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    To my wife. To my mother and father. To Nana. For the first time, for the rest of my life, to Ellie. 
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Someone was screaming. Singer didn’t know who it was or where it came from, but the sound of it cut through him like tomahawks through soft skulls. It ruined his careful meditation. It filled him with aching, desperate dread. An explosion detonated nearby. The air bursting outward tore at the fabric of his hogan until it whipped over his head and was lost in the maelstrom. Exposed to the hell around him, there was nothing to see but fire, only intense heat to feel, only choking smoke to breathe. My family...

Singer stood and dropped his chin to his chest. He sucked in as much burning air as he could before fearing for the safety of his lungs. He set his teeth, cracked his knuckles, and prepared himself to do what he was supposed to do, what he was made to do. He began to sing.

As Singer for the People, he was charged with their leadership and their protection. He was the end of the line. He was the answer. The People had a purpose. The People had a directive, and it was Singer’s duty to see them through to that directive. He would not fail. 

He stepped forward, arm outstretched, his voice battling ahead of him like sword and shield. Singer had dealt with fire many times. It was a serious threat, but one he was well acquainted with. He began with all the old tricks. He sang songs about cold places and songs about water. He sang songs about the cooling of red passions and the containing of hot impulses. He sang songs of pacification. For its part, the fire seemed to understand. Where his voice tread, the fire bowed elegantly and dissipated with grace. This was not fire driven by the mind of an enemy. This was natural fire, real fire, as much friend as foe. 

So, the Singer proceeded, marshalling the fire when necessary, pleading with it when he had to, and beating it down to embers when a particularly malevolent gout of flame reared back and tried its best to burn him to cinders. 

Eventually he began to see shapes left in the wake of the flames and he swallowed hard, knowing his worst fears were about to be realized. They were the shapes of human beings, of the People. They laid prone in the gutted remnants of their homes, some clutching the charred husks of loved ones, other’s clutching at nothing but the air with fists melted into misshapen claws and industrious patches of fabric now permanent features of their body, melded into a byproduct of fire and flesh. He recognized them as old friends and young students, as the past, present and future of the People. They were all dead. 

Then the fire began to fight harder, with a fierceness that caught Singer by surprise. It rushed him from all sides and roared in fury. Singer ducked down and sang a cocoon of safety. Green energy quickly surrounded him, locking him in a dome of relative safety. The fire hammered on it, battered against it. Red and orange sparks and bolts of blue energy rained and jumped and sizzled just above Singers head. Every inch became a war for the fate of energy and man alike. He called the wind, but the fire whipped itself into a whirling spout of heat and hate and spun its destructive way toward him until it met his makeshift dome where it fizzled and dispersed. He called water, but the fire boiled it and rained it back down on Singer in torrents. He thought about the faces of the People, melted and blackened and ruined. He thought about his failure to protect them.

Singer felt something stir deep within his guts, a zapping electric current of rage that coursed through his veins and made his lips peel back from his teeth. He snarled and his song became more like a scream, a battle-cry. He stood, breaking the dome with a tremendous pop. The fire gathered itself a few yards away until it took on the shape of a man. He could practically hear it cackle with glee as it rushed him once more. 

Singer threw his head back and hit notes he’d previously left untouched. The fire turned and fled from him, hands over its ears as water and ice and air burst from Singer’s body and toward his enemy like missiles, chasing down the fire and killing it. Singer lashed about with his music, destroying the very essence of the fire, obliterating it from the fabric of existence. This was no natural calamity, this fire was sentient, sent here by another, he thought when it was just he and the darkness. But who would do this to the People? Who would lead the world after the end of all things now that they were gone? Singer stood for a while in the naked night air, the fire-less dark all consuming, panting and smoking and mourning his People. 

“Daddy?” asked the sweetest voice in the world. 

Singer spotted her just before more flames took up residence between them, became a wall blocking him off from his daughter, his little girl. Next to her was his wife, each of them doing their best to use the songs he taught them to hold the fire at bay. Those songs weren’t enough! If he sang them he could hold armies at bay and make the trees grow tall and the flowers yearn to bloom for him, and yet he still had his doubts this unholy fire would heed the notes. For them the song was barely better than a collection of words and melodies, a keening into the void. The fire crept closer, singing the tips of his daughter’s hair as she screamed.

That was it. Singer had had enough. 

His voice charged in front of him and dove into the fire with all the righteous, fatherly rage he could bring to bear. It battered at the wall of fire and slashed at it from underneath. It spit and kicked and punched and did all the things a father would do to his daughter’s attacker. It was nothing, the fire didn’t move. 

“Daddy, help! It hurts!” She screamed and her voice was a stabbing knife straight to the heart. 

Singer became frantic. He became a wild thing, a thoughtless, feral thing. The mother bear would pale to see him now! The ancients themselves shook from fear. Singer tore himself apart to break through that wall. He charged into it and the fire crashed over him like wave upon wave in an angry sea. His skin crackled and blackened and split. It was torture. It was agony. It was nothing compared to what he felt hearing his daughter scream. Singer took the last spark of energy within himself, all the love for his family and his people, all the hate he felt for this fire and whoever or whatever had sent here, and whispered it into his cupped hands. He molded it and shaped it and let it grow and grow. When it was as powerful as he could make it, when he could take no more, Singer clapped his hands together and green energy burst outward from the contact, exploding in a powerful ring away from his body in all directions. 

The fire wavered, candles in the wind, it wavered but held firm, snapping back into place. Singer fell to his knees, unable to fight any longer, feeling death’s hot breath on the back of his neck. The fire gloated, knocking Singer over and roasting the skin off his back in triumph. Then it was gone and all that was left was the smoke, languorously making its way toward the empty sky. 

Raising his head from the dirt was nearly impossible, but he had to know. He saw them lying on the ground, twin monuments to his failure as a leader and a father. He had to know. He crawled on his arms, as strips and clumps of flesh fell from his body and stayed smoking in the dirt. He had to know. 

He found them just as he found the others. They held each other as the tiny flame danced on their skin and invaded their bodies. They were blacker than the night sky. When he tried to hold his daughter’s face in his trembling, ruined hands, it crumbled and blew away in a soft wind. 

Singer shot to consciousness. He was awake. How was he awake? He investigated his surroundings. He was back in his home, in his own hogan. Everything was exactly as it always had been. Sweat dripped from his body and stained the skins beneath him. His wife, the duet of his life snored next to him, clearly unaffected by his nocturnal dance with death. 

Singer escaped the blankets and stepped lightly to the chest where he kept his spirits. The cool night air made his naked skin goose-bump and shiver. It felt good. It was cold after so many visions of fire, and it let him know that he was alive. The chest creaked when he opened it. The glass clinked when removed. The stopper sucked when uncorked. The whiskey tasted good.

“Awake before the sun and drinking whiskey?” his wife said with sleep thickening her voice. “A dream or a vision?”

Singer shrugged, his head down, unable to look his wife in the eye lest she see his weakness. 

“What happened?” 

“The world burned. The People burned with it. I found you and Whisper within the inferno but...” Singer had to stop and gather himself. It was a near thing. “I couldn’t reach you. In the end the fire won. We all burned.” By the time he finished talking the Singer was quivering, barely able to keep himself together. The experience of his daughter dying in such a way was enough to shake him to his core. 

His wife rose from the bed and came to him, wrapped her arms around his chest. Her bare skin felt warm and safe against his back. He closed his eyes and tried his best to find peace again, but failed. He took a large sip of whiskey. 

Something appeared at the edge of Singer’s vision—a quick jab of darkness tinged with glowing green, there for an instant, and then gone. The ancestors were here. He thought they might come.

It does not have to be this way, Singer, said the disembodied voice. One of the privileges of being Singer, if it could be called that at all, was to see and communicate with the spirits of the People after they had passed on. They came only in times of great joy or great sorrow, times of cataclysmic upheaval. 

Speak plainly ancestor. Is this a foretelling?

Singer’s wife separated herself and looked at him with furrowed brow as though trying to peer inside his head. She could not see the spirits. 

Perhaps. Nothing is certain. Not the most revealing of ancestors. 

What can I do? 

“What are you thinking about?” his wife asked him. 

You must summon He of the Shadows. You must kill Ethan Daniel. 

Singer’s stomach fell out of his body and hit the floor. His jaw ached to meet it. “Nothing,” he told his wife. But it was not nothing. He was to summon He of the Shadows? The Shadowman was what parents called him when they were using his name to scare their children into doing their chores. Singer knew he was all too real. It was no small thing to bring a being like that back from the Other Side. It was no easy thing, and to unleash him on someone he’d never met, this Ethan Daniel person, was not something idly done. It was murder. Could Singer murder someone, even if he knew that not taking a life could lead to the death of his family and people? Even with the stakes so high, he was not sure. 

“Do not lie to me, Singer,” his wife demanded. “I knew you when you were covered with pimples instead of scars.”

“The spirits show themselves. They say the dream was a portent of things to come unless I summon He of the Shadows and command him to kill someone named Ethan Daniel.” 

Her face went ashen and her mouth became a hole. Her eyes grew so wide he could see the whites. They looked deeply into his. Singer didn’t know if she was testing his resolve or his sanity or what, but her eyes danced from one of his eyes to the next. Back and forth. If she was looking for something she must not have found it. 

“You cannot.” 

“Can’t I?” 

“No, you cannot.” 

“Why not!” Singer yelled, stepping away from his wife as his anger and indignation built. “Am I supposed to let the People’s purpose go undone? How can we rebuild the world after the white man destroys it, if we are destroyed as well? Am I supposed to let the life of this Ethan Daniel veer us from our path because I am not strong enough, or resolved enough to do what is necessary? Tell me, Shoni. One life weighed against many, how does the scale tip?” 

“This is not about the People and you know it,” calmly replied his wife. 

“Of course not! I watched you die!” His voice echoed off the walls of their hogan. It was made of sticks and skins and adhesives from the earth and should have dampened sounds instead of augmented them, but he was a Singer, and his voice still echoed. “I watched you die. I. Will. Not. Allow. That. To. Happen. I will not.”

She looked at him for another moment. Her lips pursed, and her arms found their way under her breasts where they crossed. She nodded her head once, as though making up her mind. “I think you are better than He of the Shadows, but if you don’t, you lead The People, not I. Come to bed, Singer.” 

But he didn’t go to bed. He couldn’t. The image of his daughter turning to blackened dust in his hands and blowing away in a gentle breeze was fixed to his mind’s eye as if by hammer and nail. He stayed awake while the visions tortured him. He stayed awake until the whiskey was gone and he was still thirsty. He stayed awake until he made up his mind. 

The tools for a summoning were not especially difficult to get together. The methods were simple. All a true Singer needed was something to make up an unbroken circle large enough to fit the being in, an energy catalyst, generally blood or water, but other things would do in a pinch, an object to focus the mind, and lots and lots of single-minded attention. When the image of the summoned was fresh and vivid and as true in the summoner’s head as if they stood before him in the light of day, singing the true name of the summoned would pull them into the circle and keep them their regardless of their will. 

The materials were in a chest in the Singer’s hogan, kept there by Singers passed just in case a moment like this arose. He tip-toed passed his wife to get them and was not proud of it, but times were desperate and her scorn, and most of all her disappointment, would only complicate matters. He walked far outside the village until even the tallest of their fires was not but an orange glow against a backdrop of black. For this summoning Singer got trinkets of all the Shadowman’s victims-beads, knives, drawings, painted rocks, a headdress and more. The items were as vast and arrayed as his victims. Then he tied them together with the intestines of a chicken, and arranged them in a circle. When he thought he was far enough away from prying eyes, Singer brought a ceremonial knife from his right hand and enclosed it with his left, and with a sudden jerk he cleaved a wide gash in the middle of his palm. Singer sucked in sharply through gritted teeth saw his blood spill on the macabre materials. Then he snatched the Shadowman’s focus object, a lock of hair from the child he lost. 

Singer locked the image of the Shadowman in his mind. He had only seen him in paintings and read of him in the texts of his people. Hopefully, that would be enough. He opened his mouth, ready to speak the Shadowman’s true name, but the words were ripped from his lips and his teeth clattered at the force of it. Singer’s stomach shrank and grew cold. He felt as though his skull would break apart at any moment, and he knew the Shadowman was here. The circle filled with a gloom that all but swam with hatred. 

It was everything Singer could do to contain him. The circle hummed and buzzed and zapped every time the Shadowman moved within it. Singer didn’t have long. 

“I command you to kill Ethan Daniel.” 

I will kill you. Then I will rape your wife with the bones I rip from your corpse. 

“For the second time, I command you to kill Ethan Daniel.” 

I will tear your daughter apart and wear her skin like a coat. I will boil her blood and bathe in it.  

Images of his family dying ran roughshod through Singer’s brain. For just a second he faltered and the Shadowman lunged. Singer closed his eyes and tried his hardest to maintain focus. Sweat dripped from his face and his lips squeezed together. When he opened his eyes again, he saw a black hand reaching just inches from his face. He didn’t have long. 

“For the third and final time, I command you to kill Ethan Daniel. He will bring ruin to us all. Now be gone!” 

And just like that Singer was alone. 

He went out and gathered a few sticks and made a fire in the brush. When it was built, Singer burned all of the talismans and summoning materials he had used. When they were not but ash and dust, Singer dug a hole with his hands and buried it. As he walked back to his hogan he lifted his hands and watched them shake as though palsied, so deeply had the Shadowman scared him. He couldn’t go back to bed, back to his wife, not with that scene and those threats and his wife’s last words in his head. Instead, he sat in the dark and he lit a pipe. He sipped at another strong, harsh whiskey. As much out of curiosity as a reason to stop seeing his family dying, Singer wondered who Ethan Daniel was, and he thought about how terribly he had condemned the man to die.
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There are precious few sounds to be heard after Armageddon, once the world finally breathes it’s last and the debris from the fires and explosions settles, and the embers have cooled and all that is left are corpses and the dead. Long gone are the industrious car engines with their impatient, insistent horns and screeching tires, their furious, red-faced drivers screaming obsenities and gleefully unfurling middle fingers. Dead are ringing phones and dinging electronics, the beeping and chirping and jangling of devices that once begged for attention. Deceased are the impetuous comericals hawking materialized ignorance, and the inane garble that comes from flipping channel after channel after channel and finding nothing worth watching out of a veritable sea teaming with content that had been personalized to the viewer’s every desire. 

Those sounds have been replaced with silence.

Eerie, opressive, chasmic silence.  

When Ethan was in college, he read first hand accounts of hard men, prisoners who had been left for months in solitary confinement. Everyone of them said it wasn’t the isolation or the malnourishment or the daily beatings within an inch of their lives that had broken them. 

It was the silence. 

Clothes rustling and breath coming and going through open mouths, boots crunching through wasted earth. These were the only sounds to be heard and Ethan held onto them like the mountain climber did the next hand-hold, for his life. Anything was better than nothing. 

“We’re being watched,” said Adminius. “Act natural.” 

“Not my first rodeo.” Ethan said, offended at the lesson unasked for and embarrassed at having missed the signs himself. His blood did begin to tickle in his veins, though. He itched now with the feeling of being hunted. He should have caught it sooner. There were eyes on his back, making all his hairs stand on end like they were trees fighting for sunlight, each struggling to top the others. 

Getting sloppy, boy, said Urien Rheged.

No one asked you, retorted Ethan.

I wouldv’e noticed. Why don’t you give me the reins for a while and I’ll show you a thing or two?

Why don’t you sit in there and shut up. Ethan pushed the voice down hard in his head and he heard Urien’s mocking laughter drift away with it. 

Ethan turned to walk backward. He shielded his eyes with a hand and scanned the horizon behind them. A billow of dust drifted by in a lazy breath of wind. Ethan knew they weren’t being hounded by screamers. For one thing, screamers don’t hunt. They usually amass somehow in herds and if someone is unfortuanate enough to cross their path, it gets ugly fast. Also, screamers can be heard from miles off, their cries ear peircing at close ranges. Predators were out too, there just werent enough of them left. And unless someone was hiding in a hole in the ground, Ethan couldn’t fathom how their would be pursuers could stalk them. There was nothing behind them but an endless desert of burned out ground and the occasional rock or boulder to break up the stark monotony. It was like living on Mars. 

Ethan was about to tell Adminius he was losing it when he walked into something solid and bounced off. He looked up to find Adminius standing still as a statue and staring at a green town sign long stripped of its name. Below it, at the base of a small hill Ethan found he and Adminius were standing on top of, was a town.

And it was intact. 

When the end came it was biblical. Ethan remembered watching from the window of their plane as towers of earth rose and fell, crashing into one another and breaking like ocean waves in a billowing gale. Entire cities were swallowed up, civilizations simply erased. Fire and water, earth and air caromed and crashed and fought a battle of titanic, tectonic proportions. 

Then it was over as fast as it came. With the snap of a finger the earth had settled back down to something that could no longer be described as tempestuous. It could only have been that vast and unknowable forces took hold of the situation and brought the energies in play to an abrupt halt. Ethan had no trouble believing in gods and demi-gods, faeries and immortals and all manner of fantastic beings capable of bringing enough power to the table to end the breaking of the world. He had seen more than enough of them up close. Surely one or more of them could have stopped the planet from tearing itself apart. It was as easy an explanation as anything else he and Adminius could come up with. 

But whoever or whatever it was that lent a hand, they were too late. By the time the earth had cooled once more, when the skies stopped falling and the froth calmed on the surface of the sea, there was precious little left to save. 

Ethan knew this from experience. Always in their travels, the towns he and Adminius came upon were burned out if they were still standing at all. Most places were nothing more than miles of scorched, useless land where there wasn’t a single trace that humanity had ever been. Bombs dropped from great heights dug massive craters into the face of the earth. Trees for a radius of miles were stripped bare, their branches torn away so that forests appeared to be row upon row of oversized toothpicks, if there were any left standing at all. In the absence of leaves and branches and bushes, the few survivors earth boasted were left with battering winds and little protection from a sun that no longer had to contend with a pesky ozone layer to reach the surface of their lonely, once blue planet. 

Sometimes, what Ethan and Adminius found was worse than nothing. They would find piles of jagged wood, scattered shingles and crumbled concrete forms that used to make up beautiful and banal suburban homes. 

Sometimes they would find nothing but blackened bones. 

Or a lonely teddy bear. An untarnished monogrammed pillow. A picture of a happy couple kissing, lost in a field of blackened earth.

Twice they had passed through old cities. New York. Boston. Towering structures made of metal and glass and concrete still scraped the sky but the majesty was gone. The once impressive testament of man’s ingenuity and his audacity now a sad example of his arrogance and his blindness. 

Ethan was numb to it all. He had come to expect it. 

But this town was different. The houses looked to be untouched, unmarred by explosions or fires. They stood strong as ever with vinyl siding in bright colors and white picket fences. Shingles clung to rooftops, glass looked intact, the roadways were viable if uncared for. There were dog houses. There were tire swings. 

“It’s a mirage,” Ethan whispered. 

I’m not so sure. Besides, I’m not entirely certain I would see a mirage just because you would, said Ethan’s father, Gordon. 

This is no mirage. Be careful, boy. This isn’t a town unlived in, offered Urien. And someone is still watching.

Ethan thought back to a time when there was no one in his head but himself. When his father and a fifteen-hundred-year-old Brythonic war king weren’t constantly sharing his every thought, feeling and emotion. He looked down at his sword and it’s near two yards of naked, unadorned steel, the simple, unassuming hilt and cross guard, the glint of light that caught that razors edge. For the millionth time thought about how nice it would be to hurl the thing into a lake and be done with it. Then Ethan saw Allison’s face and the fact that she was still out there, in the hands of the enemy and, again for the millionth time, he thought better of it. 

“Am I seeing this, or am I crazy?” Ethan could hear Adminius saying almost to himself. “Crazy. Yupp, definitely crazy.” 

“Funny things happen when the gods get involved, I guess,” replied Ethan. 

Don’t I know it, said Urien Rheged. 

Ethan and Adminius made their way to the first house they came across. It was a cape, white with blue shutters and a red door. Concrete steps and black, wrought iron railings.

The red door splintered and broke inward as Adminius’s massive boot connected with old softened wood. Ethan took point and strode quickly inside, his sword before him in both hands, his eyes scanning every square inch for threats, performing the steps they had practiced time and time again. Dust motes floated in the air in front of him, dancing through cones of light that streaked through dirty windows. The furniture was intact if rickety and covered in a thin sheen of dust. Ethan pressed his hand into the cushioned head rest of a brown recliner. A geyser of dusty particles shot into the air and sprinkled back down in miniature snowstorm. Pictures on the walls depicted a happy family at different sporting events. One by the kitchen showed cliché smiling beach photos, blue jeans and bare feet in black and white. Another above the fireplace was of a prom. The girl wore something Ethan thought her father wouldn’t approve of. Now it didn’t matter in the slightest. 

Adminius whipped open the refrigerator door and it clanged against the half wall next to it. 

“Sorry.”  

“No, it’s good. Let’s make sure anyone who might be around hears us. I hate going unnoticed.” 

“No one is around. There is more dust in here than in my farts. And I am a very, very old man you know.” 

I know an old Ethan Daniel who would have laughed at that, said Gordon. 

You never knew the old Ethan Daniel. There was only silence to meet that kind of blatant cruelty. Ethan kicked himself. 

A small metallic something exploded off the wall next to Ethan’s face and sprayed him with sticky liquid. The next one he caught. Mola Cola was printed with big ridiculous letters on the bright red label of a soda can, along with the words, it’ll rot ya teeth ked, painted across a picture of a sunglass wearing, rotted tooth. It had a crazy cartoonish face and a smile that, incredibly, contained yet more rotting teeth. Ethan remembered drinking the stuff way too much. He took a swig from the can and then instantly dropped it from his lips. It hit the ground with a slap and the snapping of effervescence. 

“Holy disgusting,” Ethan said, unable to close his mouth for fear it would seal in the horrendous, trash-like flavors. 

“I don’t remember American kids caring.” Adminius chuckled. “Their parents didn’t like it and that was enough. Also, you’ve been knocking back nothing but water and the occasional looted alcohol. Your system probably flushed itself of nasty shit like this a long time ago,” Adminius said. 

Ethan started rummaging through drawers and cabinets as much to find something useful as to keep his mind off the taste of ancient soda-y ass still working on his tongue. The kitchen had been looted of all utensils and cookware. Ethan wondered if it was because the previous owners took everything useful on the way out, or if it had been looted since then. He found a can of old hash in one cabinet and some beans in another. Everything else was rotted or useless or both. 

Ethan left Adminius in the kitchen and turned down a dark hallway, searching more of the house’s lower level. He found a steep staircase with tight green carpeting. On each step was a stuffed bear that looked out into the living area. Ethan shuddered as he passed them. His skin began to prickle again. It wasn’t just the creepy teddys or creaking of old boards that gave him pause. 

You feel it. There are eyes on you. 

I know. My Spider Sense is tingling.

Your what?

Never mind. 

“Start walking or they’ll know you know,” Adminius whispered as he stomped up the steps by Ethan. 

“You feel it too?” 

“Of course I do. Not my first rodeo either. They’re probably in the houses next to ours and we just got lucky picking the empty one. That or these horrible little bears have cameras in them and the people here have the juice to keep them running. If that’s the case, we’re easily screwed. Either way, can’t tell anything until we get upstairs and I can look out a window. Right now just follow me. Do as you normally would. Scavenge supplies. Whatever you do, don’t let them know you know they’re watching you. Got it?”

“Ten four.” 

Ethan kept his eyes forward as he climbed the rest of the stairway. The back of his neck itched like mad. 

Upstairs Ethan found himself looking down a long hallway. There were four rooms in all. One on the left, two on the right, and one directly on the wall opposite. The hallway was dark, all four doors were shut, two of them were boarded up with wood plank and ten penny nails. The words “Beware!” and “Fuck off!” were sprayed on the doors in flaking spray paint that Ethan imagined was once a vibrant red. 

Screamers behind those doors, said Gordon. Best stay outside.

Ethan knew it. They probably took all the necessary stuff out of those rooms before they boarded them up anyway, he thought.

Good call, said Gordon. Urien transmuted agreement. 

Ethan opened the first available door. It was a bathroom. The inside was surprisingly clean but for more layers of dust. Other than that Ethan found everything to be in order. In an organized closet Ethan had no problem grabbing himself a couple towels and toothbrushes and the holy golden ticket of the apocalypse, toilet paper. Three rolls worth! His rear end was going to thank him profusely. Ethan sunk most of the stuff in his backpack but for a toothbrush, the end of which he sharpened with his knife and tucked into his sock. 

Never know, he told the voices in his head. 

He walked past the second barricaded door and stood in front of the last room in the hallway. The door had ponies and princesses and Pom-poms and all thing childish and girly stickered and taped and glued to its surface. Ethan saw these things and hesitated with his hand on the knob. 

You don’t have to go in boy. Nothing you find in there is going to be useful. Adminius will believe you went in if you tell him you did. said Urien. 

I have to make sure, Ethan decided, and he pushed the door the rest of the way open. 

A tiny, pink bed was beset by so many stuffed animals that an avalanche of them could have crushed a small child. The walls had three sets of hands stamped on them, each of them a different size and vibrant. Mother, father, and daughter. A pink pony lava lamp stood frozen in the corner on top of a white wooden desk. Ethan saw a notebook on it with feathers sticking out from the front and back covers. He picked it up, gingerly, blew off the dust, and began to read. 

Maybe today Daddy will let me out. 

His heart began to drop and the corners of his lips dragged downward. He wanted to put the notebook down. He knew he should. He couldn’t. 

Ethan flipped to another entry. 

Daddy please let me out. I can’t scream anymore. My voice hurts. 

Ethan began to whimper. He looked away. Then he looked back again. 

Daddy I’m sorry. I really wanted to be a good girl. I didn’t want to eat Hank, but he bit me so bad I had to hit him, and when he didn’t wake up I thought he wouldn’t mind if I took just a little bite. I’m so hungry, Daddy. Please please please please please let me out. Please please please. I swear I’ll be a good girl now. Please please please please...

Ethan dropped the book from numb fingers and it clattered to floor. Tears streamed down his cheeks and stained the pages with little droplets. Through wet, blurry eyes he noticed bite marks on everything. The bed posts, the windowsills, the closet doorframe. The books had missing pages and torn covers. Drops of dried blood led under the bed like a trail of macabre bread crumbs. Just in front of his own boots was a skeletal paw, bone white. 

Ethan rushed from the room as fast and ran down the stairs. He passed a dozen teddy bears with accusing eyes. He passed Adminius yelling his name. 

He couldn’t escape the image of a starving little girl, forced to eat the family pet. 

It’s not your fault, boy, said Urien.

Shut Up!

He’s right, son. She was dead when you got here. There was nothing you could have done for her, tried Gordon.

I could have died. I could have died for her. I didn’t have to take the sword. I didn’t have to keep it. I did this. 

And what then would have happened? Nodens would have it and he would have won. Don’t be ridiculous, boy. The world is still spinning because of you, said Urien. 

But Ethan covered his ears to block them out. He felt dizzy and hot. Everything spun and spun. The weight of the world was nothing compared to the weight of a little girl who only wanted to fill her terribly aching belly. Ethan’s hands found his knees and he puked noisily on the ground between his feet. 

––––––––
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“YOU ARE LUCKY NO ONE is alive in this town, you know,” Adminius said as he placed more wood on their fire. “Running out like that into the open. I thought you were smarter.” 

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Ethan said. 

“Oh, well okay then. If you don’t want to talk about it who am I to suggest you might make better decisions, so we can stay alive. Ethan doesn’t want to talk about how he almost got us both killed, so we won’t talk about it.” 

Dusk fell as they finished searching as many houses as they could. In the end, they found a few decent blankets, some painkillers and assorted other odds and ends. Ethan couldn’t bear to walk back in another house—not while being haunted by the image of that little girl chewing on her bedpost while Hank decomposed next to her. He waited patiently outside while Adminius finished his search. They didn’t find any humans. Neither one of them could explain the feelings of being watched. Still, to be safe they decided to make camp on top of the tallest building in the town, an old burned out church with the roof missing off the bell tower. It offered a good view for miles around.

Their meal was threadbare, scavenged beans from the can Ethan found, an old protein bar, piss warm water to wash it down. The fire was meager as well. Too little and they would freeze in the night. Too much and they would be ringing the come get me bell. As they always did, they went a lot closer to the former than the latter. When Ethan wrapped himself in a moth ravaged blanket and turned his back on the fire to stare out into the night, he was still hungry. He thought he might never get full again. 

Gordon and Urien appeared to wait for sleep to take him before they decided the time was right for a heated debate. 

Well, if no one else will say it, I will. I think we should stay here. I mean, look around. How many other fully formed townships have we passed by. More than that, how many have we passed even close to formed that didn’t have a dozen or so psychos living inside. This place is safe, its already built, and its empty. All we have to do is wait for people seeking sanctuary and we might actually have something here, suggested Gordon.

And if no one shows? said Urien. Did you think of that? When was the last time we ran into another person, even by accident? The screamers are out there killing whoever the bombs didn’t. Mark my words. No, we must move on. Our only hope is to find Nodens, track him down and kill him once and for all. Then we can take his power to contend with the Dullahan. Now the other thing to think of is- 

Shut up! Ethan’s thought bounced off the inside of his skull. You aren’t alive, either one of you! There is nothing either one of you should do but sit there and be dead! I have one objective and one objective only and that is to save Allison. Everything else is second place.
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Adminius unzipped his backpack slowly so as not to wake young Ethan. From a small pocket within one of the front compartments he pulled a long pipe. In another he retrieved his baggie of tobacco. 

It was very late. Adminius slept his usual hour or two and was now wide awake. 

The screamers had begun to dissipate until only a few stragglers remained, their screams weak and whining. They meandered about, hunched, smoke rising from their ever-burning bodies. Those ones were the closest to death. It was the ones with red, bloody skin that you had to worry about. The ones who were still in pain, driven mad by it. Adminius shuddered as he stuffed the pipe, tamped down the bowl, and lit it with a match he had somehow managed to keep dry these last few months. It was his last one. He very nearly breathed a sigh of sweet relief when the match struck and held a flame, but thanked his lucky stars he refrained as it would have blown the flame clean out again. 

He took a long tug, held it while his lungs burned to the point of true beauty, and then he released it to let the smoke dance and wave and writhe itself to death in the heavy night air. He usually refrained from smoking, but he thought at this elevation some smoke would make little difference. The last time he’d smoked was when he was face to face with the general, Nodens actually though if I knew that then... Things would have gone very differently if he had known that then. He’d been cocky though. He thought he was finally allowed off his leash so he could destroy the Resistance once and for all. They were a small thorn in the side of all the good Carat was trying to do, but they were a thorn all the same. Breaking them was actually a pleasure, finally freeing the Pen Draig up to do some real good without reservation or consequence. He breathed deep and let it out in a huff before he inhaled sweet smoke again. It was not to be. 

What is it like in there? Adminius wondered for the hundredth time while he watched Ethan sleep. To have another person in your head, sharing your thoughts and feelings in real time must feel like an invasion of the worst kind, a repeated and constant molestation of the soul. And he had more than one! Sometimes, Adminius wondered how Ethan hadn’t gone mad already because of it. How was he still a functioning human being? How did he not violently lash out on anything and everything within arm’s reach? Life had dealt him a handful of low cards that weren’t wild and didn’t match, and while Adminius knew he could have, maybe even should have done something better or more positive with them, it was tough to blame him for it not. 

He remembered his own bout with madness. He remembered living in a hole not wide enough to lay down in. The voices he had begun hearing after only a few decades within. All his own, but back then it was so hard to tell. Adminius thought he must have the strongest legs of any living thing on earth. Being made to stand for so long and fed trickles of god power to keep you alive did wonders for human muscles. He figured it out not too long into his imprisonment and soon, when he wasn’t screaming and crying, speaking in tongues, or drooling and barking, he was working out. His body became the only thing that kept him alive. He sculpted it, made it his obsession. In some small part of his brain, he’d thought he would make himself so strong that no one could ever hurt him again. Of course, he was wrong. So very, very wrong. 

Adminius inhaled another cloud and looked around. The land was barren, and that was probably the best thing he could say about it. It looked like toast well burnt, blackened and cratered, crisping and flaking at the edges. 

Ethan snorted and turned to face him. When he wasn’t talking in his sleep he looked almost peaceful. Even with his savage beard and ragged clothes, he looked like he could have been dreaming something simple, something happy. Maybe Allison danced in his arms over green carpets and under crystal chandeliers. Maybe he was just having a fondly remembered meal. 

There was a time when Adminius would have found Ethan deliriously attractive. All severe looks and sharp edges. He would have done anything to talk to a man like that, to be close to him, to feel the electric contact of skin on skin. There was a time when Adminius would have been consumed by thoughts like that, sexual, intimate, passionate, the turning of his innermost autonomous mechanisms. But those were days long gone. He couldn’t remember the last time he felt attraction, or looked at anyone as anything other than a target or a civilian or an ally or some other militaristic and dehumanizing thing. 

There was also a time when Adminius worried that was the only reason he’d stayed with Ethan these last couple years. Not sexually per say, but a sort of selfish association by perceived necessity. Had he stayed because he thought he needed to stay, because to leave was unthinkable in a dead world with nothing left, or was it because he honestly wanted to be there? He didn’t know Ethan and Allison from a hole in the wall until the night the world ended. Now he had been with Ethan for the better part of two years and for what? Did he really care about Allison? He supposed so, but was it only because he had been with Ethan for so long that he had developed a kind of care by association? 

What was it? Why did he pick Ethan up from his knees while the bombs were falling around them? Why did he bring him onboard the plane and fly him to safety and promise him the death of two gods and his woman back? These things were not in his power to give and yet he offered them up anyway. Adminius stretched his legs until his knees popped and he let out a pained gasp. He rotated his shoulders to more popping and more pain. He was getting old. He felt guilty. He knew that Ethan would have died without him, but he felt it all the same. 

Adminius also felt guilty about today. He’d lied to Ethan about the town not being occupied. He saw people in the windows as Ethan ran outside. He’d been about to curse the boy and drag him back indoors before he got a closer look. They were terrified. They were emaciated. They peeked through the windows of a boarded-up church, the very one they sat atop now with wide eyes and open mouths. They shook with fear. Adminius pondered what to do with that. Kill them? It wasn’t the worst option. If they were innocent, they wouldn’t be for long. No one was innocent anymore. Should he tell Ethan about them and decide together, as a unit? Could he trust Ethan to make a rational decision? In the end, Adminius let them be. If Ethan and Adminius woke up dead in the morning, at least it wouldn’t be because they refused to trust a terrified group of people whose only crime was surviving. For another brutal, countless time, Adminius wished Carat was there to help him. 

The wind picked up and blew Adminius’s hair about on his head. Ethan groaned and turned his back on it, wrapping himself tighter in his meager blankets. The fire fought it and flickered, but held firm. The wind smelled dead, not rotten, just empty, devoid of the smells the earth used to offer. There were no trees, no animals, no people or fires or salt from the sea or any of the other infinite combinations of smells the wind had carried when the days were longer and the sun didn’t need to contend with an iron curtain of clouds. Now it was simply cold and blowing. 

Adminius wondered how much longer the world could keep going. If something wasn’t done, nothing would be grown this year, or the next. Herbivores had already died in droves. The carnivores that preyed on them would be next but for the moment some of them could still survive on humans. Humans might last the longest, but eventually they too would become a mere footnote in the history of the earth. 

It should not have been this way. The Earth had a way of bringing herself back from the brink of disaster again and again and starting fresh each time. It happened to the Dinosaurs. Before and after them as well. There should have been green things growing again. There should have been the starting of farms and crops and a small but meaningful return to life as before, at least some segment of it. There was something holding the Earth back. Something with it’s knife at her throat and daring her to make a move or she was going to get it. Adminius had his ideas what that was. The Dullahan, Nodens himself, maybe the Earth had finally decided she had had enough and was giving up. Either way, Adminius gave it three years tops before there was nothing here but ash and dirt. 

He took one last long tug on his pipe before he exhaled, tapped it empty on the side of the church, and watched the spent contents fall the few dozen or so feet to the ground. Then he cleaned it with the bottom of his shirt, blew in the bowl to clear any excess that might have entered the stem, put it away in his backpack, and settled down for his watch, allowing Ethan to skip his turn. When he woke up he would be furious but Adminius was just going to have to deal with that. The kid was making mistakes. Maybe he was losing it. Maybe he was just tired. Adminius couldn’t help the former, but for the latter, he would let Ethan sleep. 
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Singer sang softly, sadly, brokenly to himself, alone on a high hill, and surveyed the earth below him. For miles in all directions there was only the blackened charring that came with the burning of great, angry fires. The kind that came swiftly and loudly, roaring and raging far and wide until their fury was sated. Singer could usually talk them down. He used to be able to appeal to the fire’s sense of self preservation. “Save something for next time,” he would sing to it. This fire was different. It was angry and purposeful, it had intent. It was the lord of the fire, and Singer was no match for it.  

It came from all directions. It swept in from all sides and fell from the skies in explosive bursts that split the ground beneath it. Its song was all wrong, the octaves and notes, tone and chords played in alien ways Singer had never heard before. He couldn’t find the harmony in his head. It was singing in a language Singer didn’t understand. 

That fire took everything from him. It stole his lands and took his people with it. It took his family. 

Singer sang softly to himself, a song whose words and melodies he had forgotten in his grief, as tears fell from his eyes. 

Things swirled around Singer as he sang. Colors and shapes both of this world and not. They came in such variation, they always did. Singer recognized them. He had been seeing them every day of his life, and he had been alive for a long time. They were the spirits of his people, and there were so many more of them now. Far too many of them. 

You did this, cried one of them as it stopped in front of his face and pointed an accusing finger at him. You killed our people and you broke the world. Everything we stood for is gone. Everything we worked for is gone. Then it raised an ethereal bow, nocked a ghostly arrow, and loosed it. Singer sang softly to himself as it passed through his chest and dissipated somewhere behind him. It felt like it tore his heart out along the way. Singer didn’t care. The fire took his heart. There was nothing left in there but bones and muscles—material things, meaningless things. 

Another spirit sprouted in his line of sight, this one tall and proud with strong arms and hard eyes. Singer knew him. Falling Leaf, his second, his right hand and his friend. 

We trusted you. We loved you. I loved you. You were my brother. Look what you did to us.

“I am so sorry, brother,” Singer cried. “I tried. I did what I thought was best for our people.” 

You did what you always do. You did what was best for you. Live in this hell now, Singer. You have earned it, Falling Leaf said, and then he was gone. 

Yet another spirit appeared for Singer. Once again it raised an accusatory finger, transparent green in front of the wasted black beyond. 

For millennia, our people were to be the last and hold to the old ways so others might learn and survive when the world fell in on itself. You have failed us greater than any other Singer ever has. You have failed the world. 

He knew that too. Singer knew all about the consequences of his actions. He knew all about what he had done to the world, the lives lost, the cataclysm that was his mistake. In one fell maneuver, Singer had managed to kill more people than at any other time in human history. Hitler would exalt to see him now. None of it was meaningless, and yet all of it paled in comparison to his real pain. There was only one thing that mattered to him, and they were gone too. 

Papa... 

Singer choked on his words and shut his eyes tight. Something gripped his stomach in an icy fist. A lump grew in his throat. Please, no. Anything but that. Anything but her. I can’t... 

Papa, what did you do to me? 

With all the strength he had left, Singer opened his eyes. There she was, his little girl, his perfect little Whisper. But she was not little anymore. Almost a woman, she floated before him, her hair blowing in a breeze he didn’t feel, her feet pointed down to a ground she would never again tread on. Her translucent eyes still wet with unshed tears that would never fall. 

“Daughter, please, you must believe me. Everything I did, I did for you.” He sobbed. 

It doesn’t matter. I am dead and you are not. You failed me and you failed mother. You have failed the People and I hate you for it.

Singer rose and tried to go to the daughter he knew he could never hold again. He watched as she faded, dissipating before his eyes like morning mists on the lake as the sun rose overhead. He collapsed to his knees, his head found his hands, and he wept thick tears. They were the tears of the defeated, of those bereft both of hope and the will to find it once more. His body was racked with the power of his sobbing. His throat grew raw with the rasp of his cries.

“I am so sorry. I wish I could have been with you. I wish I could be with you now.” 

Singer looked up as the clouds—so dark in the end times, nothing like the pillow white ones from before, the ones his daughter used to point at and name while they laid in the grass and enjoyed the day and one another’s company. He saw the streaks of red and yellow and green and purple that found their way across the sky, remnants of the energy it took to remake the world. Someone had a hand in it. The fire that took his family should have taken the rest of the world with them, should have taken him. 

“Please!” Singer pleaded to the spirits and the gods alike, to anyone willing to listen. “Please let me die. Why did you spare me? I don’t understand. I don’t want to be here anymore! Kill me!”

Never, never, never, never, sang the disembodied voices of his people. They knew as Singer he needed their permission to finally die, and he knew they would never give it. 

As night fell and the cries of the screamers charged jaggedly over the area, Singer walked back to the place where he laid his head. He couldn’t bear to go near the historic home of the People. He hadn’t seen the what was left in the wake of its destruction and he hoped he never would.  He left untold days ago with the intention of never going back. Now he slept in a lean-to tied to one side of a rock. It was leaky and meager and not nearly enough to shelter him from bad weather or hungry animals. It suited him. He deserved nothing better.

Singer fell in and curled up under the strapped together branches without food and without a fire. The spirits of his people afforded him little sleep as they badgered and nagged at him. They tugged on his hair and shook his shelter and made the bugs crawl under his shirt and bite him in his most sensitive places. It was ceaseless. It was maddening. It was appropriate. 

Even when sleep found him, so did the spirits. They tortured him with visions of his family dying over and over again, each time in a new and horrific way. They were burning, no drowning, no, they were being eaten by beasts in the night. They cried and screamed his name and there was nothing he could do about it. He ran and never got there, always just in time to hear them beg for him until their eyes went glossy and accusing even in death. 

But this night there was another vision as well, deep within the recesses of sleep. The image of his family was sucked away leaving a bright void. For a long while he was alone in that void, an imperceptible something amidst the light and the nothing. Then some part of the nothing because something. It started out small, a black dot in an otherwise white field. It began to grow larger and larger until Singer’s perception adjusted and he realized he was being pulled toward it, like it had a gravity all its own. The blackness grew until it enveloped everything and he was alone in a new lightless, colorless, all-enveloping darkness. A figure stood in the middle—a headless man dressed all in black with a human spine for a whip. The head, held aloft in one hand, was too large, too round for the body it was supposed to belong to. A smile broke the orb of it in half and stretched nearly the entire way around. Within Singer could see sharp, triangular teeth—predator’s teeth. It was all Singer could do not to scream with fear. 

“I know you,” said Singer in a trembling whisper. 

“Do you?” it answered, it’s voice at once grating and powerful. 

“Yes. You are the Dullahan.” 

It laughed, and Singer had to remind himself to breathe. Even in dreams it was important to breathe. “That is not all I am.” The world, well, a world anyway, began to take shape around the Dullahan. It was as though Singers understanding of him gave the landscape and atmosphere they inhabited credence. A rounded chair appeared behind the Dullahan and he sat in it and placed his head on his neck, screwing it fully around three times before he was satisfied and it seemed to stick. Blue and yellow arcs of what had to be a mixture of lightning and molasses eked and jolted their way from his chair to Singer. 

Singer stepped over a slow-motion bolt and thought about it for a moment. “You are the new God of Death.” He knew it as surely as he knew the sun would rise in the morning. 

“I am,” the Dullahan said as it stared at Singer with eyes that could have burrowed holes in mountains. Maybe they had. 

“What do you want with me?” 

“You wish to die, do you not?” 

“I do. Yes, very much I do.” Singer tried to keep the desperation from his voice, but knew he failed. 

“I can make that happen. I can make sure you join me in the kingdom of Death. You will not only be a servant, as all the dead are for I am their Master, but you will serve by my side as well. I could use one who has communed with those in my charge so many times before.” Dullahan waited for Singer to make some acknowledgement of the idea but he refused to. Such things in the wrong places can fatally bind a contract such as was being offered. “I will ask something of you, of course.” 

“Of course.” 

“There is someone that needs to be killed. He has something that I need returned to me. I believe you know of him. His name is Ethan Daniel.” 

Singer’s heart stopped beating. The world stopped turning. He couldn’t move. Images of his old life and the dream he had had all those years ago burst into his mind’s eye and couldn’t be shaken free. Against the direct wishes of his wife, he’d commanded the Shadowman to kill Ethan Daniel.

“That’s impossible. He is already dead,” said Singer. 

“Not quite,” growled the Dullahan. “He survived. He even survived the ending of the world. It is because of him your family and tribe is dead. It is because of him they blame you.”

“How? I don’t understand. Why was I to kill him all those years ago and why should I kill him now? Who in the name of all the songs of the Mother is Ethan Daniel?” 

The Dullahan stayed silent for a moment. If he was trying to come up with a lie, Singer had a hard time reading its face, all beady rolling eyes and stale yellow skin lit by charging and snapping blue electric light. The Dullahan could look him in the eye and call Singer a little tea pot and Singer would have no idea if he was one until he felt for the handle. 

“Ethan Daniel killed Caratacus.” 

Once again, the Singer felt the icy cold of dread leech over his skin and take his emotions for a ride. It was all beginning to make sense. Caratacus, Morgant Bwych, Mr. Black, were all names for the leader of the Pen Draig. Everyone with knowledge of the mystic and occult knew that. Everyone knew what Mr. Black was capable of, what he had at his disposal. Singer had had few interactions with him, but after each one Singer had the distinct impression that he was lucky to leave with what he brought. For their part, they left each other alone, Mr. Black had no interest in the domains of the Singer, spirits and countryside, but if Ethan Daniel killed him, he really might be the one that ended the world, and Singer might actually be morally justified for unleashing the Shadowman on him in the first place. 

Maybe it wasn’t all my fault. 

“I’ll do it.” 
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Swing, chop, stack, repeat. Swing, chop, stack, repeat. 

Nodens swung the axe. Nodens chopped the fire wood. Nodens stacked it up with the other firewood he had already chopped. Nodens did the whole blasted process over again. Sometimes, Nodens would run out of nearby logs and have to grab a rusty wheelbarrow and cart more over to his fucking chopping station. Sometimes, Nodens would stop and tip his water bottle back for a swig, though he never drank. Water was for humans. Water was for the weak. He didn’t need water. But he did need to maintain his disguise for the time being and that meant working like a weakling. And it was horrible. It was beyond monotonous, it was torturous, the shear act of nothingness, and for what? So these people could burn the wood and cook the animals they had killed for their own sustenance, eat them, defecate them, and then enact the whole inane process over again like some insane game that repeated itself into an eternal insanity. 

Nodens had seen it all before of course. He was one of the beings charged with making it that way. He would have much preferred a more chaotic approach to life on this planet, but he was overruled by the other members of his family. They fed on order and justice. Idiots. Still, he saw its purpose, the structure in it. Small life forms such as were abundant here needed that kind of structured uniformity he supposed. And yet he’d never been in it before. He’d never been the one to do the chopping and the cooking and the eating and the shitting. If resources were low, he would just create new ones or give men the ability to find new ones with their “ingenuity.” Yeah, right, he thought, discovery is bullshit. I laid out the roadmap to everything man has ever discovered or developed. I practically handed this world and this way of life to them. And what do I get for it? 

Swing, chop, stack, repeat. Swing, chop, stack, repeat. 

He remembered days when he could have chopped this entire forest down and turned it into Adirondack chairs just because he told the trees to do it, days when he could have told the oceans to dry themselves up and fuck off and they would. In his heyday, if Nodens wanted it, the earth would have thrown itself from orbit and hurtled toward the sun until it burned itself into atomic oblivion. Now look at me, nothing more than a cog in a machine, and not a very complicated one at that.  

He was a different being now. So much lesser, so much more inconsequential. The original fight against Christianity chipped some of his sharper edges away, stole some of the grandiosity of his power, but even then he was still formidable enough to ward off most of his more universal adversaries. Giving a bit of his power to Caratacus and subsequently fighting him for a millennium and a half took away yet more power and influence. He could feel the enemies he’d made licking their lips in the darkness when he was about to turn an unknown corner. It was then he understood that he was marooned forevermore on earth, unable to withstand the trials of travel any longer. Here he would remain. Here he was safe. 

No one would dare focus their attention here, not while Nodens’s brother was giving a watchful eye. Taranis was the head of a family of Gods. He was shrewd, he was calculating, and he was unforgiving. A challenge to Nodens was a challenge to Taranis and no one wanted to challenge Taranis. 

It was everything he could do to maintain his influence on the planet without his brother’s help, and even that wasn’t the real drain. He thought so at the time, as he whittled away at Caratacus’s carefully laid plans and made his own, plotting in secret like some woebegone strategist. No, the real drain came when the bombs were falling, and the earth was tearing itself apart. 

Oceans had dried up. Entire continents had shattered and sank into seas that boiled from the heat and the pressure. The world had been coming apart at the seams. So, he did the only thing he could. He poured himself into the fray and gave his power to stop the destruction of Earth. Nodens spread his arms and gripped a world that was flying apart in two iron fists as it beat its wings and clawed and bit him to destroy itself. He wasn’t the only one. The Dullahan used a lot of the power he stole from Nodens to save the souls he thought he could steal. Some of Nodens’s more downward looking family members did their part, Just not great, pompous Taranis.

In the end it was Nodens who bore the brunt of the load for it was Nodens, in the estimation of those powerful enough to judge, that had caused the situation to implode in the first place. He dredged up tricks he had forgotten when the earth was still hot and new and exciting. He reached deep within himself and tapped the reserves of power he knew never to let dry. It was his last act. The curtain closing. It took everything he had left. Every. Last. Drop. 

