
“That might be premature at this point,” quipped Xeno as he rooted himself in the frozen earth and brandished his sword as the figure approached. 
The features of the creature were hidden from view, buried deep within the cloak that protected it. It flashed forward, teleporting from its position to another just behind Xeno. Its strike came moments before Xeno could bring his blade up to parry. 
The fist was consumed by darkness.
The blow lifted Xeno from his feet again and carved a canyon through the snow, the wall halting his slide. The denizen stood apart from Xeno, hands held at its sides and hood tilted slightly. The movement was eerie in the wall of snow that distorted the battlefield. The figure shimmered for a moment and Xeno leapt up, swinging his blade thrice. The third blow caught the teleporting visage and tore the cloak down its center, revealing more shadow beneath the robes. 
The creature looked at Xeno, pretense abandoned. Swirling masses of shattered shadow swayed in the wintry gales. Its eyes could be seen for the first time, flames billowing back away from its shape. They were trails that seemed to disappear into the distance. Its body was no longer form––the cloak had held it together. A black cowl floated down the cliff face. 
Xeno moved forward, his sword tainted with a vile streak of shadow. The squirming, crawling darkness slithered like a serpent. Flicking his blade toward the snow, the slithering shadow leapt from his steel and scurried across the ice-packed ground, rejoining the disjointed mass of darkness that stood before the warrior. 
“You cannot fight the inevitable,” spoke the transient being, its form controlled and mastered by the frigid gales. 
Uthen and Maian seemed so far from Xeno now. The tumble back down the slopes of the mountain had taken a toll on him. He could feel the breath being taken from him. 
“This ends now.” 
Xeno dove forward. 
His hands began to feel the effects of the cold. Mustering the remaining energy his body could summon, he charged the creature. His body was a flurry of strikes. Screams echoed in the cold canyons. 
  
*
  
Maian walked out ahead of Uthen. 
Her lithe body could almost hide within the white wall of the mountain storm. As she approached the gates, Uthen could feel the weight of their endeavor on his shoulders. With each passing moment without Xeno the possibility of his death grew. 
Maian moved toward the gate. 
Stopping, she craned her neck skyward. The levels and rooms of the Tower of Darkness extended far above the wintry peaks and into the pillows of clouds above them. The gray-white matter hid its true height. 
“Do we wait for Xeno?’ asked Maian. 
As Uthen came up beside her, he rested his hands on the hilt of his sword. Closing his eyes, the flurries of the snowstorm brushed over his tan face. 
“He told us not to enter without him. But the longer we wait here, the greater the risk of dying in this cold mess. The possibility and reality of his death becomes more apparent to me as we stand here,” reasoned Uthen. 
“The Tower seems so daunting. Can we truly navigate it without Xeno?”
“He says we cannot, but what insight he has I do not know. There is far too much about him that we are not aware of, too many questions unanswered.”
Maian looked away from the soldier and back into the white through which they had just journeyed. She closed her eyes against the blowing gales. “His story of Devonshire was so sad.” 
“Yes, it was.”
“He seemed sad himself when he told it.”
“It did seem rather personal.” 
The gates before them were obsidian, and wide open. The path that led deeper was shrouded in darkness despite the bright reflection of the snow-covered mountain. The points of the gate were like pikes: polished points of death. The veneer was strange, as if someone tended their reflection. 
Maian notched an arrow as they both looked at the tower. Letting it loose before Uthen could tell her better, it sailed wobbly in the wind and struck the side of the structure, its metallic point buried in a stone crevice. 
They both turned when they heard the screaming echo down the mountain. Their faces dropped when they recognized the unnatural howl, and a human scream that had to be Xeno. 
The mountain rumbled. 
Thunder echoed.  
The footfalls of the something approached them. They were hurried, almost panicked, impressions on the earth. Maian notched an arrow. She was still trapped in the irrational fear of the silence. 
Uthen drew his sword. 
