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   Chapter One – Mike Journal Entry 1
 
    
 
   Oggie went just about nuts jumping up and down on me as I walked back on shore. Maybe he knew just how close I’d been to saying, “fuck it.” I got down on my knees and grabbed Augustine “Oggie” Purpose’s massive head in my hands. I pressed my face close to his and wept for Tommy. The boy had been a major guiding force for the majority of my life, really all of my life if I thought back on all he’d said. Even Oggie here had been a gift from him to get me moving off my ass and rejoin a humanity that I’d had no desire to see again. Oggie let me drench his face in tears (that seemed of an endless supply) before he licked mine; I guess to return the favor. 
 
   Bailey seemed unruffled as I stood completely naked. She had started a small fire in my absence.
 
   “You will need clothes if you wish to hunt Lycan,” she said as she tended the flame. 
 
   “And what of you, Bailey?”
 
   “It is my place, much like BT, to be by your side.”
 
   “If you remember correctly, that didn’t work out too particularly well for him.”
 
   Bailey looked at me queerly. “He lived a long life, surrounded by family and loved ones, and he had an incredible tale to tell his children and then their children. Would you deny me that?” she asked.
 
   “I would not.”
 
   “When do we start then?”
 
   “I suppose we already have,” I told her.
 
   “You are probably going to want this then.” She handed me my sword, the one Azile had forced from my hand before I could kill any more. I was thankful she had cleaned it up before giving it back. 
 
   “Yeah, it would have been a bit more difficult without this. Thank you.”
 
   She nodded. 
 
   My clothes were a total loss. The parts that were not shredded were so covered in a thick layer of viscera as to be unrecognizable. Naked was one thing, barefoot was another. I grabbed my boots and headed back towards the water, this time Oggie made sure to stay right at my side. I was fairly convinced he would bite me if I attempted to go any further into the lake other than the shoreline. He watched as I scraped off all manner of biological matter with the flat side of a rock, that would have been perfect for skipping had I been in a more agreeable mood. As it was I was close to two hundred years old and lost damn near all that was dear to me. I had Oggie, that was it. Was that enough to do what needed to be done? Was the hate I felt for Lycan due to Tommy’s death enough? Bailey and I had an alliance, but that was more out of necessity and obligation rather than regard and respect (on her part anyway). 
 
   Azile the Red Witch. What did I feel for her? Desire? Betrayal? It was complicated like every damn relationship I’d had with a woman. If I cared to think on it, it amazed me that men and women could even procreate. We are almost as different a species as dogs were to cats. I looked at my boots. They would never come completely clean—they would always be stained much like my soul. I snorted. 
 
   “If I had one,” I said sourly. “At least they’re serviceable.” I held the boots out to the waning sunlight. “Again, much like my soul.” I half-laughed once more. 
 
   Oggie visibly relaxed as I stepped away from the lake and went back to the fire. Bailey had pulled up some logs she had found for us to sit on. I noticed there were two and they were on opposite sides of the fire. 
 
   Had I been in a better mood, I would have sat on the same log with her just to gauge her reaction. I placed my boots as close to the fire as I could without melting them. I could deal with the nudity well enough; it was something about the possibility of stepping on thorns or some ancient discarded rusty nails that bothered me to no end. Maybe I could fashion a banana hammock for my other delicates. 
 
   “How are your wounds?” Bailey asked after a moment.
 
   I grunted. My body was crisscrossed with deep puncture wounds, scrapes, cuts, welts, and bruises. I was pretty sure I had a broken rib or two as well. I looked like I’d been tossed in an industrial dryer with bowling balls and broken bottles. I’d taken the old saying, “death by a thousand cuts” a tad too literally. 
 
   “I have an extra tunic. Would you care for it?” Bailey asked. 
 
   I’m sure she wasn’t appreciative of the view. I was sitting on the log she’d provided, my knees were apart, and I had a hand on each of them as I stared deeply into the fire waiting for it to yield answers it did not possess. The oncoming chill did not affect me, nor did the nakedness. It was a further shedding of my humanity, which would bring me that much closer to my enemy, and by understanding him I would be better prepared to kill him. Ultimately, I did not believe I could do it, not without Tommy. He was the strongest and if he could fall then any of us could. I was planning on running in full tilt and killing everything within sight as fast as I could before I yielded as well. 
 
   “Michael?” Bailey prodded.
 
   As I looked up, our eyes locked. “Sure.”
 
   She reached into a small pack she had and walked around the fire to hand me the garment. “You fought valiantly today,” she said as I put on the tunic. Because of Bailey’s size it looked more like a poncho on me. 
 
   “And still it wasn’t enough.”
 
   “You saved that town.”
 
   “Let’s get a couple of things straight, Bailey. I didn’t fight for that town. I fought for my friends. I don’t give a fuck about that town. I’d rather it had burned to the ground with every inhabitant in it rather than lose Tommy, Azile, or you. If none of you had been here, neither would I.”
 
   “What you plan on doing next will help these same towns you despise.”
 
   “Again, I’m not doing this for them.”
 
   “Your friends, then? I do not believe the Red Witch would desire you to be so foolhardy.”
 
   “What I do now I do for me. For maybe the first time in my life I am going to do what I desire, and for my own selfish reasons. I will kill Lycan until my revenge is sated or I have died trying.”
 
   “Revenge can never be sated. It is an ever-expanding fire that constantly demands more fuel to burn. Like a wild fire, it will consume everything within you.”
 
   “I don’t need a regulator. If you wish to go home I will not attempt to stop you.”
 
   “I am here, is that not enough answer? Our reasons for this quest may be different, but we desire the same outcomes.” 
 
   I looked long and hard at her. Maybe I was looking for a fight; maybe I wanted to force her away; tough to say. How could I argue with her words, though? We both wanted the Lycan dead. I would hold up my part, and looking at her led me to believe she would as well. 
 
   Bailey and Oggie went hunting, the sun gone upon their return. I had not moved much more than to put more logs upon the flame. 
 
   “Oggie is an incredible rabbit hunter,” Bailey said as she flashed a pouch full of the small animals. 
 
   “He didn’t do it out of the kindness of his heart. He fully expects his fill.” I smiled as I scratched behind his ear. Oggie watched diligently as Bailey skinned the rabbits. I fashioned a crude spit; and within ten minutes, we had meat roasting on an open fire. 
 
   Oggie and I shared a meal—and by share, I mean he ate the vast majority. Somewhere inside of me, the machinations were telling me I was hungry; but the only part of me that mattered in this regard—namely my stomach—said otherwise. The thought of eating food seemed more of a chore, but Oggie had no such compunction. The night was dark but clear as we were afforded some visibility by the waning moon and the stars. We were now one night removed from the battle. Time was moving on. I knew enough to realize it waited for no woman, man, child, or even an Old One. I was staring up the hill at Tommy’s final resting place when Bailey spoke.
 
   “Would you like me to take first watch?” she asked. 
 
   “I’ve got it,” I said absently, not looking in her direction.
 
   “There is a greater chance that intruders will not come from the top of that hill.” I don’t know if she meant it as a jest or a barb as she honed in on my fixation. 
 
   She lay down, resting the back of her head against the log, closing her eyes. Within a few moments she was asleep. She was a warrior through and through; only those who fight know how to go to sleep on a moment’s notice. I looked at her for a second to make sure she truly was asleep before I began my vigil on Tommy’s gravesite again. Oggie was sleeping with his legs in the air and was snoring loud enough that I could not have detected anything if a herd of moose was passing by while they bleated out their mating calls.
 
   The fire had calmed considerably, and the night was at its darkest. The witching hour—if one was to believe in that—was upon us when I saw a small, unearthly light emanate from where Tommy was buried. I stood quietly, trying to focus my eyes. Was I hallucinating? It was a strange blue with flickers of red around the edges. Was this Tommy’s soul looking for its body’s final resting spot? Was there some unknown lore even now reanimating Tommy? Was that possible? I sat back down, grabbed my boots, which had thankfully dried. I put them on and moved with as much speed as stealth would allow. I did not want to awaken Oggie or Bailey or alert whatever or whoever was up there. And what exactly was I heading for? Would a headless Tommy be up there waiting to exact his revenge upon me for letting him fall in battle? 
 
   With each step I expected the light to either dissipate or reveal its true nature. A trick of the light, so to speak. I was within ten feet when the answer was revealed.
 
   “Azile. I should have known.” The disappointment was evident in my tone. 
 
   She stood with her back to me. She was staring at the disturbed dirt, a ball of light roughly the size of a softball impossibly hovering above it. The radiance of her magic illuminated the ground of Tommy’s final resting spot and nothing else. Her cloak, which I knew to be a deep red, was as dark as the surrounding night. 
 
   “I am sorry for your loss.”
 
   “My loss?” I asked with hostility. “Is his death not yours as well? Aren’t you the one who sought him out for this war? He’d still be alive if not for you.”
 
   She finally turned. Her damned ball of light now lit me up like I was on a Broadway stage. “What are you wearing, Michael?”
 
   “Get the damned light off of me, Azile,” I growled. She did as I asked. 
 
   “Do you not like what it reveals?” 
 
   “You knew what you were getting when you actively recruited me. I have never hidden who or what I am. I am a broken man with no soul, and I am not sorry for anything I did last night. My only regret was I did not do enough of it.”
 
   “There were women and children in those whom you butchered.”
 
   “Butchered? Aren’t you mighty fucking pious! The Red Witch giving me a lesson. You were not named for the color of your cloak. What are you going to do with all those infected humans? Feed and clothe them for the next twenty-nine days? And then what…let them go? Hell, I spared the inhabitants of Wheatonville. I feel no guilt for those I put down. For that’s what I did, I put them down like the rabid dogs they were. They cannot be cured, Azile. You told me as much. Once those humans were infected by the Lycan and saw the light of their first full moon they were doomed. What you are doing is worse.”
 
   “Somehow, in your twisted view of the world, not slaughtering them in the streets is worse? Perhaps I should have listened to Tommy when he said we should leave you alone.”
 
   “Infinitely worse,” I said as I turned to head back towards camp.
 
   “How, Michael?”
 
   “You’re giving those poor souls hope where there is none. They are already dead—someone just hasn’t had the nerve to slice their throats. Now they must live with the guilt of their killings.” And with that I started to head back down the hill.
 
   “This is not over, Michael. You cannot go and bury your head in the sand like you have for the last hundred years.”
 
   I turned back to face her. “Bury my head in the sand? That’s the last thing I plan on doing. I am going to soak the ground in blood, Azile. Wherever I go, I am going to lay waste to anything and all that get in my way. You wanted me? Well, you got me, in all my magnificent glory.” I was standing with my arms outstretched. “Lycan children, if any survive when I’m done, will always fear me. I will be the monster in the back of their lair or under their bedding when they lie down for the night.”
 
   “I believe you may have gone mad.” 
 
   “That’s the first fucking thing you’ve said right tonight.”
 
   “I can stop you.”
 
   I rushed towards her in an instant. We were nearly pressed face-to-face. “Do you think so?” There was a momentary flash of fright and anger on her features. Her lips began moving silently. I had a funny feeling that I was about to get some sort of high-energy testament to just how powerful she was.
 
   “Do not continue your incantation, Red Witch.”
 
   Bailey had somehow silently come up next to Azile while we were locked in verbal combat. The razor sharp tip of a bayonet was lightly pressed against her neck. A mere fraction of an inch movement would sever her carotid artery. Azile stopped muttering. The charge of energy I felt building up dissipated. Oggie was a few steps away; the usually carefree pup was bristling, making the already big dog look double his size.
 
   “He will get you killed, Bailey of the house Tynes,” Azile said without turning. To do so would have caused the tip to scrape against her neck. 
 
   “It is my choice to make, is it not? Freewill being what it is.”
 
   There were long beats of hearts as the three of us stood there, each of us waiting for the next to make a move.
 
   “I yield,” Azile said, placing her hands out.
 
   Bailey took a second longer to pull her blade away. Oggie also seemed to realize that whatever had been building to a head had passed. He whined, wanting desperately to go and say hi to someone he knew and loved but would have torn into if I had commanded it. 
 
   “May I?” Azile asked, looking over towards Oggie.
 
   The petty part of me wanted to say ‘No, go fuck yourself.’ I nodded tersely instead. “We done here?” I turned before she could answer.
 
   “Michael.” She stood from scratching Oggie’s head.
 
   “Round two?” I sighed.
 
   “I brought you some clothes.”
 
   “If it’s that burlap crap, you can keep it.”
 
   She went over to her horse and retrieved some things out of her saddlebag. 
 
   “Jeans and a flannel shirt? How?” 
 
   She did not answer as she handed them to me, a soft, sad smile on her face. “You both will need these as well.” She handed me two weapons and Bailey a small bag. 
 
   “My hand axe. I’d forgotten about this.” 
 
   I had purchased the ornamental weapon in Robert’s Land seemingly decades ago. The blade was sharp enough to cut paper and had been dipped in silver. The handle had a carved wolf’s head emblazoned on it. I don’t know why I’d felt such a need to purchase it but I had. 
 
   “A rifle,” I said as I hefted the thing. It had been a long, long time since I owned one. I couldn’t help but notice it had a fair amount of dried blood on the side of it. I hoped it was Lycan, but I wasn’t confident of that. I ejected the magazine and looked to Azile.
 
   “There are ten rounds.”
 
   I wavered between vast excitement and huge disappointment. This was like being a kid back in my time and receiving the most advanced gaming system known to man as a gift and only having one game to play on it…forever. 
 
   “Use them wisely,” Azile said needlessly.
 
   “I was going to shoot some bottles off a fence, like a video montage on an old Western movie.” 
 
   Azile scowled. “Do not leave the axe behind again. It’s important somehow; you may find you will need it.”
 
   “And what of you, Azile? What will you be doing?” The fight had drained from me. It had been replaced with an acute pain, especially this close to Tommy.
 
   “We are still on the same path, you and I. How we walk it is the only difference.”
 
   I nodded to her in thanks for the clothes and the axe. “Oggie, let’s go.” This time I did make it back down the hill without stopping. I had no more tears to blind my way. 
 
   “Was it wise to let her go?” Bailey was following a few steps behind.
 
   “How long could you have stood there with a bayonet to her neck?” I asked without turning around.
 
   “Is she right, Michael? Are you going to get me killed?”
 
   I didn’t answer.
 
   “Now you choose not to talk.”
 
   “What’s in the bag?” I asked.
 
   “Bullets.”
 
   I was almost dumb enough to ask where Azile had gotten bullets. Obviously she’d gotten them off the dead bodies of the Talboton riflemen and women who had died before firing them all. It was a boon for us; though at a high cost. If I thought Bailey looked mad previously, she had become a statue of anger. We both stayed up the remainder of that night staring into the fire. Her teeth were clenched so tight I didn’t think air could penetrate. 
 
   Bailey and I were on the move the following morning. We were heading into the Lycan lands.
 
   “Perhaps Azile was right. I just did not think it would happen so fast,” Bailey said as we approached Xavier’s high rise.
 
   “What are you talking about?” I was scanning our area.
 
   “Getting me killed. I did not think you would get to it so quickly. What kind of plan is walking straight into the Lycan stronghold?”
 
   “Plan? I never said anything about a plan. My thoughts are usually whimsical notions at best. Plus, they’re gone.” I was not relieved—I was pissed off. I’d been hoping for an immediate confrontation. 
 
   “Is that not a good thing?” Bailey was still on high alert. “And how can you tell?” Her head was on a swivel.
 
   “I don’t smell any mange. Oh, and we’re not being attacked.”
 
   “You are not one for tactics, I see.”
 
   “Nope, can’t ever say that was a strong point of mine.”
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   Chapter Two – Mike Journal Entry 2 
 
    
 
   For fourteen days we hunted the Lycan in vain. They were moving fast; a lot of times driving their infected humans to the breaking point. We began coming up on more and more of them who had died from exhaustion or wicked claw strikes. I pushed Bailey to the brink of her endurance. If I were being honest with myself, every night that we stopped, I’d damn near gone as far as I could as well. If I were still a regular man, she would have buried me a week ago. Oggie, bless his heart, never once complained. 
 
   On the fifteenth day, nothing. It was like they had vanished into thin air. 
 
   “What are they running from, Bailey?” I asked, rubbing my brow. “Certainly not me. You perhaps.” 
 
   “Perhaps.” She was looking up a rocky outcropping that the Lycan had traversed. “They could have gone in any direction.”
 
   “They’ve been going west for two weeks. Is there any reason to think they would go another way?”
 
   “I do not know, Michael. I am not a fortune teller or a Lycan.”
 
   “Told you if you were around me long enough, you’d get to hate me.” I was kind of expecting her to say she didn’t hate me. The words never came out of her mouth. Lesson learned. I guess if there is something you really don’t want the answer to, you shouldn’t bring it up. 
 
   “What do you wish to do?” She was sitting and rooting through her bag for a bit of dried rabbit. Oggie nuzzled her hand when he figured out what she was doing. 
 
   “Is there anything west of here?”
 
   “I’ve heard of settlements out there, but I believe they are small and I do not know exactly where. We do not trade with them. Mostly it is just rumors.”
 
   “I think the rumors are true.”
 
   “Just because the Lycan travel this way does not necessarily mean that is the truth.”
 
   “Maybe, maybe not. I think when Wheatonville didn’t fall as planned, and Xavier didn’t get to walk into his newly defeated town all triumphant and shit, he decided to regroup. Probably hit smaller targets while also replenishing all that he had lost.”
 
   “Who did he think was chasing him that he has moved his prisoners so savagely?”
 
   “It is in the nature of a predator to not sustain injury while out on a hunt. That’s part of it. Maybe he’s a coward.”
 
   She gave me a sidelong glance.
 
   “Wishful thinking on my part?”
 
   We spent three days at the base of the rock outcropping. I had initially wanted to push on. That was until I came back from a successful hunt a little sooner than Bailey had anticipated. I saw her by the edge of a small pond, her boots were off and she was tenderly washing her feet. I could smell the blood from twenty-five yards away.
 
   “When were you going to tell me?” I asked as I came up beside her.
 
   “When I thought it was business of yours.” She was grabbing her footwear to hide what I’d already seen. 
 
   “Hold on, Bailey. Leave your boots off for now. You’ll get trench foot or something if you don’t let them breathe.”
 
   “My feet will swell and I will not be able to put my boots back on.”
 
   “We’ll take a break then.”
 
   “And the Lycan?”
 
   “Don’t worry, they’ll still be assholes when we catch up to them.”
 
   She snorted right up until I grabbed her foot and touched one of the blisters. “That hurt!”
 
   “Thought it might.”
 
   “And yet still you touched it?” She shook her head. “Did you get anything? I am getting sick of rabbit.”
 
   I pointed to where I had a small whitetail deer. I’d used three of my precious bullets to get the prize. I’d completely missed with the first. The second had been a mortal wound through the lungs but not instantaneous. I shot him quickly in the head to end his misery. Every single one of those bullets was worth it when I saw the way Bailey’s eyes lit up. 
 
   “I’ll dress it out.” I said. “Just waddle over there when you can.”
 
   “I’ll show you waddle.” 
 
   Oggie was drooling long strings of spittle. His head only moved to watch as fat dropped into the fire. He would bark sometimes in response to the sizzle. I couldn’t blame him as the smell of venison had my salivary glands working overtime. 
 
   “You say anything and I will leave you,” Bailey said as she did indeed waddle over to the fire. She was walking on the heels of her feet, doing her best to keep the ground from making contact with the blistering hot spots.
 
   “I could carry you.”
 
   “I would rather marry the village idiot.”
 
   “They brought those back?”
 
   “According to BT’s journals, they never went anywhere. The village just got bigger.”
 
   “True enough,” I told her as I pulled off a hunk of meat from the thigh that looked done enough to eat. 
 
   Not sure any of us cared if it was a little on the rare side. We ate in blissful silence. The pressure of the Lycan hunt was off for at least a little while, and it showed in our mannerisms and the ease with which we sat and enjoyed the encroaching night. Not as an obstacle that hindered further progress but as a welcome respite from the many hardships of the day. 
 
   The only way I could have packed more food in is if someone put their foot in my mouth and tamped down what was already in there deeper into some as yet unknown, unchartered, empty corner of my stomach. I rested my hands on my belly and prepared to lie down, as the stars were getting ready to make their appearance and I was in the mood to see them in. 
 
   We did not do much those next couple of days apart from recover. Oggie made the most of it by bounding off and playing, returning only when he was hungry and thirsty. Even with his nearly insatiable desire to eat food he brought no rabbits home. He ate deer to his heart’s content. Bailey’s feet were doing wonders now that she had kept the boots off. She went from a pregnant waddle walker to more of a hot coals ginger-footed movement. 
 
   “I am getting sick of your smiles every time I walk.”
 
   “What? I’m just cleaning my sword,” I said, turning my back to her.
 
   “Perhaps I will clean my rifle as well. I truly hope that I do not misfire.” 
 
   “Not cool, Bailey.”
 
   She smiled as well, which was not a natural look for her. Looked something closer to a grimace but I wasn’t going to tell her that. It was an improvement over the stone-set expression she generally wore. In another time she could have been a world-class poker player.
 
   The third night of our respite had descended upon us. The meat was nearly gone, and we’d decided that Bailey’s feet looked good enough to travel. This time we were going to wrap them in some deer fur to prevent chafing. That was the theory anyway. I was looking up to the heavens wishing for a beer and a bag of potato chips when Bailey spoke.
 
   “I left my boots over by the pond. Could you get them for me, please?”
 
   “They’ll be alright there,” I said as I shifted, trying to get comfortable. 
 
   “Someone has joined us, I would prefer to have my shoes on should battle be necessary.”
 
   I sat up fast. “Lycan? Where?”
 
   “My shoes, Michael.” Bailey had bent to her side to grab her rifle. She was pretending to clean off some debris, but she would be able to bring it to bear quickly. 
 
   “Son of a bitch!” I yelled out. In my haste to get Bailey’s boots, I had left my own off and stubbed my toe on a good-sized rock.
 
   “As graceful as a swan.” Bailey never looked up from her weapon. 
 
   “I think I broke my toe.” I grabbed Bailey’s boots and came back to the fire as quickly as I could. Oggie, his fur bristling, was now standing and looking up the side of the rock hill. Odds were good it was Lycan. Bailey was wincing as she put her shoes on. I stood next to Oggie, my sword in one hand, axe in the other. 
 
   “Come out now!” I bellowed. 
 
   “Your display of weaponry should convince them you wouldn’t immediately kill them.” Bailey stood.
 
   “They have less to fear from my sword than they do your rifle.”
 
   “This is true. I have seen you wield your sword.”
 
   “You’re on fire tonight, aren’t you?”
 
   Bailey looked down at her clothes as she took my words to be literal. “I indeed sat close to the fire for warmth, and I am warm but not on fire.”
 
   “Not from where I’m standing.”
 
   “Could you please make sense before we are to be confronted?”
 
   “I’ll give it a try.”
 
   “Has the Red Witch returned?”
 
   “I don’t think she would be so stealthy as to not show herself, or she would be so stealthy that we would never know she was here. No, this is something or someone different.”
 
   Oggie started barking, his lips pulled back savagely. He was altogether intimidating and terrifying.
 
   “Come to where we can see you or I will release my hound with instructions to bring you back in pieces if necessary.” Softly I spoke to Oggie, “I don’t really want you to go out there, it’s just a threat.”
 
   “Do you truly believe the beast can understand you?” Bailey asked.
 
   “Probably better than you,” I retorted.
 
   “What does that mean?” She turned on me.
 
   “Figure of speech, relax.” I thought I was going to have to defend my life for a second.
 
   “I’m coming! Please don’t kill me, I’m…I’m so hungry is all.” The voice was female or possibly a young male, it was difficult to tell.
 
   “How many of you are there?” Bailey asked.
 
   “Just…just me,” came the reply.
 
   “She’s lying, someone is behind us as well.”
 
   “Well, this got interesting fast.” I spun. I could just make out the terrain, and potentially a figure. I still had some serious night-blindness going on from the fire. 
 
   “Come to where we can see you...quickly,” Bailey added with authority.
 
   “We...I just need some help.”
 
   “She’s as tactful as you,” Bailey whispered.
 
   “Did you really need to get personal right there?”
 
   “How many of you are there?” Bailey turned away from me.
 
   “Just my brother and me.” A figure arose and started coming down the slope, no more than twenty yards away. Either she was pretty sneaky or we had let our guard down entirely too far. If she had meant us harm, which I guess wasn’t completely ruled out yet, she could have been upon us within seconds. I thought I might have to rub my eyes when what was appearing began to materialize. A wraith would have had more substance than the stick figure approaching.
 
   “Is it human?” I asked Bailey, so unsure of myself. 
 
   I could hear Bailey’s hands twist as they clenched down on her rifle.
 
   My first inclination was to tell her to kill it, like a knee-jerk reaction when one comes across a fist-sized spider. Evolution had placed triggers within our brains to kill anything that appeared alien and dangerous as a way to preserve our own lives. Bailey must have had the same thought, because she was bringing her weapon up to her shoulder.
 
   That was when we heard the screaming coming from behind us. I turned to see this small wild man heading our way. I could make out long hair and glistening white teeth as he yelled. I slammed the hilt of my sword into his forehead, knocking him to the ground. 
 
   “Got him.”
 
   “Congratulations,” Bailey said, looking over her shoulder and down at the figure. “You concussed a small boy.”
 
   I took a longer look. What I thought to be a pygmy wild man was indeed a small boy. In my defense, he could have been a wild boy. He was naked, covered in mud and cuts.
 
   “Nemmon!” the stick figure yelled, running towards us. 
 
   She took on more definition and seemed to gain some weight as she approached. Not much, but it was better than thinking that the Thin Man of YouTube fame was heading our way. Not that anyone in this time knew about either of those things. She had been facing sideways to us as she had been slowly navigating down the hill. Now that she was running as fast as she could, she was square to us. 
 
   Bailey and I moved apart, enough for the girl rushing us to brush past and fall to the ground to clutch at her traveling companion. I noticed she was in the same sorry state as the person whose head she held in her lap. The fire perfectly illuminated the myriad of injuries she had. 
 
   “What is your name, girl?” Bailey asked, shouldering her rifle and getting down to take a look at the children. 
 
   The boy couldn’t have been much older than eight or nine. The girl, who I think was most likely his sister, looked twelve or thirteen. 
 
   “I am Breealla. Please help my brother,” the girl pleaded. 
 
   It was not lost on me that Oggie had gone from watching outside of the encampment to inside. His bristling had not subsided. 
 
   “They’re werewolves,” I told Bailey.
 
   “They are not at this moment. They are scared, hurt, starving children right now.” She grabbed her water skin and handed it to the girl who drank greedily. With mine, she began to wash down the boy. 
 
   “Is he going to be alright?” Breealla asked when she finally put the empty skin down. 
 
   There was a large, angry knot forming on the side of his forehead.
 
   “He will be alright, but he may have headache upon awakening,” Bailey answered tenderly.
 
   Breealla was wavering between looking with concern to her brother and looking to the deer meat. 
 
   “Eat, child,” Bailey told her.
 
   If there were any doubts to what the girl was, they were removed once she began to eat. I’d watched television shows about lions on the savanna that ate with more grace. She was all teeth; I was surprised she didn’t draw blood from her own digits the way that she was shoveling the food in so quickly. 
 
   “Bailey, what are you doing?” 
 
   “I know full well what they are, Michael. Should I run them through with my bayonet and be done with it?”
 
   Breealla gulped heavily and was now looking at Bailey wide-eyed, her ravenous intake of food stopped for the moment. 
 
   “No,” I said to Bailey. She relaxed. “I’ll do it.”
 
   She stood quickly. “You will do no such thing.” Her hand was reaching back for her rifle.
 
   “Would you?” I asked her, wondering if she would shoot me to stop me. 
 
   “If necessary.”
 
   “What are you doing here, girl?” I asked.
 
   Breealla cringed as I spoke to her. There was this tiny, remote spot hidden under an unused part of my heart that pained for her. 
 
   “You are scaring her,” Bailey said protectively. 
 
   “My...my brother and I escaped the Lycan five nights ago and have been on the run ever since.”
 
   “Where were you? How many Lycan and humans were with you?” My face must have been intense, because the girl was pushing back. 
 
   “Michael!”
 
   “What, Bailey? I want as much information from her before…” I let that trail off.
 
   “Before what?” she asked.
 
   “Are you as insane as Azile? What do you think is going to happen to her and the little wildling there in a few nights? They going to make some playmates for Oggie? I don’t think so, they’re going to try and rip our throats out. Or do you wish to feed and clothe them, strengthen them up a little bit before we turn them loose so they can rip someone else’s throat out? Your call.”
 
   “I do not know what I wish to do. Tonight, though, they will have the courtesy that all road-weary travelers should have afforded to them.”
 
   “Oh yeah, that should make it way easier to get rid of them when the time comes.” I walked away to go sit by the pond. They were kids, I knew that, but they were also monsters. Uncontrollable, incurable monsters. I believed whole-heartedly that the best thing we could do for them, for us and any innocents they may run across, was to end their lives quickly. I tossed enough small stones into the water that my arm was sore by the time Bailey came over to me. 
 
   “I would like to talk to you, Michael.”
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “Please stop with the rocks and look at me.”
 
   I did.
 
   “You are correct. They are infected with the Lycan virus, but you are also incorrect. They have not become werewolves yet. The Lycan came across their homestead, killed their mother and father and two of their siblings before sparing these two.”
 
   “I’m unsure how infecting them is sparing their lives, but okay. What do you want us to do about it? The full moon is less than a week away, and they are maybe that many days ahead of us.”
 
   “The girl believes that they are not more than two or three days ahead of us.”
 
   “What? She’s playing you, Bailey, she’s trying to survive.”
 
   “You believe a twelve-year-old is capable of that type of lie?”
 
   “To preserve her own life? Sure. You should have seen how deft my own daughter could be with her lies just to attend a party. If we were talking about something like saving her own life, I’m sure she could have won some kind of award.”
 
   “Where are you going?” Bailey grabbed my shoulder before I could walk away. 
 
   “I’m going to get some more information from her.”
 
   “You scare her.”
 
   “I guess that makes us even.”
 
   “Michael, besides her brother, her family is dead, eaten right in front of her by those beasts. She knows you want her dead, and her infection has also given her insight to what resides within you. If you press her, she will run, and we will have to do as you say. But right now, we have a chance to save her.”
 
   “I’m the insane one? We’re just going to track down the Lycan and kill them all before the next full moon?”
 
   “Wasn’t that your plan all along?”
 
   “Kill all the Lycan, yes. Before the next full moon? Not without a nuclear device.”
 
   Bailey was looking at me quizzically.
 
   “Huge bomb,” I clarified.
 
   “Can you get ahold of one?”
 
   “Nuclear bomb? Shit, I hope not, I’d use the thing.”
 
   “There are only three of them.”
 
   “Nuclear bombs?”
 
   “Lycan, there’s only three of them.”
 
   “Huh? You can’t switch conversation threads like that.”
 
   “Ah, yes, I forgot I was talking to a man. Why is it that your gender can only focus on one thing at a time?” 
 
   “Yeah, it’s horrible following through with something to the end, whereas I could just easily get sidetracked by a variety of inane things like your gender.”
 
   I think she growled at me. How is it that I can have lived for so long and still not realized when I needed to shut the hell up. If I learned one thing from my time with Tracy, it is that it’s impossible to win an argument with a female. And see! That’s why when two females fight they will fight for the rest of their lives with each other, both believing themselves to be right beyond reproach. Neither can acquiesce. When a man and a woman fight, the guy will generally defer after a time to the woman because he just wants the stupid fucking argument to be over, not because he feels that he is wrong. Two guys fight, they buy each other a beer and both accept responsibility. 
 
   “Fine, there are three of them. How do you suppose we catch them? I don’t think your feet will hold up if we push it too far too fast, and we’ll have to take them with us. They’ll slow us down. Little shits will probably turn the moment we spot the Lycan, like some divine cosmic joke.”
 
   “We’re not going.”
 
   “That’s the smartest thing you’ve said tonight.”
 
   She growled again.
 
   “I mean we, as in me and the kids.”
 
   “What?” Then it dawned on me. “Bailey, what fucking impression do I give you that I can defeat three Lycan?” 
 
   “There is a fair chance.”
 
   “Fair as in what sort of odds?”
 
   “Odds?”
 
   “Yeah, like if I had ten tries at this. How many times do you think I’d be successful?”
 
   “One.”
 
   “Pissah! A one-in-ten chance. Just fucking perfect.”
 
   “You only need one,” she told me. 
 
   “And the other nine?” She looked confused. “Forget it,” I responded. “What are you going to do?”
 
   “If you don’t make it in time, I will do what is necessary.”
 
   “How do you know I’ll even try? Maybe I’ll just go a couple of miles, wait a few nights, scratch myself up with some thorns and come back afterwards.”
 
   “You will not. BT spoke of your honor.”
 
   “I am not the same man he wrote about.”
 
   “Clearly.”
 
   “Whoa, that stung a bit.”
 
   “You still know the difference between right and wrong, even if you would rather be immoral.”
 
   “Shit, Bailey, don’t sugar-coat it for me. Just let me have it. Anything else you want to tell me, like maybe my face is unpleasant to you, or I have a distinctive unyielding odor? I can take it.”
 
   “Well, now that you bring it up…”
 
   “I hope you’re kidding, but you’re like reading tea leaves. I have no clue.” I looked over to the children. Bailey had wrapped them up in a small blanket. The girl had her brother in her arms. She looked almost human after she was cleaned up a bit. For a moment I could imagine they were mine and what wouldn’t I have done for any of my kids? My head sank, my chin almost hitting my chest. “I’ll grab my things and get going. And should I fail?”
 
   “You will not.”
 
   “Bailey, there are three of them, and a dying Lycan almost handed me my ass. If I fail?”
 
   “I will swiftly and mercifully thrust my bayonet into the hearts of both children.”
 
   Bailey’s job was both infinitesimally easier and more difficult. Even though my odds of coming out of this were dismal, I would have taken my shitty end of the stick every time it was offered. The opportunity to kill Lycan was now what I lived for. The girl cringed as I approached. Oggie’s tail began wagging furiously as I came closer and grabbed my belongings. He knew something was up. 
 
   “Bailey.” I turned to look at her. “I need you to keep an eye on Oggie for me.”
 
   “You truly do not believe you will be back?” she asked.
 
   “Just keep an eye on him.” I got down on one knee and hugged him, his head next to mine. He pulled back a little and laid a slobbering tongue along my neck, over my ear and half way up my head. “I love you too, Oggie.” I moved back a little so I could look into his face. “I have to go away for a couple of days. I need for you to keep an eye out for Bailey, she really has a hard time surviving on her own, I mean with that weak constitution of hers and all.”
 
   Oggie whined. Bailey, who was usually quick to point out my errors, let this one slide. 
 
   “Good luck.” She grasped my arm.
 
   “How about a kiss for good luck?”
 
   Bailey looked at me for long moments, her gaze never wavering. Her eyebrows furrowed then softened as she leaned down and in. Her eyes never closed as she kissed me tenderly on the lips.
 
   “Holy shit! I was just kidding, but that was awesome,” I exclaimed as she stood back up. “At least now I know how much you truly believe I’ll be back. What should I call that? The kiss of death or maybe a kiss off? Certainly not a ‘kiss this’.”
 
   “Do not make me regret my display of affection.”
 
   “Affection? I’ll take it. Well, I guess you’ll know whether I succeed or not. If I fail, do not come looking for me, go home. Get ready for the coming storm. Am I clear?”
 
   “I am not deaf.”
 
   “I know that, but I’ve yet to meet a woman who hears more than what she wants to.”
 
   “Why did I kiss you?”
 
   “Who can resist? Good luck, Bailey,” I said seriously.
 
   “Good luck to you as well.” 
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   Chapter Three – Mike Journal Entry 3
 
    
 
   Two or three days my ass; I’d been on the trail for nearly a week and hadn’t seen hide nor hair of the Lycan. I should have known a twelve-year-old girl was capable of laying it on thick. It was getting down to crunch time.
 
   Those first few steps were the hardest. Bailey had to hold Oggie to keep him from following me. He was barking furiously. It was sort of surreal, like even I didn’t believe I was heading out on this quest. Would Bailey know if I went a few miles and just waited out the turning of the moon? How miserable of a person would I be if I left her to the fate of killing those children without even trying? 
 
   “Yeah, that’ll surely get me some brownie points when I try to get back up there.” I looked to the heavens. “How many are you going to give me when I die trying to save those kids? What? No response? What the fuck, God? Can’t you throw me a fucking bone? I’m going to risk everything, and you can’t even say good job? Why is faith such a one-way street? No wonder so many of your flock stray.” I was pissed off and getting angrier with every step. I had every intention of killing the Lycan, but on my terms. I hated having my hand forced. 
 
   I’d been walking for hours when I had railed on my deity, the words no sooner out of my mouth when I heard something up ahead. I stopped, and may have been holding my breath. I thought for a second that I was going to come across Moses’ burning bush. I did receive a message, though; but it was much more blunt. It came in the form of a rolling mass of stone, something about the size of a minivan, thundering past not more than ten feet from my present location. My body was vibrating from the impact the giant boulder made as it cruised on by. 
 
   “A little bit of overkill, don’t you think? And they say I’m dramatic. And, oh yeah, I said bone not stone!” This time my heart was lighter. I got the feeling He was listening. I wasn’t sure how much He would, or could, help but just knowing someone was watching out somehow made a difference. A witness of sorts. “A Jehovah’s Witness!” I had to stop as I laughed. 
 
   It was no secret that, in my previous existence, I’d made life a living hell for every person that had ever handed me a Watchtower magazine in hopes of saving my eternal soul from damnation. “Shit, maybe I should have listened.” And I laughed again. 
 
   I’d once answered the door in my underwear, drinking a beer. The woman was maybe in her early fifties and handsome in her own way. Short, gray hair almost cut in a crew fashion was staring back at me. I noticed more than once her eyes drifting down to what I’m sure was perfectly outlined in my boxer briefs. I didn’t give a shit as the day had been ninety plus degrees and I’d just finished mowing a lawn for my side business. I was a handyman and brought in some decent revenue, especially during the lean times of which there were many. 
 
   Anyway, this stupid lawn had a special built-in feature, namely an underground wasp nest. Yeah, that was fun. Every time I got even relatively close to their home, they would send a small patrol out and sting me. Felt like I was getting Tazed each and every time. By the time the job was done an hour and a half later, I was seventy-five bucks richer, less gas. I was completely drenched in sweat and had nine stings to my face and neck for my efforts. All I could think about was getting home, stripping down, grabbing a beer, and getting in the shower. When the doorbell rang, I didn’t even hesitate to answer it. Looking back, I’m glad it wasn’t any of my daughter’s friends as I probably would have ended up on a sex offender registry for being somewhat exposed. It was priceless to see that woman’s face as I opened the door. She started to ask if I wanted to be saved.
 
   “Too late,” I told her. “I’ve already been marked by boils.” I pointed to the large and expanding nodules on my face and neck. She had gasped and almost fell off my small porch as she tried to get away. “Is there anything you can do for me?” I asked as I opened the door and followed her. Poor thing dropped her entire stack of pamphlets. “I was a good person once! Come back!” She was running. “Hypocrite!” I yelled, taking a swig of beer and heading back in. 
 
   I trekked through the entire night, the sun coming up just as I was getting ready to leave the large rock face and head into the woods. I found a game trail but I had no idea if it would lead to the Lycan, as I was sure there were a few dozen trails. I would just have to believe that I was going down the right path. 
 
   “So this is faith, huh?” I grimaced. “Can’t say I like it much, I’d rather have a GPS. Although I guess I kind of do. I have a Godly Positioning System! Well, if I wasn’t going to burn in Hell before, I guess I am now!” I was laughing like I needed to be locked up and tied in a straightjacket with only a crayon clutched in my toes for entertainment. “Fucking blasphemy.” I shook my head.
 
   The sun was high overhead by the time I took my first break. I did so more as something like I felt needed to be done rather than something I needed to do. I wasn’t particularly tired. Thirsty, yeah, not a hundred percent sure if it was for water or something a little thicker. I tried not to dwell on that for any length of time. I ate heartily of some venison jerky before continuing on. I’d been plodding on at a decent pace, but I wasn’t going to break any land speed records. I still wasn’t even sure if I was headed the right way. I had no reason to run just yet. For all I knew, I would have been running further away from where I needed to be. The sun was getting ready to call it a day, and I was distinctly aware that I had just a little more than twenty-four hours to find and dispose of the enemy. I wasn’t thinking I was going to have much chance with the former (much less the latter), especially with this compressed timeline. 
 
   That was at least until I came upon the fringes of a small settlement. The house was not smoldering anymore, but it was easy enough to tell that the smoke had dissipated recently. Fallen rough-hewn beams moved against each other as they slowly settled further to the ground, their groans and creaks of protest clearly audible. They were no longer needed for support, and their displeasure of this fact was evident. 
 
   I moved slowly, trepidation making my heart beat faster. My head was on a swivel, turning quickly from side to side. I could just about smell the fear pheromones that had been mass-produced from the people here, and it was having an effect on me. There had been six structures, all of them razed. A field was off to my right where stalks of corn rustled in a slight breeze that somehow added to my unease. Anything could have been in there watching me. It’s sort of needless to say, but I had my rifle out and ready. Not going to lie, it felt great in my hands. 
 
   Bones were scattered about the main clearing. I’d love to be able to say they were horse or cow, but their size didn’t give me that impression. They were a dull, glistening yellow. What the Lycan hadn’t finished, scavengers had. Here they would lie until they were returned to the earth.
 
   “Poor bastards,” I said as I looked down to avoid stepping on the littered remains. Here were some honest folks just trying to eke out an existence. Merely surviving in this world was a full-time job. This was either an extended family or like-minded folks who had banded together to forge a life with one another. They didn’t deserve this. I about swallowed my Adam’s apple when I turned to the side and saw a large figure had strode out of the cornfield. The dog was so big that I mistook it for a werewolf and almost put a bullet in it for its troubles. Thing had to be close to a hundred and fifty pounds. Some sort of Rottweiler mix, it looked like it could have been a cousin of a bear. That small thought brought a cascade of old feelings, none of which I could afford to go through now. 
 
   Its tail tucked underneath its body, the dog alternated between barking at me and whining. I tried to lure him out with some jerky. He wouldn’t budge, but kept looking over to one of the fallen houses. I couldn’t afford any more time trying to coax him out. I finally left most of my meat on the ground before leaving the village. Never saw the dog again, not even a hundred percent sure I saw him then. If that was the case I’d just fed the ants. 
 
   I moved during the entire night, a fine balancing act of running to catch up and a stealthy approach to come in as silent and deadly as possible. I needn’t have worried, at least not that night. 
 
   Half vamp or not, the pace was beginning to take its toll. I needed real food and at least water. Something a little on the rare side would go a long way as well. Morning birds were heralding in the new day. The happier their song the more grim I felt. In a world that time had forgotten, I was running out of that one particular commodity. Time, I mean. How ironic is that? I had somewhere in the neighborhood of twelve hours for this quest to have any success, and I needed some of that to sustain myself. As I tracked down a squirrel, I was thankful to be alone. I was pretty disgusted with myself as I ripped its head off and shook the blood into my mouth like I was downing a soft drink, even squeezing its body to get every last drop. I then made a quick fire and roasted its body. The meager meal wasn’t much, but it was what I needed. I’d handed over nearly an hour to the merciless passing of time. I was going to have to jog; I’d given up the choice of not doing so. 
 
   “Where the hell are they?” 
 
   The sun had long ago passed its apex and was now thinking seriously about beer thirty. I was thankful I’d stopped to ponder a question I didn’t think I was going to get an answer to. I was hunched over, grabbing ahold of the material of my pants down by my knees when I heard a woman’s scream. I came up quickly and looked around. There was a bend in the path not more than a couple of hundred yards, and it was that direction in which I’d heard a cry. I cut the distance in half before heading off the path and into the thicker growth. I didn’t have to go far before I came across my quarry. Two Lycan were sitting on a large boulder, both looking over a pathetic huddling of people. One man, who looked as if he’d been beaten nearly to death, was being tended to by an older woman as well as another around his age. Although, because of the bleeding and bruising, it was difficult to get an accurate estimate of how old he was. 
 
   There was another woman, maybe early thirties, who was seated on the ground wailing and holding what could have maybe been a brother or husband’s head in her lap. He was clearly dead. She was the one I’d heard. The man had just been killed, blood still flowing freely from him. A third man was trying to pull the corpse from the clutches of the woman who would not let go. I could not fathom why this man with no clothes desired the body so much. Was he going to offer it to the Lycan as an appeasement? Then it all kind of clicked. This was the third Lycan in his camouflage mode. It was not bad enough that he had killed someone very dear to this woman but now he was tormenting her with his human form. 
 
   She cried out every time he toyed with her as he pulled on the man’s lifeless form. He could have stripped it from her easily if he desired. As I moved my rifle up to my shoulder, I turned to check on the other two. I didn’t know if I was going to be fast enough to kill the one in front of me before the other two either took off or descended upon me. The one farthest from me was lazily watching the drama unfold in front of him. Impossible to say if he was taking any sort of satisfaction from the spectacle, but I guess the fact that he wasn’t turning away was proof enough. The one closer was looking around as if he knew something was up. Then he stood. Was I downwind? Was he catching a scent?
 
   I moved my rifle, but by the time I sighted him in, he was looking straight at me. I fired, feeling the oh-so-old familiar buck of recoil as my shoulder absorbed the shock of the bullet being sent downrange. It felt good. I’ve actually got to admit it felt really fucking good. Normally I would have gone for the head, but it had been a long time since I’d shot a rifle at an enemy. I decided center mass would increase my chances of actually hitting the monster and not exposing myself to unnecessary risk, although from this distance I could have pegged him with rocks. The shot had been true, at least according to the sights. The problem was that either the thing had never been sighted in properly or it had lost it sometime during the battle of Wheatonville. That was most likely it; the thing had probably been used as a club at some point. I would have been better off holding it to my hip and going all Rambo. I’d known the sites were off when I bagged the deer. There just wasn’t much I could do about it, without extra bullets. 
 
   The bullet did strike him in the chest but far to the right, ripping through its pectoral muscle and blowing out the side after most likely ricocheting off a rib. The beast howled in rage and pain. The Lycan next to him dove off the rock and the one that had been pretending to be human had transformed and was looking around, not quite knowing what the threat was. I shot two more times, even as the injured Lycan was moving. The first missed completely, the second hit in his thigh. Blood pumped from the wound. I’d severed an artery and the weird angle his leg was at let me know I’d broken it as well. He collapsed as he jumped off the rock. The scream he issued ripped through the air. I would have expended another bullet just to shut him up if the things weren’t more precious than gold. The people pulled in even closer if that’s at all possible. The Lycan, by the group of captives had taken one step towards his fallen comrade and then bounded off into the woods. Giving chase was not an option. I did not know where the other one had gone off to, and I could not leave these people alone. In all likelihood, the Lycan had not gone too far from their food stores. Plus, I still needed to finish off the howler. 
 
   Well, I’d made myself known, might as well show myself. As I stepped out of the woods, the people looked petrified, while the Lycan on the ground looked pissed. He snarled at me viciously, his huge teeth-laced maw was snapping, opening and closing violently. To get anywhere near him would result in a lost limb. He was mortally wounded, but he wasn’t giving up. Not any time soon. 
 
   I moved in closer, the barrel of my weapon trained on him. The Lycan was not scared or scrambling to get away. He stood his ground, well, maybe that’s the wrong expression since he was lying on the ground. Let’s just say he wasn’t yielding his position. He did finally shut up though. If he had an “S” on his chest, and was Super Lycan, he would have burned holes in me with his eyes. He watched my every movement, not with concern, but as if he were looking for an opportunity to strike. 
 
   I would constantly glance up at the rock, fully expecting the other Lycan to come bounding over the top and on to me. I needed to get rid of the one in front of me before moving on to the next. I was just out of any leg kicking reach. I pulled the trigger, the sound of an anticlimactic dry fire assailing my ears. The Lycan must have known facial expressions and seen the disappointment on my face because he upturned his face and howled. He could have been calling for his momma or, more likely, was telling his friends I was ripe for the taking. I didn’t even think as I pulled my hand-axe free from its holder around my waist. The Lycan’s head twisted to see me approaching. For the first time since I’d had the unfortunate luck to meet the beasts, this one showed what I had to figure was fear as I brought the blade down to bear on him.
 