It also came with some very heavy side effects, both for him and the Earth. Some of them expected and some of them decidedly not. He knew he would be weaker, but this close to humanity, especially all the horrors of the physical body was a nightmare he thought he would never have to experience. He knew the world would be different. One did not cook eggs and expect the pan to remain clean. Even my metaphors are banal. It would be ruined and burnt; it would be ravaged and cloven into something unrecognizable. What he didn’t expect were the abominations—the lightning storms that lasted for days and shot bolts at the ground with frenzied speed and ferocious power, the tsunamis and hurricanes that built over tumultuous seas and then assaulted the land unfortunate enough to find itself underneath them for days or weeks at a time. The great heaping blankets of ash that seemed to fall out of the sky from nowhere and dissipate just as easily. He didn’t expect to make monsters out of humanity. He didn’t expect the screamers.  

Maybe, when the world needed saving, he should have started on man. Then again, maybe if he had the world would have finished ripping itself apart by the time he got around to saving it and there would have been nothing left. Either way, when he spent himself completely, when the last thin tendrils of his power were gone, when he was nothing but a shell of himself, a grim, terrifying realization washed over him. He hadn’t done enough. He went all the way through the race and collapsed on the finish line. Large parts of humanity were spared the worst parts of the cataclysm, but those already in its way, those that had already tasted its fury, those people he epically failed. Instead of snatching people back from the jaws of death, he simply froze them in time. He didn’t heal them, he couldn’t. They were burned, ruined and decimated, damned to live in an eternal agony so intense it would drive them all mad. They became his unintentional children. They became the screamers.  

Nodens squeezed his eyes shut and rested his head against his axe handle. He wasn’t used to this emotion, to the guilt. It was a small thing, a human thing. He couldn’t decide if it was because he was feeling it authentically or if it was a byproduct of his proximity with man. In the end, it didn’t matter. He took a deep breath, grabbed his axe handle and swung it behind his head. Swing, chop, stack, repeat. 

All sound died. The birds, what few there were left, stopped chirping the songs that all rang sadly now. He couldn’t smell anything, not the stench of men at work, not the crisp aroma of well stoked fires. The workers next to him froze, axes overhead, faces locked in concentration and effort, the sinews in their forearms pulling taut. The weight of an overhead axe caused one man to tip over onto his face. He fell beak-first into the grass and never moved an inch, even as his nose squished flat and blood stained his upper lip. 

“Hello, Britannia,” said Nodens, not looking up from his work. 

Swing, chop, stack, repeat. 

“Oh Nodens, how far you have fallen.” Nodens heard her voice and all the sights and smells and memories of home came flooding back. They were always fond of each other. She had that effect on him. 

Damn you. “At least I was here to fall. At least I did something when the world we built rejected us. All anyone else did was idly fret and plan new endeavors. Only I had my nose to the grindstone. Only I cared.” 

“And yet that was always the plan, you knew that. We would make them and give them the ability to become more and they are doing it. Some of them know there is more, others wonder, but it is always more than last year or yesterday even. We succeeded, Nodens. Why do you fight what we have wanted all along?” 

“Who wanted it? Not I. I would have them kneeling and worshipping until it all caved in around us. How else can we protect them? How can we leave them to those out there who would love nothing more than to make yet more slaves out of them? Britannia, if we leave, they are going to kill each other. You haven’t been back in a long time, they have the means to wipe each other out entirely. They very nearly did! How can we leave them to that fate?”

“But they didn’t, did they? Are they all in the ground? Have they all gone, making room for another species to take the reins for a while? Nodens, what is the point of creation if you can’t step back and find out if it will stand on its own or not. Yes, they may all die, but they may all survive as well, and create something for themselves and it will be far more beautiful than anything we could have given them.”

Nodens heard his sister’s words and wanted to feel them, but couldn’t. I am the only reason they still live. It wasn’t about beauty or discovery. This wasn’t a cosmic fucking art project, a statement on the nature of existence itself. This was life and death, it was dirty and it was ugly and it existed in the trenches as the cannons fired overheard. He looked around and saw men with axes above their heads, sweat on their brows, and women trying their best to dig food from nothing or re-sewing long past useful clothing, and he knew in his heart of hearts that this was what they were capable of. There was nothing more than that. They would never look into the great eye at the center of the universe and they would never touch the heavens no matter how far they stretched their unevolved fingers for them. The idea was all well and good, but the practical application just wasn’t to be. Of course, Britannia would never see it that way. 

“Why have you come, sister? To gloat? Others have beat you to it. It’s quite cliché and unoriginal now.”

“No. I have come to extend a hand. Come back to us. You know Taranis would take you back in an instant. Nothing that was done is unforgivable. You won’t be returned to your former station, but it is something. It is better than... this.” She waved her hand around the scene as though to show him something he hadn’t already seen. 

“You tell Brother that I will come back when it is done. I will bring the Dullahan and this world to heel. I will.” Nodens snarled.

Britannia just shook her head and sighed. “Don’t take too long, brother. We leave shortly, and I doubt we will ever be back. Taranis is determined to let man stand on his own two feet now. Your part in that notwithstanding.” 

And then she was gone. A flash and Nodens once again heard the splitting of logs and the grunting of simple, hardworking men about their simple, hard work. The man on the ground began to cough and choke on his own blood and had to be helped to the nearby infirmary by two worried looking friends.  

Swing, chop, stack, repeat. 

But he couldn’t get it out of his head. It is better than... this. She was right. Anything was better than this. He was a God with a capital G. He would not let himself be taken down by man. No one else could hear, but with his godly ears he picked up the pathetic moaning of two humans rutting some distance away. He would not let himself be taken down by that. Something had to be done. Nodens swung. Nodens chopped. Nodens stacked. Nodens planned.  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




V


[image: image]


It was dark. Allison opened her eyes to an enveloping black. She waited as sleep receded and the gloom abated a bit. Her eyes adjusted until she could just see the outline of Ethan, the drawers beyond him, and the closed door. There was nothing to light her vision, not the small blue dot of the cable box, not the streetlights trying their best to squeeze through drawn blinds and illuminate their small section of the room with a golden, segmented glow. 

She felt Ethan breathing slowly next to her and she flipped gently onto her side so as not to wake him, until they were face to face. The bed squeaked in protest. She traced his outline with her eyes—the prominent nose, the formed chest, one leg bent in sleep as though posing for the cover of some girly magazine, selling cologne or clothes or something. She loved him so much sometimes she thought she would melt right off the bed and pool onto the hardwood below. He looked so peaceful, so calm. Even his lungs filling and deflating was serene, at ease. It was an Ethan she rarely saw. Always, he was thinking. Always he was worrying, lost in his own head, images of scenes long past or others yet to come flashing by unseen by all save him like some old-fashioned film reel of thoughts and memories. Allison worried about him. She worried that if he didn’t look up every now and then, his life would pass right by like an exit on the highway, untaken, and he would be left with nothing but those same thoughts to keep him company. 

“Stop staring at me, creep.” Ethan whispered and smiled. Then he opened his eyes. They were deep and intense. It was like looking into the ocean during a storm for all the depths and tumult they contained therein. 

“Love ya,” she said. 

“I love you.” He kissed her gently on the forehead and placed his hand on her hip, squeezing it just so. She closed her eyes. His lips found hers, his arms wrapped around her, and she really did melt.

––––––––
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ALLISON TWIRLED IN her bright green evening gown, the bottom going wide until it stood parallel to the ground like an umbrella. When she stopped, her dress didn’t notice and spun around her legs before falling gracefully back into place. Her long brown hair bounced in thick curls around her neck and shoulders. 

She laughed and panted. She’d almost forgotten how good it was to dance, to let loose truly and give in to something greater than herself. The music a conduit to all the energy and emotion a person could hold. All day she walked around with agendas and problems and listed points weighing her down like small, micro-managing anchors. Finally, she could just let the music wash all that away and dance until her legs became too tired to move, her eyes too tired to stay open. It was glorious and she reveled in it. 

Across from her, Ethan Daniel stood in his dashing black tux and green bow tie, hand in hers, leaning forward slightly, deferential. His smile was dazzling, his eyes sparkling with welcome mischief. 

“You are quite good at this,” Ethan said in an English accent. Allison laughed. Ethan never had an English accent. 

“And you dahling,” she returned in kind. 

The music began again and she was swept up in the rhythm and Ethan’s strong lead. She let him take her across the room where she twisted and turned and swept and shook and sauntered until there was no one on the floor but her and Ethan, until there was no one else in the world. 

The lights around the room dropped until the only illumination served the dance floor, a cone of spot lit stardom, and everyone ringing its exterior might as well have been planted there for Allison’s pleasure. The music took up a seductive bass. Allison and Ethan grasped each other in desperate, searching hands. They were inseparable, they were one. His eyes found hers and she blushed and looked away. They moved like sensuous tendrils of steam, like the flames on twin candles, writhing, intertwining and then separating only to combine again. It was vibrant and sexual and intoxicating. When the music stopped and they were left panting and smiling, his arms refused to let her go. She didn’t mind in the least. 

“Shall we dance another, Ms. Allison, or shall we... retire?” he asked in that voice she had never heard before. But the answer was to retire. Of course it was to retire. 

––––––––
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“AND THAT LADIES AND gentlemen of the jury, is why we cannot, we will not allow DOUR Chemical to continue to pollute our oceans and rivers, to operate unchecked and unchallenged while they spew their evil, careless agenda on all of us unfortunate enough to exist in their wake. We will not allow them to make our children sick because they refuse to follow EPA regulations. We will make them pay for treating our water like their own personal dumping ground. By deciding today that they are guilty, you will save your children, you will save your children’s children from a fate worse than death, from medical bills they can’t afford, maladies they can never recover from, and a slow and painful death. You might just save the world as well. Think hard on hard on that and make sure you can still look your kids in the eye when you go home tonight. Thank you.” 

Allison took a deep breath, adjusted the lapel on her professional suit coat, fixed the glasses on her head, and took exactly one step toward her seat. Then, the courtroom erupted, clapping and crying with an enthusiasm she had never seen before in all her years of legal practice. Old women abandoned their walkers and canes, the opposition shot off his seat as if it had suddenly burst aflame. The man wiped a tear from his eye as he slapped his hands together for all he was worth. The judge himself cried openly and applauded. 

What the hell is happening, she thought. Sure, it was a damn good closing statement, but that’s all it was, a statement. It proved nothing by itself. That’s what all those weeks of trial were about, and no-one clapped for her then. Allison could have gotten up there and told the jury that she thought the accused had sex with the offspring of a woolly mammoth and a credenza and she had the feeling the reaction would be similar. This was not how courtrooms operated. Where was the deliberation? Where was the procedure and decorum? Surely everyone here was displaying a gross prejudice and it seemed as though no one cared. The case would be thrown out and she would lose.  

Allison sat back in her chair and looked around the room with wide-eyed bewilderment. No one joined her. They continued to stand and abuse the air in front of them with their obnoxious and eager clapping. In the corner of the jury box a tall man stood motionless. She hadn’t seen him there before. How hadn’t she seen him there before? Something tickled the edges of her memory. He was dressed all in black. He held his disgusting, round, glowing yellow head in one outstretched hand. The head smiled at her and blood dripped from its hypodermic lips. She wanted more than anything to scream. 

––––––––
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ALLISON’S MOTHER AND father looked at one another and their smiles stretched clear across their faces. Their white shining teeth were so bright Allison’s eyes stung from the glare. There was something alien and off-putting here, like one lifeform imitating another and missing the mark just so. 

“We’re going to have a baby!” Her mother beamed, her arms and fingers spread wide as though welcoming the new life into the world already. Her voice sounded robotic, rehearsed. Her movements looked carefully choreographed. A fly buzzed near the wall behind her head in short, jagged lines. 

The hair on the back of Allison’s head stood at attention. Her stomach filled with ice. There was something wrong with this.

“Aren’t you excited. You have always wanted a baby brother or sister.” Her father was talking like Mr. Cleaver, like Mr. Brady, like this was TV and the year was nineteen-fifty-eight and the man of the house spoke a certain way, goddamn it. It wasn’t how Allison remembered him talking. He spoke casually. He used slang and he sometimes slurred his words. He never, ever, had diction this perfect.

The fly behind her mother’s head landed on the wall and it’s buzzing got louder. It sounded panicked.

It was true though, she did always want a sibling. She’d lost count of how many times she said that to her parents, how many times she tugged on pant legs or skirt bottoms and pleaded for one. From the time she was old enough to know that other kids had lifetime playmates and she had no one but herself and two parents who had better things to do, she had wanted a sibling. Someone she could pass her secrets to. Someone she could share things with, about herself, about the world.

But she never got her baby sibling. Nights watching her parents fighting while hiding behind the doorframe of her bedroom were imprinted on her brain like tattoos. He would be screaming, she would be crying, both of them miserable. The doctors and the therapeutic injections and the pain of it all, Allison remembered it all like it was yesterday. 

And then it hit her like a fully-loaded freight train. This never happened. 

The fly on the wall fell, dead. 

A chill raced up her spine and made her heart nearly forget to beat. Her parents split when she was young. That second child never came. Their relationship was never saved. Allison was destined to be alone. What is going on? 

Everything around her went black in an instant. Her parents disappeared into the ether, the room they were in with everything in it, even sounds were swallowed up and deleted. She was standing in nothingness, an indeterminate dot amongst the ever-expanding void. The only sound she heard was laughing, deep and rumbling, the laugh of the mountain, of the earth itself. It radiated power. Allison felt it deep in her bones. She tried to scream, but even that was lost in her new black hell. The voice laughed all the harder. 
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Ethan pressed the edge of his blade against the inner part of his forearm until the skin started to dimple. He began to saw. Back and forth, back and forth. 

The nights were so much darker now. There were no streetlamps to illuminate the dim corners. No headlights to flash by and reveal things previously unseen. No tall buildings with hundreds of glowing windows or fluorescent neon signs or even a single lonely flashlight. Firelight seemed to only push back at the darkness incrementally and without passion. It didn’t penetrate its gloomy depths in the least. In fact, it seemed as though the firelight served only to bring credence to the darkness itself, make it greater by comparison. Even the moon hid behind a layer of clouds thickened with lingering remnants of massive explosions and devastation.

Ethan Daniel sat on a cold stump on a cold night. Next to him, Adminius snored loudly and without care. Ethan longed for the plane long ago run aground and abandoned, empty of fuel. He longed for a hint of a trail. He longed for Allison. 

They had left the town days ago. The excitement of finding it was replaced with the disappointment of few supplies gathered and no humans seen. It was back to fruitless searching. It was back to sleeping with no shelter and no food under harsh weather and starless skies. It was back to contending with screamers and those desperate or crazy enough to pick a fight with a seven-foot-tall albino man. Ethan thought and all the while he sawed at his arm. Back and forth, back and forth.

Cut it out, said a two-thousand-year old dead man in Ethan’s head. 

No, he returned, and redoubled his efforts. He gritted his teeth and leaned his weight against the sword. Nothing happened. His skin didn’t break. There was no gushing blood, no weeping wound. 

What do you expect to happen? I’m not going back out there. I know what that world is like. I know the part I played in making it that way, and I want nothing to do with it. Even if I did, I wouldn’t save your Allison. 

Coward. 

One moment the sword was pushing against Ethan’s flesh with all the strength he could bring to bear, and the next it was halfway through his arm. It struck bone with a metallic thud and blood poured onto the ground beneath him in gallons. 

Ethan tilted his head back and closed his eyes, his mouth opening and his face going slack. He didn’t run from the pain. He didn’t try to hold it at bay, bar the doors and refuse it entry. He let it wash over him. It ran roughshod through his veins and made his muscles spasm and jerk. Tears streamed unbidden from his eyes. It was horrible. It was glorious. It was the only thing he had felt in the two years since Allison was taken. 

When he finally looked down again, his arm was whole and clean his blood stained the ground. Ethan expected it, Urien Rheged was a petty man, but all in all he was a good one. He had proved his point, and wouldn’t be looking to cause undue harm. The power they shared let him stop the sword from penetrating Ethan, it allowed him to withdraw that same benefit, and then it allowed him to heal Ethan again afterward. 

When Ethan looked up again, it wasn’t Urien Rheged or Adminius standing in front of him, but Chuck Wallace, the man who killed Jason Conway before his very eyes, the man who killed Fitz and betrayed Allison was right there, and he wasn’t alone. 

Adminius had stopped snoring. 

No one spoke. Wallace’s eyes were wide, manic, darting between Ethan and his arm, Adminius and the sword. They were framed within a gaunt face that looked more animal than man. Whoever Chuck Wallace was before the End was not the same man that stood before Ethan now. 

His crew, six deep and each bigger and more depraved looking than the last, seemed more than a little unsure. They were dressed in ragged, poorly-fitting clothes. Their beards were long and tangled. They looked scared and they looked hungry and they looked desperate. Those three things were as common as breathing, so too was the violence that comes after the have not’s discover the have’s. Ethan and Adminius had a fire, enough supplies for the forseeable future, and weapons. That made them have’s, sure as shooting. Ethan readied himself. 

“Hey boss, you okay?” said one of them who struck a damn close resemblance to Tom Hanks at the end of Castaway. Although, Tom had more than three teeth and none of them rotten. 

“Yeah, yeah, of course,” said Wallace, still obviously shaken. But Chuck was no dummy; he knew all about Darwinism 101—never let them smell your fear. “I just didn’t expect to run into these two ever again,” he said. “I knew them before the End.” 

Wallace’s crew looked at one another with wide eyes and open mouths. So many people had died when the End came. Ethan talked to one old man who estimated that over ninety-percent perished in the flames themselves, while another five or six were taken by disease, malnutrition, or marauders. That left five percent of the world’s former population. That left roughly three-hundred and twenty-thousand people left on the entire landmass of planet earth. It was very unlikely someone survived with any members of their family intact. These guys surely had no one left. There was only one reason someone traveled in a group like the one Wallace had assembled, and that reason was desperation. 

“So what, are they like, friends of yours?” 

Wallace laughed, short but hard. “No, I wouldn’t say that. They aren’t going to be friends of yours either. We’re going to kill them, slowly. They’re the reason the End happened at all. They’re the reason your families are rotting in the ground. Stew, remember your little girl?” 

Stew nodded, his eyes going dark. 

“She is dead because of them. So is Barry’s wife and Martin’s brothers. Everyone you ever knew and ever loved is dead because of these two guys right here.” Wallace’s speech was working. Ethan could see it in the way his men cracked their knuckles and breathed heavily out of their nostrils. Their lips began to peel back off their teeth like rabid dogs. He could practically see steam roiling off of their heads to dissipate in the air above them. 

Adminius tensed as well, his blanket bunching where he brought up his crossbow, hidden beneath thick wool. 

You ready? Ethan asked Urien. He didn’t get an answer. You better be. 

Seven men circled Ethan and Adminius, fanning out in a slow walk and surrounding them like wolves in the snow, their eyes never leaving their prey. Ethan tensed the muscles in his legs, compressing them like springs ready to leap. When Wallace opened his mouth again to speak, Ethan shot forward, knowing the one who threw the first punch almost always won the fight. 

Wallace dove to the side at the last instant as Ethan’s sword sliced through the air and buried itself in the ground where the man used to be. 

Turn around! Ethan did, and saw six more men barreling down on him. He stopped thinking, he stopped breathing, and he and Urien Rheged became one. Their arms whipped and their legs bent and exploded. Skulls cracked, chests were cleaved and ribs shattered. Blood sprayed past the firelight and was lost in the unnatural dark. Ethan and Urien traded responsibilities like they were water molecules in the same river, only separated in the smallest, most insignificant sense of the word. Where six men were, soon there were four, three after Adminius’s bolt caught another in the neck. Two after a clever spin took one in the stomach. The last one found death only after he was removed of two limbs and his sanity. 

When it was over, when all Wallace’s men lay dead or dying in the vicinity of a meager fire, only Wallace was missing from the fray. Ethan spied him running with everything he had through the underbrush and into the night. Ethan, like a predator, gave chase.  

Ethan leapt over a fallen log and sprinted through wet grass and groping branches. Wallace had killed Jason. Jason, who was supposed to have the sword instead of Ethan, who was the far better warrior, the better weapon. Jason who deserved to be alive. Who might have saved the world. Wallace was also one of the men integral in taking Allison away from Ethan. He remembered the sound Jason made as the life left his body, how Allison screamed when she was taken. He saw, in his mind’s eye, Nodens in the shape of Rodgers, raise a gun and shoot Ethan in the head. He knew it was wrong, but in that moment,  Ethan placed every shred of guilt he had over the events of the last two years right on top of Chuck Wallace. He was going to pay. 

Wallace tripped over a fallen branch. He began to crawl away, whimpering like a dog knowing he was disobedient and the kick was coming. Ethan fell on him and went to work. His vision went red and black and colors previously unheard of. He was lost within them, a member amongst them, no longer human but an amalgam of hue and emotion and violence. When his eyes opened, he saw even more red—this from the blood of his enemy. There was so much red. 

“Ethan, stop.” said Adminius. But Ethan couldn’t, wouldn’t. Two years of previously unexercised rage burst out of him in tonnage. He was unstoppable. 

Son, that is enough. You are going to kill him before he can tell you anything, said Gordon.

Ethan didn’t care. Allison was gone and this prick was the first person he had seen who he could place blame on. For two years, he had been leaving it squarely on his own shoulders, bearing it like an illness of the soul, like a weight on his life heavier than anything Atlas hefted on his back. 

Then again, maybe his father was right. Maybe it was better to let him live so he could spill his vile secrets once and for all. Then Ethan could really do the job right. He could take his time and use all the tools at his disposal. He could remove parts of him one by one and listen to the music of his screams like a soundtrack of retribution. 

But it didn’t matter. When Ethan looked down he didn’t see a man afraid of pain and death. He saw a mass of flesh, formerly human. He saw blood and gore, the remnants of eyes long past seeing, and what could only be described as what used to be a nose. 

Ethan sat back on his haunches, picked a tooth out of his knuckle, and in one simple word told the world how he felt. “Fuck.” 

“What the hell was that?” asked Adminius, and he was right to. Ethan had gone and butchered their only good lead in two years. He felt like burying himself in the sand. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. It was all he had. 

“Damn right you are. If we never find her, you can look back at this moment and hate yourself for the rest of your life.” Adminius let that one ring in the air like a bell before continuing. “But until then, why don’t you make yourself useful and help me loot the bodies for supplies. At least there is nothing to kill in that job.”  

Ethan lifted himself off the ground and walked back toward the pack of douche bags he had just removed from this life. He felt as though, once he saw them, that maybe he should feel some modicum of guilt over their deaths. Shouldn’t he be upset that he killed so many, so quickly? Shouldn’t he be distraught about taking a life, have PTSD or something and wake up in cold sweats after a bout of night terrors? 

Instead, Ethan Daniel felt nothing. He looked down at the bodies of the men he’d killed and couldn’t even manage to manufacture the smallest fraction of guilt. There was nothing there. No elation either of course, he wasn’t happy he’d killed them. He just didn’t give a baker’s fuck that they were dead, and he thought maybe that was a problem. Ethan spit on the body of his victim.

Adminius watched him. “You’re different,” he said. 

“Oh yeah? How would you know?” 

“Don’t forget, I saw you before Urien Rheged really had you. You were a kid, and judging by your girlfriend, you must have been a good one. I know that the last couple of years haven’t been easy, but now... you’re something else.” 

“How so?”

“You’re less human and more machine, and that’s not even counting the work you did on Wallace here. I would be careful if I were you. I know you need to be hard in order to find Allison, but make sure that when you do, you know how to get soft again. If you don’t, I’m not sure she is going to like this new you.” 

Ethan had never thought about that before. Could it be? Could he change enough to become someone else in her eyes, someone unworthy of love? 

“Find anything?” 

“Ammo, a couple more knives. You?” 

“Found some cans of hash and a working walkie talkie. Maybe someone is waiting on the other side?” 

Ethan didn’t say so, but he doubted there would be. 
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There was a nagging feeling in Singer’s gut. A walking unease that crawled under his skin, made his body feel weaker and colored everything in on the edges of his vision. It was all too easy, too clean. In his rock bottom, the new God of Death showed up and offered him the one thing he wanted in the world. He didn’t even know this Ethan character and he had been tasked with his death not once, but twice. It felt as though he was missing something, playing a game with smarter and more powerful beings and no information with which to make decisions on his own. But that wasn’t even the worst of it. 

For years now Singer had been imagining Ethan Daniel as a Pen Draig general or some other high-ranking individual, all hard angles to his face and perfect gray-streaked hair at the temples. A man who walked on others without even checking to make sure his boots weren’t dirty. Someone to truly detest. Black could justify the Pen Draig and his actions therein until his face turned purple, but at the end of the day he was a militaristic fascist. He thought he knew what was best for the world, he was powerful enough to push his agenda, and he used beings like Singer, Adminius, and others in order to scare enough people to thinking his way and keep the rest in the dark. If this Ethan Daniel was associated with that in any way than he deserved death, if only so those below him could finally flourish. 

And yet he’d killed Black. If he was a member of the Pen Draig and he’d killed Black then it wouldn’t matter, he was probably just as egomaniacal, just as boorish, simply taking out the ones above him to create more power for himself. But there was really no way for Singer to know if he was Pen Draig or not, he’d just always assumed that Black’s only true enemies would be those within his own organization, those with his secrets at their disposal. If Ethan Daniel wasn’t Pen Draig and he killed Black to truly change things...

Singer had been having dreams lately. They always started the same way. A young man and his girlfriend at some modern American restaurant. Then they got into their modern American car and drove up a hill until they collided with a line of big and black modern American cars. Then the vision flashed around, never staying in one place long enough for Singer to get a sense of what was going on. The boy was there, but Black also made an appearance, and now that he thought about it, the Dullahan did as well. The young man was confused, scared, and so very angry, carrying around a sword that was almost as big as he was. Singer recognized the sword as Nodens’s. Was this Ethan Daniel? Was this the sword the Dullahan wanted so badly? 

If it was, that would change the game entirely. How could he kill someone he didn’t know? How could he condemn anyone to death, let alone a kid who got mixed up in the wrong things at the wrong time. It was against everything the People stood for.  

Singer threw his meager possessions in the gnarled knapsack he’d pillaged from an overturned sedan. It went against every lesson he ever taught his tribe, every lesson he ever taught his daughter, to kill without sufficient cause, without compassion. It was okay to kill to sustain life, so long as one didn’t kill more than one could eat, or feed those mouths he was responsible for, or store within reason. It was okay to kill in self-defense, barely, and only at the complete exhaustion of all other options, and that was the entire list. There was no other reason. Ever. These were the lessons and ideals he touted day after day after day. Would he throw them all away because the world was less civilized now, or because the death of his tribe meant he was a bad leader and therefore, incapable of good judgment? Would he throw them away because he wanted to die? 

I already threw them away when I charged the Shadowman to kill Ethan Daniel. I am a hypocrite.  

Singer stamped out the last remnants of the previous night’s fire and began walking. He tried singing his way through the world. He tried singing the trees back to life. He tried singing the grass to grow, for anything green to show itself and be brave in the new world of blackness and death. Nothing happened. His words fell flat, his notes flatter. He even attempted a whistle, the lowest caste in the world of music, but even then, only wind found its way off Singer’s lips. 

Since the End, since the death of his family, Singer hadn’t been able to do the one thing a Singer was supposed to do, sing. It was ingrained into his brain, into his soul from the time before he knew how to walk. He could sing a man back from the brink of death so long as he was just alive enough to hear the notes. Now he couldn’t sing himself a measly tune. Next to the death of his family and tribe, it was the greatest tragedy of his life. He could get through almost anything as long as he had a song by his side. Now he had nothing. He was well and truly alone. 

He walked, staring at miles and miles of wasted nothingness, wondering whether the problem with his songs was with the way the world was now or the way Singer was now. 

A sound began softly. At first, Singer didn’t know what to make of it. It was harsh but distant, like a train wreck a mile away. As he got closer to it, or it closer to him, Singer knew it was the screamers. Their cries were so recognizable, the anguish in their wails, the pain in them. There was rarely a sound so pathetic, so agonizing and terrifying.  

They crested the broken hill before him, dozens of them all screaming and thrashing, and once again Singer could only marvel at their condition. Smoke rose above them, skin peeled away from muscle, and muscle sloughed off bone. They were battered, blackened, largely hairless with bones visible between layers of charred flesh. Whatever distinguishing characteristics they had in life, whatever beauty marks or birth defects, if they had connected ear lobes or dimples in their cheeks or chin, whether or not they had cowlicks or hair that was brown or blonde or black, even race itself was burnt away. They were a foaming and swirling sea of madness. They were a raging and violent parade of death. He knew at once that there was nothing that these poor souls wouldn’t tear apart, wouldn’t tear down in their fear and their pain. He didn’t stand a chance. 

The telltale transparency outlined in green of one of the People apparated in his view. It was his little girl. Listen to them, Father. 

“I am, child.” 

No, you are not. Listen to them. 

Singer tried to heed the advice of his daughter. He sat down in a patch of hard packed dirt that would have probably been part of a meadow a few years ago, or a forested and peaceful glade. Now it was just more dead ground. He watched as the screamers bore down on him. There was nothing he could do, listening to them or not, and they would kill him and move on as quickly as they came. It suited him just fine. He had wanted to die for so long now. But still, he tried to listen to them anyway. He heard them screaming and he heard them crying. In the mixture, he heard growling and snarling as well, but nowhere in there did he hear anything he could use. Singer closed his eyes and readied himself to die.

I did not come to you so you could give up. 

“Why did you come back to me,” Singer asked. 

Because you are my father and you are alone. 

“Thank you, child. But there is nothing to be done. They will run me down, and I will finally die.” 

That is not the father that I know. Mother will never let them kill you anyway. You will live forever as one of them unless you do as I say. Listen to them.

Singer looked up at the visage of his daughter and raised his eyebrows. She placed opaque hands on opaque hips and stared at him with eyes that he could never disobey in life. Why start in death?

So he concentrated. He listened long and hard as the screamers got closer, until he could hear the pounding of their feet on unforgiving ground, until he could practically feel the waves of heat radiating off their bodies. He thought about what it was like to watch his own family and people die in the flames. He thought about what that must have been like, to die in the fires that consumed the world. The pain, the torture of it all, the fear of dying, the unknown. Was there a final peace at the end when it all went black, or did the light of life go out and nothing bloomed in its wake? 

Then he thought about all of that, but with the added caveat of the inability to finally die. The injustice of going through the pain of death and then being denied its final release. The questions that one must have when dying. What will happen to me? What will happen to my family? All of them going unanswered. The pain of burning being the final straw, the penultimate betrayal, as it was ceaseless, eternal, escapeless. 

The screamers weren’t evil. They weren’t intentional creations by some mad, power-hungry god. They were people who wanted, no, needed to die and were denied. They were people looking for release from pain, were unable to escape it, and were driven mad. 

Singer smiled. He began to understand them, to really hear them. Their cries were a language previously unknown. Singer’s newfound empathy allowed him insight to their minds and hearts, such as remained from their brush up against the doors of death. Their screams were music, and if there was anything Singer understood it was music. 

The first note he struck was the wrong one. It was too hopeful, to empathetic. These people didn’t want someone to walk a proverbial mile in their shoes. They traveled in packs of the burned as it was. The screamers didn’t falter. Singer could see what was left of their faces—the burst eyeballs leaking down scarred faces, the twin sinus caverns that used to connect to a nose. His second note was equally incorrect. It was all stick and no carrot. You couldn’t threaten them with anything. Their current state was already the worst thing the world had to offer. There was nothing to threaten them with, nothing to hold against them. They were so close that Singer thought he was beginning to feel the heat himself. As always, the third way, the middle way, was best. 

Singer had never produced sounds like those before and he felt his throat going raw and red as he sang them. It was a song of treaty. It was a song of promise. It did not cater to their pain or threaten to add to it, it promised them all the things they wanted. It was a song of death, about the promise of death upon a job done. It was an agreement. The screamers close enough to him to touch stopped in their tracks. Their eyes, those of them that had any eyes left, searched Singer for any sign of falsehood. Another would have missed it, taken it for the wild roving that eyes do in skulls that have gone commensurately insane, but Singer understood them now. He knew them enough to know when he was being judged, when he was being weighed and measured. The screamers wanted to know that he was good for it, that he really would allow them to die after they did what he wanted them to do.

They began to moan. First, the one before him and then the rest followed suit until all that Singer heard was that low, lonely dirge. It was the saddest song Singer had ever heard. Tears both for the pain of the screamers and for the heroism of his daughter streamed unbidden from his eyes as the mob swayed back and forth as though entranced. Singer looked around, but his daughter was nowhere to be found.  
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VIII
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Every time Nodens found himself deep under the ground, when the atmosphere noticeably changed, and the air took on a kind of respectful coldness, when he could feel the miles of earth and the millions upon millions of pounds per square inch pushing down just above his head, he had to suppress a shudder. This was not his domain. Nodens could still see the finger prints of his brothers and sisters and cousins, the ones that made their home within the deep places, their personalities each reflected and refracted in the crystals that stole the light from above, so they could hoard it below. Underground where the sun was no friend and even green was a color too bright, too many. 

Nodens followed Dawkins down roughly hewn steps of rock. Dawkins was almost an imposing figure. Over six feet tall, muscular with eyes both kind and intelligent, a rare combination. He was the kind of man that sent others to their deaths and cried about it, the kind of man that bitched about justice and fairness and what was right. He was the kind of man that made for a fantastic peace time leader, when the minutia and banality of life had to be poured over, gone through, sifted with a careful eye and a caring heart. This, however, was certainly not peace time. At least not as far as Nodens was concerned. 

“So...” began Dawkins. 

“Nathan,” answered Nodens. 

“So Nathan, how is it that you came to the Bunker. I don’t recall seeing you before but the good Doctor had some very encouraging things to say.” 

That is because I used some of the last of my power to make sure the good Doctor works for me now, Big Guy. 

“A few weeks. I was stranded for a long time. I thought for sure the Screamers would get me eventually. Then I saw your community here and I almost found God again.” Pepper in the religious bullshit, that was what Doctor Ryan said. 

Nodens didn’t stop at the Doctor either. He thought he must have at least two dozen men and women under his complete control. It took almost everything he had. They would recoup it for him eventually, but the worship from a forced acolyte was always far more inefficient than an honest convert. 

“It is good you have the respect of Doctor Ryan. We don’t let just anyone down here, but when he said you were something of a specialist, well, that is exactly what we need.” 

The air and the light changed. From heavy and dim to slightly less so on both accounts. Nodens took the last step and found himself in a cavern the size of a decent amphitheater. In the middle was a lake of perfectly clear water, so clear he could see the glowing plastic stick they had dropped to the bottom of it to judge its depth. They were dozens of feet down, but they were there. Two men stood from their crouch on the other side of the water and made their way over. 

Nodens knew this lake, he knew what it was and what it was originally intended for, much like the facility around it, which was basically what they were using it for now. The Pen Draig had a few places like this stashed around the world in out of the way locations. They were safe houses. Off the grid, secure, and well supplied. This particular water source here was perpetually cleaned by microscopic nano-bots. Caratacus planned on releasing that technology within the half century but you bet your ass he was making full use of it himself. Nodens doubted any of these half-wits knew about them. 

“Nathan, these men are Mr. Harrison Chan and Mr. Tory Reynolds.” 

Nodens shook their hands. They wouldn’t meet his eyes. He raised his eyebrows at Dawkins. 

“They have no idea what they’re doing down here. I co-opted them because they look intelligent and no one knew who they were when they arrived. We told the people they were both specialists, like yourself, to make sure no one else got sick from the water. They basically never leave the underground now in an effort to maintain our secret.”

“And that secret is?” 

“We have no idea why the water is making people sick. Some people get sick, some don’t. Some die, others live. We’re honestly not even sure it’s the water, it just seems like the only consistent variable. These guys haven’t been down here long, a few weeks at the most, but eventually people are going to start asking questions about why the water hasn’t improved. That is where we need you to come in Nathan.” 

Nodens saw the two men standing before him and the one to his left. All eyes were on him to say something, do something that would lift them out of their predicament. They wouldn’t be so lucky. Nodens already had a plan in mind, and he was afraid all three of these men would be unfortunate casualties.

“Well, let’s see what I can do.” 

––––––––
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THE ROOM SMELLED OF sickness, of rot. It was dark and the only sound was the wheezing of someone whose lungs had decided to skip work that day. There were no windows in the bunker community. Each home was carved out of the rock itself and built to ensure those within that they were safe against all possible dangers. That included a distinct lack of breakable material utilized in its construction, namely glass for windows. The family had taken to using candlelight for its softness in lieu of the harsh LED glow that lit the rest of the Bunker. The girl was lying on a bed too small for her, blankets done up to her chin and tucked in tight around her sides. The fact that she hadn’t struggled to loosen herself from comforter prison said enough about her state. 

Nodens padded softly to her side. Her parents looked on from the doorway. Father held himself against the frame for support. Mother held herself against him. Mother couldn’t hold back the tears. Father barely did. 

Nodens placed a hand on her forehead and withdrew it in mock surprise. He knew that her temperature would be through the roof. He made it that way. You couldn’t condemn a leader for making his people sick if no one died. Sickness cured is a nuisance, uncured it is a plague. He placed two fingers on her neck and checked or a pulse. It was there but it was weak. 

Nodens tried to remember her name. She said it the night he had infected her, rosy cheeks from the contraband alcohol she was so exhilarated to try. Taking her after that was easy. It is almost a joke how much young girls crave the approval of domineering men. It is a wonder more of them aren’t taken advantage of. Planting the infection was the easiest part of all. 

The girl opened her eyes and saw Nodens. They widened, a tear slid down her temple and she opened her mouth as if to speak. Her parents stepped forward with hopeful expressions. Nodens silenced her with a thought. She sputtered and coughed and eventually closed her eyes, this time for good. 

Her mother buried her head in her father’s chest. His lips curled into a desperate grimace and he began to whimper like a dog. Human beings are so attached to their minuscule fucking lives. It is beyond pathetic. They don’t even know what waits for them in death. It could be better, for most it is far better, but don’t tell that to the humans. Let them cry for their lives that they “lost”. Ridiculous.

“I am so sorry,” Nodens lied. 

“Why,” the Mother plead, “why did this happen to our little girl.” 

Because she was a very important piece to a very important puzzle. You should be happy that she had a role to play and did so with aplomb. She could have met some fat arrogant prick with a runty pecker and had a litter of ungrateful, wasteful children. At least she died for a purpose.

“I’m afraid it was the water, ma’am.” 

The parents were shocked. “Dawkins told us the water was fine. He told everyone the water was fine,” said the Father. 

“I am so sorry. I would never want to go against the word of our fearless leader. It must not be the water then.”

“Well is it the water or isn’t it, Nathan?” The man stepped forward and roared. Nodens could understand. His daughter had just died seconds before. There was nothing he could do about it, no way to save her. Maybe this water thing was something he could control, some way to gain some decision making and self-respect back in his life. He couldn’t save his daughter from the water but he can save his wife godamn it.

“I am so sorry sir, but I just don’t know.” The man stepped forward again, eyes dark with rage and confusion and sorrow. Deep and intense. Nodens raised his palms and backed away. “I will find out. I will go to Dawkins right now and find out.” 

The man stayed where he was and stared at the floor while Nodens slipped out the bedroom door, made his way through the tiny triage unit and found the street once more. He took a deep breath and was unsurprised to find the stench of death had followed him outside as though it was attached. No, it was just that there were more people dying, and their smell coursed through the cramped throughways of the Bunker like blood through arteries, thick and pulsing. 

––––––––
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THE BUNKER WAS BUILT to be a completely contained system. It housed everything a community would need to survive for a few generations after Armageddon before someone would need to crack the seal, venture topside and see what was left. That was, of course, before one of the bombs found the mountain above the Bunker and blew it half to hell. Two things happened then. The first was that most of its systems were decimated. Waste management, food creation, entertainment and information technology were simply gone. Only the water filtration system was spared, being that it was so far underground. The second thing was that it was left exposed to those who might want to make use of its still considerable resources. What remained of the mountain made for some imposing and easily defensible walls, and most of the housing units were left intact as well. There was even a faux forest/garden room, room is a little off the mark, being that it is the size of several football fields. Nodens was all too familiar with the garden room. Swing, chop, stack, kill myself. The Bunker, even after the explosion, was still a more than viable staging ground from which to launch a community. Nodens knew this. It was why he settled here. 

It was to those easily defensible walls that Nodens made his way. A set of stairs constructed tight against the rock wall led to a wooden platform that allowed one to over-look the jagged, natural parapets while not exposing his or her body too much above them. There was a group of soldiers on that platform. Young, inexperienced, and leaderless, they milled about as though they were guarding the mall and not the very last hope of humanity itself, all untied laces and backwards caps, smoking contraband cigarettes or spitting contraband dip.

They were perfect. 

“Excuse me sir,” said one of them as he stood. The others looked at him as though he had just spit in the punch bowl. His ears were so big they could have picked up radio signals. “You can’t be up here. This area is restricted to those not on watch.” 

“I’m terribly sorry my boy, just thought I would see how things were running. Dawkins asked me to check it out, y’see.” 

The boy looked at his comrades who looked back at him, each somehow appearing more confused than the others. 

“Umm...okay. How does it look?” 

It looks like you’ve never even had an inspection before. It would be concerning if I wasn’t already planning on taking advantage of you. 

“It looks worrying son. What if the screamers come charging down here right now, climb your walls, kill the lot of you and get inside this place without even buying it a drink first? What then?” the boys laughed nervously. 

“Sir,” said one of them farthest from Nodens. He was sitting on a bucket on the far end of the circle. He looked like the class clown. His fingernails were perfectly trimmed...during the apocalypse. The capacity of humans to think only of self never ceased to amaze Nodens. “Screamers don’t really organize like that. They’re mindless monsters. They don’t know how to climb walls.”

Nodens glowered and looked them all in the eye, one by one. “Come around,” he said simply as he beckoned them all closer, making certain to maintain eye contact with the impetuous one and earning himself a shrug that Nodens thought was meant to be disarming but mainly served to pierce his armor of “cool” instead. They arraigned themselves in a half circle around Nodens, taking knees in the front and standing in the back. 

“I come from a little village far away from here. We also had a leader, and walls, and families. We had supplies, enough so that we didn’t often fear for what would happen when they ran out. We thought we were prepared too. We had a lot more men than you have here, more guns too. We thought we had everything under control. Screamers can’t climb walls, they can’t think for themselves or plan or plot. How wrong we were.” Nodens paused and watched as the group of kids squirmed and exchanged glances. “They came in the middle of the night. Not one at a time, but as a unit, coordinated. Twenty of them hit the front gate, another thirty at the back. We poured boiling water down on them and threw rocks and wasted what few bullets we had. When they realized they wouldn’t be able to break the gates down, they decided to try for the walls. They climbed each other to climb them. Did you hear me there? They made themselves into a human ladder and scaled our walls within seconds. No one survived. No one but me anyway. We had women and children, animals, everything is gone now. Gone.” Nodens faked a couple tears at the end for effect. 

“We only have six of us up here. We have no guns at all,” said the former Joe-Cool, now more like Joe Check-Your-Pants-For-Stains. 

“Who is in charge of security?” Nodens asked. 

“Dawkins.” They all answered at once. They understood. 

––––––––
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THIRTEEN FACES LOOKED up at him with tears and quivering lips and Nodens breathed heavily through his teeth. 

A steady stream, a river of power flowed from those thirteen, from their hearts and their minds, directly into Nodens. He could see it, like an ethereal snake winding its way across the ground until it found Nodens and upon reaching him, raised up in the classic “S” posture and struck. What it failed to inject in venom it supplied in worship. It was raw worship, the worship of fear, perhaps its earliest incarnation. Pre-man worshipped those creatures that bested him in strength or speed or size alone. He built monuments to them, sacrificed his children and animals to them, believed he could have parts of them to make himself better. It was all based on fear. 

Fear was not the most efficient form of power through worship, not by a long shot. Adoration was better by miles and miles. With enough adoration a god could remake the world as he saw fit, could try his hand remaking the universe itself if the adoration pool was deep enough. Nodens missed adoration like the junkie missed the needle, more so because the junkie could still eat and drink and fuck without the drug, he would hate it and it could kill him but he could. The junkie was still the junkie before and after the drug. Nodens minus adoration or worship, minus power, was less than nothing.

Nodens ignored the screams of help and threats of justice as his bootfalls echoed in the empty, forgotten warehouse deep within the belly of the Bunker. He grabbed the gas can and doused about half of them. They would be the lucky ones. The others would die in much, much more pain. 
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IN THE CENTER OF THE Bunker community, Nodens dropped heavily to his knees and screamed. He used a woman’s voice, Nothing like a damsel in distress. 

Sure enough, Nodens began to see the bottom of closed doorways light up and heard the commotion of panicked dressing. People poured from their houses to fill the street. Their gasps let Nodens know he had done his work well. They came running like Godzilla was behind them and Tokyo was in shambles. 

The tableau they saw was an easy enough one to manufacture. Nodens simply arraigned the people he had burnt, in this scenario they would represent the screamers, so that some of them were attacking the unburnt and some were attacking him. All of them dead. That was important. The fact that Nodens was capable of defending them was one of three ideas that he had to plant in the people’s heads if his plan was going to work as he intended.

And there he was, the man of the hour. Dawkins pushed through the crowd without a word. They each moved to the side and let him pass. They respected him, and they should have. Without Nodens around, Dawkins would have run this community smoothly if inexpertly until he had made it to a very old age. He could have been the savior of the world. Nodens had other plans. 

Dawkins eye cast over the scene before it landed on Nodens. He was never one to waste time. “What happened here?” 

“What does it look like?” yelled one of Nodens acolytes from the back of the crowd. Close enough to all to hear and far enough where Dawkins wouldn’t be able to pick him out. The crowd buzzed with anticipation. The mob was building. 

“Screamers sir, they climbed the walls and killed a few townsfolk here before I managed to stop them.” Nodens panted. 

“Screamers don’t climb walls, Nathan.” 

“Yes they do, sir,” one of Nodens wall watchers pushed his own way through the crowd to stand with Nodens. It looked like he had grown a sack since the last time Nodens saw him. “They do. I’ve heard the stories.” 

“Son, they’re stories. I could tell you stories of dragons and dwarves and they would still be stories. Screamers are ferocious, but they are mindless. They don’t climb walls.” Dawkins was getting impatient. His eyes grew dark and he swallowed. He knew this wasn’t right, something was amiss. Nodens pressed his advantage. 

“How do you explain it then?”

Dawkins weighed his options before answering. There was only one other option, one other possible explanation, and it was a suggestion that there was no way back from. Then again, it had the added benefit of being right. Seconds passed while the two men stared at one another. 

“Someone could have let them in. That, or this could all be some kind of elaborate set-up.” Dawkins paused again. He knew the gravity of his next words. “I think the only person with motive and opportunity would be you, Nathan.” 

The crowd lit up. Yells of “No!” and “He would never,” rang out. Everyone began talking at once. All the while Nodens and Dawkins locked eyes. Nodens waited for them too quiet before speaking. 

“I am sorry to hear you say that. I had hoped we could avoid a scene like this but I guess I no longer have a choice. Harrison, Tory, tell the community what you told me.” 

Harrison Chan and Tory Reynolds stepped forward with their heads down. “Dawkins poisoned the water.” 

Again the crowd exclaimed in one voice. This time Nodens silenced them. “And why would he do that?” 

“To make sure we were sick enough not to be able to leave and well enough to stay alive. So he could guarantee his power.” 

“That is ridiculous!” Dawkins scoffed. “The water was always bad, we made do because there was no other way.” 

“You said the water was okay!” yelled a man. 

“Dawkins is a liar!” shouted another. 

“And yet its clean now,” Nodens said, “I cleaned it, and it was no great problem either. You kept these people sick and then when I found out about it, you called me to your office in the middle of the night, then you opened the door for the screamers. How people died Dawkins. From the water, from the screamers? How much blood do you have on your hands, just so you could stay at the top? You make me sick.” 

Dawkins eyes darted left and right and he backed away as the crowd began to gather steam. They shouted to kill him, to hang him, to tear him limb from limb. Nodens plan worked perfectly. Dawkins fought through the crowd, pushing and shoving and snarling. When he reached the other side he ran. 

“Hold people, hold. Let him go. The world now is far more unforgiving than we are. We will let the blight of this age take care of him.” 

“Nathan is our leader now!” 

“Nathan will save us!” 

There were shouts and hoorays. There were calls for celebrations and parades. Nodens let them go on for a few minutes and then he put his hands up and said, “Please people, please, call me Nodens.” 
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The class room was illuminated by only a single light. It shone on her desk so brightly it hurt her eyes and made her squint. Ringing that light was everyone she had ever gone to school with. There was Billy Gibson and Theresa Cleveland. There was Kirsten Levesque and Katie Moore. There was Derek Capozza and Lenny Harding. They all stood around her as silhouettes, only the shapes of them visible, but she knew them as though they stood a foot away at high noon. They held their hands over their mouths or around their stomachs to hold in their laughter. 

Mrs. Tyrell passed her paper back in slow motion. A smile stretched across her face slowly, and ended so wide it nearly split her face right in two. The paper was yellow and crumpled. Inscribed in thick red block letters was a giant F. The raucous laughter of her classmates washed over her and she put her head in her hands and started to cry. 
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ALLISON WALKED WITH her head down back to her seat at the prosecutors’ table. She thought she was going to be sick. She could feel everyone’s eyes on her, their anger, their pity. It should have been such an easy cross-examination. She’d flubbed it. It was a slam dunk and she’d screwed it up. Allison chanced a look over to where the defendant sat next to his Prada draped lawyers. The man couldn’t have been happier if Kate Upton was under the table with her mouth full. 

“What the hell was that?” asked her boss, the veins in his neck bulging. 

“I don’t know.” 