A shadow emerged. 
The fumbling steps grew thunderous now. 
Xeno rounded the pass and ran toward the two of them. The fear on their faces melted into relief. Xeno ran at full speed, his arms waving wildly and his lips moving. 
The thunderous cliffs stole his words. 
“Run,” he screamed. 
Neither Uthen nor Maian could hear them. 
Their fear returned to them. 
The shadow creature crested the corner of the trail. It pursued Xeno like a formless apparition, floating across the earth, driving the warrior forward. 
Uthen backpedaled and fell, bringing Maian to the ground with him. Watching as the tattered pants of Xeno approached them, he stared fearfully at the ghastly image of the creature chasing their traveling companion. 
A piercing howl filled the air as it neared. 
Uthen kicked his feet in the snow. His hands scraped the ground, drawing brown earth from the frozen land. He was on his feet again, pulling Maian with him. As he pushed her ahead, the howling at their backs drove them forward. 
Xeno came up alongside them, his face covered with ice and blood. His eye was nearly swollen shut from the attack. They stumbled through the gate and entered the shadow, pushing desperately on the monstrous door there. As they pried it open, they navigated the narrow gap and started to close the door behind them. 
The sliver of opening showed the apparition as they slammed it closed. Xeno paced the narrow corridor they had placed themselves in. He slammed his clenched fist against the wall, repeatedly. Bending at the waist, his chest heaved and his words were mumbled. 
“What was that?” queried Maian exasperatedly. 
She was visibly shaken. 
“One of Karian’s creations,” replied Xeno as he slammed his fists against the walls once again. The room they stood in was a waiting room, which led farther out into a colossal, open chamber that narrowed back into a dank stairwell. 
The open chamber was empty with the exception of a pedestal in each corner with seamless orbs of various shades placed upon them. They walked forward into the center chamber and looked toward the ceiling. The seemingly endless darkness added depth to the grandiose room. 
“What are these orbs?” asked Uthen. 
“The eyes of Karian.”
“She watches us through them––clever,” replied Uthen as he walked forward. The stairwell on the opposite side was their only path. “Up then?” 
Xeno nodded and moved forward, followed by Maian. Uthen was close behind. Casting glances about the darkness, he lowered his head as they prepared to ascend the Tower of Darkness.
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arian sat upon her throne, eyes closed. Her hands gripped the rests. The room was silent except for the low, throaty mutterings of her were-beast. The far corner of the room shimmered for a moment and then materialized, the space there flexing like it had been stretched thin. The nether creature that had battled Xeno upon the mountain moved out of the darkness. Its robes had returned, arms crossed like a monk. 
“Yreth, I see you have returned,” spoke Karian as her eyes snapped open. She pushed herself from the throne, turning her hateful stare upon the shadow. 
“Yes, my mistress.”
“And the warrior Xeno?”
“He and his companions have entered your Tower. They navigate the maze as we speak,” the shadow replied, features hidden as they once were. 
“You could not kill him?”
“He was more resilient than most mortals. He fought with strength unbecoming of a human,” returned the shadow. 
Karian paced. 
Her arms were behind her back, hands clasped. “There are three,” whispered Karian as she searched with her eyes closed––her arms extended, feeling the air about her. 
“Yes, a child and a soldier accompany him. I sense only sadness in the other warrior.”
“He means to kill me this time,” replied Karian as she opened her eyes. She looked out the stone window at the wintry caps of the mountains.
“Shall I release the trials?”
“No, I will play no games this time. I must confront him for my master, and for myself. There will be no illusions as to who is the victor this time.”
“As you wish, my mistress.” 
“Leave the Tower. Join our master to the east. He has plans for you.”
“Understood. Farewell, Mistress Karian.” And with that the apparition disappeared once again, leaving Karian to her thoughts and the solitary confinement of her cage. 
  
*
  
The stairwell spiraled far above them. 