   He put his arms and paws out in a defensive gesture. My left hand was moving his arm out of the way, as my right was swinging for all it was worth. The blade cut through his forearm and lodged deep into the center of his chest as I brought my full weight to bear. Where I couldn’t put the bullet I’d landed the axe. With his good arm, he launched me off a good six or seven feet. I was happy to land on the relatively soft ground as opposed to the unyielding rock. He was looking down at the handle embedded inside of him. He whimpered a couple of times, his chest at first expanding and contracting quickly then slowing considerably. His head fell back and he was still. I was already up and moving back in to get my weapon. 
 
   “This a trick?” I mumbled. “Does a Lycan even know how to hold its breath?” I pushed myself up off the ground.
 
   I doubted it. Predators are into stealth not trickery. I pulled the blade out. A stench of foul lung air was wetly emitted as it came free. I wanted his buddies to have something to think about as I hacked at the Lycan’s incredibly huge neck. It took me five good chops before I was able to remove his head. I had to grab onto his ears at the end and twist back and forth, ripping and rending the tendons and gristle that would not let go. The woman screamed as I held the head aloft.  I was covered in all manner of Lycan detritus. 
 
   “Not looking so good, are you?” I asked him, face to muzzle. One of the Lycan howled not too far off. “It’s a party! You’re missing it! People are losing their fucking heads over here!” I’d momentarily stepped over that imaginary line in the sand between sanity and whatever was on the other side. Escape, insanity, freedom, you name it. 
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   Chapter Four – Lycan
 
    
 
   Panthros was the leader of his small trio of Lycan. He very much liked the new freedoms Xavier’s reign allowed them, but he just didn’t want to sacrifice for them. To roam the countryside and kill without impunity intrigued him. Playing with his food, making them suffer; he’d found an undiscovered satisfaction from this. He would often ask his comrades why Lycan had ever been so afraid of humans.
 
   “They are weak, pathetic beings. I could kill twenty of them before I began to overheat. The mighty moose or grizzly bear are much more of a match than these screaming little things.” He had been holding one up by the foot, swinging it about to punctuate his points before biting its arm off. “Look, it’s already dying.” He was looking into the pain-stricken face of a terrified little girl. Like all Lycan he and his Cycle mates had been tasked with rounding up humans for the war. At first he had done his part, ranging far and wide to do as his self-proclaimed king had demanded. 
 
   Then, one day as they were scouting, the weather having been unseasonably hot, he was tired and hungry when they came across a small human habitat. He’d broken down the door before the male could grab any sort of weapon. Instead of marking and corralling the humans he began to feed relentlessly, slaughtering everything that got within range. Lycrow and Phaelan had quickly fallen in with him, the smell of blood overpowering any reservations regarding retribution they may have had. They’d left the main pack at that point, doing and feeding as they pleased. They did not know it then, but they were becoming much like the species they despised. They were no longer killing just for sustenance, but rather because they enjoyed it.
 
   “This is how life is supposed to be lived,” Panthros said as he sucked on a femur. “None of this slinking around in caves, hunger gnawing through our stomachs like a wild animal.”
 
   “We’ve all heard the stories, Panthros. How is it possible these humans have hunted us?” Phaelan asked.
 
   “I do not know. It is more difficult to catch and kill a mountain goat or the wild sheep than these things.”
 
   “It is unfortunate for them that they taste so good,” Lycrow replied.
 
   “What about Xavier?” Phaelan had asked one night after a particularly heavy feeding.
 
   “What of him?” Panthros had grunted.
 
   “Will he come looking for us?”
 
   “For what? His war? His war!” Panthros shouted. “It is not worth it. All he does is waste our food stock infecting the humans to kill other humans. I would rather eat them as I please, when I please. The day will come when there are no more humans, and we will be forced to eat the stringy horses. We are nothing to Xavier. He will not send anyone to look for us. All that matters to him is his coalescing of power. He is hungrier for that than for the food we eat.”
 
   “What will we do if we are not to go back to his rule?” Lycrow asked. 
 
   “For now, we will shun the old ways. We are the masters of our domain. Nothing out here is our equal. We will do as we see fit.” Panthros’ face was as close to a smile as a Lycan’s features would allow. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    
 
   Lycrow had heard the incredibly loud noise just before he was struck by the spray of blood from his Cycle mate. He had been startled by the sound but shocked by the warm spray. The instinct of self-preservation kicked in as he jumped off the rock. He was bounding off deeper into the woods even as he heard two more loud reports. He did not stop until he heard Phaelan’s cry of attack. That was as big a primal urge as the one to survive. He stopped mid-stride and twisted his body to go back, loping at full speed. He cried out when the bigger Panthros tripped him up, sending him sprawling. He bared his teeth and then relented as Panthros asserted his dominance. 
 
   “We need to attack,” Lycrow said.
 
   “Something is not right.” Panthros crept closer to the clearing with the humans.
 
   “Panthros, a human has attacked us,” Lycrow said as the two watched the mad man cut off the head of Phaelan. 
 
   “It looks like a human and moves like a human, but it is not one. It is somehow more of one and less of one simultaneously.” 
 
   “Does he also have the ability to cloak himself within human skin like us?”
 
   “I know of no other creature that can do this,” Panthros answered. 
 
   Lycrow howled as he watched the head of his friend hoisted into the air. “I will kill him for that!” Lycrow bounded off toward the man-thing.
 
   “Stop, Lycrow!” Panthros demanded. 
 
   Lycrow paid him no heed. Panthros crept forward a bit, not wanting to get any closer than he needed to. If the opportunity presented itself he would attack, but he would not risk himself needlessly. The man placed the head on the rock that only moments before Phaelan had been sitting on. Panthros watched with interest as the man grabbed the black stick he was holding. Something small glittered in the dying sunlight as it fell to the ground. The man spun faster than he knew humans had the ability to do as Lycrow emerged from the woods. The black stick created the thunder clapping noise they’d heard earlier as long licks of fire emerged from the front of it. Lycrow once again howled, this time in extreme pain. 
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   Chapter Five – Mike Journal Entry 4
 
    
 
   I had placed the mangy mutt’s head down on a rock and cleared my rifle’s chamber of the dud round. My next step was going to be to find an adequate stick to use as a spike and place the ugly beast’s head upon it as a further insult and potential enticement for my enemy to come and do something about it. 
 
   “I was wondering when you would show.” 
 
   I spun when I heard something like a herd of water buffalo storming towards me. We could have shaken hands if we were so inclined. Instead, I shot him three times at pointblank range. His paw-hands tried to cover the wounds as best they could. That was an opportunity to move in closer for the kill. Just as I was pulling my axe free, I heard the third monster howling, either in warning to this one or in a frenzy of impotent rage as I killed another of his kind. I took two steps, getting as much speed as I could before launching myself up, simultaneously swinging my axe down. The blade sunk deep into the cranium of the Lycan. I was rewarded with the gratifying splintering of bone and the wet contact of silver laced steel on brain. A massive paw came up instinctually and pushed me away. The Lycan hit the ground before I did, dead, his eyes staring up to the darkening sky.
 
   “Two down, one to go. Come out, come out wherever you are!” I shouted. Willing the third monster to show itself, it was then I realized I had no more bullets.
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   Chapter Six – Panthros
 
    
 
   Panthros watched with deep agitation at the ease and speed at which the human-like thing had dispatched of Lycrow. The black stick was powerful, and he would be careful to avoid it. His ears perked up as he watched the man place the stick down.
 
   “Is this a trick?” Panthros wondered aloud, stealthily moving closer. 
 
   It was not revenge that spurred him on. It was the removal of the threat and the retrieval of his food. Lycrow and Phaelan were only as good as their ability to protect him and to help in the hunts. Finding more like-minded Lycan would not be problematic. Lycan did not want to live the ordered regimented lives that Xavier demanded. Panthros just needed to show them the alternative. The freedom the world could afford.  
 
   “I will wait.” Panthros looked to the sky. His allies would be out soon enough. Two of the humans had been bitten by him to keep them hampered as the trio had rounded up the rest of the humans. Panthros and the other two had intended on eating them before the moon came up and spoiled their meal but now that missed step appeared to have worked out in his favor.
 
   “The man will not expect that, and when they attack, I will finish him. Then I will eat until my stomach is content and leave this accursed place.”
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   Chapter Seven – Mike Journal Entry 5
 
    
 
   The people cowered as I got closer. Looked like the world’s first clothed orgy. “You do realize I just helped you, right?” Nothing, not so much as a whimper out of any of them. “No, no it’s okay, you can thank me later. Wait, what? You want to shower me with gifts? I couldn’t possibly accept this medal as a token of your town’s undying gratitude.” I was being a dick, plain and simple, I knew it. They’d just been through some of the worst few days of their lives, and I wanted my back patted for saving them. Ungrateful bastards. 
 
   I kept waiting for the third Lycan to make himself known. I could feel his cold eyes upon me like the greasy scales of an eel brushing up against my skin. Yeah, he was out there, what was he waiting for? Then it nailed me, almost in the center of my forehead. He was waiting for the advantage. I’d thought at first that the huddled mass of humanity in front of me was afraid of the approaching night because of the darkness it would bring but that wasn’t it, not entirely anyway. It was the oncoming moon that they were concerned with. 
 
   “Who among you was bitten or scratched?” I asked gruffly. “What’s the matter with you!” I yelled, their timidity infuriating me. 
 
   Of the four people, there was only one even looking at me. The rest had their heads down as in solemn prayer or in hopes I would stop looking at them. This wasn’t the fifth grade and I wasn’t their teacher so they could not avoid answering me. I could find myself extremely outnumbered and soon. 
 
   “I won’t ask again!” I raised my axe above my head. I did not even stop to ponder my decision and subsequent action to kill all of them. If it came down to them or me, I would choose me; especially if they were going to turn into werewolves. It was not lost on me that I would kill them even if there were only a chance they might turn.
 
   “Stop!” one of the women finally said, looking at me with a defiance that had not yet been beaten out of her. 
 
   “Start talking. You don’t have much time.”
 
   “My name is Ilysse. This is my sister, Anna, her husband, Buell, and his mother, Gretchen.”
 
   “I don’t care. Giving me your names will not prevent me from killing you all before the moon rises. I have killed two of the Lycan, and I know they look alike, but chances are some of you weren’t infected by the one missing. Some of you could be saved.”
 
   “What does it matter?” 
 
   “It matters little to me. You will all be much easier to dispose of in this fashion than the next. Do you speak for the rest as well? You do realize the virus in you dies if the one that gave it to you dies as well, right?” 
 
   “Breealla, Nemmon? Mommy is coming!” she wailed, her head falling into her hands.
 
   “You have got to be kidding me. Those are your kids?”
 
   “What have you done to them?” She sprung up so quickly and violently that she caught me off guard.
 
   I had to grab her arm and threaten to lodge my axe in her forehead to get her to stop swinging at me. “Besides feed them, nothing.”
 
   “Where are they?” She pulled away and started calling out for them.
 
   “They are nowhere close, they are with my...” I paused. Could I call Bailey my friend? “They are with my traveling companion,” I answered with as accurate description as I could come up with. “She is taking care of them while I am out here trying to save them. So before you go all Mike Tyson on my ass again, I need to know who is still infected and who is not.”
 
   Ilysse was stone silent. She was either protecting herself or someone in the group.
 
   “You’re not getting this, Ilysse. I’m not much more human than those things I just killed. I will not be hampered by feelings of guilt if I kill you all. I’ll give you a moment to let that sink in.” It was less than a minute, most likely felt like an eternity as I walked back towards them. “Got anything for me?”
 
   She shook her head. “Please promise me you’ll take care of my children.”
 
   “Do I look like a fucking orphanage?” She was sobbing uncontrollably. I’d love to say that some of my humanity bubbled to the surface and I assured her that I would care for her children. It didn’t happen. Those fragmented pieces of me stayed cemented to where they were. There was a time a woman crying would have broken me down and made me as pliable as tin foil. That time has long gone by. “How about this? If they don’t turn, and my traveling companion doesn’t have to kill them, I’ll bring them to someone I know so they can have a somewhat safe place to live. That’s the best I can offer.”
 
   She nodded curtly at me.
 
   “Please wait,” the old woman spoke, Gretchen, I think was her name. “It’s just my son and I who were infected.”
 
   “Gretchen, you can’t!” Ilysse cried out.
 
   “Is this true?” I pushed Anna, who had yet to say anything, with the toe of my boot.
 
   “She’s in shock!” Ilysse spat.
 
   “I am not a liar, sir!” Gretchen answered with her head held high.
 
   “I’ll make this quick,” I told her.
 
   “Gretchen, no!” Ilysse was in my face again doing her best to prevent me from moving forward. 
 
   “It makes no difference to me whether your children have a mother or not. Get out of my way before I toss you into the brush.”
 
   “I’ll do it!” Gretchen yelled. She pulled a small knife from her boot. “I was going to use this on one…one of them if I had gotten the chance. Now I’m going to use it to kill my son.”
 
   “No, Gretchen.” Ilysse turned and fell to the ground next to the woman.
 
   Gretchen moved fast for a woman who looked like she was having a hard time gripping the knife with her gnarled fingers. She pulled the sharp blade along the side of the man’s neck. He barely moved. If he felt the parting of his flesh he didn’t let on. He looked as if he had passed into the realm of unconsciousness a while ago. From the severe beating he’d taken, he would have died on his own soon enough even if the Lycan hadn’t made a meal out of him. Anna finally moved. She didn’t speak or cry out as her hands tried to stem the tide of blood coming from her spouse’s neck. As one cupped hand filled up and spilled over, she would replace it with the other. I had to appreciate her diligence. 
 
   Gretchen cried out and hunched over. I thought it was from the loss of her son, but I couldn’t have been any more wrong if I tried. She was changing and fast. This was no movie stop-motion photography. From the span of one second to the next the changes on the cellular and physical levels were profound. I pulled up on Ilysse’s dress and yanked her way. I did the same with Anna, her hands still moving in rhythmic fashion, though she was no longer touching anyone. If she made it through this night she would not go much further, as her mind was too far wasted for recovery, at least in the time that would be allotted for her. Perhaps in a different day and age…and enough therapy.
 
   The Gretchen-thing wrapped one large hand around her son’s neck and the other grabbed his nether regions. She snapped him in half like a dry Popsicle stick as she stood. I thought Ilysse’s scream was in response to the horror we were all witnessing. That would have been a reasonable assumption, I think. Unfortunately it wasn’t true, at least not completely. The Gretchen-thing had changed from her carnival sideshow freak-looking self into a woman wolf as I was swinging my axe. It was happening that fast, and even in the crippling pain that must have been accompanying that transformation, she was able to spare me a momentary flash of her extending canines. I buried that blade deep within her sternum, neatly bisecting her left breast as I did so. Yellow fat deposits spilled out first, immediately followed by the red of blood. 
 
   I received the backhand of her paw for my efforts and was flung backwards. Ilysse’s screams were cut short. I turned to see her suspended in the air. A huge Lycan had his hand wrapped almost completely around her midsection, and he was squeezing her like a tube of toothpaste. Her eyes were beginning to bulge, her face turning an angry red and her tongue lolling out. I squared off to face him.
 
   “What are you?” he asked in a guttural speech.
 
   I was a hair’s breadth from speaking the cliché of, “Your worst nightmare” although how common of an adage would it be now? The saying probably was brand spanking new and novel at this time. I gave him a dose of the truth instead, hoping it would make him run off into the night. It was already too late for those kids if he had a hand in marking them. I’d failed on that aspect and I’d be damned if I added my death onto the list of missed accomplishments for the evening. 
 
   “I am an Old One.”
 
   He paused, didn’t run, though. Didn’t have that kind of luck going for me. “An Old One? They are merely legend, stories to keep the young ones scared and close to the pack where no harm can befall them.”
 
   “Yup, that’s me, I’m a myth. This myth just killed two of your kind.”
 
   “You did not kill them. The stick that is over there did,” he said very astutely.
 
   “You caught that, huh? Wouldn’t have seen that coming. Didn’t think a brain would be able to fit in that head of yours with all those teeth.”
 
   “I am Panthros and I will be your undoing!” I heard a crunching sound as the Lycan crushed Ilysse’s rib cage like one might a walnut with a nutcracker. Her eyelids impossibly opened wider before they drooped closed. He lowered his grip and swung her around, nearly colliding our skulls together. I could make out the faintest of moans as she whistled past. I’m fairly convinced it was her soul, I was thinking of ways to hitch a ride when she was coming back for a return visit. Her neck snapped as she was beaten into my side. I was being bludgeoned by the body of a recently deceased woman. I ducked and rolled, slamming my axe into the left foot of the beast. I narrowly missed being punted like a football. Exceptional healing powers or no, if he had connected with that kick, it would have been a showstopper.
 
   I had to keep rolling, as he was beating Ilysse against the ground mercilessly in an attempt to hit me with her body. I was getting hit, but only with fragments; teeth and blood, mostly. Soon there would not be much in her body that was not broken. It would be like trying to swing a cooked pack of spaghetti. He took two more steps and slammed her down five more times before he slowed up, the pain now finally beginning to register within him. He tossed Ilysse away like so much discarded garbage. He kept a close watch on me even as he checked out his foot. I was ten feet away, and it looked pretty nasty from here. Even now, the silver from the blade as it reacted with his body would be causing him scalding pain. It wouldn’t be enough to kill him unfortunately.
 
   I stopped moving on the ground and was finally able to get up on my feet. I got down into a crouch, my axe up and to my side. Panthros was pissed; he looked like he’d been waiting at the DMV for four hours to only be told he didn’t have the right paperwork and would have to come back. I knew that look. He wanted to kill me in the worst way, but he also didn’t want to risk another swing of my axe connecting with his body. A stinging whip cracking across his back would have burned with less intensity. 
 
   “Come on, you ugly mutt,” I goaded him. “Your mother mated with sloths.” Apparently it didn’t much matter the species, you talk shit about someone’s mom and you were going to elicit a response. Panthros roared and charged. I barely had enough time to put my blade between us as his powerful arms attempted to wrap around my neck. He wasn’t successful in choking the life out of me, but he had forced me to the ground with him on top. Even with my arms fully outstretched trying to keep him at bay; I had to turn my head so he wouldn’t rip my nose off. I was very much in danger of becoming this age’s next Van Gogh without the painting talent.
 
   We stayed locked like this for a few more moments. I knew I would succumb eventually, as he was too strong for me to hold off indefinitely. I collapsed my left arm and moved to the right as quickly as I could. He didn’t let go even as his hopefully sensitive snout banged into the dirt. He may have whined or he was dislodging a pebble from his sinuses; either way, I was going to count it as a moral victory. I could not get a proper chopping motion in but I was able to drag the blade across his side, leaving an angry, oozing welt in its path. It was enough for him to push off and give me some much-needed breathing room. Anna looked on with a passive, dismissive blasé. She could have been watching a golf game on a lazy Sunday for all the reaction that she emoted. A little help from her would have been nice, but I had a better chance of a yeti showing up and doing a little song and dance routine. The Lycan was on his feet before me, hazarding a glance at his stinging side.
 
   “Bet that smarts. You up for more?” I honestly think I would have let him go if he said, “no” and counted myself lucky. 
 
   “I must kill you,” he said as we faced each other again.
 
   “Is this an honor thing? Because really, I won’t tell anyone.”
 
   He wasn’t much into quipping as he pressed the attack again. I knew enough to not allow him the chance to drive me to the ground. But just because I knew something didn’t necessarily mean I could do much about it. It’s kind of like saying, “I know the engine is going to fall off the jet, yet I am only a passenger at forty thousand feet.” Really not much chance of me keeping that plane part in place. Best I could really hope to do was get incredibly drunk before we plummeted to the ground. With Panthros, it was all I could do to move slightly askew to him in an effort to bring the blade down onto some part of him, preferably a place that would kill him but I wouldn’t discriminate. A huge claw ripped across my cheek and the side of my neck. If the pain was any indication I was certain I could have stuck my tongue through the side of my face, although I sure as shit wasn’t going to try it. Luckily, my face took the brunt of the hit or he would have lopped my head off. 
 
   Well, there goes my modeling career, was my thought. I would have said it if I didn’t think the movement would have separated the flesh more. I got in a heavy-handed blow to his shoulder blade. Almost lost the axe when it became lodged in the thick bone. Panthros cried out and moved quickly past me to get away from the stinging weapon. It was nice to see him breathing heavy. Was it considered “panting” in a Lycan?
 
   “Had enough?” I asked him, the movement of my mouth was just about unbearable. The side of my face felt like it had been coated in napalm and lit ablaze. Blood was falling to the ground in rivulets, my chest and shoulders rising and falling with each deep intake of air. 
 
   “Are you dead?” he asked in return. He did not wait for a response before once again coming at me. I was wounded and tired and had no likely reprieve in the form of help. Bailey would not be riding in on a white horse any time soon. And speaking of time, that was also not on my side. With the werewolves, I’d known in the back of my head that all we’d needed to do was make it until the moon went down. The Lycan, and this one in particular, were not bound by those same rules. We could fight until Anna died of old age if we wanted to. I mean most likely we’d stop for significant holidays and bathroom breaks but otherwise with our preternaturally long lives this could go on for some time. 
 
   Panthros’ forearm rocked into my shoulder. There was a good chance he’d dislocated it as I spun in the air, his muzzle shooting droplets of saliva on my forehead as I twisted past him. I made a jarring contact with the ground that was nothing in comparison to the eruption of pain I was about to feel. Jabbing a high voltage line into my abdomen would have hurt less than what I was feeling on the back of my thigh. It was possible I’d done a complete flip in the air. Didn’t matter much how I’d gotten into the position, all I knew, all I could know, was that Panthros’ teeth were sinking deep into the tissue on the back of my left leg. I cried out in pain and misery. I’d had all sorts of atrocities performed on my body, including being shot with various types of weaponry, and combined I don’t think they’d inflicted as much pain as the bite Panthros was delivering. 
 
   His teeth would be touching soon, and if he shook his head, he would rip my thigh muscle clean from my body, much like a bar patron pulls meat from a chicken wing. My canines had elongated in response to his attack. I did all that I could instinctively think to do; I twisted to the side and plunged my teeth into his exposed side. If this did anything, I think it was only to infuriate him. My bite did not have the pure, unadulterated savagery his did, and I could only do what they were designed to do. I drank from him as quickly and as deeply as half-humanly possible. My jaws clamped down harder, more as a reflex, as I heard the snap of my femur. I was dangerously close to passing out, Panthros’ blood was the only thing keeping me going. Blood was spilling into and around my mouth as the natural anti-coagulant I shot into the bite did its job. 
 
   How much of him would I need to drink in before it did him some harm? My leg was clearly broken, and his teeth were sawing through my muscle. If he swung his head back and forth a few times he’d take my leg with him. At that point, I could guarantee I would bleed out before he did. He was alternating between tearing into me and raining blows down atop my head. In comparison to the bite those were meaningless, as I didn’t have any room in my nerve center to accommodate any further abuse. 
 
   There was a point where there was a crescendo, as the hits came harder and faster to my head; the mauling becoming fiercer. Then, by incremental bits, it began to wane. At first, it was at a pace a crippled snail could have kept up with, then it came faster and faster as I drew more lifeblood from him. The ground was flooded with it, with half of my face nearly an inch thick in the fluid. Anymore and I could be in danger of drowning in it. He was getting to the point where he was resting his paw against my head. I could feel his muscles twitching in a desperate bid to raise his arm up; he just didn’t have the ways and means to do it. His mouth had relaxed on my leg, and yet I kept drawing from him, not even taking in the possibility of what harvesting his blood may or may not be doing to me. I kept pulling blood even when his hand fell off of me. I kept pulling blood when his head hit the ground. I kept pulling blood until I got the wet, slurping sounds one does when they’ve finished a milk shake. Blood sloshed in my belly as I pushed away. I was as close to being in shock as one can be and still realize it. 
 
   It was impossible to tell where the pool of my blood ended and Panthros’ began as they had long ago merged like the parted Red Sea had after Moses was through. I dragged myself a few feet away, crying out with every movement. My leg was holding on by force of habit, or maybe it was muscle memory. I grimaced at my poor word choice for humor. There was a small rock I was able to rest my head on. Looking into the night sky, I wondered if the Lycan blood would help to heal me or speed up my death. I did my best to send my mind away, but it just kept rocketing back to the mind numbing agony. Passing out would have been a blessing. For having drank somewhere in the neighborhood of a couple of gallons of blood I was incredibly thirsty. I moved my head a few inches so I could get a look at Anna. I was going to ask her for water if I could get the words to escape my throat. 
 
   She was standing not more than five feet away from me, not with a pitcher of water, but rather a small knife. I could see if she sought a sort of revenge and stabbed Panthros a few times; that I understood, but she was looking at me. Well as much as cold, vacant eyes can stare at anything. I would have asked her what the fuck she was doing but it was obvious she wanted to sink that thing into me. She wanted revenge all right and she didn’t give a shit who paid back the debt she felt was owed to her. She dropped to her knees, the impact as they hit my side almost fading me out to black. My sight darkened around the edges and began to constrict to not much more than the size of a dime before expanding back out where I was able to see her raise the knife above her head. 
 
   I had to figure she was going for the center of my chest. If she went more than a foot in any other direction I wouldn’t have it in me to catch her. The tip of the blade broke skin as she thrust downwards. I was able to get my right hand on her wrist to keep her from going any deeper. Want to know the scary thing about crazy people? They are stronger than they have a right to be. There was no mask of fury on her face. She did not cry out in attack. She actually made no sound whatsoever as she tried to drive that blade deep into me. Maybe a grunt or two but it was involuntary at best. We were locked in a silent, mortal combat. I was too exhausted and racked with pain to emit a sound and…well…she was just fucking nuts; so who knows why she was quiet. 
 
   Anna didn’t know it right then but she was about to play a pivotal role in my recovery. When she realized she wasn’t going to be able to force the blade down she pulled up forcibly, I would think so she could find a softer spot to lodge it into my body. She’d used way more force pulling up than she’d needed to, a baby trying to wrench its milk bottle away from me would have been able to do so with a fraction of the thrust she’d used. When her arm came free, the momentum forced her backwards and she rocked on her knees, falling to the side. Her neck was by my mouth and I ripped into it like a starving man would a lamb chop. In a belly already overwrought with fluid I topped it off. Unlike Panthros, she gave up almost immediately, as if this were the outcome she’d been hoping for all along. Much like I had done to Panthros out of necessity, I sucked Anna dry within minutes; her blood being the healing balm I so desperately needed. Now, if only she’d taken a handful of opiates beforehand, I’d be all set. 
 
   If anything bigger than a pissed off chipmunk were to show up and seek restitution for some previous misdeed I would succumb without much of a challenge. My eyes closed. It was still up for grabs if they would ever open back up. 
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   Chapter Eight – Bailey
 
    
 
   Bailey had to hold on to Oggie for almost an hour and keep a vigilant eye on the dog for another full day. More than once she’d caught him walking up the outcropping.
 
   “He’ll be back,” she’d soothed. He’d whined in response. 
 
   Bailey attempted to keep as much emotional distance from herself and the children as she possibly could. She would have no choice but to kill them should the full moon rise and they begin to transform, otherwise they would rip her apart and be free to rampage wherever they chose. Breealla appreciated the gravity of the situation and how tenuous her hold on life was. Her fate lay in the hands of two complete strangers. Nemmon, once fed, could not have been concerned any less. He ran around the camp playing and chasing Oggie. He would go down to the small pond and swim, yelling and splashing around without a care in the world.
 
   “He doesn’t understand what is going on,” Breealla had said to Bailey as they watched the boy swimming about. “My mother hid us when the Lycan came and killed our father. After they found us, I sang to him every time they killed another, always covering his head with my arms. Even when the wolf bit us I told him it was all in play.” She was close to tears.
 
   “I’ve been meaning to ask, Breealla. How did you manage to escape?”
 
   “It was my uncle.” Now tears were freely falling down her face. “He told me to count to ten and when I got there to take my brother and run. Then he ran right at the Lycan, screaming. He’d found a knife somewhere. He had no chance—they were three times his size if not bigger. I heard his screams of pain as Nemmon and I entered into the woods. He kept crying for mom, and I had to keep putting my fingers to his mouth to quiet him.”
 
   “What happened to your uncle?” 
 
   “I...I don’t know. I heard a loud crack, and him crying out in pain, but only once. We kept running until we couldn’t hear anymore. Then we ran some more. We ran so far I could not have found the way back even if I wanted to.”
 
   “Your uncle was very brave in his sacrifice.” Bailey stroked the girl’s long hair. “And you were very brave keeping the both of you alive out on your own.”
 
   “I didn’t have a choice. I had to be strong for my brother. Bailey, will you really do what that man said?” 
 
    “Michael? Let’s not think upon those things. Let us enjoy this time we are in right now.” Bailey noted it was much easier to say those words than to live by them. Every thought she had revolved on what she would do when that full moon came up. She second and triple guessed herself constantly. For all Mike’s doubts about having a soul, or the conscience that went with it, she was able to prod him into a quest with a high risk and low reward. Yes, they were children, but they were two versus a civilization, should he fall. Azile had told Bailey that Mike was somehow the key that unlocked the answer; and the responsibility to keep him from doing anything rash was to fall on her shoulders now that Tommy was dead. Yet, the first thing she did was push him into something he did not want to do, and without any backup as well. 
 
   “I am a fool,” she admonished herself.
 
   “What?” Breealla asked.
 
   “Sorry, I did not realize I was speaking aloud. Apparently, I have already spent more time with Michael than is wise.”
 
   “What is he like, Bailey? Will he really be able to save us?”
 
   “He is certainly your best chance. I can only hope it is enough. When one loses as much as he has, they often have a hard time finding the will to fight for themselves, much less for others.”
 
   “Is it true that he is an Old One like you say?”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “My mother used to tell me stories about them, although not to Nemmon. She thought he was too young. According to her, they were taller and blue, with claws for hands and hardly any nose. Michael looked very much like an ordinary man.”
 
   “That is what happens to stories that are passed down through the ages, they are changed or embellished upon.”
 
   “Embellished?”
 
   “More description is added to exaggerate or make something more interesting, in this case, to make vampires appear scarier than they are, even though the reality of them is just as scary as anything that could be made up.”
 
   “Are you afraid of him?”
 
   “Afraid?” Bailey pondered. “Concerned would be a better word, and not so much for myself as for others. We have an…umm…certain history, I guess.”
 
   “I am frightened, Bailey. I do not wish to become a werewolf. What if I attack Nemmon?”
 
   “We won’t let that happen,” Bailey told her. 
 
   Breealla knew what that meant and did not ask for further clarification. 
 
   “Come on, Michael,” Bailey said as she looked up to the moon, which looked like an expectant mother getting ready to deliver. Tomorrow it would be full, and there was a strong possibility she would discover the depth of her resolve. “I don’t want to have to murder children.” 
 
   The next morning, even the rambunctious Nemmon was sullen and downtrodden. Breealla never wandered far from the fire. It was almost as if she believed that the heat of it could burn out the virus housed within her. Bailey made sure to keep them in sight the entire day. She was afraid they might make a run for it and she would not have very long before the situation went from her hunting them, to them hunting her. 
 
   As dusk began to settle Nemmon sat down next to Breealla. Bailey could not help but notice their furtive glances at one another. Bree reached her hand out and grabbed her brother’s. Bailey wondered what she would do if they made a break for it. She came to the decision that she would be forced to tie them up. She just wouldn’t have an option. 
 
   “Bailey!” Breealla was pointing behind Bailey where the leading edge of the moon was coming up over the horizon.
 
   “How do you feel?” Bailey asked with trepidation.
 
   “Scared, but alright,” Bree answered.
 
   “Nemmon?” Bailey asked, moving her gaze to the young boy. His eyes had glassed over as he peered at the oncoming moon.
 
   “Don’t be rude, Nemmon. Answer her.” Bree had shaken her brother’s arm, hoping to remove the trance-like state he was in. 
 
   “Move away from him, Breealla.”
 
   “He is my brother, Bailey. I will not.”
 
   Bailey watched as horrifyingly thick, red veins began to radiate out from Nemmon’s irises, nearly blotting out all of the white. “He will kill you, Breealla! Move away!” she said forcefully. With one hand, she reached out, grabbed Bree’s sleeve and pulled her to the side. Bree’s grip was ripped from her brother’s, even though he had already let go. His hands lay down by his side as he stared slack-jawed at the moon. 
 
   “What are you doing?!” Bree screamed. It could have been to Bailey who was reaching for her bayonet; or her brother, whom would not react to anyone around him. 
 
   Hair began to sprout from random places along Nemmon’s arms and face.
 
   “No, no, no,” Bailey repeated. She would not strike until she was absolutely sure it was not her mind playing tricks on her, although she was already positive that was not the case. She was grasping at the wind in hopes she would not have to do what needed to be done. 
 
   Nemmon’s nose began to flatten as his jaw line simultaneously began to elongate. His mouth opened up in a wordless scream. It was happening so fast that Bailey couldn’t even take in all the changes. Nemmon’s features were rapidly losing definition as those of the werewolf came to the fore. Bailey would vacillate between wanting to move forward and wanting to grab Breealla and run. Her opportunity to end this without her blood being shed was rapidly coming to a close. Her bayonet was out and she took the two steps necessary to get within striking distance. Nemmon’s hands had doubled in size—large black claws forming where his fingernails were. If he were to swing, he would lay Bailey open like a slaughtered lamb. 
 
   Bailey raised the weapon up to the side of her head and was on the downward arc of her strike when she was hit from the side. The blade scraped down Nemmon’s shoulder and biceps, the muscle glistening as it lay open in the moonlight. She was hit with enough force that she stumbled and fell over. Breealla fell over on top of her, her fists hitting Bailey’s chest.
 
   “You can’t kill him!” Breealla was sobbing now, her punches ineffectual. 
 
   “Stupid girl!” Bailey was doing her best to get untangled from Breealla. “He will kill us both!”
 
   Breealla let go of Bailey as she heard the unearthly howl her brother let loose. She rolled over to see that there was no vestige of her brother left. His cruel, black eyes now rolled down to look on the meal before him. Bailey grabbed Breealla by the back of her shirt and pulled her off, sending her sprawling away. Nemmon watched his sister skid away, a fierce growl pulling his lips back and exposing impossibly large canines. His gaze immediately came back to Bailey. He sprung even as she was rolling over to get up. He used his injured arm to rake at Bailey, but was not able to get a full swing in. It was still enough to rip through her clothes and into her skin. She shouted out in pain as he left a trail of agony where he’d made contact.
 
    “I’m sorry!” Breealla wailed, and again Bailey did not know if it was directed at her for interrupting her actions, or to her brother for allowing this to happen.  
 
   Bailey pushed up, her bayonet at the ready as she did so. Nemmon in his transformed state did not come up much past Bailey’s chest, but what he lacked in size he made up for in ferocity and speed. He was wary as well, something Bailey had not seen before in werewolves, and she wondered if it could be attributed to his age. It was something she would think on later if she made it through this encounter. He would dart in and strike out, sometimes missing, other times hitting his mark. Bailey was doing her best to parry his paws, making sure he could not get in a lethal blow or bite. Bailey had backed up and was circling the fire, trying to keep that one small piece of defense between her and her adversary. 
 
   Nemmon leaped over the flames, his arms outstretched, his mouth open, saliva hanging in thick ropes in hopes that he would soon be eating. He jumped past the point of the blade, and Bailey twisted the rifle quickly, landing the thick butt stock against his sensitive snout. He barked out in protest and reeled back, his foot landing in the small fire. The resultant scream was ear-splitting. Bailey had lost her footing and Nemmon had recovered much quicker than she. Had not Oggie interjected himself in between the two, Nemmon would have ripped her throat out. The dog and the werewolf were nearly the same size. This was a side of Oggie that Bailey had a tough time reconciling; he was usually so easy going and fun-loving. The loyal dog was now all bristle and teeth. 
 
   Nemmon’s attention shifted to the dog. Oggie would sidestep each massive paw swipe. He seemed to be cognizant of the fact that he was leading Nemmon further and further away from Bailey, who had since stood back up. She was looking for a way to get back into the fight and not get meshed between fang and claw. When she saw her opening, she drove the point of her blade deep into Nemmon’s throat as he howled. The cry was choked off and cloaked in liquid as blood ran down, filling his lungs. He clawed at the blade at first then he began to claw at his own chest in hopes of opening it up to allow the suffocating fluid out. He fell backwards as Oggie lunged, his front paws slamming into Nemmon’s chest, the blade falling free. Nemmon was breathing fast, shallow breaths, a look of sheer panic and terror pulling his eyes open wide. 
 
   Oggie moved off Nemmon’s chest, his features beginning to soften as he reverted back to his true form. He was dying. Breealla sobbed as she ran towards him, not caring in the least that he was still in the midst of his transformation. For the smallest of moments, his eyes took on a predatory stare and then switched back to those of a young boy on the verge of death. Bree’s tears rolled off her cheeks and onto Nemmon’s as he took one final intake of air. His eyes froze open as his head fell to the side. 
 
   “You killed him!” Bree railed at Bailey. 
 
   Bailey stepped away. There was nothing she could do or say that would ease the grief and pain Breealla was feeling. She had her own worries and problems to deal with as well. She stripped off her jacket to see an angry set of scrapes that started from below her breast and trailed off on her ribcage. Not life-threatening—at least not now. If she didn’t clean them out properly, they could eventually pose a problem. She had more punctures in her skin than she could dare to count; the cold water of the pond was all-too-happy to point all of them out as she removed her clothing and waded in. She dipped down, letting her head submerge. When she came up, she wished her problems could be as easily removed from her head as the water when she ran her hands back through her hair. 
 
   Michael is surely dead, she thought. I hope you have found the peace in death that eluded you in life. Her flesh goosed as she walked out of the water. She applied some salve to the myriad of wounds and waited until she was mostly dry before donning her clothes. In the morning, she would bury Nemmon and take Breealla back to her village where they would prepare and wait for the inevitable attack of werewolves and Lycan. 
 
   With what little time she was being afforded, she hoped it would be enough to wipe the dirty blotch of this night free from her. She held little hope in that regard. 
 
   Midday was rapidly approaching when Bailey finished laying dirt atop Nemmon. She’d physically had to remove Breealla from her brother and then she’d had to carry her away from the gravesite. It was when her arms finally gave out that she felt comfortable enough to let the girl down without her running back to the clearing and her brother’s final resting spot. The girl had not said anything to Bailey since her outburst the previous evening. It wasn’t until they stopped for the evening that Breealla spoke.
 
   “I wished he’d killed you,” she said as Bailey started a fire.
 
   Bailey said nothing as the words cut deeper than her physical wounds had. She knew it was with the twisting fates of the world that the girl was most angry. It just so happened Bailey was the only one within earshot to catch those heated words.
 
   “It should be him I’m with today, not you.”
 
   Bailey looked up from the growing flame. “He would have killed you as well, and now he would be sitting in that clearing wondering if what happened the night before was some distorted dream. Then he’d find your bones picked clean and realize what he’d done. Is that what you would rather have? He’d be alone, scared, confused, and disgusted with himself for what he’d done.”
 
   “If he were alive and I were dead, at least I would no longer feel the pain I do now.” 
 
   “You are still looking out for your brother, Breealla, just in another way. His death has spared him the pain of knowing he killed you. It is the best gift you could have afforded him. You are shouldering the pain and guilt he would have worn for the rest of his life.”
 
   “It hurts so much, Bailey.” Breealla’s head was down. Her body hitched from her silent cries. Tears could not be squeezed from her dried-up ducts. 
 
   Bailey grabbed her and held her close, rocking her back and forth in as comforting of a manner as she could. Breealla clutched tight, if she could have, she would have crawled up into Bailey’s lap. 
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   Chapter Nine – Mike Journal Entry 6
 
    
 
   “Is that you, Tommy?” 
 
   I had pulled myself to a small outcropping of rock and was in a reasonable facsimile of a sitting position. My leg had nearly been chewed through, I’d lost a lot of blood, and a battalion of flies were doing their best to lay their offspring in my wounds. I was thirstier than I could ever remember being in my entire life. I was fairly certain as a half-vamp I wasn’t supposed to get sick, but there was no doubt in my mind I was burning with fever. My forehead was coated in a thick sheen of sweat. I alternated between bone-shivering shakes and heat flashes. Each minor contraction sent jolts of pain through my entire body, the soaring of my internal body temperature bringing me dangerously closer to dehydration, shock and death. Was that even possible? I’d completely forgotten about my “visitor” until he spoke. I was having difficulty keeping my eyes open, and even when they weren’t shut, it was difficult to keep them focused. 
 
   “What do you think, Mr. T?” Tommy asked, a look of concern on his face.
 
   “Well, it’s possible I’ve conjured you up in my fugue state, but I think I would have done a better job, like maybe you would be carrying a cold pitcher of Kool-Aid, and you sure as shit wouldn’t have on that super serious look of concern on your face.”
 
   “You’ve got to move away from here, Mr. T.”
 
   “And just how do you propose I do that, Tommy?” His face was blurring and doubling, and sometimes more alarmingly, began to look as if I was viewing it through a pinhole. 
 
   “Lycan will come this way. Where is Oggie?” Tommy looked around.
 
   “Wouldn’t my ‘vision’ know Oggie was with Bailey? This is weird.”
 
   “Focus, Mr. T.”
 
   “Easier said than done; I feel like I’ve been hanging with Trip all day.” Trip was a friend from long ago who had taken the term “recreational drug use” to a whole new level. Pretty much made a career out of it you might say. “How is it up there by the way?” I tried to point upwards, just the thought of the superfluous action seemed beyond my capabilities at this moment. 
 
   “You above all others should know I have not and cannot make the ascension.”
 
   “Can’t you throw me a bone? Maybe tell me a bedtime story before I go to sleep?”
 
   “You cannot rest, Mr. T. You must leave this place.”
 
   “How about you leave me the fuck alone? How about that? You’re the one that went and got yourself killed. Now, when I need you most, you’re dead.”
 
   “I’m here now, Mr. T.”
 
   “Come on, Tommy, I’ve done enough drugs in my time to know a hallucination. I mean, it’s a good one and all, but you’re no more real than—” I coughed, a rib-rattling expulsion of air. I’d been meaning to laugh, but it had devolved into a choking sob.
 
   “No more real than?”
 
   “I almost said zombies. How rich is that?”
 
   “Not very.”
 
   “I guess you’re right. Hard to be funny when you’re on death’s door step.”
 
   “You are not merely on the doorstep. There are Watchers here.”
 
   “Watchers?” We’d first noticed them right before Harbor’s Town was destroyed. They somehow precluded death. Maybe they received a program and knew how things were going to play out and wanted to see for themselves. I guess harbingers would have been a better term. I asked Tommy that last part.
 
   “They are not quite as benign as we first thought. They also have the ability to manipulate events to a certain extent, and the thoughts of watching a Shade or an Old One, such as yourself, die has them working overtime.”
 
   I could just make out small, black figures on the periphery of my vision. I would have been more inclined to believe it was my vision fading than anything of substance.  
 
   “I love today,” I said as sarcastically as I could manage.
 
   “It’s tomorrow you should be concerned with.”
 
   “A pragmatist specter. Who would have thought?”
 
   “There is a patrol of Lycan looking for these three. They are miles away, but they will be swayed in the most subtle of exploitations to move in an easterly direction as opposed to the northerly route they were on.”
 
   I was able to hold up my middle finger. I hoped the Watchers, unlike the majority of the people in this time, understood the gesture. 
 
   Tommy snorted. “That’s not going to be enough.”
 
   “Yeah, but it felt good.”
 
   “You have to drag yourself out of this clearing, Mr. T.”
 
   “Tommy, first off, let’s get this out of the way. I want to tell you to fuck off. Then I want to tell you I’m in too much pain, and then I’ll probably tell you I need to rest for a bit. But I can tell by the way you’re shaking your head that you don’t want to listen to any of it. Dammit.” I placed my hands down by my side and started pushing against the ground. At first, I could not get past the inertia of my own weight, then I moved. A snail would have laughed at my speed, but it was something. “How far?” I asked, but he was gone. “Well, if I knew the ‘fuck off’ part was going to work so well I would have done it earlier.” 
 
   I pushed, each rock I traversed over that was bigger than a pea causing my leg a pain I could not even quantify.  There was a time back in my day when you would go to the doctor and they would ask, “On a scale of one to ten, one being a mosquito bite and ten being the worst pain imaginable, how would you rate your discomfort?” Now there were times I’d gone to the ER after some serious accidents, usually of my own doing. (I should have sued HGTV when I had the chance for all those fucking ideas they gave my wife about home renovations. “Oh, honey, this will be so easy!” she would say excitedly as she pointed to a wall that needed to come down. “Easy my ass,” would be my mutterings. “If it’s so easy why don’t you do it?” Nope, never had the balls to say that last part out loud!) Well, even on my worst residential injury that had even required Dilaudid (that’s one drug I would never recommend, made me feel like I’d done bong hits in a washing machine during the spin cycle), the worst number I can ever recall giving was a six. It was probably a seven, but I shaved a number off for pure macho manliness. I needed the extra points on my man-card. 
 
   “Where the hell was I?” I asked as I gritted my teeth so hard together I was in a very real danger of shattering them. “Pain. That’s right.” To give what I was feeling an arbitrary number seemed pointless and completely unjustifiable. The doctor’s exact words were, “worst pain imaginable” and this was beyond anything I could have ever expected. The synapses in my brain were angry hues of red; thinking was beyond my comprehension. I wondered if it were possible to melt a brain internally. My arms collapsed. My chest was heaving, I was crying out, and I hadn’t gone more than ten feet. The only thing I was doing was hastening my departure from this plane, not this location. 
 
   I’d passed out at some point, I think. Dusk was rapidly approaching, and I’d somehow moved another twenty, thirty feet. I saw drag marks, but that meant nothing as I was dragging myself. I needed to go at least another fifty yards to be out of sight. This seemed impossible, especially since the terrain would become exponentially harder than what I was dealing with right now. It was uneven and overgrown with vegetation. Really, what was the point? I plodded on. If nothing else, I was stubborn; once set on a course, I would usually finish it regardless of the outcome whether known or not. This was not the greatest strategy to have when dealing with life, as inflexibility more times than not got one killed. That’s why I would keep my head down and plow on so I wouldn’t see what was coming. 
 
   The night had come on in all its glory. I don’t remember it happening, the haze of hurt made thinking, whether rational or not, impossible. I had been reduced to the repetitive motion of plant hands, scoot ass, repeat. Oh yeah, throw in crying out a few times and that would sum up my day. 
 
   The howl cut through the fog like a laser beam. I heard it, and I also understood what it meant. Lycan were coming, and probably fast now that they’d caught wind of something. I was only ten feet into the short brush, so I would be hard to miss when they came. If I knew of a way to off myself, I’m not ashamed to admit I might have taken it. They would not be kind in their dealings with me and, knocking on death’s door or not, they could still get a lot of mileage out of me before I made my walk. 
 
   “You’re in rough shape,” a grizzled voice from behind me said.
 
   “Any chance you can make this fast?” I asked, looking for a modicum of mercy.
 
   “Gonna have to, not much other choice. Sorry about this.” 
 
   My vision was obscured as a piece of cloth shielded my face. It was then rolled up and pulled tightly into my mouth. Gone with a gag, sure, why not? I blacked out or died.
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   Chapter Ten – Bailey
 
    
 
   “Where are we going, Bailey?” Breealla asked, not for the first time, as they walked on. 
 
   Bailey had answered the question at least a half dozen times, but the girl’s grief was so thick, she was having a hard time comprehending and processing what was being told to her. 
 
   “First my home, Talboton, to get supplies and some help. Then, I think, to Denarth.” Bailey was patient, more so than she felt inside. She needed to find Azile to let her know what happened as soon as possible, but she could not move with the speed the situation necessitated because of Breealla. 
 
   “Can’t I just stay at Talboton?”
 
   “I have told you that Denarth will be safer, at least for the next couple of moon cycles.”
 
   “Moon cycles,” Breealla repeated with reverence. 
 
   Oggie had not been himself since they left. He constantly looked back the way they had come. At first, he had stayed nearly attached to Bailey’s hip, but the further away they went from where they had left Michael, the more he tended to roam. One night, he had not returned until the following morning, covered in burrs and insect bites.
 
   “I’m sorry, Oggie, but he’s gone,” Bailey had told him. Oggie had whined a high-pitched nasal response. The next night, he had not returned at all. That was two nights previous. Bailey had stayed at their camp hours longer than she had meant to, hoping he would come back.
 
   “I have failed nearly all those around me.” Bailey looked back at the trail. 
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   Chapter Eleven – Mike Journal Entry 7 
 
    
 
   The pain was...bearable. I was finally good enough that I did not feel like someone was dragging electrical leads across my exposed brain. It was when I sat up that I realized I had a metal collar around my neck which had a thick chain attached to it and fastened to a wall. I could see this clearly enough due to the plethora of torches stationed throughout the room. 
 