“You don’t know? You don’t KNOW?” The D.A. of Suffolk county was standing over her and screaming into her face while the entire court looked on and said nothing. “How about this, that was the dumbest piece of lawyering I have ever seen in all my years of practice. You are fired. If I ever see your face again, I will personally see to it that you are disbarred and thrown bodily out of every courtroom you ever set another idiotic foot in!” 

Then everyone rose and began clapping. Then they were cheering, whistling like this was a baseball game and the home team just hit a walk-off. An old woman in the jury box wiped tears of joy from her face while next to her a man wearing the vest of an initiated biker sang and danced and clapped out of pure, happy release. The judge himself smashed his hands together with such enthusiasm Allison thought he might break them. She wanted to melt through the floor. She wanted to die.
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ALLISON WALKED UP TO the front door of Ethan’s place and waived at Will. She’d always liked Will. It said something about a person when they could be cheerful while performing a menial job. She would never ask a person to enjoy pushing a button to let drunken co-eds back into their own rooms after a night of chancing the statistics on teen pregnancy, she wouldn’t even suggest it, but it said something about the person who could press the button and still say “have a good day” into the speaker and sound almost like they even maybe like halfway kind’ve meant it. 

Will let her in, said his piece, and soon she was through the second double swinging door and walking down a skinny hallway with thin green carpeting and evenly spaced doors. Birch Hall was supposed to be temporary, but the geniuses at Paxton College had somehow pulled the wool over parents and boosters’ eyes and the building had been up for about three years now. Hey, it was better than shilling out the money for new dorms. Now they would be able to take insane bonuses and vacation in Fiji. Ethan’s door number was fifteen. 

She reached it and knocked. There was no answer, Weird, there was always an answer. Come to think of it, he always met her at the front door of the building, if not at her damn car. If he was sleeping and she had to wait for him to wake up to let her in she would kill him. She pressed her ear against the door to check for the sound of his tell-tale snoring. 

She heard moaning and a bed creaking, skin repetitively slapping on skin. She pulled her head back off the door like it was made of fire. She tried the door again and it was unlocked, so she whipped it open and sure enough, there he was, her Ethan, her fiancé, her Mr. Right, ploughing away at some fat redhead who moaned like a pig. He didn’t even look up at her. 

“Shut the fucking door!” he yelled as he flipped the girl over to take her from position number two. 

Allison ran back through the hallway, out the front door, past a worried looking Will and back to her car. She started it up and sped down the road. With tears blurring her vision, she never saw the other car as it skipped the yellow line and made straight for her. 
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HER PARENTS WERE FIGHTING. Again. She hated it when they fought. Every time her father got back from one of his business trips, they would start in on each other—her bickering and criticizing his every move, he acting condescending and putting her down. It didn’t help that the business trips were so often now, the stench of his latest conquest still clinging to him like cheap perfume. It didn’t help that her latest boyfriend had just left hours before. They were terrible to each other. Allison could only guess at the things that were keeping them together.  

“We’ll stay in it for Allison,” she used to hear them say late at night after the yelling stopped. After the lamps had already been broken, bottles thrown against the walls and shattered. Before the bruises started to show. She wished they wouldn’t say that. It made her feel as though their unhappiness was her fault. Like she was in the way of them separating and meeting new people and finally finding some kind of equilibrium. Like she wasn’t good enough and if she was better they would be too. 

This night was different. 

“What was her name this time?” Her mother slurred past years of neglect and almost two bottles of Merlot. 

“Beth. She was my waitress,” her father said, more bored than confessionary. “I see Mark just left. Did he at least have the courtesy to finish below the neck so I can kiss you in front of our daughter?” 

There was a tense silence. Allison chewed her nails bloody. 

“I hate you,” said her mother. 

“I don’t care,” said her father.

“I could kill you,” said her mother. 

“Give it your best shot,” snarled her father. 

And then there was screaming. Something slammed hard enough to shake the walls. A picture fell in Allison’s room and she jumped as it found the floor and shattered. And then there was crying. When the crying stopped there were no sounds for what felt like forever. Allison thought maybe, just maybe she would be brave and see if she could do anything to make them like each other again, and her by extension. She tiptoed down the hardwood hallway, past pictures of a happy family only the photographer got to see. The first drop of blood was too deep in the hallway. It didn’t make sense. How could blood be that far down the hallway. She skirted the couch and found her mother lying on her side. Her hands clutched her stomach and shook. There was so much blood. Allison threw her hands over her eyes to stop the sight of it. 

“Do not be afraid,” said a deep voice behind her. 

Allison turned and found herself face to face with a monster. He was huge, taller than her by at least a foot to the shoulder. His head was held in a hand, all yellow rotting skin and beady eyes. Teeth sharped to needles jutted from a mouth that stretched across nearly the entirely of its head. 

“I...I’m not,” she lied. 

It laughed, short but deep, gravel in a blender. “Of course not. You are familiar with this then?” said the monster, sweeping his arms wide and revealing all the situations that she had previously found herself in. Ethan with another girl, herself as a failed lawyer, her parents killing one another. It was all staged like a play stopped in time. Each scene frozen and shrunken down so she could stand within them, above them, and look down on them. Past them were other scenes as well, these ones far more positive. She and Ethan dancing at a ball, making love, her parents telling her she was going to be a big sister. 

“No,” she said, more than a little breathless. 

“Then you are afraid. If there is one thing I have learned about you humans during my time here, it is that you fear what you do not understand. You do not understand where you are and therefore you are afraid. Is this not accurate?”

“I suppose it is.” 

“Ahh, it is as I thought,” It said with a confident smile. “I am the Dullahan,” and it bowed, the hand holding the head flourishing until the chin scraped the ground. 

“Where are we?” Allison asked. 

“I would have thought a girl as smart as you would have figured that out by now.” The Dullahan clasped his hands beneath his head and placed it against his stomach as he walked back and forth throughout the various scenes he had created. 

“Maybe I’m not as smart as you think.” Allison followed the movements of the Dullahan.  

“Maybe you just haven’t thought enough about it yet. Go ahead, apply yourself.” 

So Allison did think about it. She thought about being in the cold and the rain watching her Ethan die. She thought about how he came back and fought on. Then she thought about how the Dullahan had picked her up and then everything went black. She thought about the feeling of being crushed in the thing’s massive arms. She thought about how cold she was. She had never been so cold in her life, like warmth was a distant memory. And then she thought about the things she had seen. Her life from so many different angles and perspectives, visions of the past, present, and future each twisting in a different way. The realization hit her like a ton of bricks.  

“Oh my god.” She said. “I’m dead, aren’t I?” 

The Dullahan tilted its head back and laughed and laughed and laughed. 
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The Shadowman looked down at himself and knew he had to do something. He pushed the sleeve of his long black overcoat up. The skin of his forearm was beginning to turn green and fall off in chunks, revealing layers of black underneath. His teeth were cracking and dropping and he could feel ribs where before there was hard muscle. Shadowman was falling apart, rotting in real time. This was part of the reason he had never possessed anyone fully. He could imagine Gordon Daniel walking down the street looking like a freshly dug corpse. He would be thrown in the clink, if not shot on sight, before he touched one hair on Ethan’s head. He needed a new host. 

He limped on through the night, hood pulled up not against the nightly cold, but against the eyes of anyone who might be close enough to notice a dead man walking. Shadowman didn’t necessarily need to maintain his disguise in front of strangers, enough strangeness could be found now, but why close doors you could leave open? If he could ingratiate himself with a group of survivors until they all fell asleep together around the fire, then he could kill them all one by one and save the last for a host. Shivers of excitement crawled across his spine at the thought. 

Luck must have been with him. Soon, he came upon a washed out green road sign, the kind that denoted a town was coming up. Then he began to see them—houses, all of them standing. All of them intact. It was like the bombs never fell, the world never ended. Shadowman walked with his mouth open. He sniffed about, but could find no sign that human beings were present.

Soon he came upon the telltale sloping roof and cupola of a church. It was populated. He stared hard through the window at all the people huddled within, seeking comfort in each other. They lit small fires that they gathered around, cooking tiny pots above them or lying around them and coughing into their hands. They sat back to back, or cuddled in spoons to retain warmth and what he could only assume was a shred of humanity. He knew nothing about that. He hadn’t for a long time. 

Memories of his life before death came flooding back. He remembered the smoke and the bullets and the screaming. He remembered slaughtering soldier after soldier, his tomahawk a beast with a mind all its own and a taste for the blood of his enemies, their blue uniforms dripping with the dark red ichor, his clothes stained with it. Shadowman remembered the looks on their faces as they died, the wide eyes and open mouths, the snarls of defiance, the grimaces of pain and indignation, as if they couldn’t imagine not being a part of the world any longer, their sense of self a massive, unwieldy thing. How many scalps had he collected over those long years fighting the white man? How many ears and noses and tongues? Those were things you weren’t supposed to take. Only scalps were permitted, so the souls of the dead could reach their ancestors. But the Shadowman didn’t care. He took what he wanted when he wanted it. 

His village didn’t approve. They walked passed his hogan, draped in the parts of his victims, a testament to his strength and power. They shook their heads and averted their eyes. He could feel their watchful stares as he walked about the village and he heard their mistrustful whispers when he passed close by. There was talk of exiling him, even packing him up and delivering him to the white man themselves. Were his crimes so offensive that he was to be betrayed by his own people, after all he did for them? 

They didn’t have to. The white men came one night and took him under the cover of darkness like cowards. They whipped and beat him until there wasn’t a spot on his flesh that wasn’t bloody and raw. Then they threw him in a church just like this and set it on fire. He remembered the way his skin blistered and burst. He remembered how his hair smelled, and then his skin. He remembered the way he prayed for death, begged for it. He cursed the white man that day, and hoped the ancestors would carry his curse into the next life. 

That was until he was given a second chance. He had a promise to fulfill, an obligation to manage. The Singer had trusted him to kill Ethan Daniel and avert disaster. In that, Shadowman had failed, but he was still alive and so was Ethan Daniel. The goal was still out there, waiting for him, nudging him along. He couldn’t finish it without a new host. Shadowman made up his mind. 

He threw his hood up and knocked on the doors of the church. 

“Who is it?” asked the feeble register of an old man. 

“Just a traveler. I need shelter for the night. I will work for it and leave when you wish it, I swear.” 

There was a quick conversation on the other side of the door, hurried voices in hushed tones. When it finally opened, the Shadowman was entreated to a view that made his mouth practically water with anticipation like he was a starving man staring at a spitted pig, apple in mouth, crisping and turning over an open flame.

People, undefended, unready for him. 

Hosts or victims? 

Both. 

The old man, with disheveled white hair and faded and torn overalls, waved him along through the crowd of people. Shadowman deftly locked the door behind himself before he followed. 

There were more people here than he previously thought, at least two dozen in a varying spectrum of ages. All of them white. It was almost too good to be true. There was plenty of coughing into shaking hands and shivering beneath ragged blankets. Men leaned against haphazard crutches and boys hobbled on wrecked limbs. The women all had the faraway look in their eyes that spoke volumes about the things one person could do to another. 

But there had to be one man there strong enough to be a decent host. All it took was patience. 

“Name’s Garth. Yours?” 

Shadowman thought about it. “Jed.” 

“You smell something awful, Jed. Not a worry, we can get you means to bathe yourself. Been on the road long?”

“Yes. Yes, I have,” said the Shadowman, choosing to forget the rudeness of the man, at least for the time being. “There are so many people. How long have you all been here?” He asked as much to get the man talking about something other than his current state of perpetual rot as with any real interest. 

“Since the End. What has it been, two years? We’ve lived through two winters anyway. We used to have more, but you know how it goes, marauders, screamers, animals, cold, hunger, disease. It’s a wonder we here have survived at all.”

They arrived at what must have been Garth’s living area. It was simple, an old, tattered tent with his clothes draped over the top, a rack where he kept a couple guns and a machete, stumps that he was clearly using as chairs, and a small fire within a ring of stones. They each sat on a stump. Shadowman adjusted when he felt something crack in his lower body and hoped the other man hadn’t heard. 

“Why aren’t you in those houses out there? Why is everyone in this church like the bombs are still falling? I would think a more effective strategy, at least where food and security is concerned, would be to put a wall up around this place and live within it instead of jamming yourself in one location like this. Seems like a bunch of sitting ducks to me.” 

Garth sighed, then groaned as he pushed himself up with hands on his knees. He reached inside his tent and rummaged for a bit. When he came back he was holding a piece of paper with a drawing of the town on it. Around the town was a wall. 

“We had plans for it. We have for a long time. But the screamers come when you least expect it, and there is nothing more valuable any more than a town with a wall. Right now, we don’t have the men or the weapons to fight back the screamers when they come or the cut throats who will try to take what we have. Look around you, Jed. Seen many a fighting soul in the place? So, we hide. I know it ain’t the best possible solution, but it’s the one we got right now.”

Shadowman nodded. He didn’t really hear the answer. It was white noise to him, background only. All he could think about was his next host. He stood and cast his gaze over the crowd. This was a pathetic lot. It didn’t seem like there was a single reasonable target amongst them. All of them were the wrong age, the wrong gender, or simply to broken to suffice. He wouldn’t feel the pain of their injuries, but he sure as shit couldn’t move with a broken bone or torn tissue either. He had to choose carefully, methodically. This new body might have to see him through for quite some time. It wouldn’t do to come face to face with Ethan Daniel and be too infirm to finish the job. 

Shadowman was just about to give up hope when he spotted him. He was nothing special, but he was miles and miles ahead of the nearest competition. Middle aged, not balding but hair was sparse to be sure, muscular enough to be useful in that way that said, I work hard, why would I have to work out. He would have to do. 

“What did you do for a living, Jed, you know, before the end?” Shadowman gritted his teeth at the sin of being interrupted. Garth could have no idea how close that one outburst brought him to death. Instead, the Shadowman racked his brain for just a moment and when he came to an answer, he almost laughed out loud. “I do it still, my son. I am a man of faith.” 

Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at the pair around the fire. Apparently, no one has any qualms about eavesdropping. Dozens of hopeless faces suddenly lit with the barest hint of something that could potentially be confused with hope. It was a truly exhilarating feeling to know that soon he would take even that away from them. 

“Please sir, preach something to us.” Someone called out from the crowd. 

“Yes, please, a sermon. We need guidance, Father.” cried another. 

Garth was nodding right along with the rest of the congregation, his eyes filling with pathetic tears. 

Shadowman raised his arms to silence the crowd, careful to make sure his sleeves didn’t fall and expose the grotesque flesh beneath. They wanted guidance, did they? They wanted advice and leadership? They wanted truth with a capital T? He would give it to them. 

Shadowman smiled and patted Garth’s hand kindly. Then he limped to the podium where sermons past were held. He walked past people trying to touch him as he went by, already seeing him as some kind of sign, some savior figure after all the hardship of the last couple years. Didn’t they see he was arsenic. Didn’t they smell the stench of death on him? He climbed the stairs two at a time. He crossed the stage in brisk, confident steps. He gripped the podium in rotten hands and turned his body to face them. He scanned the crowd. He could feel the maggots living in his guts squirm and writhe. He told them what they needed to hear. 

He told them the truth.

“My children.” Began the Shadowman in his strongest voice. Even with vocal chords more ragged than drowned rats it was a powerful thing. He saw someone faint and crumple to the floor. The candlesticks to his left and right flickered. “How you have struggled. How you have toiled and worried and sweat and fought so hard in the end of days. Think not that God turns a blind eye to those who are righteous when righteousness is so difficult to find, so elusive in this world. He sees you. He sees all. In this hour of need, in this hour of forgotten justice and good works cast aside, it does us good to remember what our Lord and Savior has truly taught us. What he has shown us to be true time, and time, and time again. The law of the land. His word.” Shadowman tore the hood off his head and laughed at the horror in their faces.

He knew what he looked like, terrifying, horrific. There was a collective gasp, the smaller ones screamed. His face was more skull than flesh, twin caverns for a nose, tattered lips exposing scarce black teeth, eyes no more than dried, bloodshot marbles. He was a monster. He reveled in it. 

“You are the cursed! You are the forgotten, the bereft! God is a lie, a myth to keep you in line like sheep for the slaughter. If not, then God is surely gone, and he left here hating every single cell in every single one of you. When man took up arms against man, God saw his opportunity and left you here to fight amongst ourselves. This Armageddon is a man-made catastrophe, but if your God is real than he watched it happen and laughed at you from afar as you burned!”

Shadowman pushed over the candlesticks and watched as they sprayed hot wax and hungry fire. It caught the podium and the dried carpeting underfoot. It caught his pants and he went up like the dry thing he was. The fire roared with glee. The flames moved quickly through the throng as people scurried to get away from them, trampling one another in their fear. Shadowman watched a man push a woman into the flames to get himself further away. That was when the screaming really started, and it was wonderful. 

“God hates you all!” preached the Shadowman. “He wants you all to die!”

Then the Shadowman shed himself of the mask that was formerly Jack Conway, and witnessed the people in the church lose their minds. They screamed and ran toward the windows as the flames gathered higher and higher, forgetting that they were boarded up against intruders. The front door was the only way out now, and it was locked. He drifted toward it, through the throng that was gathering in panic.

Now it was time to find another host, preferably a capable one. 

Shadowman found his target slamming himself into the front door with his massive shoulder. Again, and again he smashed his body into the thick wood, as the flames grew and grew. Shadowman circled his prey, studying his movements, watching as the muscles and sinews in his strong arms stretched and bunched, became taut and then loose. He could taste the man’s fear as the people around him screamed their last and were burned alive. Shadowman flicked his tongue out to sample the feeling on the air like a snake. 

The fire was getting close now. The Shadowman saw his opportunity. He shot over the dead and into the door, launching himself at full speed. The heavy oak shattered, and the man tumbled into the cool night.  

For exactly one second the large man looked hopeful as he rolled upright and realized he was out of the church and away from the fire.

Then the Shadowman leapt into his body and crushed his mind and soul. 

Shadowman flexed his newly stolen arms and stretched his freshly taken legs. It was about time. He was soon going to need them. He was a new man, quite literally. He took one last look at the charred shell of the church and he laughed. The he skipped on through the night, back on the road he was on before, feeling a new-found eagerness to complete the task at hand. 
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The walkie-talkie had begun to buzz and hum not long after they took it. At first it was nothing but white noise and radio static. Eventually, they could decipher voices and words. It was always the same voice, always with the same message.

“My name is Terrence Dawkins. I am the leader of a community of survivors. If you get this message know that we have a safe place for you. You don’t have to be alone. You don’t have to be afraid. There is a road sign near the bottom of Route Seventy. Follow it and you will find us.” 

That was it. Every single day for weeks, Ethan and Adminius would turn the walkie-talkie on at dawn and listen to the sound of Terrence Dawkins telling them it was all going to be okay while they rolled their blankets and re-packed their supplies. As Ethan doused the fire from the night before and adjusted the heavy pack on his shoulders, he imagined what it would be like to find Dawkins and his safe haven. 

Maybe it was just some kind of thrown together community with logs shaved into points, lashed together with makeshift rope for walls and some small gardens for sustained food. Maybe it was a former Pen Draig installation with heavy machinery and advanced robotics, with schematics detailing the next generation in technology, with advanced food and supply. That was what Ethan was hoping. A place where they would have information on Nodens and the Dullahan, locked away in a dusty and forgotten room, an envelope for the eyes of Mr. Black only. Maybe, just maybe, a way to save Allison.

The rains would come and still Terry Dawkins was there to talk them through freezing bones and blocked roads. The screamers would surround them, and his voice would be the one hopeful noise amongst the moaning and growling and the utter despair of cramped, lightless spaces. They walked while days stretched, and the moon waxed and waned, ever Dawkins the great motivator. 

Ethan and Adminius reached the road sign not long after the messages stopped, in their abyssal wake was a silent panic that tightened their lips and shortened their sentences. They didn’t look at one another but the sound of each of their teeth grinding in worry drowned out much else. The detritus sign was painted black, the original green showing around the edges and in a scratch along the center. It had white, sloppy scribbles on it that said, “Stick to the road. We will find you.” 

Poetic, said Urien. 

Actually I think it’s clever, said Gordon. At the same time that it gives hope to those looking for sanctuary, it also warns any less than savory parties that the area is heavily scouted. 

Ethan couldn’t care less than to know that he was getting closer.  

“I remember when this was a beautiful road. Well, I actually remember when this wasn’t a road at all, and all the more beautiful for it.” Adminius said that night as he unfurled his sleeping bag and slid within. Ethan looking up at the road sign as though making sure it was still there before he answered. 

“Oh, yeah?” 

“Yeah. You see that plateau dead ahead?” 

Ethan did. The moonlight shone on it as it rose above the trees like a frozen wave. It looked jagged and unforgiving. It was black and gray and sharp, a labyrinth of rocks. 

“That used to be Mount Roderick.” 

At another time, Ethan would have had to catch his jaw with both hands to make sure it didn’t fall to the ground, but he’d heard that kind of tale before. Beauty made ugly by technology and man’s greedy, lip-licking overreach. The natural world raped and pillaged and raped again until it knew it’s place beneath man’s mighty bootheel. It was cliché and it was unhelpful. Ethan doused the fire without a word leaving Adminius to his reveries. 

And after that, stick to the road they did. They walked during the long day and slept hard at night. Always they lit a small fire to avoid the possibility of unfriendly eyes. When the screamers sounded a little too close for comfort they found tall trees to sleep in, tying themselves onto the thicker branches and praying they didn’t fall in the night. When the sun rose and spread its bright fingers on the wasted countryside, the pair untied themselves, clumsily climbed down, and stretched out stiff and sore muscles. For days that was their schedule. On the fourth night, their schedule changed. 

There was a group of people standing in a pool of moonlight not far from where Adminius and Ethan crouched in the underbrush, their half-made camp all but forgotten behind them. 

“Five. At least,” counted Adminius. Ethan was jealous of Adminius then, whose eyes could see as well during the dead of night as Ethan’s could at noon on a clear day. 

“Have they spotted us?” asked Ethan. 

“I don’t think so.” 

“Can we get closer?” 

“Only one way to find out.” 

Ethan dropped to the ground and felt Adminius do the same beside. They scraped and slid until the muffled humming of far off conversation turned into recognizable dialogue. 

“No, absolutely no. There is no way in this life or the next that I am bringing my son back to that Bunker,” said a woman whose tone brooked no argument. 

“I don’t see that we have a choice.” 

That voice sounds familiar, said Gordon. 

Ethan found himself agreeing. It was definitely the voice of a man who spoke with both confidence and care. His diction set Ethan rifling through mental file cabinets and pouring over internal audio files, hoping to cross reference the two until he found a match.

“We have no idea how to survive out here. Remember how fast we found the bunker? Not to mention the fact that we have Joe with us. What are we going to when we start to run out of food and can’t find or grow more? What are we going to do when the screamers come? What’s the better idea?” 

“Go back and die or stay here and die. Sounds about right,” sighed another man.

The pair crested the small rise they had targeted as suitable scouting position and Adminius pushed aside black, dried grass husks that crumbled and fell like the ashes from a spent cigarette. Adminius was right, there were five of them talking in a tight circle. Those with their backs to him were only vaguely human shaped shadows and they blocked anyone on the other side of the fire he might have been able to see. He could tell in their posture they were defeated, deflated, all hung heads and shrugging shoulders and wringing, wringing hands. 

“Who even was that man. I’d never seen him before. Never, and the Bunker was a small community even at the end. How did he have so much support so quickly?” then, quieter, the woman said, “Were we that bad?”

One of the shadows glided across the dancing flames until it came to rest next to another. 

Man and wife? asked Urien. 

“Not even close. You gave everything you had to those people. We all did. I don’t know how it happened. We got beaten. It happened right under our noses and we never saw a thing and we lost.” The more the man spoke, the more Ethan was convinced he had heard it before. 

“They were chanting ‘Hail Lord Nodens’ as we left. It was faint, but I heard it,” said a third male voice. 

Ethan’s stomach turned icy and tingling spiders creeped their way across the entirety of his skin. Nodens.

What did you think, boy, he would just fold his hand and walk away? You know him better than that, I suspect.

Since when did you learn poker terms?

Since I’ve been stuck in here with your father and that’s all he wants to play. Well, that and gin. I’m bloody awful at gin. 

Ethan heard faint laughter. 

“They’ve come across Nodens,” whispered Adminius. 

“I heard,” said Ethan. 

“So we’re going there right? Wherever they found him?” 

“You know I want too,” Ethan replied, “but we don’t even know what there is. There could be a barracks stuffed with guns and guys that know how to use them. There could be a colony of cannibals and these guys were just the ousted leaders that still have a taste for man flesh. There could be something only a god with a grudge would cook up.” 

“Seems like there is only one way to find out.” 

Damnit. He’s right, said Gordon. 

“You stand up first,” Ethan said to Adminius. The other man gave him a reproachful look and stood. 

Ethan begrudgingly nodded his head followed suit. He saw Adminius raise his hands over his head and he did the same as the two of them walked toward the group of strangers. 

The woman turned on her heels and pushed her son behind her with wide eyes. The three men jumped in front of them. One had a gun and he pointed it in a shaky grip, the others raised their fists and looked nervous. Only one was anything resembling calm. 

Leader, gauged Urien, clear as day. 

“We don’t mean any harm. We just want to talk,” said Adminius. 

Ethan saw three adult men, one adult woman, and one young boy. They all had messy hair and a faint unwashed smell. There was fear still heavy in their eyes. They were in dire straits, but they were new to the challenge. Ethan could tell a person who had been out of shelter for too long. They were so used to the fear it had sloughed off them like over cooked meat from the bone. Their eyes held only terrible knowledge and intolerable, incalculable fatigue.  

“We’re not here to talk. We’re here to survive. If you are going to hinder that in any way I suggest you continue walking, friends,” said one of the ones with raised fists. He had a nervous twitch and he licked his lips too often for comfort. 

“We heard you say the name Nodens,” said Adminius

“You know him?” said the woman.

“We do.” 

“Who is he?” 

“He took your home from you, right? It sounds exactly like the kind of move he loves making.” 

“He is no friend of yours?”

Ethan and Adminius shared a look. 

“I wouldn’t say friend, no,” said Ethan. 

“What would you say?” asked one of the men. 

“We would say he is responsible for everything that has gone wrong with your lives and ours. We would say he does not want to see us coming his way.” 

The man holding his son locked eyes with and passed the sort of mental message to the woman that only long years and close proximity can interpret. Then he stepped forward and took Ethan’s hand in his own with a strong shake. 

“If you’re an enemy of his then you must be a friend of ours. If you really are a friend of his than we were dead the second we let you get close anyway so what is the difference? Might as well go out shaking hands. My name is Terry Dawkins.” Terry Dawkins, like Terrence Dawkins? This is my wife, Shawna, and my son, Joseph. The one on the left is Dr. Trevor Ryan. He was a pretty damn good surgeon before the end. The one on the right is Darren Chan, friend of mine from way back.” 

“Ethan. Adminius,” said Ethan, pointing to himself and his traveling companion

“Adminius? What kind of name is that? Sounds, like, Roman or something,” said the kid. 

Ethan and Adminius said nothing. It made everyone else uncomfortable, but it was better than the truth. 

Dawkins said, “Alright, well, let’s get back to our camp. Joe could use some food and it’ll give us some cover while we talk.” Dawkins waited for Ethan and Adminius to give the thumbs up before corralling his group. 

They followed Dawkins in single file. It took about a half hour to reach the camp, which turned out to be just an elongated lean-to stuck to the side of a small rock face, the kind of rock face one might see on the edges of some highways. They lit a fire, Terry doing all the heavy lifting while Shawna cared for her son and the other two men made themselves appear busy while doing nothing much at all. Shawna handed out food and drink, bread and cheese they must have stolen from the stores of the bunker community and some water foraged from a nearby creek. Then they sat near the flickering heat and Ethan tried his best to appear like he was still a functioning and empathetic human being.

“You must have made a thriving community to have cheese and bread,” said Adminius. 

“We did. We do,” said Dawkins, thick with pride and lament.

“We’re awfully close to the roads,” said Ethan. “You don’t seem to mind sending fire smoke into the air. Are there no patrols or scouts? We saw the signs that said you had scouts out here. Aren’t you afraid Nodens will be looking for you, doing the same thing?” 

“Not really. Those signs were mostly to try and scare anyone who might want to take what we had. We never had much in the way of a standing army, so we thought preemptively scaring anyone who thought they could take what we had was a good idea. If a refugee happened by we usually waited until they got a lot closer before we went out. After the radios all cut out, we would get small trickles of people looking for safety. Sometimes more, sometimes less, sometimes none for so long we thought that would be it, forever. Besides, Nodens or Nathan or whatever the hell his damned name is, is going to have his hands full establishing his authority for a while. We should be safe this far out.”

“No army? Not even for the screamers?” asked Adminius, surprised. 

The group all looked at one another, sharing an experience it was clear they would just as soon not have. 

“The walls do well enough, I suppose. Not sure half trained boys would solve that particular problem anyway,” answered Dawkins. 

“And you?” asked the doctor. “How do you find yourselves in our neck of the woods?” 

“We’ve been chasing information around, trying to track down a group that used to call themselves the Pen Draig,” answered Ethan. He didn’t say it was all in an effort to save his probably dead fiancé from the clutches of a denizen of death and his enemy Nodens who was also a disgraced god. 

Better to keep it simple. Good call kiddo, said Gordon. 

Dawkins looked surprised. “Did you say Pen Draig?” 

“I did.” 

“There is a sign all over the Bunker. It has...” 

“A red dragon holding a white sword and breathing black fire in a...”

“Circle, yes.” Dawkins finished Ethan’s sentence. “It’s everywhere. The Bunker is made up of concrete living spaces surrounding steel construction within. The steel is where the good stuff is, rooms filled with things I’ve never seen or heard of before, let alone know how to make use of. All their important machinery and weaponry and tools for survival. All of it, every single door and at the end of most of the hallways, is stamped with that symbol.”

Ethan’s heart began to beat fast and Adminius tensed beside him. 

“I need to get in that Bunker. You need to go home. Apparently, we have similar goals friend,” said Ethan, imagining unlocking all the secrets he needed while simultaneously cutting Nodens’ throat. 

“So it would seem. Getting in is easier said than done, however,” said Dawkins. 

“We need to start somewhere. Can you draw us a rough sketch of the layout in the Bunker?” asked Adminius. 

Terry nodded. He rose from his seat and walked off into the night. When he returned some seconds later he was holding a stick that it appeared he had chosen for its latent sketching capabilities, such as they were. 

“This here,” he said, drawing a big boxlike shape while the rest gathered around him in a circle, “is the bunker itself. This is the housing area here, the agricultural area here, armory, waste management, cemetery, hospital, and courtyard.” Dawkins said as he drew a few more boxes within his larger one. “Out here is mostly wasteland with a few blackened trees, but unfortunately, not much cover. I think Nodens will be in here,” he said, pointing at armory. “Because that is where the safe room is and most of our weapons.” 

Everyone stared at the makeshift map. The fire began to burn low. Chan tossed on another log and fresh sparks danced skyward and the light grew. 

“Feel free to speak up if lightning strikes,” said the doctor. 

“Maybe I have something,” said Ethan. 

“Don’t let me hold you up,” said Dawkins. 

“You said waste management. How does that work?” 

“Well, we dug a few latrines near the edges of the bunker, away from the civilized area. They need to be cleaned every day, so we have a couple of guys shovel everything up, load it into wheelbarrows and cart it out of town.” 

“Can you show us on the map where they dump it.” 

“Here,” said Dawkins, who pointed to a spot about six inches away from his drawing of the Bunker. 

“How do they dump it.” 

“They tip the wheelbarrows into a big ass hole, no pun intended, and then they cover said hole with dirt. Then they mark the spot with an X they make out of burnt out tree trunks before they turn around and come on home.” 

“What’s surveillance like along the route?” 

Dawkins smiled knowingly. “Not a pair of eyes until you hit the wall again and by then, it’s so late that no one is exactly checking I.D.’s.” 

“Think we could get someone on that wheelbarrow, into the Bunker and have them open the door before they get caught?” 

“I think you could.” 

After finalizing the details of the plan, they hunkered down for the rest of the night, separating like non-attracted particles, drifting off to their respective sleep areas while each, like Shakespearean actors on the night before a performance that would determine the life or death of their beloved theatre, thought about the parts they had to play. 

The morning came and went without much talking. There were grim faces all around as a meager breakfast was made and then cleaned up after. Weapons were tested, clothes mended. They drank water throughout the day and fueled up on dried meat and proteins. It was a day before the big game type of day; it was an athlete’s type of day. They all might need to be athletic before the night was through. 
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ETHAN DIDN’T THINK all shit-shovelers did, he didn’t think all shit-shovelers could, but this one, despite inhaling the stink of other people’s shit all day every day, this one whistled while he worked. Like a fucking dwarf, he walked behind his wheelbarrow full of human waste. He did a little shimmy, a little shake, and he whistled like the pressing of his lips together and blowing a light wind made him fucking Usher. 

Ethan thought it was strange. What was there to whistle about? He was literally scooping and transporting shit every single day while the world cracked and belched and died around him and now, as if to add insult to injury, he did so under the thumb of an authoritarian former god. It was precisely the kind of logic that made it all the easier to hit the guy on the head, strip his clothes, and hide him in the woods. He would wake up with one hell of a headache, but shoveling shit for Nodens was also behind him, and that was something.

Ethan left his own clothes behind, giving them to Adminius to keep safe. Then he shuffled into the clothes of the shit-shoveler. They were stained, and they smelled worse than anything Ethan could have imagined. He gagged as he slid the shirt over his head. Then he grabbed the wheelbarrow by both handles, nodded to everyone in their little makeshift terrorist cell, and began walking toward the Bunker. 

The remains of Mount Roderick rose from the wastelands of former Colorado like a crown on the head of an elderly, decrepit king. It was a massive thing. Ethan had been there when the first bombs began falling. He’d watched their red plumes, their daisy like explosive blooms from the sky. He saw the effects up close, the devastation and power, and still it was difficult to make sense of anything that could just take half a mountain and blow it into oblivion. 

As he approached the wall of the Bunker, he began to get nervous. Tearing a mountain in half had a way of creating some really big rocks. It was with those rocks that the people of the bunker community fashioned their wall around a still functioning steel door. Dawkins really did get lucky here. The place was pretty impregnable. Ethan saw shapes walking back and forth on the wall and it didn’t take a Navy Seal to know they were patrolling. As he got closer, he could see the glint of moonlight off gunmetal. They were armed. They walked efficiently and didn’t take breaks. 

Dawkins said they were half trained boys. Nodens clearly has been stepping up their education, said Urien. 

It’s going to take some kind of miracle to crack this nut, thought Ethan. 

He got almost within earshot before he kicked himself for his stupidity and began to whistle. 

“Larry? That you?” called out one of the guards on top of the wall. 

“Yupp,” Ethan shouted back, ducking his head to hide his face, hoping the dark would take care of the finer details. 

“You already done?” 

Shit, was I not supposed to be? The other guy didn’t look too old, but he might have been older than we thought. Maybe he had something wrong with him. We should have waited and left later. We didn’t account for how long it would take him to unload!

“Unmmm... yupp,” Ethan answered through his panic and rapidly beating heart. 

There was a long pause. Ethan felt himself sweating through a shit covered shirt. 

“Okay. See you tomorrow. Cards?” 

Ethan took a deep, deep breath. “’Course.” 

The steel door slammed behind him. He saw skinny dirt roads cutting through rock walls on either side. He saw fabric hanging from door-like cut-outs in the rock, probably makeshift doors into the homes of those not fortunate enough or early enough to get a room inside the steel sanctuary. Ethan could see the aristocratic structure of the place in his head, steel houses were haves, rock ones were have nots, humanity in its ever-predictable struggle with itself, mine, mine, mine. What he didn’t see much of was people, and the two or three who were about ignored him. They were likely driven away by his less than enticing aroma. They held their noses and gave him looks that could have killed. It turned out that shoveling shit didn’t do much for one’s social life. 

Who would have thought, said Gordn. 

Ethan had no idea where to go next. Dawkins maps were crude and elementary things. He doubted in that moment that Dawkins would be able to draw himself out of a cardboard box let alone lead Ethan toward any meaningful method of in or exfiltration. Ethan stood in the mouth of the Bunker, hesitating, the gravest mistake a fighter could make, while the waves of his malodor wafted up into the night sky. There was a squeaking sound. It was getting closer. Ethan perked up. He spotted another wheelbarrow rolling into an alley across the way and, sensing his chance, he made quick work to get to it. 

He just reached the entrance to the alley when rough hands grabbed him around the shoulders. His head slammed into a concrete wall and he saw stars. “Who are you? What have you done with Larry? Why are you following me?” Ethan’s attacker demanded as Ethan slumped onto his ass in the darkness.

“I’m not following you,” mumbled Ethan through the coming concussion style headache. I better not have fucking CTE now. 

Can’t make you any dumber. 

Thanks, Urien. 

Anytime. 

“I don’t believe you. Where is Larry?” The attacker was youngish, mid-thirties probably. His brown beard was thick, animalian, but short like it was the first round of the playoffs and he was going for the Cup. The veins in his neck bulged, the muscles in his jaw hard as bone. His eyes nearly glowed in the moonlight.

“Is he a friend of yours or something?” Ethan did his best to avoid telling this guy anything. For one thing, he had no idea who the man was. He could be a spy for Nodens, or, perhaps more likely, off his damn rocker. For another, he was violent. Anyone who just started grabbing people and slamming them into walls at the suspicion of some light stalking was not someone that could be trusted at the drop of a hat. 

When cold steel found its way under his chin, Ethan did the prudent thing and reconsidered his position on the whole keeping secrets and lack of trust thing. “He is fine. He’ll wake up naked in the woods with a bit of a headache, but that’s it.”

The knife dug just a little deeper into Ethan’s chin and he felt a drop of blood escape and slide down the metallic shaft. “And who are you? Why are you following me?” 

“My name is Ethan. I’m not following you. I knocked out Larry and stole his shit because I was trying to break in.” 

Brown Beard let Ethan go and stood up. Ethan could see the man doing some mental gymnastics in his head, all closed eyes and silent but working lips. Ethan hoped he would stick the landing. 

“Leave the wheelbarrow. Follow me,” the man said as he turned his back on Ethan and walked down the alley. 

Ethan took a second to get his head together and follow. After a couple deep breaths, he was more or less workable again. “What the fuck, dude?” he whisper-yelled. “You just jumped me. Why the hell am I following you?” 

“Well, for starters, you don’t really have a choice. You could always keep running around town in the middle of the night with a shit-covered wheelbarrow, but people tend to notice that sort of thing. That, and you don’t exactly look like our dear old Larry and he was pretty popular, especially amongst the older, smellier types. I give you a solid ten minutes before someone else grabs you.” 

Airtight, said Urien. 

“Also, you could have just walked right in, we have been taking more refugees since the... change in management. You didn’t, which means you aren’t a fan of our new Supreme Commander and he, in all likelihood, isn’t a fan of you. It just so happens that I am not exactly his strongest supporter either. I am going to help, so you are going to follow me. Got it?” 

Ethan followed as... “What’s your name?” 

“Kodiak.” 

“Seriously?” 

“No, but the world ended and I hated my name. Arcas, gross. Thanks for nothing mom., So I picked a new one. Everyone that knew the other one is dead, so fuck it, right?”

“Umm, ya, right, why the hell not?” 

Ethan followed as... Kodiak... “Dude, I don’t care. I’m not calling you Kodiak,” Ethan said as his new friend passed the gaping area where the mountainous ceiling had been torn from the bunker, and into a darker area still covered in rock. 

They took a right. Ethan found that the alleys had become hallways, wooden or cloth entries became metal and concrete. The transition was seamless. This was the land of the haves. 

Kodiak shrugged. “That’s cool. No one else does anyway.”

“Why tell me that then?” 

“Shot in the dark. It would be really cool if someone started calling me Kodiak.” 

“I’m going to call you Kody.” 

“Done and done.” 

“Hey, Kody.”

“Yupp.” 

“You’re pretty crazy, huh?” 

“Yupp.” 

Perfect. 
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DESPITE ALL HIS EFFORT in going slowly, the door still squeaked shut behind Ethan Daniel as the parade of intruders to the Bunker community filed by him with careful steps and wide eyes. Kody lead them on, insisting that the torch he made for them be held behind him rather than in front to light his way. Ethan wondered why until he watched as Adminius covered his eyes and sidestepped Shawna to walk beside the strange man. His eyes, huge and almost non-blinking, were those of a cave dweller, drinking up what minuscule light there was. They weren’t well adjusted to something like bright flames in a dark environment. The man needed sunglasses during the day time. Ethan wondered why Kodiak would do the same with the torch and stored it away in the file cabinet of his memory titled Strange and/or Curious. Perhaps it was nothing. Perhaps it wasn’t.  

The door was located deep underground, its twin at the other end of the long and lonely tunnel they had just entered, came up somewhere on the surface, half a mile from the Bunker itself. It was meant to be an escape route for anyone high ranking enough to know. Black himself presumably. 

“This was one of the first Bunkers we built, right about the time we began testing Nuclear weapons and knew one day we would need a place to escape one.,” said Adminius, his whisper modified to a shout by the countless rebounding of audio waves off dense concrete in empty atmosphere.

“You knew about this place?” Ethan asked, not quite mad but certainly cocking the gun in case it needed to be fired. They had done a lot of aimless searching and hunting down half heard rumors. If Adminius had some kind of mental map of Pen Draig hotspots...

“At one time, yes. Truth is I had never been here before, down here I mean, in this particular tunnel. The two ideas in my head never synced up. If we went the route of searching every Pen Draig safe house I did remember, we wouldn’t even hit half of them before you died of very old age. Maybe I made the wrong choice. I apologize.” In earnest apology Adminius always came across as the bigger man. Ethan holstered for the time being, feeling like a bully and disliking it. 

“What is this? I found the Bunker years ago. Believe me, there wasn’t a corner I left uncovered before I brought my family inside to stay.” said Dawkins. 

“This is the underneath,” said Kody. 

“That means...” asked the Dr. 

“That means we are in the underneath. A series of connected tunnels and passages beneath the Bunker itself. It’s like an underground highway of sorts. Adminius, care to elaborate?” 

“We built them into every Bunker. Extra protection against ordinance topside, easy access to the necessary areas, secret but for the highest-ranking members. I’m amazed Kody found the door at all.” 

The small group of anxious intruders reached the end of the tunnel, passed through another heavy steel door, and found themselves at a crossroads of sorts. The room was concrete, floor, ceiling and perfectly round walls. More steel doors dotted the walls at even intervals. Each of those doors no doubt attached to a hallway leading somewhere in the Bunker. There didn’t seem to any directions or indications as to which door lead to what. Ethan suspected that if he walked to the center of the room and spun around blindfolded he would never get out. He would die down here in his confusion. 

“Okay, so what now?” asked Shawna, holding her little boy’s hand in her own. 

“Now, we make a plan. I’m betting on the fact that Nodens hasn’t yet discovered these tunnels. If he did we’d all be dead already. So, we are going to hold up in this room until we come up with something that can knock him off his perch.” Kody said as everyone dropped their bags and picked spots along the hall to sit and rest their backs. Joe collapsed onto his mother’s lap and fell promptly asleep.  

“Okay,” said Terry, ever the leader, even if only by example, “who wants to start?” 

The rest of the group did their best to inspect their equipment or minor injuries, anything to avoid eye contact. “Okay, fine, I guess I will. Kody, is there a way to the generator room from these tunnels?” 

Kody perked up like a dog who hears their owner’s car scrape up the gravel driveway. “Yes of course, I see where you’re going with this and I love it.” 

“Where is he going with this?” asked Chan. 

“He is going to cut the power to the Bunker. With the power and all their systems down we can...” Kody began. 

“Like hell he is,” interrupted Mrs. Dawkins. This was followed by tense silence and a lot of glancing back and forth at a man and his wife. 

“It was just an idea” said Dawkins.

“It was an incredibly stupid, and incredibly heartless one,” his wife returned.

“Honey, I know what the implications are, and I know what is at stake. I just don’t think you have really examined all the options fully.” 

Shawna, her face utterly serene belying the tempest of emotions within, gently lifted her pride and joy off of her and placed him onto her coat where he chuffed and rolled and settled into sleep once more. Then she stood, brushed off her pants, walked to the center of the room, and pointed an accusatory finger at her husband. 

“I don’t care who is running the Bunker. I don’t care if it’s you and me or Ethan and Adminius. I don’t even care if its Nodens. I honestly don’t. I don’t care that you call me stupid, and say that I don’t comprehend the implications or grasp the nuance of your grand fucking plan to kill everyone we have come to know over the last two years. No, put your hand down, you had your chance to talk and what you came up with were two sentences that were callous and insulting. Now it’s my turn. Those people, in case you hadn’t realized, stand a real chance of being the very last group of survivors on the entire planet. They have a home here. They are safe here. Just because Nodens may be a piece of shit, doesn’t mean he is better than dying of starvation or being mauled by screamers. When you decided, without my agreeing to it by the way, to come back here and take Nodens down and be the great and benevolent leader again, I went along with it, even though I knew it was dangerous and could get us all killed. I went along with it because I trusted you and I knew that you were a good leader and the people would be better off with you leading the Bunker. But if you kill that power you can’t just switch it back on again, it is off, gone forever. The thing that separated this place from the countless miles of waste and scorched desert is gone, and all those people who we brought here with promises of safety and a life worth living at the end of the world will be betrayed. We are tossing them to the wolves. And for what? So you can hold the crown again? For Ethan and Adminius and Kody, whose reasons we don’t even know, and haven’t known them long enough to trust those reasons even if they did tell us. I don’t understand why we are here, but as long as we are, I will not let you condemn those people back to death. I won’t.” When Shawna was finished she walked back to where her son was sleeping and slid down the wall to sit beside him in his snoring oblivion. 

“That was a rousing, persuasive, and heartfelt argument and I agree with every word of it,” said Adminius. Shawna radiated relief at an ally discovered. “That being said, I think we should cut the power and kill Nodens at the earliest possible moment.” 

“How can you say that?” cried Shawna, once again betrayed. 

“Because Nodens is not just some, ‘piece of shit,’ as you said,” he hesitated, and then went straight for it. “He is a god. He is a god of death and lies born to the beginning of the universe and assigned to the British Isles before there were Brits or isles. I have been fighting him for so many years I forget what the world was before I hated Nodens and he hated me in return. He is weakened now, you can thank Ethan for that. But you can bet that he will be using your people to gain himself influence, worship and power once more and if he is allowed to do that we will all die in far worse ways than mad undead and a hard road could ever provide.” Adminius was greeted with skepticism from all but Kody, who simply looked on, unreadable. “It is true. Doubt me at your own peril.” 

“Are we really going to sit here and listen to this?” scoffed the doctor. “Gods and worship? Nodens the deity? Is this some kind of joke?” 

“No joke at all I’m afraid. You would do best to wrap your head around that before its too late,” said Kody, serious as a heart attack. 

In their silent contemplation, Ethan watched as Dawkins made his way over to his wife, timid yet determined, a stag crossing a darkened freeway that could burst alight at any moment. “I’m sorry,” he said, and Ethan was impressed. It took a lot for a man to apologize, especially if that man wielded some kind of power. The inflation of ego like a mountainous pulsing boil, ready to pop from the needle point pressure of a wife’s scorn. “I didn’t mean to call you stupid. I really didn’t. But if what Adminius is saying is true, even half true, then we need now more than ever to take back the Bunker and get rid of Nodens. I just don’t see how we can do that without cutting the power.” 

Shawna’s eyes filled with tears until the dams broke and they slid down her strong, expressionless cheeks. “Fine,” she said, robotic, “kill the power. Kill Nodens. Just know that others, some of them our friends, will die as well.” 

Dawkins squeezed his wife’s shoulder before walking to the center of the room. “Okay, we cut the power. What next.” 

“I will track down Nodens and I will kill him,” said Adminius, looking at no one and speaking to everyone. Ethan thought about arguing, but Adminius had more quarrel with Nodens than Ethan did. Ethan’s target was the Dullahan. 

Kody got up and drew another diagram on the floor, much like the one Dawkins had done before, but this one was far more, almost inhumanly, detailed and accurate. “He will most likely be in here,” he pointed to one of the larger squares, “in the Panic Room. It offers the most security in case of attacks, like the one we are planning. The trick will be getting inside before he can close the door. It’s a bitch to open again, even on the inside, even for a god, so once you’re in with him you can take your sweet time. Think you’re up to it?”

Adminius simply stared into the other man’s soul until it was understood that he was, indeed, up to it. 

“Okay then. That leaves Ethan, Chan, Ryan and myself. Ryan can go with Dawkins to make sure the power gets cut, Chan can go with me as we dispatch a few of Nodens’ more loyal followers.” 

Silence and contemplation. 

“What about Ethan?” asked Chan. 

“Ethan will be staying here. He will find everything he needs in my backpack. Shawna and Joe will follow the way we came until they find the door to the outside.” 

Shawna didn’t protest. She grabbed her son once more, brought him to her chest so his swinging legs sat astride her stomach and his chin could rest on her shoulder. She bent her knees, retrieved her jacket, and slung that over her son as well. She walked past the group without another word, opened the door, closed it quietly behind herself, and soon her footfalls were lost to the distance.

Dawkins watched her go. He took one step toward the door, stopped, looked at the floor, and stood still until his wife was heard no more. 

“You can go to her,” said Adminius. 

Dawkins shook his head. “Let’s get on with it,” he said. “Which door do I take?” Kody point at a door. Dawkins stormed off with Ryan, closing the door at a far more forceful rate than his wife. 

Adminius offered Ethan a hand and he took it to shake. He surprised Ethan by bringing him in for a half hug with the other hand. The man was huge and the hug heartfelt. They nodded to each other upon release. Adminius asked Kody which door with his eyes. Kody flicked his gaze to another door, and soon there were three. 

“What am I going to find in your backpack?” Ethan asked, already fearing that they had all trusted Kody too much. 