The depth of the darkness seemed to redouble with each step. And when they thought they had climbed as far as was possible, there were more stairs and stone before them. Xeno seemed sadder the closer they came to the distant light at the top of the stairwell. Needless to say, Uthen and Maian worried about their traveling companion.
“Master Xeno?” queried Maian with a weak voice.
“What is it, Maian?”
“Why does the story of Devonshire sadden you so?”
“Why do you think it saddens me, child?” 
“When you told us of the Song Maiden and the king, you spoke of them with remorse and regret. It was as if they had affected your life in some way.”
Uthen looked on, recognizing that Xeno had a way of avoiding such questions––the things that haunted his past. “Is it not a sad story?”
“It is.”
“Then that is why it saddens me. Is that what you wished to know?”
“No, it was as if you had a connection to them.”
“What you suspect is true. I was born in Devonshire––their history is my history. My people were templates of what could become of man, and it was all torn down by the darkness. It saddens me greatly.”
Maian nodded. 
They continued up the stairs in silence, until Xeno stopped them with a wave of his hand. Moving ahead of them, he disappeared around a corner. He reappeared again, his finger on his lips as he motioned them closer. 
“We are here,” he whispered. 
They crept through the darkened hallway. 
Emerging into the half light of the room, they viewed the solitary throne and the slumbering beast at its side. The were-beast turned its head and growled deeply, rising on its haunches for a moment. It laid back down as Karian emerged from the darkness and waved her hand for him to sit. 
“Xeno Lobo,” she called. 
“Karian. Widow,” he replied. The moment between them was far stranger then either Uthen or Maian had imagined.
“Father would be displeased with you, coming here to kill your own sister,” replied Karian, drawing her blade from the darkness and tracing circles in the air with it like a child. The shadow fire danced lazily at her command.
“Sister?” replied Uthen incredulously. 
“Oh, he didn’t tell you of our checkered past together, of the kingdom of Devonshire and the fall of its people. And don’t forget the son of the king, Xeno Lobo.” 
Maian’s face twisted into anger, the Widow’s words creating a spark in her eyes. She stepped forward, her arms straight at her sides. “Then you are the beautiful Song Maiden Ariana, corrupted by the forces of darkness.”
Karian turned at the child’s words and her hands erupted in darkness, a beam of convoluted shadow leaping toward her frail frame. Uthen leapt in front of the girl, taking the force of the blow. It sent him crashing against the cruel stone of the walls. 
Maian notched an arrow and let it loose. 
Notching another as the first sang through the air, she let it go in succession. Karian turned her blade and deflected each, sending the splintered shafts into the darkness. Picking up the child from across the room, her outstretched arm shook with power. 
“Let her go, Ariana,” spoke Xeno, his blade still not drawn. 
Karian flung the child atop Uthen, and then turned back to Xeno. “You use my former name, brother. There is no need for such formalities among bitter enemies.”
“The only enemy I have is the darkness and the hold it has over you. You are my sister and I will not allow the darkness to have claim over you any longer. By your death, or by your redemption, I will see my sister freed.”
A thin, childlike laugh erupted from Karian. She pointed a mocking finger at Xeno. “Wonderful speech, brother, but it means nothing. The darkness has given me so much. What can you possibly show me that would make me turn my back on such a giving benefactor?”
“At one time, I would have thought showing compassion would have been enough. But you are far beyond mere words now, so another road must be taken.”
Karian brandished her blade, the shadow steel glowing like fire. When she moved it through the air, it seemed to grow and recede like a true flame. She swung her blade at Xeno’s head and he dodged easily. His blade remained in its sheath, but this mattered not to Karian as she struck again. This time at his chest and as he parried with movement, she swung vertically. Xeno flailed for a moment, losing his balance. 
“Why do you not draw your sword, brother? Do you still harbor some misguided belief that I will turn from my path?” mocked Karian as she swung the blade again, this time glancing the stone. 