   “What the fuck?” I was pulling on the metal links.
 
   “Just hold on.”
 
   “What is this shit?” I was yanking harder.
 
   “Stop!” the person shouted. I didn’t do so until I saw the glint of steel.
 
   “Okay, we’ll do this your way for a minute. What is going on?” I appeared calm on the outside, but inside I was thrumming like a live wire. 
 
   “My name is Mathieu. I have brought you to my home.”
 
   I took a moment to look around. It was easy enough to see we were in some sort of large cement structure, other than that I couldn’t make out much detail. Mathieu had a small fire going, and I could not see much past it. The only true indication I had of size was the echoing of our speech as we talked. The cement part was easy enough to deduce considering the fact that my chain was anchored to that material. 
 
   “For what purpose?” I was looking at his crude bladed weapon. Simple, sure, but deadly, too. 
 
   “I was hunting when I saw the birds circling your location. I was not having any luck, so I decided to see what they had found. It has been a long time since I have witnessed a scene as gruesome as that. I was going to bury the dead when I heard the Lycan cry off in the distance. My first instinct was to run as far away as I could.”
 
   “What changed your mind?”
 
   “I saw you moving. Three Lycan dead and you still alive? I needed to hear that story.”
 
   “You risked your life for a story?”
 
   “I’m alone out here. A good story is all I have.”
 
   “Why am I captive?”
 
   “That’s for my protection, not yours.”
 
   “What? You save me and then chain me up?”
 
   “I put the gag in your mouth because I knew you were going to cry out when I moved you. What I wasn’t expecting was your teeth to mysteriously elongate. I saw that woman’s body—she was bloodless with no serious wound on her body.”
 
   “You saw that and still decided to help me? How desperate for a story are you? And just as a point of contention, that was self-defense.”
 
   “Draining her of blood was done to protect yourself?”
 
   “Well, not that part per se. She attacked me after I killed the third Lycan. When I stopped her attack, I did what I had to do.”
 
   “I stayed there longer than I should have. I didn’t know if I should risk everything to save you. For all I know, the Lycan could have been trying to rid the world of a scourge.”
 
   “Oh, they tried.”
 
   “You willingly admit to not be worthy of saving?”
 
   I paused for a moment, careful to think out my next words. I didn’t know Mathieu; if I said something wrong, who knows, maybe he just swings his machete around and cuts my throat wide open. So I told him the truth.
 
   “No, I am not. I have lived far too long. I have seen too much death, and I have been the cause of a fair amount of it. If there has ever been one worthy and ready to die it is I. I’ve done so much in this life, and I feel that I have accomplished so little. For every small gain I have made, I have lost two-fold. I want to die, Mathieu, but I’m afraid that this life just hasn’t finished with me yet.”
 
   “I am not sure about your verbal defense strategy, Michael.”
 
   “How do you know my name?” I asked suspiciously.
 
   Mathieu actually smiled. It was the first time I’d seen that expression from him. “I’ve thought about putting the gag back on these last few hours. Every once in a while you would shout out, ‘I am Michael Talbot, motherfucker!’ ”
 
   I felt heat rise to my face. “Sorry about that.”
 
   “It is understandable after all you have been through. Can you tell me why I should not kill you, a creature I, until just recently, believed to be myth?”
 
   “First and foremost, Mathieu, because you would fail.” I laughed, as he was taken aback at my brazenness. “I do not say this as a threat or to boast. I am not lying when I tell you that I am ready and willing to die. I also would not be lying if I told you that I have a survival instinct that is greater than my previous statement. I could simultaneously bend my neck back so you could get a better angle with your blade while with my hands reach out, twist the knife free, break your arm and then drive your own steel into your stomach. I do not even think I would be conscious of the fact that I had taken your life.”
 
   Mathieu gulped hard.
 
   “Now for the good news. I suppose. I was dragged into a war with the Lycan.”
 
   “We are at war?”
 
   “Don’t get out much I take it? They are becoming united under one leader who is hell-bent on world domination. He has destroyed a place called Harbor’s Town and almost destroyed Wheatonville…where I lost one of my last friends and kin.”
 
   “Was that the Tommy you shouted out about?”
 
   I nodded solemnly. 
 
   “I have heard of those settlements. The Lycan attacked there? That is very unlike them.”
 
   “How much do you know about them?”
 
   “Not as much as I would like, as it is hazardous to be around them. They are, or were, very similar to their wolf relations. They have small packs with a highly regulated hierarchy. They hunt as a team but generally only the weak and sick are their targets unless they are starving. Like any of us, they tend to avoid conflicts that could be injurious.”
 
   “Oh, I can assure you that is not my standard operating procedure.” I pointed to my leg. “As for the Lycan, they are still pretty much chicken-shit. They are having werewolves do their bidding.”
 
   “That’s a lie!” Mathieu shouted. He stood and stepped away from the fire.
 
   “Why would I lie about that? Do I really need to make bigger monsters out of them? They change all the humans they can and then, once a month, let them loose so they can destroy everything in their path. If there is anything left at the end of the night, the Lycan come in to claim victory and finish everyone off. If there is still a viable defense, they run away like the little bitches that they are.” Mathieu was staring at me with what looked like some form of astonishment; aghast is maybe a better descriptor. Seemed like he should have been on a Broadway show the way he was over-emoting. “What, man? So maybe ‘bitches’ wasn’t the correct term.”
 
   “Werewolves do NOT do the bidding of Lycan!” His face had gone an angry red. I was happy he wasn’t closer, or he would have coated me in a fair amount of spittle as he more spewed his words out than spoke them.
 
   I was going to question his reaction when I really stopped to take in my immediate surroundings. How in the hell I’d missed it previously I would blame on my condition. I only had a heavy metal band around my neck; which, I think if I greased my head up, I could have slid through. Also attached to the wall were four more heavy chains, two down by the floor and two more about waist high. There were deep grooves scraped into the concrete all over the wall. I turned slowly back around. Mathieu’s chest was heaving, anger having slipped away to sadness.
 
   “You’re a werewolf.” I was going to phrase it as a question, but I was as sure about that as I could be without actually seeing him turn. 
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Yet you want to kill me for what I am? Why don’t you turn that blade on yourself if you’re that quick to judge? At least, for good or bad, I’m in control of my actions.” I don’t think I could have hit him any harder if I physically punched him. 
 
   He sat down almost as violently as he’d stood. “I killed my entire family.”
 
   What does one say to that? I’m sorry? That’s like giving antacids for a brain tumor. I didn’t say anything to him, but I couldn’t help thinking it. Just once, I’d like to meet someone who was normal. No superhuman powers, no monster blood running through them, not out to kill me or manipulate me into doing something, just a run-of-the-mill, doing-what-I-can-to-make-it-a-better-place-for-my-family type of person. Where were they? I did the best thing I could at that moment. I kept my mouth shut. Not the easiest thing for me, not by a long shot.
 
   “I lived on the outskirts of a small community. We were farmers. I’d planted a few acres and was about to go home for the night when I saw a deer. It had been over a month since we’d had any fresh venison. I grabbed my bow and followed. More than once I knew I should have turned back. It was getting darker, and the deer was leading me further into the woods, but I was hungry, and my wife and kids were hungry, too. Seems that was all we ever were. No matter how much I tended the fields, by the time the bugs and animals were done with taking their share, there was barely enough for us to scrape by. I wanted that deer, I needed that deer.”
 
   I nodded, knowing all too well the difficulty it took to keep one’s family fed and the guilt that arose if that wasn’t done.
 
   “The damn thing had finally stopped to get a drink out of a stream. I nocked my arrow, slowly stood, and pulled back. I had him, couldn’t have been more than thirty feet away. Pretty easy shot. I let the arrow go when something cut in front of it. It had been going for the deer and hadn’t even seen me. The thing yelped when the arrow struck it in the back.”
 
   “Lycan?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.
 
   He nodded. “I’d heard about them, but never really thought much about them.  I considered them more legend, much like you. I was wrong. I just stood there; I didn’t know what else to do. It was huge, as big as a moose maybe. I froze.”
 
   “Like a deer in headlamps,” I sympathized.
 
   “Headlamps?”
 
   He had no idea what I was talking about. “Umm…bright light confuses deer. They stop and stare much like you did.”
 
   I could see him wanting to question how one could make a light that bright, but he moved on instead. “When he turned, I could feel the blood in my body freeze. I don’t think I could have moved if I wanted to.”
 
   “How are you even alive? People that close to Lycan don’t have a high survival rate.”
 
   “My arrow had severed its spine. He had turned, took one step towards me, and swiped out with his paw as he fell to the ground. If I had moved just one inch.” He punctuated this measurement with his thumb and forefinger. “One damned inch was all I would have had to do. When that claw dragged across my chest I thought I was on fire. That was enough to thaw my blood. I moved then, I ran all the way home even though it was too late for me…and as soon as I opened that door…it was too late for my family as well.”
 
   “You broke the Lycan’s back and he didn’t die?”
 
   “He did, sometime that night as a matter-of-fact, because I went back the next day to see his body.”
 
   “But if he died that night, you should never have…oh shit, it was a full moon.”
 
   “Comedy of errors. At least that’s the saying, I guess, but I haven’t laughed about it once. Any other day of the month, I come out the winner and have a hell of a story to tell my grandkids and the proof to back it up. This is the wound that changed my entire life.” 
 
   He lifted his shirt. He had a small, puckered scar that couldn’t have been more than a half-inch across. Didn’t even look like something that would have needed a Band-Aid had one been available. 
 
   “The tip of his middle finger broke through my shirt and barely scraped into my skin. When I got home, my wife told me how concerned for me she was. That was the last thing she said to me that I remember. Then I fell to the ground, cramps tore through my entire body. I thought this was much like what being burned alive would feel like. I tore my wife and children up that night. The images are hazy, as if remembered through a dream. I remember their cries and pleadings for me to stop and little else. I ate them. When I awoke on the floor the next morning, I was nude and covered in the blood of my family. Bones and human remains were scattered all over the floor. I went back and checked on the Lycan. He was dead, and that was when I found out I’d broken his back. Want to know what else I found out?”
 
   I nodded, but I was thinking maybe I should have shaken my head instead. What more did I want to know? This guy had a black cloud hovering right over his head.
 
   “The Lycan was ancient. The fur all around his muzzle and down his back was silver. When I cut him open, his joints were all calcified—he had arthritis. His teeth were yellow and worn down, at least the ones that weren’t missing.”
 
   “He was on a Mojid.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   I wrestled with telling him. How convincing of a lie could I come up with on the fly? “I don’t think you want to know.” I was being honest.
 
   “I think my family has earned the right to know,” he said hotly.
 
   “He was out on his own because he’d been shunned by his clan. He was going to die soon.”
 
   Mathieu looked at me long and hard; to see if I was messing with him I suppose. I’ve been called all manner of things; some of them true…well…most of them true. But never would I have stooped that low.
 
   “Of course he was. I just wanted to feed my family.” He broke down into tears.
 
   “How long ago was this?” The pain he showed was so raw I wouldn’t have been surprised if it had occurred last month.
 
   “It’s been fifteen years.”
 
   He must have seen the shock emblazoned across my face.
 
   “There hasn’t been a day gone by I haven’t held this very knife to my throat and wanted to feel my flesh separate as I drew it across my neck. In the end that does not seem the right way to honor those I have taken.” 
 
   “What’s this all about?” I asked, picking up a chain and rattling it.
 
   “I wandered from everything I knew that morning after I checked on the Lycan. Just kept going, had no destination in mind. Maybe I was hoping I’d walk off a cliff and what I was too much of a coward to do would take care of itself. The night before the next full moon I fell into a hole, not enough to kill me, but enough to break my leg. That should have been sufficient. I laid there, tears of relief flooding my face, figuring I was going to see my family again and soon. Then the moon, the damned moon, came right over that hole and I became the demon again. I couldn’t get out of the hole, not in that state anyway. When I awoke the next morning my broken leg was healed, barely even itched. I cursed the gods, but they ignored me as they’d already done as much as they could to me. Keeping me down seemed to be all they were interested in.”
 
   I could sympathize. “We’ve traveled similar paths.”
 
   “Did you...?”
 
   I answered too abruptly. “NO. Umm, sorry, I just meant that I outlived all I’ve loved.”
 
   “There’s a difference.”
 
   “Yes, the end result is the same, though.”
 
   He nodded, perhaps in commiseration. 
 
   “Hunger won out and I began to investigate where I was. I had found an old settlement called Titani.”
 
   “Tie-tan-ee?” I asked phonetically. “Never heard of it.”
 
   “How could you?”
 
   “This is obviously a place that was created some time during my previous life.”
 
   “How old are you?” 
 
   “Somewhere in the two hundred-year-old range, I guess.” 
 
   He produced an audible gasp. 
 
   “Yeah, I know, I don’t look a day past a hundred and ten.”
 
   “That is impossible!”
 
   “Yeah, that coming from the guy that doubles his size and turns into an animal once a month.”
 
   “My pardons.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. Keep going.”
 
   “There’s not much more to say. I found a corridor that led to a ladder, and I climbed out. Found some food, and while I was eating, the idea of hiding myself away in here came to me. I would no longer be a risk to other families. I began to panic when I wondered if what was inside of me would also be able to find its way out of here like I had, and that is when I fashioned those chains to hold me. Every month I chain myself up to make sure I do not harm another soul.”
 
   “Full moon is never all that far away. What do you plan on doing with me or are we going to get all cozy for the night?”
 
   He didn’t answer me, at least not right away.
 
   “How does this work?” He was holding up my rifle.
 
   “I’m glad you brought that back. It’s called a firearm, but without bullets, umm, these small lead projectiles that shoot out at high speeds, it’s basically just an unwieldy club.”
 
   “Is this how you killed the Lycan?”
 
   “One of them at least.”
 
   “The other two with this?” He was holding my hand axe up.
 
   “One with that.”
 
   “And the last you drank.”
 
   I nodded after a bit.
 
   “Don’t start on me about the woman, I already told you that she attacked me, Mathieu. It was self-defense. How far or fast was I moving when you came along? Would I have been able to do anything to you?”
 
   That seemed to strike a chord. “Why would she attack you? Weren’t you there to kill the Lycan?”
 
   “I was. Let me start at the beginning.” I gave him the abridged edition of my life, and it still took the better part of an hour. I basically gave him a snapshot of my life before zombies. I gave him a detailed picture of that time frame, sped through most of my time sitting in Ron’s dilapidated house. I got to Tommy recruiting me for this war and my new role in it.  I spoke of his death culminating in Bailey and my quest to kill Xavier, and ended with the two kids who found us. “So, that’s why I was there when I was. I’d been tracking them to see if I could save the kids lives.”
 
   “You knowingly took on three Lycan?”
 
   “I did not say it was a good idea.”
 
   “You have honor in you. All of that does not, however, explain why that woman wanted to kill you.”
 
   “Maybe there’s honor in me, maybe not, but all that woman saw was a monster. I was wounded to the point where I was most likely not going to live, and she was going to make sure that was the case.”
 
   “You did not kill her to aid in your recovery?”
 
   “Listen, you’re either going to have to believe everything I say or kill me. I have nothing to prove to you. I appreciate you getting me out of there, but if it was just to keep me chained to a wall, I’d rather you get this over quickly. Otherwise, you’re going to have to listen to me talk. Speaking of which, before you decide either way, do you have some water? I am so thirsty.”
 
   Mathieu seemed to come out of a mild haze. “I am sorry. I have lived alone for so long I have forgotten about basic manners. I will be right back.” 
 
   “Yeah, you do that.” I quickly got to work. “Where the hell did he go for water?” I asked after I finished my task and was now waiting not so patiently.
 
   Arriving several minutes later, he was sweating from exertion. He was carrying an old brass shell that looked like something fired from a howitzer or something equally as big. It was safe to say I’d never seen a casing that big. It had possibly come off a ship for all I knew. 
 
   “I was low on water stores,” he explained. “I had to go topside and collect some.” He reached over on to a shelf and handed me an old coffee mug after he dipped it into the cannon shell. It was a shock to see a faded out Spiderman logo. 
 
   “Did you sterilize the water?”
 
   “Sterilize?” he asked, his head may have even tilted to the side, or I may have added that last part in for dramatic effect. 
 
   “What about this cup? Is it clean?”
 
   “There wasn’t any mouse droppings in it if that’s what you mean.”
 
   I looked down into the mug, noting the cloudy water. “I asked for water not tea.”
 
   “Tea?”
 
   “You’re just a barrel of laughs. Down the hatch I suppose.” I knew the vampire virus gave me immunity to just about any bacteria or viral agent. Right now, it was just about getting over my own hang-ups. I gagged as I drank, the water tasting like fish ass. Let your imagination run wild with that one. “Thank you for that,” I said as I choked down my third mug. I was still incredibly thirsty. However, I was sick of chewing my water, and the worst of it had been slaked.
 
   He was looking over at me. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, could have been he was trying to figure out how best to kill me for all I knew.
 
   “So what now, Mathieu?” 
 
   “You understand my trepidation, right?”
 
   “Sure I do.”
 
   “If I am to believe everything you have to say, then my life is not in danger should I allow you your freedom.”
 
   I didn’t say anything as this seemed more of an inner debate being spoken aloud. 
 
   “However, if you were lying, I could suddenly find myself quickly being overwhelmed and my life coming to a hasty end. Am I soulless like you?”
 
   It took me a moment to realize he was asking the question of me. I sputtered out a “no” so it was safe to say it wasn’t a particularly effective argument. 
 
   “Well, it’s easy enough to see you don’t lie so well.”
 
   “I’m not lying so much as I just don’t know. Until recently, I had no idea Lycan and werewolves existed, or that they were two separate and completely different animals…so to speak. No offense.”
 
   He waved it off.
 
   “If I were to die by your hand, or by other means, will I be able to reunite with my family? Or will they shun me?”
 
   “I am not a holy man, Mathieu. I do not have answers to the questions you have posed. I do know your family will have forgiven you. You did not know what you were doing or possess any possible way of controlling yourself. What happened was not your fault.”
 
   He had tears coming down his face. “I wish I knew that to be true.”
 
   I assured him that it was. “They will just be happy to see you.”
 
   He picked up my hand axe once again and then looked over to me. “I hope I do not regret this,” he said as he put the axe back down and walked over to me to undo the locking mechanism on the collar. He closed his eyes as if he expected me to immediately attack. I just rubbed my neckline where the collar had chafed against it.
 
   “Glad you didn’t try to use that axe,” I told him, showing the end of the chain that I had unscrewed from the wall once he opened his eyes back up. Pretty comical to see how widely they opened in surprise. “Just because a werewolf can’t figure out how to unscrew things doesn’t mean I had any problems.”
 
   “How long have you been able to get free?”
 
   “About five minutes after you went to get water.”
 
   “I thank you for not killing me.” 
 
   “Was never going to happen, I mean, unless you tried to kill me first.”
 
   “Understandable. How is your leg? When I first brought you here, I did not believe you were going to live through that first night.”
 
   “I guess that’s one plus on having vampire blood. Hold on. Did you say ‘first night?’ ”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “How long have I been here?”
 
   “This is the morning of the third day.”
 
   “Are you kidding me?” I nearly jumped up, but for once, I thought out my actions before I completed them. The pain of my broken leg would forever be etched into my brain no matter how long I lived. I would no sooner want to revisit that than I would want to go to Walmart on Black Friday when a new gaming system was available and four hundred people had lined up for one of the five consoles and everyone had to be barely clothed in leather apparel. I don’t know why I added that last part in, but just the thought of seeing some of the people that used to frequent Wally World in dominatrix attire scared the hell out of me. Let that marinate in your brain like a bulbous worm. 
 
   “I am not.” Mathieu took the chain from my slack hands and proceeded to screw it back into the wall.
 
   “I need to get back to Bailey, to the world.”
 
   Mathieu seemed to be hurt by those words, and then I realized that he’d been alienated for so long. He was not an active member of any society save his own. That he was still sane most likely rested on the shoulders of his werewolf virus, which must have had curative powers over not just his body, but his mind as well. 
 
   “You will need two or three more days until you are well enough to walk.”
 
   He was right. Just the thought of putting weight on my leg made me break out in a cold sweat. 
 
   “For a few more days you will be my prisoner. I mean that in the loosest way possible. May I?” Mathieu asked, pointing towards my leg.
 
   “May you what?” 
 
   “Check your leg.”
 
   I was sitting on one of two metal tables Mathieu had brought over for me to use as a bed while I had apparently been unconscious. 
 
   “Sure.” 
 
   “Could you lie back down?”
 
   “This isn’t a ruse to get me in a vulnerable position and do what you were maybe thinking about doing earlier, is it?”
 
   “Are you always so trusting, Michael?” He showed me his empty hands.
 
   “I know enough about people to know you should never really turn your back on them.”
 
   “You have been dead to the world for nearly three days. I knew what you were the moment I saw that woman, yet I carried you back here and watched over you. If I wanted you dead there would not have been much to stop me.”
 
   “Well, there you go, getting all rational on me.”
 
   “Would you prefer irrational?”
 
   “No, I was already married once.”
 
   He laughed—a more genuine sounding chortle I cannot remember hearing. “I do believe out of all the creatures that roam this earth, female humans may be among the most strange. I guess not much has changed from your time to mine. Somehow, that is comforting.”
 
   “Insanity is comforting to you? Just check my leg.” I sat up to look, observing where the Lycan had chewed still looked plenty raw. The wound was pretty big, almost the same size and color of a large steak open for display in a butcher shop, and that was only the part I could see. Most of the damage had been done to the back of my leg. 
 
   Mathieu carefully removed the wooden sticks he had tied to either side of my leg. 
 
   I kept my teeth gritted and my face scrunched waiting for the balls-smashing pain to follow. It was more of a glancing blow by a large insect rather than a full-on kick by a pro NFL kicker type of pain. I guess more of a discomfort than anything else.
 
   “The puncture wounds have almost cleared up,” Mathieu was talking to himself, something I’m sure he was practiced in. He now switched his attention to me. “The skin has knitted back together nicely. The muscle had been pulled away from the bone all along the top of your femur. It was all I could do to stuff what belonged in your leg back in place before I threw in some stitches.”
 
   “You stitched me up? Where is the string?” I was looking for it.
 
   “I took it out last night. You were healing so fast I figured I’d better get it out of there before your skin grew over it. It was the setting of your leg that was the tricky part. By the time I got you back here, it was barely hanging on. I think if I’d twisted it back and forth one more time it would have come off.”
 
   “Umm, thank you for not doing that.”
 
    “You’d lost a lot of blood, and I needed to get your leg in place and close you up as quickly as possible. Even in your catatonic state, you nearly took my head off when I tried to touch your injury. I’m sorry, but I’d had to chain your arms down while I worked on you.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I don’t even remember. Glad to see I didn’t decapitate you. I guess we’d both be long gone by now.”
 
   With one hand, he pressed down on the top of my thigh; with his other, he pushed against the side of my knee. That…well, that fucking hurt, and I let him know in no uncertain terms what I thought of that particular test. He apologized, although I’m not sure if he knew what half of the things I called him even were. He may have repealed his conciliatory words, if he had. 
 
   He was shaking his head. “It’s amazing…this healing power you possess.”
 
   “It has its bonuses. I’m no longer lactose intolerant.”
 
   “Sounds serious.”
 
   “Could be if you were down wind after a big ice cream cone.” 
 
   His eyebrows were furrowed as he looked at me.
 
   “Forget it. Not nearly as much fun when the other person doesn’t really know what you’re talking about.” 
 
   This was another indicator of what Tommy had been talking about when he said vampires hit a wall after a thousand or so years. It wasn’t that they would die; it’s that they would seek ways to die. Civilization would move so far past where they’d originated that they would feel even more alienated than they already were. Made sense, as Mathieu had no idea about the cultural references of which I spoke. I couldn’t bring up anything I’d ever read or seen in the movies or television, because none of it would make sense. Even though the ‘right now’ was technologically behind where I came from, we were still worlds apart. 
 
   “You alright?”
 
   I told him I was fine. I did not want to dwell on the fact that I was nearly as alone in this world as he was. The only one I could relate to was Azile, and if I never saw her again, I’m not sure if I’d shed a tear. I was holding her directly responsible for Tommy’s death, whether she was truly culpable or not. 
 
   “It is nearly time for dinner, but I’m unsure of what you eat.” He hesitated.
 
   “What do you have?”
 
   “Salted venison and goat.”
 
   “Salted like jerky?”
 
   “Not quite as thin and cured, but yes.”
 
   “Either…both are fine.” 
 
   Mathieu chatted me up almost the entire night. It seemed that he was enjoying the company as much as I was loathing it. He was a nice enough person, it’s just that I had more in common with the haunted hallways of this building than I did with him. Then it all changed in the blink of an eye when he spoke next.
 
   “Do you like beer?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Beer. Do you like it?”
 
   “You’re not saying deer or bear like the animal, right?”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry, maybe they didn’t have beer back where you’re from. It’s an ale type beverage made with hops and—”
 
   “I know what beer is. Now, I want to be REAL clear on this part. Are you asking if I like it in the abstract, or because you quite possibly have some?”
 
   Mathieu smiled. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   “You are really going to leave me hanging here without answering the question? What kind of cruel man are you?” I flipped him the finger.
 
   He flipped it back. “I do not know what it means, but by your tone, I will take it to mean something similar to this.” He showed me the entire palm of his left hand as if he were stopping traffic.
 
   “That’s bad?” I asked.
 
   “Could get you killed in most communities.”
 
   “Might have to keep that in mind.” 
 
   The ten minutes he was gone took forever. I felt like a kid whose mom promised him a trip to the toy store if he behaved while she did her regular errands at the grocery store, shoe store, and worst of all, the yarn store. Ever been a six-year-old boy and have to wander around the fucking aisles of a yarn store? Not too much more could be done to a youngster to create more boredom than that. It’s not my fault all those rolls of yarn came undone. How did I know by pulling them all behind me they would unravel? Never did get that GI Joe action figure with the Kung-Fu grip she’d promised. It was only eight rolls of yarn, Mom!
 
   I heard a sound that was much like if a giant rat had got his toe stuck in a closing door. The squealing was approaching, at first I laughed off my errant assumption, but the closer it got the more my imagination began to take off. It wasn’t like this world couldn’t yield that type of monster. What would rodent teeth look like on a six-foot rat? I think I’d rather face a Lycan.
 
   I craned my neck so I could see a bit down the hallway, seeing nothing at first. Then, the edge of a metal table, a gurney actually, appeared. Sitting atop of it was a barrel; a glorious oaken cask, and pushing the loudly protesting rolling table was a grinning Mathieu. 
 
   “What’s in the barrel, Mathieu?” I was grinning as well. It was infectious. 
 
   “This one just became ready a few days ago.”
 
   “This one? How many do you have, and how many gallons does this thing hold?” It was roughly the size of a quarter keg (or what we used to call pony kegs when I was kid).
 
   “Five gallons.”
 
   “You…” I almost choked out a sob. “You have five gallons of beer in there?” Right now I wouldn’t have cared if it came out the dark coffee color of a stout.
 
   “I call this Titanee Amber Ale. Hand me your mug.” 
 
   I tossed my fish fecal water on the ground and happily handed it to him as he poured an almost clear, reddish liquid into my cup. I could only stare at it in disbelief as he handed the nearly brimming mug back.
 
   “Aren’t you going to try it?” he asked excitedly. 
 
   “You need to pour yourself some. There’s a custom I need to show you.”
 
   He looked slightly perplexed, but that didn’t stop him from doing as I said. 
 
   “Okay, we lightly touch our glasses together like this.” There was a clinking noise as I gently brought our mugs together. I wanted to make sure none of the precious liquid fell to the floor. “Then we say, ‘Cheers’ and drink.”
 
   “Cheers and drink!” he repeated enthusiastically as he tipped his mug up.
 
   “Well, you don’t say, ‘and drink’, but whatever.” I tipped my mug up as well. 
 
   There was a hint of the residual fish water for just a moment before the effervescent bubbling of carbonated beer ran across my palate. The taste was, by leaps and bounds, better than anything I’d tasted in this day and age, and would have easily stacked up to anything when beer was more readily available. Nice initial clean taste with just a hint of after-bite—crisp might have been a good word. 
 
   “How?” I finally asked after coming up for air. I was now working on my third mug full. 
 
   “Never much liked the taste of mead. There are these small booklets down here. They used to call them magazines, you know those?”
 
   “I know those.”
 
   “Well, I noticed they had all these pages devoted to this beer beverage, none for mead by the way. So I did more investigating. Some talked about how they were made from the finest wheat, barleys, and hops. I just started experimenting. Had a bunch of time on my hands. Took me five years to get this one right.”
 
   “Worth every fucking second,” I assured him. 
 
   He went into detail about the fermenting process, I listened because he was so passionate about it, and it was hard not to share in it with him. I berated myself in the background. I’d had over a century and done nothing to reinvent my old beverage. In five years, he’d produced a taste that breweries would have clamored for. 
 
   As we polished that small keg off that night, I told him all about when and where I’d come from. He’d had to stop me on numerous occasions for clarification and to express his disbelief. I’d assured him it was all true, even the part about jet packs. My story, I’d tell it my way, plus I was drunker than a skunk that had found a barrel of fermented apples. We’d become friends that night. We’d both let our guards down and let the other in behind the walls we’d both been building for years. Not sure which of us needed it more. 
 
   “What happened that brought us back to this?” Mathieu had not looked up from his glass as he swept his hand back and forth. 
 
   I’m sure he meant the outside world as it was now and not the building we found ourselves in. “The pursuit of power, I guess. Man’s seemingly innate need to dominate over others. Weird…from as small a group as three or as large as three billion, someone needs to show that they are in charge. Why is that? Beer me.” I held out my cup.
 
   “Without a hierarchy, there is anarchy,” he burped out.
 
   “You just make that shit up?”
 
   He smiled right before falling off his chair. He did pull off an amazing display of athleticism when he didn’t spill a drop of beer. We laughed more that night than both of us had in fair number of our accumulated lifetimes; which, when you really kind of think about it, is not all that surprising. Not many people who still have a semblance of sanity laugh like loons when they are by themselves. That is strictly an emotion reserved for crowds—or at least two people, in this case.
 
   When the cask came up dry, Mathieu excused himself to get another one. Came out something like, and I’m paraphrasing, because I don’t know which one of him said it, “More beer, be back.” I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to see him again that night when he bounced off the wall next to the opening. 
 
   “Excuse me,” he told the structure. 
 
   It was a good thing he passed out somewhere. I was having a hard enough time holding on to my improvised bed as it was. I was still grinning when I awoke, then I realized I had a hangover that rivaled anything I’d previously encountered in my extended years, so I laid there until the worst of it passed. My true moment of panic came when I realized the press of some, err, necessities came to the fore. I had to piss like a racehorse—any horse I suppose, as I don’t think racehorses cornered that market. I debated about using my mug, but it would soon be overflowing. Then I thought of the chamber pot Mathieu had given me. That wasn’t going to work either. Two more drops of condensation, and it would be spilling out. In fact, moving it was going to put someone in a precarious situation. 
 
   “Now or never, I suppose.” The press of my bladder overcame my fear of the pain I was about to inflict on myself. I looked over to the cask gurney, wondering if I could ride it like a gondola. I didn’t have a paddle, though. I had the bittersweet memory of BT in his hospital bed back at Camp Custer moving his over to me in an attempt to strike me for some offending remark I’d made about him. 
 
   “Miss you, brother,” I said just as I touched the tip of my feet down onto the cool concrete. 
 
   A tingle of pain shot out from my thigh. This was only going to get exponentially worse as I put more weight on it. I was right, up to a point, as the pain capped off at somewhere between a bee sting and someone smashing a whiffle ball bat against my leg, and every variation in between. It hurt, but it certainly wasn’t debilitating. My next problem became ‘where the fuck do I go?’ I was hunched over, because, to stand up would put more pressure on an already bloated organ. I couldn’t even look around properly as I shuffled out the doorway. 
 
   I had been completely unprepared for how big this place was. The corridor I found myself in curved off to the left. There wasn’t much in it save a couch that looked like Nixon may have sat in it and one passed out Mathieu. I thought about waking him up so he could point me in the right direction, but if I could spare him even ten minutes of this dreadful feeling of excessive drink pay back, I would do it. I came around the first bend in the hallway to realize there was another one.
 
   “It’s a damn circle. I’m going to end up back where I came from.” I was a half a second away from opening a doorway that lined the corner and doing what needed to be done, hoping that my guilt would dry up before Mathieu would notice I’d debased his building. My needs were immediately forgotten when I saw a sign. This wasn’t Titani as my drinking buddy called it. It was Titan I, Missile Silo 246. 
 
   I was in a nuclear missile silo facility. 
 
   “Are you kidding me?” I placed my hand against the sign, flecks of paint came off. I was in a place that, at one time, could have wiped out any city and its population on the entire planet. Was the missile still here? And if it was, was radiation even now leaking out? Did it matter? If it was a heavy enough dose Mathieu would show effects, at least up until he changed over once a month and would be cured of any cancer causing agents present in his body.
 
   “Do you feel as bad as I do?”
 
   I jumped when I heard Mathieu speak. Okay, jump is a bit of an exaggeration. Hopped? Pulsed up, perhaps? I turned to look at him, his eyes glowing like candles and as red as Bing cherries. He had one hand on his head and one on his stomach.
 
   “This is about the only time I wished I was turning tonight,” he said. We both knew because he would be “cured.” 
 
   “Mathieu, this place isn’t called Titani.”
 
   “I know that.”
 
   “Maybe you could have told me this place was a missile silo.”
 
   “Michael.”
 
   “Call me Mike.”
 
   “Mike, I don’t even know what a missile silo is.”
 
   I told him, he somehow seemed even more green than when he’d previously come out behind me. 
 
   “Can we talk about this after…” He didn’t need to elaborate.
 
   “Lead on.” 
 
   It wasn’t much further to a restroom that looked as clean as the day it had been built. Except for the brown sludge-like water, it was completely functional. 
 
   “Gravity fed,” he said as he flushed the toilet. “Pipes are all rusted, though, won’t be long until they burst. Some of the ones in other sections you can poke your fingers through. How’s your leg?” he asked as we exited.
 
   “Surprisingly good.” I couldn’t get the fact that we were possibly sitting next to a mega ton warhead off my mind, and I let him know. “Is there a rocket here?”
 
   “Rocket?”
 
   “Big, long, tubey, cylinder-looking thing.” And yes, I used the word tubey to describe a weapon of mass destruction.
 
   “How big?”
 
   “Not really sure, but you’d have a hard time missing it. Seventy-five to a hundred feet, I guess.” 
 
   “There’s nothing like that in here.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “Like you said, I’d of had a hard time missing it.”
 
   “You’re positive?”
 
   “Mike, I’ve been living here for fifteen years. I think I would have remembered stumbling upon it.”
 
   “Sorry, you just have no idea how devastating those things could be.”
 
   “Come on. I’ll show you where it probably was.”
 
   My stomach was gurgling something fierce. Tough to say if it was nerves, beer residue, or a caustic brew stew of both. We came out onto a small walkway platform that ringed a large, vertical tunnel.
 
   “Don’t touch that railing,” he warned. As a demonstration, he placed his foot against it and a portion clattered to the floor some fifty feet below. 
 
   “Damn,” I said, looking over the edge, getting as close as I dared, which really wasn’t all that close. I looked up, seeing that about the same distance as the floor below the roof was high. At the top were two huge steel doors that opened when the missile was called upon to perform its death-dealing task. “There any other chambers like this?”
 
   “None that I’ve found, and yes, before you ask, I’ve explored this place inside and out.”
 
   “Got to admit, it is a relief to see it’s not here, but I kind of wouldn’t mind seeing one either though. Can we go topside?”
 
   “Depends on your leg. How you feeling?” 
 
   “Like I can deal with the discomfort if I can get some sunlight on my body.”
 
   Five levels wouldn’t normally take fifteen minutes to climb, but I was taking my time. 
 
   “I still can’t believe you’re walking this soon.”
 
   “Because of my Lycan wound or all the beer I drank?”
 
   “I drank more than you.” 
 
   And there it was, a comfortable easy camaraderie had been formed the previous evening. I hoped we’d have the chance to develop it even further. Although I surely wasn’t going to tell him that, that’s just not how guys work. 
 
   We came out a side door that was concealed within a decent-sized earthen mound. Vines and other growth made the door almost impossible to see from anyone but the most prying of eyes and it wasn’t like this was on a highway of any sort.
 
   “Man, this feels good,” I said as I leaned against a tree. “Something about being underground kind of sinks into your bones or something.”
 
   “You smell that?”
 
   “Come on, Mathieu, I drank more than I have in decades, there’s bound to be some repercussions.”
 
   He turned to look back at me. “Are you truly referring to your bodily functions?”
 
   I grinned.
 
   “Was that common practice during your time?”
 
   “Not really.” Somewhat embarrassed now that he wasn’t seeing the humor; although I had felt better for releasing some pressure. 
 
   He shook his head. “That wasn’t what I was talking about. However, I was going to say something to you about it soon.”
 
   “You were ahead of me on the stairs.”
 
   He pointed to his nose. “Since the change, I have a heightened sense of smell.”
 
   I paused. “Aw, man, I am sorry.”
 
   “You are easier to embarrass than I would have thought possible.”
 
   “You’re messing with me?”
 
   “If by ‘messing with’ you mean having fun at your expense, then I most certainly am. And while you do smell like something a Bison might leave behind, that is not what I am referring to as the odor I am detecting.” 
 
   He had my interest piqued. I had food on the brain, like an aforementioned Bison Burger, or maybe steak. A baking loaf of bread would be perfect as well. He crashed all of my chow fantasies with one word.
 
   “Lycan.” He was testing the air with his nose, the disdain he said the word with could have dripped to the ground. 
 
   “Here? We should go back in. Neither of us are any match for one of them.”
 
   “They’re close.”
 
   “Even more of a reason.” A thought of dread hit me full force. “Have they ever been around here?”
 
   When he shook his head in the negative I knew why they were here now. He must have seen the look of concern on my face because he spoke.
 
   “I knew this possibility was an outcome if I stepped into that clearing. I thought I’d done enough to cover my tracks and my scent. I guess not.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mathieu. They’re here for me.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sure that’s mostly right, but once they picked up the smell of a wayward werewolf I’m sure that gave them a little more incentive as well.” 
 
   “Is this the only way into the silo?”
 
   “No.” He was off looking into the surrounding woods. “There’s at least six that I’ve found.”
 
   “Can they be locked or barricaded?”
 
   He thought about it for a second. “Two can be locked, two could be acceptably barricaded. This door, if discovered, can be opened, and it cannot be fortified easily. The other is a cave system; a wall of this structure was removed and it opens directly out to the cave.
 
   “Removed?”
 
   “It almost appears as if people were trapped down there and needed to find another way out. I found all manner of tools and implements at the opening to get that particular job done.”
 
   “Strange. Question for another day I suppose. Should we leave this place?”
 
   “Leave this place?” The look of torture on Mathieu’s face was difficult to look upon. I had to remember this was his home. This was the only place he’d known for the last fifteen years. “Where would I go that the people around me would be safe?” 
 
   “There’s still a chance they came sniffing around and did not find us.” 
 
   “Possible,” he said without much conviction.
 
   I did not offer up my thoughts, which revolved around the point that they may have already found a way in and were even now walking the corridors looking for us. I found that somehow more terrifying that such an alien creature would be walking through something so thoroughly human as a concrete hallway. The sun no longer felt quite as warm on my skin, and we were far too exposed if they were around. And who friggin’ knew how far my gaseous emissions could be detected? On second thought, that might give them reason not to come looking for us, would probably think one or both of us were already dead. 
 
   Mathieu took one more long, sweeping glance. “Are you alright enough to go back?”
 
   “Ready when you are. If at any point we have to run, Mathieu, you just need to go. Do you understand?”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Are you going to run if that’s the case?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   He was lying; I didn’t call him out on it though. I was honored he liked me enough to potentially risk his life. He did, at this point, have a lot vested in me. He had saved me in that clearing, he had nursed me back to health and now he might need me if we were to leave this place. Whether he was thinking that far ahead was not for me to know, at least not at this point. 
 
   “Let’s go.”
 
   He didn’t need to tell me twice. I was moving as quickly to the door as I dared. Going down was not much better than going up had been. I did not want to put any undue weight on my leg and I didn’t dare use the guardrail to support my full weight and let gravity do its job. The rail looked solid enough but there was a possibility it could be rusted out and I could end up going down hard. Besides bruising my ego and my ass (were those the same?) the extra noise could alert any intruders to our whereabouts. We were both unnaturally quiet as we descended, as every miscellaneous miniscule noise we had earlier discounted now took on more ominous tones. 
 
   We would be in some real trouble if we were found out. We were about as vulnerable as we could be. Even a juvenile Lycan wouldn’t have too much problem dispatching of us both. Mathieu had no weapons on him and I was on one leg. Maybe I could hop the Lycan to death. The door that opened up to the hallway creaked. When we went up it was barely noticeable but since all of our senses were heightened now it sounded like the migratory mating call of a blue whale and it would be heard for miles. 
 
   “Smell anything?” I asked as we stepped out into the corridor. I hoped for more than one reason that he didn’t. My leg was beginning to throb, and if I had to go back up the stairs with some semblance of speed, I was going to be in a great deal of pain. 
 
   “No,” was his answer, after what seemed like an inordinate delay, although I didn’t mind him being overly cautious since it was our lives at stake. “I need to get to my room, I have a bow and arrow.”
 
   “I need to get my axe as well.” 
 
   “Should we separate?” 
 
   I stopped to look at him. “I guess you wouldn’t know.” I placed a hand on his shoulder. “Horror Movie 101. The protagonists should never, ever split up.”
 
   “Movie? One-oh-one? Is that English?”
 
   “Let’s just get your bow, and then we’ll get my weapon.”
 
   “It’d be quicker if we each got them and met back here.”
 
   “Yup, most definitely would, now let’s go. I’m telling you, if we split up, one of us will die real soon and then the other will be left to run around all by himself for a long time with death right on his heels. Then, just when it looks like he’s going to get away, he gets killed. After that, the ending credits roll up and the audience is left with a bad taste in their mouths. It’s a format that has worked for years.”
 
   “Whatever you say.” We took a right and headed for his place. 
 
   We didn’t see, hear or, in Mathieu’s case, smell anything. That, however, did little to quell the unease we were both feeling. Something just wasn’t right. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but the normally benign silo now felt sinister. I was sort of surprised I couldn’t hear the portentous background music. It was a given something was going to jump out at us. The first thing would be a mop handle that was propped against a door incorrectly so it hit me in the face when said door was opened. Then, the next time would be the real deal, giant Lycan, all teeth, claws and malice. 
 
   “This is ridiculous, I have got to stop thinking like I’m in a movie,” I muttered.
 
   When we came up to Mathieu’s room, the door was open, so at least I didn’t have to worry about something falling out towards us. The flickering of the torches caused shadows to dance within his room. He stumbled on the edge of a threadbare rug and caught a walking stick before it could fall to the ground. That actually boded well that he caught it; if it had fallen to the floor, it would have startled the hell out of me and been entirely too close to that mop handle. 
 
   I looked to his walls, he had dozens of hand drawn pictures and a few pieced-together pictures cut out of magazines of a woman and two children. 
 
   “They’re beautiful,” I said as I approached. He seemed embarrassed and saddened as he thanked me. His artwork was incredible. He’d done an amazing job capturing the beauty of his family and their souls; if that was possible, he’d done it. His wife wore a small, lop-sided smile, as if she were asking him how much longer she needed to hold this pose because she had a hundred other things to tend to. 
 
   We heard a noise far off in the distance. We both looked at each other. Mathieu quickly grabbed his bow and handed me the large knife he’d been holding when we’d first officially met. 
 
   “Might not be anything. Stuff falls all the time in here, been getting worse.”
 
   I hoped that was the case, but I didn’t feel overly confident. Surviving this long meant that I tended to think of the worst-case scenario and planned accordingly. Suddenly, coming down here felt more like retreating to a dungeon rather than a safe haven. There would be more opportunity to see our enemy coming and potentially get away if the need arose if we were topside. Oh, who was I kidding? We were as good as dead in any setting. The only chance we had would be if it were a full moon and Mathieu was a werewolf; but then again, he’d be trying to eat me, so that really wouldn’t work out quite so well either. 
 
   My quarters were towards the sound we’d heard. I was weighing the worth of the weapon versus our lives. I would have said screw it if Azile had not told me just how important an artifact the hand axe just might be. If this was a video game, it would most likely be some key that needed to be put into a lock near the end of the game, and without it, you would not be able to complete your task. You’d have to go back and repeat all your previous steps to retrieve it and likely end up dying for your efforts. Yeah, it would be just like that. Although, if I died now, it wouldn’t matter whether I had the damned thing or not. 
 
   We started off slow, and then, as if we felt a subtle shift, began to move faster. We still neither heard nor saw anything up to this point. When we got to my quarters without being attacked, I figured we’d somehow dodged danger. I use dodge and not eluded. Dodged is a temporary movement that implies more is coming our way, eluded would be that we had escaped unscathed. Trouble was coming, it just hadn’t found us yet, but the bastard was relentless and would keep looking. It would always keep looking. 
 
   “I smell you, Old One!” The words echoed throughout the silo. I swear they were delivered with such force that, if the lighting had been better, I would have been able to see them as they took on a physical presence. 
 
   “They are inside,” Mathieu nearly gagged out. 
 
   I was going to thank Captain Obvious for his insight, but the words were more of a reflex action. Scared didn’t even begin to describe how he looked. His history with Lycan was more terrifying than my own. I had the hand axe in my hand, hoping I’d have some bolt of electricity run through it like Thor’s Hammer or something. Unfortunately, it was just cold and, at the moment, unnaturally heavy in my weakened state. I felt no better for its heft. What I wouldn’t have done for a magazine full of 5.56 ammunition. 
 
   “You are injured. Yes, you are,” he hissed. “I can smell it. Panthros had your blood all over him. Deep blood, Old One. Come out now. It will not be quick, it will not be merciful, but it will be done.”
 
   “Not much of an incentive,” I mumbled.
 
   “You are not joking, are you?”
 
   “Coping mechanism,” I told an astonished Mathieu. “Any idea where he is?”
 
   “The great round room where you say the missile was housed by the sound of it. We can go out a different way.”
 
   “Something is not right here. He would not normally make so much noise. Predators rely on stealth.”
 
   “Perhaps he’s just not afraid.”
 
   “Maybe, not likely though. Three from his pack are dead and he has to believe I did that. He would not be so brazen as to think the same could not happen to him.”
 
   “He knows you are injured.”
 
   “A lion chasing an injured water buffalo does not roar as he charges, not unless he was trying to drive the animal away and into a pre-set trap. Come on, we need to go towards the voice.” I took a few steps; Mathieu did not.
 
   “I do not know what a lion or a water buffalo are, but I can assure you that neither one would willingly go towards a Lycan.”
 
   I paused. “Probably right.” I kept moving. After a few more steps, I heard Mathieu fall in behind me.
 
   There were long gaps in the corridor where no torchlight reached. A horde of Lycan could have easily laid in wait for us to get closer before descending upon us. Well, maybe not a horde, just two would be able to do the trick. My steps were slow in direct contrast to whatever the fuck crazy rhythm my heart was pumping to. Humping jackrabbits on crack and coffee couldn’t have matched its pace. 
 
   “This is insane,” Mathieu said, not an inch and a half from my ear. 
 
   If air could have fit through my constricted throat, I would have screamed. If the blood in my system hadn’t been slamming past my eardrums, he wouldn’t have been able to get so close. What else was I missing? The next sound I heard all-too-clearly; though…I wished I hadn’t. Claws were being dragged against the cement wall. All the Lycan needed was a chalkboard to make the sound that much more grating. I clenched my teeth and, truth be told, my asshole as well. 
 
   I had yet to respond to Mathieu, insanity seemed to be my forte. And right now, even I was questioning my plan. Or was it motives? Did Mathieu deserve to be part of my quest for revenge? It was an unfathomable pool from which to dip and no matter how much blood you pulled from its depths you would never strike bottom. 
 
   As the claw dragging stopped, I could just make out the missile silo room up ahead, the sunlight spilled through the multitude of holes in the blast doors roof. Standing perfectly silhouetted was a huge Lycan. Maybe he was average size, I don’t know, they’re all fucking huge. I pulled Mathieu close to the wall and even further into the shadows the hallway allowed us.
 
   “Now what?” he asked.
 
   “We see if he’s alone.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   “Well, either he isn’t by himself and we’re really in a jam, or he is, and we’re still in a jam.”
 