“Something you will need. Come on, Chan. We’ve got a job to do.” They passed through yet another door. Just before closing Kody peaked back into the room to say, “Don’t lose focus,” and then he was gone. 

Ethan wasted no time in grabbing Kody’s backpack, unzipping all the pockets, and dumping the contents onto the floor where they skittered and pinged and were eventually still. In it was a water bottle, which he drank out of, a few pieces of convenience store jerky left in a Ziploc, a couple of which he ate while deliberately ignoring the expiration date, assorted herbs, a few disconcerting animal skulls and finally, a burlap sack. The sack Ethan opened gingerly and took the contents out one by one. The first thing he grabbed was a note. 

It read:

Ethan Daniel. You have a choice here as I see it. You can either summon your enemy or your love. You cannot do both. Both have their advantages just as they have their disadvantages. There are reasons to summon either. In this sack you will find all you will need. There are step by step instructions on the reverse. Ethan flipped the paper and checked. There was. Choose wisely. We may all depend on it. 

Ethan read the note over again. How does he know who I will summon? thought Ethan. 

How does he expect you to know what a summoning is? asked Urien. 

How does he know how to summon...also what is a summoning? 

Ethan read the instructions on the back. 

First, create an unbroken circle. Usually this is done with some sort of flesh as that is an ideal conduit. Ethan saw that in the bottom of the sack, which he had just noticed was a kind of gory red and dripping, were intestines and muscle from what he hoped was an animal, though he had his doubts. Second, incorporate some items from the life of the summoned, preferably something they are afraid of for enemies, or something they might love for friends, into the circle. Ethan found only a knife, a gold ring, and what looked to be horse hair. Unfortunately, but for obvious reasons, I could not find any artifacts for your love, but strong emotions can sometimes suffice. That is to say, if you love her enough, she will be summoned. “What is this a Disney movie?” Ethan said aloud. Lastly, a small sacrifice of blood from the palm of your hand, use that hand to grip the focus object, maintain single-minded focus on the being in question, and the repetition of that being’s name said three times, will summon them into the circle. Good luck.

Ethan didn’t even have time to digest the information before the voices in his head let their opinions be known.  

Doesn’t look like you really have a choice, said Urien. We must summon the Dullahan. 

Gordon didn’t sound so convinced. Woah, where the heck did you draw that conclusion. We don’t even know how this summoning business works and we’re going to dip our toes in the water by summoning a demi-god of death that hates us? 

What is the better option, Gordon? Summon the girl without experience and the right tools and she could die. 

Summon a god without the right tools and experience and he could break free and kill everyone in the vicinity with a stray thought. 

Guys, guys, guys, Ethan thought, please, enough. Let me think for a second. 

And into that blessed new silence Ethan did think. He thought about seeing Allison again. He thought about running his hands through her brown curls and holding her until his arms fell off. He thought that maybe this could be the thing that saves her. Maybe the summoning could rip her from the clutches of something sinister and they could be together again. 

Then he thought what a pipe dream that was. He thought about the fact that the Dullahan was a thousand times older and a thousand times smarter than Ethan could ever hope to be. He would be ready for something like that. Allison might be dead anyway, and he had no idea if a summoning would work on the dead, or if something terrible would happen at the effort. Then he thought about his lack of experience, combined with his lack of focus objects for her, and it seemed like his choice was made for him. He didn’t want to believe that was what Kody intended, but he hope there would be ample time for questions with the man later. 

Ethan arraigned the sopping carnage in what he hoped was an appropriate circle. He combined in that circle the black horse hairs. Then he stood back, sliced his palm with Kody’s knife, grabbed the gold bar and spoke. 

“Dullahan.” 

A faint tremor rolled its way under Ethan and the walls groaned around him. Ethan could feel thin trickles of sweat leak down his back from his shoulders. 

“Dullahan.” 

The world around him heaved and shook. Chips fell from the walls and the ceiling. The room at once became dark and stiflingly hot. The grip on his gold bar slipped and he had to catch it with bloody, slippery fingers. 

You don’t have to do this son.

Yes, you do. Say the name. 

Ethan, you can stop this right now. There is always another way!

Say the name, boy! Before it’s too late! 

Ethan stood in that crumbling world for what felt like an eternity. He sweated and rocked and it took everything he had just to keep his feet on the cement waves. He set his jaw. 

“Dullahan.” 

Everything quieted. The light returned to normal. The concrete became solid once more. Ethan Daniel was face to face with the new god of death. 
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Allison ran as hard as she could, through dense fog and thick, nipping underbrush. Her lungs burned from the strain, her legs felt like dead weights. She skirted an old oak, her hand scraping along its trunk as she used her grip and momentum to slingshot in a different direction. There was a roar from behind her and the earth shook again and again from a bounding gallop and heavy weight. Water babbled in front of her. Allison judged the gap over a stream in a fraction of a second and took the leap with both feet just as the monstrous paw of a brown bear swiped empty air behind her. It was more than just a stream, she looked over the edge of the cliff and judged the drop to be thirty feet or more. She and the bear stared each other down from across the chasm. She was heavy breathing, hands on hips. It was dripping jowls, low growling and pacing back and forth. 

“Stop running. Accept it,” rumbled the bear. “You are dead.” 

“How do I know that? I still have my mind and my body. Who is to say I’m dead?” 

“I am death, girl, and I say that you are dead.” 

“Bullshit.” 

Allison jumped into the chasm and toward the rushing, churning white water. 

She landed in soft, hot sand. The sun overhead was the gas, the desert was the oven, and she was the entrée, baking. It beat down on her with almost physical oppression as she watched the shimmering heat saunter its way skyward in thicker waves than she had ever seen before. 

The forest and the river were gone. the fog and the bear were gone. The sand slid conspicuously around her ankles and made its tectonic way toward her lower calf, inching, inching, and all the more sinister in its slowness, its patience. 

“Give in. This could all be over in an instant.” Images of intense pleasure raced past her mind like fast forwarded still frames, orgasms locked within micro fractions of milliseconds, such euphoria as she had never before experienced in life. Could it be that I am dead? Could it be that I want to be dead? The sand was at her midsection, squeezing the blood from her legs, threatening to take the air from her lungs next. 

Ethan smiled in her mind’s eye and in its encompassing radiance, all else seemed like cheap, paltry lighting. 

“No!” 

The sand was at her chest, faster, then her neck. Its heat burning, its weight suffocating. In its climb it found purchase in her mouth, invaded her nose and delved into her sinuses, it forced open her lids and buried her eyes in scorching agony. She couldn’t take it anymore, she couldn’t breathe!

When she surfaced for air it was water she broke through, not sand. Waves danced around her, rising and falling in metronomic patterns too complicated to grasp. Her environment was undulating, coalescing and condensing, the middle of the ocean during choppy, pre-storm seas. She treaded black water and breathed sweet air, steel gray skies overhead, a system gathering on the horizon, dark writhing clouds and lightning interjections. 

A fin slid into view, constant motion amongst the haphazard turbulence. Her lungs froze, her heart thumped to the tune of a hummingbird’s wings. Shark! Dozens of movies, hundreds of hours of Shark Week, Youtube videos of shark attack victims complete with the harrowing images of limbs shorn from bodies, always so much blood, screamed for attention. She was going to die. 

“Tell me that you are dead. You will be safe.” The Dullahan said, his voice disembodied and echoing. 

“Please no,” she cried. “Please, please no.” 

The storm clouds rolled overhead and pelted her with unforgiving rain. Another fin appeared behind the first, this one smaller, faster, darting in the water as sparrows do the air. They circled and circled as the lightning arced and the thunder cracked and Allison treaded water and tried not to panic. 

“It could all be over. Tell me you are dead.” 

She couldn’t speak. Sandpaper skin scraped against her legs and she screamed for all she was worth. She cried anew, salty tears intermixed with salty seas. Again she was bumped from behind by the rough hide of a shark that was many times her size and looking for an easy meal. 

A tug on her ankle and she was under, brilliant pain, water rushed by her in the wrong direction. The hellish vise let go, she kicked for all she was worth with her good leg, arms and hands grasping and spasming at the watery nothing above. Her lungs burned, her ankle hurt, she needed air. The world turned black around the edges and still Allison fought for empty air and another breath. 

She splashed to the surface and breathed deep, ragged, choking. The ocean around her was red. Her left foot flopped useless, agonizing. More fins now, faster and faster they circled, a miniature, carnivorous maelstrom. 

“Tell me that you are dead. Tell me that you are ready to see the truth, and all of this goes away.” 

The sharks circled. The rain fell. There was no help in sight. No land on the horizon. No ships in the middle distance or flashing lights that would have provided at least the glimmer of a hope. There was nothing but her, the ocean, and the ravenous many that were more powerful than she was and wanted her dead. She said her goodbyes to Ethan Daniel and his smile the way he made her feel, and she told the truth. 

“I am dead. I am dead. I am dead.” 

Then she was alone. The ocean and the sharks were gone. the storm clouds and the rain were gone. Allison found herself sitting in a simple brown chair in an endless, echoing room of purest white. Curiously, her foot was fine. She flexed the ankle to make sure. She was cold, and her breath misted as her skin developed goose-bumps. 

One instant there was just her and her chair in the white emptiness. The next she was no longer alone. Sitting across from her, his huge, orb-like head held a foot above its shoulders in two massive hands, was the Dullahan. Allison fought the urge to scream and won, just barely. 

“You are the Dullahan,” she whispered. It only nodded, using its wrists as a neck. “What are you?”

The Dullahan looked at her with small, beady eyes that searched her every square inch. “I was once a being of the Fae. I had purpose. That purpose defined me. Now I am the God of Death,” the Dullahan smiled and Allison had to remember to breathe.

“Why the change?” 

“I killed the human Caratacus and stole the power Nodens gave him. With the power I already had as the Dullahan combined with that of Nodens, I was able to become a god.” 

Allison remembered the scene. Fire everywhere. Ethan swinging that massive sword she had grown to hate so much, the sword that changed him and made him something different, alien and angry and made him push her away. She didn’t think she could ever forget the change in his eyes, the rage. 

“Why am I here?” she asked. 

The Dullahan regarded her for a moment. “Why do you think?” 

“Because you want the sword like everyone else. Ethan has it, and he loves me, so naturally the way to Ethan is through me.” 

“Astute.” 

“Then why did you kill me?”

“I am the God of Death.” He says it as though the answer is the most obvious thing in the world. As though that is reason enough. 

“You can’t use me as leverage if I’m dead, god or not.” 

“I have power over death.” 

“So... what? You can un-kill me?” 

The Dullahan only smiled. 

Allison hadn’t considered that. She thought death was final, infinite. When you died there was no turning back, like jumping off a plane. There was no way to parachute back into the plane. Although that was exactly what the Dullahan was suggesting. 

“Why tell me all this?”

“I want you to see.” 

“See what?” 

“See that death is the only way.” 

“Only way to what?” 

“To truly live of course!” and the Dullahan laughed again. Most of the time it was a wrong sound, something that crawled into your ears and felt as though it was laying eggs on your brain to hatch later and eat you from the inside out. It usually made Allison itch just hearing it. This laugh was different. It was familiar and almost warm. It was honest. This is the Dullahan’s truth. 

“I don’t understand?” 

“Think of something.” 

“Like what?” 

“Like your favorite place as a child.” 

Allison did. She pictured it in her mind, cemented the image. Then they were in the tree house her father built for her when she was a little girl, the smell of lumber and petrichor and the sense of freedom only the young are allowed. It was the last nice thing he ever did for her and Allison always cherished it. Even when he was gone for months on end and it felt like he had forgotten about her and her mother, Allison still loved that treehouse. She always thought if she was a good girl and slept in there as often as she could, he would come back. She remembered pajamaed sleepovers with screaming girls who swooned at the sight of David Beckham. She remembered the way the rain sounded off the tiny room, off the leaves that surrounded them. She remembered, faintly, as fragile to recall as the lyrics to a song half heard, happiness. 

“How?” she asked, speechless. 

“Death,” said the Dullahan. 

“There are no boundaries in death?”

The Dullahan scoffed. “Why would there be? Life is all about boundaries. Things we can’t do, rules and regulations and standards, precedent, laws of man and nature. If death is the antithesis of life than the rules of death must be the antithesis of the rules of life. In essence, there are no rules, only what you can imagine.” It was the most eloquent he’d ever been. Always the Dullahan spoke in single sentences and the fewest syllable he could find. Apparently, it took the subject of death to get his lips moving. 

“Is it like that for everyone?” Allison asked. They were back in the chairs, the black veins pulsed more rapidly now, brighter and more intense than before. 

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because there are those that cannot accept this. Or because they lack imagination or cannot let go of their ego. Or there are those that operated in life as though there were no rules that applied to them, and so it is part of my job as the God of Death to make sure they have rules in death.” 

“What does the ego have to do with death?” 

“The ego is the very definition of life for a human being. The lens through which they see the entirety of their existence. In order to truly die, the ego must die as well. They must lose all sense of self and truly let go in order to be as free as death will allow.”

“But I’m still me.” 

The Dullahan only smiled again.

“Does that mean I am not really dead?” 

“You are really dead.”

“Then I don’t understand. Why tell me these things?” 

“Maybe I have plans for you. Here time is a fluid thing, without the rigidity it has in the world of the living. I have all of eternity to convince you of the majesty of death.”  
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Nodens sat in an ergonomic swivel chair in a bare essentials safe room built by Caratacus and his Pen Draig. The reports on the oaken desk could say all they wanted about why the room was built, why it sat below so much earth and why it was designed to be guarded by so many men. It could drone on and on about the threat of nuclear weapons and the blight of proliferation and who got to stay and who could not and how things were divided up and when. Nodens leaned back in his chair, laced his fingers together behind his head and thought, this room is supposed to be Nodens proof. 

Their feud began a long, long time ago, far back even for a God, and sometimes Nodens had to really think hard to remember what had started it. 

Caratacus was so angry, and that anger had power. Humans thought emotions and intentions had no real power unless placed behind action like hammer to nail. My boy was murdered so I will get revenge. It was all so elementary, children playing in a sandbox full of gunpowder, clueless as to the power they commanded with a single catalytic spark. The gods knew different. Nodens knew what emotions could do when sufficiently stoked, what intentions could accomplish with enough energy behind them. He was a being of energy after all, a manifestation of emotion and intent made real. If Nodens was angry, he would become rage, or better yet, he would allow rage to become him, and he would use that rage in whatever way he saw best. Rage could spin destructive hurricanes or topple previously unassailable mountains. If Nodens’ boy was murdered, he would be vengeance, and woe to all those that crossed his path. 

Nodens played on that. Two thousand years ago the threat of monotheism was a stench in the very air. Nodens could smell it everywhere he went like the sticky sweet of carcasses and rot. It made him sputter and choke. It wafted over the thick autumn leaves that piled on the ground, one atop the another, like bodies in mass graves. It breezed through the bare fingertips of naked branches as they shivered with the incoming cold and terrible knowledge of things to come. It rode the wind and spread its malodor far and wide until there was not else to smell. Death, it was the smell of death, his and the rest of his kind.

Nodens remembered meetings of the pagan gods. He and Taranis and Britannia and the rest of them, the wee folk and the merry folk and those of the Fae, all of them gathered around to wonder at and ponder what was to be done about man’s new obsession with the singular. They sat and they talked and they sat and they talked some more. Idle fretting and careless negligence. They would rather leave than fight for what they had, for what was theirs. All the while Nodens remembered thinking, Can’t they smell it? Doesn’t anybody smell it!? So, he decided to do something about it. He decided to take action. 

Caratacus wasn’t the strongest of men, not even close, but he was smart, ambitious, and so emotional that Nodens could see the sparks of his fury fly off his body and threaten to ignite the people around him. It didn’t take long to recognize his fire and once seen, like a lighthouse in the deep fog, it demanded to be followed. It was immediately clear that Caratacus was the kind of man the gods needed as their champion. He was a bullseye, the center of the maelstrom, a powerful and persuasive speaker the likes of which arrive but rarely, the kind that drew men and women to his cause like moths to blue light. This was the kind of man Nodens could use as the lightning rod to which he would gather the friends of polytheism. The approach was easy, such paltry things Caratacus wanted in exchange for permanent, violent slavery. Caratacus traded the death of his father and the power of a demi-god for forever and Nodens better judgement. He would hand Caratacus England, and in so doing establish an empire under the banner of Nodens that would crush the Christians and the rest of the unbelievers. It was a near perfect plan.

It came down to one day, one disobeyed order. Nodens was the god of death after all, and a willing human sacrifice was the absolute summit of what a worshipper could do for him. If no one willing could be found, a forced sacrifice would have to do. If it worked for Tlaltecuhtli for so long, devouring the hearts of anyone who got close enough to the Aztecs, it should work fine for Nodens. Caratacus refused, broke his contract and fled. He had said killing innocents was not what he signed up for. He said that he had gotten it all wrong and he wanted to void his contract. He had no idea the kind of enemy he was making. Nodens took everything from him but his power, telling him he signed up for whatever the hell Nodens wanted of him, hoping to break his spirit and shape him into the weapon he wouldn’t willingly become. It was another in a long line of mistakes he made in trying to win back the hearts of men. 

Nodens rose from the desk. He remembered another chair that groaned beneath him. He remembered the scotch he had saved for so long. He remembered all he had done in service to that disguise, that flesh costume, to maintain his ruse. Bidwell, Rodgers, General Plautius, Urien’s fucking dog, there were so many more as the centuries wore on and the cold war between Nodens and Caratacus raged in tandem. 

Even then he was more powerful than he was now. Even then he could change shape and travel vast distances at a thought. He could influence minds and convince the elements to help him in times of dire need. Now he was locked in this shape and stuck in this geography. His influence was dead and the elements ignored him. Damn Caratacus, damn Ethan Daniel and damned that Dullahan!

There was nothing more important than getting that power back. Nodens had already begun organizing the prayer groups, the ones that would exist only to pray to him and to worship the ground he walked on, who would remove their toes and offer them to him if he stubbed his. It was just that they took so long to fully indoctrinate and during that time they were useless to the rest of society. They existed only to pray and eat and shit and pray, sleep, and do it all again. It was a cheap and inefficient method of power development, cars running on unleaded when turbo was just another nozzle over. The surest way to gain raw power was to present the people with a miracle. Tough to argue with a god when he was walking on water and creating fire from nothing. Then they were putty in your hands. Then they were truly yours. Lacking any power to create such miracles however, worship by threat and demand would have to do. 

Nodens walked over to the panoramic window on the back wall of the panic room and imagined he was looking out at some grand vista, the kind of scenery he and his brothers and sisters used to take in while riding clouds of their creation and wondering what to do with their new humans, what the humans would do if left to themselves. The earth then was innocent, untapped, virginal. Sprawling, dense forests left alone for millennia to grow and develop, change and adapt, learn and evolve. The ice had finally melted, their fathers frigid rebuke at last thawed, it was time to really see what these humans were made of, what their potential was. It was unanimously decided...

The door clicked shut and Nodens was ripped from his reverie. White stringy hair fallen on white, herculean shoulders, a white hand still on the door, hips bending to turn. Adminius! Nodens hastily waved an illusion in front of him and stood as still as he could. There was a time when he would have just blown an intruder from the fabric of existence with a stray thought or, if he was cranky enough, he would whisper for the man to flay himself with a toothbrush so he could write sonnets amidst the screams. That was a different Nodens. Now he was able, barely, to throw a makeshift illusion together and hope in his name that it worked. 

He had also hoped it would take longer for the giant and the boy to find him. He had hoped that by that time he would have been more powerful already, more formidable, the prayers and worship accrued enough to parlay into some kind of usable currency. As it stood now, the Albino could tear the head from Nodens’s body and there wasn’t a single solitary thing he could do about it. Sweat beaded on flesh that was pathetically, irretrievably mortal. Flesh that could be mutilated. Flesh that could be killed.

It was not lost on him that the last time Adminius was in an office of his, it didn’t turn out so well for his physical body.

Adminius turned his head and sniffed. One of the symptoms of placing someone in a hole and supplying them with the tiniest trickles of god-power to stay alive was that, beside going a bit insane, they began to change, evolve, develop along different lines than the rest of the human race. Adminius’s biggest change, physically of course, was undoubtedly his eyes. His originals were brown and sad, carrying with them all the knowledge of a forbidden and doomed love. His new ones were massive things, bigger and wetter than most stones one would find on a river’s edge. They ate the light and the darkness alike. They were impressive, different than any other mortals that Nodens could remember. They were the eyes of someone who had lived for a very, very long time in a very, very dark place. 

Another symptom was the sense of smell. For the first dozen decades or so, Adminius was alone in the dark without any senses at all. Then, as Nodens fed him just a trickle of god power in order to keep his favorite hostage alive, he began to change. He once said, when Nodens had delved into his hole in the world to see how the project was coming along, that it was what eventually drove him insane. Smell was so closely related to memory that at first Adminius could remember every single event of his entire life. Then, as his sense of smell grew, the smells of his prison enveloped him fully and completely. The eons of earth stacked on earth and again, the death of uncountable plants and animals whose corpses comprised much of his jail cell walls, the odors from his own body, unwashed, unclean, unbearable, was what destroyed his memories once and for all, leaving him totally alone, totally unknown even to himself. It was what drove him insane.  

It was that ability to smell now that Nodens was afraid of. Adminius, eyes closed, head tilted up like a hound on the hunt, was getting to close to Nodens for comfort. A smile spread on the albino’s face. Nodens hurriedly flicked his wrist and sent some of his scent to the far wall where a stack of disregarded books mocked him in his scrutiny. No, such luck, as all the maneuver earned Nodens was a glance at the wall and a smile that turned his stomach contents to hot ashes. 

“You are in here, Old One. I know your tricks,” Adminius growled. 

Nodens crushed himself against the wall and tried his best to stop his panicked breathing and quickly beating heart. Aside from when the Dullahan turned on him, it was the scariest moment of his life. The second time he had ever felt fear in his entire existence in this plane. It was not something he relished. The sheer mortality of it was offensive to his very nature. 

“Do they know who you really are yet?” Adminius asked as his eyes disassembled the room and his nose wafted, wafted. “Have you told them that they are your little slaves? That they will pray to you every day for the rest of their lives and you will give them nothing in return? Did you do to them the things that you have done to me, Old One?” Adminius took a step toward Nodens’s. Nodens jumped over his desk chair and crouched under an old coat rack, waving more illusions and trying to dampen the sound produced. Nodens felt a tingling, a sizzling in his fingertips that told him the coffers were getting low. He was becoming desperate. 

Nodens sent a shot of energy to the switch by the door. It dropped, and plunged the room in darkness. It wouldn’t stop Adminius, whose eyes had seen darkness far deeper, far thicker than this mere lack of light, but it was something. 

Desperate fingers found nothing behind him but wall. A visual search to his left and right revealed few objects, all of them useless. In front was the door and before that his enemy. Is this how I end? As a mortal, in the dark, cowering? Is Adminius to be the one who snuffs my candle for all time. No, Nodens hardened at the thought. I have put an end to whole species and the eaters of worlds, I have danced in the center of the universe with everything and nothing, I have seen the heart of creation and looked into the eyes of the galaxy. I may die, but not today, not like this! 

Nodens dropped his veil, stood, reached back all in one fluid motion, and threw everything he had behind a punch. It connected with Adminius’ chin with a sharp thud and his head snapped to the side as Nodens darted passed him, reaching for the door. He was passed! He grabbed the cold handle with a fist and then suddenly that fist was ripped away. He was in the air, and then he was not again, and he hurt. Pieces of oak desk lay around him in jagged fragments and splinters. He looked up just in time to see a cannon ball made of knuckle and bone careen through space. Nodens closed his eyes. His head snapped back from the force of the blow to his nose and the back of his head cracked against concrete floor. Stars twirled and spun in his field of vision. Nodens felt for his nose and realized it was broken, bent seriously sideways. He winced at the pain and the failure of it all.

“You are nothing!” Adminius roared as he pummeled the former god. “Damn you!” 

Nodens tried desperately to push at Adminius, but his hands were rudely smacked away and his hair was pulled to the sides, then his head was hefted off the ground only to plummet towards it again. It struck with an audible thunk! and he saw more stars. 

“You took him from me!” More stars, more crunching and cracking. Adminius’ tears mixed in with the blood. “This is for Caratacus you son of a bitch,” panted Adminius. 

When he thought it was all over, when Nodens thought for sure his time had come, the beating stopped. “I am not going to kill you, Old One,” Adminius leaned back and rubbed his bloodied hands. “Not because I don’t want to. If I had it my way Old One, I would pull your entrails out inch by fucking inch and make sure they stank as badly as any man’s before I gave you death. But the boy and I have been on your trail for a very long time and you owe him answers the same as I. Now get up.” 

Nodens was lifted onto now shaking, disobedient legs. The world spun as he was dragged to the door where he was shackled in cold, merciless handcuffs that closed too tightly on his sensitive wrists. Adminius hit a green button, the door opened, and Nodens was dragged into the painted grey concrete corridor beyond. He remembered a time when Caratacus’s wrists bled from his bonds. It seemed so long ago now, back when he fought hard, back before he had no hope. 

This human form was proving to be a terrible decision. Better to die a god than to live as a man. Better to have let the Christ win.  

Then a laugh like trains colliding at top speed, like dragon’s roaring in desperate challenge, like Vesuvius detonating in the night and the screams of all the townspeople below who knew the end was here and there was nothing they could do about it, pummeled its way into Nodens mortal ears. 

“Come Ethan, let’s have some fun!” 

The Dullahan! 

Nodens whimpered as he tugged and yanked at his chains. Blood fell from his wrists as he pulled again and again. He snarled and spit and slapped and scratched at Adminius, anything to get away. It wasn’t working. Adminius dragged him back into the panic room, pressed the red button and the door swished by them with finality. 

“Glorious Death, Ethan! Wonderful Death! They need it! They beg for it!” the Dullahan roared again, muffled by layers of concrete and steel and closed spaces, and yet still powerful. 

Adminius closed his eyes. Nodens thought he looked downright miserable. He turned to Nodens and looked him up and down with far away eyes. He’s doing the math. The Dullahan was formidable before he had the power of a god. Nodens in his current shape was no match for Adminius, let alone a being that usurped his titled as God of Death. There was simply nothing that could be done. The Dullahan would find them when they left the room, of that there was no doubt, and anything Adminius and Ethan hoped to gain from him, answers or absolution, was flushed down the toilet like spent tissues and just as worthless.  

Adminius dragged Nodens toward the back wall. Nodens was knocked to the ground, his legs were roughly gathered behind him and he felt another set of cuffs clamp them together. Finally, a third set was used to combine hand restraints with leg. 

“You, you can’t leave me like this.” Nodens whined. 

“I can. If you leave this room, you’re fucked. If Dullahan kills you and takes what little you got left, the rest of us are fucked. Our only shot is you staying here and staying quiet and I come back for you when he leaves.” Adminius made as if to stand before he crouched back down and looked at Nodens square in the eye. “This one is for Jason,” he said as he cocked his fist again, “I liked that kid.” The fist connected and then there was black. 
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Singer hung his head and breathed heavily in and out of loose lips and a slack jaw. He had been walking for so long. His sandals were worn enough that parts of his foot met dry earth with every step. It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if I lost my shoes. He had gone barefoot before. The thousand-mile path, covered in its jagged, unforgiving stones and lacquered with the blood of those who had gone before, was one all Singer’s had to walk before they were taught the music of the world. He remembered watching his friends and fellow singers-in-training as they all walked until they couldn’t, until they’re legs gave out from beneath them or their lungs finally drew their last. All of them were dedicated and ambitious men, all of them were the best the People had to offer, all of them failed. His feet still bore the scars, as did his knees after his legs gave out and he crawled the rest of the way. He was the only one to make it to the temple. He was the People’s only Singer. 

He wished that someone else had beat him that day. Singer wished he could go back and live his life in obscurity and peace. He wished. 

He thought about the thousand-mile journey, and the pain he experienced along the way. The way it was like a hallucinogen near the end, transporting him to the places in his life he had kept hidden even from himself, the secret pains locked behind heavy doors he had pushed down so far he thought they would never again see the light of day. The pain had shown him the truth, both in its nature and in his own. It was a valuable thing. He thought about the look on the faces of his people when he finally returned with the Talisman of the Singer—the youngest ever to do so. He thought about what it took to be a Singer and what he was willing to give to his village. He thought about what he couldn’t give them, how he had failed.

Do not weep, Father. I do not. All things happen as they should, as they must.

Singer didn’t answer. His daughter was beautiful in mind and spirit and she was probably right, but adages were thin combatants in the war against self-hate and loneliness.  

The wind kicked up and whistled past Singer’s ears. It ruffled the hem of an overcoat he discovered in an abandoned car. There were no boots in the car. There was no food in the car. Just a dead body, mummified in the stagnation caused by closed windows over long periods of time, and a beige overcoat. 

He didn’t see the woman until he was almost upon her. Clouds shrouded the moon and offered little light, but he slowed when he made out a larger than usual shape against the trunk of a petrified tree. To be plain, she was a sorry sight, lying naked against a blackened bark, it would have been hard to make her out if Singer’s daughter wasn’t floating over her, with her hand over her mouth. The woman was alone, and unconscious, but her breath still misted, albeit weakly. Singer looked her over and found that she was covered in bruises. They spread along her body like plague caused legions. Singer had an inkling what happened. He had seen the types of men before who would do something like this. The anarchy at the end of the world allowed their kind to spread unchecked. 

Help her, Father, said his daughter. 

She may be beyond my help, even if I can get her on her feet. Singer didn’t need to elaborate. His daughter was dead, but she wasn’t stupid. 

He approached the woman cautiously. She might have been dead, but if she wasn’t, and if what happened to her was what Singer thought happened, then she wouldn’t be too keen to see another man coming her way. Especially not a man as filthy as he was. He regretted not washing himself when he last passed running water. But you just can’t be sure about anything anymore, especially the state of water, running or not. 

The closer he got the more he could see how dire her condition. Among myriad cuts that covered her flesh, there was one especially deep cleft just above one eye, likely the result of a hefty punch. In all likelihood, it was what knocked her out. There was blood in her hair and on her face. More of it ran down her sides to pool on the ground. Singer wondered just how much blood she had lost and realized he didn’t really want the answer. Big patches of black and purple bruising were intermingled on white skin. There was no way she could have survived a beating like that, but when she started moaning softly and Singer rushed to her side, scraping his knees in the dirt as he skidded to a halt.  “I’m here. It’s okay. They are gone, no one can hurt you again. I promise, I will protect you.” He whispered in her ear as he removed his beige overcoat and draped it over her exposed, shivering shoulders. 

Singer dug in his backpack until he found the flint and tinder. Then he dissected his immediate surrounding for anything resembling usable firewood, always keeping an eye on the unconscious woman. He scraped together a few sticks and tumbleweeds, and it only took fifteen strikes to get a spark going, and once done, a fire burning. 

Father, she does not look good. Perhaps you should sing to her. 

My songs are now only sad things that bring ends and not beginnings. It would only do her ill. 

Try father. For me. 

Singer sighed. He thought about the first time he tried to sing something back to health. Then, he had begun with a hum. Something rhythmic, simple. Just something to take his mind off the fact that another life rested so desperately in his hands. It was a bird, wing broken and bent, bits of bone peeking over feathers that should have otherwise contained them. He remembered its heart beating so fast, so awfully fast. It was the first thing he sang to, telling it that everything was going to be okay, to rest easier, take it slowly. Then he focused on the wing. He asked it to remake itself, showing it a mental image of its twin as a blueprint. One couldn’t make demands out of a bird’s body like one could a human. A bird’s internal mechanisms were too fragile, to hectic. The pressure of a demand like that would overload an already stressed system. A bird needed to be asked, politely. 

When Singer re-entered the present once more, he found himself locking eyes with the woman in his beige overcoat. Her face was dirty, but unharmed, her eyes were wide with fear and surprise. Whisper stood behind the woman with her blue nose up and her translucent arms crossed, the smile on her face radiated fierce pride. 

Singer began to stand when the woman whimpered and scrambled back against the tree trunk. “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said, showing her his palms. “How are you feeling?” 

“Better,” said the woman. Minus the dirt, she was quite pretty in the way that some mothers get as their children become old enough to move out. Proud of their work and dignified and all the more beautiful for it. His wife was one such woman. Now...

“Are you hungry?” she nodded. “Here,” Singer offered her the rest of his can of beans and his water skin. He barely heard the slurping and gulping before she handed them back, cleaned of their contents. 

“What is your name?” he asked. 

“Barbara. You?” 

“Singer.” 

“You in the habit of bringing beaten women on the side of the road back from the dead, Singer?”

“Can’t say that I am, no ma’am. You would be my first.” That was a lie, but in the years between the death of his family and his mission for the Dullahan, Singer couldn’t really have been counted on to be anything other than an animal, let alone a savior. He pushed those memories down hard with two mental hands and a grunt.

“Just me then?” Barbara asked as she inched closer to the fire. When she stood and motioned for Singer to avert his eyes he did, noticing that his jacket was on her the proper way and tied tight across the waist when he was allowed to see her once more. 

“Just you, yes.” 

“Why is that? You got any pants?”

Singer tossed her his only backup pair and she slid into them with a shimmy. “Why is what?” She was proving to be less and less timid by the second. You’d think for someone in her shoes would be a little more scared of me and a little less forthcoming? 

“Why me? Why not leave me here? Why give me beans and water and a jacket and pants?” She stood and she spoke and it made sense to Singer. She is playing nonchalant so I let my guard down. She’s getting me to part with my resources. One wrong word and she is going to bolt. So, singer told her the truth. 

“My daughter asked me to.” 

The woman looked around, confused. Then, from everywhere came a laugh like hyenas on the hunt that drove her heavily into his arms and Singer held onto her tightly, knowing the kind of men who laughed like that. 

They twisted from behind trees to stand proudly in the moonlight. Others rose up from their prone positions surrounding the fire. They carried sticks and hatchets, machetes and baseball bats, likely anything they could get their hands on when they fled whatever part of the cataclysm that claimed their little slice of the American dream. They looked skinny and hard, the way men get when they revert back to their animal natures, when the civilized world spits in their faces and they are left in the cold and the rain, to dig in the garbage and fight with the beasts for rotten scraps to subsist on. About a dozen of them in all strode out of the gloom and into the firelight as though they were coming on stage for their curtain call after a show. 

“Nice guy. We seen a lot of nice guys lately, ain’t we?” said the one sporting the only revolver. He tapped it against his chest as the others laughed. His smile was easy and free, full of blackened teeth and thick, infected gums. His eyes were diamond hard. Singer saw the ribs poking from his torn shirt and the sharp cheekbones that denoted extreme hunger. Every Singer was made to truly know and understand the pain of hunger. It was not a lesson soon forgotten. Singer was surprised he was able to smile at all. 

Singer began to whisper under his breath, taking care that no one heard his voice. He just hoped that they stayed close enough to make a difference. 

“What did you do with my husband you son of a bitch?” Barbara cried. 

The man sucked his teeth and licked his lips. “He was dee-licious. Oh and uh, you weren’t so bad yourself. Aren’t that right boys?” The boys whooped and hollered and Singer cursed the bombs that would take his people from him and leave these walking, talking sacks of shit to continue inhabiting the earth. 

“Who’s yer friend?” asked one of the cronies. 

“His name is Singer,” Barbara said, full of defiance. “You can’t hurt him.” Singer whispered harder, calling them. 

“Woah-ho-hoah! Can I not? Are you sure? I bet I could prove ya wrong? Who wants me to prove my new girlfriend wrong?” The man turned around and waved his hands over his head like a professional wrestler, pumping up a raucous crowd of drunken hillbillies. One of them handed over a tire iron. Barbara stood and made as though to attack before Singer grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her back to him. 

“What is it?”

“Stay very, very close to me,” he said to her. 

The man turned, and Singer watched in real time as his smile turned to ashes. To his credit, he swung the tire iron at the first screamer that he saw, dropping it for good. The next three pounced on him, driving him to the ground and for the next several seconds did their best to turn him into more paste than man. They waved their tortured arms and ran as though they had never heard of stopping. That was when Singer released the quieting song on them and their screaming became steam train level intense. The rest of the attackers broke and ran. Singer didn’t need to follow. He knew his screamers would make short work of them.

“We need to get out of here!” Barbara screamed, pulling on his arm in panic. 

“It’s okay. They listen to me. We are in no danger. Just those men.” 

Barbara stopped pulling and squinted her eyes at him. “You control them?” 

“We have an arrangement. I help them, and they help me.” 

“Well, I have no idea what to say or what to think about that. But you saved my life, twice,” Barbara said, breathless, as Singer checked her over for any more injuries. 

“It looks that way,” he replied, and then he asked, as much to keep her talking about things that weren’t screaming as for any other reason, “Where are you from.” 

“An old military Bunker not far from here. When the new guy took over I left, but it turns out I had no idea what was out here. The sort of men who... I’m going back there. Would you walk with me?” 

“Of course I will,” said Singer. “Tell me about this Bunker.” Then there was sharp pain in the back of his head, and empty, dreamless sleep. 
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The Dullahan was as grotesque and hideous as Ethan remembered, the rotting, dripping yellow orb of a head held in it’s hand, the razor like teeth perpetually stained in the corners with dark, dried blood. Ethan hadn’t been able to get those roving, beady eyes out of his head for two years and now they were staring right into his own, augers into his very soul. 

It took everything he had not to scream, whether in fear or in fury, it was difficult to tell.

The Dullahan took a moment to gather himself. It must be a shock to be summoned into a circle, to be ripped from wherever you were and locked inside a prison of energy and will. He looked around the room as though studying it for weaknesses, right arm holding his skull like it was a basketball and waving it back and forth. When the Dullahan found Ethan and smiled in recognition, the force of it was indominable. 

“A circle,” said the Dullahan as he inspected Ethan’s work. “A primitive thing, but not terribly made. I wonder though...” There was a sound like a thunder clap and the Dullahan shot straight up, shaking the hand he used to touch the walls of the circle. “Not terribly made at all.” 

Ethan could only stare. The very force of his breathing was enough to make the room rumble and vibrate. He was power incarnate, purpose made real. Ethan hated him so much he could taste it. 

“Where is she?” 

“Right to business, is it?” mocked the Dullahan. “But I so long to know how you’ve been. How has the apocalypse treated you? Well, I hope. For me it is a dream come true. So much death. I imagine for you the horrors must be endless. You and the voices within you, of course. Who is it now I wonder? Urien Rheged still, surely. Gordon, your father, too, I suspect. Who else has Nodens taken over the years? Tighermas maybe? Geronimo, or a Kahn. Are you still in control? Would you know if you weren’t? Perhaps Nodens captured Alister Crowley and he influences your every thought and emotion. Who’s to say? What a waste of resources to have the sword of Nodens in the hands of such an infant. Give it to me, Ethan, and I will reward you handsomely for your contributions to the cause of death. Give it to me, and I will release your woman.” 

Time slowed. Ethan watched that retched smile stretch languorously across the Dullahan’s face. Right hand flipped his head to left hand, then back again. It was a surreal circus nightmare. 

Ethan, don’t do it. 

You can’t.

Ethan silenced the voices in his head. Would it really be all that bad? Could he give the sword to the Dullahan and take Allison away from there and live a life of peace and quiet? Could he turn off the voices that would tell him all about the atrocities the Dullahan was committing when Ethan had the power to stop him and did nothing, more than that, gave that power right to the enemy? Would Allison still even love him anymore, a coward who folded at the pivotal moment? Even if she didn’t, Ethan knew he could never live with himself. 

“Go to hell.” 

The Dullahan’s laugh was something terrible. “I will boy! I live there!” 

“Where is she?” Ethan demanded. 

“She is dead, of course.” 

Ethan let the words hit him like a linebacker at a full sprint. Dead. He said the words again in his head just to make sure they meant what he thought they did. Dead. But it couldn’t be. What was the point of killing her? It was the Dullahan’s only leverage over Ethan, his only chance to get the sword without further bloodshed. But on second thought, was that even what he wanted? He was the new God of Death after all, and there was nothing that spiced up death like a dash of violence. Was Ethan being provoked? He couldn’t tell. He was being drastically, dramatically outplayed and everyone knew it. 

“Fuck you. I don’t believe you.” 

“It matters not.” The Dullahan smiled again and something with antenna and threatening stingers crawled across his teeth and hissed. 

“How can she even be dead? Don’t fuck with me Dullahan. You said you would give her back if I gave you the sword.”

“And I will. Think you still that death has anything to do with finality?” The Dullahan laughed again, gravel in a blender. “Boy, I control death as you control your heart and lungs, without thought, without even care. Death is my province. Death is my home where I wrap the warm blankets of sleep around my shoulders and dream of the ending of lives with frigid glee. Death bars no doors to my passage, but holds them open for me to come and go as I please. Death, young Ethan, is the only way.” 

As the Dullahan spoke he began to grow larger and larger until he filled the entirety of the circle with his newformed mountainous frame. He didn’t stop there. As his arms, both holding his head to his chest like a running back, pushed against the sides of whatever energies held him in place, purple and green sparks fizzled and zapped, showering onto the stone floor below like a well-trained welder was above, intent in his work. Ethan backed away. He looked behind himself for an exit and found the stairs. The knowledge of how far he would have to run to reach the surface again made him swallow. 

“You don’t look like you believe me,” the Dullahan growled against whatever pain came with breaking through a summoning by sheer will. “I will show you!” 

The Dullahan finally burst through the field as bolts of energy flew off and sizzled against the walls. Gold exploded, careening into the area like shrapnel. Ethan had time to gasp at the piece of metal sticking out of his shoulder for exactly two seconds before he was grabbed around the waist by one massive hand. “Come with me, Mr. Daniel. I think you will enjoy this.” 

One second he was standing on the floor of a dark cavern, and the next he was flying toward the ceiling. The Dullahan raised a fist and broke through. Then there was rock all around him, squeezing him as hard as the Dullahan’s fist around his waist, shooting by him as though he had been shot out of a cannon. It scraped the skin off his face until he screamed and then it ripped his lower lip down to his chin. The Dullahan’s head was tucked into the armpit next to him and it laughed and screamed with terrible joy. Ethan felt the front half of his body flayed to the bone. His nose, his left eye, and swaths of his blood all stained the rocks as they sped faster and faster by. 

Finally, he was out in the open. Cold wind met fresh wounds. The sound that tore from his ruined throat was purest agony, strangled, more gurgle than scream. The remains of his left eye dribbled from the socket and down his face to sting and burn in what was left of his cheekbone and gum line. Ethan didn’t think he had ever been in such pain. It was excruciating. It was unbearable. He wanted to die. God, he wanted to die! 

“Would not Death be a release now, Ethan Daniel? Do you still doubt its power over the living?” Even as the Dullahan said this, Ethan was stitching himself back together. Rather, Urien Rheged was stitching him back together, using bits of his own soul. Ethan’s vision corrected itself as his eye reformed and sucked back into his skull with a pop and his lip crawled back from its resting place on his chest to where it belonged. 

“Fuck you,” slurred Ethan. He looked around. The people of the bunker stood around and gaped at the monster that just burst through the earth and stood fifteen feet above it, holding a ruined man in its fist. 

“Shall I do it? They look so eager for death, so ready. Shall I give it to them, Ethan? Do you think it will be fun?” 

“These people have done nothing to you. Leave them alone. You want me. You want the sword. Take it.” Ethan was going to be sick. So many were about to die. 

“But I cannot. You know that. You and the sword are linked. In order for me to possess it, you must give it freely and without reservation. Even in exchange for your Allison, the pressure I applied to you would be insufficient to make this deal. No, you must truly be ready to appreciate death before I can have the power you hold for me. You have already begged for death, in your mind and in your heart if not in your words. Let us see if we can’t show you how easy it is for others to do the same, shall we?” 

Ethan whimpered, and a tear fell from his good eye. 

“Now, now, Mr. Daniel, none of that. This is fun, remember. Let’s have fun!” 

Dullahan stepped forward, raised the human spine he called a whip and laid into the crowd, now screaming. Where it connected, bodies stayed behind. The rest scattered like insects to flame. And then he was among them. The ones he kicked careered through the air like soccer balls. The ones he punched became permanent fixtures on concrete walls, abstract art painted red. The screams were swords in Ethan’s gut. 

The Dullahan raised inhuman feet and stomped them down atop helpless women and children. Their bones broke and skin tore as they were crushed and crumbled, mere twigs. Men tried their best to hack at the Dullahan with crude and dull weapons, but he laughed as he slapped them aside and he squealed as he kicked down. 

The Dullahan threw his head high up in the air, and he used the time he had before he caught it again to rip the top from a makeshift hut. Within, there was a girl of about twenty lying in bed with her hands over her ears. She screamed as the Dullahan grabbed her with the same hand he was holding Ethan, and brought her face to face with the skull once again held securely. She was pretty, and she was terrified. The look in her eyes was desperate, haunting as she searched Ethan’s face for a savior. He closed his eyes in utter, self-hating disappointment. 

Then the Dullahan bit off both her legs at the knee. 

Her screams were horrific. Terrified and in blinding agony, everything she ever knew and felt about the world was betrayed in that one moment. Nothing was fair. There was no god. Everything good was a lie. Ethan cried because he knew it was all too true as her blood soaked into his pants and shoes. 

“Does it hurt?” asked the Dullahan between chewing and swallowing, as if he was a scientist and the girl was a rat he was dissecting. 

She nodded her head and screamed and cried. 

“Do you wish for death?” 

”Yes!” she screamed, “Yes!”. Then the Dullahan popped the rest of her in his mouth and began chewing. Just like that she was gone. 

Ethan did his best to find anything gold, anything at all to free himself and get as many as he could to safety, but it was useless. There was no gold anymore at the end of the world. And there was nothing he could do. Was this how he died? In the clutches of a headless monster who believed himself the God of Death, Allison still gone, none of his goals close to met? 

Terrence Dawkins stepped from behind a concrete wall holding an automatic rifle to his shoulder, sighted down the barrel, and began squeezing the trigger. 

The shots rang out like hellish metallic burps as each series of rounds found its way into the Dullahan’s chest. He back peddled from the force of the blows and Ethan watched as he fumbled his own head but caught it again at the pivotal moment. Then the Dullahan turned, protecting his head by using his back as a shield. Ethan was tossed aside and bounced as he met the ground. He righted himself in time to watch the Dullahan take a shot off the spine that jerked his back straight and his detached head howled. The Dullahan placed his head on the ground in front of his body where it was safe. Then he stood and turned in one liquid motion, simultaneously reaching to his waist to grab his whip. He spun around with all the sudden force of a bolt of lightning and cracked the human spine at Dawkins. The whip missed Terry but smashed into the top of the concrete wall next to him instead. Terry looked up just in time to raise his hands while several tons of concrete boulders tumbled on top of him. Ethan dropped his head and wept. 
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You should have gone after her, said Whisper. 

She floated in front of Singer as he walked, obscuring his vision and giving him the most disappointed look he had seen in a long while. Hatred he was accustomed to. The spirits of his ancestors always looked at him with laser-focused, naked hatred now. Disappointment, and from his own daughter, was a horse of a different color entirely. 

“And then what?” he asked. “There isn’t enough food for me let alone another. Anyway, I was a means to an end for her. It was only a matter of time before she spooked and left.” 

Whisper pouted and floated back beside him. The night was dark, matching his mood. You still should have gone after her.

Maybe she was right. Singer didn’t know anymore. There was a time when he wouldn’t have batted an eye at trying to help someone, even someone who had meant him harm. People were angry things, desperate. They lived their lives preoccupied bubbles of their own making. While he and the People were intentionally separated from modern society, they were also very much aware of what was going on within it, had to be. They couldn’t lead the way through the woods if they refused to see the trees. So, Singer had kept tabs on an ever-changing world and tried not to let his growing worry infect those who followed him. He knew that selfishness and ignorance had taken over as the operative functions of the day. He knew that was likely the environment this woman was grown in. After the fall of such a society, could he really think that she, or anyone really, changed and became what, honor driven or moral? There was no cause for it, quite the contrary in fact. It didn’t add up. Singer hung his head, knowing deep within himself that he was doing the right thing in leaving her alone, and still feeling terribly about it. 

He made camp on a broken highway, a meager fire, a meal consisting of a fistful of nuts he found in a broken jar in a busted cupboard in a battered shack., He dropped his head against the pavement, cursed and then used his backpack for a pillow as he tried his best to stare through impossibly thick clouds to the where stars hid themselves above. 

His thoughts were dominated by his mistakes. There had never been a bigger failure in the history of the people. There had never been a more callous Singer as the one that let a woman run from him and too her inevitable death. The evidence of his ineptitude was the fact that only his daughter was left by his side. All the spirits of the People, his ancestors, and those of the Singers of old abandoned him. Not even his wife stood by him. Their last disagreement over the use of the Shadowman was enough of a wedge as to drive them apart, apparently forever. He fell asleep to the sound of a harsh wind and his own teeth clacking as he shivered in the cold. 

The first of the screaming did not wake Singer up. He had been using the screamers long enough that the sounds they made fell on deaf ears. He had learned to hear them only when he wanted to, and then to interpret their cries as music. Music he could play. Music he could work with. Music was in his heart and soul, it flowed through his veins and defined his thoughts and feelings. He was music, the music of his people. 

Another scream tore him from sleep desperate and terrified, feeling like the climber who hung onto the cliff side with nothing but one finger and pulse-pounding adrenaline. Singer shot up and snatched his walking stick. It was still the deep of night and the chill made his breath fog. He searched the near darkness and his stick waved back and forth to keep anyone or anything at bay. There was nothing there. Then he saw something shining just above the horizon, and he couldn’t help but stare.  

The sky was alight with swirling orange and red and yellow colors that danced and gyrated in front of a landscape of black nothingness. 

What could it be? Singer’s daughter asked, floating around him in circles. 

Singer shrugged at her as he hurriedly rolled his rag of a blanket and stuffed it into his pack. He kicked out the fire. He cinched the pack tight onto his shoulders and then he started running. 