Sparks lit up the dismal chamber. 
“I wait only for the opportune time, and it has come.” Xeno rolled to his feet and drew a bluish orb from his side satchel. Brandishing it in his gloved hand, the swirling masses of colors washed over one another like waves upon the shoreline. Karian stepped away from her brother’s outstretched hand. 
Her eyes became wide, mouth curling into a sneer. “What manner of trickery is this?” she roared. Her face was flushed, blade falling from her hand and diminishing into the stone that surrounded her. She fell to her knees, a brilliant glow emerging around her and engulfing the room in its surreal light. 
Xeno moved closer, the orb beginning to bleed its colors. The orb destroyed itself, becoming vapor and fog. A figure built itself from the magicks. The form vibrated and convulsed, and soon became solid. The features were identical to Karian, except born of a brilliant sheen of light and innocence––the blonde hair was white and the sour features were soft and pleasant. 
“This is who you once were, your former self,” yelled Xeno as the orb disappeared from his hand. Only the figure remained, standing over Karian, smiling. 
“No,” Karian whispered hoarsely as she looked upon her reflection cast in ethereal form. 
“It is time for you to disperse. I reclaim my body, my soul,” spoke Ariana, her words like song.  
Karian rose, her chest heaving and shoulders sagging. Tears streamed down her face. She moved her lips as if to speak, but no words came. As the apparition placed her clear hands through Karian’s body, the vile eyes of the servant of the darkness disappeared and the gentle glow of the Song Maiden Ariana returned. She faltered for a moment and then regained her balance, her eyes filled with emotion. 
“Brother,” she called as she placed her slender hand on Xeno’s cheek. 
Xeno closed his eyes and placed his hand over his sister’s. “Sister.”
Uthen regained consciousness with a start, and with him came Maian. Both of them looked on in shock at the moment between brother and sister, Xeno and Ariana. The dark robes of Karian had disappeared and been replaced with a stark white dress and cloak. A thin, crafted blade was hidden within a sheath along her back. 
“Xeno?” queried Uthen as he rubbed his head and rose from the cold stone beneath him.
Maian stood as well. 
She was suspicious of the Song Maiden. “Is this your sister?” queried Maian, looking on in disbelief. 
“This is the Song Maiden Ariana, princess of Devonshire, and my sister,” replied Xeno.
“How?” came the simultaneous question from both Uthen and Maian. 
Xeno looked at Ariana. 
“Love.”
“What becomes of us now? What of the lands burdened by this evil plague?” asked Maian as she looked out upon the cold cliffs and mountaintops beneath them. 
Ariana stepped forward beside the young girl. “There is a darkness that has spread across Prima Terra. The winds speak the name of the Dark One. I was taken by this darkness, and now I shall battle that darkness. My brother and I will return to our home, reclaim it from the shadow,” spoke Ariana. 
Maian did not turn as Uthen placed a hand on her shoulder. “And what of us?” asked the soldier. 
Xeno looked to his sister, his eyes softer than they had been upon their journey. “You may return to you homes,” he replied. 
The young girl shrugged her shoulders, hands digging against the cold stone of the window. “And what if we have no home, what then?” 
Uthen looked down at the girl sadly. “What if we no longer think service to a king is enough? What if we wish to fight the darkness that threatens to consume us?” spoke Uthen. 
Xeno smiled. 
Ariana looked back at her brother, her angelic features glowing. “Then we forge ahead together, stronger in numbers and friendship,” spoke Ariana, her voice like a song. 
“Do not forget that the road we travel will be dangerous. People will die, lives taken before their time. We do not mean to quietly fade into the night. We wish to seek out those who battle the Light and teach them fear,” spoke Xeno, touching the hilt of his blade. 
Maian nodded––Uthen as well, though his somber face knew the dangers. Together, they looked out upon the world as the cold brought it to its knees. 
Their journey had just begun.
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