   I could hear the material around Mathieu’s neck rustle as he shook his head at the “brilliance” of my plan.
 
   “I can smell the forfeiture of your soul! It is like the taint of spoiled meat!” he yelled so loudly, I felt like one of the three little pigs in that ancient fable as the force of wind rushed past me. Mathieu was shivering, nope, scratch that, it was me. 
 
   “We need to move closer.” I was inching forward even as I said it. Why Mathieu didn’t just turn and make a run for it I don’t know, must be the same mentality that made men run from their trenches during war into the hail of machine guns and the rounds they expended by the thousands. We are a strange species. We do so much to preserve our lives, while simultaneously exposing ourselves to known life-threatening situations with no significant benefit in sight. 
 
   We’d crept to within twenty feet. The hairy beast was pacing around the parapet looking through all the corridors that led to him. He had made a complete circuit before stopping at our ingress. He stopped for a fraction of a second longer than he should have. Panic began to physically manifest within me. I could feel it like a separate entity manifesting itself out of the dread I was manufacturing. I was building my own monster. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Mathieu asked as I separated away from the wall. 
 
   I did my best to move with slow and steady steps, hiding my injurious and throbbing leg as best I could.
 
   “Panthros was a pussy,” I said as I stepped out into a circle of light, perfectly visible to the Lycan. “Cried for his bitch the entire time I drank him to death.”
 
   “You are a foul blight among these lands, and I will erase your contaminant!” he bellowed. This one was not much for inaction. He was already on the move, yelling as he purposefully strode towards me.
 
   He had the slightest hesitation in his gait when I didn’t run. By not taking off, I was not triggering his chase response, and this did not sit all that well with him. I had to think that now he was the one looking for the trap. I just wished I had the wherewithal to set one up. 
 
   “What are you going to do with that?” he asked, pointing to the axe I had raised up by the side of my head, he was still moving forward, albeit slowly.
 
   “I was really planning on lodging it in your neck.” I was pretty sure my voice didn’t waver as I spoke. 
 
   He howled, letting whomever else was in here with him know that something was about to go down. Although, by all appearances, it seemed he wanted to get first crack. He came at me. I knew he had more reach than me even with my arm extended and the blade out. I was in the midst of a swing and not at all that confident about landing when movement in my peripheral caught at least part of my attention. Hard to divert too much when a four hundred pound behemoth is barreling down on you. 
 
   Mathieu plunged his knife hilt deep into the Lycan’s side. The strength and speed at which he delivered the strike gave me pause to consider how he’d done it. The Lycan’s arm shot out in a self-defensive gesture, his forearm hitting Mathieu square in the face. I heard the audible cracking of his nose as it shattered under the assault. He was flung to the wall where he crashed hard before sliding to the ground. The knife was still in its side, and whether it had severed a muscle that made his leg move or the animal could not concentrate on anything else due to the extreme pain, I didn’t know. What I did know was that he wasn’t coming at me anymore. In fact, he wasn’t even paying me any more attention. 
 
   I put everything I could into that swing. I told the pain in my leg to kiss my ass as I gave a little upward thrust so I could make good on my earlier threat. I buried my blade into the side of his neck almost to the midway point. His Adam’s apple was bobbing up and down as his eyes finally settled on me.
 
   “I told you I was going to do this.” I dislodged my blade. 
 
   He had no more fight in him as he fell to his knees, blood flooding his airway and choking his lungs. I had to step to the side as he fell face forward onto the concrete. He was dead before his head touched down. Blood poured out from him. I was so caught up on the kill, I’d forgotten about Mathieu until I saw the blade protruding from the Lycan’s side. 
 
   “Are you alright?” He was already starting to stand, his hands on either side of his broken nose trying to stem the flow of blood. “Woo, that looks bad, you’re going to have a hard time getting a date. Here, let me see if I can set it.” Something needed to be done. His sniffer was nearly lying flat against the left side of his face. If I didn’t fix it now, he would forever sound like my English Bulldog Henry after a particularly strenuous four minute workout. 
 
   “Is it bad?”
 
   “Worse.” I cupped his nose.
 
   “Is this going to hu—” He yelled out in pain.
 
   “Oh, I would imagine so,” I said as I put his nose back more or less where it belonged with a loud crunching sound that could be equated to the multiple popping of old shipping bubble-wrap, without the satisfaction of tension release. 
 
   “Dammit.” He pushed my hands away and covered his nose with his own. He stayed against the wall for a minute.
 
   “Let me see.”
 
   “Better?” he asked, making sure I wasn’t close enough to get to him.
 
   “Your eyeglasses modeling days are over. Maybe you can start up a new career as a hand model.”
 
   Our attention was pulled away as we heard answering howls approaching.
 
   “We need to go.” Mathieu was tugging on my sleeve.
 
   “Just need a few seconds. I want them to think about what they’re getting into here.” I turned back to the dead Lycan and after a few well-placed chops and some minimal dragging the effect was achieved. Another howl came, this one almost on top of us.
 
   “No time.” Mathieu dragged me into a small room ten feet back from where the Lycan lay. Odds were that it was a maintenance closet, but all that remained were some aluminum shelving. Even the door was gone, which did little to ease our feelings of being overly exposed. 
 
   It was a good thing we did not retreat down the corridor we came. We eventually heard the padded feet of something coming our way and it wasn’t a mystery what it was. A dark shadow blazed by our hideout not slowing or looking in our direction. We could hear him sniffing and then a cry of outrage contaminated the airwaves. 
 
   “Viln, what is wrong?” another asked. He must have come from a different direction. It would have been like playing Russian roulette with a Lycan-loaded hallway. 
 
   “Quillian is dead and he has been beheaded!”
 
   “Beheaded?” I could almost hear the reverence in his tone. “He will forever wander the plains not able to find all who have gone before him.” 
 
   “The Old One took his head and placed it upside down on his body!” I think it was Viln that vociferated. “He must be killed! He took my mate’s life and afterlife. He must die so that I can recover at least one of them.”
 
   Normally this would be where I cracked some wise-ass joke about pissing off another woman. At the time, though, the thought didn’t even cross my mind. We were less than ten feet away from three Lycan with little more than sharp, pointy things. 
 
   “We must discuss this with Xavier. There is also the smell of the infected here,” one of the Lycan piped up. I was hoping his seemingly infinite wisdom would prevail. Unless, of course, Xavier was here now. Then we were in a serious dilemma.
 
   “Xavier is not here!” Viln shrieked. Well, as much as a Lycan shrieks. A Viking would have been proud to call the sound she made a war cry. 
 
   Well, that answered that part.
 
   “We cannot stay here, Viln. This place smells of death.”
 
   “Are you afraid, Haarg?” she growled.
 
   He growled back. “I am not afraid!”
 
   “Maybe we should be,” the third said. 
 
   “There are three of us, Roamer. Do you not believe we can kill one Old One?” Viln sneered. Even in another species I could detect the contempt with which she delivered those words. 
 
   “Do not doubt me, Viln. I am still the leader of this mission, and this Old One you would dismiss so easily has already laid four of our brothers into their final sleep. I do not wish to join them, not without a proper Mojid.”
 
   There was a lot of grunting and I’m sure gesturing. Viln ultimately yielded to her pack leader and that was all that mattered. They were leaving.
 
   “I know you can hear me, Old One. We will return, and ultimately you will fall to us!” Roamer shouted.
 
   “Big words,” Viln said much more quietly, thinking only her trio would hear them. Even Lycan females needed to get the last word in.
 
   They left silently, so quietly in fact Mathieu and I stayed hidden much longer than we had to, just to be certain this wasn’t a trick on their part. I finally stuck my head out, thankful it wasn’t swiped off. 
 
   “They’re gone.” I was already moving out into the hallway.
 
   “They’ll be back.” 
 
   He was right. My presence had compromised his home and I felt for him. “Looks like you’re going to have to come with me.”
 
   “How do you think we are going to go about this? I would rather die than risk the lives of more innocents.”
 
   “We’ll take the chains with us.”
 
   “Are you going to hold onto them?” he asked with derision in his voice.
 
   “I was thinking more along the lines of a giant oak.”
 
   “This is all I have known in so long.”
 
   “Well, maybe it’s time to move on. We’ve got a bit of time on our side before they come back.”
 
   “And you know this how?”
 
   “The Lycan aren’t going to expose themselves to any more danger than they have to. They’ll wait until the full moon then flood this place with werewolves.”
 
   “Are you certain of this?”
 
   “How could I be?”
 
   “You sound so sure.”
 
   “It’s a gift. If you’re going to bullshit someone you need to sound as convincing as possible. If you believe it they will believe it.”
 
   “Should you be telling me this?”
 
   “Probably not. Come on; let’s get your face cleaned up a little.”
 
   “What about Quillian?” Mathieu was looking back.
 
   “We’re going to leave him as a message for all those that follow, what their fate could potentially entail.”
 
   At the end of the third day after our encounter with the Lycan patrol, my leg was sufficiently healed enough that I felt we could make our trek out of here. Mathieu’s face looked like he’d been battered. His nose was still about twice its normal size, both of his eyes were blackened, the deep purple had subsided somewhat. It would be another week at least before he didn’t look like he’d lost a bar fight…or won with some damage. We kept watch the entire time we stayed there. The last thing I wanted to be was surprise-awoken by a clown or a Lycan, or as in one of my dreams a Lycan dressed as a clown. That was about as close to wetting my pants as I’d been since I was five and had been stuck on a city bus with my mother after just drinking my favorite slushie drink. 
 
   I don’t know which of us was sadder when we left the Titan I missile silo. Mathieu was leaving his adopted home, and I was leaving three partially brewed pony kegs of beer behind. I’d made an old Indian travois so that I could drag the only one that was done brewing; and the chains, of course.
 
   “They will be able to track the grooves that makes in the path,” Mathieu had said sadly.
 
   “Worth it,” I told him. The majority of the day was silent between us. Mathieu needed to come to terms with his new reality, and I was going to give him all the time and quietude that he needed to do so. 
 
   Night was rapidly approaching, and my leg was subtly letting me know it was getting time to call it a day by sending shooting pains up through my spine. That was really all the hint I needed. I’m quick like that. We left the game trail by a few hundred yards, and found a small outcropping of rock next to a clearing that would house and hide a small fire. It was a perfect place to make camp. 
 
   “Want a drink?” I’d been slogging the keg around all day, it was time to make it all worthwhile. 
 
   I didn’t think he was going to respond, and when he did, I didn’t think he was going to say yes. He looked so damn morose. Instead of saying anything he just held his hand out. I filled a mug and handed it to him. The beer was somewhat flat from the rough handling, and it was warm, but still it was like the nectar of the gods. 
 
   “Does it hurt?” I had just finished my first mugful and was going for number two.
 
   He was sitting on a small rock, his head more or less hanging down to his chest, his shoulders rolled forward. He looked defeated is the best way to describe it, he did not look up when he spoke.
 
   “You’re not asking about my face, are you. Or leaving home, I gather.” It was a statement. I’d asked him a half dozen times during the day how he was doing, I mostly received half grunts if I got anything at all. 
 
   “No.” I’d finished my second cup. I thought I was in for the long haul with quiet. Not that I cared, I was used to it. For most of my life I’d only talked with one person and that was once a year. I was perfectly comfortable shrouded in silence. 
 
   “Every one of the bones in my body breaks in those first few minutes. Can you even imagine the pain I feel?”
 
   I’d been in the midst of pouring my third beer. I was honest when I spoke. “I can’t.”
 
   He seemed to accept that. “My muscles tear or stretch to the snapping point. Tendons are ripped free from their moorings before reattaching. Even the fur that protrudes from every single part of me feels like tiny daggers piercing the outermost layers of my skin. There is not one second of the three and a half minute process that is not excruciating to the point of burning out all of my humanity.”
 
   Three and a half minutes when you are engaged in a pleasurable act flies by. Two hundred and ten seconds when you are being torn apart from the inside out would be an eternity—you could lose yourself and find only insanity. That he has done this a hundred and eighty times or so and not cut open his own throat says volumes about the type of man he is. What could I say? I couldn’t offer solace. I couldn’t tell him it would be all right. 
 
   “I beat myself bloody those first few years chained to that wall. Ripped my claws clean off, dislocated my shoulders, elbows, wrists. One time I even started gnawing through my own arm. Sometimes it would heal before I changed back; sometimes I incurred the injury too late in the night and would awaken with another wound that needed immediate tending to. Ever try to pull out your own arm from a dislocated elbow?”
 
   I swallowed hard and shook my head. It sounded atrociously brutal. 
 
   “I closed my forearm in between a door and the frame, and with my left I held the door shut and then pulled backwards. Took three times before it popped back into place. Passed out on two of those attempts. It didn’t stop hurting until the next cycle. It was at that point that I was going to work on retaining some semblance of being a man when I turned.”
 
   This was interesting and deserved my full, undivided attention. I made sure my mug was full before I sat back down so that I wouldn’t have to interrupt him while I got another. My consideration for others knows no bounds. “How’d that go?”
 
   “Not well at first. Being a werewolf takes over everything completely, it wasn’t until I turned back that I could recall the previous evening. For some reason it would all be there, crystal clear, every action.” He bowed his head even further, a single tear falling to the ground.
 
   Not only had he killed his family, he could relive it in terrifying detail. Again I wanted to tell him “I’m sorry”, but what the hell would that have done?
 
   “I kept asking myself why could I remember everything, but not do anything about it? Made no sense, but it meant there was still some part of me in there. Buried deep, watching. I spent years trying to bring that small, pathetically small, piece of me to the foreground when I turned. It was the beer that finally showed me the way.”
 
   “Beer has always been a life saver,” I told him. “Sorry, felt like it needed to be said.” I was filling up my mug again. “Wish these were bigger.” I shoved my mug in his face. “So what happened?”
 
   “It was about eight years ago I guess. I was pissed off because I wasn’t having that much success. A little, maybe, but not enough that it was going to make any difference. The full moon was coming out that night, and I just got drunk. I drank more beer than any man has a right to. I didn’t think it then, but I think I was trying to kill myself. Probably would have too if not for the change. The funny thing is that the drunken feeling was pulled from me completely and dropped right on the asshole werewolf’s lap. He was a mess, and could barely do more than acknowledge he had chains on. I sat right behind his eyes and watched, a fair portion of the night was spent looking at closed eyelids. It was exhilarating and terrifying. I could finally be cognizant. That was an incredible rush, but not having any control whatsoever, well, that was a nightmare.”
 
   “Holy shit, Mathieu, that’s incredible.” I had downed my mug in one large gulp.
 
   “It gets better. Much like a puzzle, once shown how to do it, it becomes rote. I got piss stinking drunk three more times before I was confident enough to try it without.”
 
   “Yeah, seems like a waste of perfectly good beer to get a werewolf drunk.”
 
   Mathieu looked at me like everyone I’d ever known had at some point—like I’d lost my fucking mind. 
 
   “That fourth time was incredible. I was aware and I had a hint of control. I don’t want to say there are two entities within me fighting for dominance. It’s more the primal side of me that takes over when the werewolf is active, that is the part I needed to learn how to suppress. I didn’t have much luck that first year, it was just enough to know it was there. I studied it as best I could, given the state I was in.”
 
   “What changed?” 
 
   Mathieu nodded his head to the beer.
 
   “God, how many of life’s problems are solved with beer. It’s incredible. I’ll drink to that.” I got another refill. 
 
   “I got rip roaring drunk again. Then there it was…that primitive animalistic side of me that just wanted to kill and eat everything it encountered. It was so subdued from the alcohol that I just wrested control. One moment I could only look through his drooped eyelids, the next I made those same eyelids open up. I was jumping around like my kids on a warm spring day after a particularly long winter. When I brought my hand up to my face, I think I could have wept tears of joy. It was then I learned werewolves don’t have tear ducts.”
 
   “This is incredible, what happened next?”
 
   “I got less and less drunk each time. Until, a year or so later, I tried it completely sober.”
 
   I think I gasped, or maybe it was a burp.
 
   “I think ‘we’ shook the entire time. I was in a sort of trance as I expended every bit of me to keep him in check. Each subsequent cycle got easier, sometimes by the tiniest of amounts, others by leaps and bounds. I don’t think that it was an accident that I happened upon you when I did.”
 
   “What?” I had been in mid-pour.
 
   “This last full moon was the first time that I have gone through the change unchained, since the beginning. That I found you that very next morning leads me to believe it was destined to happen.”
 
   “How very fortunate for you,” I said sarcastically as I raised my beer in toast. “The tone is not for your feat, which is amazing. It’s just that you have worked and struggled so hard to conquer your demons, and your reward is to meet up with me. Doesn’t seem very fair. It’s almost like you’ve been wrongly convicted for a crime you didn’t commit and after fifteen years in prison you finally get out only to discover you have a terminal illness.”
 
   “You equate yourself to a terminal illness?”
 
   “Think about it, do you see anyone else around me?”
 
   “Valid point.” He handed me his mug to fill. 
 
   “Why don’t you fill your own?” I asked, handing him a full cup back.
 
   “Why should I if you’re going to keep doing it for me?”
 
   “You would have been a perfect Democrat.” It was clear he didn’t know what that meant, and he didn’t ask me to clarify, probably better off. I would have just started spouting half-truths and vitriol about a political party that had been extinct for a very long time. “Sorry, don’t listen to me, time has not been a friend. What did you do?”
 
   “I mostly sat in a chair. I was too afraid to do anything else. I was thinking if I started walking around and saw a rat or something bigger I would not be able to control myself. At times, I felt like I had my hands wrapped around a bear’s neck and was just holding on for dear life.”
 
   It was an amazing feat that he had done this and I told him as much. Unfortunately, it was not something we could bottle up and pass out to all the other werewolves. It had taken him years to do this, and a will of steel coupled with an unshakable desire to do so. I also did not think it was an accident that Mathieu had been chosen to do this. Perhaps he had no choice in becoming a werewolf—that was just a fateful evening, but then when a higher power noticed something within Mathieu he was led to that missile silo. What his purpose was had not yet been revealed. I hoped it was more than just dying by my side. 
 
   For a little more than two weeks we continued like this, we’d walk, make camp and drink a beer. Not sure why we drank more the previous night maybe it was because we realized the cask was nearing its completion and we were going to celebrate its loss. Whatever the reason, I awoke that morning with a headache that had me convinced I had been smashing a rock against my forehead for most of the night. I stumbled getting up, walked a few feet from camp, took care of some personal business and came back. I was reaching for the heavens when I looked down on Mathieu’s prone form. His eyes were closed and he had not stirred. I was not a quiet riser, I liked to herald in the new day with my morning piss. Sue me, I’d been alone for a long time.
 
   “Mathieu?” I stooped down. He didn’t look good. Pale even. His forehead was lined in sweat. “Mathieu?” I asked again, reaching down. It was then I noted a smell wafting off of him. Smelled of fever and rot. I noticed a large, wet spot on his shirt all across his chest. I pulled his shirt to the side to see a makeshift bandage wrapped around his pectoral muscles. A thick, yellow-green pus like fluid had soaked the entire thing all the way through and was now getting on his shirt. The smell got worse as I got closer. I pulled the bandage down slightly and had to back up. I gagged from the stink of rot. 
 
   “Bad?” Mathieu had one eye open and was looking at me.
 
   “It’s not good. What the hell happened?”
 
   “The Lycan sliced my chest when he broke my nose. Didn’t think too much about it until two days ago when it started oozing pus. It went from a clear liquid to yellow, though, in a few hours.”
 
   “Yeah, well it’s got green overtones and hints of brown coming in now, and how the hell are you handling this smell? It’s not good.”
 
   “The reek just started.” He smiled a bit and sat up. He was in some obvious discomfort, and if the way he wobbled was any indication, he was suffering from some vertigo and most likely had a high fever as well to go with the infection. 
 
   The only thing I could think to do was pump him with antibiotics and get him to a doctor, both of which were in short supply if they existed at all anymore.
 
   “What can I do to help?”
 
   “You need to help me make it for the next three nights. I haven’t come this far to die by a scratch of the fucking animal that put me in this predicament.”
 
   “Going to need a shelter and plenty of water. Can you eat?”
 
   I spent that whole day building a shelter, using the small rock outcropping as a wall. It was just cozy enough that when he invariably got the chills he would find warmth and just roomy enough that when he began to get hot he had space to breathe. I found a stream and a clutch of rabbits. I’d never been much of a fire starter without a good old-fashioned match. Took me over half an hour to get a friction fire going. Luckily, Mathieu had fallen asleep and could not watch my pathetic attempts at flame. By the time he awoke I had two mugs worth of sterilized water, which he drank down quickly and greedily. 
 
   I looked over to the keg. He was going to need more water and much faster than I could sterilize two little mugs at a time. I walked as slowly as I could to the stream, the entire time keeping the keg suspended over my head, letting the beer flow freely into my mouth. In contrast to how slow my locomotion was, I was swallowing as fast as humanly possible. By the time I got to the stream, I realized I’d stalled as long as I could. I was saddened as I watched those two pitchers worth of beer flow down the river.
 
   “I’ll miss you.” I waved, and then plunged the keg into the water to fill it back up.
 
   “Is it cold?” Mathieu was sitting up. “I’m so thirsty.”
 
   “I haven’t had a chance to boil it.”
 
   “Giardia is the least of my problems, Mike. The full moon will have come long before dysentery takes me out. Dehydration, though, that’ll kill me tonight.”
 
   I poured him seven cups of water before he had his fill. He’d also eaten two rabbits while I had gotten the water.
 
   “If this is how much you eat when you’re sick, I’m glad you weren’t one of my kids. I would have had to get a second job to feed you.” He smiled at the words, though I could see it pained him to do so. 
 
   I could do little except get him water when he needed it and remove or replace layers of clothes I had placed on him as blankets as he froze or baked depending on what minute it was. That first night wasn’t too bad. I would walk around into the night and check on him periodically. He slept somewhat fitfully, but it was sleep nonetheless. The next day was when he turned a corner and not in the right direction. The wound had begun to turn black. Tiny fingers of red were radiating out from the slash in all directions. At first, they were no thicker than one might expect on a bloodshot eye, nor longer than a normal earthworm. By that evening the fattest of them was as thick as my pinkie finger and it was close to a foot long.
 
   I’m not sure the stench coming off his chest could even be classified as an odor anymore. It had a specter to it, like the physical embodiment of putrefaction itself was sitting on his chest just waiting while his minions finished the job off. His teeth were chattering, at the same time droplets of sweat the size of marbles rolled off his head. This night I hovered over him, although I could have not done much more than say a prayer to his passing. I could not for the life of me imagine how he was going to make it through the next thirty-six hours. As the night turned into day, I would awaken him every so often to keep him as hydrated as possible. He coughed up more than he drank, necessitating that I awaken him more often. I had wet a shirt to wipe the sweat from his head as best I could, most times I would just keep a moist piece of material on him in an effort to cool him down. He was getting hot to the touch. I was concerned that his clothes were going to catch on fire.
 
   It was at this point, as well, I was afraid he was going to fry his brain in fever. I grabbed him and hoisted him up and over my shoulder. He shouldn’t have been so light, it was almost as if the fever was burning his tissue as well. I ran to the river and just kept going until I was nearly halfway across the thirty-foot span of it. The water was just past my mid-section as I cradled him in my arms and let the cooling effect of the water do its magic. I needed to get his core temperature down as best I could. It wasn’t a bathtub full of ice, but it was significantly cooler than the ambient air temperature. I must have stayed in that water for close to an hour. His body had cooled considerably, there was no longer steam coming from where he was making contact with the river. Okay, there never was, but you get the point. 
 
   I don’t think a special effects expert with a team of helpers could have made a more gruesome wound than the one I was looking at on Mathieu’s chest. His tissue was dying in a large swath, necrosis was setting in, and being this close to his heart, I could not imagine how I was going to be able to help him get to tomorrow night.
 
   “One thing at a time, Talbot.” I started wading back to shore. Mathieu’s lips were turning blue and goose pimples were beginning to dot his flesh. The pendulum was swinging back to chills. I quickly got his drenched clothes off, placed him back in the lean-to, and covered him up with everything we had that was dry while I also stoked the fire up a bit. I’d love to say that, at this point, I scoured the landside for some local herbs and flowers that would aid in his healing, but I wouldn’t be able to tell poison ivy from aloe. Well, maybe those two, but not much else, and those two plants would do nothing for him. I sat on my haunches to the opening of the small shelter and just watched. 
 
   His condition did not improve as night came upon us. Neither did it diminish, so that was a plus. Only once during the night did he cry out, I believe it was his wife’s name. I took that moment to get as much fluid into his system as I could before he lapsed back into his semi-catatonic state. I alternated again between wiping his brow of sweat and placing a cooling cloth there. After a long night of chasing away any harbingers I thought the light of the sun was playing tricks on me. I actually had to stand and look at him from various angles to verify what I was seeing. He was so pale as to look blue. He was as close to death as one can be without having crossed over. I even placed my ear down by his mouth to see if breath was still coming out. 
 
   I stood quickly, running both my hands through my hair on either side of my head. “Well that’s it, isn’t it?” Maybe it was for the best. At least now he’d be able to get back to his family, something I’d been trying to do for seemingly eternity. Even as I thought about Mathieu returning to his family, feelings of envy were mixed in with just plain selfishness. If I couldn’t be with my family, why could he? And, I just didn’t want to be alone. 
 
   “Mathieu.” I got back down on my knees in front of the shelter. “Mathieu, listen to me. It’s not time yet, man. We still have a bunch to do.” I gripped his face in my hands. A block of ice would have yielded more heat. I expected frost to emit from his mouth.
 
   “Gretel?”
 
   “Who? Wait, your wife’s name is Gretel, right?”
 
   He had a small reaction when I said his wife’s name. “Mathieu, listen to me. Gretel says she’s looking forward to seeing you.”
 
   “Gretel?”
 
   “Just not yet, Mathieu. We have to stop the Lycan.” I was going to burn for this. Oh, I was going to make the Lycan pay for what they had done to Tommy and I was going to drag Mathieu with me. “Gretel wants you to stay here and get revenge for her and your children.”
 
   “Revenge? Gretel?”
 
   “Yeah, buddy, she wants you to make it right down here before you go.”
 
   “So tired, sick,” the words barely able to push past his dry and cracked lips.
 
   “She said man-up.” 
 
   The more I talked, the more like a piece of shit I felt. I wouldn’t let a man that so desperately wanted to die, die. Was it the companionship? Please. God, tell me it’s not for the damn beer. No matter how good it is, I shouldn’t be playing the role of soul blocker. Maybe that was the reason, if I couldn’t see my wife, why the fuck could he? So now I was a petty, selfish, alcoholic, and I’m sure if I looked for a few more negative adjectives I could round some up. 
 
   “Ah shit, Mathieu, don’t listen to me, man. If there’s a better world for you to go to, by all means, do it. I’m sorry, man. It’s been my honor to get to know you these last couple of weeks. I wish I could return the favor of saving your life but I’m not going to stand in the way of you getting back to your family. You above all deserve that. If you see my wife and kids, could you tell them I’m still trying? Thanks, man. Godspeed,” I finished, placing my hand upon his forehead.
 
   Tears blinded my eyes as I arose. I went back to the river, stripped off my clothes and walked in. I thought about just letting go and letting the river take me where it would, but I still had a duty to Mathieu. I would bury him properly. He was yet another in a long line of people who ultimately had sacrificed his life for mine. I don’t know what made mine so fucking valuable that all these others had to die. I guess now was the time to live up to the hype. I stayed in the water for hours, hoping that somehow the water was blessed and it would absolve me of all my sins. All I really got for my efforts was a severe case of flesh pruning. The sun had set and I needed to go stand watch over Mathieu’s body. I would not let some night scavenger make a meal from his remains. I put my clothes back on. I noticed the reflection of the full moon upon the water as I tied the laces on my boots. 
 
   “So close. So fucking close. Not the first death of someone close, Talbot, although it’s getting close to the last. Just not that many people in my sphere of influence anymore.” I was walking with my head down, just sort of keeping an eye on my foot placement. My leg felt pretty good, and I didn’t want to give it any reason to change its disposition. I should have, I really should have noticed just how quiet it was. It’s weird how upon reflection, if you’re given that opportunity, that you realize all the signs were there, you were just clueless of them or just too arrogant to perceive them. 
 
   I walked out of the small trail and into our clearing. At first, I thought the Lycan had found us. Then I started to notice the dissimilarities between what was looking at me and what a Lycan was. The beast before me was larger than any werewolf I’d seen and still it would have been smallish on the Lycan side of things. Its muzzle was shorter than its maker, and the fur was a softer brown from the darker colors and grays of the Lycan. Again, I should have been smacked with the realization of what was right in front of me; it’s just that my brain doesn’t work like that. I have to have time to process things out of the ordinary. This could be a millisecond or a decade, but never instantaneous. 
 
   I was mid-step wondering what to do. “Mathieu?”
 
   The thing’s head tilted. There was a good chance this was indeed him, but since he was blocking the entrance to the shelter, I couldn’t be completely sure; although the mere fact that he wasn’t attacking me was a pretty good sign as well. How long was that going to be the case, though? I knew turning and running was not an option; that would trigger any predator’s auto response to chase and kill. I then would be forced to defend myself if he caught me, which was definitely a possibility given my still lingering injury, getting away quickly was nearly out of the equation. We could stand here and do this détente shit all night, but at what point would he slip and his mental grip on the beast within give out? Or possibly I would do something as innocuous as scratch the side of my face and he would take it as a sign of aggression and attack. 
 
   “Mathieu?” I asked again and again his head tilted. Well, it was safe to say it was either him or someone that knew him and since he’d been in a bunker for the last fifteen years it was safe to assume the former. “I’m going to sit, Mathieu,” I told him softly. 
 
   I kept eye contact, as somehow this seemed the right thing to do. I know some species’ regard this as an act of hostility, but I wasn’t getting that impression with the werewolf. I felt it was a focal point for Mathieu to use and hold on to. I sat down across from Mathieu, a small circle of stones containing cooling embers from a flame the only thing standing between the two of us. I was hoping the display of submission would keep him at bay, although the long streamers of drool hanging from his maw were not making me overly confident in my choice of actions.
 
   What happened next blew what little mind I was still able to hold onto. Mathieu sat across from me. I noticed that he wanted to keep his eyes locked on mine as well. It was unspoken but important that we remain that way. Out from the center of my vision, I could see the thrum of his muscles. He was doing all in his power to hold onto the savage that wanted nothing more than to be released. They twitched and vibrated as if someone were holding a Taser to his chest, causing them to involuntarily spasm.
 
   “It is good to see you up,” I told him. 
 
   His jaw clenched as I spoke. I couldn’t bring myself to say, “It is good to see you well.” Not in his current state anyway. We sat there for another hour, maybe more maybe less. Pretty hard to gauge time when you’re staring into the face of terror. When he abruptly stood, I did so as well. He leaped past me and into the woods. I barely had time to register that I wasn’t being attacked before he was out of sight. I breathed out a huge sigh of relief. Watching Mathieu die would have been bad enough, having to kill him would have been so much worse. 
 
   I was exhausted from the last few days. Yes, it was true that as I was I did not need much rest, but I did need some. Although, no friggin’ way was I going to take a power nap right now. I went and stood next to the shelter with the small rock wall to my back. It offered some measure of protection, not much really, but it felt good to have something like that behind me. No matter how hard I tried not to, I dozed a couple of times during the night. This I knew because my chin would hit my chest, and then I would raise it too quickly and smack the back of my head against the rocks. One would think, after the first go-around, that I would have moved; nope, not me. I stayed throughout the entire evening, banging my head five solid times. Mathieu did not return at any point or, if he had, it was during one of my small siestas.
 
   I had expected his return almost immediately after the moon had departed. I was not all that concerned as the sun rose. Worry did not kick-in in earnest until sometime around noon. I had restarted the fire in preparation for the oncoming night when I heard grunting coming up the path. Sounded like a family of hogs was heading my way. I cautiously approached the oncoming sound. Of all the things I thought I might see, a naked Mathieu hefting a deer over his shoulder was not really on the list. 
 
   “This is heavy, could you please take it from me?”
 
   I was knocked out of my daze. “Sure, sure, man,” I said as I wrested the animal away from him.
 
   He didn’t say anything as he walked past me and up to the campsite.
 
   “Weird.” Shaking my head, I turned and followed. “Oh, come on, man.” I turned my head as I came out of the path. Mathieu was bending over, picking up some clothes; I was “rewarded” with his backside in all its glory. 
 
   “You alright?” he asked when he stood up.
 
   “The normal response should be, ‘I’m sorry.’ ” I was smiling. I was just so happy to see him alive and well. That awful bluish hue was gone from his body.
 
   Mathieu’s tone and gestures were more of one who was extremely angry. I would learn later it was more of a response to extreme embarrassment or shame. He was pissed off that he had become a werewolf. I did my best to assure him that it was not his fault. 
 
   Mathieu pulled a shirt over his head, a scowl still on his face. Deep furrows lined his forehead. I saw his chest before he was able to pull the shirt completely down. All that was left of the wound that had nearly killed him the night before was a pinkish scar that would fade to near nothingness by the end of the week. 
 
   “Yeah, man, I’m fine,” I finally answered.
 
   “Good.” He started to walk off.
 
   “I’m going to cook this now, don’t you want some?”
 
   “I already ate one.”
 
   “Ate one what?”
 
   “I caught two deer. I ate the other one.”
 
   “You ate a whole deer?”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “I need time to be alone.”
 
   “Didn’t you do that last night?” He did not answer. “I don’t know what is going on in that head of yours, but you should know that we’re fine. Nothing happened between us last night that would change anything.”
 
   He nodded curtly and wordlessly walked past me. I waited a few moments, when I realized he wasn’t coming back immediately, I briskly rubbed my hands together and thanked the deer for the meal he was about to give me.
 
   The general area was resplendent in the wonderful aroma of cooking venison. I was eating with reckless abandon when Mathieu finally showed back up. 
 
   “Good to see you.”
 
   He nodded back, seeming to have loosened up a bit.
 
   “What I wouldn’t do for some steak sauce,” I told him as I licked my fingers.  
 
   He crawled into the shelter. When I finally turned to look at him, it seemed as if he had fallen fast asleep.
 
   “Was it something I said? Not the first person I’ve put to sleep, although it’s usually women.”
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   Chapter Twelve – Bailey
 
    
 
   Bailey was exhausted by the time she got to the outer edges of Talboton’s influence. She’d pushed hard to get back before the moon could once again betray the human race. More often than not, she’d had to carry Breealla on her shoulders. Oggie had not returned in all that time, and she doubted if he would have been able to catch up either way. 
 
   “I hope you found whatever you were looking for,” she mumbled to the wind. It did not surprise Bailey in the least when she saw two armed men heading out to her. It was common for her town to patrol the area and even more so since they were at war with the Lycan. 
 
   “Do not move any further!” one of the approaching men shouted.
 
   “Don’t think I could even if I wanted to,” an exhausted Bailey replied as she pulled a saddle sore Breealla from her shoulders. The girl could barely stand on her own. She looked like she was closing on ninety and her frail spine would no longer support her upper torso. 
 
   “Bailey?” the soldier approached.
 
   “Hello, Chalton, how fair thee?” Bailey asked.
 
   “Well, better than you perhaps. Pellon, get over here and help me.” He waved to the other man who rushed over.
 
   “Bailey? It is good to see you. When we saw you leave with the demon and the Red Witch, we feared that we would never see you again. I should have known that of the three, you  would most likely be the one to return. There are none stronger.”
 
   “Pellon, will you stop trying to woo her right now? Help me get her back into town, if you haven’t noticed, she’s barely awake on her feet.”
 
   Pellon smiled wanly at Bailey before he shouldered his rifle and leaned in to support her.
 
   “What’s your name, little one?” Chalton was leaning down looking at Breealla.
 
   “Breealla,” she answered shyly. 
 
   “Would you like me to carry you into town, Breealla?” 
 
   “Please don’t,” she answered solemnly.
 
   “Little sore, are we?” He laughed. “Come then, let’s keep up with Bailey and my lovelorn friend.” He reached his hand down, which Breealla took willingly. 
 
   More townsfolk spilled out from their homes and businesses as news of Bailey’s return somehow spread. All were clamoring for information on what was happening to the world outside of their borders. Leading the pack was Chairperson Gount. She was one of the community leaders who ruled on a council that had recently been expanded to seven members. 
 
   In an unnatural show of affection he hugged Bailey. “I feared we had lost you, are you well enough for an emergency meeting, or would you prefer some rest?”
 
   “It is good to see you as well, Chairperson. As much I would love to sleep for a week, we have many things that need discussing.”
 
   “I will summon the Red Witch.”
 
   “She is here?” Bailey felt apprehensive that Azile was present, as that seemed entirely too coincidental. “No need to summon.” Bailey was looking down the town’s main thoroughfare. It would have been difficult to miss the path Azile was cutting towards her, especially in the bright red cloak she draped herself in, whereas most of the people were clothed in earth neutral colors. Even if she were dressed in more muted colors the way people scurried out of her way would have made her progress unavoidably noticeable. 
 
   “Where is Michael?” Azile asked as she strode up.
 
   “It is good to see you as well,” Bailey commented with a sneer.
 
   “We are in the midst of a war, Bailey. I do not have time for niceties, it is imperative that I speak with Michael.”
 
   Bailey kept her gaze with Azile, neither uncomfortable in the other’s scrutiny. “He is dead.”
 
   Azile rocked on her heels as if the force of the words had nearly blown her over. Her face went ashen and she staggered, so much so, that Bailey had let go her steely gaze and reached out to steady the woman. 
 
   “This…this cannot be.” 
 
   “I assure you it can. It is my fault.” Now Bailey let her gaze waver from Azile’s.
 
   Bailey gave a quick recounting of coming across the children and how she had pressured Michael into attempting to save them. She did not hesitate the retelling, even as she spoke about killing Nemmon, Breealla’s brother. “I waited for as long as I could for his return, but when it was clear to me that was not going to happen I felt it was my duty to get the girl to safety and to warn of what had happened.”
 
   “This is my doing. I have gotten Tommy and now Michael killed. Two vampires who have lived for a combined age of over seven hundred years have both died within the last month because of me. What have I done?” The look of terror made Azile look more like the young woman she had been before witchcraft had unnaturally extended her life. 
 
   She was scared and now alone, as those who could understand her time and where she had come from were now gone. A war that they had previously had little hope of winning now looked futile. Azile felt like she was spiraling down a fast moving drain pipe.
 
   “Azile?” Bailey had not yet let go of her forearm, thinking correctly that the witch had not yet secured her footing. 
 
   “What have I done, Bailey? I have doomed us all.” 
 
   “We will do what we have always done. We will fight.”
 
   “Should I convene the council?” Chairperson Gount was looking on with a growing sense of dread and concern. 
 
   Azile had been a moment away from saying, “why bother?” but she reigned in her negativity. “Perhaps later. I am not feeling all that well.”
 
   “Understandable,” Gount replied. “We are better off without him.” Gount had waited until Azile was well out of earshot before he spoke the words. Even so, he saw Azile pause and bristle. She did not turn, but continued on her current path.
 
   “Better off in what way?” Bailey asked.
 
   “I did not believe him to be who he said he was. And even, if by some cruel twist of fate, he were still alive, I believe that our town’s founder may have embellished the deeds to, in turn, make his own look more impressive.”
 
   Bailey’s knife was out before she even realized she’d drawn it. The point of the blade was underneath Gount’s chin, pushing his head skyward. Soon he would look like a baby bird waiting expectantly for his mother’s return with a juicy morsel of regurgitated worms. 
 
   “How dare you question my lineage or that of Michael Talbot! He was as honorable and brave a man as I have ever met. While you were uselessly flapping your over-sized jowls, he was taking action and sacrificing his well-being for the safety of others. Now that he has paid the ultimate price for that, you would besmirch him? How about you get your lard packed ass out into the field and prove yourself.”
 
   “I...I...I am too old,” Gount sputtered.
 
   “And what did you do before your ‘advanced’ age?” Bailey sneered. “I mean, besides learn how to eloquently flutter your tongue inside your head? I’m sure the Lycan, when they come to our gates, will be just as enthralled when you speak as the populace here.” Bailey quickly sheathed her knife, a droplet of blood falling to the ground from where she’d just pierced the skin. 
 
   “There will be repercussions for this!” Gount shouted at her retreating back. He thought incorrectly that Bailey had used up all her anger; he was wrong and realized it when she turned around.
 
   “What exactly do you mean by repercussions, Chairperson?”
 
   Gount held his hands up in defense lest she brandish her knife again.
 
   “You cannot threaten a councilman and not expect punishment. That is not the society we are building here!” Red flared up his cheeks.
 
   “We are not going to have a society for much longer, Chairperson. When things really start to get bad, who do you think these people are going to want to lead them? Someone who knows what to do, or someone who can only talk about doing it? Keep that in mind before you act too hastily.”
 
   Gount’s mouth slammed shut as Bailey looked down at him. Her fists weren’t quite closed, but they were moving in that general direction. Gount stormed off before the conflict could escalate any further. 
 
   Bailey brought Breealla back to her domicile after the child told her that she did not wish to go to the home of the village elder who could look her over for any injuries. 
 
   “He seemed mad.” Breealla was referring to Gount. She was seated on a small stool, watching as Bailey strode back and forth across the room stuffing clothes and supplies into a bag she had procured from a different room. 
 
   A knock came at the door a few moments later. Azile was standing on the entryway as Bailey opened the door.
 
   “May I?” Azile asked, motioning her desire to come in.
 
   “What do you want, Azile?”
 
   Azile strode past Bailey when she realized she was not going to get an invitation. “Gount has called for an emergency session. It appears that he wants to have you thrown off the council and perhaps placed in custody.”
 
   “He wouldn’t dare!” Bailey roared. “I should have shoved the knife up harder and maybe stirred some sense into that fat head of his.”
 
   “Where are you going?” Azile asked, seeing the bag and a fair amount of drawers and cupboards open.
 
   “I’m taking Breealla to Denarth. She will be safer there.”
 
   “You have not heard?”
 
   “Have not heard what, Azile? I have just returned from being out for over a month.”
 
   “Denarth has closed her gates to all comers. They’d let in an infected person without knowing. She killed nine people before they were able to bring her down. There are rumors that they are preparing for war with Talboton.”
 
   “War with us? For what reason? Have they gone insane?”
 
   “They want the weapons.”
 
   “Why don’t we just send some more riflemen?”
 
   “They want them all.” 
 
   “They will be sacrificing their people in a vain attempt to get these weapons, and we will be using our already diminished supply of bullets to deter them. Even if they somehow won, the rifles would be nearly useless by that time.”
 
   “It is a no-win situation, but no amount of convincing on my part would dissuade them from their present course of action. They believe Talboton to be sitting on a nearly limitless supply of ammunition. You could not even prevent the war by giving them the rifles, for they would still attack, looking for this supply.”
 
   “This is madness. The world has gone insane.”
 
   “Perhaps Michael was right; any world with man will always be unsettled. Is any of it worth saving?”
 
   “Are you alright, Azile? I have seen you plenty angry before but never…never this. You seem defeated.” Bailey had calmed considerably when she realized there was someone in more need than herself. 
 
   Azile had her hands clasped in front of her down by her waist, looking intently at where her fingers were intertwined. “I loved him. I still do.” 
 
   Bailey knew enough not to question who, as it was obvious when Azile’s demeanor had changed so quickly upon hearing the news.
 
   “He saved me. Not many know that. Well, I guess really only you and I, now that he and Tommy are gone. I’d been kidnapped, and he rescued me in this ridiculous outfit. Some clothes he’d found that were about three sizes too small.” She laughed a little while also wiping a tear from the corner of her eye. “I fell for him the moment I saw him. Back then, he was close to double my age, so I guess it was more of a fatherly thing—him saving me and all. He was so kind and ruthless when he needed to be. He protected those close to him like a demon possessed.” She was crying now. Bailey pulled up another stool for her to sit on. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said after she finally composed herself. “I watched him waste away spiritually in that house for close to a hundred years, each year telling myself that this was going to be the one I professed my love for him. I think that I didn’t because I was so sure he was going to reject me. His love for Tracy almost bordered on the mythical. Two people could not be more soul-bound than they were. Their energy would find each other no matter the circumstances. I did not think that I could ever compete with that, so I let him be. There was still a lot of the man I used to know, but there was also a large part that had been blocked off and had since blackened and rotted away like the skin of a dying man.”
 
   “The Red Witch kept her tongue silent for that long? Please excuse me if I am having a hard time believing that.” Bailey sat down next to Azile. “I would not think that anything would intimidate you so.”
 
   “He has that effect on people.”
 
   “Perhaps it is so, even BT who loved and respected the man, was in some ways intimidated by him.”
 
   “Really? BT intimidated by Michael? Now that I find hard to believe.” Azile had a soft, sad smile upon her lips. “The man was a walking battleship.”
 
   “He did not come out and say it in so many words, but it was something about the depths of Mike’s resolve that sometimes bordered on insanity in his actions that I believe scared my great-grandfather.”
 
   “Now you have an idea of what I was feeling. I did not know when it would be an acceptable time to tell him how I felt. Is a bond formed by soul mates ever broken? I did not want him to be angry with me like I was trying to make him forget about his wife. Now he will wander purgatory for all eternity never knowing how I truly felt. He will never reunite with his wife, his soul, or with me.” Azile hunched over, placing her face in her hands as she sobbed uncontrollably. 
 
   After a while, Bailey helped Azile into her guest room and laid her down. 
 
   “We don’t have time to sleep,” Azile protested mildly. 
 
   “Mourn, Red…Azile. The problems will not go anywhere untended to.”
 
   “That is my concern.”
 
   “Rest, Azile. You cannot show the weakness that is on your face right now to those outside. You are a symbol of something much stronger. If you look beaten down, my people will feel it as well.”
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   Chapter Thirteen – Mike Journal Entry 8
 
    
 
   It was a couple of days more before Mathieu did more than grunt in acknowledgement to my presence. I think part of it was that he was pissed; I think another part was he had to remember to be human again. He’d been a ferocious, wild animal a couple of nights ago. Now he had to be a somewhat civilized human being, having conversation and niceties, and potentially raising his pinkie finger as he drank a cup of tea from a delicate floral piece of china. Had to be a hell of a transition. Shit, I was basically human most of the time, and I could barely pull it off. 
 
   By the morning of the third day, he was ready to travel; which was good, as I’d done a number on the deer and was feeling a bit like a couch potato. A little football on the television and a remote…I would have been all set. 
 
   Mathieu arose from the shelter. I was already up, actually hadn’t even slept now that I think about it. I was watching the sunrise before he stepped in front of it and began to stretch.
 
   “You mind?”
 
   “Haven’t you seen like fifty thousand of those?” he asked when he realized what I was looking at.
 
   “Yeah, and every one of them better than staring at your pasty ass stomach.”
 
   “I’m sorry for the way I have behaved the last few days.”
 
   “I told you before and I’ll tell you again, don’t worry about it. Just leave it at that.” 
 
   “Should we get going?”
 
   “Yeah, maybe I can work off the image you just indelibly fried into my mind as we walk.” 
 
   My leg, which had been tender when we had first ventured out, was getting stronger every day. The break had done me wonders and we were able to make some decent headway now that we were back on the road. I had made enough jerky to last us a good week or so; all we really had to do was make sure we replenished our water supply periodically. Other than that, we fell into a good routine of walking, talking, and generally just sharing each other’s company. I’d not been able to have that easygoing feeling with anyone since BT, and I was extremely thankful for it. 
 
   “How much longer you think until we get to this town you keep talking about?” 
 
   Mathieu had asked this question every day as we arose. I smiled. I think he was getting nervous with the prospect of being around other people. I think we hit it off because we recognized that within each other. I’d never been comfortable around other people even before I’d gone on my self-imposed regiment of isolationism. 
 
   “I can’t imagine it’ll be more than a week,” I’d responded with the same answer since he’d started asking. If he caught on to my ruse, he hadn’t let me know. Maybe he was more at ease with my answer than if I said, “We’re almost there.” Just like Little Orphan Annie it was always, “Tomorrow.” Shit, now I was left wondering if the writer of that song had meant it the same way I had. 
 
   In reality we were maybe three or four days out, wasn’t really sure. Stuff looked familiar, but then again, every poplar tree I’d seen looked like the next one. Seen one cedar tree, you’ve seen them all. I guess I was a treeist. I laughed at my own pathetic joke.
 
   “Something funny?” 
 
   “I laughed out loud? That’s really the problem with being alone for so long, you lose social norms.”
 
   “I haven’t.”
 
   “Oh, really? That wasn’t you taking a shit in front of our lean-to two nights ago? The stench was unbearable. Thought I was going to choke on the thickness of it.”
 