It didn’t take him long to reach the source of the fire. It grew larger and larger the closer he got. Singer didn’t know if it was because his perspective of the blaze was changing as he neared, or if it was because the fire itself was growing at a horrifying rate. Either way, the flames licked their sinister tongues higher and higher until it looked as though Mount Roderick was still there, only now it was made of hellish, reaching fire. 

There was a sound but Singer couldn’t place it. He cupped his hand against his ear and still he couldn’t discern what it was. Fires that size were loud as high speed trains but this seemed to be something else. It was higher pitched and it made the hair on Singers arms stand on end. He walked on until he saw what was once a gate leading into a community built into the base of the mountain. 

He walked on until he knew that what he was hearing.

Screams. 

The screaming from the base of those flames made Singer long to turn tail and run. It made his knees weak and his stomach want to empty. It sounded as though an entire crowd of people were burning alive, slowly. Images flashed by his eyes like a movie reel, bombs falling, fires burning, his friends and family dying. He had to get in there. He couldn’t let this happen again. He had to do something. 

The front gate was little more than splinters intermixed with rubble and Singer vaulted it easily and stayed in stride, skipping over broken rocks and juking around sharp splinters, trusting in his instincts to carry him by. Just passed the broken gate there was ...nothing. More rubble. More devastation. Singer could tell there had been structures here but what they once were was lost to the memories of any left alive. He doubted there were any.  

There were so many dead. So many. They littered the ground like pine needles on the forest floor, like cast off trash. They were broken. Their bodies mangled and mutilated—legs turned the wrong way, arms twisted around until the skin split and the bones sprouted from blackened, putrid flesh like some kind of macabre flower. Skulls were smashed in, chests cleaved, enough blood to form a small pond. This was the scene of a great battle not a fire. Singer choked back vomit and screams. The questions mounted. 

Who could have done this? Whisper cried. Singer had no idea what to say. 

He trudged through the scene, searching vainly for anyone he could help, anyone he could lead even to a merciful death after such a horrific, torturous end. Sometimes he would see a twitch or a seizure, but he was experienced enough to know a death spasm when he saw one. They were all dead. Countless of them. Dead. One step he was staring at the mass grave of strangers and the next he was among the bodies of his People. Singer thought of the body of Tall Oak and how he was cut in two by the shrapnel from a bomb. He remembered how Wolf Mother held her shattered son in her arms and wept, until another detonation vaporized her right before Singers eyes. He remembered his wife and how he looked as the fires claimed her. Hair caught in the hot wind, arms outstretched, reaching for a desperate child, gone in a flash and nothing left behind. Nothing. Nothing. Singers gut felt full of ice. He rubbed stinging eyes above quivering lips and told himself it was the smoke. 

The tents and wooden homes and log palisades eventually gave way to concrete and steel. It was as though there was a network of tunnels here and someone or something tore the top off the mountain, revealing the layers beneath like some large scale ant farm. Concrete and steel were definitely better mediums through which to build security, but even that couldn’t save them. Concrete hallways were shattered, steel doors bent in half and dented with such force Singer struggled to comprehend the being that could make such a powerful mark. 

Until he saw it.

Singer rounded the corner and was rewarded with a full view of the towering flames and of two beings in the middle of a concrete courtyard. The first was huge, many times the size of a man. He had a massive, disgusting head held in one hand and the stench of death stuck on him like he bathed in it. He was covered in spiked black armor on every part of his body but the head, detached from his body and watching the other figure with feverish, crazed eyes. This was the figure from his dreams, the Dullahan. The boy next to him had his back toward Singer. 

“Help me, boy!” roared the Dullahan. To Singer’s horror, he realized there was a man lying on the ground in front of the Dullahan. The man screamed as the Dullahan dove a huge hand into his stomach and reached upward toward his more vital organs. Then the man shuddered, kicked upwards with both legs twice, and died. It took everything Singer had to make sure he didn’t soil himself. “I’ve almost got it. Wait for it.” The Dullahan had almost an entire arm inside the dead man. “Got it!” 

The Dullahan ripped his arm away to sounds of tearing and a spray of sticky blood and cruor. He held something up to the firelight and Singer saw the orange and red reflect off something round and black and mean. The Dullahan grabbed the boy’s face with his other hand and forced him to look at the little ball of sickness, allowing Singer to get a look at him as well.

“Take a look, Ethan Daniel.” 

That is Ethan Daniel. Breathe Singer. Don’t do anything stupid. 

That proposition was becoming difficult. There, in the midst of all that death was Ethan Daniel. The man he was supposed to kill all those years ago to ensure the survival of the human race. The man he was supposed to kill just a few days ago so the Dullahan would allow him to die. He didn’t look like a hardened killer at all. He looked terrified. He looked like he needed help. He looked like little more than a child. 

How can I kill this boy? What could he have done so wrong? 

Singers worldview was becoming unraveled. His goals and aspirations, once laid out, seemed pale and unworthy. 

Ethan Daniel was a boy. 

He was just a boy. 

“You see this, Mr. Daniel.” The Dullahan shook the black ball of hate in front of Ethan’s face, which he pinched with his other hand under his chin, while his head narrated from the ground. “This is a rare and wonderful cancer. It is the kind that spreads rapidly to every part of the body and secretes an acid to break down its host. It is virtually undetectable until it is too late. It is one of the most painful and drawn out ways to die I could think of. I am very proud of it. Now, if this guy below me could still talk, and lets assume for a moment that he can see into his own future, into the hospital visits and the therapies and the pain and vomiting and all that deliciousness that comes with dying slowly of cancer, I’m sure he would tell you that he thanks me for giving him a quick... well, relatively quick,” the Dullahan laughed, “death. You see, Mr. Daniel? You see the service I provide? I am necessary. I am indispensable. Am I making sense to you now?” 

Singer could not move. He could not breathe. This was the same being that came to him in a vision and asked him to kill Ethan Daniel? He was in service to this monstrous, illogical thing? It could not be. It was a bastardization of everything he thought about himself, everything he ever believed. The Dullahan threw Ethan’s face away and the boy tumbled end over end until he came to a halt against a broken boulder. Then he stood, picked his head off the ground, brushed it off, looked up, found Singer, and smiled clear across his orb of a skull, showing his blood-covered, blade-like teeth. 

“Singer! So glad you could make it.” The Dullahan stretched, bits of human being fell off his body like he had been eating something sloppy and was too lazy to clean himself off. 

Singer began to sing under his breath. He felt a stirring in the air and hoped he could sing fast enough. 

“You tracked Ethan Daniel swiftly, I am impressed. How do you like my work?” The Dullahan waved his left arm about the grisly scene while he right remained fixed so his could stare at Singer. I think you will agree that I’m growing into this new God of Death business quite nicely, no?” 

Singer didn’t answer. Singer only sang.

“I’ll take that as a no then,” the Dullahan sighed. I knew you would turn on me. I never did like the People, far too obsessed with themselves and their ‘mission.’ Your objective was exactly at odds with mine, if you know what I mean. You wanted to save man from the end, I wanted to be that end. You wanted...” The Dullahan cocked his head, a disconcerting twist in his wrist. “Stop that.” Then he pushed his face into Singer’s so that his nose nearly touched the Dullahan’s own short, leaking mess of one. Singer sang faster, harder. “Stop that!” 

A hole cracked in the earth and spread wide until it was a mouth big enough to swallow even the Dullahan. A wind picked up and sucked down into the hole. The God of Death leaned forward, straining, fighting against an invisible energy that pulled him down with inexorable force. 

If Singer wasn’t surrounded by more death than anyone should ever see in a lifetime, he could have smiled. He didn’t know if that trick would work or not. He knew he couldn’t ask his ancestors for anything anymore. Their spirits still blamed him for everything that happened to the People, but who he could ask were the souls of the dozens of screamers who he allowed to pass on. All he had to do was ask them to call their god to the afterlife to see them safely through the transition to death and the Dullahan was forced to oblige. There were benefits to godliness. Power being not the least of these. But there were obligations as well. Singer had bet on it.

The Dullahan snarled and thrashed, but was driven backward anyway. He slipped, and his body was dragged toward the growing pit while his head stayed behind for a moment before sliding toward it as well. The hole gaped behind, hungry, pulling. The Dullahan laughed deep and mean, a bully’s laugh. “Fine Singer,” he said, “I will go and tend to what I must, but I leave you something to tend to in return.” And he laughed once more before tumbling down into the darkness.

A great green gout of flaming energy shot straight out of the hole and toward the heavens so high Singer thought it would set the clouds alight. Then it was gone as fast as it came leaving a yellow and green streak across Singer’s vision. Where it left, now sat a naked woman, cross legged, head down, long hair whipping in the hot wind. 

Singer had no idea who she was, but Ethan did. He rose, trembling on all fours and whispered, 

“Oh, my god,” Ethan said. “Allison.” 
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“Four twenty-five, Grandma?” asked little Hazel in that way children ask questions, in which every word gets an interrogatory inflection. If one didn’t see her bouncy with the irresistible and constant motion of childhood, or hear her laugh tinkle with each dimple producing smile, one would have thought Allison’s granddaughter was a life-sized doll. She was just the cutest thing in her frilly pink dress and brunette curls with perfectly tied ribbons. Allison thought she would literally have to hold herself back from eating her entirely up sometimes. 

“Yes, Pie.” First Hazel was Sweetie, then Sweetie Pie, and now she was just Pie. Allison liked calling her Pie and she decided if she didn’t die or lose her mind, Hazel’s new name was going to be Pie for as long as she still breathed. “And for how long?” 

Hazel put her perfect little fist under her perfect little chin and squinted hard. It could have been a mathematical genius deciphering the secrets of the space time continuum she was concentrating so hard. Then her eyes shot wide and her smile lit up a room by noticeable degrees. “Ten minutes!” she squealed. 

“Good girl. You get to be my little helper for the day. Here,” said Allison, holding up the spoon still covered in enticing chocolate mix, “hold this, but doooon’t eat it,” she fake glared. Say promise.” 

“Promise.” 

“Did you cross your fingers?” 

“Nope.” 

“Did you cross your toes?” 

A laugh. “Nope.” 

“Did you... cross... your... eyes?” 

Another laugh. Allison thought she could die right then and be happy. Not really of course, but lately she liked getting right up until the pivotal moment, brush up against her last breath before she wiped the board clean once again. “Grammy, you’re so silly.” 

“Okay, Pie. I trust you.” Allison handed her granddaughter the spoon and went back about her work. She got lucky this time around. In the other lives she’d lived, she had made every consequence of every decision to her liking. Always picked the right school. Never got stuck at a red light. Every time she played the lottery she made sure she won, that type of thing. 

But not this time. Allison whipped her head around to catch Hazel licking the spoon and was rewarded when the girl stopped, brought the spoon to her lap as fast as she could, and let out a mischievous laugh. 

“What was that?” Allison shouted. 

“Nothing!” Hazel lied through chocolate stained teeth. 

“Okay. I really hope it wasn’t you licking that spoon.” Allison went back to her work. This time she’d decided to just let her life take the shapes it wanted. She tried to make sure the rules of the game were the same as the ones in the real world. Injustice, pain, death, rage, et cetera. Then she played as though she never had before. She played from almost the start, her first year of high school. Now she was an old woman and she thought her life this time around had turned out just perfectly. Kids, grandkids, true love and artistic fulfillment. All of it centered around the idea that she could lose the whole thing in a moment because she stopped stacking the deck. It was her best work yet. 

And yet there was a problem. 

Ethan Daniel was everywhere. She could not get him out of her mind. 

He was in every single iteration she had ever tried. He was the kid at the dance that swept her off her feet. He was the fellow soldier offering her a hand up and cover fire. He was her baker, her banker, her grocer, her coach or her teacher or, more often than not, her lover. He wasn’t always the one she shared her bed with, but he was the most likely suspect. 

It was for this life that she decided, no matter what, she would not let him in. It was bad enough that she knew it wasn’t really Ethan Daniel, but her construction of him. And what a poor thing that was. It was a cheap imitation Ethan. Most times that was better than nothing, but it had begun to wear on Allison, and this time, she was going to go it alone. Her husband was a man named William. He was strong and smart and if Allison made sure he kept his figure and maintained good hygiene and respected her to a fault, well that was just life in her universe wasn’t it. 

William was a hell of a guy. He was a hell of a grandfather. He wasn’t Ethan but...

“Hey!” Allison pivoted and dashed after a squealing six-year-old with a semi-cleaned spoon and chocolate all over her face. She rounded the chair Hazel ejected from, dashed past the kitchen table, and looked down the hallway to realize she was being soundly beaten by little stomping feet. 

And then the hallway dissolved, and Allison felt herself dissolve right along with it. 

“Grammy?” said Hazel. Her voice sounded like it was far, far away. 

Then Allison was falling. Spinning, tumbling. She fell for ages. She willed herself to stop, to be back in the hallway with a granddaughter and a birthday cake that needed baking. Her son would be home any minute! When nothing happened she closed her eyes as her hair battered her face and willed everything away. She would start from scratch. She liked that life! Whatever was happening now was simply unacceptable. Fine, if this is what happens when I leave all the cards on the table, I will keep some up my sleeve. Sheesh.  

Then she landed. 

Then she opened her eyes. 

Allison was not surrounded by nothing. Allison was surrounded by death. It was all around her, the mutilated bodies of so many people whose ends were anything but peaceful. She remembered the last time she awoke to a scene like that. When she was neck deep in twisted metal and men with guns and whizzing bullets. It was the night Ethan found the sword. It was the night Ethan died. It was the night Allison died as well. 

What the hell happened? I wasn’t thinking about any of this. There is no way I willed this to happen.

It was so strange. In the eons she had lived in the world of death, this had never happened to her. Not once. A few times the Dullahan dropped by to see how she was doing. He would ask her pointed questions about death and how she was getting along, how she was enjoying the power at her disposal. Of course she loved it. It was creation at will. It was the perfectly trained involuntary muscle of creation. Maybe that was what happened, her involuntary muscle had a spasm or something. Whatever it was didn’t matter. She was going to fix it and that was that. 

She looked down at herself and raised her arms off her knees. She was naked, and even more shocking, she was young again. Allison closed her eyes and willed clothes on her body. Blue jeans and a hoodie would do for now until she could focus better. The smell of death and burning was not one she was accustomed to. She hadn’t needed to live in a world full of war and hate so she didn’t. Then she willed herself back to the kitchen and back to her beautiful granddaughter. If she wasn’t back soon her daughter Emilia would be very cross, leaving a child alone like that. Of course, Allison could always just decide to make Emilia forget the whole thing, or better yet she could just rewind and start the day over, but she was trying to play by some rules, dammit. 

Allison was still naked when again she opened her eyes. It was only then that she began to worry. 

“What have I done wrong? Where am I?” she called out into the night.

A shadow dropped over her and a person stepped into her view, crouching so his face could meet hers. 

Oh my. Ethan? 

He was older than she remembered him. Not necessarily in years but in strife. Hard eyes surrounded by tough, leathery skin and a thick beard. She willed him away, this scary un-Ethan, but he stayed where he was, fixed in her vision. It was almost too much to take. She never imagined him this way. Was this the Dullahan forcing her to see how he appeared now? Or not now because now was a relative term, but how he appeared soon after she died maybe? It was hard to know, and she didn’t like guessing. 

“Allison,” he whispered, his face wet with tears. “Is that really you?” 

She looked him up and down—the rags for clothing, the way his cheekbones stuck out and his face looked gaunt and stretched. This was an Ethan that had seen tough times. Allison wanted to cry. She tried to will him happier. She tried to will him into warm, comfortable clothes he would fill out with the pleasant pudge that came along with enjoying the simple things in life. Again, she was denied. His once dreamy eyes were now a place where the light went to die. 

“What is happening to me?” she asked. Please Dullahan take me back. I do not like this reality. I don’t know what I’ve done wrong, but I will fix it I swear! 

“You’re alive. I can’t believe it, but you’re alive. I have been looking for you for so long.” Ethan hugged her with iron arms and tucked her head into his chest. She felt his heavy tears drip onto her hair. She didn’t know what to do, what to say. He leaned back and wiped his nose. Then he took his jacket off, wrapped it around her shoulders, and held her face in his rough hands, his eyes flashing back and forth from both of hers. 

Alive? I’m... alive. But it didn’t make any sense. She didn’t want to be alive. What was the point of being alive? She was already dead, and death was so much the superior. She already did this part. The pain and the loss and the inability to change any detail no matter how minute in your life. Why would she ever want to be here again? Why would she ever want to be alive again? Why had the Dullahan done this to her? 

“No no no no no no no,” she moaned low in her throat. It came out queer and husky, desperate and pathetic. “Oh god, please no.” Allison’s face crumpled in her depression.

Ethan’s mouth fell open. “Allison, it’s okay. I’m here. We’re together again. It’s all going to be okay now.” 

Allison wanted to scream. She wanted to tear all her hair out. She wanted to scratch Ethan and claw him and cut him into little pieces with crude, full-fisted stabs. He thought she cared that they were together again? He thought she cared that he was there and he was reassuring? He thought she cared about being alive? She had lived a thousand life times with Ethan Daniel and she lived a thousand more without him. Men she invented, men she fantasized about, men she thought surely could never exist, she had all of them and more while she was in the thick of death! He was nothing to her now, an afterthought, a speedbump to be rounded with exasperation and then swiftly forgotten! 

But she couldn’t do anything about it. Her will was a useless thing, an atrophied thing. The pain in her body grew and grew, becoming white hot, searing her nerve endings. Apparently, coming back from the dead hurt like a motherfucker. 

Allison pushed Ethan away with two hands. “No no no no no! I don’t want to be here! I shouldn’t be here!” She screamed. Ethan backed away. Covering his mouth with one trembling hand. “Kill me! Kill Me! KIIILL MEEE!” 

He just stood there and said nothing, his eyes wide and the ground beneath him wet and growing wetter. 

Fine, if you won’t kill me, I’ll do it myself! Her eyes searched the ground for anything she could use to get the job done. A discarded gun would be best. A quick shot to the head and she would be back to living as the goddess of her own temple. Gun aside, she would have done with a shard of glass for her wrists or a rope to pull taut around her own neck. She would have done anything, anything at all, to die. 

She spotted a sword on the ground behind Ethan and made a dash for it, crawling on all fours like a frantic child. Then her hands were roughly pulled behind her back, and something cold and final clamped around her wrists. 

Someone had cuffed her. 

“I’m sorry, Ethan. I can’t stand by and let her hurt herself.” 

Someone picked her up roughly around the stomach and hefted her into the air. The world spun crazily around her until she was righted and found herself on the shoulder of someone tall and strong. Her prize lost in the flames and the smoke. Some moments later she was dropped roughly on her bottom in the dark on cold concrete. A metal door shut behind her assailant with grim finality. 

Allison searched her cell top to bottom, corner to corner for anything she could use to end the life she didn’t want. She found nothing but cold and quiet. There was no pillow or blanket, even Ethan’s coat was taken from her. She was alive, and it looked like she was staying that way. 

She crouched in the corner and began working on opening her wrists with a fingernail and thought, for now. 
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Shawna Brown fell in love with Terrence Dawkins faster than she would have thought possible. It wasn’t quite at first sight. In fact, at first sight she thought he was a little full of himself, but he was a friend of a friend and she had agreed to the date after all, so she gave him a chance. And what a decision that turned out to be. He got the check, he held her door, he listened to her stories and he followed along, asking all the right questions, nodding his head and laughing at all the right cues. He was charming, disciplined (former military, said ma’am a lot, that sort of thing), and sweet lord in heaven was he attractive. They had a storybook romance for the best two years of her life and they got married in the summer, under the yew tree where they buried her grandfather. They read her grandfather’s poetry at the ceremony. It was the only time in her adult life she had ever cried. 

They had Joe almost a year later. They were so happy you would have had to avert your eyes if you looked at them straight on. 

Then the bombs fell. Friends and family died. The life they led was ripped to shreds. The people they were, dead and gone. Survival became everything, the only thing. Shawna remembered only running in those early days. Scavenging bits of whatever they could. Canned goods, clothing, weapons, the world had become a free for all, survival of the fittest, Darwin’s dark wet dream. Through it all, there he was, her Terrence. He always had a plan. He never gave up. Terry was the one who found the Bunker and decided to go inside. Shawna thought it was a bad idea. Who knows what could have been hiding in places like that. Who knows who could have found it first? 

But no one did. They built it up from scratch, just the two of them and little Joe. More people came into the fold. If they were good, Terry let them in, risks be damned, people at the end of the world had to help other people if anyone was going to make it. To hell with the minimal food and lack of resources. They would make it work. Doctor Ryan arrived and suddenly they had medicine and hope. A former police offer, and now they were defended and safe. Things were falling into place. Children came, and Shawna saw Joe smile again, and that by itself made her weep. 

And now...

Much like before she begged him not to go. Much like before, he ignored her. After his mission Ryan went to Kody and Terry went to find Shawna. She hadn’t gone far, and together with Joe they made their way to the room they used to share. They watched the first of the carnage together, looking out through the small, horizontal slit of a window. They watched as a giant headless monster burst from the ground like some kind of demon fresh from hell, Ethan Daniel held like a toy in it’s fist. 

“I have to do something.” He had said. 

“You absolutely do not,” Shawna answered. “Do you see that thing?” 

“Shawna, I have to do something. These are my people dying. It has Ethan. You and Joe stay here.” He kissed her on the forehead, tussled his son’s hair, and then he was gone. 

If Shawna knew that would be the last time she would ever see her husband alive, she would have said something, anything. Instead she was silent. She got down off the bucket she was using to see out the window and paced the room. Firelight glinted off the family picture they had taken while on vacation in Sarasota Florida. Her mother and father had a place there, right on Crescent Beach. It was destroyed. She hadn’t seen it or anything, but she knew. She knew because everything was destroyed, everything was gone. 

But her family wasn’t. 

She snatched her sons hand and lead him out into the orange light and the heat. Joe was a good boy. He did whatever his Mama said, and he never made a peep. He followed her without a word. 

Shawna didn’t really have a plan. Just follow Terry and make sure he didn’t get himself killed. That was it. If she could sneak back into the house without him knowing she was ever out there, putting their son in danger, even better. She felt it was a risk worth taking to keep their family together, but endangering Joe for the safety of his father not something she imagined would go over well. 

Terry wasn’t difficult to find. Even through all the screaming and the fires and the smoke, she knew her Bunker as well as anyone. Shawna figured he would go to the armory at first. Sure enough she found him ducking his head and running out of the building, a big assault rifle strapped to his back. Of course he skipped out on the Kevlar vest, of course he did. Risk own life to get out there as fast as possible and maybe save someone else’s. The man was a hero and sometimes, she hated him for it. 

The next street over is when she really started to regret her decision. Before the screaming was distant enough that she could fool herself into believing it wasn’t really happening, it was a scary movie or a creepy soundtrack. When she hit the next street all such illusions were stripped away. People ran screaming, terror in their eyes, blood on their skin, their clothes. There were people on the ground, or at least what used to be people. Limbs removed, flesh torn and ragged, like a bomb went off in a crowd. She hadn’t seen such devastation since that day when the world changed forever. She didn’t even bother shielding Joe’s eyes. He had seen much the same scene before. Everyone still breathing had. 

Then the headless monster came around the corner, Ethan still in its fist. It was facing away from her, thank her lucky stars. She was paralyzed with fear, every heart beat sending electricity from the top of her head to the tips of her toes and back. She couldn’t hear what the thing was saying. She squeezed Joe’s hand tighter in her own, as much to reassure him as herself. 

Then Terry stepped around the corner father down. He shot the monster, and the monster dropped a concrete building on top of him. And that was the end of her family. 

Just like that. 

Shawna and Terry used to drink coffee together and watch the sunrise. Always early risers, a habit instilled in her by a hard-working father who wanted to be everything his own poet of a father wasn’t, and a habit instilled in him by years in the service. They rarely spoke. Each savoring the stillness in the air and the closeness with one another. They watched the first bright fingers of sunlight reach over the edge of the dawn and pull the rest of the day up to meet it. The birds chirped. The wind blew. It was her favorite time of the day. 

Such days were gone. The sky went from slate black to steel gray and back again. If there was a dawn or twilight transition then it was in shades of gray, and those few and tired. For two years there was barely a glimpse of the sun to be had, let alone an entire sunrise. 

The morning after Terry Dawkins died, the sky cleared, the sun rose to perfection, and Shawna could not have cared less. 

Shawna could not look away from the pile of jagged rubble that was her husband’s tomb. She sat on the hood of a long rusted to junk jeep. She couldn’t blink. Even when her eyes began to burn and tear up, even when the tears dried up and the colors at the edges of her vision began to fade, she could not look away. 

My husband is dead, she thought over and over and over again. My husband is dead. My husband is dead. My husband is dead. 

Joe slept hard on her lap. He knew his father was dead. He had watched it like his mother had. She tried to be a good mother while he cried. The kind of big, choking, ragged crying kids only do when they are in real trouble, during that she held him and grabbed his face in her hands and told him that everything was going to be alright, daddy was in a better place, all the old clichés that are infuriating until you’re too shocked for your brain to function and suddenly they become a life raft in raging seas. He cried himself to sleep. In a way it was good. He didn’t have to watch her when she took him off her lap and did some crying of her own. Shawna shuddered at the memory of it. 

The world was just so much worse now. There had always been pain and suffering, man killing man. But the safety nets were gone, the civilized devices we used to ensure that might really wasn’t right, at least not in a physical sense. Now the world was back to anarchy, the stone age or worse. And she, along with her little boy, were so very alone within it. 

A hand fell on her shoulder and she jumped. 

“Sorry,” said Trevor Ryan as he lifted the hand off her and showed her his palm in surrender. 

“It’s fine,” she said, “just startled me.” 

“Shawna...” he stuttered, clearly not knowing what to say. Who would? “Shawna, I am so sorry.” 

She nodded, staring off into the distance, into a future full of family photos and beach vacations and a picket fences that had long ago been put to rest, and now in whose coffin was driven the final nail. “Me too,” she said. 

Then Shawna hefted Joe up onto her shoulder and she slid off the jeep. She handed Joe to Ryan who took him from her with a look of confusion. 

“I can’t sit here for another second and be a dead man’s wife,” she said. Her voice cracked once but held firm.

Ryan nodded with his eyes on the ground, “Okay.” 

“I’m sure you have sort of triage set up.” Ryan nodded again. “In that triage there will be an area for kids who no longer have parents.” Another nod. “Good, please bring Joe there. Thank you, Ryan.” She touched his arm as she turned to go. He was a good man. 

“Where are you going to go?” 

“I am going to kill Nathan if that thing didn’t already do it for me. After that we need to get out of here. I am going to see if Ethan is alright and try to make our next move. You just help as many as you can for as long as you can and get ready for travel.” 

She walked smartly down the street. If she looked back and saw Joe asleep, she knew the mother in her would turn her ass right around to hold him and protect him like a mother bear should. Instead she kept walking. She walked right up to the mound of rubble that encased her husband. She placed an ear on it and tried to still her breathing, maybe, just maybe she could hear him within. There was no sound. She left only a few tears on the rocks before she left, and that was a monumental effort. 

Shawna saw more blood leading down another street. There she turned to follow it. Who knows, maybe they had killed the monster. Maybe not, either way, following the carnage seemed to be a good way find out what was going on. 

Whoever was left alive must have been working all night to help the injured. There was no one on the ground that wasn’t already deceased. Shawna did her best not to look down at the decimated corpses of people she lived and worked next to not a few weeks ago. She walked with her eyes forward, glancing down only to make sure she wouldn’t trip. 

Eventually she came to two men kneeling in the middle of courtyard. One was Ethan, on his knees, head down. He didn’t look good. The other was a man Shawna had never seen before, but he appeared to be some sort of Native American. He was dressed in a hole ridden wool sweater, dirty blue jeans and black cowboy boots. His hair was done in one giant braid that ran down to below his bottom, pieces of it escaped their bonds and danced in the hot wind. The bone weariness in his sunken eyes and the state of his attire made him look about as disheveled as Shawna felt. 

Shawna was about to ask Ethan if he was alright when the other man stepped in front of her and put his hand up. “Ethan Daniel is not ready to communicate.”

“What happened to him.”

“After the Dullahan was banished his woman was returned to him from the beyond. Unfortunately, not in the same condition in which she was taken.” So many things to consider. So that giant headless beast was called the Dullahan? Shawna wished whole-heartedly that she would never cross paths with it again. Also, Shawna didn’t know Ethan had a woman. 

“Dead?” Shawna whispered to the other man, who only shook his head and looked away. Not dead, but still...

“Where is Nathan?” she asked pointedly. 

“He is gone,” said Adminius as he came up behind her holding broken handcuffs. “Should have known better.” 

“Shit,” she said. They all hung their heads at the futility of it all. Ethan continued to stare, looking like he saw a future he wasn’t sure he wanted to be a part of. “Do you know this man?” Shawna asked Adminius. 

“We’ve met. He’s good people.”

“There is nothing left for it. We must move,” said Singer, breaking the frustrated silence.

Adminius snorted, “Of course, but where? Whole big world out there.” 

“We go somewhere I haven’t been in a very, very long time. We go to the Sanctuary.” Singer’s eyes flicked up above Shawna’s head. She turned to see what had caught his attention and found nothing. “I know... I know... Yes... I’m sure,” she heard Singer say. Whether it was to himself or someone else Shawna wasn’t sure. He looked like Ethan looked sometimes, talking to himself. 

Or to someone else...
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Nodens came too slowly. Needles of light jabbed their way into his eyes and he groaned and covered them with a forearm. His wrists didn’t jingle with the sound of chain against steel. At least the cuffs broke off. He tried to open his eyes again and failed. I might as well think if I’m going to be on my back for a while. 

Adminius shouldn’t have been able to knock him out. That, if nothing else, scared Nodens more than he wanted to admit. It meant he was becoming more human, maybe was human. It meant that he could die. Silver slicing fear diced up his insides and made his stomach clench. He rolled over and vomited noisily, acid burning its way up through his insides and out of his mouth. He coughed and turned once more on his back, his head exploding in vibrant colors, each of them bringing fresh agony. He licked cracked lips with a dry tongue and whimpered. He would have done unspeakable things then if someone would have only given him a glass of water. 

Nodens sat up, moaning at the effort, and looked around. The office he was in was gone. Concrete walls were now little more than piles of rubble, bits of shattered glass reflected the light of many small nearby fires, making it seem as though the detritus was almost wet. Nodens brushed the rocks and the dust from his legs before he lay back down to his hard, unforgiving pillow and closed his eyes once more. 

How did it all come to this?

He knew all too well how. He knew how his best laid plans were torn apart by Caratacus and then Urien and finally Ethan Daniel. He knew how the Dullahan had set him up and stolen the power Nodens needed for himself. He knew it was a mistake to believe in Caratacus and then, when Caratacus turned on him and broke their contract, to try and beat and torture him into submission, how capturing Adminius was wrong, how he should never have given Urien the sword and how he never should have set up the Resistance, trained Jason, and then put that spectacularly failed plan in motion. It had cost him everything. It had cost the world everything. He should have left this place to the next generation of deities and followed his family back to the stars. Look what I’ve done. 

The crunching of feet on rubble caught his attention and he opened his aching eyes just enough to see Adminius making straight for him.

Nodens spluttered and rolled to his stomach, sharp rocks stuck into his belly uncomfortably. He crawled on his forearms and knees like a soldier beneath enemy fire, panicked, searching for some way to conceal himself. 

Then his right arm caught nothing but air. He tried to use his left to control himself, but he felt the gravel beneath him slide and he found himself pulled inexorably into a small but deep pit within the rocks. The world lurched forward and spun crazily. He met the bottom of the pit rudely and his world once again darkened. 

This time, when he came to the sky was still dark. He felt above his right eye and found the eye brow had split like he was some kind of boxer who had lost his title shot in resounding fashion, dried blood covered that side of his face.

He hefted himself up, eventually, and stumbled to the lip of the pit. There was just enough hand hold to steady himself until he could find something to kick up on with his foot. He crested the edge like a drowning man pulled into the life raft and he laid on his back and breathed through protesting lungs. 

Would have been better to die down there, Nodens thought. He didn’t really believe it, but he was cranky and he was tired and he was almost mortal. Maybe I do believe it. 

Sounds drifted from nearby. Beyond the whistle of the wind, beyond the harsh whisper of remaining fires, there was, of course, the deep sobbing of those who have lost everything. The kind where mothers huddle over dead sons and splash their little bodies with tears. Where fathers stand behind them with their arms crossed, their faces screwed up in confusion and anger and deep, deep loss. Nodens heard screaming as well. Likely from the injured being tended too, limbs that needed removal, that sort of thing. Nasty business, necessary, but nasty. Finally, if Nodens listened hard enough through the wind and the fire, through the crying and screaming, Nodens thought he could hear people talking. 

He perked his ears up, crouched low so as not to be spotted above line of a crumbled concrete wall, and made for the voices. He found them before long, on the other side of a steel doorway left standing. Nodens pushed his back against it and listened hard. 

“How far Singer?” said a voice Nodens instantly recognized. He slunk lower on the door, knees shaking with fear of Adminius, and hating himself for it. “These people have been through a lot, and that was before tonight. I don’t think they would make much of a journey.” 

“It is five days walk to the Sanctuary. We will help those we can, and the rest must stay. It is shameful yes, but we must save as many as we can. We have done much the same with our elderly for generations. The one sacrifices for the many.” 

A Native, surely...but the accent. Can it be one of The People? Adminius did call him Singer...

If it was indeed the Singer, Nodens didn’t know how he felt about that. They were never explicitly at odds, but they were never much on the same side either. Nodens always found their edict a little outdated, a little backward thinking. They wanted to bring man back to the old ways of doing things with clay pottery and bows and arrows and shitting outside. Modern man never would have gone for it, even if he was the one to blow the Earth to hell. They would have built right back up eventually, and this time put a freeway through the middle of that Sanctuary for good measure. 

The point seemed a little moot now, though. 

“Okay. I’ll make the rounds. Which direction are we going Singer?” Dawkins woman, interesting. 

“North.”

“Okay. We move at first light, I assume.” A pause. “I’ll have us ready.” 

There was a moment in which the conversation ceased. Nodens clenched his jaw and hoped, hope, when have I ever needed to entrust to hope? What a state I am in, that Shawna wouldn’t walk anywhere near the steel door Nodens hid behind. He would have done anything for a bit of compulsion or glamour. Time passed and Nodens relaxed a hair. 

“Ethan,” said Adminius, so softly that Nodens almost didn’t hear it, “we must move.” 

The wind blew and the fires crackled. Minutes ticked by. 

“Ethan Daniel, we will take care of her. She was just in the clutches of a God of Death, perhaps her response is not as unthinkable as it first seemed,” tried Singer. That grabbed Nodens’ attention. Her? “It doesn’t not exist beyond the realm of possibility that she would want to be dead once more.” 

“Did you see how she looked at me?” Ethan mumbled. Nodens crept to the side of the door and peered around to get a better look. Ethan Daniel sat on his legs. Adminius and, by his appearance there could be no mistaking him, Singer, stood before him, firelight silhouetting the three of them. “Like I was the last person she wanted to see in the world. She looked at me like I was the enemy. I searched for her for years.” 

“Ethan,” said Adminius, “Singer is right. Being that close to the Dullahan for that long clearly got in her head. We can snap her out of it. We will. Besides...” 

There was a chilly silence when Ethan looked up at the large albino man. “Besides what? Say it.” Ethan said, biting off every word. 

“Besides...your last night together wasn’t exactly a honeymoon. Remember? You were possessed, said some things you didn’t mean. I’m glad you came to a positive conclusion and dealt with your shit, but she has had neither the time nor the opportunity to do the same. Give her space. She will come around.” 

Ethan stood and pointed a finger at the other man’s chest, lost the words in his mouth, and stomped off. 

Nodens spent the rest of the night and the following day while the people of the Bunker were getting ready to travel, hiding and avoiding notice. He had to dodge Shawna as she rounded up her people, checked injuries, made arraignments for those who needed a little help with the journey and said her sad goodbyes to those who would be left behind. Adminius continued to sniff around, and even Singer looked wary. Ethan was nowhere to be seen until the group finally left. Nodens spotted him at the front of the party, holding Allison’s arm, her hands cuffed behind her, a bit of wood strapped to her mouth to keep her from biting her tongue off and drowning on the blood, her feet shackled to keep her from running. 

Nodens watched them go, a few dozen at most, out of a few hundred just one day ago, and did a little thinking. 

It appeared the Dullahan had given Allison back to Ethan, but why? Ethan was the sword bearer, and as such, he could only relinquish his hold on the sword and it’s power by willingly giving it up. It had to be by his own free will. He had to want to. That was why the Dullahan grabbed Allison in the first place. Grab her, escape to somewhere safe while the bombs fall, and come back with a bargaining chip and all the time in the world. It was the right play. It was what Nodens would have done himself. Then why give her back? 

It struck Nodens like a chariot at full sprint. 

The Dullahan is going to try and break him. Oh, that is just diabolical. 

Ethan was hard now, surely. But hard also meant brittle. Nodens could already see the cracks in Ethan’s tough façade and he had seen from long distance, at night, with a concussion in front of a raging fire. The Dullahan must have seen those same cracks like beacons himself. The Dullahan now had the power to manipulate Ethan in any way he saw fit. He could have cast illusions before his eyes and made him see things that weren’t there, see things that made him want to give up the sword and anything else for that matter. It would have been quick, efficient and the goal would have been met. Instead he chose to give him back his Allison, the one bargaining chip the Dullahan had, and in so doing, drive nails through those cracks until Ethan shattered like a pane of cheap glass. 

Nodens almost felt bad for the kid. He would have if he wasn’t already so busy feeling bad for himself. If the Dullahan got the power Nodens left in the sword, his transformation into the God of Death would be complete, and Nodens would be nothing more than another mortal, counting down the days to his unremarkable end. He had to do something. 

The problem was...what? He didn’t even have the power to stop a big albino man from pounding him into the pavement, he was going to stop the holder of his own godly power? Yeah, and Rome was built in a day. 

In the end, there didn’t seem to be any other options. Nodens slid off his concrete perch and walked in the same direction Ethan and his group walked. Maybe if he could get to Ethan first he could...what? Convince the boy that he should have his sword and power back instead of giving it to the Dullahan. Hey kid, why get eaten by a lion when you could get eaten by a bear? He doubted that was the plan he should be hanging his hat on. Maybe he could take Allison and use her against him? So many things swirled around in a brain that was now infuriatingly mortal. It was difficult to maintain the thoughts that went hand in hand with the gross demands of his body, let alone engage in high level strategy and intrigue. 

“Help me.” 

Nodens stopped in his tracks, unsure if that was an honest to goodness voice or some trick of the wind. 

“Help me, please.” 

Nodens spun in a circle before he found the source of the voice. It was a man, older than he had a right to be after the end of civilization. He leaned his back against a tree, his legs and some of his torso covered with dead leaves and charred debris, apparently trying to camouflage himself from highwaymen and predators and doing a poor job of it. 

Nodens bent down and offered the man a sip from the canteen he had swiped.

“Thank you,” he said feebly. The old man recapped the canteen and handed it back to Nodens. He closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the trunk of the tree. “Thank you.” 

Nodens was struck with an idea. Maybe I can make a believer of him. Add a little juice to the engine, get the ball rolling so to speak. It’s as good a start as I’m going to get. The worship of a dying old man wasn’t anything that would put him over the edge, power-wise, but it was better than the shape he was in, that was for damn sure. 

“Of course,” Nodens intoned as he gave his head the slightest bow. “Do you know who I am?” 

The old man opened his eyes again and squinted them against the bright gray light of day. “I am sorry son. I am afraid I do not.” 

“It is of no matter my child. Suffice it to say that I am one who can ease your burden tremendously, if you wish it.” 

The old man scrunched up his face and tear streaks carved up the black soot stains on his face. “I do,” he cried, “I do wish it. I wish it very much.” 

“You must do me a favor in return.” 

“Of course, fair is fair. Anything you ask that is in my power to give, I will gladly give it. I must be honest though, I am afraid I am not able to give much.” 

“You speak the truth, it is one thing alone that I would ask if you.”

“Name it, please, I am in such agony.” 

“You will worship me.” 

That got the old man’s attention. His jaw dropped a bit and his eyes opened to their full capacity. “Are you...are you...” 

Nodens nodded slowly, meeting the old man’s eye. 

“What name can I call you?” the old man whispered, his throat full of reverence. Nodens smiled.

“They have called me many names, in many tongues, but you may call me Llud Llaw Eriant, Nodens of the Silver Hand.” Nodens tried to stand his most godliest stance and was afraid he failed. I didn’t have to think about it before. 

“I apologize, but I have never heard of Saint Nodens. Do you perhaps go by a different name?” 

This time it was Nodens turn to catch his jaw before it hit the ground. “Saint? I am no Saint? I am Nodens, God of Truth and of the Hunt. I smote Gofannon after he made the Silver Hand for me. I captured the Dragons Anadlu Tân and Rhoddwr Marwolaeth and they live in my prison still. I was the king of the gods before my brother was born and I will be king again when the Dullahan tastes my vengeance. I was there when your race was born, I will be there still when the last of you is dead and if you do not wish to join them, you will worship me!” 

The old man’s eyes grew wider and wider with each word Nodens spoke. When he could not help but notice he was panting, after having screamed at a feeble old man whose only crime was wanting some company at the end. 

“Oh Lord, bless thee and keep thee, save me from those who work against you,” mumbled the man as he crossed himself and cried. Nodens sighed and walked away. 

“Demons!” He could hear the man yelling even after he crested a rise and could see him no more. “There are demons, Lord!” 

Nodens knew there was. In that moment, he certainly felt like one. 
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Shadowman did not sleep. He hadn’t slept since he was awoken by the Singer and sent on his mission to kill Ethan Daniel. He did, however, drift. He thought as he walked, he day-dreamed. 

Shadowman remembered. 

The world was brighter before. Before he was called Shadowman, when his strong father called him son, his lovely wife called him husband, and his perfect, innocent daughter called him papa, there was color everywhere. The sun was an intense yellow orb overhead. The sky surrounding it a sea of endless, unbroken cerulean vastness. The grass was of pure emerald, the wheat was gold and the clay of the earth a rusty, honest red. 

Red. 

Red blood splashed on the flanks of a skittering white horse. Screams. Running through purple twilight. White men with black guns, black clothes and black hearts, snarls behind their orange and yellow beards, hate behind their blue and green eyes. He made them bleed red too. But it was too late, and their blood mixed with that of his family until it all pooled together on Shadowman’s feet. He could never get his feet clean after that.  

Shadowman thought his feet were bloody still. 

He watched as dark gray smoke rose from concrete gray rubble to dissipate against a steel gray sky. There was gray and there was black. There were no colors anymore. Shadowman sighed at the shame of it. White was dead as well. 

That part didn’t trouble Shadowman so much. 

Shadowman made for the smoke and the rubble and could only wonder what took place, and if Ethan was here when it did. He was at the place the white man decided to name Mount Roderick, disregarding completely the name his people had already given it, Aponivi – where the wind blows down the gap. Aponivi was known for its double peak, a place that liked to gather the wind like a sling and hurl it down into the valley below. Shadowman felt a light breeze brush his face as it passed, and he frowned. That same wind used to rage with gale like force here. Now, like the rest of the world, like Shadowman himself, it was dead. 

Shadowman came closer to the sight of what must have been a great battle as he wiggled one of his loose front teeth with forefinger and thumb. The destruction was total. Whatever structures had been here were now no more than broken blocks and shattered beams. Dust hung thick in the air like suspended snowflakes. Not a soul in sight. 

It was the Dullahan. It had to be. Shadowman could smell Ethan Daniel here. His stink was so rife in the area it was like the boy marked it specifically for Shadowman to find him. There were three beings after Ethan Daniel that Shadowman recalled. The first was Shadowman himself. The second was the Dullahan, and of course, the third was Nodens, the Silver Hand. Shadowman obviously didn’t destroy the place, and he didn’t think Nodens was quite strong enough to do it either. If Nodens was strong enough to destroy a place like this then he was clearly strong enough to find Ethan, take the sword back in an instant and the whole thing would be over already. When the Dullahan charged him two years ago however, he ran like a coward. There weren’t enough people left on the planet for him to gain enough worship and power to get anywhere closer to the level it would take to unleash this type of devastation. That left the Dullahan. 

Shadowman remembered that night two years ago. The Dullahan, brought to a meeting of gods and men and things in between by Nodens to ensure that Caratacus gave him back what he thought was rightfully his. He was supposed to be the vanguard. Shadowman watched him from a distance that night. Dullahan waited patiently for his moment to strike. He fought off Conway and the Albino. He watched Caratacus, Ethan and Nodens chip away at one another, saw an opportunity, and then quick as an adder pushed nearly two yards of sword through Caratacus’ chest, stealing his power right out from under Nodens. All Nodens careful, centuries long planning for nothing. It almost made Shadowman smile. 

It must be the Dullahan, it is the only reasonable explanation, thought the Shadowman as he chewed his tongue in consternation. Maybe Ethan is here? Maybe I can finally rest? Shadowman’s teeth crunched down on something hard and bitter. He made a face and pulled the remains of the loose tooth from his mouth, broken as the ground he walked on. My body fails me? It didn’t make any sense. Jack Conway’s body lasted him nearly a full two years of hard travel before it wore out and he needed another. This skin he had barely worn for a few weeks and already it rejected him. I am growing weaker...I must finish my task quickly. If he didn’t kill Ethan Daniel soon, he would never get rest. 

Shadowman saw a leg sticking up through the detritus. It took him both hands but he managed to dig out the man who got his skull crushed by a boulder the size of a small horse. Not Ethan, thought the Shadowman. It was true that he wanted to kill the boy himself, but as long as he was dead, Shadowman was sure he would be able to sleep at last. 

His eye caught brown hair underneath a steel door, dented and bent, off its hinges and lying on the ground. Shadowman lifted it off the corpse of another man who he couldn’t help but notice was not at all Ethan Daniel. 

He whipped around in frustration and hammer tossed the door into a pile of rubble. It struck with a reverberating, dong! And tumbled into the night. Shadowman looked down at his hands and realized that he no longer had fingernails. His body was failing faster than he could keep up with it and there were no suitable replacements in sight. At this rate, he would be immobile before he ever even glimpsed Ethan Daniel in the distance. How do I keep fresh in the meantime? Shadowman wondered. There must be a way. 

He was struck with a macabre idea and a smile split his tightening face. Shadowman pulled a rusted knife from his back pocket, bent over the corpse formerly underneath the steel door, and sawed back and forth on it’s nose, pulling on the tip of it with his other hand. It came free with a bloodless pop, and Shadowman wasted no time in tossing it in his mouth and chewing carefully. It tasted like old game and concrete dust. He waited, feeling no different. Then he shrugged and bent over to begin sawing the ear. 

Shadowman paused mid-chew, his ears perking up. He heard something that sounded like an animal cry but muffled, as though from a great distance or coming from underneath the earth. Maybe eating does help? He swallowed the ear and started in on the left cheek. 

Again he heard the noise. It definitely was not his imagination. It came from the direction of the rubble pile Shadowman hit with the door. He was sure, his ears zeroing in on it with the help of a meal and relative quiet. He walked slowly over to the door, chewing his bit of dead man and careful not to step on anything and give his position away to whatever was making that noise. The closer he got the more he understood that he was alone. There was no feel of eyes on his back, no prickling hairs, no goosebumps. Would I even get those warning signs anymore? He doubted it, but he still felt as though whatever was making that noise could not see him. 

“Help,” came a muffled cry from within the rubble pile. Shadowman pressed his ear to it and heard it again. A weak, dry, pathetic, “help”. 

Shadowman stepped back and surveyed the pile broken concrete, his stolen heart beating fast. If he could unearth this man, if he could nurse him back to health, then maybe Shadowman would have a new host!

For hours he dug. He threw smaller rocks with abandon. He hefted bigger ones, walked them a few feet away and deposited them again. All the while the man within cried and moaned and thanked him profusely. 

Shadowman had just rolled one of the largest boulders away and was returning again, wiping someone else’s sweat off someone else’s brow, when he found himself locked in a desperate hug. “Thank you,” cried the man whose torso was now free, “thank you thank you thank you thank you.” He wept openly, wetting the front of Shadowman’s shirt and he hung his head and shook. 

“Yes,” said Shadowman, woodenly, he feared. Compassion wasn’t exactly his strong suit anymore. “It is okay. Please stop. Let’s get you’re the rest of the way out of here. Can you move your body?Aare you hurt anywhere? Is anything broken?” Shadowman looked the other man up and down as he spoke, keeping hands on his shoulders and locking the elbows so he couldn’t come in for another horrifying hug. 

“Yes, yes, and no, I don’t think so.” 

“Okay then, why don’t you start grabbing whatever you can. Two hands are always better than one and we need to get you out of here before a horde of screamers comes running.” 

That it seemed was enough to shake the man into action. “Dawkins,” said the other man, pointing to himself in between hurling one rock and grabbing another. 

“Bob,” answered the Shadowman simply. 

“Well Bob, how did you find me?” 

“I spotted the smoke a mile or so ago. I’ll be honest, I thought it would be a nice place to scavenge from. Once I started turning over corpse after corpse, I figured everyone was dead anyway so what was the harm.” 

“Can’t say that I blame you.” 

Shadowman pretended to wait a respectful few minutes before asking what he really wanted to know. “What happened here anyway?” 

Dawkins stopped digging and sat on a boulder, his eyes distant and straight, his hands wringing on his lap. “I think I heard someone call it a...Dullahan.” Knew it. “It was huge. Shaped like a man but it held its own head in its hand instead of on a neck. And Bob, it was vicious. It had this huge whip that looked like a human spine with the skull still attached, and he swung it around, stomping and biting until just about everyone was dead. I tried to confront it and it dropped this building right down on top of my head.” He slapped the boulder he sat on. “I don’t know what happened after that. Did you find any women or children in the rubble?” 

Shadowman again pretended he could no meet the man’s eye. 

“Oh god, I thought so. Were any of them black?” 

Shadowman shook his head no. 

“Well that’s something at least. As long as Shawna is out there I have something to live for. She will have Joe. I’m sure Ethan and Adminius are with her too, although Ethan didn’t look like he was doing so hot right before it went dark on me. He’s a tough kid though. Tough as they come. I’m sure he’s fine.” 

Shadowman was already off his seat by the time Dawkins finished talking. He got right in the other man’s face. He wanted to smell the truth on him. 

“Ethan, did you just say the name Ethan?” Dawkins nodded his head. “Ethan, as in Ethan Daniel, big sword on his back, albino travel companion?” 

Another nod, “Ethan and Adminius, yeah. Why? Do you know them?” 

Shadowman couldn’t help it, he laughed. “Know him? Yes, you could say I know him. Come on, let’s do a full search of the area and if we don’t find a sign of your family or my friends, we pick a likely direction and head out. What do you say?” 

Dawkins agreed. Shadowman hadn’t yet turned over a rock when he heard Dawkins yelling. “Bob, Bob, come quick!” 

Shadowman dropped the piece of human arm he had been eating, wiped his mouth and ran to Dawkins voice. He found the other man standing next to a shovel in the wreckage, a message written on the back in red lipstick said, 

TERRY, 

WITH ETHAN, ADMINIUS AND SURVIVORS. 

GO NORTH.

SHAWNA 

Shadowman didn’t even wait for Dawkins. He turned around and yelled, “Come on Dawkins, we go North!” 
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He couldn’t get it out of his head. The evil smile of the Dullahan as he crushed people beneath his wicked boots or tore them apart with his bare hands, all in some insane plan to convince Ethan Daniel that death was the better part of life, to get him to part with the sword and the power within it. 

So many people had died. 

It was all his fault. 

He called the Dullahan. He provoked him, was too weak to keep him contained, too weak to stop him, and now people were dead because of him. Countless people, innocent people, Dawkins and Chan among them, dead. The guilt threatened to drive him mad. His body felt thick and heavy, laden with burdensome shame. First the end of the world, and now the end of the last settlement in it. It was telling that Urien Rheged and Gordon were noticeably silent. Urien was probably too ashamed to speak, while Gordon likely knew better than to start playing I told you so. They left Ethan mercifully alone. 

He walked forward like a zombie. He wrapped a rotten shawl tighter around his shoulders and tried to command himself to stop shivering. To his right, Allison looked gaunt and vacant. She hadn’t eaten anything that day. Or the night before for that matter. Ethan’s attempts to feed her came with much screaming and biting. Adminius suggested that he could hold her mouth open long enough to slip on some kind of funnel he would fashion. Ethan didn’t think they were there yet. Also, he wasn’t sure she wouldn’t take the opportunity to choke herself to death on whatever they tried to pour down her throat. 

He couldn’t believe she was back. Two years of fighting through the end of the world and the collapse of civilization, through dead terrain and teams of insane marauders, through screamers and through his own bouts with starvation. She was back. Ethan stayed awake at night, after the voices in his head went away to let him sleep, listening to the harsh sounds of screamer hordes in the distance, the wind blowing hard, and he thought about Allison. He tried to remember her before the end of the world, before the night he found the sword, and everything changed. 

There was one particular memory that had brought him comfort, at least some small measure of it. It was a snowing. Paxton Massachusetts was like a magnet for heavy snow storms. At least before the End. They were both a little drunk. They listened to his music in her dorm room. They kissed. Even year into their relationship kissing her still held that same anticipatory electricity back then. It was like getting straight A’s or skillful goals. The feeling of pure, unfiltered victory. Just when things were getting hot and heavy, her roommate busted down the door and stormed in, complaining about boys and collapsing on her bed in a fit of sullen melodrama. Ethan and Allison looked at one another, both coming to the same crazy conclusion. Before long they were sweaty and happy and tired and, well, stuck. They talked and laughed. They cried and held one another. The car they used as their love nest for the evening was snowed in. They slept inside, shoveled out in the morning laughing and throwing snowballs at one another as they did. Ethan remembered it as the night he was sure that she was the woman he was going to marry. 

Now, as he shivered down a grey path on a road to nowhere, that memory might as well have been from another person’s life. He couldn’t recall it. The relief it promised was held just beyond the reach of his outstretched, desperate fingers. Ethan could only see her screaming. “I don’t want to be here! Kill me!” 

Kill me? Kill me? Allison wanted to be dead? She would rather be dead and gone than alive and with Ethan? The thought of it made Ethan want to scream and destroy something beautiful. He didn’t understand. Why did she want to die? What could have made her want to die in the short time she had been alive again. He needed more information. 

What he needed to do was talk to Kodiak. Why did the man know how to summon gods? Did Kodiak know he would summon the Dullahan? Did he set Ethan up? 

That night as the group of traveling refugees made camp, Ethan once again tried to feed Allison. Her eyes were far away, the same look could be found on recovering drug addicts during AA meetings. it was one that said, “This is all pointless. I know euphoria. I know how to get euphoria, and nothing you say or do is going to convince me I need anything else.” She turned her head away from the spoon and the morsel of meager soup Ethan cobbled together. He sighed and dropped the spoon back in the bowl, setting it down beside the fire to stay warm. He stood and checked the bonds of rope on her wrists and ankles. When he was satisfied, he retook his position in front of her. 

“Why do you want to die?” he asked her in a small, scared whisper, searching her face for something he could confuse with hope. 

She did look at him then. Her eyes so piercing Ethan thought she could see right through him. She didn’t answer. 

“Where were you?”

“I was dead,” she said simply, her voice a lifeless monotone. Still, it was more than she had said since the first night she came back. Ethan’s heart beat a little faster. 

“What does that mean? You are here now. How could you have been dead?” 

“I don’t know. The Dullahan controls death. Perhaps he opened the door for me again, so I would live?” 

“But you don’t want to live?” 

She shook her head. Ethan felt his heart break a little in his chest and a tear slid down his cheek. He dropped his eyes, so he wouldn’t have to meet her gaze. So, she wouldn’t see how much her words stung him. 

“I don’t understand,” Ethan cried. “You are alive again. We are together again. Why don’t you want to be here? Why would you want to leave me alone?” 

“I don’t want you to be alone Ethan, but death is the only way. You have to see it to believe it. Death is pure, limitless creation. We are all the gods of our own little universes.” She spoke with the fevered enthusiasm of a cult follower, her eyes wide and full of wonder. “I want to be back in mine. I want it more than I have ever wanted anything.” 

Ethan didn’t know what to say. He stayed by her side until the fire grew weaker and eventually she fell asleep. He put his and Adminius’ backpacks to her left and right and tied them together with bits of fraying, scavenged rope so she couldn’t roll away in her sleep. Then, gently as he could, he placed the wooden dowel bit in her mouth, so she couldn’t bite her tongue and choke to death on her own blood. He tied a blanket around her head, so she couldn’t find anything hard to break it on. When he was done he stepped back looked over his work, looked at Allison wearing padding and a straight-jacket and wondered if any of it was worth it. 

“She is a lovely girl, Ethan Daniel.” Ethan turned and found Singer standing next to him, looking down at Allison, the wind blowing about the feather he had tied in his long, braided hair. He had kind, wise eyes and a weathered face. Ethan had the sense that this guy had seen some things. He was the one who banished the Dullahan. 

“Yes,” said Ethan, finding it hard to keep the edge of deep sorrow out of his voice. “What do you know of death, Singer?” 

“I know some. Others know more. Do you have questions?” 

Ethan thought about it. “Allison told me that death is pure, limitless creation. That’s why she wants to go back so badly. If it’s true, then this life must really be torture for her.”

“What is your question?”

“Is it true? Is that what death is really like?” 

It was Singers turn to pause for a moment. When he spoke he sounded anything but sure. “Perhaps, for some. There are some of us who believe in the spirit world, others a land of the dead. Some think that the dead become the stars in the sky. Several tribes believe very strongly in reincarnation. Are any of them right, or wrong? Who is to say? All I know is what I have seen. The spirits of my ancestors speak to me, so I know that death is not the clean, simple end that most of your people believe. But beyond that, we, the living, cannot know.” 

“Could she be right?”

“She could be. She could not be. It seems to me that you are asking the wrong questions, Ethan Daniel.” 

“How so?” 

“The question is not, is Allison right. The question is, why does she believe what she believes, and how can I convince her otherwise.” 

Ethan looked down and thought about what the Singer had said. 

“I am sorry,” said the Singer.

“For what?” 

“For all of it.” 

Then the Singer walked back toward his own fire, talking quietly to himself. 

Why does she believe what she believes and how can I convince her otherwise? Singer was right. It wasn’t a matter of the truth of death, it was a matter of what Allison thought the truth was and whether or not Ethan could persuade her to see it differently. But how could he convince her otherwise. It wasn’t like he could pull out an encyclopedia, point to the section on death and say, “see you’re wrong.” He couldn’t exactly Google it. Ethan watched Allison sleeping and knew their situation couldn’t last. She needed to eat. She needed to want to live again. Ethan needed to think of a plan, and he needed to think of it fast. 

I’m sorry, son, said Gordon. 

Stay out of it. 

I just wanted you to know...

Ethan interrupted him before he could continue. I am busy, old dead man. I don’t care what you want me to know. You aren’t my father. I never had a father. The second Ethan thought the words, he wished he could put them back wherever he had gotten them. He couldn’t. Gordon was silent. 

Ethan unrolled his bedding and slipped inside. He took two spoonsful of soup, then laid on his side, head propped up in one hand, watching Allison breathe evenly in her sleep. Regardless of how, regardless of what she wanted, regardless of what might happen in the near future, Ethan Daniel had his Allison back. He had to find a way to make sure she saw things differently. He just had to. Eventually, he slept. 

Then Ethan found himself in a bright hospital room crowded with doctors in white lab coats and nurses in seafoam green scrubs. A bright hanging spotlight shone on a woman in pain, her face scrunched, her mouth open and screaming, thin hospital robe sticking to her sweat soaked skin. A man stood by her side, thick seventies style glasses made his eyes seem bigger than normal. He had a full, neat beard and a tweed blazer, looking every inch the nervous professor, the willing but unsure family man. He held his wife’s hand in his own through her pain. Everything was stopped. It was eerie, like walking through a picture. 

The first time I saw you was the first and last perfect moment of my life. Came a voice Ethan recognized. It was Gordon. Ethan looked around but couldn’t find his father. The disembodied voice continued as though a recording. A realization hit him. “This is the day I was born,” he said aloud. He looked once more at his mother and the resemblance was clear. The sad brown eyes, the sharp chin. Ethan looked like his father’s son, but it was her eyes through which he saw the world. A tear slid down his cheek. He had nearly forgotten what she looked like.  

Your mother’s screaming had crescendoed into something piercing and terrible and it hurt my heart every time she whimpered at the end of it. I spent hours and hours by her side, getting the ice chips, telling her to breathe and hold in there and be strong like I knew she was and holding her hand while something in my own popped, turned purple, and began to swell as she squeezed it past the breaking point. A nurse tried to pry that hand free, but I shot her a baleful glare and she raised her hands up defensively and stepped back. No one would stop me from being there when Janice needed me. No one. Until you were born, your mother was the best thing to ever happen to me. 

I stood at my wife’s head at the critical moment, at her strong request. Gordon voice allowed itself a small laugh. My hand was growing steadily in size and increasing in intensity of color, as the blood rushed to the break. 

Then there was the final scream. It was different than the others, more frantic at the beginning but deflated by the end. The great sigh of relief came at a momentous job well done, the completion of a cosmic purpose. God made the world and then he rested. My wife made Ethan Daniel and she rested too. 

The tension in the room changed. It was charged, packed with electricity and worry, the heavy weight of responsibility. All of that evaporated like a puddle in July when Ethan poked his head out into the world. The doctor, a German who would smile with the rising of the Fourth Reich and not before, showed all his teeth when he held my son and lifted him up for a proud papa to see. My heart felt like a full glass, finally, for the first time, the water of myself spilling over the sides, wasted. I didn’t care. I was different now, changed in a way that I could never have imagined before that seven-pound miracle found his way onto the Earth. 

The scene changed. With a pang of disappointment, Ethan realized that his mother was nowhere in sight. But he did see his father, coffee in hand, steam frozen in mid-rise curls. His eyes were red, tired. An unabridged smile rode his lips. Gordon looked through a wide window to the nursery beyond. Nurses bent over their mewling charges, new mothers being wheeled to waiting cars, all of it stuck in time. 

For two days while Janice got her strength back and the relatives flowed in and out like paparazzi at a gala opening, you could find me staring through a porthole into a sea of powder blue and soft pink blankets, each wrapping their very own miniature human miracle. It was at those times I got the strangest feeling. One I certainly never had before. If I walked away to grab a cup of coffee, if I left that glass barrier between my son and I, I would find myself pulled back toward you. Like I had found a fish hook and swallowed it whole. I always knew exactly where you were when I got back. It didn’t matter if the nurses changed you from the spot you were in before I left. I knew where you were because the line at the end of my hook was held in your tiny hand. I would know you always, everywhere, eternally.

Another flash and Ethan found himself in his childhood home. It felt strange to even call I that, a home. Most of his memories of the place came with violence and pain. It looked so different now to Ethan’s eyes. The bile colored walls he saw last were now a vibrant, boisterous yellow. The hardwood gleamed. Sun shone through windows with white frames to land upon walls with pictures of smiling faces. Ethan walked through the halls with careful steps. He didn’t want to disturb anything. He didn’t want the vision to end. At the end of a short hallway, Ethan found an open door. He walked through it to find a room painted blue, elephants in comical scenes adorned the walls. His father was on his knees, two hands on a crib, within was a child that Ethan knew was himself. The child looked so happy. Ethan would have done anything to remember the feeling. 

When we got home, I built you a crib with my bare hands. It was the only thing that would do for my boy. There would be no cheap particle board. I would not assemble you a discount bed made of pegs and convoluted instructions. I got myself grade A oak and I sawed and I whittled, and I lathed, and I hammered and I screwed and I sanded and I stained a place for my son to rest his innocent head. A place for you to dream of all the things you could grow to become. A place for you to grow and understand that the world was yours in its entirety. I knew that from the moment I saw you in the doctor’s hands there would be no door barred to your entry, no height you could not climb, no challenge you could not best with your brain and the sweat on your brow.

Another scene. Dream Ethan was older now, mousy brown hair and chubby cheeks. His mother and father kneeled a few feet away, arms outstretched to catch their boy if he stumbled. 

But you grew so fast! One day you were happily sucking away at a warm bottle of formula and the next you were beaming and walking toward me with the drunken steps of a toddler. I caught you in my arms and planted a thousand kisses on your head, told you how proud I was, and spun you around until we were both good and dizzy. Your mother watched, and she smiled, knowing the only thing more sacred than a father’s connection with his boy at that tender young age was the one he had with his mother. I didn’t mind sharing. I’ve only ever wanted the absolute best for you, and Janice was certainly that.

Again, a flash. Ethan found himself wearing a backpack. His parents held cameras to their faces. His shoes gleamed white and new. The yellow bus was frozen mid-turn down their small side street. The flash from his father’s camera was caught just inches from the bulb. It made it seem like his parents were wearing halos. 

Then there was school. The first tear filled day. The skinned knees that you never cried about and the stuttering speech that you would have to take classes to correct. The finger paintings and the silly camp songs that elementary schools loved to teach their students. The way your eyes would light up when you told me about your day and the things you experienced with fresh eyes, the things you learned. If I could have bottled that feeling up and opened it on my worst days, well, they wouldn’t be my worst days any more, would they? 

I thought I couldn’t ever be happier. I thought this was the perfect life. Somehow, I had found the perfect life, stolen it, and was now living it. I couldn’t believe the choices I’d made and forks I’d taken would lead to such a satisfying and fulfilling conclusion. Some days I would think that there was no way something this good could last this long. There had to be some kind of accident at the end of this highway and it would be an ugly one. 

Flash. 

Fire everywhere. Ethan’s mother was roasting on his bed. Gordon held Ethan to the flames. Ethan could still feel the heat on his body, could still smell his hair burning. The flames were locked in frozen stillness like they were glass blown works of art, beautiful and terrible all at once. The look on his father’s face was at such odds with the earlier images that Ethan had to double take to make sure it was the same person. Where kind, knowing blue eyes were before now were replaced with grey ones that held only hate. His eyebrows clinched together in rage, his mouth a snarling rictus. 

Then it happened. One night, a burning house, a burning wife. I became something else, or better yet, something became me. The Gordon Daniel that held his son and twirled him like an airplane and told him he was proud, that man was dead and what was left was...

Ethan saw something behind his father. Something he had never seen before. Something that tickled at other memories. A shadow, shaped like a man. It stood behind his father with one hand on his head, and the other reached inside of his chest, right behind his heart. What the hell is that, and what is it doing to my father!

“We don’t have a condition,” said Gordon Daniel as he appeared next to his son. “I was wrong.”

“Dad, were you...possessed?” 

His father shrugged his shoulders. “I guess that is what we have to call it. I came upon this memory while searching around in the sword, seeing what it could do, how I could help you while I am stuck in here. I just wanted to look at Janice again, even at the end. This,” he said, pointing to the shadowy figure, “I did not expect.” 

“I had no idea. Dad, I am so sorry. I thought it was all...”

“I know. Can’t say I wouldn’t have thought the same thing if I was in your shoes. Hell, I did think the same thing. I thought I was going insane, turning into a monster. I never thought it was anything like this.” 

They stood for a moment. Ethan was overwhelmed. So much information, changing so much of what he thought was going on his entire life. His father never wanted to hurt him. That fact alone changed everything, absolutely everything. It changed the way he saw himself, his father, and the world as a whole. He looked at the shadow being and transferred all the hate he felt for his father over the years into that dark focal point. 

Then he found himself wrapped in his father’s arms. The older man hugged him with tight, strong arms that promised to make it all okay. Ethan couldn’t stop himself. He broke, crying for all he was worth. All the years of pain and fear. All the times he wished he had a father who cared. All of it melted away. The careful defenses Ethan had erected, the layers of protective armor he put on every day were gone. Ethan was a child again, and his father was here and he was safe. 

“I just wanted you to see, to know that...”

“I know Dad,” Ethan cried into his father’s shoulder. 

“Dad...” said Gordon and Ethan felt the other man sobbing quietly too. 

After a moment they both separated and wiped their eyes. 

“Needed that,” said Gordon. 

“Yeah, I guess I did too,” coughed Ethan. 

“When you get back out there, I want you to know that I am here. I know it feels cold and lonely and you are scared. I know you want Allison back. Just know that I am in here, and I am going to do absolutely everything I can to help. The first thing is making sure you know that you are not alone. Okay?” 

“Okay, dad.” 

Just as Ethan turned his father grabbed him by the shoulder and squeezed. “I love you, son.” 

“I...I know Dad. I’m just not ready yet” Ethan broke off the hug and found himself staring at his feet. “Too much happened, no matter whose fault it was, no matter why. Just give me some time to figure things out, okay?” 

“You take as long as you need, son.”.”
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Singer’s stomach clenched and snarled in protest. The last thing to pass through his system was a scavenged granola bar he had eaten a day or so before the incident with the Dullahan. They didn’t have a choice really, the Dullahan destroyed almost everything the newly homeless refugees had in the name of food and ammunition. The rest was likely buried in the rubble. 

He looked to his left and right, to the people walking beside him, faces gaunt, eyes sunken, tired. He knew how they felt. To lose everything one cared for in the world, then to struggle and fight and eventually scrape together something that could almost resemble a decent living in the Bunker community, only to have it all ripped away again. It was far too expensive a price to pay for people whose only crime was still being alive. The Dullahan destroyed more than living spaces and supplies. He killed their hope. 

Singer shuddered to think what would happen if the Dullahan were to pay them a visit again. He had bested the hideous god of death, true, but on a technicality at best. It was a trick and Singer knew it. In a battle of strength on strength, when both opponents had time to study up and prepare, Singer knew he would lose, and lose pathetically. It was almost an appealing thought, losing an honorable fight to the death and finally being allowed to die. That was until he considered that he was going up against a being that controlled whether or not he was allowed to die in the first place, and even if the Dullahan did allow him to die, where would he go and what would he experience when he got there? There were no positive outcomes down that road. 

To make matters worse, none of the refugees looked like Barbara. It was true that he didn’t go looking for her but that didn’t mean he wished her ill. She was just a girl who got scared and did what she thought she had to do. Singer couldn’t blame her, or anyone else for that matter, for reacting like that in a similar situation. He thought she had mentioned something about the Bunker community before she clocked him but now that he was with them, she was nowhere to be found. 

These people need food, father, said Whisper as she floated into view. 

“I know that.” Singer said sullenly. “They need rest and they need protection and they need shelter. None of which I can immediately provide.” Singer snarled. He watched his daughter dissipate slowly and regretted letting his frustration show. It was just that he didn’t know what he was doing now. He came all this way to kill Ethan Daniel for the Dullahan and finally be allowed to rest. Instead he discovered that Ethan Daniel was a victim in all this, the Dullahan was a terrible monster, and he was no closer to his goal. He sighed loudly and rubbed calloused hands on his face. 

Did he even want to die anymore? Life was unbearable when he was by himself, reliving his mistakes over and over and over again, antagonized by his ancestors, never allowed to rest or to absolve himself. Now he had his daughter back. It was true that it wasn’t the way he would have liked to be with her, but it was the best he was going to get. He also had people to tend to. He could be a leader again. He could be a Singer again. Maybe he didn’t need to die anymore. Maybe he didn’t want to. Maybe there was a life for him after all...

Singer looked behind him and saw Ethan Daniel walking with Allison. He had her hands tied behind her back, her feet hobbled together and a gag in her mouth. He looked as though he was cracking. His lips were chapped, his eyes vacant and staring, his mouth hung in a tired and thoughtless circle. 

One thing was for damned sure. If Ethan Daniel ever found out that it was Singer who unleashed the Shadowman on him, there would be no life for him after all. He was sure of it. If that boy found out he could trace every ounce of human suffering he had experienced back to one singular incident, one man pulling on fates strings, there would be no safe haven for Singer anywhere. For a brief moment, just a split second, Singer contemplated telling Ethan everything. The boy deserved to know who it was that ruined his life and caused the end of the world as he knew it. Maybe he could get him to use that big sword... 

When Kodiak found his way by Singer’s side, he thought better of it. 

“Singer, when we break for camp the night, you and the albino will accompany me on a short expedition. We need to find food for these people, and we need to find it fast.” 

Singer wasn’t sure how he felt about Kodiak. He was short and stocky, with a grizzled head of brown hair and matching beard. He was strong and muscular in a world that didn’t alow for a diet with the required protein to make those muscles in two years. His eyes held something akin to rage, or lust, or some combination of the two. 

I do not know about him, father. 

“I do not, either,” Singer told the disembodied voice of his daughter. 

“I’m sorry?” Kodiak looked around and said, puzzled. 

“It’s nothing. Yes, we should find food. However, unless you have a plan in mind, I think bumbling around in the dark with no prospects is probably a waste of energy.” 

“I have prospects, Singer. Just be ready when I come for you.” 

They came for Singer late that night. The moon had already been up for a few hours. Singer’s ears filled snoring and wind and little else. He didn’t think he would ever get used to the silence. No birds. No chittering and chattering of small creatures. No cars rumbling down long highways in the distance. There was nothing but endless wind, the occasional patter of rain, screaming, and now this snoring. Even that was odd. He had been alone for so long, he had forgotten what it was like to hear someone else sleep. It comforted Singer, somewhat. 

“Okay,” began Kodiak as he, Adminius and Singer formed a circle around his fire and nodded at one another, “there is an underground shelter not far from here. The kind people built when they were afraid of nuclear fallout. There is no guarantee, obviously, but I think if we can get inside, we should be able to find something that will help us out.”

“How did you find out about this?” Singer asked, a little skeptical.

Adminius reached behind his back and pulled out a ringed notebook, the kind white college kids brought to class to show the teacher that they owned a ringed notebook, regardless of how little they actually used it. It was a little battered. Dirty stains on the front and back covers, the pages a bit yellow and bent, the rings in obvious disrepair. Adminius opened the cover. He licked his thumb and flipped through some entries before landing on the one he was looking for and handing it to Singer. 

I can’t do it. I just can’t. I know I have everything I need. Food. Shelter. Security. But I can’t stay down here one more fucking day. Tomorrow, I am going to open the hatch. I am going to feel the sun on my face and the wind on my back. I am going to scream as loud as I can, and rejoice when the sound doesn’t come reverberating back to me from metallic, subterranean walls. 

It’s the solitude. Man wasn’t meant to be alone this long. He is a social creature. I was never a social man but now that the world has ended, I crave nothing so much as to hear another’s voice, feel another’s touch. God, I miss Rebecca so much...

If I am alone much longer, I fear what will become of me...

Singer looked up and found the other two staring at him with intensity. “Where did you find this?” he asked. 

“On a body less than an hours walk from here. He was pretty eaten up, clearly something animal survived the end besides human beings. That or someone got pretty cannibalistic. Either way, this was in his knapsack,” said Adminius. 

“Did you read what he said, Singer? He said he has food and shelter, security. There could be enough food and ammunition down there to last us until we reach wherever the hell you are leading these people. That, or we can set up a new homestead wherever the hell we want. We’d have options. That is enough for me. Are you in or are you out?” said Kodiak. 

Singer didn’t have to think to hard about it. He nodded and gestured for the group to get moving. They stood and began to walk off. Singer stayed behind to kick dirt onto his fire and grab his denim jacket. He left the smoke billowing toward the sky as he followed his two companions. 

They were true to their word. Around an hour after they left, Singer came to a halt when Adminius’ fist came up in the air, the stop signal. 

He had to squint to see it, but he knew there was something there, at the base of an old, burned out old oak tree. A black shadow encased in the softer blackness around it. Singer could see yellow running shoes on decayed feet, and an an orange, puffy down jacket. He crouched down to look closer and notice that running shoes and jacket were about all that was left. The poor man’s bones were picked clean. 

“Where is the shelter? Better yet, where is Kodiak?” Singer asked the large albino. 

“Not sure, and he is looking for it, I assume,” answered Adminius. 

Singer hesitated before asking his next question. “Who is this Kodiak anyway?” 

“Ethan found him inside the Bunker. I’m not sure who he is exactly, but he knew a lot about the layout of the place. He also knew something of battle tactics. He set us all up with jobs to do. Could be former military. Certainly fits with his physique and demeanor. I think he went off with this guy named Chan. Kodiak found us after everything went down. We never found Chan. Kodiak says they got split up or something.”

“No one thought to ask him what he was doing? Where he went? I sense something about him but I cannot put my finger on it.”  

So do I father. He is more than he appears to be. 

“We asked him. His answers were fine enough. You have the same strange aura about you as well, Singer. Perhaps there is more to him than meets the eye, but for right now, he is on our team. I for one am not going to refuse help because my spider senses start tingling.” 

“No, I don’t. What is a ... spider sense?”

“Something Ethan sometimes says. Never mind, Singer. I’m just saying don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.” 

“Gift horse?” 

Adminius slapped his head and Singer felt his face redden. 

“Ethan was talking to him away from the group. Do you know why?”

“Apparently, it was Kodiak that gave Ethan the materials to summon the Dullahan. Ethan was asking him how he knew how to summon and why he thought it was a good idea to have a boy not even old enough to drink summon the god of the dead.” 

“What did Kodiak say?”

“He said he learned a long time ago from his father who was taught by his father’s father and so-on. He said it was the only way to defeat Nodens and that if Ethan turned the note over it said to run after he did it.”

“Seems thin.”

“Yeah, well I feel thin. I say we keep an eye on him and in the meantime, hope he finds some food.” 

There was a faint whistle, the kind men more skilled than Singer did with their front teeth. Singer and the albino tracked the sound until they found Kodiak sitting on his haunches, his hand over a doorway into the earth, the door looking like the hatch of a submarine, spoked wheel and all. 

“Is that it?” asked Adminius. 

“Did you see another underground entryway around here by chance?” Kodiak shot back. 

“Did you check it for any traps?” Singer asked. 

“No, I did not. I wouldn’t know how to do that even if I wanted to. Besides, if it is a trap or its empty, either way we die. The only shot we have is to go inside and hope there is food.” 

“Just wait before you open that door,” said Singer. He sat down and pulled his long braid from behind his back until it lay over his chest. He gripped it with two hands, then he took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and he started humming. The tune he used was something that made him feel eager, confident, like he was looking for something and was hot on it’s trail. Singer imagined what his voice must have sounded like to the others around him. A deep bass hum that shook the ground. He probed with the vibrations of his humming, using the reverberations it made like a dolphin uses echolocation. It didn’t take him long to know that there was no one else alive in the area. 

“Satisfied,” demanded Kodiak. 

“Yes,” Singer replied. 

“Fantastic.” 

Then Kodiak grunted and turned the rusted wheel three squeaking times around before cracking the door and opening it fully with an ominous metallic groan. The rush of air that came from within smelled of rot. Singer feared the worst. 

He went down first, stepping slowly on a ladder that hurt his feet. He reached the bottom, grabbed the torch from a descending Adminius, and looked around. 

There was nothing here. The shelves were empty. The smell of rot came from a spilled can of peaches that was turning on the floor, yellow to black. Rack upon aluminum rack lined the concrete walls. There was a door, through which Singer could see the light reflecting on a porcelain toilet. There was no food here. 

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Singer asked the group. 

“Fuck,” said Adminius. 

Singer said, “Yupp. That was about it.” 
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“I can’t believe you have all this food,” Barbara slurped and whispered as she crammed peach after canned peach into her eager mouth. 

Nodens said nothing. He watched his newfound companion with the desperation a drowning man had for the life raft, just out of reach, unsure if he had the strength left to swim for it. The darkness made her completely unreadable, and he needed to play this one just right. He needed her worship. Probably more than he had ever needed anything. 

She was an easy sell, in the beginning. He found her trailing the group just like he was. Staying out of sight, but near enough to keep track. Never getting too close. Nodens watched her, asking questions of himself. Who was she? Why wouldn’t she just join the group? What was she hiding, or better yet, who was she hiding from?” 

Then an idea became a plan. He would use her. He needed the worship. Last night he came upon a dead man with a journal, and in that journal, directions to an underground basement stuffed with food and supplies. It was the perfect ploy, the ideal way into her good graces. They would steal the food, and then once she was comfortable and sated and trust was established, he would show her what he could do. She would be amazed and fulfilled and in the end, she would worship him. 

They sat around their overturned packs, canned goods and non-perishables splayed over the broken concrete of a decimated rest stop like they were the casualties of some food on food warfare. Canned and dehydrated fruits and vegetables. Peanut butter and fluff. Honey and maple syrup. Pasta, rice, quinoa and cornmeal. Instant soups. Unsweetened chocolate. Powdered milk. It was a massacre. 

There was no fire. To light a fire would risk being seen. Being seen would risk them losing their food to a jealous or desperate other. Both were unacceptable outcomes. So he opened a can of peaches for her and watched as she practically inhaled the entire thing. She was going more slowly on the second can, barely. 

Nodens said, “You were hungry.” He tried to do that disarming laugh that humans could sometimes do. It sounded wrong, even in his ears. 

The outline of a hand went up to the outline of a face and noisily wiped peach juice from what Nodens had to assume were lips. “Hungry? I’ve never been so hungry in my life. How in the world are you not eating right now?” 

Nodens dodged the question. “Really? You’ve never been this hungry? How did you survive before you found the Bunker?” 

There was silence. Barbara stopped eating and placed her hands on her lap. She stayed that way for so long that Nodens was afraid he had said the wrong thing and she was going to take a pack and run. He thought about how disastrous that would be. Finally, he had someone close to him, someone he could show his power to. Someone who could worship him again. Just the thought alone made his entire body buzz. When she began speaking, Nodens was too afraid to interrupt. 

“It all feels like so long ago now, someone else’s life. My husband and I were home. I was grading papers. He was watching the Bruins. The kids were out. Anthony was at his girlfriend’s house. Lisa was in college. I remember him yelling and I immediately jumped up, fearing the worst. He smiled at me when I came into the room and said that we scored. I pretended to be excited.” Barbara paused, and her head shook as though trying to clear itself of a pestilential memory. “Then behind him I saw, like from a scene in a movie, in the distance, a mountain of fire. It just kept growing and growing. The houses beneath it simply disappeared. They didn’t break apart. They didn’t burst into flames. They were just there one minute, and not the next. Brian must have seen something on my face because he turned, saw the mountain of fire and his jaw dropped.” 

She paused again. Nodens saw her shadowy form root around in her pack until she found something that crinkled like plastic. She brought the object to her chest, fiddled with it, and then Nodens heard something small and plastic bounce to the ground. She lifted it to her mouth, took two loud, gulps, exhaled a shaky breath, and then placed the bottle behind herself. 

“The rest gets a little fuzzy for a while. My memory is more images and sensations than actual moments. I am dark and cramped somewhere in my basement. Mark is holding me. Cell phone won’t work. I’m scared for the kids. I’m scared for myself. Then a sound so loud, too this day I have trouble describing it, even to myself. A kind of massive, undulated roaring. Like a tornado made of metal. Then I’m in pain. It’s still dark. I don’t know how long I was like that but I know it was a long time. Days probably. I guess my house was destroyed and I was trapped inside, that’s the only thing I can think of. When I wake up next I am ... surrounded by men,” Barbara gathered herself and took another drink of water. “At least ten of them. I won’t tell you what it was like in their company. I waited for two days until most of them fell asleep at the same time. Then I killed the one they had on guard and ran. I wish more than anything I killed them all but one thing you learn quick when the world goes to hell is that if it wasn’t fair before, it sure as shit isn’t fair now. I ran a lot in the coming days. Hiding in anything abandoned. Cars, stores, houses, you name it. I scavenged. Avoided anything with a pulse or anything that screamed. I was terrified those men would find me again. I was terrified of a lot of things. That was how Terry and Shawna found me. In the corner of some warehouse, rocking back and forth, skinny and starving. They saved me, brought me to the Bunker. If it wasn’t for that bastard Nathan, I probably would still have been there when that creature attacked. I would probably be dead.”

Nathan. Bunker. Cold realization showered Nodens in a dose of harsh reality.  

“I’m sorry, who is Nathan?” said Nodens, trying to play as though he wasn’t Nathan. His heart sank. The second this woman saw his face, he was going to have to kill her. Why didn’t I use a glamour when I took the Bunker? At the time, he remembered thinking it was a waste of energy. Fucking idiot. And now he didn’t even have the small amount of energy required to do one when he needed it. He cursed his luck. 

Nodens decided he would just have to speed the process along, take her worship for what it was worth in the moment, and kill her before the sun rose and she saw him for who he really was. 

“Nathan is the bastard who took the Bunker from Terry and Shawna. He’s the reason I left in the first place. It was then I learned, for the second time, that I was never going to survive on my own. This time someone named Singer saved me.” Singer. Nodens made sure to keep the realization off his face. “That’s when I decided to go back to the Bunker. Of course, I found it destroyed, saw the sign Shawna made for Dawkins, and followed it. That’s when I met you.” 

“Who is Singer? Is that his real name?” asked Nodens, acting. Poorly. 

“I don’t think so, but honestly I’m not sure. He saved me from a fate worse than death. Apparently, I do not have good luck with post-apocalyptic men,” Barbara laughed, awkwardly. Evidently realizing that she knew very little about her current companion other than he was a post-apocalyptic man who had a lot of food with him and had been willing to share. She stood. “Anyway, I wasn’t about to travel alone with another man after everything I’d been through so I hit him on the head and ran. I haven’t seen him since.” 

“You aren’t going to do that to me are you?” Nodens laughed, just as awkwardly. 

“You, oh my god, of course not,” said Barbara, the desperation now plain in her voice. 

“Then why are you getting ready to run?” 

They froze, the air between them pregnant, sizzling and dangerous. She was the deer staring at the hunter in the distance, knowing the threat. He was the hunter himself, his eye sighted, his finger itching. They both knew the score. 

“Sit down Barbara,” said Nodens. It was not a request. 

“Please...just,” she plead. 

“Sit. Down. Now.” 

She sat. 

Nodens walked around her in a slow circle. It didn’t matter if she saw him now. All that mattered was that she knew his power and worshipped him before she could be killed. It was crucial. It was everything. Each moment sans worship Nodens felt himself moved inexorably toward mortality. It was excruciating. 

“You really don’t have good luck with post-apocalyptic men, do you?” 

She didn’t answer. Nodens could see the outline of her head swiveling as she followed his movements. 

“Do you know who I am now?”

“No.” 

“How did Singer save you?” 

“I don’t know.” 

Nodens moved with lethal quickness. He snatched her hair in an unkind fist, wrenched her head back so she exposed her throat and squeezed her neck with his other hand. She struggled against him for a moment before the energy left her body and she hung limp in his grasp. 

“I think you do know. I think you’re going to tell me. I think that if you don’t tell me, I am going to make those men you met out there look like fucking boy scouts. That’s what I think. What do you think, Barbara?” 

Nodens released her and threw her to the ground. She lay prone, crying silently, her body shaking against the shattered blacktop. “He fucking sang, asshole. Screamers came and killed the men. Then he said the screamers were free and they died. He controlled them, but I don’t know how besides the singing. That’s all I know, I swear.” 

That was enough. She knew Singer was more than met the eye. That was all Nodens needed, somewhere to start. He needed to know her baseline of expectation before he could exceed it in her eyes, before he could become the most powerful thing she had ever seen not named a Dullahan. 

“Is that it? He sang a little song?” Nodens sneered. Barbara looked up at him, hate in her eyes. Yeah, but with fear as well. “Well, can Singer do this?” 

Nodens extended his arm for effect, mirroring his intentions with his hand like he was a villain in some inane motion picture, and he lifted her off her feet. It was a trick that always seemed to amaze humans. Gravity had always done what he wanted. Not the case for them. 

Barbara floated toward him, her toes scraping the ground. Fear and hate and awe each fought for control of her features. 

Awe won. 

Nodens felt within himself a surge of electric power, like a shot of pure adrenaline coursing its way from his heart and out to his limbs. His vision grew sharper. He could see every filth filled pore on Barbara’s face, count the graying hairs on her trembling head. He flexed and he felt muscles grow tight that for too long had been limp and useless. He knew in that moment that he could do whatever he wanted with whatever he wanted. There was no stopping him. He was powerful again. He was a god again! 

And then the moment began to fade. The world around him dimmed once again. His strength leaked out of him like air from a punctured tire. Barbara shuddered and squirmed. Her writhing almost brought her feet back to the ground. 

Nodens gritted his teeth and squeezed harder to make sure she stayed floating where she was. Sweat beaded on his brow from the effort. She slipped further. He gripped tighter. 

Barbara made a strangled noise, kicked twice more, and then was silent. 

Nodens swore and peered closer at her. 

She was dead.

“Over here.” Came a voice from somewhere in the distance. 

Nodens panicked. He turned and ran. One moment his feet were pounding the pavement and the next he was in the air. Another second and he hit dirt, hard. The earth tumbled and spun and he fell. He came to a stop after a mercifully short time and looked back up the small hill he had tumbled down. His heart raced as though it meant to win. No faces appeared at the top of the hill. Nodens blew out a scared breath and pushed himself back to his feet. He climbed the short hill but stopped just before he reached the top, choosing instead to peak over the edge. 

There was a man standing near Barbara and looking around. Nodens recognized him as Adminius, his albino skin almost glowing even in the faint moonlight of the apocalypse. The man lifted his nose and sniffed, then he turned in Nodens direction. Nodens ducked below the edge as though he was about to take gunfire. He knew Adminius would be able to catch his scent. 

But something else was happening. Nodens felt just a little bit of his old strength returning again. Not anything close to the injection Barbara just gave him, but it was something. A slight tightening of the muscles and a minor easing of the pains of his near mortality. What could it be. 

Then it hit him. 

Adminius believes in me. 

It wasn’t worship, but it was the best thing he had. Adminius knew who Nodens really was, at the height of his powers. Maybe better than anyone alive. It was Nodens who put Adminius in the hole and made him what he was. It was Nodens that took fought he and Caratacus for the better part of nearly two millennia. Adminius was absolutely sure that Nodens was a threat, and it appeared that that kind of adversarial respect was enough of a tick on the meter of worship that it garnered a small amount of power all its own. 

Heartened, Nodens slid down the hill and flew off into the night before he could be discovered. In the coming days he didn’t go far. He stayed close, and siphoned belief off Adminius like a tick. Nodens was a patient god, and when he built up enough power from the respect of Adminius, Ethan would be in trouble.  
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Adminius pulled his crossbow and it’s accessories from his backpack and opened its limbs with a snap! Then he set to waxing the strings. He twisted open a small plastic cylinder, unscrewed the top and scooped out a lump of wax. He used two fingers to rub the wax into the strings of his bow, careful to avoid the area directly above the arrow rail. He did so slowly, assuredly, having done it countless times before, the efficient, thoughtless movements of a master. He used his fingers because he knew that the slight heat from his body and the friction of motion would melt the wax into the string and keep it protected longer. When he was finished he put the wax away, cleaned off his fingers on his pants, and set to lubricating the rail, trigger box, and exposed mounting bolts. There was, in Adminius estimation, nothing so important in today’s world as making sure you could defend yourself at all times. You simply never knew what was going to happen. While he did this, he looked around. 

The building was closed, but from up in the rafters, Adminius could still feel a light breeze tickle its way across his scarred forearms. Seats in green and in yellow were lined up side to side, back to back, from the hardwood floor below, almost to the rafters where he sat above. Aisles broke up the patterns intermittently, as well as glassed in boxes and the many advertisements, painted signs and synthetic banners depicting people enjoying their products in ways that could only be described as sexual and ridiculous. A woman drank a carbonated beverage as though she wanted to make love to it. They were now the sad butts of poorly timed jokes that no one was alive to laugh at. More banners hung from the rafter around Adminius. These had numbers or years on them. Testaments to athletic accomplishments that have now passed into the ether, unremembered, uncared about, utterly oblivious. 

Adminius had never been a sporting man, even in his own time. Books were his passion. Books and learning and Caratacus. That was it. That was where he found spice in his life. Now he understood sporting even less. 

He could still see it though, when he closed his eyes. Thousands and thousands of people gathered here to witness the most skilled men of their age and their locality in a particular event, battle it out for supremacy, screaming their support or their vilifications, wearing the colors of their loyalty. Others would be trying to sell to them, more clothing, food, drink. The whole crowd taking one unified, inebriated march down the road toward victory or defeat. Adminius could almost see the beauty in it, the release. Escapism, from the daily, endless, banal, monotonous grind that life can surely be. Adminius knew this well. He had lived more of his than most did of theirs.

But Adminius wasn’t convinced. The world was one great, steaming bowl of shit soup and everyone had to eat it. That was even before the apocalypse. People were taken advantage of, kicked around, beat down on, hurt, tortured, killed. All of this in the names of things we cannot take with us when we die. Money and Power. Instead of dealing with that, these people went to a game and they watched or they played or they managed sports and in doing so, forgot. Let’s not fix the problem. Let’s avoid the problem. It was like a great bullhorn of the worlds ills was blasting its warning right in these people ears, and instead of heeding it, they stuffed their ears with cotton balls and went about their way. Slow dancing in a burning room. Didn’t they know this was all they were going to get? Didn’t they know anything of death?

Adminius putt away his crossbow, wax and lubricant and swung his gaze over to Ethan. The boy sat with his back to a worn wood paneled wall, his knees at a ninety, arms resting over knees, head bobbing up and down as the need to sleep battled with the need to watch Allison and make sure she lived through the night. She lay completely wrapped up. Mouth guard was in, blockers were at her sides. She couldn’t move an inch. It was a harsh precaution but a necessary one. Without it, she would surely kill herself. And why? Because she believed that death was better than life, was freer than life was. 

Adminius thought about that woman’s death. The one who was strangled next to a mountain of food. Her face was purple. Her tongue sticking out dumbly and her eyes wide, crossed. She certainly didn’t feel the same way about death that Allison did. She died next to all the food that would save Adminius’ entire group. What could have happened? Was someone trying to hoard it all for themselves and she would have blown the whistle? Did she happen upon the scheme or was she part of it right up until the moment she was murdered? So many questions and no answers. He would need to ask Singer about her. The look of recognition on his face when he came upon the woman was unmissable. 

Adminius sighed and stood, swinging his backpack onto his shoulders. Singer wasn’t down there with the rest of the group, but Adminius knew where he would be. He marched down the black metal gangway to the sound of his boots clanging and echoing softly around the arena. He reached a ladder ten or so feet higher in the air. He took it, undid the latched door at the top, swung it open, and climbed out. 

For three brilliant seconds all Adminius could do was stare at the vastness of the full moon as it floated in a brief opening in the clouds as though framed, picturesque. He hadn’t seen it in years. He almost forgot what it looked like, as if that was even possible after seeing so very many of them over the centuries. Still, distance makes the heart grow fonder, and Adminius found himself unable to peel his eyes away. 

When it passed behind an impenetrable wall of dark clouds, Adminius felt within himself an acute sense of loss. It seemed that when the moon left, it took a chunk of Adminius with it. It stole his hope, right from the center of his chest. Adminius shivered and crossed his arms to guard against the chill of the night and of the future. 

“That was a gift, was it not?” 

Adminius turned to find the Singer walking up to his from the edge of the roof. He had a tattered blanket wrapped around his tasseled denim jacket. Dirty, hole ridden blue jeans and warn sneakers of an unrecognizable brand completed the ensemble. The man had kind eyes within a weathered face and a log braid adorned with feathers. His voice was rich and worn and wise. Adminius wanted to like him. But trust was hard to come by, especially since the End. 

“Yes. I suppose it was.” Adminius said, taking the hand that was offered and climbing the rest of the way onto the roof. He closed the door behind himself. “What are you doing up here?” 

“I could ask you the same thing Ancient One.” 

“That is fair enough,” said Adminius, who decided at the last moment to lie to the other man about his intentions. “I came to escape the sounds of hopeless people sleeping. People don’t snore when they’re that scared. They barely sleep at all. It is maddening. The tension in there is thick and uncomfortable. I came up here to get away from it, and to scout a way out of here tomorrow. Holing up in an abandoned arena is all well and good for a night, but it makes for a bitch to get out of. Only one or two exits, spaced far away from one another. It will take a few minutes to get everyone out and until they are, we’ll be exposed. Just trying to avoid a disaster if I can.”  

“You are an admirable man, Adminius.” Singer said with a smile. 

“How so?”

“You have absolutely no reason to stick with these people. Or Ethan for that matter. And yet here you are, making sure everyone is safe even while they sleep. Come here, let me show you something.”

Singer took him to the edge of the roof. Adminius could see for miles in every direction. Views that would have been obstructed by sky scrapers in the past were now completely clear, the buildings themselves now little more than rubble and exposed elevators shafts standing defiant in the detritus. Adminius could see to where the city ended and broken concrete became flattened forest. The land seemed so shapeless to him, so without character. The earth was well and truly dead. Yet they stood on an untouched monument to man’s ignorance. Such senselessness. I will never get used to it. 

There came a sound from below like someone moaning. Adminius looked down to find dozens, maybe hundreds of screamers at the base of the stadium, all of them looking up at him. They crowded in, condensed, all scorched flesh and purest desperation. The sound became a scream and the scream built and built until it filled Adminius ears with the painful cacophony and made his heart race, sweat beaded and trickled down his back. 

“We’re never going to get out of here.” Adminius said, defeated. 

“I disagree. Watch.” 

Singer took a couple steps away from Adminius. He dropped his chin to his chest and he inhaled, slowly, deeply, his arms going over his head as he did. When he had enough breath, his arms bent and his hands came together in front of his chest. His hands began to push forward just as Singer opened his mouth and started to sing. It was like his hands were pushing the sound out of his body, making it real and purposeful, providing it with direction. It started quietly at first, a low bass hum that resonated and reverberated in the air. Adminius could practically see waves of energy in front of Singer in place of his voice. Then the hum got louder, became something else, something alien and unrecognizable. It was terrifying and visceral and animal. 

Adminius looked down at the street below and found every one of the screamers had stopped moving to stare up at Singer. They didn’t fidget or drift or shake. They were silent. 

Then, like a school of fish with one purpose, one mind, they fled. It was a breathtaking sight. Adminius watched them all sprint through the devastated city and out of sight in seconds. A flock of birds, and then gone. 

“What the hell was that?” asked Adminius. 

“I was speaking to them,” Singer said, panting as he sat on a nearby air conditioning unit and tried to catch his breath. He wiped sweat from his brow with his sleeve and said, “They are in such pain. Constantly burning, never escaping the fear and the agony. I think that whatever powers held the world together when it was doing its best to tear itself apart, forgot to save those poor souls from the flames, or tried to, and instead froze them in time and space, doomed them to scream forever.”

Adminius could see it. Nodens and the rest of the gods doing their best to contain as much of the damage as they could. After all, there were still a lot of souls to be converted into power, even if the sheer numbers of men on earth had been decimated. There was still plenty that could be used, manufactured into worship or whatever else the mind of a god could conjure up. They tried their best to save everything they could, and in so doing, they damned those now called screamers. The explanation fit so well, at once, Adminius knew it to be the truth. 

Singer was a good man, and an astute one. But good men, even smart ones, can still have bad secretes. 

“Singer, did you know that woman from earlier?” Adminius asked. He couldn’t meet Singer’s eyes when he did.

“I did,” said the other man after a pause. “I saved her from some unsavory characters before I came upon the Bunker. I was surprised to find her again. She was too good for the end she got. Then again, aren’t we all.” 

“So, you don’t know what she was doing there? Who else she was with?” 

“I am sorry Adminius. I know nothing else that would help you. I knew the woman, respected her, and now she is dead.” 