   “I’m sorry. It was all the meat.” His cheeks were hot and had a red, embarrassed hue to them.
 
   I had him where I wanted him, and no way was I letting him off the hook any time soon.
 
   “It’s not that you were relieving yourself, it was your choice of locations. I mean, I guess unless you were trying to send me a message or something. Like you no longer wanted to share the shelter. Really, Mathieu, you could have just told me. I’m a reasonable man, I would have understood.”
 
   “I was half asleep, I didn’t know what I was doing,” he pleaded.
 
   “You always hum in your sleep? Seemed like you were having a grand old time.”
 
   “Can we possibly talk about something besides my misplaced bowel movement?”
 
   “We could, but we’re not going to. Even beasts in the wild don’t do that, they have the common courtesy to step away from the habitat they share with others—”
 
   “I GET IT, MICHAEL!” he yelled.
 
   “Well, there’s really no need to get loud. I was just saying.”
 
   He sighed heavily.
 
   “Aren’t you glad we met?” 
 
   He did not immediately reply. I thought I was going to have to repeal my statement and apologize for antagonizing him, and then I saw what had captured his attention. We’d traveled off the main trail in search of a game trail. Maybe fry up some fat rabbits or even find some berries, which would be a nice change from the paleo-man diet. I loved meat, but a little variety would go a long way right now. I’d even eat some of those leafy salads Tracy used to push on me if given the chance. 
 
   “What is that?” he asked, pointing. 
 
   The structure’s walls were crumbling. Vines had crawled up a significant portion of what was left still standing. Fences that I’m sure at one time had been there had rusted away, leaving nothing more than a fine residue coating of red to stain their concrete footings. I wasn’t completely certain, but given the size, shape, foreboding look and the one gun tower still standing, it was a prison, which I told Mathieu. 
 
   “Did this hold all the bad people in the entire world?” he asked as he took in the scope of the thing. Even though only a portion was still standing it was enormous, easily spanning a few hundred yards across and double that to the back. 
 
   “Sadly, no. This one maybe covered the general area. There were hundreds, probably thousands more of these things across the country. I couldn’t even begin to tell you how many were in other countries.”
 
   “Were people really that bad?” he asked as he strode closer.
 
   “Some, I guess. Prisons had become something of a business in the end.”
 
   “What?” He was incredulous.
 
   “Yeah, the government spent huge amounts of money on the prisons to house the prisoners. So you would have thought it would have been a good idea for the government to maybe invest in better education and work opportunities. Nope, didn’t happen that way. What did happen was these corporations that started running the prisons would give the law makers more money to make more laws with stiffer penalties thus ensuring that the prisons always stayed stuffed with humanity’s throwaways.”
 
   “I think I’m happier I live in this time period, even if what half of what you talk about was true.”
 
   “You should be. That is but one tale of greed and corruption, and on the grand scale of things, probably on the lower end. And if one half of what I talked about was true? What’s that mean?”
 
   “I am having a hard time believing in machines that flew like birds and carried people around the world. Or boxes in every home that showed what you call movies or moving stories. Or a device that would let me talk to someone no matter where they were. What did you call that? A ‘jone?’ ”
 
   “Phone, telephone. You lived in a nuclear bomb facility, yet you have a hard time believing those things? Hey, where’re you going?” 
 
   “Perhaps there is something in there that will validate the things you’re talking about.”
 
   I knew he was just giving me a hard time. He’d seen all of that and more in the magazines he’d found.
 
   “Mathieu, that place wasn’t safe to go into when it was new and it certainly isn’t now.”
 
   “It is rare to stumble upon these relics so I think it is worth some of our time to investigate.”
 
   “Don’t give me that shit. I know what this is about, you’re stalling.”
 
   “Stalling?”
 
   “Yeah. You don’t want to get to Talboton.”
 
   “I do not know what you are talking about.” He was not looking at me when he uttered those words, because he would not have been able to hide the lie they were wrapped up in if I was able to see his facial features. 
 
   “This is sketchy,” I said as I placed my hand on the wall next to the entrance and a fair amount crumbled away and onto the ground.
 
   “What are you worried about? You’re immortal,” Mathieu said as he stepped in.
 
   “Yeah, but you’re not, dumbass.”
 
   He did not reply as he began to step around varying obstacles. Most were chunks of heavy cement that had fallen from the roof. Some was heavy steel furniture that had not yet succumbed to the elements as it was still fairly protected. 
 
   The prison felt like a tomb. It was quiet; the only sounds our footfalls as they reverberated and echoed off the walls of the large antechamber we were in. Had to be the receiving area where new inmates were given their first glimpse into the hell they were about to descend into. Ahead of us, about twenty feet up on the wall, was a door and a small ledge where I’m sure the warden must have come out to “greet” his new charges by explaining to them that they now belonged to him. And as long as they respected the rules of the institution they would get along fine, but make no mistake—if you cross him, he would make you wish your whore of a momma had never got drunk that night and opened her legs. That might be a little embellishment on my part, but I’d watched enough prison movies in my day to know that prison wardens were all from the south and they had a warped sense of justice. 
 
   “Mathieu, there is nothing to be gained from this place.” He was listening to me less than my kids used to, which was hard to do.
 
   The deeper we got into the fortress-like structure, the less damage had been wrought. What I am sure was lead paint hung in sheets, thickly peeling from walls and ceilings. We had just passed under a sign that somehow looked as if it could have been hung yesterday that read, “Cell Block D.” We’d no sooner passed over the threshold when the smell assailed me. It was an all too familiar stench. I could see Mathieu’s face wrinkle up, as he must have also gotten a heavy dose of the reek.
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “Zombies or a secret cache of Tommy’s liver and Mongolian beef Pop-Tarts. Either way, I don’t want to be here.”
 
   “Zombies? As in the monster that took down your civilization?”
 
   “One in the same.” Sort of amazing that something so brainless could take down those of us who considered ourselves so smart. “Come on, let’s go.”
 
   “You’re not curious at all?”
 
   “I’m not man, not at all. I’ve seen enough of them for a lifetime and mine could extend for quite a bit more. You get grounded a lot for not listening to your mom?” I asked as I followed him.
 
   There was another corridor, and although its sign didn’t look quite as good, I could still make out a “C” on it. We were moving into a new block. The smell had intensified and had almost become something physical; something you could reach out and potentially feel with your fingertips it was that pervasive. 
 
   “It really is excruciating.” Mathieu had turned to me. His eyes and nose were running, clear fluids leaking from them like he was in the midst of the world’s worst allergic reaction.
 
   “You cannot think this is a good idea, can you?”
 
   He just kept going forward like he was a wind-up toy and could not deviate from the path he’d originally been set upon. I had my head down, stuffing my mouth and nose into my clothing as best I could. I nearly walked into Mathieu, who had finally stopped moving. He was in front of a steel barred door looking into Cellblock C’s common area. It was a pretty big room with benches and chairs, but that wasn’t what had stopped Mathieu in his tracks. It was the mounded high bodies of zombies.
 
   “Oh no, not again.” 
 
   “Are...are they dead?”
 
   There were piles and piles of zombies coated in a thick, gelatinous mass of some sort, like a protective cocoon. It was somewhat opaque and had to be close to a couple of inches thick. This, I surmised, from the rays of light that had found their way in through cracks in the ceiling and walls and struck the heap at various points. 
 
   “Mike?”
 
   “We should get out of here. This can’t be happening.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Those are zombies, somehow in stasis. How, though? How is that even possible?”
 
   “Not all that hard to believe, cicadas stay underground for seventeen years.” Mathieu seemed entirely too fascinated and definitely not afraid enough. 
 
   “These aren’t cicadas. They’re not going to eat a couple of trees and then die, they’re going to lay waste to whatever food source, including us, they can get ahold of. This is bad, this is real bad.” 
 
   I was backing up. It was like I was seven and had seen the boogieman emerge from my closet, all wax-dripping face, knives for fingers and cherry-red eyes rimmed in black. And after years of therapy and counseling, I’d finally been convinced he was a hallucination or a product of a fantasy fueled imagination to only one day much later have him emerge from my closet again. That same sick twisted, “here I am, here I’ve always been” smile on his face. 
 
   “Mike, the pile is moving.”
 
   “Of course it is. Run, Mathieu, fucking run!” I’d like to say I waited to see if he did the same. My system had just immediately gone into panic mode. I could think of nothing more than to get my feet moving and keep them moving. I was halfway across Cellblock D when I heard his footfalls just entering into the chamber. At least I figured it to be him. I suppose it could be zombies. I turned over my shoulder to see it was he and no one else. I slowed and then stopped to let him catch up. We were at the entrance to Cellblock D when he came up beside me.
 
   “You don’t run from Lycan, yet you take off from something that looks like giant heaps of rotten food. You are a strange man, Michael Talbot.”
 
   “I’ve got more history with those piles of rotten beings. I haven’t been around Lycan long enough to realize I should be terrified of them as well.”
 
   “I do not think one needs an acclimation period to be frightened of them.”
 
   “Probably right. Let’s get out of here. Being this close to a zombie stasis horde is wreaking havoc on my fight-or-flight system.”
 
   “Your what?”
 
   Any response I was going to make to his question was cut short when we heard the echoing sound of steel slamming against concrete.
 
   “We should go check it out.”
 
   “Damn shame you’ve never seen a horror movie or you’d know just how bad of an idea that is. I’ll give you the quick answer as we head for the exit. That was zombies busting through the door, and you want to know why? Because they’ve now caught the scent of food.”
 
   “They’re dead, they can’t possibly move.”
 
   “You keep telling yourself that. I’m sure the metal door picked this most coincidental of times to fall to the floor.”
 
   “You might be right.”
 
   We were jogging at a decent clip, constantly keeping a watch out behind us. As of yet, we had not spotted any followers. We’d gotten back to where Mathieu had originally spied the prison when we stopped to turn back around. I pulled him behind a tree. If he wanted to look that was fine, I just wanted to make sure nothing could see him if it came to that. 
 
   We’d been there long enough to catch our breaths and even laugh a nervous laughter that I may have imagined the whole pursuit thing. I was beyond relieved. I sort of felt like the time I was sixteen and the guy I had punched in the eye for catcalling my girlfriend decided not to press charges. I was already on probation, and you only get so many second chances. That was of course until I realized that he didn’t want me to go to jail that night because he wanted to track me down with his friends and do some payback in spades. Thankfully, I’d already dropped off my girlfriend when he finally caught up to me. 
 
   I’d love to say I went all Chuck Norris on Mr. Douchehammer and his cronies (his name was actually Dutchheimer, pretty fortuitous as far as I was concerned) and gave them a good old-fashioned beat down. That would be a lie. I got three decent punches in, two to the original idiot before the four of them over-powered me. Sure, it was an unfair fight, and I got my ass handed to me, but at least nobody got real stupid and pulled a knife or gun out. I’d healed just fine; and, oh, the payback I got from my girl for defending her honor made the whole thing sort of worth it. 
 
   This conflict came full circle a month later when the Walpole Rebels played the Natick Redmen in a football game. I was the tailback and Mr. Douchehammer was free safety. I don’t think he recognized me at first, at least until I made myself known. I had nothing to do with the play except protect the quarterback (who was Paul by the way). I told him who the safety was on the opposing team and we came up with a plan. I left the backfield on the snap and Paul just heaved that ball up. 
 
   Douchehammer couldn’t believe his luck; the ball was heading right for him, although so was I. He’d no sooner fumbled around, catching that ball than I’d put the crown of my helmet into his chest. (That was still legal back then.) Air was expelled from his lungs like it couldn’t wait to get out of there. Funny thing was that he coughed the ball up and right into my hands. Personal vendetta or not, I was heading for the end zone. It happened so quickly and with such precision it almost looked like a drawn up play. Douchehammer was still on the ground desperately trying to suck in oxygen when I spiked the ball. Both teams had taken a knee, something that is always done when a player is injured on the field. He was all right after a few minutes, but he was out of the game—in his head—for the rest of that half, shying away from every play that came anywhere near him. We were heading into halftime when I pulled my helmet off as I walked up to him.
 
   “Remember me?” I was smiling.
 
   He had a confused look, like, “yeah, I remember you, you’re the one that tried to cave my chest in” and then as it came back to him, I could see it in his eyes. I tapped him on the chest and smiled. Anyone looking on would think I was congratulating him on a good game or for being able to shake off the hit, or maybe that I was even apologizing for trying to plant him into the ground. 
 
   “I’m going to fuck you up in the second half.” I was still smiling as I trotted off the field. He had stopped walking. Gotta admit, I was pretty surprised when the second half started and he was on the sidelines in street clothes. I made Paul keep doing running plays to their side of the field so I could call him a “pussy” at every opportunity. We won the game 38 - 7 and more importantly, I’d made a new friend! Listen, we’ve been through this; I was not, and still may not be, what many consider to be a nice person. If you mess with me or mine, and an opportunity presents itself for payback, I will gladly comply with the serendipity of the event. 
 
   My relief was short lived, as was my memory. Zombies began to shamble out of the entranceway. They looked just like you would expect something would look like after being in hibernation for decades, if not a century and a half. I had to pull Mathieu all the way behind the tree as he started moving, to get a better look, I guess. 
 
   “They’re more distasteful up close.” 
 
   “Those things destroyed your world?”
 
   I poked my head around and could see his point. The things in front of the prison were slow looking and emaciated to the point where Sally Struthers might come back from the grave to film a pleading commercial looking for donations to aid in the plight of zombie starvation. 
 
   “Those might be a poor representation of what they were like.” I had turned around so my back was against the trunk of the tree. I had an unnatural level of fear coursing through me. I wanted to get out of there and hopefully let my horrible short term memory kick in and allow me to forget that I’d ever seen them.
 
   “Uh-oh.”
 
   I didn’t even have time to ask him what he was referring to before he answered. He was reaching for my shoulder as he started to take off.
 
   “One of them saw me.” 
 
   “Yeah, I figured that.” We were twenty feet from the tree and moving fast.
 
   “How long will they chase us?” We’d gone maybe a quarter mile and Mathieu had stopped to suck in some much needed air.
 
   “Forever, Mathieu. They will never stop until they have eaten you or you kill them.”
 
   “I take back my questioning statement.”
 
   “A lot of people took back how they felt about zombies. Including myself.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Before the zombies came, they were wildly popular in movies, television, and books. Groups were formed hoping that zombies would finally come and wipe the dregs of society from the earth. But zombies don’t discriminate, they wiped just about everything from the earth.”
 
   “People wanted zombies to come? They wished for a being that ate other beings?”
 
   “It was a fantasy, I suppose. I don’t think if people knew the true horror they were asking for they would have felt the same way about the whole thing. Getting stranded on a deserted island sounds like fun too until you realize that coconuts don’t taste so good, monitor lizards can kill you, and there’s no alcoholic beverages with the funny little umbrellas.”
 
   We could hear the approach of zombies—and a lot of them too, if the snapping of twigs and branches underfoot was any indication. Our hunting/foraging trip was cut short as we ran for hours, taking small breaks so that we could get some air. When we did stop, I would rub my leg, which had started to hurt again from the strain of the day. I felt sure we had put a fair amount of distance between ourselves and the zombies, but I could not get it out of my head that we had somehow made the world a much more dangerous place. I should have done more to persuade Mathieu not to go into that prison, especially once we caught wind of the zombies. 
 
   As if he had been reading my very thoughts, Mathieu spoke. “I’m sorry, Mike, I was just…I don’t know. Intrigued sounds like the wrong word to use if I just released another plague upon us.”
 
   “If not us, someone would have done it eventually. At least this way, we know they are still out there.”
 
   “How are we going to sleep tonight knowing that they are out there?”
 
   “In shifts.”
 
   We walked much deeper into the day than we normally did. It was not something spoken between us, just some unspoken desire to make sure that we would have enough time to settle down for the night and be able to get a modicum of rest. We didn’t. I told Mathieu I would take the first shift. It wasn’t that I wasn’t tired as well, but seeing zombies had brought back a whole flood of memories. Some were very much wanted; others resurfacing like bloated bags of rotten trash bursting at the seams of their confinements to spill their contaminants all over my mind. Love or hate being a vampire, there were other curses that went along with it as well. There was not a memory that I had at any point in my life that I could not access like one used to a file on their computer. 
 
   I could, once again, watch the birth of each child. I could look at my soon-to-be wife as she strode down the aisle. I could lie in the same bed on a lazy, rainy Sunday with Tracy as we laughed, ate, and made love the entire day. I could also watch as I pulled the trigger to put my niece out of her zombified nightmare. I was there as I laid everyone I knew to rest. I was there for every winter as I watched the snow fall. It was difficult and time consuming, avoiding my catalogued thoughts. That became impossible with the sight of the zombies. Well, more like with the smell. That unmistakable odor of death triggered my trip down memory lane. I guess that makes sense. I once remember reading a study that said our recollection of thoughts is more closely tied to smell than sight. If I spent a couple of seconds looking, I could have actually found the article I’d read. 
 
   Maybe that’s why I missed it when that wave of smell hit me, because I was already thinking about zombies. That shouldn’t have been an excuse. The zombie seemed as surprised as I was when it came running into our small makeshift campsite. It looked at me sitting by a small fire and then to Mathieu. He was closer, simple as that. Two feet made a world of difference when you hadn’t eaten in a century, maybe more. I was still having a hard time believing anything could be alive that long without some sort of sustenance. But that assumption was wrong. This thing had been devouring itself, slowly for sure, but it had been working through its own stores of fat and muscle. What was the shelf life on a zombie in stasis? In reality it couldn’t have been much longer than what was already happening. The thing before me gave scarecrows a bad name. 
 
   The thing was over six feet tall, and I’d bet it weighed eighty or ninety pounds, including what was left of its tattered clothes. It’s possible Mathieu and I had released the second coming, but my bet is that they would have come awake towards the end anyway. Better to die trying than to pass quietly into the night. How many zombies were left? Were they even now all awakening and starting to scour the landside in a large convergence? How many villagers would fall victim? There were no books or movies that talked about the iconic monster. People would think the zombies were sick and would most likely try to help. 
 
   The dawn of a new civilization was about to run headlong into the midnight of an old one. These people were wholly unprepared. If Azile would have listened to me, I would have whisked her away to some small island off the coast of Maine while zombie, Lycan, werewolf, and man fought it out for ultimate domination on a planet gone to shit. These thoughts blistered across my mind, as I was already in motion. I was diving over the fire to cut off the apparition that traveled in the guise of a zombie. My head struck his shoulder just as his mouth was about to come down on the slumbering Mathieu’s face. 
 
   Having your cheek ripped away was not how I would want to be awakened. Mathieu’s eyelids did not so much as flutter as I cruised over his body with not much more than an inch to spare. I knocked the zombie away, now we were locked in combat as he tried to wrap his spidery, slender arms around me in a desperate bid to pull me close to his mouth. Death has a unique pungent smell, but this was something different. It had an acidic addition to it as well. Somehow, this zombie had made the smell of death more deadly. 
 
   The zombie had considerable strength, they all did. When a body is not encumbered by thoughts, it is much stronger for it, but this one…if I attached a string to his toe, I may have been able to give him flight. He was no match for me. It was just the awkward way in which we had become entangled that had made it initially difficult to kill. 
 
   I was finally able to get up on top of it and pin its arms under my knees, as it did its best to spin its neck from side to side to bite at the flesh of my legs. He wasn’t having much luck. In this position I was able to see just how much the effects of starvation had taken their toll. The skin on his face was nearly translucent, so taut it had been pulled across the jagged outlines of his skull. The eyes had sunk even deeper into the cavern of its mind, making it appear as if only black sockets were staring back at me. My initial thought was to shove my thumbs into his eyes until I pressed them all the way into his brain. That was until I saw the rock to my right that was used to ring the fire. Seemed a cleaner method. Couldn’t have been any more wrong if I tried. How I thought smashing its skull in with a fifteen-pound stone wasn’t going to get matter all over the place is beyond me. 
 
   I brought the rock high over my head and struck with entirely too much force than was necessary. A jet spray of freshly squeezed zombie juice crossed to the left of my eyes and down across my nose and mouth, with a fair amount now dripping from my chin. I brought the rock back up to reveal a monster that now had no nose. I had nearly made the surface of his face as flat as the plains of Kansas. Everything had settled down to the level of his eyes, which I could now see were clearly burning with an intense hatred. Maybe it was for my humanity, something he’d lost, or more likely it was because the zombie was realizing that his odds of getting a meal were being rapidly reduced. 
 
   I brought the rock down on those hateful eyes, halving the size of his skull. Brains had blown out the sides of his head where it had split like an overripe pumpkin left out on a doorstep a week past Halloween. I pulled the rock up again, just to see as the spark of whatever this thing called life finally departed after so many years. Its face now was as broad as a large frying pan. I brought the rock down one more time just for good measure. What was left wasn’t more than an inch high from the ground. I’d seen store-bought hamburger have more facial recognition than that pile of fleshy goo below me. I pushed up, getting off the carcass. It was then I noticed I had way more of the zombie on me than I would have ever wished for or intended. Mathieu was looking over at me.
 
   “Friend of yours?” he asked.
 
   “More like a friend of yours, it was you he wanted to kiss.”
 
   Mathieu looked a little in shock. “Thank you,” he finally managed to get out.
 
   “We should get going. Very rarely do they venture out by themselves. Kind of like a women-going-to-the-restroom type of mentality, I think.”
 
   Mathieu had a confused look on his face as he arose. Tough to ease the tension of the situation when your attempt at humor fell upon someone who had no prior reference in which to work with your witticism. I spent a minute putting out the fire as Mathieu gathered up our meager belongings, then we were on our way pretty quickly, and it was a good thing. Two more zombies had found us that night, but thankfully it was impossible for them to sneak up on us. There were no external man-made sounds to mask the noise, and certainly no petrifying soundtrack music like in a movie. It was the wildlife itself that made all the difference. Birds, crickets, slithering snakes, and croaking frogs would all stop what they were doing when a zombie approached. Instinctively they knew that every one of them was on this new creature’s diet and say what you will about any living being, but none of them want to be eaten. That goes all the way down to the lowly cockroach. 
 
   The forest would go quiet all around us like we were housed within a large cone of silence, a force field that kept out even the miniscule sound of an ant farting. Do they fart? Another funny thought at an inappropriate time. When the first zombie was coming up on us and the woods went still, Mathieu and I were both sort of thrown for a loop. We weren’t really sure what was going on. Sure, we knew it was a predator, but was it a Lycan, mountain lion, or...yeah, then the smell had tipped the hat on this one. I tried to get in front of Mathieu to shield him from what was coming, but he wasn’t much into playing the part of helpless victim as he shouldered his way to the side. I wished he hadn’t. He was obviously a survivor, he’d proved that countless times over the years, but for twenty-nine out of thirty days, he was still an ordinary man and susceptible as any to the effects of the zombie virus. 
 
   I’d just found a man that could brew incredible beer and sort of liked my jokes. I wanted to keep him around for a while. So there we stood, pretty much blocking the entire pathway, shoulder to shoulder. I had my axe out and he had his machete.
 
   “The head, Mathieu, only the head. Every place else is just a wasted effort and gives it more time to damage you, and oh, by the way, a scratch alone will do you in.”
 
   He stayed steadfast by my side, but I heard him swallow down a relatively large gulp of “holy shit.” 
 
   “Just the head, just the head.” He repeated this a few times. I could hear his hands twisting on the hilt of his weapon.
 
    There was a little bit of cloud cover, not really enough to hinder the star and moon shine that helped us to see. We both tensed as we saw the figure emerge from around a bend some thirty feet up from us. It was running full speed now that it had a strong scent of food. It did not slow when it caught sight of us to possibly figure out a strategy—if anything, it picked up speed. That was the thing about zombies. You really didn’t need to worry too much about a trap. Basically, it was brace for impact and hope your refuge held; whether that was a cement wall, oak door, or a plethora of weaponry. 
 
   I was debating the wisdom of our own particular strategy. Why I didn’t just think he was going to head straight for us, I don’t know. I would need to time my swing just right to make sure my axe came down on his head, and even then its momentum was going to still bring him into contact with us, where any number of bad things could happen. Too late now, I suppose. I was in mid-swing, my blade just parting through the jelly-grease-matted-down mass of black hair on the top of its head. Vibrations were traveling from my hand up my arm as I struck skull plating. 
 
   It wasn’t going to be enough. Even as clean of a hit as this would be, he’d halved the distance and, in less time than it took to blink my eyes, he would hit me. With his speed, he would drive me to the ground. That was until Mathieu’s arm shot out. Blade thrusting straight past my peripheral vision, I watched in graphic detail as the blade went straight through the zombie’s eyeball, bisecting it almost perfectly. Mathieu was pushed back as the hilt guard slammed up against the orbital socket, shattering the delicate bones that protected the eye. The zombie danced around as his brains were being stirred. Shortly after my axe broke through and finished the job.
 
   Mathieu pulled his gore-coated knife free. The expression on his face reminded me of what an infant’s might look like upon his first taste of a lemon, lips pursed and eyes shut tight. 
 
   “Please tell me your eyes weren’t closed the whole time.” 
 
   “I...I’m not really sure, they may have been.”
 
   “Well, I guess it goes without saying that we’re not going to get any sleep tonight.”
 
   “Keep moving or are we going to wait?”
 
   “My vote is to keep moving, but if you need to rest, I’ll defer.”
 
   “I’m already two close calls into the night; I won’t be able to sleep. Let’s keep going.”
 
   We’d gone another five or so miles when our early warning detection system went off again. I swear, even the insects stopped buzzing around us this time. The silence all by itself was intimidating. Mathieu and I had talked about an alternate means of fighting the approaching zombies rather than the closed eye and knife thrust one he had implemented. Now it was time to employ our new tactic. I grabbed an end of the piece of cord we had fashioned and tied it off on a tree. Mathieu had then wrapped the other end around his arm a few times and pulled tight as he went to the far side of the path holding his end of the trip wire. I went another ten feet down the trail and we waited.
 
   It didn’t take long. There he was, naked as the day he was born; and in reality, covered with as much human material as he had been on that fateful day. Chunks of things I did not want to identify clung to various parts of his body. 
 
   “This sucks.” I was as much talking to myself as I was Mathieu, as the thing came blazing towards me, heedless of the trap we’d set up. 
 
   I was in a fighting stance and had my axe held about head high. I was bouncing slightly on my knees getting ready to pounce, dodge, or run as the case might necessitate. In the back of my head, I thought that maybe the zombie might see something wrong with this picture and lunge for Mathieu at the last moment. Maybe it would have, too. The cordage was definitely light colored enough to be picked up in the ambient lighting. And the zombies, by the end of the war, had increased their smarts tenfold over what they had started with. However, this one seemed blinded by hunger, and I was standing in the middle of that path like a glowing bacon double cheeseburger. 
 
   I heard an “oomph” from the brush as the zombie’s foot snagged the thin rope. Mathieu was pulled onto the path as the zombie started his fall to the ground. For a half-assed, untested plan, it worked out pretty good. The zombie came to a skidding halt not more than two feet from me. I brought the heavy part of my axe crashing down on his skull. An eggshell would have held up better against a mallet, it was that quick and thorough.
 
   “You alright?” I asked as I stood back up.
 
   “Rope burn but yeah. Dead?” He motioned with his head to the zombie.
 
   “He was dead when he came running down the pathway, now he’s more dead…again. Don’t even say anything, I know that makes no sense.” 
 
   “I don’t think I’m a fan of zombies.”
 
   “Not too many people were.” 
 
   We trekked through the night and into the next morning, the sun high overhead when things started to look familiar. We were definitely in Landian country, which meant Talboton was not too far off. I wanted to give my step a little extra bump but I was already pulling from reserves and Mathieu was just about sleep walking. If I hadn’t known any better, I would have thought him a zombie the way he ambled about. Gotta give it to him, though, he never said quit. We just kept putting one foot in front of the other until we saw that magnificent log wall and town sign. 
 
   We were zigzagging those last hundred yards or so like wanderers lost in the desert and sunstroke already having set in. A bevy of guards told us to halt our progress. That was one of the easiest demands I had ever had the pleasure to comply with. I went all the way to the ground, sitting down hard on my ass. Mathieu just kind of stood there waving with the wind like a corn stalk. I would have pulled him down with me, but I was kind of curious to see how long he could keep doing that before he just fell over. 
 
   There was another group coming out to greet us, this I could tell not because I looked up to see but because I could hear their footsteps. My chin was touching my chest, and it was all I could do to keep my eyes open.
 
   “You’re...you’re alive?” Azile reached a hand out and touched my face, or a reasonable facsimile of my face. I was covered in enough dirt, blood, and grime as to create an effective barrier against almost all of but the most probing of inquiries. 
 
   I stood with no small effort, Mathieu actually reaching out to steady me, which was like a piece of flotsam helping some jetsam. I wonder if that even makes sense. 
 
   “Why are you crying? Are you sad to see me?” I was making light of the situation. 
 
   “My heart was broken, Michael Talbot. The tears are for its repair as it tries to knit itself back together.” Hey eyes softened as she looked at me, the corners of her lips trembling as was the hand that was still on the side of my face. Her gaze had not left mine since I’d walked up on her.
 
   I felt Mathieu shift uncomfortably next to me. Awkward only began to describe how we were both feeling. 
 
   “Uh-hmmm.” He fake coughed into his hand.
 
   “Sorry. Azile, this is Mathieu, he saved my life after a particularly nasty Lycan encounter from which I surely would have died.”
 
   Azile finally acknowledged his presence and seemed startled he was there, like he’d just magically appeared. 
 
   “Thank you,” she said as she gripped his hand. “I cannot express enough gratitude for bringing him safely back to me…I mean us. I am forever in your debt.”
 
   Mathieu seemed embarrassed. “You are welcome, Azile,” he said with a stiff bow.  To me he asked, “She’s a witch?”
 
   “You know she can hear you, right?”
 
   “Michael, I would imagine you already know, because you seem to attract all manner of life, but Mathieu is a werewolf.”
 
   Mathieu was taken aback that she knew that just by the small amount of contact they’d made. 
 
   “Does that answer your question?” I asked him as he stared at his hand that had seemingly betrayed him. 
 
   “I suppose.” He was now holding his hand up in front of his face.
 
   “Have you since changed your stance on werewolves?” Azile asked me pointedly.
 
   “Stance?” Mathieu asked back.
 
   “Can we perhaps talk about this later?”
 
   “I think Mathieu should be informed of your intentions before the next full moon and he completes the cycle of the virus.”
 
   “Little late for that,” I laughed. “He’s been a werewolf for fifteen years.”
 
   Azile stepped back. “How…how is that possible?”
 
   Mathieu gave her a short accounting of the years as they passed and I filled in our particular vamp-to-werewolf encounter. Her mouth just kept opening wider and wider as she listened.
 
   “Gonna have canaries perching there soon,” I told her. “There’s more. We found a clutch of zombies.” If I thought she was shocked beforehand, well, this just took it to a whole other level.
 
   “Mike, we need to talk.”
 
   “We will, Azile, just not right now. I am more tired than I can ever remember being. I do not believe I have slept more than a couple of hours these last four nights. There are a couple of things I would like to attend to before I sleep, then I promise we will have that talk. I do not see Bailey. How has she, the children and Oggie fared?”
 
   Azile’s head immediately began to bow as if it had grown heavy with thoughts. “These are the things I wanted to talk to you about. The boy turned and attacked Bailey.”
 
   “Is she alright?” I asked in alarm, my earlier exhaustion pushed back as I heard this troubling information.
 
   “She’s fine, as is Breealla. The boy is dead.”
 
   “And Oggie?” I noticed that she had conveniently left him out of her explanation. 
 
   “We do not know.”
 
   “What do you mean you don’t know?”
 
   “He was fine when he left Bailey. Nobody has seen him in over a month.”
 
   “A month?” My chest tightened just thinking about my lovable Oggie out on his own for that long. I had no doubts he could survive on his own, as he was an incredible hunter. But he was my baby, and it was not looking good that I would ever see him again. Who will scratch behind his ears, and rub his belly and give him just about anything he wants? Another family member lost, another anchor to this world un-tethered. 
 
   “Oh, Talbot, I’m so sorry.” Azile had moved in and wrapped her arms around me. I was so lost in despair I had not even noticed she had called me by the same name of affection Tracy used to use so many years ago. 
 
   “Umm, Mike, I’d like to rest and then see if I can get ahold of some materials for a new batch of beer. I’m truly sorry for your dog.” He patted my shoulder.
 
   Even those golden words from Mathieu were not enough to lift my spirits much beyond a blip.
 
   Azile grabbed my hand and led me upstairs in the small hotel, where she somehow had a bath already prepared. I was on autopilot as she left the room and I stripped down. The water was not hot enough to sear away my pain nor cold enough to freeze my thoughts. I sat in the warm water and, from time to time, remembered to rub soap across some particularly nasty part of myself. Three times the hotel staff came and changed the water out; impossibly, the second and third times were each dirtier than the previous, as if the dirt was somehow being time released from my body in greater amounts as I stayed in the water longer. 
 
   That second time was horrible. The water had almost become a solid, and the staff nearly had to remove it as one giant clotted ball of filth. I must have lost ten extra pounds of waste water that day. It did feel good when I was done, though, like I had finally liberated the person trapped beneath. I had made up my mind towards the end of my marathon cleaning session. The war be damned—I would go out looking for Oggie, and either we both came back or neither of us did. I felt good for that decision, at least for a little while.
 
   I checked on Mathieu, who had a room a couple of doors down, but he was downstairs talking with the tavern keeper. Discussing beer brewing, I would imagine. I decided to leave them to their own devices. Maybe they’d hurry up and get some batches going. 
 
   Night had come, and I was lying in bed, mostly staring at the ceiling and watching the light from the candles play across the uneven surface. I heard some boards creak outside my room and figured it was Mathieu coming up to get some sleep. I had not been expecting the soft tap on the door.
 
   “It’s open.” I wasn’t overly worried. If someone was coming to kill me, I was fairly certain they wouldn’t announce themselves by knocking. I had my hands clasped under my head, and I turned slightly to see who it was. I figured it would have been Bailey, but she wouldn’t have knocked either. “Azile?” I asked when she strode through the door, turned and shut it quickly, and more suspiciously, quietly. 
 
   She turned back around, and in one deft motion removed her large red cape, every supple inch of her exposed as she purposefully walked toward me.
 
   “Whoa,” was all I could suavely manage as I sat up. 
 
   Her body was hypnotic as she swayed. I don’t know if she was using some sort of magic but I’d swear it seemed like she was taking an awfully long time to cross that small room. She pushed me back down onto the bed, with her left hand on my chest; she planted a passionate kiss the likes of which I hadn’t felt in an eternity. Unfortunately, I was never one to just let a good thing play out on its own.
 
   “I’ve got to ask,” I said as our lips parted a couple of inches.
 
   “Yes?” I don’t know if it was my imagination, but that answer came out with a heavy huskiness to it that almost made me forget my question.
 
   I swallowed hard. “Um, now, don’t take this the wrong way.”
 
   She pulled a little further away. “I am naked, Michael Talbot, and in your room. Do not waste this opportunity.” 
 
   “I realize that, but I need to know, you’re somewhere in the neighborhood of the same age as I am.”
 
   “Yes.” Her eyes narrowed as she answered.
 
   Man, I just know all the moves with the women…should have written a book back in the day. “Okay, so we’ve established that fact,” I started up. “Now I’m sure both of us watched enough horror movies in our time, that I, umm, I just need to know if this is some sort of like glamour spell on your part.”
 
   “Glamour spell? What are you talking about?”
 
   “I’m just afraid that we’ll be kissing and I’ll see through the spell and you’ll really be this hundred and seventy-year-old crone or something with blackened, cracked skin the color of an old baseball glove.”
 
   She reached down and grabbed my hand. I thought she was going to make me smack myself with it. Instead, she tenderly caressed the side of her face with my hand. “Does that feel like the skin of a crone?”
 
   I swallowed hard again. “Umm…no.”
 
   She reached a little further down, my hand rubbing down the side of her breast. “Does that feel like the skin of a crone?”
 
   I would have swallowed hard but I think I was holding my breath. I could barely manage to shake my head back and forth to acknowledge her question. 
 
   She was guiding my hand even lower.
 
   “I think I know where this is going,” I was able to blurt out. “Be gentle,” I told her as she lay down on top of me.
 
   The morning, and duty, both intruded on us far too soon. Azile was lying next to me, her head on my shoulder and her hand on my chest. She gave me a lingering kiss before she arose. The sunlight illuminated her body giving her a luminous glow. If I thought the subtle shadings of the night had framed her body in a beautiful picture I was wholly unprepared for what the day was going to bring.
 
   “Are you getting up?” she asked as she fastened her cloak back around herself.
 
   “I am, and I need to tell you something.”
 
   “If you tell me you’re pregnant, Michael, I will toss something heavy at you. Now hurry up. There is a war council meeting we must attend.”
 
   “That’s the thing, I’m not going.”
 
   “I do not think I have worn you out so completely that you cannot drag yourself out of that bed.”
 
   If the flush of heat going up my neck was any sort of signal, I was blushing. “That’s not it,” I said as I tried to keep my visible emotions in check. 
 
   “Then what? It is getting late.”
 
   “Late? It can’t be much past six a.m.” That wasn’t going to work, as Azile was not going to allow me my distractions and pontifications. “Fine, I can’t go to the council because I am leaving to go find Oggie.”
 
   For the briefest of moments I saw the rage that was about to erupt. This was quickly smoothed over and softened when she realized my reason for wanting to go. “Oh, Talbot.” I flinched faintly, the intimacy with which she used my last name made me think of Tracy, and I couldn’t help but feel like I had somehow betrayed my wife on some level.  She came towards me. I was sitting on the side of the bed. 
 
   She placed a hand against my temple and stroked slowly. “I loved Oggie.”
 
   “Love.” She was looking at me questioningly, when I corrected her tense. “You said ‘loved.’ That would imply past tense.” 
 
   “I love Oggie as well, but there are more important things going on right now. The Lycan will reinforce themselves and attack and we still have to deal with Denarth and her allies.”
 
   “What about Denarth and her allies? Forget it, I don’t want to know, it’s not my problem.”
 
   “It’s all of our problem.”
 
   “Okay, it’s all our problem. It’s not my biggest problem. I need to find Oggie. He’s one of the last ties I have to this world.”
 
   “And me? Am I not one of those ties?”
 
   “Was that what last night was about?” I rose. Yup, I’d done it now, the red from Red Witch rising in her features. I could almost feel a charge of electricity crackling off her body. 
 
   “How dare you!” 
 
   I barely heard her words over the tempest that was rising, plus I was busy wondering if I could survive a lightning strike. The energy she had accumulated quickly dissipated as she released it and the anger. 
 
   “No, you fool; it was not some secret plan to bond you to my side.” Her head sagged a little. “I have loved you for years.”
 
   “Love.”
 
   “What?” she asked, looking up, her tear-lined eyes looking at mine.
 
   “Loved implies past tense. You love me.”
 
   “I do.” Her arms encircled my waist, her head crashing into my chest as we fell back onto the bed. Finding Oggie and going to war councils was going to be delayed a little bit longer.
 
   It may have been closing in on noon when a heavy knocking disrupted my contented sleep.
 
   “Get up, Michael Talbot!” I swear Bailey was hitting the door so hard the room was shaking.
 
   I rolled over to wake up Azile and realized that at some point she had left. There was a chance I would have thought the whole thing a dream except for the single red rose she left on her pillow. I brought it to my nose and inhaled deeply. “It even smells like you,” I said as I let it go.
 
   The door booming happened again.
 
   “Hold the fuck on!” I yelled.
 
   “Now, Michael! Representatives from Denarth, New Georgia, and Ft. Lufkin are here, and we are waiting on you before we start!” She was banging so hard the door was allowing light in from around the edges where it separated from the frame. 
 
   “Fine, you’re in such a rush.” I went over to the door and opened it, completely aware that I was as naked as one can be. It was nice to see Bailey actually a little chafed. For a moment she looked fairly flustered. Even with her dark skin tone I could see the rush of embarrassment rise up her neck and bloom on her face. “Let’s go.” I began to walk past her.
 
   “Perhaps you should put on some clothing.”
 
   “Well, I would have, but I was afraid you were going to bring the hotel down around me, so let’s go do this.” I was showing her my lily-white ass as I headed down the hallway.
 
   “Michael, this is a diplomatic meeting in the hopes to prevent a war. I do not think you showing up nude would be appropriate.”
 
   “About as appropriate as you knowing I was back and then not finding me to tell me personally, about my dog.” I turned back around. “Unlike you, though, I will do the right thing.” I brushed past her again and into my room, slamming the door behind me.
 
   “I am sorry, Michael. I was out on patrol making sure nothing happened to the delegation as they came in.”
 
   It took me all of a minute to get dressed—and that included tying my boots. Wasn’t a day went by I didn’t appreciate being a guy. Life was simpler in so many ways. 
 
   “Was he alright when he left?” I asked as I re-opened the door.
 
   “He was fine except for missing you. I was having a difficult time keeping him by me. He would venture out for longer and longer times until one day he didn’t come back. I waited as long as I could. I am sorry, Michael.” She placed her hand on my shoulder. 
 
   “Me too, Bailey. I just need to get him back. Besides me loving the damn mutt, he was a gift from Tommy. I do not think I can afford to lose both of them.”
 
   “I understand. I will do all that I can to help you look for him.”
 
   “I appreciate that, Bailey. Now let’s go tell these fuckers to go to hell.”
 
   “I do not think that is how one enters into a diplomatic meeting, Michael.” She was now racing to catch up with me as I was heading for the summit. 
 
   “One more stop.”
 
   “Oh for blessed sake Michael we do not have time for this.”
 
   “Unless you want me squirming in my seat like a seven year old after a seventy two ounce Slushee I think you’re going to want me to take this detour.”
 
   “You are like a man-child.” She sighed before walking away.
 
   “That’s pretty true.” I was smiling as I walked out of the hotel through a side door. I was just planning on pulling up the nearest bush and let nature take its course. I was not prepared for the sight I was met with. Gount had his/her back to me, in the classic I am pissing pose. Head down, shoulders slumped, both arms in front of him, one hand holding the pants to avoid spray, the other, well I’m sure you’ve figured out what the other is holding. It wasn’t strange to see a man pissing, what was strange was that I’d figured Gount to be a woman. 
 
   “What the hell?” I said close to silently. 
 
   Gount was finishing up with the necessary shake and turning around. “Oh excuse me, this is just so much closer than the restroom.”
 
   “Yeah uh no problem. Weird.” I said after he left. 
 
   “Nice of you to join us,” Azile said to me as she pointed to a seat. “Now that you are here, I would like to introduce you to everyone.”
 
   I did my best not to catch flies with my open mouth when I saw Lana and her father, Chancellor Saltinda, on the opposite end of the table. As tenderly as Lana was looking at me was in direct contrast to how sternly her father was. 
 
   “Lana and Chancellor Saltinda, I believe you already know.”
 
   “Uh, yeah,” I managed. “Nice to see you both.” Lana waved. If Saltinda knew the middle finger gesture, he would have given me a double dose. 
 
   “From New Georgia we have Mayor Alden and from Ft. Lufkin is Commander Biddings.”
 
   “Gentlemen.” I nodded. 
 
   Chairman Gount and Councilman Merrings from Talboton were also present.
 
   “I am sorry we interrupted you for this important meeting,” Merrings said sarcastically as I took my seat.
 
   “No problem. I just finished taking a shit.” 
 
   There was a plethora of differing emotions that rocketed around the table from my comment. It ranged from laughter from Lana to a look that should have frozen my heart from Azile, and everything in between. I’m sure the delegates from the other communities loved the discord, not that I cared. I still hadn’t decided where I came down on all of this anyway or if I even would. 
 
   I think Merrings knew better at this point than to think he could browbeat me into submission. I’d not given much of a piss for authority back in my time, even less so now. 
 
   “Perhaps we should get started,” Chairman Gount said once things calmed down a bit. I shrugged at Azile who had not stopped glaring at me. 
 
   The commander from Ft. Lufkin spoke hastily and seemingly out of turn. “We are wasting time here. You know our demands. Are you prepared to meet them or was calling this meeting just a useless form of stalling?”
 
   “I can assure you, Commander,” Gount spoke, “this is not a stalling tactic. We are trying to prevent the needless bloodshed of our citizens.”
 
   “As are we, but do not be mistaken, we will attack here with all our might in an effort to get that which can protect us.” Biddings was close to rising.
 
   “Wait, hold on,” I said.
 
   “Michael!” Azile warned. I stuck my hand up.
 
   “So, you’re saying you will have your people die in a war to protect them from dying in a war? Are you listening to yourself?”
 
   “That is not what I am saying. Sometimes it is necessary to sacrifice the few for the good of the many.”
 
   “Oh! I get it now. Are you going to be at the forefront of this war with the few, Commander, or do you plan on directing it from the rear with the many?” I asked him.
 
   “I did not come here to be insulted.” He stood, sending his chair sprawling backwards.
 
   “Naw, I would assume you could have stayed home and been insulted just as easily,” I told him. Lana was doing her best to cover up her amusement. “Sit your ass down,” I told him steadily. He was glowering over at me.
 
   “Now see here, I will not…”
 
   “Sit your ass down or I will separate your head from your neck.” I think it was that I said it so matter-of-factly that really got to him. He knew who I was and I’m sure he’d heard an embellished story or two on his trip here. I can only imagine he and all of the delegates were none too pleased that I was present at this council. Biddings sat down, albeit reluctantly. I noted that he scooted his chair as far from mine as possible and still be part of the meeting. 
 
   “I’ve got stuff to do that is far more important than coddling you idiots. What exactly do you want?” 
 
   Biddings surprisingly stayed quiet. It was Mayor Alden that spoke. “We just want the ability to defend ourselves against the Lycan.”
 
   “Fair enough statement. What can you spare, Gount?”
 
   “You are not the chairperson here,” Gount started. “You are merely a guest.”
 
   “Listen, I don’t want to be here either, we’ve already established that. Each minute I’m stuck here talking to you fools, my dog is out there somewhere lost and alone, and I need to find him.” Biddings rolled his eyes, I thought about bitch-slapping him for his gesture. 
 
   “Oggie? Oggie is missing?” Lana asked with concern. “I’m so sorry, Michael.”
 
   “Thank you, Lana.” I nodded to her. “Gount, what can Talboton spare in the defense of our fellow townships?”
 
   Gount nodded to a guard standing by the door. Another came in with two small ammunition cans. “Open them,” Gount said, when they were placed in front of me. 
 
   I hesitated for a second. Knowing Gount I wouldn’t be surprised if it might be explosives of some kind. But he wasn’t moving away, so I should be safe enough. I popped the lid open on the first one. It was 5.56 ammo loosely strewn within. It was the same with the second.
 
   “So is this what you’re saying you can share? Looks to be about a thousand rounds.”
 
   “That is not enough!” Biddings shouted out.
 
   “That is not what we intend to share. That is our entire stockpile,” Gount said. Bailey gasped, and I would have as well had she not beat me to it. “There are one thousand two hundred and twelve rounds in there. That’s all we have and that’s all we will ever have. I am prepared to give three rifles and one hundred rounds to each of you in the hopes to avoid bloodshed among communities that have thus far avoided it and have lived peacefully side by side for years.”
 
   I had to give it to Gount; it was a pretty diplomatic move, even if it blew up in his face. 
 
   “You wish to condemn us with your pittance?” Biddings arose again, the chair not faring well this time. He would not be sitting in that one again as the base of it split neatly in two. 
 
   I ignored Biddings. His outbursts were starting to grate on my nerves, and I was pretty sure he was a warmonger. Anything short of his demands was going to be met with sword and lance. My gut told me that if, and when, the war with the Lycan was over and man had somehow won, he would take those very rifles and march against any town that did not desire to be ruled by Ft. Lufkin.
 
   “This is it?” I asked Gount. He nodded, and I didn’t see the slightest hint that he was speaking anything but the truth. “Bailey?” 
 
   “It makes sense. We had a little fewer than two thousand when winter released its grip. We allow new marksmen ten shots to familiarize themselves with the weapon, and we’ve since used them against the werewolves. I never thought to recalculate the number. They just have always been, and I guess I thought they always would.”
 
   “Yeah, the world is nothing if not a constant swirling of change. Biddings, I think Gount’s offer is more than fair. Are you prepared to take his offer so that I can get the hell out of here?”
 
   “This is an insult!” Biddings shouted. “He hoards bullets and holds them over our heads, dangling them like sweets to a child. I, for one, will not stand idly by while my people are slaughtered. We will fight for what is rightfully ours.” He was heading for the door. 
 
   “I’m not even going to go into why you think the rifles and ammunition are rightfully yours. Gount and I don’t necessarily see eye-to-eye and I don’t really like him truth be told, but he’s not a liar. If he says they only have twelve hundred rounds then that is what they have. You know, Biddings, if you weren’t such an idiot you could have agreed to the terms, taken a few rifles and the hundred rounds and then used them in the war you so desperately want. Tell you what, any people from Ft. Lufkin attack my namesake, I’m coming to look for you. Now I know you’ll be nowhere near the front as that’s not what people like you do. No, Biddings, I’m going to sneak into your home no matter how many guards you post and I’m going to cut your throat, letting your blood fall to the ground where I imagine your soul will follow, although the ground will be no impediment to where it will finally end up.”
 
   He left without a word. “Who is with him?” I looked to Saltinda and Alden.
 
   Alden stood with much more eloquence, thanked everyone for their time and left to go join with Biddings.
 
   “Chancellor?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, Father, where do you stand in this madness?”
 
   Saltinda’s glower softened as he looked from me to his daughter. He cleared his throat. “We stand united with Talboton in this war against all humanity.”
 
   “Splendid. Gount, would it be too much to give all that you offered to our friend from Denarth?” 
 
   “That is acceptable.” Gount stood and shook hands with Saltinda.
 
    I thought about sticking my hand out there as well, but neither man would acknowledge its presence, and I didn’t really need to add fuel to a fire that was dying down.
 
   “Michael, would you like help looking for Oggie?” Lana asked. I don’t know who said “no” louder; me, Saltinda, or Azile. Lana seemed undeterred. 
 
   “I’m glad we wrapped that up quickly. I am leaving now. Azile, will you keep an eye on Mathieu?” I asked.
 
   “New Georgia and Ft. Lufkin will attack within the week,” Saltinda told those still seated at the table. 
 
   “How is that possible?” Bailey asked. “He will need time to get a message home, amass his forces and march them back.”
 
   “I’ll tell you how, Bailey,” I said as I turned back around. “They brought their army with them. They were fully expecting a war.”
 
   “Fools,” she said aloud.
 
   I could only nod in agreement.
 
   “I must prepare.” Bailey left quickly.
 
   “And what of you, Chancellor? How many men did you bring with you?” I leveled my gaze on him.
 
   “Ten. I wouldn’t allow him to bring any more than that,” Lana interjected.
 
   “Do not be fooled by my daughter’s words. I am almost ashamed to admit that I wanted to bring hundreds. I would do anything to protect those within Denarth’s walls.”
 
   “No one will fault you that,” I told him. “Do you know Biddings’ and Alden’s plans?”
 
   “Alas, no. When they realized I was not ‘all in’ they did not share much.”
 
   The meeting broke up after a few more minutes as Gount, Merrings, Azile and Bailey discussed what they would do next as I reviewed what I was going to do next. Talboton had the advantage of being on the defensive and having rifles, although both Bailey and Azile were arguing that perhaps it would be better not to use those weapons. First, in the hopes that by not using them, their enemies would potentially realize we did not have an abundance of them and might stop any further loss of life. Secondly, they were much more effective on werewolves and Lycan rather than the traditional weapons like bows and arrows, spears, and bladed weapons. I wanted to get out of there before I knew who was coming had the chance to corner me.
 
   “How have you been, Michael?” Lana asked, placing her hand on my arm.
 
   “I’m fine, Lana. You do know your father is watching, right? And he’s pretty close to getting his guns and ammo, so this could end badly for me.” I shrugged her hand off. She stroked the side of my cheek. “You are going to get me killed here.”
 
   “Has your lover noticed as well?”
 
   “How did you know?” I asked incredulously. I looked over at Azile, her lips moving slightly. She was doing a spell, I could feel it. She was going to turn me into a newt or something equally as bad, perhaps a cat. 
 
   “I did not know. Not until you told me,” Lana laughed.
 
   “Man, I hate teenage girls.” She laughed harder. “I’m not kidding. My daughter broke me.” 
 
   “She is pretty enough, I suppose. Do you not think I am prettier?”
 
   “I wouldn’t answer any part of that question for a half dozen different reasons. Are you just trying to make me feel uncomfortable? Because, if so, you are succeeding wonderfully.”
 
   “No, I’m just concerned for Oggie, silly.” She stroked my arm. I shied away.
 
   “This is ridiculous, Lana. I thought you were betrothed or something.”
 
   “I was but the more I thought about him and you the more I decided I wanted something different.”
 
   “Listen, I don’t know what you’ve got rolling around in that adolescent head of yours, but ain’t nothing going to happen.”
 
   “Relax, Michael. I am just playing with you. With my father incoherent with anger he will not be able to think properly. I love him dearly but I do not trust his intentions completely.”
 
   My eyes traveled over to his direction.
 
   “I can see you know little about being coy.”
 
   I brought my gaze back down to her. “Sorry. What do we have to fear from your father?”
 
   “I believe he may have only told me what I wanted to hear. My boyfriend is in the Denarth guard, and he was able to get word to me on the eve before my father and I were to leave that they would be marching out two days after us.”
 
   “Son of a bitch. So those rifles and ammunition are going to be used against us anyway.”
 
   “Is it true that there are so few bullets?” She was giggling and acting demurely. Damn, she was good at this. We were getting glances from those around the room involved in their own talks. 
 
   “I do not have a reason to believe that what Gount is saying is anything but the truth. But you see how well and thoroughly I can be lied to and not know. I will check on it. How much longer are you and your father planning on staying in town?”
 
   “Oh, Michael!” she said flirtingly for the benefit of anyone listening. Much softer, she intoned, “He will want to leave as soon as possible and get these weapons disseminated throughout the coalition.”
 
   “No wonder why Biddings burst out of here without the weapons, he was taking a calculated risk that he would get them anyway. What do you propose I do now? I can’t outright confront him and say he was lying. He’ll want to know why and how, neither of which I can explain.”
 
   “We’ll be leaving soon, my love, so you’ll need to figure it out,” she said as she let her hand slide down my arm. She was pulling away just as Azile was walking up. Saltinda and I had both kept staring at each other for as long as we could. At times, he would look over to his daughter. I had a feeling he was suspicious of what had actually been said in our conversation. I was not overly concerned for Lana’s safety though. She was, after all, his daughter.
 
   “We have a problem,” I told Azile.
 
   “We? More like you. What did you tell the girl? I saw her fawning all over you.” 
 
   “Come with me.” I grabbed her arm.
 
   She pulled away. “I will not until you tell me what is going on.” 
 
   “You cannot be as old as you are and be this naïve.”
 
   “Be careful, Michael. The ground you travel on is shaky and uncertain,” she warned. 
 
   “Yeah, unstable, too.” I was looking directly at her. She knew what I meant. This time she came with minimal pulling on my part. We headed back upstairs as Saltinda was heading out with Lana and Gount to get his allotment of rifles. 
 
   “Where are you taking me? If you think after the way you were acting with that girl that I would want to be alone with you in your room you are sadly mistaken.”
 
   “I’m surprised you wanted to be in my room alone with me before that. Will you just stop for a second?” I opened my door and pushed her in.
 
   “Do you need help?” Mathieu had opened his door and was looking at us struggling.
 
   “I do very much,” Azile said, poking her head through the door. I pushed her back in by the forehead. 
 
   “He was talking to me,” I told her, “and yes, I could use you down here,” I told him. 
 
   “What? What is going on?” Azile had her arms folded in front of her chest, in the familiar ‘I am so pissed’ pose.
 
   “Saltinda is playing us. His men are a day or two behind at the most.”
 
   “How do you know this?” Her arms were slowly coming uncrossed. 
 
   “While you were busy being mad at me for some proposed infidelity, Lana was telling me what was truly happening.”
 
   “Infidelity?” Mathieu asked. “That would imply that you two are together.”
 
   As Azile was pleading her case that this was in fact not true, I was nodding to let him know that indeed it was.
 
   “Azile, I can understand your willingness to not openly express your, umm, relationship.”
 
   “I would thank you for your candor in this matter,” she said to him.
 
   “Is there any chance we could get back to what is truly important here and not whether Azile should let people know just how lucky she is?”
 
   Azile harrumphed. “You believe the girl?”
 
   “Shit, everybody keeps asking me if I believe the other. I guess I’ve been taking what everybody says at face value.”
 
   “Not everyone is as forthcoming with their feelings and thoughts as you are, Michael,” Azile said. The tone in which it was delivered did not lead me to believe it was a complimentary remark. “For God’s sake, Michael, you told a summit set-up to prevent a war that you had just made a bowel movement.”
 
   Mathieu busted out laughing. “Sorry, sorry,” he said, bending over. He had one arm up in the air. His face had turned a healthy shade of red as he kept on laughing. It was infectious, and I joined him as well.
 
   Azile didn’t bother to chastise us, I think she knew it would have been futile and would only fan the flames even more. She waited until the uncontrollable bouts finally petered out.
 
   “I don’t think I’ve laughed like that in years,” Mathieu said as he wiped the tears from the side of his face. 
 
   “Done?” Azile asked.
 
   “For now,” I told her.
 
   “What are the Chancellor’s motives?”
 
   “I imagine he is going to throw his lot in with New Georgia and Fort Lufkin and get the rounds he believes we are stashing.”
 
   “We?” she asked, her eyebrows raised up.
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   “What will the chairperson give this Saltinda?” Mathieu asked. 
 
   “A bunch of rifles and three hundred rounds. Not enough to wage a war but it’s three hundred more bullets than I would want coming my way. And with the advantage they have of more men they could overwhelm Talboton.”
 
   “It seems easy enough. We just tell the chairperson to not do the transfer,” Mathieu said.
 
   “It is not that easy.” Azile was pacing the room. “An accord has been made and although his own daughter has exposed his secret we cannot prove it.”
 
   We stood in silence for a minute. “I have an idea. If we can delay the handing over of the guns I think I can solve this little problem.” I told them what I had in mind.
 
   “That could work. It’s good to know you’re not just a pretty face.” Azile was smiling at me. “I will tell Gount that we should have a drink or two to celebrate our new alliance. Chancellor Saltinda will protest at first, saying he needs to get back to his home, but this will be something he cannot diplomatically refuse.”
 
   “I like the way you think.”
 
   “What would you like me to do?” Mathieu asked.
 
   “Come with me, I’m going to need some help doing this.”
 
   We all went down the stairs and then our separate ways. Azile went to find Gount and have a couple of shots poured. Mathieu and I quickly tracked down Bailey. It wasn’t too hard as she was still sitting at the table we were all just at, drinking something that looked horrible tasting and contained alcohol. 
 
   “Crisis averted.” Bailey looked up to me. Well, sort of looked up at me. She was about even with me while she sat. 
 
   “Not quite. I need a little help.”
 
   She looked at me with a questioning stare until I told her everything I knew and what I wanted to do to rectify the situation. She moved faster than I expected and about dragged me out of the hotel lobby, Mathieu in tow. 
 
   “Leave,” she told the two men in the armory who were grabbing the rifles. They knew better than to question Bailey, even if they gave her two guests some questioning stares. They were both out the door in the span of a couple of heartbeats.
 
   “Fifteen rifles with three hundred rounds, seems a little excessive for hardware,” I said, looking at the rack of guns that was being set up for Saltinda.
 
   “What now?” Mathieu asked. 
 
   “Watch and learn, grasshopper.”
 
   “Grasshopper?” he asked Bailey.
 
   “He is old and perhaps senile.”
 
   “Okay, just push this retaining pin here down by the butt stock, and the rifle will split nicely in half. Then grab the charging handle and bolt assembly, slide them out nice and easy like so. When they are out, you pull out this little cotter pin and the firing pin falls out like so. Now you have a paper weight.” I handed the silver pin to Mathieu.
 
   “Taking this little piece out ruins the gun?” he asked.
 
   “Not ruins, just makes ineffectual. Without it, there is nothing to strike the primer and fire off the projectile.”
 
   With the three of us it took less than five minutes to dismantle, alter and reassemble the guns.
 
   “Will not this chancellor realize the guns have been tampered with?” Mathieu asked.
 
   “Doubtful, his exposure to firearms is practically none. He will not be able to tell a rifle that is whole from one that is not,” Bailey told him as she demonstrated between one that had a firing pin and gave a satisfying click as she pulled back the charging handle and then the trigger to the firus interruptus one that we had worked on. The sound could be equated to the first rifle sounding like a hammer lightly hitting an anvil to the second one as a rubber mallet lightly striking an anvil. Subtle, but enough for someone who knew what to listen for to know. 
 
   Bailey was about to wheel the weapons out. 
 
   “Hold on, maybe get those two original guys back. This could look a little suspicious.” I poked my head through the door and motioned for the two Bailey had kicked out to come back.  “We did the necessary count so you two can deliver them now.”
 
   “I think between the two of us we could have counted to fifteen,” the closest one approaching said.
 
   “Just bureaucratic bullshit. Thanks,” I told him as I walked out, Mathieu close behind. Bailey waited a minute or two so that she could talk to her men. 
 
   “Bureau what?” The man was still looking my way when he entered back inside the armory. 
 
   I had to admit, I was feeling pretty smug about what I’d done. Pulling one over on one who was trying to pull one over on you was doubly as good. As we approached the hotel, Chairperson Gount, the chancellor, Lana, and Azile were all coming out. They were all smiles, pats on the backs, and handshakes. It looked like any backstabbing peace accord since I’d been old enough to realize what I was watching. 
 
   “Ah, Michael. Walk with me.” Gount motioned to me after he said his parting words to the chancellor and Lana. He left no room for doubt that Azile and Mathieu were not invited. “What was that all about, my boy?” His breath was laced with the sour smell of whiskey.
 
   “I just think that peace is more binding when some alcohol is involved.” 
 
   “I do not think that you and I got off on the right foot.”
 
   “Still better than most of my initial meetings. Is this the alcohol talking? Because you basically called me a fraud and I believe wanted to have me jailed or possibly hung upside down by my genitalia.” 
 
   “I love this town, Michael.” His arm was now draped over my shoulder.
 
   “Just how much did you drink, Chairperson?” I asked, looking at his arm and then back at Azile, who could only shrug at me as we moved further away. 
 
   “I love everything about the founder of this town. BT was an incredible man, damn near a legend.”
 
   “I’ll agree with that.” I was thinking of my best friend.
 
   “What I’m getting at is that at first I did believe you to be an impostor. Vampires are the stuff of folklore. It was not possible that you could survive as long as you had. Yet, here you are.”
 
   “Yet, here I am. Does this conversation have a point?”
 
   “I’m getting there. I would say don’t let the folly of youth make you impatient, but you are almost triple my age.”
 
   “How many of me do you see?”
 
   “I am not inebriated if that is what you mean. I have re-read all of BT’s journals while you were gone and the man loved you. When I first read the books, I had a difficult time separating what I believed to be embellishment and hyperbole from what I perceived as the truth. Now, having seen you and talked to you, and understanding that our founding father was not creating a story to teach us certain principles, but rather relating events as he saw them, I, in turn, saw you in another light. If BT loved you how could I not as well?”
 
   “Is this going to end in a marriage proposal? Because I don’t see a ring.”
 
   “This is not a comedic event.”
 
   “You’re freaking me out a little. I use sarcasm and humor when I’m in an awkward situation.”
 
   “Mr. Talbot, I am trying to tell you that I am honored to have you in our midst.”
 
   I almost asked him if this was a trick, but he seemed so damn sincere, I answered the only way I could.
 
   “Thank you.” And I meant it. 
 
   “I would like to show you something.” He reached down toward the front of his pants, and yes, I thought he was going to pull out a certain helmeted individual. I was happy when I saw the silver of a key head removed from his front pocket instead. “You alright? You look a little pale.”
 
   “Fine now, thanks, it passed.”
 
   “Do you know why BT picked this particular location?”
 
   “I don’t know, was there a Dunkin’ Donuts here once upon a time?”
 
   We had completely circled the hotel and were in the back, thick vegetation making walking difficult. I noticed a path that was doing its best to not look like a path. We came upon a door that looked very much out of place, or I guess looked more out of time. Honestly, it looked more like something that should have been in Mathieu’s now vacated home. My interest was suddenly piqued.
 
   “Hold on, this was no coffee shop.” I placed my hand against the heavy steel door. 
 
   “Coffee would have been nice, but no, he chose this spot because of the New Cumberland Army Depot.” He stuck the key in a hidden hole that he had to move a shutter to get to. Once he turned the key he began to spin an oversized vault lock. He pulled the door open to reveal a staircase. 
 
   “You guys really love your underground lairs, don’t you?” I asked him as he started down the stairs. He flipped a switch. I was the most amazed I’d been in ages when light bulbs actually flickered on. 
 
   “I heard Azile talk about where she had found you.” He stressed “you.”
 
   “I guess you’re right. I was in my brother’s basement.  Well, there’s something I thought I’d never see again. Yup, still hot!” I stuck my fingers in my mouth after touching the bulb. Gount could only look back and shake his head. I think I was giving him reason to doubt me. 
 
   At the bottom of the staircase was another door and another combination to spin in. The door opened noiselessly. “Go on.”
 
   “Are you going to lock me in?” 
 
   “See, again I thought BT was exaggerating when he discussed your rampant paranoia. I guess I was wrong about that as well.” Gount went in first.
 
   “Wonderful. I love the fact that all my issues can still be referenced a hundred and fifty years later.” I would have said more, however, when I stepped in to where Gount was, I fell silent. A dead cricket could have made more noise. “What is this place?”
 
   “It is one of the United States old depot facilities.”
 
   I was looking at crates and crates of ammunition and weaponry that had as of yet never seen the light of day. “There’s got to be hundreds of thousands of rounds here.”
 
   “Millions in fact.” Gount was beaming.
 
   “How? How has your town kept a secret this big? Surely someone would slip.”
 
   “Only Councilman Merrings and I know. That has been BT’s wish since the town was founded.”
 
   “I don’t even know what questions I want to ask first. So, none of the soldiers, not even Bailey, know about this?”
 
   “No, we impress upon them the importance of the rounds and the scarcity so that they will not use them needlessly and without truly thinking about what they are shooting.”
 
   “With so many guns and rounds why not just give the other communities what they need to defend themselves against the Lycan?”
 
   “What would happen, Michael, once the threat of the Lycan was dealt with?”
 
   I thought about it for a moment. “War,” I sighed. “War would be the inevitable outcome, those with more power desiring to impart their superiority over those with less of it.”
 
   “That’s exactly how BT saw it, and that’s why we have the secrecy we do. We would never be safe. Even if we gave other communities all they wanted they would eventually want more, and we would be nothing more than a war state always under constant threat.”
 
   “Sort of like Israel was.” I was reminiscing.
 
   “If Israel was surrounded by neighboring townships that wanted nothing more than to destroy them and gain land and resources then yes.”
 
   “That about nails it. I guess I was wrong about you as well, Gount.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “I figured you to be an asshole. With this much power at your fingertips, and you not wielding it, says volumes about your character.”
 
   He laughed. “I still may be an asshole, as you so eloquently put it, but I am not a war-monger. The life we are trying to build here is much too valuable to waste it needlessly on such a fruitless endeavor.”
 
   “You do know you almost got me killed more than once when Wheatonville was attacked and then when I struck out to kill Xavier. With enough ammunition, I maybe could have saved Tommy as well.”
 
   “That is regrettable and I will tell you that my decisions weigh heavily upon me. I must constantly balance what I feel is right for our township, its inhabitants and those around us. I did not fully trust you when you left the first time.” 
 
   “What changed your mind?”
 
   “I had a feeling Saltinda was being duplicitous. You going to the armory and removing the firing pins was all the proof I needed that you had found something out and were acting for the benefit of Talboton. Do not look so surprised. This is my town, after all. Not much happens here that I do not know about.” 
 
   “So what happens now?”
 
   “Well, my sincerest hope is that whatever you heard is incorrect. I will have a man follow Saltinda’s party and give him the firing pins when he is a couple of days out from here. If however, Denarth, Ft Lufkin, and New Georgia are conspiring against us, we will deal with them swiftly and without impunity.”
 
   A slight shiver coursed up my spine. I had not been to war with man in a long, long time. The suffering we would impart on these potential usurpers would reverberate for years to come. I was trying to think of a way to bring them back to the table and find a peaceful resolution to the upcoming conflict. But we could not tell them about our superior firepower and use that as a deterrent because that was exactly what they were warring for. It made absolutely no sense, like the vast majority of wars, I suppose.
 
   “If you give me ten men and all the ammo we can carry, I can remove the Lycan threat.” 
 
   “In time.”
 
   “Gount.”
 
   “Melvin.”
 
   “Your first name is Melvin?” It took about all I had to not say anything asinine. If you’ve seen my earlier journals you’ll realize this is nearly impossible for me. When he nodded and I realized he wasn’t making it up, I swallowed my acerbic comment down hard. “Melvin, you do realize time is not something we have an overabundance of, right?”
 
   “Even with the weapons, there are only a hundred or so soldiers properly trained on them. The rest of the folks here are farmers, shopkeepers, storeowners, and blacksmiths. Family people, Michael. If war is to be waged, you can rest assure that we may be facing upwards of a thousand hostile combatants. There is a very high possibility we will quickly be overwhelmed.”
 
   I wanted to tell him that I did not want to delay looking for my dog either, but we were talking about human lives numbering in the hundreds that were in jeopardy. And the odds that my lovable pooch Oggie had made it this long on his own were not good.
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   Chapter Fourteen – Oggie
 
    
 
   This is the life, Augustine Purpose Talbot thought as he scratched his back against some tall grass on a riverbank. He had just finished catching and eating his lunch, what was left of the fish would not satisfy a small bird. The sun was shining down, his belly was full and the itch on his back had just been scratched. If the more-than-man being known as Talbot had been with him everything would have been perfect. Tommy had made it very clear to him as a whelp that it was important he always stay with the special two-legger, as it was necessary to do so to cure the Talbot-man from his illness. At first, Purpose had thought this was going to be more than he alone could do. The Talbot-man’s depths of despair seemingly had no bounds. He was steeped in his own futility. 
 
   The love had come quickly enough between the two. Then it just became a matter of the Talbot-man grabbing ahold of that feeling and floating to the surface from the abyss he had been submerged in. After that initial trial period, Oggie, as the man was apt to call him, couldn’t have been any happier. Their life together mostly consisted of eating, playing, belly rubs, and sleep. It was as close to perfection as he could imagine. When they struck out on the road, things got more difficult, but if anything they grew closer as they explored this vast new world.  Oggie loved the attention having more humans around entailed. Besides the Talbot-man, he loved Azile, Bailey, Lana and, especially, Tommy. It hurt his stomach to think too much about the death of his friend. The ancient boy who was more than he seemed and more than he portrayed was always quick with a smile and a hidden treat the likes of which Oggie had never had before. 
 
   The one Tommy had called peanut butter was among the most delicious things he had ever eaten, his muzzle salivated at just the thought of the tasty morsel. His sadness at Tommy’s death had been compounded as he watched Talbot-man spin down fast from the loss. Oggie had promised he would not leave his side until he was sure that the man would not retreat back down to where he had come from. Waves of madness and revenge had radiated from his pack-mate and friend for days as they traveled in a hunt for the Lycan and saw the savagery the Lycan committed wherever they went. Oggie understood the need to eat, and he knew enough by how hard rabbits, deer and pigs ran from him that they valued life as much as any other creature. That they died so he could live was not lost on him. It was the way of the world. Most of the world. Some men would kill, and not for the basic premise upon which life demanded. The Lycan were worse; they killed with the sole purpose being the eventual extinction of another species. 
 
   The Lycan had started a war where only one clear winner could emerge. He would choose the path that always walked with the Talbot-man, who was also more than he seemed. 
 
   But less. 
 
   A piece of him was missing; Oggie could smell the void almost as clearly as he could the whole of him. When Bailey had tied him up and they watched the Talbot-man go, he had almost gone mad trying to get away from his restraints. Had it been anyone but Bailey, he would have attacked until they were forced to let him go and be with his man. Even though Talbot-man had asked him to keep an eye on Bailey and the children, that they needed his help more than he did, Oggie was unsure which duty he took more to heart. When Bailey killed the infected boy, and the girl was once again safe, Oggie took that as his release from what he’d promised. He’d gone looking for his man, but the trail was not fresh, and it was difficult to get a scent. He’d known the general direction Talbot-man had taken and little else. He had another connection that he had employed. It was a link Tommy had given them though he’d been warned that his man had closed this particular path off, and it would take some time before it could be reestablished. More than once, Oggie had attempted to visualize his man and his location, thereby establishing a line of communication. During his attempts and subsequent failures he’d learned something that none before him had. 
 
   Oggie could track the void, the piece of Mike that was missing, not nearly as well as if Michael’s barriers went down but it was something, and it was with this determination that he’d set out. Oggie was snorting and grunting, generally enjoying himself when he noticed the cicadas had gone silent, just as a number of birds departed from a nearby tree. He quickly rolled onto his feet, the hair on his back bristling. He did not yet growl because he didn’t know what or if there was a threat out there. His pushed his nose up higher and took a sampling of air. His heart began to beat faster as the image of a Lycan dominated his thoughts.
 
   He began to slowly back out of the small clearing he was in. He had lost the scent of the beast which meant either it had gone past or circled around downwind and was even now stealthily making an approach. Oggie’s head whipped to the side when he heard the rustle of a bush. 
 
   Please be a sparrow, please be a sparrow, he thought even as he kept backing up. What crashed through the brush not ten feet from him was either the largest, hairiest sparrow he’d ever seen…or a Lycan—either way, he did not hang around to see what it wanted. The air parted behind his hindquarters with a loud tearing sound as a massive claw swiped at the location he had just vacated. 
 
   “Come back, cousin. We’ll reminisce before I eat you,” the voice boomed behind him, laughter following the taunt. 
 
   Oggie didn’t spare a word in response or a glance behind him. That his paws could feel the ground shake from his pursuer was all he needed to know—the Lycan was about as close as he could be without having caught him.
 
   “I will have you soon. Not sure if you will taste better than a deer, but it will be satisfying to eat you either way.”
 
   Oggie knew the Lycan was faster, so outright running was not going to work. He employed a tactic of the jackrabbit that had, on more than one occasion, sent him sprawling in the wrong direction. Oggie cut sharply to his right. As he hoped, the larger animal was slower to react, and it took more time for him to come about.
 
   “My meat is tricky!” the Lycan yelled. 
 
   Oggie waited until the Lycan closed the distance again before digging his paws into the dirt and once again abruptly changing direction to his right. This time the Lycan did not respond with anything other than a grunt. Oggie heard vegetation being torn up by the roots as the Lycan sought purchase in the ground in an attempt to keep up with his quarry. 
 
   Oggie’s lungs were burning and his heart pained in his chest as he ran on. The muscles in his legs were beginning to tire. He did not know how much longer he could keep this game of life and death going. The seemingly tireless Lycan had righted himself and again closed the distance. As Oggie once again went to change direction, he took note of the Lycan, which had propelled itself to the side he thought Oggie was going to take. Had Oggie gone to the right again he would be in the Lycan’s mouth instead of the large piece of mulberry bush that resided there now. 
 
   “Almost!” the Lycan spat out with the greenery. “This will end soon. I will enjoy eating you for putting me through this needless and pointless chase. I will rip out your throat quickly if you will just succumb now!” the Lycan was yelling, but it had not stopped its relentless pursuit. 
 
   Oggie knew just how lucky he had been, but he was unsure as to how long the luck or he could keep going. I will not die like a rabbit. He’d made up his mind. He had moved to the side and stopped as hurriedly as he could. The tip of the Lycan’s claw dragged across the length of his spine, a burning fire erupting as the tear broke skin and wept blood. The Lycan bounded past a good ten yards. Oggie took some small pleasure in the fact that the Lycan looked a little worn out itself. Its chest was heaving, and its mouth was open wide as it attempted to dissipate the heat that was building up inside. 
 
   The scowl on its face changed into a smile as it pushed off of a tree and turned to see that his prey had stopped its useless escape attempt. 
 
   “It is better that a predator die in combat rather than being dragged down by its haunches. Would you not agree, dog?”
 
   “I am not dead yet, Lycan.”
 
   “Oh-ho! This one speaks! I have not eaten anything lately that has the ability of speech. When I do, though, they are not usually defiant. Screams for mercy and their bitches are mostly what I hear. The human screeching-speech is more than I can bear. It is unfortunate they can communicate at all.”
 
   Oggie lowered down and raised his hackles. A deep growl started in Oggie’s stomach and rumbled through his neck and came out his muzzle, large canines were visible as were the lines of long spittle from exertion, fear, and anger. The Lycan was trying to distract his intention with words, but he was moving ever so closer to get within striking distance. Oggie heard a sound coming up on his right, but he dared not spare a glance to investigate.
 
   “Mythros, nice of you to join us,” the Lycan that had been pursuing Oggie said as another monster emerged from Oggie’s side.
 
   “Padder, you know that I enjoy feasting much more than I enjoy chasing,” the new Lycan said.
 
   “Come, we will dine together,” Padder responded.
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   Chapter Fifteen – Mike Journal Entry 9
 
    
 
   “Oh, Oggie, where are you?” I asked as I looked out onto the expanse of a field being cleared for the oncoming invasion. I was walking along the battlements looking for obvious weak points when I sent my message out. For the briefest of moments, I thought I felt a connection, and I did not like the terror that slithered along that tenuous link. My face must have flustered or paled because Bailey moved close to steady me.
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked as she wrapped a powerful hand around my arm to keep me from toppling off the parapet.
 
   As suddenly as the feeling came on, it went away. It departed so quickly and with no lingering residue that I thought perhaps I had imagined the whole thing. With Bailey to steady me, I recovered quickly. 
 
   “How do I look?” I asked her.
 
   “Better.”
 
   “I think I know what having a stroke feels like. I would have sworn I heard from Oggie and he’s in trouble.”
 
   A pained expression came across Bailey’s features.
 
   “I’ve told you for the tenth time, Bailey, it’s not your fault. He would have found a way to get away from you no matter what you did to try and keep him restrained.” 
 
   “I hope your feeling was wrong.”
 
   “As do I.”
 
   I was silent as I traversed my mind trying to make sense of what I felt. No answers were forthcoming. Although that did little to ease the rising trepidation I felt. I could only hope that what I felt was wrong because, if not, what Oggie was feeling was not only terrifying…it was imminent. I would be able to do little unless he was by my side and that was something he was not. 
 
   “Dammit!” 
 
   Bailey looked over to me when I shouted. This was Tommy’s fault. If he hadn’t gotten the dog for me, I wouldn’t have to be going through this emotional ringer. We were twenty-four or so hours out from being attacked. Gount had “miraculously” come across hundreds more rounds which he handed out. This could potentially be a slaughter if the people attacking employed a ‘straight on’ attack. There was no good outcome here. Man was already falling off the top of the shit heap he’d created, barely grasping at soft-rooted plants in a desperate bid to keep from tumbling down the entire precipice. What happened here was not going to help the cause; either Talboton was victorious and hundreds of Talboton, Ft. Lufkin, New Georgia, and Denarth citizens were dead, or the even worse alternative, Talboton lost and still hundreds would be dead. When I had looked upon all those rounds, Gount’s words had made perfect sense. But would giving up the ammunition now be worth preventing an impending war, for one that would be on the horizon later? 
 
   There was no easy answer. Every death tomorrow meant the Lycan just got stronger. The flip side was that, if all the townships were armed and ready, we stood a much better chance of defeating the Lycan. Then, inevitably, when that threat was over, we would come full circle and that war would cause the deaths of thousands. It is much easier to wage war on an enemy from a distance. If you never have to look them in the eyes, it does not become nearly as personal. Something almost intimate about sliding the blade of a knife in between the ribs of a man and piercing his heart. You get to know his deepest fears and truest loves in those final fleeting seconds he has left on the planet. A bullet carries with it no such attachment and can be dispatched without a second thought for what dreams it may crush. I do not enjoy dealing death to others, nor am I afraid of receiving its cold embrace from my enemies. Death just is, and like everything else in life, it serves a purpose. 
 
   Bailey had gone to check on some of the guard stations to make sure her men were adequately supplied. She’d asked if I wished to join her; I had declined. I had other things I was keeping an eye on.
 
   “Perhaps, and hopefully, this is all for naught.” Gount had come up the stairs. He pulled his jacket closed tight as a brisk cold wind blew across us, heralding the change of seasons from the end of summer to the upcoming fall. I could see the red of leaves from the forest that was being pushed back but that was not what held my interest. It was the black shadows weaving in between the boughs of those branches. 
 
   “Your optimism is welcome, Gount, as is your personage, but it is your hope that is for naught.”
 
   “And you know this how?” His question had an edge to it; and why shouldn’t it? “Have the scouts already returned? Why wasn’t I notified?”
 
   I couldn’t tell him about the Watchers, he’d think I’d lost more of my mind. “They’re not back but they will be soon, and the news will not be welcome.”
 
   “Well, that may be the case, but I would rather hold on tightly to my hope.” He walked away. 
 
   Again, I couldn’t blame him. I was fairly certain the aura I was emanating was much colder than the wind which was stirring. I looked up to see the swirling mass of approaching storm clouds. 
 
   “Perfect, just fucking perfect.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I hadn’t moved much in the ensuing hours, even with the dumping of torrential rain. Soldiers had come and gone once their guard shift was over. I was starting to be ignored as if I were a fixture of the rampart. Had to be two or three in the morning. I couldn’t see the Watchers anymore, but I could tell more had amassed. I don’t know how I knew this. I just did, like maybe they had an effect on atmospheric pressure.  
 
   “Are you coming to bed?”
 
   I was so deep down in my own mind that I had not at first realized the words were directed at me.
 
   “Michael?” I was startled when a hand touched my arm.
 
   “Tracy?” 
 
   It took me a moment to get my bearings, both in reference to where I was, and when. In my head it just as easily could have been 2010, and my wife was telling me to come in and have some dinner. I would sit with my kids, and we would talk about the day. A lot of laughing mixed with some good-natured barbs and some serious conversation about the things that needed to be accomplished the next day.  
 
   Azile’s face became illuminated by some means I was not privy too. My mind scrambled as I tried to attach a name and memories to what my eyes were taking in. She did not say a word as she must have seen the confusion and possibly fear on my face as I struggled to come up from whatever depths I had plunged to. Like a man that has fallen through the ice and cannot find the opening, I swam. My hands extended, looking for that break, the cold, enough to take my breath away and sap the strength from my limbs. My heart was beating hard with the exertion of attempting to keep me warm. 
 
   “What? Where am I?” My eyes lost focus as I kept trying to slam the name Tracy onto the face in front of me. Like I was fucking three years old and attempting to get the square peg into the round hole. If I’d had a hammer I could have gotten it to work. Might not be the best response for this situation, though. I did one final mental lunge up through the blackness. The haze dissipated and I was left with a mild fog. I’d been less befuddled after an all-night party. 
 
   “Azile?”
 
   “Good to have you back.” She never did say anything about me calling her Tracy even if it had hurt her, if the pained expression she had gotten was any indication. She’d known me long enough to realize that it would be far from the last time I would cause her heartache.
 
   I wanted to say it was good to be back, but I wasn’t so sure how convincing I’d be. Instead, I said, “Thanks.”
 
   “Come on, they’ll still be there in the morning.”
 
   “You see them, too?”
 
   “I was talking about the trees. What are you talking about?”
 
   I almost said trees as well, but she would have seen through that. “Watchers.”
 
   I heard Azile suck in a breath. “A lot?”
 
   “Hundreds. They’re all congregated by the tree line.”
 
   “Even more reason to come in from the cold and wet. There is life in our room and only death out here.”
 
   I almost told her I felt more comfortable in the presence of death. We were long time partners and I’d shared his cold embrace for a lot longer than the loving arms of life. Two minutes, two friggin’ minutes and I’d already held back a fair amount from Azile. Soon she was going to figure out that the man in front of her was damaged. Who knows, maybe she’s one of those women who are into fixer-uppers. This was more of a full-time project rather than a weekend warrior type of thing. I turned my back to the forest, feeling the piercing stares as hundreds watched my departure. I tossed a middle finger over my shoulder.
 
   “That’ll show them.”
 
   “You saw that?”
 
   “I see just about everything.”
 
   “Are you Santa?”
 
   “Well, if that were the case, we both know you’d be receiving coal for a very long time.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The sun poked its intrusive light through the drawn shades landing squarely on my tightly shut eyes. It was like someone was purposely blasting me with a flashlight. 
 
   “Can’t you cast a spell or something and block out the light?” I reached my arm behind me to awaken Azile. At first, I thought she was dodging my attempts to make contact. I turned so I could see, but she was already gone. I may have thought the whole night was a dream, except I was in her room not mine. Pretty sure she would have kicked me out if I hadn’t been invited. 
 
   “I’m going back to sleep.” The sun was now blazing across the back of my head. As long as it didn’t figure out how to shine around corners I should be fine. 
 
   I’d just started to doze off, a parade of familiar faces dancing in and out of dreams, a myriad of events as well, some were completely senseless, some real life events, when a heavy rapping pulled me from my dream. 
 
   “What’s a zombie ape doing here?” I shouted as I sat up, my breath quickened by the beginning of a nightmare.
 
   “Michael, you are needed in the war council!” Bailey shouted through the door. 
 
   “Why? What’s so hard about it? You kill them before they kill you. Couldn’t be any more simple than that.”
 
   “I will break this door down.”
 
   “I’ll be right there.”
 
   “Now, Michael.”
 
   “Fine.” I threw the covers off and walked across the room to open the door.
 
   “You’re naked,” she said as I brushed past her and began to walk down the corridor. “Not this again. Do you not believe in clothes? Perhaps they can wait an extra minute.”
 
   “No, no. I’d hate to be the reason for a delay.”
 
   “I insist!” she shouted before I could round the corner and head downstairs.
 
   “Just like a woman. Can’t make up their minds.” She may have growled at me as I brushed past her again. “Do you mind?” I asked as I tried to shut the door. “I have my modesty to think of.”
 
   “Modesty? I do not believe there is any part of you I have not seen.” 
 
   I grabbed the chamber pot. I didn’t really have to go, but it was funnier than hell to watch the shocked expression on her face as she fumbled to pull that door closed as fast as she could. 
 
   “Stay close, you’ll probably be able to hear me go,” I called out. 
 
   I heard her footsteps retreating down the hallway. “I’ll tell them you are on your way,” her voice trailed back. I looked longingly at the bed and thought momentarily of returning to its warm folds. Then I remembered the damned zombie ape and decided that was something I did not wish to revisit. I grabbed my clothes up off the floor and dressed. 
 
   When I got downstairs the usual suspects were there although most of them looked a lot more tired than normal. Gount looked gaunt, normally I would pat myself on the back for my pun, but he was drawn. The impending war had him completely stressed out; whereas Merrings actually had a gleam in his eye like this is what he had been secretly hoping for the whole time. I would keep it in the back of my head that he quite possibly should be someone I kept an eye on. 
 
   Azile was there, as was Bailey, who surprisingly would not look me in the eye. I smiled. 
 
   “Thank you for joining us, Michael.” I tried to detect some note of sarcasm from Gount, there wasn’t any. 
 
   I nodded at him.
 
   “Well, let’s get started.” He clasped his hands on top of the table. “We have heard from two of our scouting teams that Saltinda does indeed have a force less than a day’s forced march from here. He was seen meeting up with them and a contingent from New Georgia. As of now we have not located the Ft. Lufkin militants, if they are indeed out there. The weapons and the rounds were handed out.”
 
   “Did they attempt to shoot the rifles?” I asked.
 
   “Our scouts said that they had not. Perhaps because they did not feel they had the rounds to waste or that possibly someone would hear them.”
 
   “Lucky on our part, insane on theirs. How could they possibly think they are going to effectively be able to use them if they have never even fired them?”
 
   “Any fool can fire a gun, Michael. Just think back to our time,” Azile said.
 
   “Easy to do, difficult to master,” I responded.
 
   “I wish they would try them. Maybe when they realized they didn’t work they would forget this folly and just go home,” Gount said. It was easy enough to see that he was deeply troubled. 
 
   “They’ll go home soon enough once they break against these walls,” Merrings replied. It seemed so out of character for him; or, more likely, this was who he always had been and it just took this set of extraordinary circumstances for him to reveal the true manifestation of his flawed character. 
 
   Gount either missed Merrings’ words or chose to ignore them. “Bailey, are your personnel ready?”
 
   “They are, sir, and with the additional rounds, we may be able to keep casualties on their side down to a minimum before they realize that what they are attempting is a needless waste of life.”
 
   “Oh, the soldiers will realize that immediately. It’s the assholes directing them who will need a little more convincing,” I seethed.
 
   The approaching soldiers would be demoralized almost immediately as they attacked with either useless weaponry or close combat implements like swords and maces, as we sat far away and sent death spiraling towards them at supersonic speeds. Untouchable. 
 
   There wasn’t much to the rest of the meeting. Bailey was prepared—she had a system in place to rotate men and supplies out as needed should that have to happen. The general consensus was that we hoped it was all over before this was necessitated. I was not going to hold my breath in that regard. The meeting was breaking up when a scout bounded in and nearly took out Gount in his haste to deliver the news he was carrying. 
 
   “Sir!” He was breathing heavy. “Denarth marches,” he managed to get out before he placed his hands on his knees.
 
   “And New Georgia?” Gount asked.
 
   “Them as well, sir.” 
 
   “Any sightings of Ft. Lufkin?”
 
   The man could manage nothing more than to shake his head back and forth. 
 
   “How much time do we have?” I asked.
 
   It was Bailey who answered. “We will not be dining alone come dinner time.”
 
   “Eight or nine hours? Okay.” I walked out. I had someplace I wanted to be.
 
   “Michael?” Azile was racing to catch up.
 
   “I was going to get a closer look at the Watchers.”
 
   “Do you think that’s wise?”
 
   “Did you really just ask me that question? You know I would never think something out that far. And if, by some chance, I did…that would just be more incentive for me to do it.”
 
   “I will come with you.”
 
   “Is that wise?”
 
   “I have already fallen down the rabbit hole, Michael. I may as well see where it leads.” She looked up at me, something between an angelic look and a devilish grin on her face made me laugh.
 
   The woods looked darker from the sheer amount of shadows making their home in the boughs of the trees. 
 
   “If you were a guy, I’d be telling you just how much I might shit my pants looking at them.”
 
   “And yet, I am not and you still have related the tale.”
 
   “Loophole,” I told her. I don’t know what I was expecting to see as we got closer. I was more than fearful that they’d rush at us and I would see the screaming face of a demon or a skull with an impossibly huge, open maw silently cursing us. Nothing though, they just milled about as oblivious to our presence as the leaves they weaved in and around. “Any idea what they are?”
 
   Azile had moved even closer, going up by a tree and sticking her hand up in the air. She was mere inches from touching one.
 
   “What are you doing?” 
 
   “I don’t know, Michael, perhaps I have taken a page from your journal. Do first, think about it later.”
 
   “Yeah, because that’s worked out so well in the past.” 
 
   The spirit, for lack of a better term, did not acknowledge Azile’s hand. If anything, it may have moved back a bit as if fearful of the life she represented. 
 
   “They do not see me.”
 
   “I think they do.” She looked at me questioningly. I came toward her, grabbed the lowest branch and began to climb.
 
   “And you think what I did was crazy?”
 
   “Look,” I told her as I moved around on the tree branches.
 
   “It is subtle, but they are moving away from you.”
 
   “It’s like I have ghost repellant on.” 
 
   “Is that like the human repellant you generally wear?”
 
   “You’re a funny lady, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you had some Tynes blood running through you. Any idea what these things are?”
 
   “I do not. I will have to seek some counsel.”
 
   “Who could you possibly talk to here that would know anything about them?” I was trying my best to touch one of the specters, but it was deft at avoiding my entreaties no matter how quickly I moved.
 
   “Not here.”
 
   “Forget it, I don’t want to know. I’ve had my fill of otherworldly visitors, visions or is it visages?” 
 
   I had turned to look at Azile with my question. I felt an arctic blast of cold air come up along my side. The misty smoke swirled, a face pushed through the curtain of smoke and presented me with an image of a rather plain-looking old woman; her features long as if the weight of the world had pulled them closer to the ground. I was thinking all of this as I plunged to the ground some ten feet below. I landed with a loud grunt by Azile’s feet. 
 
   “No chance you could have caught me?” I stayed on the ground for a second more, evaluating my body to see if I had injured something upon impact.
 
   Azile was giggling. “Your small flight was quite ungainly. I’ve seen ostriches do better.”
 
   “Ostriches don’t fly.” I was sitting up. “Oh…forget it, I see your point now. Did you see the face that appeared? Could have been one of your kind, looked the part.”
 
   “A witch, you mean?”
 
   “I call them like I see them.”
 
   “I saw the face. Like I said once before I am inclined to believe they are benign, but they are here for a reason. Perhaps they have the ability of foresight.”
 
   “And what? They get their jollies watching people die?”
 
   “I don’t think so.” She was focusing in on the woman who had once again reverted back to her swirling form. “I think that perhaps they are here to guide those who are about to die.”
 
   I backed up a few steps. “That’s fucking creepier somehow.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “What if you knew your mom was in there somewhere? That would mean they knew you were going to die.”
 
   “That is interesting. If someone were to realize that, could he or she somehow change his or her destiny? Maybe by possibly leaving this spot, or is your fate already sealed?”
 
   “Like an expiration date.”
 
   “Strange way of putting it, perhaps apt, perhaps not.”
 
   “And that’s another thing.” I paused to collect my thoughts. 
 
   “What’s another thing? You haven’t said anything.”
 
   “Why can only we see them? I know folks somehow know about them, it’s just weird they can’t see them as well. Nobody else over on that wall is able to or you can bet your ass the whole town would be up here. The guard probably thinks I’m an idiot reaching around myself for imaginary bugs or something.”
 
   Azile thought on this for a moment. “It has to be something with our uniqueness, I suppose.”
 
   “I’m sure that plays a part, Azile, I do. But I’ve been this…umm…uniqueness for quite some time. I’ve never seen them before. I think there is more going on here.”
 
   “Any theories?”
 
   “I’m not the one with a hotline to the spirit world. I think maybe you should get on the horn and ask someone.” 
 
   I had my thumb out to my ear and my pinkie to my mouth in the traditional “phone” gesture. That would be another gesture that the locals of this time and place didn’t know. Maybe I could associate that with a swear word as well. 
 
   “I’m not sure if it’s worth the time right now.”
 
   “Would you believe me if I told you Tommy thought Watchers didn’t truly straddle the neutrality line but were slightly to the right of it?”
 
   “He never said anything of this to me.”
 
   I didn’t know how much I wanted to divulge about just how far gone I really was. “Umm it was right before I met Mathieu that he told me.”
 
   Azile’s eyebrows furrowed. She did the math, Tommy was in the grave when I’d received my message. She let it pass, at least as far as I knew. 
 
   “Come, we should go, there are many things we need to do before the…” She let her words trail off before she said war. 
 
   I didn’t know it at the time; a guard told me when we got back, but apparently we had no sooner turned around to head back to town when he said there was a large, glowing mass of red behind us. He thought mistakenly for a moment that it was somehow the sun, but that was further to our right and already above the tree line. It was doubly strange, because we had not felt any heat, nor did the bright light illuminate us in any way or it would have cast a shadow in front of us, which would have been difficult to miss. 
 
   “Still benign?” I asked Azile (and to an even more confused guard who had just finished explaining what he had seen). I hadn’t meant it as an affront, just a true question. In my experience, red did not generally signify calm, tranquility, and peace. 
 
   “We” doing many things before the attackers attacked really meant Azile had many things to do. All I did was grab a rifle and enough rounds to buckle the knees of a pack mule had he the misfortune to carry my ammunition. This was not a battle I was looking forward to. Wait. That makes about as much sense as saying this was like a visit to the dentist that I was not looking forward to. No one in the history of mankind ever looked forward to the dentist. I guess unless you had a hand-in-mouth fetish thing going on, which I guess is entirely possible. So except for those few, and we’ll keep them out of the equation. Battle was battle, a necessary evil I suppose when one talks about mankind; it is our version of population control. 
 
   We sat atop the food chain for so long with no viable threat. We had to be our own worst enemy. Oh, occasionally a shark or a grizzly, maybe a tiger or two would take a man down a notch. But it was never a unified front; there had never been a wall of elephants trying to destroy Manhattan. We killed and we ate pretty much anything we wanted. The only thing that could take down man was basically man himself; and yeah, I guess a pesky virus. But again, man created the virus, so still the fault lies there. 
 