Nothing added up anymore, but Adminius felt that Singer was telling the truth. “I believe you. Unfortunately, that doesn’t help us any. We need to find out who had that food and why a woman of the Bunker was killed for it. Maybe Nodens survived and it was all him. I just can’t be sure without more information. That is what my gut tells me. Maybe I will see what Kodiak thinks.” 

“Be careful with him Adminius. He is more than he lets on.” 

“I know. Aren’t we all.” 

Adminius left the other man on the roof and made his way down. He climbed down the metal ladder and walked the gangway to a set of stairs leading through a dark office full of dusty, useless electrical equipment and into a hallway beyond. The whole plot smelled like Nodens. The more he thought about it, the madder he got. Of course, it was Nodens. Of course, he couldn’t expect a god, or former god to simply lay down and die. And it would be just like him to try and steal the only food the group had seen for days as revenge. It was Nodens, Adminius was sure of it. And now that he knew what he was up against, all Adminius needed was a plan. 
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Allison had a realization. 

Squeaky wheels and the grunting of tired men about hard work. There was little else to hear. Little else to do but to hear. Allison’s arms were cuffed behind her back. Her feet were shackled together. In her mouth was a wooden bit that had two leather strings on either side, those tied around the back of her head. The sides of the wooden bit dug into her chapped lips painfully. She was wearing a helmet, had pillows holding her head in place and then all of that, the entire over protected joke that had become her life, was strapped to a board. The board itself was laid horizontally so that Allison could see little for every minute of every day save the slow churning of gray swirls within a gray field that was the sky. They dragged her through the harsh terrain on a red wagon, the kind that little girls sold lemonade out of in movies about simpler times. The whole thing was just so cruelly comical. If Allison wasn’t choking on her own drool, she could have laughed. 

How had she not gone mad yet? She felt mad enough, and in her current garb, Allison knew she looked the part. Maybe she had? She doubted she would realize it if that were the case. One of the hallmarks of the insane was that they had no idea just how insane they were. If they knew they would be called eccentric, different. Allison felt completely, painfully aware of herself and her surroundings. Eccentric was out. Her options for self-definition were rapidly dwindling. 

Maybe that was why, eventually, Ethan had begun to wear her down. 

It wasn’t long after their last discussion that she began to eat. Say what you want about taking a stand and giving it all for what you believe in, and make no mistake, Allison believed with every single cell of her body that death was the only way to really live and she wanted more than anything to go back, but fuck did starving to death hurt. The pain begins as mere hunger and morphs into something else, something far more formidable, a sinister clawing of the insides and a stretching and pulling taut of things that should be left fluid and loose. True hunger is a pain of the very soul. 

Allison felt the pain in her stomach and the weakness and fatigue in her bones like nothing she had ever experienced before. But it was that wrong, amorphous, indefinable sort of misery that eventually drove her to open her mouth and accept the first bite of the soup Ethan had been shoving in her face for over a week. 

His eyes widened, and he almost fumbled the spoon. He quickly reached into the bowl to fill the spoon and once again, Allison opened wide to take her medicine. The pain was so bad that she whimpered when after a few more bites, Ethan told her that she had had enough. Ethan let her sleep without a word when she was done, but Allison could feel him watching her all night long, the hope radiating off of him in waves. He was both earnest and pathetic, the puppy waiting for master to come home from an unbearable eternity at work. 

Day after day after day she rode on her board in her wagon and was fed like a prized pig when the caravan stopped for a rest. Eventually she was allowed without the bit. After that, without the helmet and the board. She was allowed to walk, and boy did that hurt anew. Tired muscles nearly atrophied from non-use, strained and whined as they were put to work once more. The lactic acid must have formed damn crystals on her bones by now. Dying must not have been a good work out plan. But she worked them out and she gained Ethan’s trust and she kept physically improving. 

Why am I doing this? Allison wondered. She wanted to die, to be dead. Nothing changed on that front. But what she didn’t account for was how much it would fucking hurt to see her through to that goal. Starving and atrophied and nearly insane from a barbaric style sensory deprivation, Allison felt herself slipping where before she was steady, fraying at once tightly sown edges. 

Maybe I can use this, she thought. They think I want to live. I can get Ethan where I want him and kill us both. Then he will believe me. Allison began to form a plan and while she did, she watched and she waited and she observed. 

She watched whil Singer grew more and more nervous as the days went on. After they found the food and the dead woman he became quiet, or at least quieter than usual. He stopped coming around to see Ethan, stopped trying to make him feel better about being in love with a suicidal madwoman. Allison would spot him at the edge of the camp talking to himself when she was finally allowed a moment upright. Now he was even worse, constantly wringing his hands and rubbing the back of his neck. He was acting as deranged as Allison felt. 

She saw how Adminius and the Kodiak man were always together, talking closely with careful eyes and in low tones. They were up to something. Allison wondered for one brief second if she should tell anyone about it, Ethan or Singer or even the black woman Shawna, but she decided against it. If they were plotting against the group, all the better for her goals. Maybe she wouldn’t even have to kill Ethan herself. 

Shawna and the Doctor and her son were always together. The Doctor doting on Shawna, Shawna careless and doting on her son, her son equally as blasé about his mother’s attentions. When he wasn’t fawning over the wife of a dead man, the doctor was actually doctoring. Administering medical attention to a group this size without any equipment or supplies day after day after day must have been a tall, soul crushing order. Allison couldn’t help but find the whole endeavor terribly pointless. He was mostly telling people to drink water they didn’t have and take rest they couldn’t take. 

Things went this way for a few more days with little development. Then, they came upon a hotel.  

The building was three stories of old gray clapboards and windows with white panes and scrollwork. The door was maroon. Every inch of it of underused and dingy but almost none of it was destroyed. It was the first structure of the like they had seen in years. The whole thing would not have looked out of place in a spaghetti western, Clint Eastwood traipsing in with his hands in his pockets, casually spitting in what Allison thought must have been a community spittoon. Gross. The odd part was that it was pressed into the side of a cliff. Allison couldn’t tell if construction had stopped when the wood met rock, or if it continued into some kind of natural cavern. The road curved around the building and fell off steeply on the opposite side. She didn’t think this was the wisest place to drink and drive. She had no doubt that if she could find her way down to the body of water the base of this cliff face, she would find more than one rusting American made four wheel drive coffin at the bottom. 

The group stopped and stared. They camped outside before they even went in. Allison wasn’t allowed in the secret meeting with the upper echelon, survivor group brain trust. She would just have to satisfy herself with sitting outside the building and wondering if there was any way she could topple it.  

“How are you feeling?” 

Allison turned and found Shawna standing a few feet away from her. Close enough to talk, but not so close as to get within striking distance. Allison looked at herself to make sure she wasn’t covered in spikes or anything. She wanted to die, and she wanted Ethan to come with her, she didn’t exactly hide those facts, but she didn’t care what anyone else did with they’re lives. Then again, we fear what we don’t understand so...

“Fine,” Allison answered plainly. She continued staring at the building, hoping the woman would take the hint. 

“How is Ethan?” pushed Shawna, clearly not quick on the uptake. 

“I imagine he is fine.” 

“Oh, is that what you imagine?” the woman was starting to let her feelings show. Allison found her still standing in that middle distance away from her, but her hands were clenching into fists and her lips were tightening into purple lines. Her son and doctor friend were nowhere in sight. 

“Do we have a problem?” Allison asked, full of mocking bored indifference that she didn’t have to fake. 

“Yeah bitch, we do,” then Shawna did step forward, right into Allison’s face so that she couldn’t look away. Her breath smelled like rot. “That kid looked everywhere for you. He came through fire and hell for you. He would die for you. And how do you repay your man for that kind of commitment. You treat him like the dirt beneath your shoe. You bitch and you moan and make sure he knows, every single day, that everything he went through and everything he sacrificed was for nothing. You would rather die than be with him. You make me sick.” 

“You lost your husband, didn’t you?” asked Allison. She heard some others talk about him. A strong man and a good leader and now very much dead. “Please don’t take your shit out on me.” 

Allison walked away, through the oaken doors of the hotel and she slammed them shut behind herself. That was a terrible thing to say, she thought to herself. Then she remembered that soon enough she would have full control of what everyone said and that seemed to ease the burden. 

She found herself in a crumbling foyer. Square bardiglio and carrara tile was arraigned on the floor in a checker board from the front door to the twin stair cases that met at a mutual platform a dozen or so feet away. It disappeared on each side of the platform down long hallways devoid of lighting mechanisms. Allison’s tattered boots made echoes as she traversed the surprisingly expensive floor to the stairs. The stairs were dusty but obviously well made. Each tread and riser perfectly in proportion. The carpet was tight and ornate, the colors of which had all muddled in the pestle of time to become surviving amalgams of brown and gray. 

The top of the stairs became a balcony that overlooked the foyer and the doorway. Allison grabbed the railing leaned into it, looking over the side to the drop below. It was so tempting. Just a little shimmy and a short fall and this whole nightmare would be over. Allison lifted a leg and swung it over to the other side. Her second followed the first. Now there was nothing between her and everything she wanted. 

A minute passed. Allison stood still as a statue. The railing held behind her with white knuckles and a breeze kicked at the fraying threads of her jacket. 

One minute become two. Two became three. Tears dripped from her eyes and made miniature dark stains in the dust layered floor below. 

“Damn!” said Allison as she made the way back to the other side of the railing. Had Ethan gotten in her head? Had Shawna? Damn, damn, damn! Then a lightbulb came on in her head. Hotels have mini-bars. Maybe that’ll kill the inhibition. 

Allison took a right, found the first open door and went inside. 

Soap in paper wrapping sat on white ceramic corner shelves. Towels hung from chrome grab bars just so. Shampoo, conditioner, the combination body and face wash were all arranged in a utilitarian triumvirate next to the long-necked faucet. On the bed, the white bath robes were folded into the shapes of a birds over maroon comforters above golden sheets. The bed skirt was cream colored and had scalloped edges. The television sat in the bureau and stared dumbly. The place was untouched, unharmed, barely shaken. Aside from the lack of televised programming and the thin sheen of dust on everything, Allison could have been transported to another time and place. 

Allison walked over to the heavy curtains, drew them back and in an instant the spell was broken. The world was broken. She was there when those responsible had broken it, and now everyone she loved was either dead or irrevocably changed. This was not a working hotel. Just a skeleton, left for the carrion to pick over. 

Allison heard the footsteps and the door squeak open and knew it was going to be Ethan before he even said a word. 

“It’s still hard to wrap your mind around isn’t it? This place used to have guests and employees and food service. Now it’s dead I guess. Dead the same as everything else is dead.” 

He came through the door and stopped a few feet away from Allison as though afraid she would spook. Maybe he saw her on the balcony...

‘Yeah. It is.” 

Ethan sat on the bed and rewarded with squeaking protest and a plume of dust that made them both sneeze. “Is that what you want? Really? To be dead? Like this hotel? Like Dawkins and Jason and Fitz? You really want to be dead Allison?”

“Yes.” 

Ethan rose and again and walked over the window. “You have no idea how sad it makes me to hear you say that.” 

“I know.” 

“Then why didn’t you do it? I saw you at the balcony. Why didn’t you jump?” 

She didn’t say anything. She couldn’t. it didn’t even make sense to her. She should have jumped. She wanted to jump. Then why didn’t I? 

“Allison. You know this, but I love you. I always have. Maybe when Urien first got into my head I was harsh and I forgot myself but I am me again and I look at you and I can’t imagine going through another second of this life without you. When you were gone I wasn’t me. I mean, I’m still not me. Not the one that you knew anyway. The world now has a fun way of making you harder than you were, more callous, but I’m the closest I have been since that night and it’s because you’re with me again. Did he really get into your head so much that you forgot about us?” 

Allison walked over to the window again and stared out into the ruined beyond. Everything was so bleak. “Yes. I am sorry Ethan. I forgot about us. I lived our lives out a thousand thousand times and I lived a thousand more without you. We were together when we were barely out of high school and since then I have lived more lifetimes than I can count and it just doesn’t seem to fit anymore. I am going to go back with or without you. I would rather it be with you, but if you won’t come, I will just have to go alone.”

Allison stayed where she was until she heard the door open, but it didn’t slam shut as she expected it too. She turned and found Ethan standing in the doorway with red eyes and a hurt expression. “And if he has lied to you? If everything you saw and did was everything he wanted to you to? If you were playing his games, are playing them still? Is that something worth dying for?” 

Ethan turned and left, and then the door did slam. 
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The Hotel rose above the roadside like a cowlick, ungainly and unappealing. It looked as though a strong storm had dropped the building here and the owners went with it, deciding instead of cleaning up and moving home, to set up shop once more. It looked much the same as it had the last time Singer laid eyes on it. 

I don’t like this Father, said Whisper, floating above him and staring at the Hotel like it was the scene of some kind of heinous crime. 

“What’s to like. We do what we must,” he replied.

But there is no need. Let me go first. You haven’t seen her since the End. She will never let you pass. 

“Daughter. We do what we must. I love you, but I am going alone.” 

And if you fail. If she bars the doors and all these people suffer and die for it. What then? 

“Then I will have failed at saving the People I care about for the second time in my life and I will deal with the consequences. They follow me daughter. Not you. Ethan and I. He cannot help me with your mother and so I go alone, to face the responsibility myself. It is something I should have done a long time ago.” 

Singer got up and walked over to the cliffs edge. He stared below to the dark seething nothingness and thought it looked like a good place to make his stand. It felt almost like standing at the edge of the world and casting his gaze into the knowable beyond. For far too long he had run from his mistake, had run from the responsibility he took in making them. It was time to face the music. It was time to see his wife. 

Singer unzipped his fly and relieved himself. Then he retrieved a nip of scavenged whiskey from the pocket of his dirty jeans and drank it down in one slow, burning, beautifully painful swallow. The perimeters of his vision blurred pleasantly. It was the only buffer he was going to get once his wife started in on him and he relished it. 

He turned and found a sea of hopeless souls scattered on the cold, hard earth, sleeping as well as they could. Scattered whimpers could be heard amongst the snoring and tossing and turning, between the crackles of the fires and the far-away keens of the poor screamers, underneath the harsh wind that whipped into their faces and reddened noses and bit into unprotected ears, chapped unfortunate lips. Singer tiptoed by them as best he could. He didn’t want to wake anyone. He had been lying to them for two days now and didn’t think this would be the appropriate time to absolve himself of the guilt. 

The front doors of the Hotel creaked when he opened them and clicked when he shut them behind himself. His worn boots scuffed against the old tile as he made his way from the foyer down the hallway to the left of the staircase. Third door on the right was protected by a keypad. His right thumb found the four numbers in quick succession. 7233. Safe. 

The red light above the keypad became a green light above the keypad and Singer took a moment to marvel at the audacity he had those decades ago to create a safeguard like this around the Sanctuary. Even before the Dullahan and the visions and Ethan David, it became terribly easy to portend a foreseeable end of all things. Millions senselessly dead in European trenches, Oppenheimer and the atomic weapon. Imminent thermonuclear war. The Cuban missile crisis. The People were still the People for exactly reasons like these. Man becoming too powerful for himself. The star that grows and grows until it cannot support its own weight and eventually it collapses upon itself. But the People couldn’t help with any of that one bit if they were blown of the side of the planet in an explosion of nuclear fission along with the rest of the world. So, Singer found a mountain no one cared about. And he safeguarded it with things no one would notice. He did it so the People would have a safe haven should the worst thing imaginable become the next thing on the docket. 

All of it, as it turned out, was for nothing. 

Singer heard Ethan coming before he arrived. But it was too late to do anything about it. He was caught. 

“You got that code awfully quick for a man who didn’t know about this Hotel,” said Ethan when his footfalls finally stopped echoing in the empty entryway. 

“I suppose telling you it was a lucky guess wouldn’t suffice either right?” Singer offered with a weak smile. 

“I suppose not.” 

Singer sighed and faced the other man with his hands up. “In that case I have good news and bad news. Which would you like to hear first?”

“Singer I don’t want to play games...” 

“The good news,” Singer interrupted, “is that we are here. This Hotel is itself the entrance to the Sanctuary.” 

Singer allowed the information to marinate before he dropped his second bomb on the boy. He watched as Ethan ran through a gamut of emotions and reactions in seconds. His shoulders relaxed when it registered that their journey was over. Then his mouth tightened when he realized that Singer had been lying to him. Finally, his eyes shrank when he understood that more information as yet to come, and this worse than the first. Say what you want about Ethan David, just don’t say he is an empty suit. 

“And the bad?” 

“The bad news is that none of us are going to live through the night if I don’t go through this door and stop what it about to happen?” 

“And what is about to happen?” 

Singer hung his head. There was too much to explain and too little time to explain it. If he gave Ethan the entire history of events he would know that it was Singer himself to unleashed the Shadowman on he and his father and Ethan would hate him for it. If he left parts out Ethan was sure to notice. The boy had been around the block a time or two, another time for good measure since Singer had met him. Singer wracked his brain and in the end decided to summarize as best he could and hope to hell Ethan didn’t notice the gaps. 

“Well?”

“Well...well says the boy who is all of twenty-five. Fine then, well, the People don’t die as yours do. They don’t move on to a separate afterlife. There are no heavens and no hells for the People. Instead we remain here, on Earth, our forms incorporeal and our existence inconceivable to all save a Singer. I can see and hear the People who had lived and died before us. I am bound to them and they to me. It is part of what makes me Singer, leader of the People.” 

“So let me get this straight. You expect me to stand here and take your word that you can talk to ghosts and that this will somehow help us. I am supposed to ignore the fact that you were opening a secret door to a hotel you lied about and not think that you are actually some kind of Pen Draig agent looking to his own agenda?” 

“Will I be allowed to finish?” 

“Finish quickly.” 

“The People are all dead. Every last one of them. They believe that it was I, indirectly but they still hate me for it, that killed them. My wife and child are counted among their number. Their spirits guard the entrance to the Sanctuary. It is what makes the place so impenetrable, so safe. If I don’t go down here, alone, and beg their forgiveness and for our little fellowship to pass unscathed, then we are all as good as dead.”

Ethan glanced up at Singer’s face before shaking his head and walking a few feet away. Then the boy began pacing back and forth and talking to himself in low tones that Singer couldn’t make out. In him, in that moment, Singer saw a leader. He saw a man that, despite years of ingrained hatred for the Pen Draig and years of learned defensive mechanisms and hair trigger survival instincts, still held back when he thought he was about to be betrayed. That kind of self-control was rare among men. Even rarer among American men, though Singer thought it would do little good to mentioned that particular part. 

“Fine, say I halfway believe you because you have gotten us this far and I can’t think of a reason you would lie to us now. I will go with you. 

“You can’t,” Singer blurted, his mouth thinking before his brain did. You can’t...okay smart guy, why? “You can’t because only one of the People is allowed to pass through this doorway. Anyone else would die.” Heard worse. 

Ethan stared hard at Singer and he did his best to stare hard right back. It became difficult when Ethan reached behind his back and unclothed nearly two meters of naked, god-forged steel. To Singer’s mind it glowed like a halo and sang with the voices of angels. Ethan buried it in the floor between them and Singer couldn’t stop himself from jumping a bit in surprise. 

“You put me in a difficult position Singer. But I have no cause to doubt you. Yet. Do what you must, and know that I will be right here waiting for you when you get back.” 

Singer nodded his head and opened the door once more, closing it behind him too quickly and losing himself in complete darkness. Ethan’s threat was not lost on him. I will wait her for you, whether you return as friend or a foe. 

Singer blundered and bumbled in the darkened stairway. He didn’t need to turn a light on. He knew these stairs better than he did most things. He had them made after all. And he didn’t need to worry about attack. The People wouldn’t harm him yet, not until he got closer to the entrance. And they certainly wouldn’t harm anyone else, even if they made it all the way inside and made themselves at home. The People were peaceful in life and were similarly so in death. In truth, even if the People were bent on controlling this place and keeping it away from outside influence, he doubted he would be able to do anything about it. The people were independent. They did what they wanted. Even more so now that they didn’t have physical forms. 

Singer wasn’t down here to talk to his ancestors.

He was down here to talk to his wife. 

She was the wildcard. If she decided that she was mad enough at Singer to let everyone sleeping outside right now die, then that is what she was going to do and it was final. There would be no changing her mind. He had to know how she felt about him and how she felt about a horde of strangers traipsing their way through her veritable patch of petunias before he just let everyone waltz into the Sanctuary and what could very well be a deadly trap. 

Singer stumbled when he got to the bottom of the stairway and his brain forgot to tell his still down stepping legs. 

“Aidinideen.” He sang, remembering the commands he put in place and using the People’s word for light. Suddenly a dozen torches on either side of a narrow hallway sprang into life and Singer had to shade his eyes for a moment from the difference. Long shadows crept over the newly illuminated hallway, giving it a nefarious feel. The hairs on Singers neck stood on end. He may have conceived of this Sanctuary, but it was his no longer. Not by a longshot. 

He stepped forward. The echoes of old boots on older, cold compacted earth were dampened somewhat but still deep, like stepping on a tightly strung bass drum. There was an electricity in the air Singer felt all over his skin as he moved, a taste to the atmosphere that was metallic and energetic. He almost got to the end of the hallway before he heard her voice behind him. 

“You pass me right by, Singer?” said his wife, the mother of his child, his queen and partner in life, his Shoni. Her voice had the same deep cave feel as all voices of the ancestors did and it broke Singers heart in ten pieces to hear it. He remembered when her laughter cascaded through these very halls, when her love cries and her deep passion were all that filled his mind. He could hear it still. He would never hear it again. 

His wife was floating in the doorway to their chambers, green translucence and flowing hair in a ghostly wind. He found her with her arms crossed when he turned, a scowl on her face that could have skinned a hide all on its own. 

“I knew better than to look for you. I knew you would find me my lov...” Singer began. 

His wife had his face in her hand before he could blink and she pressed her incorporeal nose into his. “Do not call me that, Singer! You have lost yourself the right,” she snarled before she shoved him away and he sprawled on his stomach, sliding on the cold ground until his shoulder bumped unceremoniously against the wall and he stopped. Singer righted himself but remained seated as his wife stared down at him with murder in her eyes. 

“You who have killed the People. All the People. You who have torn us from our path and our purpose. How dare you use that word?” 

“I did what I did for love. You know that. Shoni, what could I have done differently? Would you have wanted me to?” Singer cried.

“You still do not understand! This has nothing to do with want. No, of course I would not want you to guarantee our daughters death in order to save our People. But in trying to save her you condemned us all to die. Only you knew the way here. Only you knew the keys to unlock the doors strewn about the place and you chose to stay, wait for your daughter, forgo the Sanctuary, and we all paid the ultimate price for it.”

Singer placed his head in his hands and wept. It was too much, seeing his wife in this way, having his mistake thrown in his face. He had cost the People everything. He had cost his wife everything, and he didn’t even save his daughter in the end. The weight of it all crashed down on him like heavy waves again and again. His body shook with the sobs. 

“I am sorry,” he wept, “I am sorry.” 

For a long while he cried into his hands. When he was finished and could cry no more, he looked up to find his wife still standing over him, her eyes still augers into his soul, his shame and self-loathing having done nothing to ease her hateful mood. 

“Please, let the people gathered outside pass. I will stay here and you can do what you will with me. I know I deserve as much, but those outside have done nothing wrong and deserve to be granted safe passage.” 

Shoni didn’t take another moment before answering. 

“It is good that you realize what you have done, Singer. But it is not enough. You have taken everything from the People and so we will take everything from you. You are no longer our Singer.” 

There was a rumbling deep within the mountain. Singer felt the vibrations emanate from the earth beneath him and quake enough to rattle his very spine. “Your people are not allowed to pass. You are not allowed to pass. May you all perish in the rubble of your failings. Another people murdered because the last Singer of the People could not make the hard choices.” 

Singer took one last look at his vengeful, triumphant wife before he rounded the corner of the hallway and leapt up the stairs two at a time. He had to worn everyone!
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Dead things crunched under Shadowman’s boots as he stepped a few feet away from the fire and undid his pants. The next part was the trickiest and Shadowman gritted his teeth with the effort. He pulled a plastic water bottle from his coat pocket, careful not to let it crackle and alert his traveling companion and give himself away. He slowly unscrewed the cap. After it was off, Shadowman tipped it with both hands, ever so slightly so that it didn’t make too big of a stream. The thin trickle of water splashed on the ground between Shadowman’s feet for a full three count before he recapped the bottle slowly and put it away again, faked a shake and the exaggerated putting away of parts that had rotted off of him days ago. 

“How’d everything come out?” Dawkins asked Shadowman as he returned to the fire. 

“Peachy,” he replied. 

How was he still traveling with this man? This man, who talked ceaselessly about his family and about himself and about everything he saw, smelled, heard, tasted and touched. He was a walking voice box. He was conversation made manifest. 

Shadowman trudged onward through the nightly cold and wanted more than anything he had ever wanted anything in his entire miserable life to kill Terrence Dawkins. If ever there was a man worth killing, it was this man. This man that never ceased talking, whose mouth threatened to eventually blur into perpetual motion. That would even be preferable, having the advantage of making the man unintelligible as well as entertaining the possibility that his lips might just fly off and he would never be able to speak again. 

Worse than that, Shadowman had to continually hide his ever-failing condition from the man, and it was growing harder and harder. He scavenged a hat to hide his browning ears, and cut a slice from the bottom of his undershirt to mask the fact that his nose was looking more and more like a wine cork by the day. There would be no way to keep this up. What would happen when visible parts of Shadowman began to fall off? Would Dawkins be so keen to keep traveling with him when he turned out to be a leper or worse? 

He had to keep this damn charade going. At the rate he had used up this current body, Shadowman couldn’t risk switching bodies with Dawkins now and not having the strength to reach Ethan. 

“And there I was, man, holding that little miracle of hers and mine and I couldn’t help it, brother, I started crying. The tears just came. I didn’t even know I was crying until one of the nurses handed me a tissue and I looked up and the whole room was crying right along with me. It was beautiful with a capital B, my friend. You have any kids?” 

“No.” 

“No? That’s a shame. They really are everything they’re cracked up to be. Every stupid little cliché that there was before the End about having kids is absolutely true. True as it was then. Hell, more so. Now we need our kids more than ever, don’t you think?’ 

“I told you I don’t have kids.” 

“No, I know, but I’m saying like, kids in general, you know? Like all kids. We need them now more than ever, don’t you think?’ 

“I suppose.” 

They walked for days and this guy wanted to talk about how kids were the most important thing in the world. It was maddening. It wasn’t even the Shadowman’s body and he could feel it wearing thin. His breath started to come heavier and heavier and here was this simple-minded asshole next to him who only wanted to yammer on in the most inanely positive way. It was enough for the kind of brutal suicidal thoughts Shadowman usually reserved for others. How in the world did he lead a community of survivors? Shadowman had heard all about that one too, and it was no wonder he lost it to a madman. 

Every night they had to dig out a rut-like enclosure pressed against some kind of rock face or underneath a highway, and they had to string together a makeshift roof out of a ratty tarp and some actually useful scavenged zip ties, anything to make sure they weren’t in direct threat of being buried by unforeseen elements or happened upon by screamers or worse. Throughout the whole blasted process, while they were digging with inadequate shovels or trying to make sure they would still have air holes when they woke up the next day, Dawkins talked. 

Shadowman learned that he and his wife had been dating since they were young teenagers. He knew that at first, they used to fuck like bunnies. When they were young they couldn’t be pulled apart, but growing old together and having a child and changing priorities and certainly the end of the world drove their sex life into a kind of holding pattern and they very rarely touched anymore, and even then, it was more out of compulsion or necessity than passion or desire. Shadowman knew the man’s sex life. That was the level of his oral diarrhea. It was horrific. 

So, it came as only a mild surprise that Shadowman was too distracted to see the log across his path and the puddle on the other side of it. There was a pain in his ankle, a lurching in the world, and then he was wet. The sounds of splashing were drowned out when water filled his ears through extra holes no living man could sport. Rough hands pulled him back to his feet and Shadowman shrugged them off and walked a few feet away, turning his back of Dawkins. 

“You okay, big fella?” the other man asked. 

“Nothing bruised worse than my pride,” Shadowman replied. He had meant it to sound jovially dismissive but was certain he had failed. 

“Well, it’s cold out tonight. Let’s stop here for the night and get a fire going to warm those muscles back up. I thought I might have seen some smoke ahead of us. Maybe it’s a fire from the main group. I think if we can get you back into tip-top shape we might just catch them by tomorrow sometime. 

Dawkins got the fire going on his own. Shadowman stood off a few yards and pretended to shiver and chatter his teeth together. 

“Come close to the fire or you’ll freeze to death, man,” said Dawkins. 

Shadowman weighed his options. He could stay away from the fire, rousing Dawkins suspicion and eventually need to kill the man. Or he could show himself at the fire, letting Dawkins get a good look at the wet walking corpse he was and need to kill the man immediately. Either way, Dawkins was going to have to die. Shadowman checked his face to see if there were any new holes or bits rotted away which would essentially make his decision for him, when his nose came off with a squelch in his hand. Shadowman threw the useless bit of flesh away and felt again the two fresh caverns of smooth hard bone. 

Well, there goes that. 

“Come on man, don’t make me come over there. You’re going to be no good to anyone if you get frost bite in something important.” 

Shadowman sat down on his log stump and stared at Dawkins face. He relished the transition from surprise and disgust, to recognition and desperation, and finally to resignation. 

“What are you?” he asked. 

“I am a long-dead spirit of the People, sent here to kill Ethan Daniel before he could bring about the end of the world.” 

“Didn’t go so hot, did it?” 

“No. It did not. But I remain and so does he, and as long as both of those conditions are met, I will continue to do my best to uphold my end of the bargain.” 

Dawkins was silent for a time. Shadowman watched him for signs of tensing or searching eyes. There was none. This was a man who had accepted his fate. Shadowman had to give him an ounce of begrudging respect for that. 

“So, what happens now?” he said finally. 

“I need a new host. Now, I inhabit your body and continue on my journey.” 

“Am I still alive within or no?” 

Shadowman shook his head. Dawkins nodded and looked away. 

The fire crackled. Screamers screamed from miles away. The wind whistled and sparks from the fire jostled and danced. 

“Can I ask you for one thing?” 

Shadowman didn’t respond. He looked at Dawkins and Dawkins looked right back, meeting the eye of his would-be destroyer. It was more than Shadowman usually saw out of men about to die. 

“Leave my family alone. Let them live. I will give you this body, untouched, unchallenged. You can kill me in whatever way you choose, just leave my family alone.” 

Shadowman considered this. He wondered what benefit he would gain by not killing this man’s family, from killing them as well. 

He showed his teeth to Dawkins. 

“I will kill them. I will tear the teeth from your son’s head and wear them around my neck as a token. I will cut the hands and feet from your wife and watch her struggle and scream and bleed into the dirt like a pig. Your family will die as you will die, painfully, without mercy or regret or notice. Know this before I kill you.” 

Fresh tears sprang up in Dawkins reddening eyes as he regarded Shadowman. His lip quivered. His nose dripped, and his shoulders sagged. Then, fast as thought, he took a knife from his belt and brought it driving up to his own neck. 

Shadowman abandoned the old body and invaded Dawkins new one in time to freeze the knife in midair. Dawkins resisted and Shadowman was surprised by his strength. The knife quivered and shook while Dawkins and the Shadowman fought for control of the mind that controlled the hand in which the knife was held. 

One tense second turned into two. Then three. The knife quivered. The body that was their battleground began to quake all over and sweat and groan through gritted teeth. 

The knife clattered to the floor. Shadowman found Dawkins crouched in a tiny corner of his own mind, surrounded by pictures of his wife and son. He burned the pictures and burned Dawkins and evicted even the ashes from the world of the living. 

And then he was Dawkins. Shadowman picked up the knife that was meant to destroy this body and laughed at the futility of the man as he tried to save his own pathetic life. He walked toward the smoke in the distance with a wide smile on his new black face. 
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Joe snored softly in her arms as Shawna stared at the Hotel’s front doors, the ones that Allison slammed to get away from her. She was so mad at the woman she could scream. Didn’t she know how lucky she was to have Ethan David? Didn’t she understand how precious and fragile love was, always was, and now was even more so now. Who had love, could still boast its presence in their life? No one. And Allison spspatit on it like it was nothing. 

A fresh pang of guilt and pain and shame and fear and loneliness spread through Shawna’s guts when she thought, being mad at Allison for having what you lost won’t bring Terry back. 

Shawna rolled away from her son and buried her face in her hands and wept for a while. She turned back to find her son still sleeping and, knowing that she would never be able to get any rest tonight, she stood and made for the cliffs edge. 

She sat on the hard-rocky earth. She felt like she was sitting at the edge of the world while she watched some smaller pebbles tumble into the barely seeable oblivion below as they clattered and spun their way away from her. Then, as the sun slowly rose and glowed dull and grey through a thick layer of clouds and soot, she stared outward at the destruction of god’s once great creation, the wasteland that was now the planet. She thought, maybe we deserve all this. Maybe it was all a just punishment from an angry god who looked down on his children as they said only me and forgot instead to say we. Maybe he decided to hit the reset button. 

She couldn’t blame him. 

Always she walked by the homeless and the desperate and felt nothing but disgust to be near them and relief to be passed them. She and Terry had always had more than enough. They paid their bills with smiles on their faces and used the rest to travel and be with their son and experience things, eat new and exciting foods, meet new and exciting people. She could have used that money for a better cause. She could have helped. Instead she filled her belly and her home and never lent a hand when a hand was needed. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. She didn’t know to whom she spoke, but she thought the words needed to be brought to life and so she did. 

“What could you possibly be sorry for?” asked Trevor Ryan as he pulled up some edge of the world next to her. 

Shawna shrugged. “I don’t know. Everything. We had this whole wide world to ourselves and we did nothing but ruin it the whole time we had it until now, when we finally killed it. I’m just sorry I contributed is all. I’m sorry I never did anything about it.” 

“What could you have done? You didn’t know someone was going to start dropping Nukes. If you want to blame anyone, blame Oppenheimer, blame Sun Tzu, blame the egos and thoughtlessness of those in power when the world ended. Do not blame yourself for things you could never control.”

“But I didn’t even do the things I could control. I never gave to charity. I didn’t go to church after we got married. Joe was never even baptized or christened. I thought I knew everything. I took and I took and I took and I never gave anything back.” 

Ryan shook his head and grunted and his eyes took in every blasted square mile of the sprawling wasted landscape. Then he said, “I don’t know much. I don’t know anything about religion. But I do know this. If you want to blame yourself, I suppose I can’t stop you. But you brought a child into this world and he is still alive and that is no small feat. Its monumental, Shawna. You and Terry built something special there at the Bunker. You saved people and you created real lives out of the dirt and the blood and the ashes. Please don’t speak to me of guilt and your part in any of it. You, Shawna Dawkins, are a shining light and I am going to make sure you know that.” 

“You’re a good friend Ryan,” Shawna said. 

The doctor wrapped his arm around her shoulder and together they watched the sun rise behind the curtain of gray. 

Then they stood and wiped themselves off and made their way back to Joe. Shawna watched the rest of her people rise. She saw mothers rousing children and husbands already returning with meager meals. For the first time since she and Terry were exiled she saw real hope in their eyes, real belief that they would make it and everything would be okay now. 

And then she saw him. 

He was at the edge of the road that lead down the mountain. He trudged forward with his head down, his hair covered in dust made it seem gray instead of the usual black. But those shoes...that shirt. She had last seen them on...

And then he looked up and she saw his eyes and she nearly collapsed before she caught herself. 

Then she was running. Someone was calling her name behind her but she didn’t care. She ran for all she was worth. She ran to her husband. 

Terry was back. Her husband was back. 

She leapt into him and wrapped her arms and legs around him and felt his strong arms wrap her up as well. She cried like a baby and he made soothing noises into her hair and swayed her back and forth. 

“How did you find us?” she said after he put her down, wiping her eyes with a shaky hand. Ryan stepped up from behind her and shook Terry’s hand and brought him in close for a rough hug. 

“I followed the tracks. This many people moving all at once is pretty easily detectable.” 

“What happened? How did you get out of the Bunker after it was destroyed?” 

“I dug man. I pushed and I screamed and it seemed like I was going to die down there. Then someone came by and helped me dig out.” Terry dropped his eyes and Shawna knew what the answer was going to be before Trevor asked, “Where is he?” 

“He didn’t make it. We ran into some screamers and I was able to hide and he wasn’t fast enough.” 

“I’m sorry, baby,” said Shawna. 

“None of that matters now. Where is my son?” 

Shawna grabbed her husbands hand and dragged him toward the camp. She kept seeing Joe’s face erupting with light when he saw his father. Again and again those eyes would just burst with life itself. She laughed as she dragged him. 

Shawna let go of Terry and bent down to shake Joe awake. She could barely contain herself. 

Joe rubbed the sleep from his eyes and stretched and yawned. Then he looked at his mother and at Trevor and said, “What is it?” 

“Look baby,” she said, and pointed to where Terry was standing near the cliffs edge. 

Terry smiled and opened his arms, ready to hold his son. 

The embrace never came. 

Joe screamed and scrambled back away from Terry like the man was on fire. He kicked over the empty cookpot and then rolled away from the tangled sleeping sack. He stopped when his back hit a boulder and his head thwacked back into it. 

“Baby, what has gotten into you?” Shawna said. “It’s alright, that’s your father. Everything is alright now. Go give your father a hug.” 

Joe only shook his head. He wouldn’t take his eyes off of Terry. 

“That’s...not...my...father,” he said. 

“Of course it is,” she said. “I know you thought he was gone. I know I told you he was gone but that’s him. I’m sorry baby, I know this is confusing. Come on, let me show you.” Shawna tried to take his arms, but Joe kept pulling it away and shaking his head. 

Finally Terry starting walking toward Joe. He got within a few feet and Joe screamed. He bit Shawna’s hand and dashed off toward the hotel. Terry, Ryan and Shawna ran to follow. Joe got to the doors first and he pulled them and then he was inside. Shawna fell behind and screamed for Joe. When Terry and Ryan got there, Ethan and Singer were coming out. Singer looked the worse for wear and Ethan was grim and Joe was nowhere to be seen. 

Then Ethan’s hand darted for the sword on his back and Singer’s eyes widened. 

“Where is Joe?” she said, but her words were lost when Terry grabbed Ryan around the chest and with the other hand pressed a knife to his throat. 

“Take one step toward me and I will kill him.” 

“Shadowman,” said Singer. 
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“Let him go, Shadowman. It’s me you want. Not Ryan,” said Ethan. 

“That is true. But I would rather be able to inhabit a body after I kill you. Holding Ryan hostage here is not for you, it is for the Singer.” 

Singer said nothing. He stood still as a stone with as much compassion. 

“You see, Singer here can’t bear to have another life ended on his conscience. Isn’t that right, boss? So he is going to kill you, or I am going to kill Ryan and then I am going to kill you.” 

Singer did nothing. He stood like a tree in the wind, unmoving. Singer did lick his lips though, which Ethan found strange. It wasn’t something he had ever seen from the man before. 

“Singer is going to kill you,” Shadowman said, “or I am going to poison the well for him anyway.” 

There was a rumbling from behind him. The ground began to shake. 

Singer licked his lips again and said, “I release you from your charge, Shadowman. You may rest now for eternity.” 

The Shadowman that wore Dawkins body threw his head back and laughed loudly. Shawna held Joe to her chest and the both of them backed away crying. Ryan looked wildly between Ethan and the Singer but wisely kept his mouth shut. 

“It’s too late for that. I have been on this mission for years and now that the moment is finally here I intend to finish it, one way or another. Damn your release. I will just have to kill Ethan Daniel and then kill you for having the audacity to call me from sleep and then discharge me before the mission is completed. The mission by the way,” Shadowman said, turning to Ethan Daniel as the vibrations in the ground grew in intensity, “was to kill you. It took me one dead mother, a lifetime of physical abuse because your father was just weak enough to let me in his mind but strong enough to keep my hand from the trigger, but I am finally here now. Thank Singer. If it wasn’t for him, your whole family would still be alive and the world never would have ended.” 

Ethan’s world began to crumble as the hotel began to crumble as well behind him. He could feel the strange sense of relief in his head from his father who now knew unequivocally that he would never raise a hand against his son unless it was forced. A balcony fell from the third floor and crashed to the ground kicking up plumes of dust and scattering shattered marble shards. Ethan could forgive his father. 

But now he had a new target. 

Ethan turned and faced Singer, whose head was bowed and whose hands were on his knees. 

“You? Ethan said, his voice high and shaking with emotion. “Why?” 

“Because I was shown a vision of the end of the world. The spirits of my people told me that in order to prevent this, I had to kill Ethan Daniel. So I called the Shadowman from the depths of next life, and I told him to kill you. It is on me, Ethan Daniel. Everything.” 

No one moved. No one breathed. A column fell from the front of the building and crashed to the earth. 

“Allison was taken from me. Now she wishes to die. I have voices in my head on of them is the father you allowed the Shadowman to posses in order to kill me. He abused me everyday for years, he would have killed me given the chance, and it was you who was pulling the strings all along. My mother was burned alive because of you.” 

“Kill him, Ethan Daniel. Every hurt you have ever had is his fault. Kill him and then you and I can finish what we started.” 

“He wants you to kill the Singer first,” said Adminius and he came panting and rushing from the front of the hotel holding Allison in his arms. “Singer can hold him in that form. Kill Singer and the Shadowman wins. We all die” 

“Thank you, Adminius.” Ethan said, gesturing to Allison. Then he said, hoping that the Shadowman wouldn’t see him wink, “I’m sorry. I cannot let this go.” 

Adminius nodded. 

Then Ethan turned to Singer once more and said, “Kneel.” 

Singer knelt without a world. He knew what he deserved. Ethan wouldn’t argue. 

“Yes, kill the Singer,” said Shadowman. Blood dripped from Ryan’s neck but he stayed silent. 

“Singer, do you have any last words?” 

Ethan asked as he unstrapped the sword on his back and brought it singing and shining before Singer to admire. 

The Singer said, “I did what I did for my people. I wish it all went differently. I will accept my fate.” 

“Very well,” said Ethan, then he said, “now!”

Adminius pushed Allison into Shawna and Joe who took her in their arms and backed away further. Then he spun, bringing up his crossbow as he did, and the string twanged and the bolt loosed and Ethan knew it was aimed right at the Shadowman’s head. 

At the last instant the Shadowman pulled Ryan into the way of the bolt, and it took the man right between the eyes. 

“No!” cried Adminius as he fell to his knees. 

Ethan was already moving, he swung his sword at Shadowman’s head as Ryan fell. The Shadowman ducked the swipe and rolled a safe distance away. 

“Make sure he stays in that body, Singer!” Ethan yelled as he charged once more. He chopped at the crouched man who brought up his two knives and caught the sword between them. Then he leaned and let the sword slip off one of his blades and embed into the ground next to him while the next carved a thin slice between Ethan’s ribs and he used his own momentum to right himself and dance away again. 

Ethan checked the wound. It was bloody but unfatal. He and the Shadowman circled one another. The building behind them continued to crumble. Clay shingles began to fall in cascading rows and shatter on the ground like ceramic hail. Adminius loaded another bolt and Singer whispered with closed eyes and upraised hands. 

“Shadowman, I command you back,” began Singer. Then Shadowman spun and hurled one knife at the man’s head. His eyes were closed and it would have taken him under the chin had Ethan not been waiting for it. He batted it away like Nomar and in stride took two more bounding steps, leapt off his feet and thrust the blade at Shadowman’s chest. The non-Dawkins was quick but Ethan still felt the solid biting of blade through flesh and he turned to face his enemy and found him with a deep gash in his shoulder. 

There was no pain in his as Shadowman inspected the wound and he laughed when he saw the blood in his hand. He licked the blood off his fingers and laughed some more. 

“This body means nothing to me,” he said, and to prove his point he sawed his left ear off and threw it over the cliff. Shawna collapsed on herself and wept hoarsely. Poor Joe could only stare and wonder what kind of world would do this to a boy and his father. 

“It meant something to them,” said Ethan. 

“Ethan, I have a plan,” whispered Singer. Ethan heard him as clearly as though he was yelling directly into his ear. “Force him into the collapsing hotel. If it falls I may be able to hold his form in that body and then command it back to the afterlife without him stealing another host and continuing the killing.” 

Ethan rushed forward and clumsily swiped at the Shadowman who rolled out of the way and gashed him across the belly nearly deep enough to spill the guts within. He held his hand over his stomach and hunched over. Then he began to back away from the now smiling, triumphant Shadowman, toward the hotel. Singer stayed where he was, whispering and watching.

“Really, is this all you’ve got?”

Ethan kept backing up. The body was Dawkins, but the face no longer was. He could see it so clearly now. The eyes full of hate where Terry’s were all hope, the mouth that smiled only to sneer and never as an expression of joy. Ethan wondered if he would notice a similar transition in his father as the rumbling under his feet grew more intense.

“I cannot believe it has taken me this long to kill you. I thought you would have put up a better fight than this.” 

Adminius loosed a bolt and Shadowman batted it aside like it were a fly and he was adept with the swatter. 

“Not even your friends can help you now. I will finish what I started.” 

Huge cracking sounds burst from the front of the hotel and dust rose from the mountain itself. Then a massive boulder dislodged itself from an outcropping high above their heads and the assembled crowd grew loud with panic as it careened down toward them. It bounced and crashed and rolled faster and faster. 

“Ethan, move!” cried Adminius. 

“Now, boy!” yelled Singer. 

Ethan knew where it was going to land. 

Shadowman came close to finish the job. Ethan placed the Sword of Nodens on the ground, took something from his sock and wrapped Shadowman in a tight embrace. Ethan swung him into the front of the hotel as the giant boulder pounded into the earth between them and the others. A huge cloud of ash and soot and shattered rock cascaded into the air and Shadowman reached his arm back and plunged his knife in to Ethan’s stomach again and again and again. 

But agonizing as it was, Ethan let him stab. 

Ethan turned his wrist and leaned to one side and punched a sharpened toothbrush into the temple of a head that used to belong to Terrence Dawkins. There was a surprised bulging of eyes in betrayed sockets and a shivering and then nothing. 

Then a black force slammed itself into Ethan’s brain. It clawed and bit and screamed in its desperation. But Ethan could already feel Singer’s words at work even if he couldn’t hear them and as everything around him went black and the world began to tilt and jostle crazily and Ethan thought for sure this was the end, he knew the Shadowman was no more. 

And all he thought about was Allison, and being in her arms one last time. 

Then there was black. 
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Shawna watched what was left of the hotel crumble and slide down the cliff to crash and settle at the bottom. There was no way Ethan Daniel would be able to survive it. She knew deep within herself that the boy was dead. He sacrificed himself to kill the Shadowman so that no one else would ever be hurt by him. And maybe she was selfish, but she couldn’t cry for him. 

All her tears were for Terry. 

To be taken away from her was one thing. But to come back, to bring the sunlight back into her life just to extinguish again was too much to bear. She could feel herself breaking down, fraying around the edges. She tried to be strong for Joe, who had just watched his father die for the second time, but she couldn’t. She curled into a ball and she wept. 

After an indeterminate amount of time she roused herself and found that night had come, and she was alone. 

She walked to the edge of the cliff and wiped her face and fought off sniffling like a kicked dog. She coughed and spit off the edge and watched the ball of dusty phlegm tumble into the nothing. Then something else caught her eye. 

It was a man. 

He was climbing down the cliff. 

It was no one she recognized. Even at night and this distance she would know if it was Adminius or Singer, the two had some pretty obvious visual tells. This was just a man, and so Shawna couldn’t muster the strength to care. 

She turned away from the edge of the cliff and found Kodiak standing next to her. 

Shawna failed to suppress and shiver when she spotted the man with his wild animalian eyes and dangerous air. She never heard him coming. 

“I am afraid even Ethan Daniel will not be able to rise from that,” Kodiak said, gesturing with his eyes to the rubble at the base of the cliff. 

Shawna said nothing. She watched the man and she wished she was not so close to him. 

“I am afraid that man is wasting his time,” Kodiak said again, this time gesturing to the man who was climbing down the cliff to the rubble below. Shawna strained her eyes, but she still couldn’t decipher who the person was. 

“Maybe he just needs to cling to hope. We all need to cling to something now.” 

“Indeed,’ said Kodiak, showing his larger than normal canines. “We all need to cling to something. Well said, Shawna Dawkins. Good evening.” And then he padded away again, as silently and strangely as he had arrived. 

Shawna waited until she was sure Kodiak was nowhere near her, the last thing she wanted was to walk with the man for an extended period, and she made her way back to where the hotel used to stand with its surprisingly ornate columns and detailed façade. There was firelight flickering off freshly exposed cave walls within, so she made for them, stepping over rocks and boulders and bits of plaster or stone. 

She found Allison sitting next to a fire, far closer than anyone else, and crying. Shawna fought the urge to say something snide and won, barely. This woman dared to cry now, after her man who wanted nothing more than to be with her and have her want to be with him, now she chose to weep over a love lost. Well, she got what she had coming to her in any case. Allison didn’t meet her eyes and she walked passed her and continued into the camp within the cave. 

Joe was sitting with Adminius around a fire all their own. No one spoke. They stared into the flames as if they held the answers. something told her they wouldn’t be getting any. She sat down next to her son and held his head to her chest. After a minute he struggled away from her and went to sit across the fire, alone. Shawna nodded. Maybe the boy who watched his father die twice didn’t need a mother’s love anymore. Maybe he saw the hypocrisy in protecting a boy through childhood only to break him when his father died, only to be shown life’s true colors later on. Shawna sighed and wished Terry was here. 

“What do we do now?” She asked the only man left that might have something to say. 

He didn’t. 
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Ethan Daniel came too, on a crumbled ruin of a former hotel at the bottom of a cliff he used to be at the top of. He looked around wildly for the Shadowman before a hand found his shoulder. 