   Where the hell was I? Oh yeah, this battle. I was happy to have the rifle and the bullets, but I just wasn’t happy that I would be using them against other men, and poorly armed ones at that. Again, it makes no sense, because we had a huge advantage that I suppose just didn’t seem fair. It would be like the Polish Cavalry charging the German Panzer division. But this was war, if given the chance any of those soldiers would kill me; it was my responsibility to myself to end the threat before that happened. I could attempt to justify it all I wanted, but it still felt wrong. This would be something else that would keep me up long into the night as I weighed how this looked in the eyes of the gatekeeper. 
 
   I saw Azile from time to time throughout the day. Between her and Bailey, they must have traversed the entire town a few dozen times. I, for the most part, sat on the parapet with my back against the wall, my eyes shut for the majority of the day. Every once in a while, someone would step over my legs to get past, but that was out of the norm. 
 
   I was startled out of my trance, couldn’t really call it a nap, when someone kicked my boots. I looked up, but the sun was directly behind her head. The backlit figure would have been hard not to recognize.
 
   “Enjoying yourself?” Bailey asked.
 
   “As much as one can before a war.”
 
   “Move over.” She kicked my foot.
 
   I was going to tell her there was plenty of parapet space for her to sit down on, but she had the advantageous positioning as she stood over me. I took the wiser course for once and did as she asked. Scratch “asked.” I did as she told. 
 
   “Always a pleasure.” 
 
   “I’m sorry about Oggie,” she said when she finally got down.
 
   “I’ll find him.” And I meant it.
 
   “Looks like we’re going to make it another day without fighting.”
 
   “You say that like it’s a good thing.”
 
   “Huh?” she asked. “We’re not fighting, dying, or killing. How is that not a good thing?
 
   “It seems to me that this is going to happen, this war I mean, and I hate waiting. If we are to fight, I’d just as soon do it and be done with it instead of wasting time waiting for it.”
 
   “I suppose, in some roundabout fashion, I can understand your point. However, I am of the hope that someone with more sense will take this time to realize just how pointless this battle is and will go home to prepare for the real enemy.”
 
   “Won’t happen. Everyone who fights thinks they’re doing it for the right reasons. Both sides can’t be right or they wouldn’t be fighting at all.”
 
   “You’ve been thinking about that all day? Talk about wasting time.”
 
   “No, actually I’ve been thinking about toasted coconut marshmallows.”
 
   “So, dwelling on some long gone food was a better way to spend your day?”
 
   “Tell me what I should have been thinking about, Bailey. Perhaps my family and friends who I long to see again with all my heart and lost soul? Or maybe I should think about all those poor bastards I have killed or will kill soon. Would that be better? I’d rather think about the silky sweetness of the marshmallow and satisfying texture crunch of the toasted coconut adhering lovingly to the sides.”
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   “Yeah, it does.” 
 
   Bailey didn’t say another word. She sat there for about another ten minutes before getting up and yelling at someone for loafing off. I felt bad for the guy—he was probably using me as his model. I closed my eyes once again; and like trying not to think about a “pink elephant”…I saw all those I had loved flit through my memory. Another added bonus of having vampire blood run through me was my brain function would never fade. I would never be blessed with Alzheimer’s disease; I would always hold tight the images of those I’d known. 
 
   I’m sure at some point in your life there was someone who meant everything and more to you. First love maybe. You couldn’t imagine your life without them they evoked such strong feelings within you. Then, for whatever reason, things change. You realize they’re an asshole or maybe you are, and they finally figured it out, doesn’t matter. After a few years, you can barely recall an image of the person that isn’t a vague sort of representation. You remember events, things you did together, places you went perhaps, but a true clear mental image? Not so much.
 
   Not me, though, it was like looking through a fucking photo album in my head. Shit, even that’s wrong, as I could pull up mental movies, in HD. Every moment my brain had ever recorded I could retrieve. Sounds fantastic, doesn’t it? It wasn’t. I could, if I wanted to, shut out this present life and relive my past over and over. I’d be an observer, almost a voyeur as I looked on. Like an alcoholic who worked as a bartender, it took everything I had not to descend down into that realm, because to do so would lead to madness. Ultimately, I have to think this is what happened to Eliza. She lived for close to six hundred years, and she still could never escape the brutalities her father had inflicted upon her.  
 
   I did not wish to spare the memory of Eliza more than a cursory glance, for if I did it would invariably lead me down the path to Tommy and that wound was entirely too fresh. I was spared any further retrospection with a shout of alarm.
 
   “Here we go again,” I said as I stood up. “What the fuck is that?” I asked as I turned to look. It was familiar enough but certainly not in this setting. 
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   Chapter Sixteen – Oggie
 
    
 
   The trio all turned their heads as they heard a howl nearby.
 
   Are there more of them? Oggie wondered with resignation. He would hurt these two as much as he could, but the conclusion was already foregone. He was a large dog, but even so, each of these Lycan were nearly three times his size. 
 
   Padder and Mythros had nearly forgotten about their quarry. Oggie had thought about retreating as quickly and quietly as he could, but he was afraid any movement on his part would break the strange spell the Lycan were under. If more Lycan came, he would deal with it as best as possible. Right now, though, he was alive; and that was all he could hope for. The lone howl was joined by a chorus of others. They were all around the small détente that was happening. Oggie took note that the two Lycan kept exchanging furtive glances between them. If he knew enough about their gestures, he would have said they were nervous. 
 
   Noise was coming from behind him and to the front of the Lycan. Oggie moved slightly in order to see this new threat while also keeping an eye on the Lycan. The brush stirred. It was not Lycan nor werewolf that emerged from the brush, but rather three large wolves, their yellow eyes trained on the two Lycan, savage teeth bared.
 
   “You should know better than to hunt on our grounds, forsaken ones.”
 
   “We hunt where we want to now!” Padder shouted, though Oggie thought he seemed unsure of himself. 
 
   More wolves emerged from the sides. Oggie did not have an accurate count, but he thought perhaps as many as a dozen wolves now inhabited the small clearing. 
 
   “Many years ago, instead of wiping your scourge clean from the planet, we allowed you the arctic wastelands to scratch out an existence. You should have stayed there,” Mane, the first to show himself and alpha male of the wolf pack, said. 
 
   “Times change, ground-hugger. Maybe your energy would have been more wisely spent keeping man in check rather than your own cousin,” Padder replied.
 
   “We aligned with man many years ago because of you. Your kind are like wayward pups who know not the basic rules of survival, nor when to stop. You were taught once and will be done so again.”
 
   “Hah!” the Lycan burst out. “By whom? There is nothing and no one that can stop us now! Xavier has united the Lycan, and we are the new masters of this world! Beg to me, wolf, and perhaps I will allow you to go slinking off into the night with your piss-covered tail buried between your legs.” 
 
   Mane growled. Oggie did not see the signal Mane had given, but the wolves moved in unison. The Lycan held their ground at first. When the first snapping of teeth struck Mythros’ thigh, they rethought their strategy. A wolf was sent spiraling away with a backhanded blow but quickly righted himself. By the time the two Lycan were able to break free and run, they had over a dozen blood inducing bites between them. 
 
   “Mane, do you wish that we pursue and kill them?”
 
   “No, Cloud, I want those two to bring their story back to Xavier. I want him to know that we have chosen sides, and it is not his.” 
 
   “What of this one?” Cloud looked over to Oggie.
 
   “What of him?” Mane asked. 
 
   “He’s a dog,” Cloud said distastefully.
 
   Oggie had known he wasn’t out of danger just yet. He’d traded one potential death for another was all. 
 
   “This dog was prepared to take on two Lycan by himself,” Mane said with a lilt of amusement.
 
   “He was spent. He did not choose to take on two Lycan so much as he did not want to run any further. Even a squirrel will turn and fight when all other options are taken away.”
 
   Oggie growled and Mane laughed at the insult. 
 
   “Perhaps. What of it, dog? Why should I not allow Cloud here to kill one of our bastardized cousins?” Mane turned to ask Oggie.
 
   “It is not even smart enough to speak. I will be doing it a favor,” Cloud said.
 
   “You try and I will rip your throat out,” Oggie growled.
 
   Mane laughed again, but Cloud did not see any amusement whatsoever in their present situation. 
 
   “You have bravery,” Mane started. “But we do not suffer dogs very often. I will allow Cloud his wish unless you can give me a reason not to.”
 
   “I know where people are,” Oggie replied.
 
   Cloud scoffed. “We all know where people are, they stink so bad and make so much noise, it would be impossible not to. Look, Mane, it just wishes to be back with its master and have food handed to it. Again, I tell you, I would be doing it a favor by putting it down.”
 
   “People that are fighting Lycan,” Oggie clarified.
 
   “What good does that do us, dog?” Mane asked. “Just because we fight a common enemy does not make us friends. The humans have forgotten the language of the earth. We could never communicate with them to let them know. They would attack us like they would any other aggressor.”
 
   Cloud moved closer, expecting his pack leader to issue the order soon.
 
   “What is going on here?” Jayer asked. She was the alpha female and mate to Mane, and she’d just broken into the clearing.
 
   “We are about to finish what the Lycan were interrupted from doing,” Cloud spoke. 
 
   “I do not think killing the dog wise, Mane,” Jayer said softly.
 
   “It is only a dog. What is the harm?” Mane asked his mate.
 
   “It is subtle, but there is another scent you should smell before you make a decision.”
 
   “I smell nothing!” Cloud roared. “He must be destroyed.”
 
   “You forget your place.” Jayer leveled her gaze upon him. He backed down. 
 
   “Mane?” Cloud asked.
 
   “You have always been better at detecting scent, Jayer. I am having a hard time getting past the scent of the dog and his most recent kills.”
 
   “It is a haunted scent, old…almost earthy.” Jayer had moved closer to Oggie and was pulling in more trace through her nose.
 
   “I smell man...no, a man, yet it is more than that.”
 
   “Let me kill him and you can breathe in a lungful of whatever it is Jayer detects.”
 
   Mane quickly stepped back. “It is an Old One!”
 
   Cloud looked around wildly as he crouched and bristled simultaneously. A low whine escaped his muzzle.
 
   “How do you come to know an Old One, dog?” Jayer asked, not moving back or forward.
 
   “My name is Purpose, not dog. Before Cloud sheds his fearfulness and wants to say something about the name given to me, it was man-based and not natural or earned, the name was indeed given for a reason by an Old One for my friend, another Old One.” 
 
   Cloud snarled at the barb. “Men and dogs are not friends. It is a master and servant relationship and nothing more. He says jump and you do it. Mane, we should kill him now more than ever. What are you waiting for?”
 
   Mane growled at Cloud. “My mate was right for questioning your placement. I will do what is right for the pack.” 
 
   “Mane, Old Ones have long memories. He is not the type of enemy we would want to have, especially with everything we know being threatened by the Lycan.” Jayer soothed her mate.
 
   “I could make him understand you,” Oggie spoke.
 
   “Why? So he could kill us like the Lycan?” Cloud asked.
 
   “Michael Talbot is no friend of the Lycan. He has personally killed at least four.”
 
   “The Old One has killed four Lycan?” Mane asked incredulously. “By himself?”
 
   Oggie nodded.
 
   “Why are you not with him?” Jayer asked.
 
   “We were separated. He was trying to save some human children from turning.” 
 
   “He raced the moon? Did he win?” Jayer asked.
 
   “Partially. The girl was saved, the boy was not. When the woman and the girl were safe, I went back in search of my friend.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “I have not found him yet.”
 
   “We will help you.”
 
   “Jayer!” Mane exclaimed. 
 
   Cloud looked as if he would go mad from Jayer’s declaration.
 
   “If the Old One cannot help us, we will at least have them both together. Perhaps then, Cloud, you can get your wish. I will prepare the pack for traveling,” she told Mane. Jayer made sure her tale swooshed past and under Cloud’s nose lest he forget she was the alpha female. 
 
   If Oggie thought Cloud had some animosity towards him, this paled in comparison to what the pack displayed, though they were less vocal about their protests once it was known that his presence was being permitted by the alpha male and female. Just because he was allowed to be with them, did not mean he was accepted—that was as far from the truth as could be. The wolves gave him a wide berth while also keeping an eye on him. Oggie had not felt more alone than he did right now under the watchful gaze of an entire pack of wolves. 
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   Chapter Seventeen – Mike Journal Entry 10
 
    
 
   “Where the fuck did they get a snowplow blade, and just exactly what are they doing with it?” I’m not even sure why I asked the question. Maybe it was to hear my harmonious voice. I knew exactly why they had the damned thing; the thick steel would easily deflect the lead projectiles we would be shooting at them. I did a quick look from side to side as more moving barricades came out of the woods. They’d planned this invasion for a long time. There was never at any time going to be a diplomatic solution. I saw Bailey running across the center street coming my way.
 
   She was no sooner up the staircase before she spoke. “They have more of this steel on the other side. I have told everyone to not fire. I do not wish to waste bullets on something I know will be useless. Do you have any ideas?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t think a few bullets used will be wasted. The noise alone when it impacts will be enough to shatter any thoughts they might be trying to formulate, and it will give them a little fear as well. Fear may lead to panic, and panicking people make mistakes all the time.”
 
   “This is your best strategy?”
 
   “The best I have right now. I’m not some battlefield general. I basically know how to shoot really well. That doesn’t make me a fucking tactician.”
 
   “Nor tactful it would seem.”
 
   “Watch and learn.” 
 
   “I’m watching.” She rolled her eyes. 
 
   I put my rifle to my shoulder and, lining up a shot, put four rounds in quick succession downrange. None of them hit metal.
 
   “I thought you said you were a good shot?”
 
   “Those things are heavy, have to be a bunch of men hefting that thing by handholds, which means their feet are very near the front of that blade.” Almost immediately came the distant sounds of screams. One of my four shots had ricocheted like I’d hoped and most likely crashed into the foot of some poor, unsuspecting slob. The plow blade had, for the moment, stopped moving forward. 
 
   “Oh,” Bailey managed to say.
 
   “Now to really mess with them.” I shot three more times. The resultant impacts sounded much like the gonging of a bell. Probably sounded like the bell tower at Notre Dame where the attackers were. If they made it through the battle, it was safe to say that they would suffer permanent hearing loss. 
 
   Bailey didn’t need any further convincing; she quickly disseminated the tactic to the rest of her personnel. It played out in some cases with more success, but for the most part, it was just a giant noisemaker. The mobile fortresses still approached, even the one where I had hampered a man. I felt a little bad for the pain he must be going through, especially not having anyone to tend to his wound. The barricades stopped in the forty-yard range or so and just sat there. Nothing happened for maybe close to an hour. Then, off in the woods, there came the beating of a large drum. Should have known that was a signal, however, I was too wrapped up in the drama of it. I’d only ever heard drums in battle in movies. It actually was pretty impressive in person. The invaders stood up from the fortifications and loosed bolts from crossbows. 
 
   They were exceedingly accurate, and with most Talbotons caught unawares looking for threats elsewhere, more than a few fell. There was screaming and cursing from the wounded and for the fallen. I had been scraped along the side of my face from the corner of my temple to past my ear. The wind of a moth’s wing beating, had it the chance to affect the flight of the arrow, would have been enough to send that bolt through my eye socket. It would have been lights out at that point. I ducked down like everyone else on that wall. Well, almost everyone. There were those who were in shock or just figured that the immediate threat was over—it wasn’t. The second set of archers stood and loosed the more traditional arrows from bows. A bunch of William Tell wannabes were in attendance. Those unlucky bastards who had kept standing now found themselves falling. Most would never be able to pick themselves back up. 
 
   We’d lost at least seven men and women on this side. I had to think the numbers were similar on the other sides. In one fell swoop, we may have just lost close to twenty percent of our fighting force. It was the opening salvo of a war, and we’d been dealt a devastating blow. 
 
   “How can this be?” Bailey asked, looking at the wounded and dead being tended to by the townsfolk who were rushing to their aid. “We’re going to lose.”
 
   “They’ve been thinking up an offensive strategy for a while, Bailey. The diplomatic ruse was probably just so they could get a good, final look at our battlements and make sure you hadn’t changed anything.”
 
   “What do we do now that they haven’t already got a counter for?”
 
   “You and your men stay low, but cover me. If anyone from that snowplow blade pops their head up, I want you to shoot them.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   I had already grabbed a couple of magazines and jumped down the ten-foot wall. I was thankful the earth on the outside was soft and absorbed the brunt of the shock to my knees. 
 
   Bailey knew better than to loudly cuss out my actions and give away my element of surprise, but I still heard her call me an idiot right before she told her men to cover me. I don’t know if one of the men was precognizant or heard something (I wonder what death sounds like), because he popped the top of his head over the lip of the plow blade. His eyes grew wide as he saw me rapidly approaching. 
 
   “Shit.” I still had a good ten yards to go. If they all stood and fired, I was as good as a human pincushion. Two more stood up to see and were immediately met with a hail of bullets, which sent them scurrying back down. I silently thanked Bailey. I was swinging out wide to the right of the barricade, about five yards or so. The men hiding behind it caught sight of me just as I came up to their side. I was firing as soon as I had more than a horizontal angle to them. Their bodies danced like palsy-suffering puppeteers were manipulating them, as I gave them extreme lead poisoning. Three arrows were shot my way, one of which was now neatly protruding from my thigh. The pain had yet to catch up with my nerve center as adrenaline pushed it to the side, but that was only going to be a temporary respite. By the time I’d emptied the first magazine, twelve of the thirty men were dead…or at least soon would be. Another five or six were wounded enough that they would not be a factor in this fight. 
 
   That left more than enough to deal with me. I truly hadn’t been expecting those kinds of numbers. I depressed the magazine release button, as men were scrambling to notch arrows or pull back on drawstrings. I already had my hand on the replacement mag before the spent one clattered off a rock below me. Arrows notched, strings were being pulled back and bows subsequently rising. I slammed the magazine home and hit the bolt release button. If the chambered round needed a tap of the forward assist, it was going to be all over for me. More arrows were coming my way, and I’d been hit again. I was reflexively firing from the hip a la Rambo, and not because I thought it was cool or would be demoralizing to the enemy, but because I didn’t have enough time to bring it up to my shoulder. And, oh yeah, the fact that I had an arrow protruding from my shoulder probably had something to do with it as well. 
 
   I was screaming in pain and rage as I fired (and maybe even in a little bit of animalistic savagery) as I approached, destroying those poor souls before me. The 5.56 caliber round made short work of those still living. I could sense that more than a few still had a beating heart, and right now, if I wanted to survive the severing of a major artery in my torso, I was going to need all the help I could get. I descended on the damned with all the fury of a wraith. My screams were intermingled with theirs as I drove my body down with enough force to push the arrow through my back. The men’s screams quieted quickly enough as I drained the remaining life out of them. I was in so much pain; I nearly chewed through the neck of the man I was blooding. 
 
   I heard bullets whining over the top of me. At first, I mistakenly assumed that the Talboton defenders still thought that I needed help. Well, I did, just not from where I was thinking. Men were coming out of the woods, attempting to get a shot at me as I was in a relatively exposed and vulnerable position. Blood pulsed into my elongated teeth as I deeply pulled in the fluid. The crossbow bolts were getting particularly close, and there were no more of the living near me. I could not afford to take another strike. 
 
   The muscles in my thighs were cramping up around the arrow I had yet to deal with. I stood with a fair modicum of success. I ran, well dragged, as fast as my damaged leg would allow, which wasn’t half-bad. But then again, I was main-lining adrenaline and blood, so I had a fair amount of energy. Within a few steps, I thankfully found myself on the other side of the steel away from the piercing barbs. 
 
   “Are you alright?” Bailey screamed at me. 
 
   I must have looked the sight. My right leg was soaked in blood as was my chest and most of my face. I wiped away my offenses as best I could while I also waved to her to let her know I’d make it at least until the next minute. A few more bullets zipped overhead before the opposing side realized that covering a two hundred and fifty yard open expanse against bullets was not necessarily a good idea. The arrow in my leg was to the outside of my bone, but not by much. The head was sunk in a few inches, so this was also going to require me to push it through as opposed to pulling it. I was in essence going to have to create more internal damage before I could begin to heal. Not an appealing prospect. 
 
   “I’m fine, but I could go for a little whiskey right now!” I yelled back to her. 
 
   It really wasn’t worth the effort. All I did was aggravate the injury to my chest region and it wasn’t even funny, plus I hate whiskey. I let out an involuntary yell, well, more like a manly grunting, as I pushed the arrow through. No, hold on, okay, it was more like a screaming. For whatever reason, it hurt more than the other arrow, maybe because that other one was almost all the way through before I drove it out. I was breathing heavy, and blackness was encroaching on the periphery of my vision as I began to feel the outline of the arrow head pushing the muscle and skin out on the back of my leg. It was not a sensation I would recommend. Sweat was pouring from my head, stinging as it dripped into my eyes, making it impossible to keep them open. I would have spared the time to wipe away the offending fluid, but I was afraid I wouldn’t have the courage to continue what I was currently doing. 
 
   Just when I thought the pain could not get any more intense, the arrow came free and proved just how wrong I was. I lost a few seconds in the all-encompassing haze of hurt. Nothing else could even begin to matter as the pain ravaged across the synapses within my brain. I don’t want to say I became one with the pain like some Zen bullshit, I’m just saying, if breathing and circulating blood weren’t automated processes I would have forgotten to do them. 
 
   “Michael?” a voice rang out; crystalline, considering the circumstances. It was Azile, and when I could do more than pant like a rabid dog trying to slake an unquenchable thirst, I sent her a half-hearted wave. My head was still slung forward, my chin nearly touching my chest. 
 
   “Can you come back?” she asked.
 
   It was a few more seconds before I had the strength or, more like the desire, to respond. Plus, I wanted to make sure I didn’t screech out an answer like a thirteen-year-old boy in the midst of his hormonal transition. 
 
   “Not yet.” I don’t think I said it much louder than a conversational tone, and the majority of that was directed at my lap where my head was pointing, but Azile heard it. I was going to have to learn some magic, seemed like a useful tool. 
 
   I heard approaching footsteps. I was convinced it was the enemy, and was sort of hoping they’d just put an arrow in my brain bucket and I could move on. When I felt hands wrap around and under my arms I figured it to be Talbotons.
 
   “That was pretty stupid, Michael,” Bailey said as she half dragged, half carried me back to the wall.
 
   “So much for dignity.” My left leg was dragging uselessly behind me. Another soldier had taken up position on my right and was assisting Bailey. Two more were covering our tactical withdrawal, which sounds so much better than retreat. 
 
   “You’re going to hate this then,” Bailey said as she wrapped a makeshift rope harness under my arms. “UP!” she shouted. The pain was excruciating, even with her and the other man bearing most of the weight. 
 
   Hands reached down and pulled me over. I was back to the dog panting level of hurt. I would have been better off with the obliterating threshold as Azile got down to look me in the face. It would have given me a reason to ignore her question.
 
   “Are you in such a rush?” she asked. I saw the brimming of a tear in the corner of her eye.
 
   It hadn’t dawned on me at first what she was talking about. “Oh…suicide? No, not me. Just helping out the only way I know how. Can you do anything for the pain?”
 
   “I could,” she stood. “But I won’t. Maybe next time you’ll think before you try to kill yourself.” She walked away.
 
   “I’m sorry, Azile.” A mouse, farting underwater, would have been louder.
 
   “You should be,” she answered, never turning back to look at me. 
 
   Bailey came up over the lip of the wall. “How’d that go?”
 
   “About as well as you might expect.”
 
   “Come on; let’s have someone look at your injuries.”
 
   I was going to tough it out and then decided I didn’t want to. At the bare minimum, I was going to take a few glasses of liquid painkillers before I came back up.
 
   “What about the battle going on?”
 
   “We’re in a holding pattern right now. Everyone heard the commotion you had going on. Plus the ones who saw it will have pause to reconsider their actions.”
 
   “Still think we’re going to lose?” I asked as she helped me down the stairs. 
 
   “BT was right about you,” was her answer.
 
   “You know that can mean so many different things. Right?”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I love women and their banal responses.”
 
   I was in the, for lack of a better term, or a true term at all, doctor’s office. Although, calling the guy that brewed the beer a doctor was like calling the guy that invented Twinkies a dietician. 
 
   “You don’t look too bad.” He was poking and prodding at the hole in my back that was trying its best to close up, no thanks to him.
 
   “Where’s Mathieu?” I asked Bailey after I asked for, and actually got, a sudsy drink. 
 
   Now that I wasn’t in the heat of battle I didn’t want to have to think of the men I had just sent along their new journey. Men who, had they been asked, probably didn’t want to fight. I don’t think it is in the genome of the average man to fight in a full-scale conflict. Again, that is something that is reserved for those obsessed with power and the accumulating of it. 
 
   “He is tending to the wounded. He has proved to be a valuable field doctor,” Mullen, the bartender, answered for Bailey.
 
   “Anyone would be accomplished next to you,” I told him.
 
   “I’ll take the beer away.”
 
   “Did I ever tell you how brilliant I thought you were?” 
 
   He scoffed.
 
   “You might want to think about cleaning those hands before you go jabbing my thigh,” I told him. 
 
   “I’m not going to lie and say I understand what’s happening in your body, but I wouldn’t doubt that within the next hour you even remember being shot.” He was bending over, trying to get a better look at the exit wound in my leg.  
 
   “Oh, I’ll remember,” I assured him. Just like I would the faces of those men I’d just shot, they would all be indelibly etched into the folds of a mind that could never forget; the looks of terror or anger plastered on their faces as they looked down the barrel of their demise. I was halfway through my third mug of beer when the shouts of alarm started anew. Bailey was out the door like a rocket. I was slow to get up and even slower to shuffle.
 
   “Should you really be going out?” Mullen asked. 
 
   “No, now help me.” 
 
   He came over and braced me up, which was not easy considering I did not have a good side to brace. I’d been shot in the left shoulder and the left leg. He could not get under my right side because it hurt to put the pressure on my left leg and he could not put pressure under my left arm for obvious reasons. He ended up getting behind me and placing his hands on my hips.
 
   “I hope this isn’t as weird for you as it is for me,” I told him.
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Thank you,” I told him when we got back outside.
 
   “You good?”
 
   “I am as long as this wall stays here.” I was leaning up against it. 
 
   “Call me if you need me to come help you again. I’ve got to go back and tend to a few people.”
 
   “Thank you.” We both stopped to look at a burgeoning fire that had found its way to one of the shops. Hardware, I think. People were rushing towards it with pails of water. Odds that they were going to be able to put out a burning wood building with a bucket brigade were not good. The opposition had decided to up the ante by sending in fire-laden bolts. It was this time’s version of a nuclear bomb—it could be that crippling to a town manufactured mostly from trees. 
 
   “That’s not good,” Mullen noted before heading back in.
 
   “Not good at all,” I echoed. I noticed that men were coming down off the walls to assist in the fire quenching duties. “Bailey!” I got the shout out I was looking for, but unfortunately it felt like someone had dragged fifty grit sandpaper along the lining of my throat. “Bailey!” I somehow notched it up a few more decibels.
 
   I’d got her attention. “Get your fucking men back on the wall!” 
 
   She looked at me, not understanding, but when I pointed to the makeshift firefighters, she got it. Before the order could be executed, blood-curdling screams intermingled with cries of surprise and lastly came the sounds of shots being fired. Yeah, we had guns, but these people weren’t really soldiers. When the fire started, half of them had left their post to aid in putting out the danger. Of the half that remained behind, most had turned to watch what was happening. The enemy had taken advantage of this lapse in judgment by coming closer and firing arrows and bolts, killing more of our defenders. There was no way I could attain an accurate count, but anything was grievous when you were already less than a force of two hundred. By the time our army figured out what was going on, the damage had been done. We’d repelled them this time but at some serious cost. The dressing on my leg was soaked through with blood by the time I got to Bailey on the wall. 
 
   “Bailey, you spread the orders to your people that the next one to leave his post not on a stretcher has to answer to me.”
 
   I thought for a second we might be headed for a pissing contest, and we both knew who was going to win that particular challenge; luckily, she deferred. I placed my back against the wall and, as gingerly as I could, I slid down so I was sitting with my back to the enemy. My leg was throbbing much worse than my shoulder, which only felt like it was being set on fire and a hot poker shoved in it. 
 
   “We lost another seventeen,” Bailey informed me when all the stations reported back in. 
 
   “Round up a militia,” I told her as I wrapped my hands around my thigh in a desperate bid to squeeze out the pain. 
 
   “A what?”
 
   “Get some townsfolk, give them a gun, show them the basics, and get them up on this fucking wall.”
 
   “They’re not trained. They won’t know what to do.”
 
   “Fuck, Bailey, from what I’ve seen, none of these people know what to do.” 
 
   I might as well have just hit her with an uppercut to a fully exposed jaw. Her eyes grew wide from my insult. I don’t think I would have been all that surprised if she grabbed me by the ankles, got some torque going and tossed me off that ledge. Oh, I’m sure there were all sorts of things going through her mind, and she wanted to unleash them like hungry hounds to a steak. 
 
   With more dignity than I could have been able to muster, she swallowed down that big, bitter bile and nodded. It was curt and her lips were pursed but she did as I said. She did not have much room to argue, and as much as she might like to, as is the nature of almost every female that walked the planet, she would bide her time. Us in-fighting only jeopardized her people even more, and that was something she could not stomach. 
 
   Surprisingly, of the three fires that had been started, two had successfully been put out before too much damage could be recorded. The third, a storage shed of some sort, had been the sole casualty. I closed my eyes. It appeared the coalition against us was going to take a little time before they made their next move. My short-clipped dreams for the most part revolved around things happening to my leg or shoulder. At one point, I think a skimobile pulling a surfing Nicole behind it had run over my leg. In another, Tommy and I had been playing racquetball, and he’d hit the ball so hard that it had lodged into my shoulder. I remember even asking him if that counted as a point. 
 
   When I startled awake, I realized it was sometime early in the morning—around three a.m. if I had to take a guess. Azile was standing next to me, looking over the battlefield, her long hair and red cape billowing out in the breeze behind her. Every once in a while, the wind was so brisk as to cause her garment to make a cracking sound. 
 
   “I see you’re awake.”
 
   I don’t know how the hell she saw that I was awake. She wasn’t looking at me and her hood was up shielding the side of her face and subsequently, her eyes from me. The pain in my shoulder was nearly negligible and my leg merely felt like I’d suffered a charley horse.
 
   “This your doing?” I asked, referring to my well-being. 
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   “I was getting to that. I was just making sure.” I placed my hands at my sides and pushed up. Expecting pain, I received nothing noteworthy. “Sometimes this vamp shit pays off.” I was now standing next to her. “And yeah, the witchcraft as well.” I was moving my “damaged” arm around in ever-expanding circles, waiting for a jarring torment to make me stop. I received a twinge for my efforts.
 
   “You know what you did was exceedingly foolish, right?”
 
   “You’ve known me long enough, Azile, to realize this is just how I work. I don’t do this shit on purpose. Wait, maybe I do. I mean, it sounds like the greatest idea ever until it’s over and then I have to kind of reevaluate what I was thinking.”
 
   “How many times, Michael, must you reevaluate before you begin to get it right?” She was looking at me now. A sort of melancholy brought the corners of her mouth down ever so slightly. I reached out to stroke her cheek, her eyes closing as if in acceptance of my gesture before she pulled away. “I watched you get shot. Do you know how hard that was for me?”
 
   “Just imagine how hard that was for me?” I retorted. Someday I might figure it out. Really, I might—I mean I more than likely have the capability. Today, however, was not that day. At least I knew when to change tactics. “It needed to be done. They had to be shown that they could take some casualties. If you haven’t noticed, this has been a particularly one-sided affair so far. This shit keeps up, and we’re not going to be around to worry about the Lycan. My boys had been infinitely more versed in warfare than these people.”
 
   “You could have trained them.”
 
   “Don’t put this on me, Azile. I had no idea they were farmers hiding behind guns. They held up well at Wheatonville, I mistakenly thought the same would happen here. Maybe I should have realized it would be much more difficult to take on an enemy that did more than just run headlong into a spray of bullets. They can’t even be trusted to stay at their posts. At this point, I’m thinking it might be wise to capitulate to the enemies’ demands. The loss of life for this town could be insurmountable.”
 
   “Perhaps, but we’re not quite there yet.”
 
   “Do you have some holy hand grenades that you’re holding back?”
 
   “Nothing quite that explosive.”
 
   “What I wouldn’t do for some piping and fuses.”
 
   “Like a pipe bomb? You know how to make pipe bombs? What else aren’t you telling me?” Azile prodded.
 
   “I was a prepper; of course I know how to make pipe bombs. Any chance you can conjure some special supplies for that?”
 
   “Not really my specialty.”
 
   “That’s a shame.”
 
   “There is something I can do, Michael. It’s distasteful but it can be done. I’ve been wondering all night if it is a morally acceptable thing to do. Even if it is, I question whether I have the right to ask you to do it.”
 
   I was going to tell her that this sounded like something right up my alley but I could see the toll this was having on her. Whatever it was, it was not something she relished performing. “Tell me, Azile. We’ll walk through it together.”
 
   It didn’t take all that long for her to tell me; and yeah, she was right, it was distasteful. A Pop-Tart smothered in asparagus and liver wouldn’t have tasted as bad. 
 
   “I’m ready when you are,” I told her.
 
   “Are you sure?” 
 
   “The way I see it, Azile, we have three options. We continue on like we are and get our asses handed to us before this time tomorrow night. We surrender and give them what they want. Or we try your way. There’s a good chance your way will save the most lives. They’ll have to pull back once they see what you can do.”
 
   “As soon as it starts I won’t be able to hold it for much more than ten minutes, fifteen at the most.”
 
   “That’s not much time.”
 
   “How long can you do it for?”
 
   “Wait. What are we talking about?”
 
   “Right now? Right now that comes out of your mouth?”
 
   “Is there ever a bad time for a joke?”
 
   “Yes, Michael, there is.” She sighed.
 
   “That’s a time I don’t ever want to have the displeasure of being in.”
 
   “Obviously.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “This sounds like suicide,” Bailey said when we informed her of our plan.
 
   I pointed at Azile. “This one is all on her.” I had ten full magazines placed on my body and one in the well. If that amount of rounds weren’t enough to get out of any unseen trouble, then no number would be. 
 
   “You almost died the first time you went out there, and you’re going to do it again?”
 
   “Think of the mind fuck this is going to be for them when they see me again.”
 
   “More than likely, Michael, they will believe it to be something Azile has manifested.”
 
   “That true?” I swiveled my head.
 
   “They saw that you were wounded, they will not believe even you capable of being nursed back to health that quickly.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter, still needs to be done, whether by my doppelganger or myself.” 
 
   “What do you wish for me to do?” Bailey asked.
 
   “There’s a good chance the Wicked Witch of the East here is going to flag at the most inopportune of times, we just need you to cover our return.”
 
   Bailey had no idea of the reference I spoke, and Azile, well, she was just too tongue-tied to even come up with anything.
 
   “Let’s go, champ.” I smacked Azile’s shoulder. She dutifully followed, if only to be near enough to loose her tirade when she could get over the initial shock of my words. 
 
   Bailey pulled the ladder back up once we had climbed down. I didn’t think it prudent to jump just yet. It was the early part of dawn—dark, but not dark enough—the sun just beginning its journey. Each second we were in the open exposed us. I guess that was part of the plan. We weren’t more than twenty feet from the wall when a horn sounded in the woods.
 
   “Well, that’s either a warning of our presence or a signal to attack. And since I don’t hear any yelling or arrows flying I’m going to say the former.” I had my rifle up and at the ready. I had a feeling targets were going to present themselves to me shortly, like in a training facility where they pop out from behind doors or magically shoot up from the ground. Though these were going to be of the flesh and blood variety not plywood. “Movement.” I turned to what my peripheral vision had picked up. Five men were racing towards us. They had rifles pointed our way. I’d be lying if I didn’t say I was more than a little scared. Why they felt the need to expose themselves was a mystery. I could only assume it had a lot to do with their unfamiliarity with the weapons.
 
   “I do hope those are the rifles we gave the Denarthians,” Azile said before starting a soft chant.
 
   “Umm, why? Won’t your little force field be alright?”
 
   “Perhaps, if it were only cloaking me. Stretching it out to accommodate you as well has weakened it.”
 
   “Now you tell me?” 
 
   “You would have still come.”
 
   “That’s true.” 
 
   “Now be quiet. I must resume the spell.”
 
   I moved in closer to Azile to keep the fabric of whatever she had enrobing and protecting us not pulled as tight. One of the men had just discovered his weapon was no more than a badass looking prop. He kept turning it over, pressing buttons, moving the selector switch, pulling the trigger, whatever he could think to do to get the thing to work. He’d even mistakenly let the magazine fall to the ground. Not that this was going to make a bit of difference, another man stopped to help him. The other three were getting ready to shoot as well; at least two others appeared to be going down on one knee. My rifle jarred my just-injured shoulder more than I’d been expecting as the man closest to me fell over to the side as soon as his knee made contact with the ground. The bloom of blood on his chest the only indicator I needed to know about his condition. 
 
   The second to get down into a kneeling position was much like the first man, pulling and pushing on parts in hopes to get his weapon to fire. When he put the barrel up to his eye I almost didn’t have the heart to shoot him. Odds were, he’d take care of that himself soon enough if given the chance. I entertained the idea of putting one in his knee and then I remembered that, if his gun fired, he would be trying to kill me. I paused and was breathing slowly out of my mouth when I eased the trigger back. The bullet entered right below his right eye socket. His head snapped back, the bullet blowing out the side of his temple and spraying the man next to him with brain matter. The three remaining men turned tail and ran back to the tree line. I let them. I took note that Azile had a fine sheen of sweat atop her brow and on the top of her lip. 
 
   “Why don’t you let it down while we’re safe and then bring it back up?” I offered, having absolutely no clue what she was going through.
 
   “Doesn’t work like that. Takes more energy to start than to keep it going. Move.” She ushered me forward.
 
   We were heading to the next inhabited steel structure as the horn blared again. I saw a crossbow come to rest atop the thick metal, the soldier pulled the trigger almost immediately. I braced for impact as the bolt streaked across the opening between us. I swear I could make out the faintest of outlines as the bolt hit our protection and forced it inwards. Not that anyone from this day will get the reference but it was something like a tennis ball being served into the net. The net takes all the energy from the ball and distributes it throughout all the material and the ball falls to the ground. That’s what happened to the arrow that was fired. The arrow did get dangerously close, though, maybe three or four inches from skin. I would have been much happier with a bigger protective bubble. 
 
   Two men who must have witnessed the event got up and began their sprint back to the safety of the main battle group. I kept aim on them for a few seconds, making sure they weren’t just getting better targeting vectors, and I once again decided to let them go. Shooting a man in the back was not something I necessarily wanted to be associated with. Someone in Bailey’s group did not share that same mentality. The two who had made a run for it were gunned down. The bullets that punctured their spines slammed them face first into the ground, their weapons flung from their hands as they went down. At least one of them was still alive; I could hear his groans, though no part of him moved. His spine must have been severed. I put one in his head just to end his suffering. I could only hope someone would do the same for me if the time ever came. The fine sheen on Azile’s lip had now become a small pool, which would occasionally drip down over her mouth and down her chin. 
 
   “You okay?”
 
   She could spare little more than a nod. There were at least six crossbows pointing at us now. Bailey was doing her best to make them keep their heads down, but she only had a couple of inches at best to aim at. Again I watched as arrows streaked to us; this time…too many to track. These were also met with the same results as the first. We were finally coming abreast of the small wall. A good five or six were making a break for it, but they met the same fate as their comrades. I had twenty men and women dead to rights. This was worse than shooting fish in a barrel; at least the water would distort your view somewhat. 
 
   “Shoot them, Michael. I grow weary.”
 
   “It hasn’t even been five minutes.”
 
   “What I did for you took more of me than I had expected. Shoot them.”
 
   “Dammit, some of them aren’t much past twenty. Surrender or die!” I shouted to them. Some were still busy re-cocking their crossbows, others getting their arrows into position.
 
   “Michael, each shot they fire weakens my spell.”
 
   I drilled the first one to bring his crossbow up. The shot entered through the back of his hand and hit him low in the neck.
 
   “I will kill every one of you. Put your weapons down now and surrender!” Another brought his arrow up and was able to get the shot off before I could. I swear I felt the tip of the arrowhead brush against the bridge of my nose. Reflexively I pulled back on the trigger. The three round burst killed two men instantly and wounded a third as it went in and out one and into another. 
 
   “The next time I fire, I will not stop until you are all summoning the Holy Ghost!”
 
   Nine immediately stopped moving, weapons in hand not doing anything. I had to tell them to put them down and raise their hands over their head. I guess that makes sense—not like there were many robberies happening in this time and place. The rest made a run for it. Well, making a run for it implies they got somewhere. That wasn’t really the case because, as soon as they were out in the open, Bailey and her men cut them down. I was amazed as one made it close to thirty yards, which was pretty unbelievable considering the withering fire. 
 
   “Come on, move!” I directed the people—prisoners now, I guess—with the barrel of my gun. I finally had to point with my finger when they just looked at me as if I were a geometry teacher and they were high school students high on hormones. 
 
   “Michael,” Azile said weakly as she fell into my shoulder. 
 
   One of the men thought this was a perfect opportunity for an escape. I gave him two serious reasons to think it was not. The first hit him in the right knee, blowing the back of his leg out. The second hit him in the rib cage; I would imagine shredding his spleen. He moaned for a second or two before he realized he was supposed to be dead and fell in line with that accordance. I wrapped my right arm around Azile to support her and tucked my rifle into my side with my left.
 
   “We still shielded?” I asked as quietly as I could. Her closed eyes should have been all the answer I needed.  “I’ll take that as a no.” Her breathing was labored and she looked like grade school glue, you know…pasty. 
 
   A few arrows were coming out from the tree line, and they were getting dangerously close. One even skidded to a stop not more than a few inches from my foot. Some of the archers began to take their chances and emerged from under the boughs to get a better vantage point.  It was as I was looking back, making sure I was not going to get a feather enema, that one of my captives made his move. I was just turning around when, out of my peripheral vision, I caught the glint of the blade. He was lunging for Azile, who couldn’t have fended off an oversized ladybug right now. As it was, I was more carrying her than she was standing of her own volition. He was too close for me to be able to bring my rifle around, so I used the only thing available to me—my body. I turned to shield Azile, grunting as the blade pushed deeply into my side. The pain was intense, tendrils of fire radiating out from the strike as I twisted away. I’m not sure if he was in shock that he’d stabbed the wrong person, or if he figured his job was done, but he let go of the knife hilt, leaving it buried into me up to that fucking hilt. 
 
   It hurt to think about breathing. It was safe to say he’d cut through some internal organ. It would have been damn hard not to, considering the blade was a good six inches long and none of it was outside of me. I backhanded him with my rifle-laden arm hard enough that I heard multiple bones crack from the assault. He was heading to the ground just as two of his fellow detainees thought now might be a good time to finish what he started. The recoil of the rifle as I fired into them had me seeing stars as it shook the knife. I could taste blood in the back of my throat. I was definitely bleeding internally. The man with the busted face was trying to get up. But he never would again as I shot him almost—as karma would have it—in the same spot he’d stabbed me. My bullet wasn’t hampered by length, though, and killed him pretty quickly as it passed through whatever vitals were in that spot. 
 
   “You’re hurt,” Azile mumbled.
 
   “What else is new?” I asked through gritted teeth. If I were smart enough, I’d find myself a football mouth guard so I’d always have it on hand to bite down on. “Move or die,” I told the prisoners. 
 
   It was as simple as that. Anything that even looked like resistance right now would be the end of them all. I had neither the resources nor the reserves to deal with anything other than total compliance.
 
   Bailey came running with three Talboton defenders. One of them grabbed Azile, two took over guarding the prisoners, and my savior, Bailey, was my tower that I was leaning on, much like Azile had been.
 
   “It is usually preferable in war to not get hurt, Michael.”
 
   “You think I do this shit on purpose? Because I don’t.”
 
   “I have historical records to prove otherwise.”
 
   “BT’s journals are not verifiable proof; they are more anecdotal than anything else.”
 
   “Should I list them and you tell me what is fact and what is fiction?”
 
   “You know them all?”
 
   She nodded. “Even the ones before the zombie apocalypse.”
 
   “Even those? No, no. No need to list them. Are the fires out?” I winced as we went over a hill an ant would be hesitant to call a rise.
 
   “For now. I do not know why they do not shoot more. There would be little we could do to stop it.”
 
   I reflected on that for a moment. “They might be afraid to. That maybe they’ll inadvertently burn the guns, or worse the ammunition. It’s enough that they’ve put the fear of what they can, and may do, into us.”
 
   “Hmmm…you are smarter than BT alluded.”
 
   “I love the Tynes’ lineage. I’m not feeling too good, Bailey.”
 
   “Then it is a good thing we are here.” I raised my head up enough to realize I was inside of a building. I couldn’t even begin to remember when that happened. 
 
   “Did I pass out?”
 
   “Only for a few hundred yards.”
 
   “Gonna lose my man-card for sure over this. Carried by a woman during a battle isn’t going to look good on my resume.” 
 
   “You’re not that heavy, I’ve carried bigger children.”
 
   “You’re not making it any better.” The blackness encroached again as she gently placed me down into a bed. 
 
   “The doctor is on his way.”
 
   “Bailey, make sure he doesn’t cut off my leg.”
 
   “Michael, you were stabbed in the side.”
 
   “I know how field surgeons work, just promise me.” I gripped her arm.
 
   “I promise, now let me go tend to the battle. And, Michael…thank you.”
 
   I would have asked her for what, but I was already traveling the stars. I was close to death. I knew, because I caught a glimpse of where I was going to end up if that happened, purgatory. I walked, maybe floated. I don’t really remember the means of locomotion. I was just moving. Wherever I looked, I went in that direction. Now that I thought about it, stopping was not an option. That, in itself, was terrifying. You could never have a conversation, you could never touch another person, you could never just sit and ponder. Eternally set to wandering without aim or purpose. And that was only one facet of the place that sucked; the coloring was depressing as well. It was varying shades of gray, like a torrential downpour in fall during twilight, where the road melded into the sky and your vision was reduced to what was immediately in front of you. Even high beams were somewhat powerless to stop this phenomenon, and right now, I had not so much as a mini-flashlight attached to a keychain. 
 
   I would whip my head from side to side when I thought I might catch sight of someone who looked even remotely familiar as they whisked by. Oh yeah, that was another beautiful aspect of this place. You couldn’t even line up with someone and perhaps share in the misery together. There seemed to be some sort of repelling force involved so that the more you tried to get towards someone, the further away you would be sent. I thought I’d been alone in my brother’s basement, how wrong had I been. Life was abundantly around me, I’d just chosen not to be involved with the cicada songs, the buzzing of mosquitoes and deer flies. The wanderings of the occasional skunk or raccoon…any of them…all of them, more alive than the totality of this place. How could Hell be worse than this purgatory? To forever be relegated to this abandonment was unimaginable.
 
   My tether to the real world was being cut. I don’t know how I knew, I just knew. The fabric of the place I was in was becoming more substantial may be the right description. Although, how does one put into words what they’ve never been exposed to before? How does the first monkey that the Russians launched into space come down and tell all his buddies what he was up to? I’m sure he, much like me, couldn’t even grasp the concept of where we’d been, much less relate that to others. I was losing my fight on Earth, and it probably had more to do with will than injury. Either way, it looked like I was going to be spending more time here than I wanted. That was, of course, until I caught sight of something coming my way. It was as black as the bottom of a murky lake at night. It stood out because of how it sucked the grayness from the surrounding landscape. And unlike everything in this place, it was coming right for me. I would have been less terrified of a clown riding a dragon. 
 
   I kept turning my head so that I would travel away from the approaching entity. However, no matter what direction I chose it stayed directly in front of me, coming closer. I was full throat screaming when I awoke on my surgical bed. 
 
   You’re welcome. The words followed me up through the passage from unconsciousness to full alertness.
 
   “Tommy? You son of a bitch,” I said when I realized what he’d done. He’d basically scared me back to life. How the fuck often does that happen? 
 
   “How are you?” Bailey was looking down on me, the closest look to concern on her face that she could muster. It was more a cross of, “How bad are you hurt?” and “When can you get back in the fight?”
 
   “Thankful to be alive.”
 
   “That’s sort of a new concept for you, isn’t it?”
 
   “The alternative is worse. How is Azile?”
 
   “She just left you. She is nearly as cryptic as you. Said something about you wandering alone and that you needed help, Tommy could only do so much.”
 
   I’m not going to lie. I had chills that started at the base of my spine and traveled the entire length, width, and breadth of my body. 
 
   “Does that mean anything to you?”
 
   “No idea. How’s Talboton?” I quickly moved on to another subject.
 