“Be calm. He is dead. You did well, Ethan Daniel.” 

Ethan searched the face above him for recognizable features but found none. The confusion must have shown on his face because the other man said, “Don’t know me yet? Maybe this will help.” 

His features shifted and changed. Eyes became sharper, more intelligent and hyper focused, the nose grew and pointed, the chin developed a cleft and the hair became long and pale blonde. 

“Nodens,” said Ethan, with more than a little fear. He could practically hear Urien Rheged gulping in his head. 

“Yes,” said the disgraced God. 

“Why save me only to kill me?”

Nodens leaned in to Ethan’s face until their noses almost touched and there was nowhere to look but in the eyes of a being that had seen more than he could ever hope to imagine. Then Nodens said, “Who says I’m going to kill you?”

The old God leaned back and stuck out his hand. Ethan hesitated before taking it and was then hoisted into the air and onto his feet. 

Singer sat a few feet away and wouldn’t meet Ethan’s eye. Ethan stepped toward him before Nodens hand barred his way. Ethan snarled. 

“You are going to need to let that go. It wasn’t only me that saved you. If Singer didn’t have the words to keep the worst of a building and a mountain from falling on top of the two of you, there wouldn’t have been a damn thing I could have done.”

“My mother is dead because of him. My father went mad, beat me every day, and is now dead because of him. The world is in ruins because of him.” 

It isn’t all on him, son, said Gordon. 

“The world is in ruins because of us all, young man. We were the players, we acted our parts, and the world payed the price. To blame one of us is to blame all of us.”

Singer couldn’t meet Ethan’s eye. He glanced up and away, side to side. Finally he said, “I am sorry Ethan. I did what I did to save the people I thought I could save. I did the best I could with the information I had. If it means my life, then that is what it means. The ancestors know that I have wished for death every day since my family and my people died at the end. I lost everything to. But you are right. If I hadn’t begun the avalanche the snow never would have fallen. I am truly sorry.” 

He’s right, said Gordon. 

Good for him, replied Ethan. 

“Why are you here?” Ethan asked Nodens, unable to process the apologies of the man he had just learned moments before was the reason his mother was dead, even if the logic was sound.

“I was thinking,” said Nodens as he found a piece of marble column upright in the detritus to set on and cross his legs in a regal pose, “that we need each other.” 

Urien said, Be careful boy, this man is a snake in waiting. Don’t fall for his camouflage. 

“Do we?” Ethan found himself something to sit on as well, but he did so with far less elegance and he knew it. Eventually he gave up trying to look imposing and gave in to his usual stoop. 

Smooth, said Gordon. 

“Of course. For one thing, you are still the sword bearer,” Nodens produced the Sword from behind his back and Ethan had to keep his jaw from dropping. Singer tensed and squeezed the staff on his lap. Nodens was holding the sword. The thing that he and Adminius had spent two years trying to prevent happened. Ethan waited for the killing blow so that Nodens could take his power back and regain his rightful throne as a god. 

It never came.

“How did you get it?” 

“You dropped it when you were fighting the Shadowman, remember. I took it while everyone else was watching a mountain and a hotel fall on top of you. Here,” said Nodens, then he tossed the sword and it clattered at Ethan’s feet. He looked up at the God confused. 

“You are alive and in full possession of the sword. You, the Dullahan and I all share the power I once had, that means we all have an equal right to that sword and, for the moment, it is yours. I cannot take it away from you, much as I would like to. Pick it up.” Ethan did. He held it on his lap and gripped it with white knuckles. 

“Now, you’ve seen the Dullahan up close. You know exactly what he is capable of. From what I gather he swung you around like a rag doll, sword and all. He currently has more of my power in his being than I have of my own in mine. Trust me when I say at this moment in my existence I wouldn’t fare much better against him, even if I took the remaining power you have and the sword to boot. The Dullahan would have a time of it, believe you me, but he would ultimately win in the end. And where does that leave us?” 

Ethan shook his head slowly at the God that was asking for his help in defeating the demonic death obsessed entity that stole the majority of that god’s power from him. 

It was mad.

“What stops you from killing us all the second you get your power back from the Dullahan?” asked Singer. 

“Faith?” answered Nodens with a wolfish, toothy smile. 

Well, I feel reassured. Hey Ethan, up there! Do you feel reassured? 

He did not. 

Ethan raised an eyebrow and said, “Maybe we split the power. You keep half and I keep half. That way no one can kill the other and we leave the whole thing in a truce. 

Nodens stared at Ethan long enough to make the boy wonder whether or not he was going to die for suggesting that a God share power. 

“Boy, can you fathom what it is like for me to ask you, who wouldn’t even be old enough to drink alcohol by your old American laws, for assistance of any kind?” He didn’t. “And then, instead of being given the emphatic yes that you know you should have been given, have the suggestion of sharing the power you were born into the universe with, the power to make and unmake the very stars themselves and alter the fabric of space-time, thrown into your face like you are not a god and the boy before you is anything other than a brainless, crawling worm with little opportunity to be anything but a worm for the rest of his pathetic, ineffectual days unless he agrees to the original deal? Can you possibly imagine?” 

Ethan could not. 

Son, maybe don’t piss off the former god.

Yeah, I’m going to have to agree with Gordon on this one. Don’t piss off the former god, good advice. 

He swallowed and it took everything he had to hold his gaze firm. “I’m sorry you feel that way,” Ethan said, his voice shaking and a squeaking like a virgin at the senior prom after party. “But I can’t make a deal with you only to have you stab me in the back in return. I need concessions.” 

“And the concessions of dying at the bottom of this cliff, these concessions are not enough for you? Or should I kill you right now and scale the rocks myself?” Nodens was clearly insulted, but there was nothing Ethan could do about that. 

“Shake my hand, right now, and if we win, you take all the power and you leave earth forever. You never come back. Deal?”

Ethan stuck out his hand and Nodens looked at it like it was disgusting. Nodens looked from Ethan to the hand and back to Ethan again. Finally, when Ethan thought his deal would fall through and Nodens would be furious at the effort and he would die here at the bottom of this cliff that was so close to the Sanctuary’s front door, his hand was clamped inside another larger one that was too warm to be human. 

“Deal.”

Nodens, Ethan and Singer took to the cliff and together, they started to climb. 
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Adminius was out of ideas. 

He stared into the fire as though the licking tongues of flame would somehow learn to speak and reveal to him the right way forward. 

There was no way forward. 

The flames were ever silent. 

People snored around him. They tossed, and they turned, their sleep fitful and stressed after watching their leader fall down a cliff, under the weight of a collapsing hotel. Adminius turned his eyes on them. Shawna held her backpack tight to her chest. He imagined that in her dreams that backpack was her husband or her son. Adminius knew Joe would want to be a man now, to show that he was strong, that he could take care of himself, but sleep betrayed him, and he sucked on his thumb while he snored. Allison slept by herself, away from the rest of the group. Adminius was afraid that she was going to try and kill herself, but with Ethan gone and everyone else’s road as treacherous as it was, he knew that if she wanted to do it, she was going to, and there was very little he was going to do about it. Kodiak was nowhere to be seen, as usual. 

Adminius stood and tiptoed to the side of the cliff. The drop must have been fifty or sixty feet. There was no way on earth Ethan would have been able to survive that. 

Adminius couldn’t help it. He dropped to his knees, held his face in his hands, and he cried. He cried over another friend dead. Another person he cared about lost to this senseless battled between Nodens and the entire human race it seemed. Who started it? Who thought that they were good enough, powerful enough to challenge a god? Adminius knew. It was Caratacus of course. The man had such an ego. It was what Adminius hated and loved most about him, all at once. 

But look what it cost. 

Carat, if you could only see the consequences of your actions now. 

But Adminius was no angel in it all either. He had encouraged and cajoled. He had assisted and believed. They had to kill Nodens. They just had to! What a crock. They could have, and should have given up their lives to a being far greater than they ever could have imagined. Greater even in things that the oral traditions and mythos didn’t tell you. 

Stories of the Gods power over man was tantamount to the form itself, but no one talked about how much more conniving they were, or petty, or selfish. How human beings couldn’t even comprehend the levels of these things in a God. Man thought he was selfish, that the world revolved around him, but a God could make the world revolve around them. They literally had the power to do it. The things that must do to a mind, even a mind with the capacity of a God. Adminius shuddered to think. He understood that Nodens would never stop. He would never compromise. He would never give an inch, because he was the center of whatever universe he wanted to be. 

And now that power, that ego expanding, untamable, all consuming power of Nodens, was held by a being whose sole purpose for existing was the cause of death, the Dullahan. 

Carat, what have we done? 

Adminius made his peace with Ethan Daniel, made as though to stand, and then he heard a scream. 

He froze. The air vibrated. No wind. No sound but distant snoring and his own breathing. But there was definitely something there. The only question was if it was a screamer, or if it was something else. 

When no other scream came, he knew this was something else. Adminius got on his stomach and began to crawl back toward the firelight, cursing his pale skin. He would stick out like a glowstick to anyone who wanted to look. The closer he got the more he knew something bad had happened. 

It didn’t look like anything had been disturbed. 

Everyone was sleeping in their same positions. The fire was going. No one at the other fires seemed to be disturbed. Adminius saw Allison a few feet away from the fire, and Shawna with her backpack, and...

There was no Joe. 

Another scream. This time it came toward the ruins of the hotel. It was clearly muffled after the fact as well. Adminius looked around to see if anyone else had heard it but no one moved. Adminius bent down to retrieve the crossbow from his pack.

Then he followed the sound. Adminius stepped over sleeping bodies and strewn about materials. He was careful not to kick or step in anything that would make enough noise to alert whoever it was that had Joe and was dragging him away. He came to the broken remnants of the hotel and he climbed over, stepped around and clambered by as much of it and as silently as he could. He began to see firelight off the freshly exposed rock face where the back of the hotel must have been. There were shadows flickering within it. Two people. Adminius paused but they made no sound. He crept closer. Someone was working on something. Someone was crying and the sound of it was muffled. He crept closer. He found a corner upright where two walls used to meet. It still stood. Adminius pressed himself inside it. Then he peeked around one side. 

Joe was upside down. His hands were tied behind his back. Something was stuffed in his mouth. He was crying. His feet were tied together with heavy rope, and then were tied to the red painted metal railing on the second floor of a concrete staircase that refused to fall when the rest of its hotel did. He was crying. There was a bowl beneath him. There were things in the bowl but Adminius couldn’t make out what they were. 

Kodiak sat on his haunches on the other side of the fire from the boy. He had a rock in one hand, and a dagger in the other, and he was sharpening it with a slick, shink, shink, shink, while Joe cried and Adminius tried to calm his breathing. 

Adminius turned back into the corner wall so that his back was to Joe and Kodiak and the bowl. He had no idea what was going on, he just knew it was bad, and that was good enough for him. He raised his crossbow, turned around the corner, aimed it at Kodiak’s head, walked toward the man a few feet and then said, “Cut the boy down.” 

Kodiak looked at him and it his face was nothing like the man he had come to know during their travels. It was barely human. His eyes were orange and brown and were too big for the size of his head. He growled, and the sound was deep enough to rumble far away in Adminius’s chest. 

“Did you know, before the Dullahan, before Nodens, you people used to sacrifice young boys and girls to me,” said Kodiak, looking back toward his dagger and his rock and the steady, shink, shink, shink. His voice was different, animalian, wild and deeper than should have been possible. 

“I said cut the boy down, Kodiak. I’ll shoot. Don’t make me ask again.” Adminius didn’t understand. He hoped he kept the fear from his voice. 

“They would tie them to a low, strong branch of whatever meeting tree the village used. They would strip them naked and paint them with wishes they had for the future, proclamations, that sort of thing. All of it in my name.” Shink, shink, shink. “Then they would slit their throats over an earthenware bowl and bleed them dry. The blood was passed from village member to village member and drank until it was gone, one sip at a time.” 

Joe cried harder now. Adminius snarled and took two quick steps forward and sighted down the shaft of the bow. He could take Kodiak out with a single shot if he wanted to. His finger itched on the trigger. Kodiak kept his head down. He kept sharpening the dagger he was going to use to slit Joe’s throat. The fire crackled and a strong wind howled in, scattering the sparks and rustling everyone’s hair. 

Adminius didn’t know what to do. This was god shit. This was unknown territory. Could Kodiak even be killed with a crossbow bolt to the head? Was he fast or strong enough to dodge or block it? Adminius looked at Joe and the goose bumps on his shivering nakedness, his body wracking sobs as he swung slightly. 

Kodiak stood and turned toward Joe. Adminius squeezed the trigger and the bow twanged and the arrow crossed the short distance between he and Kodiak in a flash. 

But Kodiak was gone. 

Where he was a moment ago, now stood a great, roaring bear. The bolt caught the bear in the chest and it dropped onto its forelegs and roared again. 

Then the bear was gone and Kodiak was back. He looked down at the feathers sticking out of his chest, and he knocked the bolt aside so that it clattered on the rubble and bounced near the fire. Adminius saw the wound, it was barely deep enough to bleed. 

Adminius fell to his knees while Kodiak walked to Joe, gripped his hair and pulled his head back to expose his throat with one hand, and with the other, Kodiak cut the boy from ear to ear. 

Joe spasmed and jerked. His eyes were all surprise and hurt and indignation and betrayal and the extreme, stark, unknowable fear living things experience when they die. 

Adminius clenched his fists until his fingernails dug bloody ruts in the middle of his palms. Then he tilted his own head back, and screamed in frustration until his own voice tore his throat to tatters. 

“Why,” he pleaded. “Why?” 

“Because Nodens and his ilk took everything from us. We were first. Humans loved us before them. Then we were cast aside when they found new things to play with, new deities to worship. Nodens’ family never even gave us so much as a table scrap. My whole family was wiped out. I am the last.” 

Kodiak sat in front of Adminius with his legs crossed. Adminius glanced over to Joe. The boy swung limply now. His blood was filling the bowl and spraying on the ground. His skin going pale. 

“You killed him in a prayer to yourself?” Adminius asked with disgust. 

“No. That wouldn’t work. If it did I would have done it already. I would kill every single human I ever came across if that was the case. No, I killed him so that I could summon the Dullahan, and he could kill Nodens for me. I killed him because a sacrifice of royal blood is the only thing that can kill some gods. Dawkins lead the Bunker community for two years. If that isn’t royal, nothing anymore is.” 

“This isn’t even about power? It’s about revenge?” 

“Oh, it’s about power too. But my own power is long gone. I am little more than a bear now. A very strong bear that can’t be killed with crossbow bolts, but a bear all the same. But when the Dullahan realized it was I that summoned him here, and delivered Ethan and Nodens to him on a silver platter, he will be eternally grateful. And a seat at the end of the table of power is far better than sitting on the floor with the dogs.” 

“Your pathetic,” Adminius spat. 

“Maybe,” Kodiak shrugged, “maybe not. This didn’t have to happen this way you know. This was only ever about Ethan and Nodens, delivering them to the Dullahan and getting credit for it. If Singer never interfered at the Bunker, the whole thing would have been tied up nicely and Joe would still be here. You would have incapacitated Nodens. The Dullahan would have killed Ethan and then Nodens would have been a cake walk. Easy.” 

“You won’t win,” Adminius said, but he didn’t really believe it. Kodiak already won. The bad guys always won. 

Kodiak smiled at him gravely and stood. Then he said, “Let’s find out.” 

Adminius watched the other man pick up the bowl of Joe’s blood. The blood sloshed back and forth in the bowl, staining the edges it as climbed up to the brim and then receded once more. He tipped it back and Adminius could hear him gulping it. He didn’t stop until the bowl was empty. 

Then he lifted the bowl over his head with both hands. Firelight writhed on his face and Adminius thought he looked mad. Then he said, “By the power bestowed on me by the Mother herself, and by the blood sacrifice of his boy, son of the Lord of the Bunker, I summon thee, Dullahan, Dullahan, Dullahan!” Then Kodiak hurled his arms forward and the blood bowl shattered onto the rocks at his feet. 

The earth roared. 

Lightning flashed. 

The Dullahan stood steaming between Adminius and Kodiak. In one hand he held his human spine whip. Tucked in the crook of the other arm, was his own head. From Adminius’ perspective it looked like a pale, rotting pumpkin. 

Between Dullahan’s legs Adminius saw Kodiak take a knee and bow his head. 

“Master,” said the old bear God. 

“Who are you?” rumbled the Dullahan. 

“My names were many. They once stretched from sea to sea. I was called Artio, Arctos and Arcas. I was called Maske and Otava and now am simply known as Kodiak.” 

“You summoned me.” 

“Yes, great Dullahan. I was once a God, although that must seem like a stretch to you now. But my people were slaughtered and slandered by Nodens and his family. I summoned you because he is here, now, with Ethan Daniel. I saw them scaling the cliffside just moments ago.” A fresh shot of pride and hope coursed through Adminius’ veins at the news. “You can kill them both and take the power they hold, the power that should be rightfully yours.” 

“You. Summoned. Me,” said the Dullahan, clipping the ends off of every word. 

Adminius had to stop himself from smiling as Kodiak began to realize the score. His mouth fell open and he stammered and stuttered. Adminius began to back away, slowly. He had to warn everyone. 

“Do you think that I needed your assistance, bear?” asked the Dullahan, stepping toward Kodiak who got to his feet, put his palms between he and the Dullahan and began to back away. 

“It wasn’t that,” Kodiak managed. 

“Did you imagine that I would be grateful to you for helping? For stealing the hunt away from me? Did you think I would be happy and give you some reward for poaching from me?” 

“No, it wasn’t that!” 

“You summoned me. You, who aren’t even God enough to kill a boy who plays with the toys of the Gods. You, who instead of killing the former God Nodens yourself, called upon me to do the work for you. You, who have lost your purpose and your power millennia ago, thought to summon me.”

Kodiak became a bear and roared. The Dullahan’s hand flashed back and the skull head whip cracked like stone breaking. Adminius ran. 

“The Dullahan is here! Wake up! The Dullahan is here!” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




XXXIV


[image: image]


There was yelling and crashing. There was screaming and cracking. 

Ethan heard these things and more and it made it nearly impossible to take his time in finding the next hand or foothold. He had to get up there. He had to help. People were dying and he needed to be there to save them. 

Take your time, boy. Falling to your death wouldn’t help anyone. 

Ethan chanced a look down and his stomach did backflips. The drop had to be fifty or sixty feet. He gulped while the wind tried to dislodge him from the side of the cliff. He saw Singer and Nodens climbing just behind him. Singer was sweating and struggling, gritting his teeth and breathing through a clenched jaw, his clothes clinging to his body from the sweat and the whipping from the wind. Yet there was determination in his eyes. 

Nodens almost looked bored. He climbed as though he did this every day. 

There was a yell, a crack that made Ethan’s ears hurt, followed by a crunching noise. Then small rocks fell on Ethan from the edge of the cliff and a pale albino face slid into view up to his chest. His eyes that were squeezed in pain, opened and then widened when he saw Ethan and the others climbing to the top. Then he smiled. 

Adminius reached a hand down and Ethan grabbed it and was hauled to his feet. The Dullahan swung his human spine whip back and forth across his body. Nodens and Singer found the surface as well and together the foursome surrounded the Dullahan. 

The Dullahan lifted his head above his shoulders with one hand and swiveled it back and forth. “Nodens, Ethan, Singer and the Albino,” he rumbled. “Perfect.” 

Ethan barely had time to bring his sword in front of him when the Dullahan leapt. The human spine whip cracked down on the spot where Ethan’s head would have been if he hadn’t ducked and slapped the weapon away with his sword. Then the Dullahan cracked it down at Adminius who rolled away at the last instant and came up firing a bolt that bounced off the heavy armor plating the Dullahan’s shoulder. Another cracking and Nodens knocked it away with a sword he produced out of thin air. 

“You’ve been busy,” laughed the Dullahan’s cradled head as his whip cracked down on Nodens again and again. Ethan and Adminius surrounded the Dullahan while Singer sang behind them, gathering a ball of dripping fire while he was still unnoticed. 

Nodens didn’t answer. It was all he could do to smack the skull whip head aside time and time again. 

“Ethan,” said Adminius as he hastily notched another bolt. “Kodiak killed Joe.” 

Ethan’s eyes stung and he felt a fist of anguish punch him hard in the gut. 

Poor Shawna, said Gordon. 

“How?” Ethan asked as Nodens was backing up to the edge of the cliff. 

“Kodiak killed him to summon the Dullahan. Thing is, I think the dagger he used might be what we need to kill the bastard. I’ll distract him if you run and grab it. It’s in the ruins of the hotel.” 

“Are you sure?” asked Ethan. They all needed to be there to fight the Dullahan. If one of them left, the hole it would open up for the Dullahan to exploit could kill them all before they got back.  

Adminius nodded, “It’s the only way. Now go!”

Nodens foot slipped on the edge of the cliff. Adminius yelled and loose a bolt at the Dullahan’s cradled head who roared and knocked it aside just as Singer’s fireball came screaming toward him. 

Ethan ran. 

He tripped over a loose rock and the skull whip cracked over him. He rolled over and picked his head up enough to see that Nodens, Singer and Adminius had surrounded the Dullahan again in a triangle. 

“Run!” demanded Adminius. 

Ethan pushed himself to his feet and ran. He leapt over a broken concrete column and danced around what used to be the corner of a room where two walls met. Then he saw the concrete staircase with the red metallic railing that somehow still stood. He saw Shawna rocking back and forth on her knees with something in her arms amid the firelight and a pool of quickening blood. 

The something was Joe. 

“Shawna, I am so sorry,” he said. 

Shawna looked up at him as though nothing in the world made sense. He supposed she was right. Her eyes were glazed. Her face was tear stained, crumpled and terrible. Joe looked more like a mannequin than a child. His skin was waxy and his limbs stiff. His lips locked in a permanent scream. 

Shawna looked back down at her son. Then she pulled a bloody dagger from beside her, handed it to Ethan without looking up at him, and continued to hold her boy and rock him back and forth, crying over his body, likely wishing it was her instead of him. 

Ethan put his hand on her shoulder. It was weak and useless, but it was all he had. 

Then he was running again. Again Ethan leapt over rubble and concrete. Again he skirted boulders and bits of building. Again he skidded to a stop and found himself facing off with the Dullahan. 

Singer was singing for rock after rock to leap into the air and shoot at the Dullahan like ungainly cannonballs while Adminius notched another bolt and Nodens tried to sneak up on him from behind. 

“I have your daughter Singer,” said the Dullahan. 

“Shut up,” said Singer through gritted teeth. 

“Would you like to see her?” 

“I said,” began Singer. Then in front of the Dullahan appeared a frail looking girl made of blue smoke. She writhed and screamed in silence as she floated a foot above the ground. 

Rocks stopped flying at the Dullahan and dropped to the earth. 

“I am sorry. What were you saying Singer?” mocked the Dullahan. 

Adminius didn’t give him a chance to answer. He darted forward with the crossbow in one hand and a separate bolt in the other. With the crossbow he loosed a bolt that the Dullahan easily knocked aside, and with the other he leapt forward and took the bolt, the tip of which flashed golden in the firelight, and planted it in the beady eye of its dismembered head before he rolled away. 

The Dullahan’s scream made Ethan cover his ears and the world shook violently. He felt a tremendous pressure in his side and lots of air moving past his body. Then he smashed into something. When he picked his head up again his sword was nowhere to be found and he was twenty yards away from the action. 

Get up son. This isn’t over yet, said Gordon. 

He still held the dagger. 

“Ethan! Now!” Adminius tried to scream through the sonic assault. Ethan looked up while the world jaunted and spun. He saw the Dullahan crazed in its pain and fury, spinning and rolling and waving its arms, the spine whip snapping and streaking. 

Ethan threw the bloody dagger to Adminius. The throw was long. Adminius backpedaled to catch it. As he reached the edge, the Dullahan’s whip snapped out, caught him in the chest and sent him sailing over the edge of the cliff. His eyes caught Ethan’s for an instant before they disappeared beneath the surface of the earth. 

He looked resigned.  

Adminius was gone.  

The man who helped him get Allison back, the man who kept him sane and alive was gone. 

Ethan was numb. 

He saw Singer backing away from the Dullahan, his daughter a misty apparition behind him, shielded. He saw the Dullahan sitting with outstretched legs, rocking back and forth, cradling and rubbing the head on his lap like it was a baby freshly dropped. 

He saw Nodens pick the dagger up from the ground and place it tip first against his throat.

“You wouldn’t,” breathed the Dullahan. 

“I’ve done this dance long enough to know that I don’t want to do it anymore. This is my fault. I spawned Caratacus and Adminius and Ethan and the whole fucking lot of you. You are all my bastard children. It’s time I finished it. I’m pulling my piece off the board. Your move.” 

Then Nodens cut deep into and across his own neck. Instead of torrents of hot red blood there was light and there was sound such that defied Ethan’s description. It was as though liquid and music and raw emotion melded into one substance that made up the lifeblood of a god. And then Nodens was no longer there but in his place was a charged electric ball of energy and chaos. Inside were universes and possibilities. Ethan stared at in wonder. 

He was shaken from his reverie when the Dullahan roared. 

You need to get to that energy first, boy. Run! demanded Urien.

The beast was up on its feet in a blink. Ethan rushed to match him. He didn’t know what to do. He just knew that he had to reach that ball of power first. 

But he didn’t. 

The Dullahan won. 

The ball of power surged into it’s body, was sucked into it’s fingertips at the first touch. The Dullahan lit up with the power of the gods, its body glowing and shaking, its muscles clenching and unclenching as the raw creationary forces of the universe got to work on his mundane, headless form.

Headless, son!

Ethan looked behind the Dullahan and smiled. 

He snatched the dagger Nodens dropped when he died. Then he dove to where the Dullahan had left his own head on the ground in his rush to obtain more power, and Ethan Daniel planted the dagger intended to kill a god directly into the Dullahan’s skull. 

There was a cosmic detonation. The Dullahan fell. The world held it’s breath as though wondering what happened when a god at the height of it’s powers dies. Then Ethan heard a series of concussions like great pistons firing in slow motion. He looked around and pinpointed the source of the noise as the Dullahan’s body, pummeling itself into the earth while lightning streaked from it and green fire spontaneously caught on it. The ball of cosmic energy writhed and boiled, sucking the Dullahan’s body into itself before it winked out of existence.

Ethan gasped and his hand felt flayed. He looked own to find the head of the Dullahan alight in green flame. Ethan jumped away and watched in horror as the final crazed smile the Dullahan had to offer was crisped and blackened and it too was gone.  

Ethan blinked the spots out of his eyes and he shivered at the newfound cold. 

The world exhaled. Ethan looked around for anther ball of energy. Was the Dullahan powerful enough at the end to leave behind his own little ball of universal power? Even if he wasn’t, where was Nodens’?

Then Ethan saw movement in the shadows. He watched Allison crawl over to his abandoned sword, grab the hilt and stand, staring intently at the three feet of unadorned steel. 

“Allison, no,” Ethan plead. 

“I have to,” she cried as she began to press the blade into the flesh of her wrist. 

“You don’t. You have to stay with me. You have to live. The Dullahan is dead! You are free of him!”  

“Free of him?” she cried, “I need to be with him!” Allison dragged the blade across her arm and Ethan saw the wound open and the blood pour onto the ground. The cut was deep, opening up her wrist to the bone and she collapsed in a bloody heap. 

“No!” he screamed. He raced to her body and slid on his knees and grabbed her and held her as tightly as he could. He tried to will her to live, to want to live. How could it come to this? How could her life come to this? It was for not. Ethan Daniel held his fiancé while she bled and bucked and seized and died. One last breath expelled from her lungs and she was gone. 

Ethan held Allison and he rocked back and forth and he cried. He cried for the uselessness of it all. Adminius and Allison dead, and for what? Joe and Terry and Gordon and Caratacus and Jason and the Major, why? The world in ruins for what? It was all so pointless, so aimless. The consequences of the actions of the powerful few were too much to take. 

Then he had an idea. 

Son, don’t!

Ethan Daniel picked up the sword of Nodens, and he drove the blade straight through his own heart. 
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“Son, wake up!” Gordon demanded. 

Ethan’s eyes opened to his father standing over him and shaking his shoulders. 

“You shouldn’t be here. Something is happening. The sword is failing. You need to get out, now!” 

“I need to get Allison. Where is she?” 

“She showed up here like you did but she jumped off the table and ran down on of those hallways screaming nonsense about the Dullahan and finally being free.” 

“Which hallway?” 

“I don’t know. You came right after her.”

“Where is Urien?” 

“He took your place in the real world.” 

Then Ethan noticed the state his father was in. His face was smashed, two black eyes and a crooked, sunken nose. The man had several missing teeth. Ethan saw blood pumping out of his father’s stomach and arm. 

“Gordon...” Ethan spluttered. 

His father held up a bruised hand. “Don’t say anything. You needed healing in the world and I could give you that. Urien took just as much punishment if not more than I did. When the Dullahan first got to you, that took a lot of healing. We even had to enlist the help of one of Nodens prisoners.” Gordon said, pointing to a cell away from the others.

It was a single. The interior was too dark to make out more shapes than the bed on one side and the toilet on the other. Apparently Nodens was a fan of modern prisoner décor when constructing his own holding area. There was a third shape, on the back wall. It was just the silhouette of a man, tall and lanky. Ethan a feeling he would know this man. 

Ethan rolled off the metallic table in the metallic room that he remembered from two years ago, the night the world ended. The prison cells around the hilt room were full of men and even a couple women. All naked, all in varying states of injury or disrepair. All of them screaming and clamoring to be set free. He stumbled to the single cell with the shadowy figure and gripped the bars in two fists. 

“Who are you?” he asked. 

There was no answer. 

“What is your name friend? Or do you often take on the hurts of complete strangers for nothing more than moralism?” 

“Moralism? What would you know about moralism, Ethan Daniel?” Then the shadow stepped forward and into the light of the metallic hilt room. He was a disaster. The skin on the left side of his face was stripped to the bone and Ethan could see the stark skull white of his cheek poking through raw red flesh. His nose and lower lip help onto his face but barely. He was in terrible shape, but Ethan knew him. 

“Taliesin! I knew it was you!” Ethan said. He reached his arm through the bars to shake his old friends hand. The other hand never came. He retracted his own slowly. “How did you come to be in this cell?” 

“I put myself in here. I couldn’t stand to spend another day out there. Not one more day. Urien told me what happened two years ago and I know the part I played in it. I just couldn’t do it.”

“Taliesin, it wasn’t your fault.” 

Taliesin looked down. The sword heaved and groaned. Ethan had to hold the bars tight to stay upright. 

“I will take the amount of blame I deserve, Ethan Daniel, and that is enough to stay in here. Go find your woman. She is alone in here and she needs you.” 

“Tal, I don’t want to leave you in here.” 

“I did like you kid. Even when I didn’t. You can’t change my mind. Go.”  

“Don’t leave us in here!” cried the prisoners in the group cells to Ethan’s left said. “We’ve been locked up for centuries. Please take us with you!” 

Ethan glanced down the blade hall with the two connecting halls that were the cross guards. Allison was down one of those. He had to hurry if he was going to save her. 

You can’t save them. Only Nodens can, said Urien. 

Ethan knew he was right. 

“I’m sorry. I don’t know how.” Ethan said, and he stumbled away from the screams and protests to the cross-guard halls. Ethan tripped over his own feet in his weakened state and something caught him before he hit the ground. He looked over his shoulder to see his father draping Ethan’s arm over his neck to support him. This and the healing were the only times in his life he could remember getting help from his father.

“Thanks, Dad. For everything.” said Ethan and he saw his father’s face crinkle and his eyes get red and watery. “This way,” he pointed to the hallway on the left. 

The sword shook and groaned, a chunk of pure steel fell from the ceiling and crashed into the metal floor behind them with a sound like a great gong. 

“Hurry!” he told his father. 

The pair limped into the left hall and down its length. The wall at the end of shining mirror polished metal as well. There was no Allison. 

A scream echoed off the walls. 

“Behind us! The other cross-guard!” 

They turned and pushed themselves again. Gordon hefted his son and Ethan stumbled along as fast as he could. 

They passed the intersection. 

There she was. At the end of the hallway, pounding on the metallic end with both fists and crying. 

“Allison!” called Ethan.

She turned and her tear stained cheeks were beautiful and desperate. Ethan broke from his father and ran to her. He scooped her in his arms and held her as tightly as he could as they both cried.

“You came for me?” she asked. 

“I did,” he said, wiping the tears from his eyes and then hers. 

“The Dullahan isn’t here. I can’t affect this reality at all. Something is wrong!” 

“Allison, he lied to you. He showed you what he wanted you to see but that isn’t death. At least not away from his influence.” 

“But,”

“No Allison, there is no but. You can’t go back there. I’m so sorry, but you can’t.” 

Allison buried her face in his shoulder and cried. Gordon stood a few feet behind them shuffling from foot to foot and looking worried. Another loud groan and everything shook. Pieces of the walls showered them in metal fragments. Cracks began to appear in the walls and the splintering fingers grew like vines. 

“Where are we?” Allison asked. 

“We’re inside the Nodens Sword. This is where he kept the souls he used to power it. It’s some kind of alternate reality or something.” 

“How do we get out of here?” 

Ethan didn’t have an answer for that. He looked at his father. Gordon shook his head and stared at his feet. 

“I don’t think we do, Al.” 

She nodded and said, “I love you. I’m sorry we couldn’t be together longer. I’m sorry we couldn’t be happy. I feel like it’s all my fault.” Tears filled her eyes once more. 

“Hey,” said Ethan, lifting her chin so their eyes could meet. “I took the sword. I became a different guy. I let the Dullahan take you. If this is on anyone it’s on me. You did nothing wrong. You’ve never done anything wrong.” Then he kissed her, and he felt something click back into place in his heart. 

The three of them began to walk back to the metal bench and the prison cells. 

Ethan said, “Besides, we got some happiness in at the beginning. In college when you were the only thing keeping me going. We were happy then.” 

Allison dropped her head on his shoulder and he held her around her waist as they walked. Ethan thought under different circumstances, they wouldn’t be so far away from happy right there. 

The three of them sat on the bench as their surroundings grew more and more tumultuous. The sword groaned again and again, louder and louder. More pieces fell from the ceilings and the walls. The prisoners in their cells began to panic and cry. There was screaming. The floors grew deep cracks that widened until a person could fall through them. 

Ethan put his other arm around the shoulder of his father and the older man nodded at him. He held his fiancé as tightly as he could. He thought it was fitting that at the end they should all be together, all in their right minds and thinking clearly, and that there should be love and sacrifice in the three of them. 

It was a small thing, but Ethan knew, in the end, it was all you could have. 

Then the world slid across Ethan’s vision fast as lightning. Gordon and Allison were torn away from him. He was spinning, tumbling end over end, and each slam with the ground brought fresh waves of pain. He found himself cold and bleeding. He opened his eyes to fire and bodies.
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Ethan blinked his eyes clear. Singer came over to him and helped him to his feet. 

Dozens of naked bodies were strewn about the ground. They rose slowly, painfully. He recognized Gordon among them. He seemed whole again. Then someone’s body pressed into his and he looked down at curly brunette hair and knew it was Allison. 

“What happened,” Ethan asked the Singer. 

“I do not know. I thought you were all gone. Then you come back and said that your name was Urien Rheged. Naturally I had questions about this new information. You said to stop asking you so many of them and too sit tight. So here I was, sitting tight, and then there was a flash of light and when it receded you really were back, and all these other people were here,” Singer said with his eyes wide and awe in his voice. 

Ethan was alive. Allison was alive! Urien and Gordon were here.

“These must be all the men and women in Nodens cells,” Ethan mused aloud. He started to smile. His eyes met Taliesin’s in the crowd and his smile grew wider and Tal’s joined him in kind. 

Then Ethan thought about why they were all there. 

The smiling stopped. 

“Urien,” Ethan said when he saw the bearded man walking over to him with his arms wide. “What happened to the sword.” 

“It zipped off in a brilliant flash of light and it left you all here,” Urien said, unable to keep the smile off his face. “You’re alive. We’re both alive! My friend Taliesin is alive, Ethan Daniel! W are free of that god-awful sword prison!” Urien pumped his fist in the air and unleashed a battle cry that Ethan had no doubt would have seen the enemy running back the way they came fourteen hundred years ago. 

He waited for the man to quiet down before he said, “Urien, why would the sword just zip off by itself?” Ethan needed the man to come to the conclusion on his own. 

“I do not understand,” said Singer. 

“I do,” said Taliesin, exhaling and hanging his head. “I knew it could not be this easy.” 

“What? What is everyone so damned morose about? We’re free!” said Urien.

“No. We’re not free. The sword wouldn’t go anywhere on it’s own. It zipped away because it was called away. That can only mean one thing,” said Gordon. 

“He used to say that a God is simply conscious energy and energy could neither be created nor destroyed. Since the Dullahan was killed and then I killed myself with the sword, that meant that there was no one left to take the energy on. Meaning...”

“Nodens is back,” Urien said, his smile dying as he finally saw the whole picture. 

“And he has all his power back again,” said Ethan. “No more Dullahan or Caratacus or Urien Rheged or Ethan Daniel to share it with.”

As the sun started to rise and the mists of the early dawn began to burn away, the citizens of the Bunker came to offer what meager clothing and food they had to the newly freed prisoners of Nodens. They didn’t ask questions. They knew the world was far stranger than they understood it to be before the End. It was enough that there were men and women that needed their help. 

People, it turns out, weren’t so bad after all. 

Shawna came over to hug Ethan and Allison and Singer. She cried over the death of Adminius who she had come to know and respect. They in turn offered condolences for Joe and for Ryan and then again for Terry. Shawna held herself together with a strength Ethan David could only marvel at. 

“What else am I going to do?” she said. “These people still need someone who doesn’t swing swords or sing songs to lead them. They need one of their own. I think I can manage that.” 

Then, without having an idea on what to do next, for all these people would still need food and shelter and prospects and these were slim and getting slimmer, they decided to begin with burying Joe. Ethan held Allison as the small parade of new and old villagers, new and old friends made their way over the remnants of a broken hotel. They reached the spot where Joe was murdered and there was a man standing over his body. Only it wasn’t a man. It was a god. 

It was Nodens. 

In all his glory. 

His long perfectly silver hair flowed as though blown casually and perpetually in a gentle wind. He wore silver robes and a circlet of silver around his head. The Sword that Ethan had been wielding for two years was strapped and sheathed on his hip. His hand, made entirely of silver, closed Joe’s eyes. Then he stood and faced the group. 

“Hello Ethan Daniel and Ms. Allison. Hello Urien Rheged and Taliesin. Hello Gordon Daniel, and Shawna Dawkins. Hello Singer.” He spoke, and his voice was musical. Ethan watched his lips move but the sounds the words made entered his ears from all directions. 

“Nodens,” Ethan said, putting his arms out as though to create a human fence between the Bunker group and Nodens.  

“Thank you,” said the God. 

“For what?” 

“For defeating the Dullahan and for restoring the full breadth of my power. I am a God again, truly.” 

“I didn’t do it for you,” Ethan said. 

“I know. And yet it was done, so I thank you anyway. And also I must apologize.” 

“For what?” 

“For all of it. For Caratacus and Adminius and the others just like them. For Urien Rheged and for you yourself. To the rest of you, who have been rotting away in my prison for so long now. For the things I put you all through in trying to achieve my goals. I was merciless and single minded and selfish, and I committed the most heinous acts imaginable and I am sorry. There is nothing I can do or say that will atone for the things I have done. It is because of me that the world is the way it is. It is because of me that so many are dead. All I can do is ask your forgiveness.” 

“I don’t know that it is ours to give,” said Gordon. 

“I don’t know that I would give it if I could,” said Urien. Taliesin nodded in agreement.

“I understand. Please know that I am honoring our agreement, Ethan Daniel. I will leave the earth forever and never return. While this will leave you godless and unprotected, I understand why it must be done.”

“Thank you” said Ethan, relieved. He knew if Nodens wanted to stay instead, there wasn’t a damn thing any of them could do about it. Then he said, “You’re different.” 

“Yes. I am a god again. Where before I had an aching emptiness from the power I had lost, now that power is returned, and I am whole. I once again see things clearly.”

“Don’t you just love when justice is served?” mocked Taliesin. 

“I understand your frustration, but justice was never a concept we utilized when creating this place. Justice is entirely a human construct. But, in the spirit of the justice you desire, I will return as much as I can the world that I stole from you. I cannot bring back the cities and the life and the technology that you once enjoyed, but I can give you back fertility and possibility, and I will. By this time tomorrow the world will be green again. Birds will sing again. Rivers will run with fish again. The screamers will be no more. All will be as it once was. That is my word.” 

The group looked at one another with tears in their eyes. Mere minutes ago hope was lost.

“Thank you,” said Ethan Daniel.  

“Singer, I have spoken with your wife. I think she will allow these people to enter the Sanctuary.” The wall of rock behind him crumbled away and revealed a stairway that lead down hundreds of feet to a vast lake surrounded by dozens of clay and stone houses. “I am sorry that I could not garner a guarantee. And I cannot promise that she will again speak with you.” 

Singer nodded. “I understand. Thank you, Nodens.” 

“And now I leave. Enjoy this world and take care of it. I assure you there will be no God to save it if it fails again.” Nodens nodded to them “Good luck to you all,” 

Nodens waved and smiled. Ethan Daniel did the same. He looked to his left and his right and found that his companions were also smiling. For the first time, probably since before the world was broken, from a time when there were things like rush hour traffic and plastic pod-based coffee makers, there was hope. In the idea that something might happen and that something might be good. Maybe death didn’t wait around every corner, and under every unturned stone. Maybe...

Shawna screamed. 

Nodens looked down at the two inches of steel that stuck through his chest. His mouth made an “O” shape that Ethan knew, the second he saw it, he would never forget. 

Ethan shot a look behind to where the Dullahan died. 

The blade was gone.

Nodens didn’t fade away and he didn’t collapse and bleed and seize to death in front of them. He simply vaporized, his atoms drifting apart now that the power that held them together had lost it’s source. Those atoms became a cloud of swirling energy and power. 

Kodiak rose up to his full height from where he stood crouched behind Nodens. He yanked the dagger, the same one he used to murder Joe, from Nodens chest with a plunking sound like dropping a rock down a well. He was in terrible shape. His face swollen and mangled. His limbs bent at severe angles. 

The atom cloud drifted toward and around Kodiak. Then, it began to move inside him. It found purchase in his eyes and his nose. It invaded his mouth and his ears. Ethan heard the bear-god gargle and gag on it. The cloud began to condense and darken until all Ethan could see was the swirling and roiling of black vaporous power. 

Then it dissipated and was gone. 

And in it’s place was the biggest bear Ethan had ever seen in his life. It panted and the steam from it’s breath was like fog spreading over the ground. 

The great bear rose on it’s hind legs and towered over the group. 

Everyone tensed. Fear alone kept them rooted where they stood. 

Whatever good feelings Ethan had about the future were long dead now.

The bear roared. The wind from his booming whipped their hair back and shook the skin on their faces. 

Singer was the first to react. 

“To the Sanctuary! Run!” he cried. 

Ethan didn’t wait. He grabbed Allison’s hand and ran as fast as he could toward the opening Nodens made in the mountain before he died. He felt the crowd join him. 

Kodiak roared again and the earth shook with each bounding step it took as it ran for the group. 

“Shoni! Let us pass!” yelled Singer. 

A wall of green energy spread to fill the opening the in mountain that Nodens had made. A woman made of green energy appeared floating before it with her arms crossed. 

“No!” she screamed back at Singer. 

“Mother please!” Another green person apparated before Ethan Daniel and streaked to where this Shoni held the line between the group of survivors and the place they needed to get inside in order to do their surviving. “They had nothing to do with any of this, Mother. Please, let them pass!” 

Kodiak roared and charged. Ethan glanced behind himself as he ran. Kodiak was a football field away, but he was gaining ground. He would reach the stragglers in the group in a matter of seconds. 

“Please, we need your help!” said Ethan. 

“You get everyone inside,” said Singer, “I will talk to my wife.” 

Ethan nodded and ran. The green curtain of energy parted in the middle enough to sprint through. Ethan pushed Allison through the opening and then turned and began helping others get to safety. Urien stopped on the other side of the opening and did the same. 

When everyone was inside the green wall Ethan saw that Singer was still talking with his wife, and Kodiak was almost on top of them. 

“Singer, come on!” 

The Singer for the People looked at Ethan Daniel and smiled. Then he opened his mouth and the words and sounds that left his lips didn’t feel human. It sounded like an underwater bass hum that vibrate the blood in his veins. Ethen felt himself lifted into the air, pushed passed the green barrier and then dropped gingerly to the ground once more. Urien Rheged was placed beside him with the same care. 

The green curtain closed with an electric zap. 

Kodiak didn’t even stop running. It charged Singer, whose eyes were locked with his wife and whose hands held those of his incorporeal daughter, and it clamped massive jaws around his chest. Ethan heard the cracking sounds from where he stood and he watched as the Singer was thrown into the air and landed on his neck. If the bite didn’t kill him, the fall definitely did. Kodiak spent the next few minutes throwing Singer’s body around like he was an orca and Singer was the unfortunate seal. 

When Kodiak was finally done, he lifted his head to give his throat clear purchase, and he swallowed the Singer whole. 

Singer had saved them. 

And now he too, was gone. 

Kodiak rumbled toward them and stopped short of touching the green curtain of energy. Frothy saliva and blood dripped from his drooping lower lip. Ethan could smell him through the wall and it reminded him of piles of dying leaves and the rotting of roadkill. 

“Your friend tasted good, Ethan Daniel,” rumbled Kodiak. 

‘Fuck you, oversized Teddy.” 

“This oversized Teddy is a God now. Perhaps you should have more respect for those more powerful than yourself.” 

“Perhaps. But why start new things, asshole. I didn’t have respect for Nodens and then I didn’t have respect for the Dullahan. I think in a fair fight, they both would have wiped the floor with a chump like you.” 

Kodiak roared and swatted at the energy wall. There was a sizzling and a yelp and the giant bear jumped back several feet, his front left paw smoking in an acrid black plume. Ethan could smell the cloying stench of burnt hair. 

“He cannot come through.” A girl made of the same green energy as the wall to the Sanctuary appeared next to Ethan. She was young, and Ethan could see the Singer in her eyes and her nose. 

“Why not?” 

“Our people will not let him. It is why we have this place.” 

“We are safe here?” 

“Yes. Very much so.” 

“Thank you.” 

“It is what my father died for.” 

“Is he not one of you now? Is he not...green?” 

Singer’s daughter dropped her head and wouldn’t meet his eye. 

Ethan looked at Urien and together they nodded solemnly. Then they stood, turned around, and started walking down the hill to the clay huts in the near distance. 

“Come back here!” Kodiak roared behind them. “I am a God now. You will do as I command!” 

Ethan flipped him the bird. 

“I will find a way through this wall, Ethan Daniel! And when I do, no one will save you! I am coming for you, Ethan Daniel!” 

“Yeah? Come get some, furry. I’m used to it.” 
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Aftermath
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All told, fifty-four people survived to make it to the Sanctuary, most of them from the Bunker community. Many of those freed from the sword of Nodens fled naked into the wilderness, afraid he would come back and imprison them once more. Some of them stayed behind, too tired or soul-weary for running. All of the survivors were bloody and skinny. They were tired, and they were timid. But Ethan Daniel knew better than to count them out. It didn’t take them long to establish a place they were all proud to live in. Together, they began a new society from scratch. It wasn’t a perfect society, nothing can ever be, but it was the closest thing the survivors had ever hoped to achieve. 

Word began to spread. People had made something truly safe at the Sanctuary, something fair and free and worth fighting for. They had a working council, a court system and a community police force. They had sanitation and agriculture and plenty of water easily accessed. They even had recreation. 

If you had asked Ethan Daniel before finding the Sanctuary, what the likelihood would be of any of these institutions reappearing in a world gone mad, he would have told you slim to none. As it was, he watched it all unfold around him like an early spring rose. Allison became more and more like her old self. She smiled, and she laughed and every time Ethan saw it, he thought his heart would leap right out of his chest and give him a big cartoonish thumbs up. Urien and Taliesin were once again fast friends. He even had his father, his real, honest, caring father back in Gordon. Shawna ran the council and made sure everything spun like a top. 

Ethan often visited the grave yard. Though they never recovered the bodies of his friends, Ethan constructed a memorial for Adminius and Singer. He helped Shawna do the same for Terry and Ryan and Joe. Together they visited the place often and tried to live up to the standard their deceased loved ones set. 

All in all life was good. Ethan began to feel himself get used to that kind of life again. The kind where you don’t always have to keep one eye in the back of your head. The kind where all your needs are met and then some every day. Ethan would often kiss Allison on the forehead in the morning and think to himself that he couldn’t hope for anything more in the whole world. 

That was until, of course, people started dying. 

Then everything changed. 

-  -
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	      Did you love Calamity? Then you should read Collision by Eric McLaughlin!
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   "Collision" is a dark, urban fantasy and historical fiction thriller from exciting debut author, Eric Mclaughlin.    The Resistance is nearly finished, a shell of its former self. Even at its best however, it was little more than an annoyance to the mysterious, world-spanning and all-powerful Pen Draig. Now the Pen Draig is coming for something the Resistance has been hiding, something that could end the struggle between them once and for all. The only thing standing in the way is Ethan Daniel. Ethan wants nothing more than to propose to the love of his life and graduate with something resembling a decent GPA, but a deranged father and a fiery collision throw him headlong into a battle for the world and a war for his very soul. Can he save the world and the woman he loves from the unrelenting onslaught of the Pen Draig? Can he save himself? Can he stay himself?
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About the Author

        
     As my wife could tell you, I hate these things. Talking about myself has never been my idea of a good time. With that in mind, I am a twenty-something from Billerica Mass who got pretty lucky in his family, friends and wife. I like to read some stuff. I like to write some stuff. Thank you for purchasing this book and thank you for reading.
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