   “I fear that the invaders are using the cover of night to move back to the steel emplacements.”
 
   “Didn’t think that one out too good. I maybe should have thought to tell you to bring them inside the gates.”
 
   “That is certainly not your fault. You were busy. The task fell to me. I should have known better.”
 
   “We’ll take them back tomorrow.”
 
   “Michael, on two attempts you have nearly died. Do you truly wish to try again?”
 
   “Third time is the charm.”
 
   “I would really like to ask BT what he saw in you.” 
 
   “At this pace, I might be able to relay the question to him directly.” I smiled wanly, wondering if she knew the lie I’d just spoke. If so, she let it pass unheeded. “I feel better.” 
 
   The words had no sooner passed my lips than we heard gunfire. This was different, though. First off, it was further away and of differing calibers. Some smaller, some bigger than the standard 5.56 that was being fired within the confines of the town.
 
   “I’ve got to go.”
 
   I motioned for her to do so. I was going to follow…but at a much more subdued pace. More shots were fired and then they quit, although the quietude of the night was not allowed to return as it was filled with the cries and groans of the injured. Bailey was running around directing people to help the wounded.
 
   I was losing my edge. I had not even realized I had company until an arm wrapped around my waist.
 
   “Hello, Michael.”
 
   “Hello, Mathieu, it is good to see you.”
 
   “You should not be up and about just yet. In fact, by the size of that knife you should have never gotten up again.”
 
   “You pulled that thing out?” When he nodded I thanked him.
 
   “It appears the Denarthians have found a way to get past the missing firing pins.” Mathieu had a look of concern on his face. He would be very busy very shortly with trying his best to keep these injured people alive. 
 
   “This is something different. It isn’t the M-16s.”
 
   “More rifles? How likely is that?”
 
   “There’s your proof,” I said as I pointed to a man being led off the wall. “A lot of countries used to pack their surplus arms in grease. They can keep almost forever that way. Or they came across an underground bunker stuffed full of guns. Either way, they’ve got them, which makes me wonder why they want ours so bad.”
 
   “People always want more.”
 
   “You’re pretty smart for a werewolf.” 
 
   “This coming from a bat man.”
 
   “That’s a myth, or at least I think it is. Even if I could turn into one of them, I wouldn’t. My luck, an eagle would swoop down and eat me.”
 
   “I could certainly see that.” He had an easy smile on, but I could tell he was tense from what he was about to be knee-deep in. “Take it easy, Michael. Do not make all my effort go for naught.”
 
   “I will. I’ll buy you a beer when this is over.”
 
   “I very much look forward to that. This way!” Mathieu was talking to the men who were dragging their buddy over. He opened the door and escorted them to the bed I had just vacated. 
 
   My side stitched like I’d just run a ten-mile race without the benefit of hydration. I walked slowly. I was wondering when the raiders would make their push. I guess ultimately they could just pen us up in here like siege warfare. Although, in all likelihood, that would be easier on us than them. We had supplies for months, it would be much more difficult for them to sustain. No, odds were they were going to go on a major offensive and try to push through our defenses. This was going to be over in a couple of days. 
 
   I thought about going up on the wall, but just looking at the stairs was enough of a hindrance to dissuade me. And if there was a bullet with my name on it, that would be all she wrote. I had nothing left in the self-healing department and Azile had twice now given me more than I had a right to take. I decided that maybe I should go check in on her for once, not that I could give her anything. Maybe I could hand her a glass of water or something. 
 
   I walked into the tavern/hotel, taking over ten minutes to climb those stairs. Each time I raised a leg, it felt like I was being stabbed again. Didn’t matter which leg I used, I could not favor one over the other to ease the pain. I finally started basically doing a push up with the banister to force myself up without raising my legs. This actually hurt less than the traditional method, and by that, I meant it was like getting punched in the throat instead of the balls. 
 
   By the time I got to the top of the stairs, I looked as if I’d been on the losing end of a dunk tank. I walked down the short hallway to Azile’s room. I knocked softly and then entered. I figured she would be asleep, and I didn’t want to awaken her. Just sitting there with her would be comfort enough after the hollowness of the place I’d just left. I could still feel the void within me, like my insides had been polluted from the contact of it. I was wrong about Azile being asleep. She had enough candles burning in her room to sufficiently light a concert stadium. She was in the middle of her room, her head thrown back. The folds of her robe hung down from her outstretched arms. She was standing in a hand drawn pentagram, a black candle at each point. Unlike the rest of the candles in the room, these seemed to absorb light, the flame itself an impossible black color like liquid tar. 
 
   “You should not be here.” She previously had, at no point, acknowledged my presence. Even now as she spoke, she neither moved her head nor opened her eyes. In fact, I don’t even think she moved her lips. 
 
   “I wanted to see how you were doing.”
 
   “Better.”
 
   “I can see that. Azile, I’m not going to stand here and profess to know what the hell I’m talking about in regards to witchcraft, but those candles...they’re not right.”
 
   “White light has its purpose, but it requires time. It is about balance and harmony—of not taking more than can be given.” 
 
   That felt like it was directed to me. 
 
   “We do not have the time that white light necessitates.”
 
   “This is dark magic?”
 
   “In a sense.”
 
   “You’re an evil witch?”
 
   “I am as evil as I am good. Witches, like people, are both…not relegated to one or the other. It is true, I prefer white light over black but…”
 
   “But what, Azile? Everything comes with a cost. I know that and I’m sure you do as well.”
 
   “You would be dead right now, Michael, if not for the powers I tap into.”
 
   “And what is that doing to you? I’d rather be dead than drag another down into the mire of my existence.”
 
   “The dark arts are not in themselves evil, it is how they are used that determines their morality.”
 
   “Hmm, let’s see, saving the life of one without a soul. I wonder where that lies on the scale.”
 
   “In and of itself, fairly low. It is the feats you have still left to do that will determine the final outcome.”
 
   “How do you know, Azile? And maybe I’m not supposed to fulfill this destiny you keep alluding to. Some force somewhere really wants to put me into the grave, and maybe rightfully so.”
 
   “Of course they do, Michael. Good and evil are always playing out their wars on a much grander scale; we are merely the playing pieces. Sometimes the opposition wants you dead because of something in the future and sometimes your own side will sacrifice you in order to gain position.”
 
   “Getting it from both sides, that’s such a human condition. Who would have thought the gods played the game the same way.”
 
   “They are not all gods.”
 
   I did not ask, nor want to know, what she meant by that. I would imagine that, somewhere in her explanation, there would have been a boogieman or the monster under the bed, and I didn’t need those old childhood fears to become reality. Shit, who am I kidding; I was now one of those monsters. 
 
   I watched her for another ten minutes before the candles first flared then went out. I should not have been surprised when the smoke from the extinguished flames converged and grew in size to something roughly man-shaped before dissipating. Azile looked drawn, maybe even haggard. I rushed in when she swooned, heedlessly breaking the plane of her pentagram. I didn’t burst into flame, so I figured it was all right. I snatched her before she fell and quickly brought her to her bed. She was asleep in my arms. I laid her down gently and took a quick glance around the room. I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, but I could feel the oily, greasy stare of something less than savory in the shadows. Waiting, watching, licking its teeth in preparation.
 
   “Not yet, you fuck,” I told it. Maybe it hissed in response or maybe that was me sucking in air through clenched teeth. 
 
   I walked back down the stairs. I don’t know if it was my extraordinary healing powers or Azile’s call for help or maybe just my haste to get out of that room, but I felt legions better now than I had on my ascent. I don’t think ‘legions’ is the correct term, although somehow it fits. I was a great many times better. The air outside was cool but not chilly, not like Azile’s room had been. In fact, now that I think about it, I had been able to see my breath as I spoke to her. 
 
   “Azile, what are you doing?” I asked the wind. I should have realized the whistling wasn’t right, but it made sense as soon as rocks the size of cannonballs started smashing into things. “What the fuck!?” I thought it was hail until I saw the stars above my head, and oh yeah, now that I’m thinking about it, who does that shit? I mean, who in their right mind looks up during a mega hailstorm? Me, that’s who. The splintering of beams was run roughshod over by the screams of people having their bones broken or legs crushed. 
 
   The storm was brief but intense. At least three buildings I could see were reduced to a sum of their parts. I noted the hotel had not so much as been scratched, which was pretty profound considering I saw at least four boulders lying around its foundation. More Azile or just dumb luck, I didn’t know. I ran to where I heard the loudest screams, figuring they had the best chance of being saved. At least four people were already there digging through the rubble. I was about to tear into it myself when the rifle fire began at the far side of town. A section of the wall had been struck, and I was certain I would find several platoons’ worth of enemy soldiers making for the breach. 
 
   Our defense was hampered by the lack of light. Can’t shoot what you can’t see. When I got there, the fighting had been reduced to hand-to-hand combat, and we were on the losing end, being outnumbered nearly two-to-one. Reinforcements were coming, but not before some of the men coming in would be able to get into the town and create havoc. A man who had fought his way through the initial defenders was coming my way. He was a good-sized man, looked like he was a lumberjack by trade. Long, scruffy beard and over-sized hands held a large, two-sided axe. His face, which should have had a lazy, carefree smile, was pulled back into a mask of hatred and anger as he raised his weapon up in an effort to “fell” me. 
 
   I had more than ample opportunity to shoot him, but that would of course mean that I had my rifle with me. Which was not the case. I had been going to see Azile and didn’t much think I would need it. However, since I was going to be around a woman, I should have thought to take one as defense. I caught the handle of the axe as it was on the downswing. I think the tree feller was surprised with the strength at which I held him at bay. He was screaming at me in a language I was sure was full of all manner of unspeakable acts, but, for the life of me, I couldn’t figure it out. Sounded something like Cajun mixed with Portuguese and maybe whale song added in. The word “mercenary” flitted across my mind. I would have thought a little longer on it, but I was fairly busy at the time. 
 
   I twisted to the side, dodging the blade as I let it crash to the ground, necessitating a sharpening at some later stage. I punched the side of the man’s face hard enough to send two teeth spiraling into the air. Not sure if that was as big of a coup as it sounds, since I don’t think oral hygiene was high on his list of priorities—not if his rank breath was any indication. If anything, I only seemed to anger him more. He was bringing the axe back up and turning towards me. This time, I hit him with a left hook flush in the nose. Blood spurted out in a 360-degree arc. I had a hard time believing I’d been the first to break that hooked beak, but the blood told the story. It flowed in rivulets down into his moustache and beard. His eyes watered over and, if he lived long enough, they would blacken for sure. The axe was forgotten for the time being as he tried to orient himself. I moved in, placing both my hands behind his head, I pulled his head down and shot my knee up, crushing what was left of his nose into his face. He gave a strangled ‘ung’ sound, fighting to get air as blood flooded his airway. He fell down and away from me. I brought the heel of my boot down on the now tenderized portion of his face. The bones had already been traumatized and yielded easily enough to my stomping. 
 
   It won’t matter how long I live or how many men I kill, no matter what they did or who they were trying to hurt. The sound the skull makes when it’s being crushed will always turn my stomach. He was dead before I could separate my foot from him. 
 
   I would have thought my savage act would have made the next man reconsider his choices in life, it didn’t. He was screaming in that same bizarre mixology of language. My knuckles were split and hurting. Hitting someone in the face bare-knuckled is a painful experience; don’t ever let anyone tell you differently. 
 
   I reached down and quickly picked up the axe. Whoever these people were they didn’t care much about anything. His eyes didn’t even grow in the least as he saw me now armed like him. I wouldn’t have thought it possible if it hadn’t happened to me. We had both swung at the same time, our blades at slightly differing angles, as they slammed into each other, notching the hardened steel and fusing the two together for a moment. I pulled mine free with a grunt before I swung again, my attacker slower to respond. The edge of my blade rode up the wooden shaft, cutting off splinters as it did so, before entering into his fist, easily cutting off his index, middle and ring finger. He caterwauled in pain, but didn’t let go of the axe. He was going to have a hard time wielding the thing with one hand. Through all the din of war around me I heard his fingers fall to the ground, sounded much like you would expect it to. I guess if you thought about wet salami striking a tile floor then you nailed it. 
 
   His blade dropped down and his blood-coated hands lost their grip. I had already pulled back and was delivering the deathblow. I hit him just below the sternum, opening him up like a sidelong-gutted fish, my swing only interrupted by his spine. I had easily gone through his clothing, lungs, and stomach. His eyes rolled up and, as he began to go down, I kicked him away while I pulled free. He didn’t just bleed; his innards evacuated his system as organs rolled out of him like the tide. It was with a sick horror I watched him as he blindly tried to reel in what had spilled out. 
 
   His arms were still moving when the third man moved in, this one armed with a sword. He was slicing back and forth looking for an opening. He knew how to use the blade. Never had a problem with ninjas, that was, of course, until I had to face one. The blade came in incredibly fast, cutting through my shirt and exposing my torso to the cool night air. I found myself involuntarily backing up as he twirled that fucking thing around like a baton. Another cobra-quick strike left my arm bleeding. I was through with this shit. My fangs elongated. I got the first response out of him that I could call surprise. However, if I thought revealing who I was would magically allow me to kill him, I was sadly mistaken. If anything, he moved quicker, knowing that killing me would greatly increase his side’s chances of victory. At least a moral victory, I suppose. 
 
   He thrust again, coming within hairs of cutting through my stitches. I was in a bit of trouble as any gains I’d made in the healing department were quickly becoming unraveled. He was going to kill me dead by a thousand cuts. His only mistake, as far as I could tell, was when he looked over my shoulder to the approaching Talboton defenders. But it was enough. I swung for the fences. Would have had the homerun if he hadn’t been just a bit quicker. He was able to bring his sword up to deflect the blow, neatly cutting my axe shaft in half. I think he would have been able to kill me if the trajectory of the axe half hadn’t brought its forward momentum smashing into the side of his head. He staggered back from the blow. I was left holding a sharpened stick, which I proceeded to shove into his neck like I was trying to skewer his Adam’s apple and pull it out as if it were a holiday Hors d’oeuvres. He still managed to scrape his sword along my ribcage before he let it go to wrap his hands round the wooden shaft protruding from him. Shots were being fired around me as the usurpers were pushed from their ingress. They’d lost twenty to our eight, but those were losses they could afford to take. We could not. 
 
   “You alright?” Bailey asked, looking around. 
 
   “Been better.” I was basically talking to the wind. When she realized I didn’t need help, she’d already moved on to check on the wounded and the broken wall. “Your great-grandfather would have at least waited for a response before walking away!” I shouted to her. The latest crisis had been averted, but Talboton was in the thick of it now. Between the fire arrows, and catapult or trebuchet, or whatever the fuck was chucking those rocks (probably a column of damned giants with slings if current luck was any indicator) we were screwed. I headed back to see Mathieu a little sooner than I had intended. Some of my new wounds were deep enough to be classified as a bona fide injury. 
 
   “Have you ever thought of perhaps a new profession?” Mathieu asked as he rubbed some foul smelling concoction on my side. I thought I heard a sizzling sound to go with the skin frying sensation.
 
   “Maybe it should be you who rethinks what he does.” I was trying to pull away from him as I questioned his doctoring skills.
 
   “How’s it going out there?” he asked, taking on a more serious tone. 
 
   “We hold out two more nights, I’ll be amazed. I mistakenly thought we had this thing all sewn up, having the advantage of rifles on our side. That’s what I get for being cocky.”
 
   “Perhaps it would be wise to just give them what they want and send them on their way.”
 
   “I’m not so sure that would work anymore.”
 
   Mathieu arched an eyebrow at me as he pulled a stitch tight. 
 
   “They’re winning, and they know it. They won’t be appeased with their initial request. At this point, they’ll want everything. Plus, I think they have mercenaries, and nothing short of this town being bled dry will satisfy them.”
 
   “Mercenaries?”
 
   “Men whose services are procured for the specific reason of fighting. They have no allegiance to either side; they do it primarily for monetary gain.”
 
   “Such a thing exists?”
 
   I nodded sadly.
 
   “Men will fight for no cause other than coin?”
 
   “Been happening since history was recorded. There have always been people who love to fight, and if they can be paid to kill others, all the better.”
 
   “I thought I understood the harshness of this world. I was mistaken.”
 
   “That’s exactly why beer was created, my friend. Well…that and women.” 
 
   He snipped off the excess thread from the stitch and I stood. I thanked him and decided to sit out the rest of the night. My dreams were surprisingly tranquil considering the maelstrom I was currently in. 
 
   The next morning I awoke pretty refreshed. The night had not been broken by any attack, at least not by anything that disturbed my sleep. I stood, stretched, and was about to scratch what always had an itch in the morning when I heard someone yell out, “Flag!”
 
   I didn’t know what it meant, but it warranted an investigation. Luckily, I’d had the foresight to not undress before I went to bed. I was outside fairly quickly, though Azile, Bailey, and even Gount had beaten me. Azile looked better than she had the night before, but not great. Whatever she’d done had taken its toll. Bailey looked worse, I was convinced she had not slept at all last night, maybe not the previous either. Her face may have looked drawn but her eyes burned with fierceness. Even sleep was too terrified to take her on. Gount was rested but worry was deeply etched upon him. 
 
   “What gives?” I asked when I got to the makeshift meeting.
 
   “Envoy,” Gount said.
 
   “They surrendering?” I asked, trying to maybe instill some morale into the glum expressions that were looking back at me.
 
   “Quite the contrary,” Gount started. “They are here seeking ours, and I am inclined to give it to them.”
 
   Now I knew why Bailey looked like she wanted to bite through nails. 
 
   “We’re not out of this,” I told him. It was not quite a lie. Close but not quite. 
 
   “How many more citizens do I have to let die before I acquiesce? I will gladly give up the rifles if it stops the killing.” 
 
   I wanted to tell him it would do no good and relay to him what I’d told Mathieu, but I had a feeling he already knew and was now trying to buy some time. For what, who knew. 
 
   “Let’s go,” Azile said. “Bailey, I have your word you won’t do anything rash?”
 
   “Maybe she should.” 
 
   Azile shot me a glance that I swear I felt. “Do not instigate further trouble, Michael.”
 
   “We’re in the middle of war, what more could she and I instigate?”
 
   “I know enough about you, Michael, that the words are justifiably spoken.”
 
   “I’m coming with you. Someone needs to keep an eye on Bailey,” I said when Azile started to protest. 
 
   “I wish you would both stay behind,” Azile said as we headed out.
 
   “It’s my town,” Bailey and I said in unison. It was Gount who gave us the strange look.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was the usual suspects when we got out there: Saltinda, Biddings, and Alden, plus a couple of guards and a new guy. He hung back a pace or two, but he had that same Cajun lumberjack look I had seen among those I’d killed.
 
   “Who’s your friend?” I asked of Saltinda.
 
   “Michael, this is a serious negotiation, and I would appreciate it if you would treat it as such.” Azile grabbed my arm and pulled me a step or two away. I don’t know how a woman can “yell” at you without raising her voice. It’s a talent. 
 
   “I was merely asking him a question.” But she’d already returned to the talks, such as they were. 
 
   “Negotiation?” the Cajun man asked, although when he said it the “g” was missing in the pronunciation. Took me a couple of seconds to figure out what he was saying. “Full surrender.” 
 
   The “l” letters were missing and the “d” was an “n”. Phonetically it was “fuh surrener”. I’ll write his words down the way I figure they were supposed to be written; otherwise whoever picks this thing up is going to need an asshole-to-English translation dictionary. 
 
   “Thisun all r’s nah.”
 
   Sorry, had to one more time. “This is all ours now,” I figured he said, or maybe he said something about his underwear being too tight.
 
   “You got some banjo strings in your mouth?” I asked him. “Maybe some of your sister’s pubic hair?”
 
   I don’t think he knew what a banjo string was, but his sister’s privates? Yeah, that part he got. There was no warning, no teeth bearing, no grunt, nothing. He just attacked. One second he was standing there looking all hillbilly swamp smug; the next, he had brandished a blade and was prepared to drive it through my throat. He almost caught me too, he’d moved so fast. It was more of an instinctual upward thrust of my left arm that knocked his blade-wielding arm to the side. Once I regained the advantage, my right arm shot out and I gripped him tightly around the throat, well, at least the front part of his windpipe. The man’s neck was as thick as an alligator. I guess it makes sense, as you are what you eat. Although, if that was the case, he should have had a slender neck like his female sibling…well…then again, she would be like what she ate, so it stood to reason his neck was that thick. 
 
   He did not seem overly daunted that I was trying to stop the flow of air to his lungs. He was kicking his legs, not in a desperate bid to suck in much needed air, but in a way to do me potential harm. By now, Azile and Biddings were trying to pull us apart. I noted that Bailey had tightened her grip on her weapon. She was not going to intervene, if anything, I had to believe she hoped I’d kill him. I couldn’t get enough of my hand around his damn tree trunk thick neck to lift him off the ground. He was able to bring both his arms up and knock mine away. He pulled back, the only reaction I got from him was a larger than normal intake of air. Could have been yawning for as distressed as he looked. 
 
   “Stop this!” Gount shouted. Standing between us, he almost ended up with a knife in his belly for his troubles. If not for Azile knocking the stranger’s arm askew that might have been exactly what happened. I think he would have done it on purpose as well and blamed it on the heat of the moment as Gount laid in a pool of his own intestines. The savage looking blade was curved and could have been classified as a short sword. 
 
   “We are here to prevent more killing, not add to it!” Saltinda got into it now. “If you had just given us what we wanted and it had worked, this could have all been prevented.”
 
   “Bullshit!” Now it was Bailey that was getting riled up. 
 
   I stepped to the side so she could get in closer. Denarth guards came closer as well. 
 
   “If we had given you working rifles, you would be using them against us right now. You have been preparing for this war for a long time. This is no spur-of-the-moment engagement.” She was looking down at Saltinda, her arms pulled back. If she got any closer, they could potentially be considered dancing, although Saltinda didn’t look like a willing swing partner. 
 
   “You cannot be expected to hold all the power in the region and others not want their share,” Saltinda answered evenly. 
 
   “We have never used it as a means to expand our control, only as a way to defend ourselves against transgressors!”
 
   “Be that as it may, we also have no desire to influence the rest of the region, just defend our borders against this threat which we all share,” Saltinda said more diplomatically.
 
   “Yet here you are, on our border,” I tossed back at him. “Men and women dying on both sides; even children now that you’ve decided to toss burning arrows and stones into the mix. You know you’re really a piece of shit, all of you. So what do they call a pile of shit? Does that have a unique name? You come hear preaching unity and peace while killing and striving for power. You can shove the surrender you seek up your ass. Come and get it. Oh wait, you won’t, you’ll send in some poor farmer’s son to do the dirty work for you. Or maybe this hired gun asshat and his stupid asshat mercenaries. Makes no difference. I’ll plant them all. Blood makes incredible fertilizer, rich in iron. These fields will be fertile come next season. Fuck you all.” 
 
   And with that I walked away. Bailey came up next to me within five feet. I was seething. If I had a vent on the top of my head, steam would have been issuing forth from it.
 
   “You have a certain diplomatic flair, Michael Talbot.”
 
   If her voice had been a little deeper and she wasn’t so damn beautiful, I would have thought it was BT. Her words had been delivered with such dryness and with a perfect timing that she had to be a relation of his. I couldn’t help it, my hands went down to my thighs as I hunched over and just started laughing. It got worse when I thought how much that was probably compounding the problems behind me. I had just a moment ago told a peace seeking committee to go screw themselves, now I was laughing so hard tears were coming down my face. It got exponentially worse when Bailey joined in with me. 
 
   “Oh boy, we are going to be in so much trouble when we get home.” I was doing my best to get away from the meeting. Bailey had wrapped her arm around my midsection and was guiding me back. We were both laughing like a couple of kids. Well, Bailey sort of was one, and I suffered from a severe case of Peter Pan Syndrome, so I guess it was all right. 
 
   Azile found Bailey, Mathieu, and I in the hotel lobby bar a half an hour later. I had not as of yet lost the mirth Bailey had instilled in me. I was fairly convinced by the end of the night the three of us would be singing crude tavern songs.
 
   “Are you two happy with yourselves?” Azile was attempting to berate Bailey and myself. 
 
   I clinked my mug against Bailey’s. “I am. Are you?” I asked Bailey.
 
   She seemed a little more reserved with Azile staring her down, even though she about doubled the witch’s size. Azile had that influence on people. It was tangible. “Looking back on the encounter it was, perhaps, not the right thing to do.”
 
   “Perhaps?” Azile questioned. “Oh forget it; I can’t pretend to be mad. I think I should have just let you kill Jangrut and let the chips fall where they may.” 
 
   “Jangrut was the name of the asshole I take it?”
 
   She nodded as she sat down and took my mug from my hand. She downed my beer before I could even protest.
 
   “That was my beer.”
 
   “It was. When you get another one please refill this.” She handed me my now old mug, then placed her hand up to her mouth and burped lightly. “Excuse me.”
 
   I was back quickly. We were the only ones in the place and the barkeep really loved the gold coins I kept giving him. I probably should have just bought the hotel by this point. 
 
   “What now?” Mathieu asked upon my return.
 
   “We keep fighting. This meeting wasn’t about making an accord. It was a test of our resolve. They wanted to know if we still had fight left in us. I believe you answered the question eloquently enough.” Azile held up her mug before drinking from it.
 
   “See, Bailey, I told you I know what I’m doing.” I grinned at her. 
 
   “You lie.”
 
   “They have given us today to mourn our dead. Tomorrow, we either surrender or they said they will resume the catapults.” 
 
   “What do you believe their surrender would entail?” Mathieu asked.
 
   “Complete capitulation.” She wiped her mouth and handed me her empty mug again.
 
   “Oh wait, let me get that for you,” I said sarcastically.
 
   “Thank you.” She either hadn’t picked up on it or didn’t care. “They will want all of our weapons and, they did not come out and say it, but I believe that partial payment to Jangrut’s band would be enslavement of a fair number of Talboton’s.
 
   I thought Bailey was going to split the table in two she brought her fists down so hard. “I will cut out his asshole and stick it in his mouth for speaking such words!”
 
   “Easy there, Killer, you damn near spilled my beer. And can you technically cut a ‘hole’ out? By definition it’s an empty opening.”
 
   “You know what I mean!” She pulled a knife and pointed it in my direction.
 
   “It’s never going to happen…the enslavement part I mean. I fully expect you to make good on your threat. Azile, do you have any idea what else they have in store for us?”
 
   “I do not. It is safe to assume it will not be anything good for us. Hurry up with my beer.”
 
   “Your legs broken?” I mumbled.
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Nothing, nothing. Be right back.” 
 
   On my return trip, the beer in my hand rocked violently. “Day to mourn, my ass.” I nearly tossed the beverage to the floor before realizing how egregious an act that would have been. As it was, I felt badly for the little that had sloshed out. As I placed it on the table, I grabbed my rifle and headed for the door. 
 
   Then…more rocks hit. 
 
   A fruit cart blew apart into splinters, sending one woman to the ground with pieces of wood imbedded in her back. She’d live, but until she got that stuff removed she would be a fire hazard. Bailey raced me to the parapet and the direction of the offending missiles. We could see two of the catapult arms being reset, the third had just let loose its volley. 
 
   “I could send men to attack them.” Bailey was fuming.
 
   “Why go out there?” I grabbed a bullet and began to depress the detent, a spring-loaded catch used to adjust the front sight post for distance. 
 
   “Michael, those catapults are easily four hundred yards away.”
 
   I looked over my shoulder to the giant wooden structures. “Yeah, so?”
 
   “That is too far away.”
 
   “Huh? What are you talking about, Bailey? An M-16 has an effective range of nearly a thousand yards, more if you know what you’re doing and maybe have a scope. Four hundred is nothing.”
 
   Bailey’s head sagged.
 
   “Oh, you guys haven’t ever shot that kind of distance, have you? Well, I’ll give you a lesson.” I brought my rifle up and rested it in between two of the pickets. I shot my first round to get an idea of where my bullet was going to go. Bailey and I watched as a puff of dust shot up twenty yards short and to the right of the first catapult.
 
   “Are you attempting to clog their noses with sprayed dirt?” Bailey questioned. 
 
   I gave the front sight post a couple of more turns, then adjusted the rear sight for windage. She didn’t mock me when the next round was three yards short and just slightly to the right. The man at the lever arm to the catapult looked around. Another quick adjustment.
 
   “This is going to suck for you,” I told him as I took in a breath and released it slowly. I had him centered in my peep scope as I lightly squeezed the trigger. My shoulder rocked back as the bullet was expelled. I looked over the sights in time to see the man stagger back, his hands moving up to his chest just as he fell over. Men rushed to him; and when they realized what had happened, they looked over to the wall at where we were. I waved.
 
   I killed five more men in this manner before they got the idea that going near the catapults was suicide. The bombardment had stopped…for now. It was only a temporary reprieve. In a few hours it would be night and they would be able to shoot to their hearts’ content. They already had their range and didn’t need to see what they were shooting at anymore. Much easier to hit a town in the night than it is a person. 
 
   “I had no idea,” Bailey said with a look of astonishment. “I mean, I guess in theory I knew they could do that, we just never had the rounds to practice like that.”
 
   “You’re right, it does take a fair amount of practice and a steady hand. You will find that some are more likely to pick up the skill than others, concentrate your efforts on them.” 
 
   I gave her the quick rundown on how to correct the sighting apertures and the bare bones basics of good marksmanship. She, in turn, grabbed twenty of the best she had and relayed the info. Me, you ask? What was I doing during all this instruction? I was playing God, deciding who lived and who died. The opposing army had mistakenly thought that being near the catapults equated to death. I gave them something more to consider. Merely being on the other side was reason enough. I killed twelve more men with long range sniping before they figured out to go to ground or hide behind something. 
 
   The ones on the ground were much more difficult to hit, I’d gone from aiming at a torso to aiming at a head. But the effects on the enemy were devastating. I was spraying their friends’ memories all across the ground. After a couple of minutes of this, those still on the ground and not behind an object hadn’t moved because they couldn’t. Funny thing about war, though, is that stuff needs to get done in preparation for it; weapons sharpened, food prepared and eaten, orders given, messages passed. An army cannot sit still for long. Slowly and tentatively, after a half hour of peeking their heads around corners to see if I was still shooting, one by one they began to come out of their respective hiding spots. I waited until I figured as many of them were out there as was going to happen before I fired again. This time I only took down two before they ran en masse. 
 
   The second man had only been wounded. It appeared that I had hit him in the knee. His leg looked like it was bent at an unnatural angle, but it was impossible to tell for certain from this distance. What I could tell was that he was screaming bloody murder for help. Arms would reach out from behind trees or carts, but unless they were Stretch Armstrong action figures they would not be able to bridge the twenty-foot gap to their fallen comrade. My intention had not been to set up a death lure. In fact, I was lining up a head shot to put the man out of his misery when the first of his friends, or maybe it was just a braver than smart fellow-in-arms, tried to help. He was leaning over and had come out from the left. Two shots later he was still; the only thing moving on him was the blood pouring into the ground. 
 
   The next casualty came from the right. This one was dodging and weaving, it helped him a little bit. Took me three bullets to put him forever on the ground. I didn’t feel good about what I was doing. Then I thought about it for a few more seconds and realized I didn’t feel bad about it either. Each one of them I took out of the equation was one less combatant. One less person trying to kill me, or more importantly, someone I cared for. I could almost use the phrase, “it’s not personal, it’s business”, I’m sure that would not go over well with the widows. Unfortunately, this wasn’t my first war with man. I’d long ago made a peace within myself for the morality of my actions in combat. This was just more of the same. I killed one more man trying to get to the injured party before someone had put an arrow into the first man I’d hit. That was hardcore, but it had to be done. Who knows how many lives he had saved by killing that one man? Odds were good it was Jangrut—he got it. It was he I needed to kill, so I began to formulate a plan. What? It could happen. 
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   Chapter Eighteen – Oggie
 
    
 
   Oggie had mistakenly thought that once Jayer, the alpha female, had agreed to help him find Talbot-man that they would immediately pick up the trail and head straight for him. After all, that was what he had been trying to do. But that was not the case with the pack. They traveled where the food was. If they happened to pick up a trail, then they would follow it for a bit before once again going out on a hunt. After a successful kill, they would return and follow the trail again before repeating the process. 
 
   Oggie learned quickly there was a strictly imposed hierarchy to the pack and just because he knew the alphas didn’t mean he was anywhere near the top of the chain. There were the alphas themselves and their offspring. Then the subservient adults or betas group, which even had its own structure, Cloud being the top ranked beta. Then came the omegas. These were the outcasts, old, injured or somehow hampered. Often times, they were attacked for no reason and tended to stay on the periphery of the group because of it. Next were the juveniles. These adolescents were almost largely ignored and would not be given any status until each one had rightfully earned it. 
 
   Somewhere between omegas and juveniles lay Oggie. He was mostly ignored, and if he was noticed, it was only to get a nipping on his tail or shanks. He did not share in the pack kills and would have been killed by the ravenously hungry juveniles if he even tried to get in on the remnants left over by the adults. Frequently, his kills were stolen from him. He was bigger than any of the younger wolves, yet five or six of them would often band together to steal his rabbits. He could do little to stop them. The adults would stop what they were doing to watch, as the young would prod for a weak point to exploit. They enjoyed the amusement of the life and death struggle. 
 
   Oggie began to hunt things he could eat in one bite or less. He missed the fat rabbits. Frogs, snakes, and mice were not his favorite meals, and the mice, because of their size, were harder to catch. He could feel himself getting weaker by the day. If they didn’t find his Talbot-man soon, he would starve to death by the time winter laid down its first blanket of snow.  
 
   This morning had started off like most, a larger juvenile named Beard urinating in front of Oggie, oftentimes getting the stream on his face. Beard’s friends would howl in laughter at the taunt. Oggie growled.
 
   “Do something about it, dog,” Beard taunted, knowing that the moment Oggie made a move, his friends would help tear the dog to shreds. 
 
   Even with the threat of Jayer and Mane’s discipline hanging over them, they would be justified. Structure within the pack was everything, and anything that threatened that was dealt with severely. If Mane and Jayer wanted to stay in power, they would not be able to turn their backs on this most fundamental of pack laws. Oggie got up and moved before the running stream could contact his body. The juveniles jeered as the rest of the pack watched on with a lazy, distant deference.
 
   Oggie had heard Cloud come back and tell Mane that a pride of boars had been spotted not two miles from where the wolves had rested for the night. A boar, if brought down, would mean more than enough food to sustain the pack for days. The wolves tended to shy away from the males, who could grow tusks close to a foot long and sometimes approached seven hundred and fifty pounds. A lone hundred and fifty pound wolf was no match for the beast. A pack could easily take down a younger boar, though.
 
   “Let’s go,” Mane told his clan. His pack needed little motivation in a bid to stave off the constant hunger animals in the wild felt. 
 
   Oggie was compelled to go with them, he would not join in the hunt, because he would not be allowed to share in the spoils should they succeed. He’d learned that lesson on the second day with them when he had helped take down an old deer. He’d nearly had his flank ripped open when he tried to get some of the tasty venison. The juveniles had even defecated on the bones so that he could not chew on what was left to get some of the marrow that had been missed or was too difficult to get to. 
 
   The pack moved at a steady pace, not running, yet. They would conserve their energy for the chase, but they were eager to get to where the pigs had been seen. When the wolves had come out on a small ridge, they were able to get a view of the entire valley beneath them. Oggie had come out fifty feet away from the pack.
 
   They’re huge, he thought. How could they possibly be killed? Even as he was wondering how it could be done, his mouth was salivating at the prospect of digging into the meat and fat rich animals. The wolves had pulled back so they couldn’t be seen. Oggie spun when one of the wolves nipped his tail. 
 
   It was Wounder, one of the oldest wolves the pack had ever known. He’d been the alpha male in his prime. When Mane’s predecessor had dethroned Wounder, he had lived on his own for five long years, many times on the cusp of death. He had come back two years ago and was allowed to stay by Mane, who figured he was not a threat to regain his title. 
 
   “As long as you help in the hunt, Wounder, I will allow you to stay,” Mane had told him. 
 
   At one time, Wounder would have ripped the belligerent wolf’s throat open for his insolence, but he had been so thankful to be part of the pack again that he’d crouched low with his tail tucked tightly under his hindquarters and thanked the alpha. Wounder was the only animal in the pack that treated Oggie somewhat kindly; he’d known all too well what it was like to be out on one’s own.
 
   “Hide, dog. If the boars see you and the hunt ruined, the pack will take their frustration out on you.”
 
   Oggie quickly retreated. “Thank you,” he answered but Wounder had already moved to get into position. The old wolf wasn’t fast enough to get in on the kill, but his skill and deftness with herding the intended prey was without rival. Mane would never let the old wolf know, but he was happy to have him as part of the pack, considering that the lessons the wolf taught the juveniles were priceless. 
 
   Oggie moved down the ridge with the wolves, careful to stay well behind them. The benefit this had was that the wolves riled up all the smaller animals that would bolt away from the pack, many times right into Oggie’s path. He’d just torn through a small chipmunk when he heard the howls of the pack in pursuit. The squeals of the pursued pigs were loud enough to hurt his ears. A fat squirrel that had been getting ready for what looked like a tough winter was barreling down the game trail towards Oggie. The dog wasn’t sure how the small rodent could have missed him standing there. Oggie could not let this boon go, as his stomach was already twisted in knots with the stabbing pains of hunger. If they didn’t find Michael soon, he would not have the strength to continue the search. He had no illusions that the wolves would help him in any way. He swiftly, but quietly, backed up off the path and behind a small tree. 
 
   Oggie quickly realized why the squirrel had not seen him. And even if he had, he might not have stopped his present course as he decided on the lesser of two evils. An adolescent boar was thrumming down the path, its eyes wide and ringed with white as two wolves trailed it. A beta named Rumble led the pursuit with Jayer, the alpha female, closely behind him. The boar was screaming in terror as he could feel how closely he was to becoming captured and eaten. Rumble had swatted his paw out, just catching the pig’s back foot, it was not enough to send the pig sprawling as he’d hoped. The pig stumbled but recovered quickly, and the chase was still on. Jayer had nearly pulled astride Rumble on his right side. What neither noticed (but Oggie had) was that something was crashing through the brush on their left side. Whatever it was, it was enormous. Thick trees were shaking as the monster bounced off them. Saplings and bushes were being pounded into the ground as the beast forged its own new path. 
 
   Jayer and Rumble were close to catching the young boar, but the behemoth behind them was gaining rapidly. Oggie had completely forgotten about the squirrel that had already zipped past and up the tree that he was standing next to. Oggie reflexively stepped back a couple more feet. The piglet was less than ten feet from him when a creature nearly the size of a horse broke through the brush and onto the path. Rumble had no time to dodge the tusk that was driven almost completely through his midsection. The force of the impact as the dying and whining Rumble was pushed into Jayer sent her sprawling. She cried out loudly as her back end struck a tree and twisted her almost completely around. The boar had pinned Rumble to the ground and was rapidly shaking his head from side to side, shredding the large wolf’s insides with his mammoth tusks. 
 
   When the wolf had ceased moving, the boar raised his head up, Rumble still impaled on his tusks. He then gave his head one more violent shake, sending Rumble’s lifeless form into the overgrowth. The boar’s red-rimmed eyes turned next to Jayer who was still attempting to shake the cobwebs from her head. When she realized what was happening, her first instinct was to turn tail and run—something she would have done had her foot not been entangled in the roots of the tree she had collided with. The boar lowered its head to line up its tusks. With its right front hoof, it dug at the ground, seemingly to get enough traction as it ran through another victim.
 
   “What are you doing, Oggie?” Augustine “Oggie” Purpose had a moment of existentialism. Oggie began to bark vociferously at the boar. For a long, tense moment, he thought the boar was not going to pay any heed to him, at least not until it ended Jayer’s life. Oggie rushed in and bit at the boar’s flanks, quickly dancing away as the boar spun and leveled its tusks right at him. 
 
   “That was stupid,” Oggie said as he started to run, the boar right behind him. 
 
   More than once, Oggie felt his tail being batted around by the tusks. What happened next nearly defied explanation. Oggie could only attribute it to that mystical quality his Talbot-man sometimes called blind luck. The boar had swung his head again, this time the side of his tusk colliding with Oggie’s rear leg. The dog’s legs became entangled as his hindquarters struck the ground, spinning him backwards just as the boar was coming up on him. Oggie’s mouth had been wide open in a pant. The boar was slower to react to Oggie’s fall and was trying to halt his forward progress; it would take a moment for something with that much weight to come about. The boar’s neck was completely exposed to Oggie’s maw, which he savagely took advantage of. The boar squealed deeply in rage and pain. He rose up and twisted from side to side, the much smaller dog clinging to the boar’s neck as if his life depended on it—because, in essence, it truly did. 
 
   Blood pumped into Oggie’s mouth and down his throat, threatening to choke him, and still the boar raged on, jumping up and down, shaking violently from side to side and running. Oggie squeezed his jaws tighter. The boar’s breathing was becoming labored as Oggie tore into its windpipe. Oggie’s back was being dragged across the ground, his body completely underneath the boar now. He knew that if the boar just dropped down, he’d be crushed. The boar was too panicked to think clearly as its life was being taken from it one breath at a time. Oggie could feel air leaking through the boar’s wounds. The beast was slowing down. Then, when it couldn’t get enough oxygen, it stopped running. Its breaths became rapid, ragged, wet things that could not deliver enough air to its tortured lungs. 
 
   Oggie bit down even harder as the muscles around the boar’s neck relaxed. The dog twisted so that he could get his paws underneath him, then moved to get out from under the huge pig. The boar had stopped moving completely, its eyes rolling up into the back of its head as Oggie pulled down on the neck, forcing the boar to its knees. The boar was shuddering violently in its death throes; Oggie was able to pull a large chunk of the neck away. The boar shook one final time and fell to the side. Oggie howled in triumph and had just caught his breath when the wolf pack caught up to him. 
 
   Oggie jumped up on the boar’s side. “He is mine! None of you will eat before I do!”
 
   The wolves were torn, partly in awe of what the dog had done by itself, and partly for the feast laid out before them.
 
   “How dare you deny the pack! We will kill you for this!” Cloud roared.
 
   “Come forth and try, Cloud!”
 
   Cloud looked from the boar to Oggie. He flashed his teeth but did not move forward. “You will deny the alphas their due?” Cloud questioned, trying to incite the rest of the pack.
 
   “I am not part of the pack, Cloud, as you have attested to many times. Unlike you, I am subservient to no one!” Oggie roared. Cloud found himself reluctantly backing up. The wolves had completely encircled the kill. “I will eat my fill, alone, and when I am done, then and only then will I share. If any of you come in before that, I will deal with you swiftly…and it will not end well for you.”
 
   Cloud was not quite ready to give up.
 
   “Stop!” Jayer said as Cloud was getting two or three wolves to move in with him.
 
   “He is denying you and Mane your due!” Cloud yipped. 
 
   “The dog is right,” Jayer said silencing the pack. “He is not one of us, and therefore is not bound by our laws.”
 
   “Then we shall take it from him!” Cloud got the betas barking.
 
   “No, you will not!” Jayer jumped in between him and Oggie. “He saved my life. If he wishes to eat alone and in peace, this, at least, I owe him.”
 
   “Is this true, Oggie? Did you save my mate?” Mane had stepped forward.
 
   “I did,” Oggie answered.
 
   Mane questioned it no further. “Then it is with my mate I stand,” he said, moving next to Jayer. Cloud acquiesced as he had to; that he was not happy about it was without question.
 
   Oggie ate until he was full, then he ate some more. And when he was absolutely certain he could fit no more inside of him he ate more. 
 
   “I am done, but before I leave this kill I would like for Wounder to eat with the alphas,” he told Jayer before strolling off to find a shady spot to enjoy a feeling that had been missing as of late. 
 
   She nodded at him, even as there were some questioning glances around the pack. She, Mane, their pups, and Wounder, who tentatively strode forward, ate their fill. Twenty minutes later, the entire pack feasted on a bounty they would not be able to finish. The birds that circled overhead would dine well tonight. 
 
   Oggie was given a wide berth that day, the juveniles no longer daring to taunt the Giant Killer. Oggie was allowed to walk up with the alphas if he chose, although, more times than not, he would wander around and often times found himself with Wounder, whose status was elevated merely because of the fact he walked with Oggie. 
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   Chapter Nineteen – Mike Journal Entry 11
 
    
 
   The catapults never started up that night. It had nothing to do with what I had done. I’m sure the opposition knew we were hampered by the dark. Even if they feared going near the contraptions, there would have been an officer forcing them to do so. No, what kept the rock launchers at bay was a woman. Well…a girl really—Lana, to be more specific. I’d been keeping an eye out to see if anyone dared to get out in the open again when I heard a commotion off to my side. 
 
   “Enemy approaching!” shouted a sentry. I heard Bailey order her guards not to shoot.
 
   “Talbot, you should come over here.”
 
   I was curious, and at first, I mistakenly thought it was a difficult shot she wanted me to take. I was kind of enamored with my own skill and that Bailey needed me to do it for her. Pride goeth before the fall. Isn’t that how the saying goes?
 
   “Shit,” was all I managed as I saw Lana running across the field towards us. She kept looking back to the five men chasing her. 
 
   “They’re going to catch her,” Bailey noted.
 
   “Good,” I said sourly. 
 
   Bailey looked over to me.
 
   “What? I don’t want her here.”
 
   “What if she has information that could be vital to us?”
 
   “She’s a pain in the ass, Bailey. I don’t like teenaged women; they scare the hell out of me.”
 
   “You’ve killed men, zombies, werewolves, and Lycan…yet that little waif scares you?”
 
   “Yup. I’m not proud of it though.”
 
   “They almost have her.”
 
   “Dammit.” I put my rifle up to my shoulder. I put two rounds in the ground immediately in front of the men closest to Lana. They nearly fell over themselves in their haste to stop.
 
   “You do not wish to kill them?”
 
   “One of them could be her boyfriend, and I’m not removing him from the mix,” I said, not taking my eye from the aperture. 
 
   “Wise. I would add ‘beyond your years’, but you have so many of them, and not all of them are particularly prudent.”
 
   “How is it that so much time has passed, yet the Tynes’ wit has still not sharpened beyond that of a garden slug?” This time I did look to see Bailey was actually flipping me the bird. “That’s awesome,” I told her and I meant it. I would have hugged her if I didn’t think she’d deck me immediately afterwards. 
 
   “I have just given you a gesture which, from what you have told me, is one of derision, and yet you compliment me? BT was indeed right. You have suffered some sort of brain injury.”
 
   “Just nice to see something from my time period, even if it is disdain laced.”
 
   “Michael, you have saved me!” Lana yelled up from the base of the fence.
 
   “You’re her hero,” Bailey whispered.
 
   “Fucking fantastic.” I waved over a couple of men with a rope ladder to help her up. “Lana, what are you doing here?” She made a great show of falling into my arms. I would have let her fall to the ground if I had been certain she wouldn’t go spilling over the edge.
 
   “Why, Michael, aren’t you happy to see me? I’ve missed you so much. We can finally be together.” She ran her hand suggestively down the side of my face.
 
   “Come on, Lana. Even as impetuous as you are, you would not cross enemy lines just to anger your father.”
 
   “You’re right.” She immediately switched from a submissive flirtatious girl to an all-business woman. “Bailey, could you please get your council together quickly. I have some important news I wish to relay, and please do not tell them that I am here.”
 
   Bailey paused and looked quizzically at the girl, then nodded. 
 
   “So, wait, this whole fawning thing is all an act?” I asked.
 
   “Michael Talbot, you are old enough to be like my greatest great-grandfather. Ewww.”
 
   Talk about having your ego stomped on and then lit on fire. Bailey nearly missed the stairs she was laughing so hard as she descended to get the council gathered.
 
   “I’m going to stay and keep an eye on the catapults.”
 
   “Don’t be silly,” Lana said as she grabbed my hand. “My father would never let them fire those if I am here.” 
 
   “Are you so certain of that? I’m thinking if Jangrut wants to fire them, not much is going to stop him.”
 
   “If Jangrut does not do as my father orders, then he will not get paid. That is all he really cares about.”
 
   “Yeah, only, what you’re not realizing is that your father is offering silver. But when Jangrut looks over here, he sees gold. It’ll only be a matter of time before he decides he no longer wants to do things by your dad’s rules anymore.”
 
   Lana had not thought of that before and looked none too pleased about it either. She began to walk down the stairs.
 
   “I guess we’re going.”
 
   She took her time getting to the meeting, stopping to talk about one thing or another, mostly inane. I didn’t know what she was doing until later when I realized she was just stalling because she wanted everybody in that meeting. Unlike me, this girl was wise beyond her years, but really, how hard is that when you only have eighteen years to work with? Get a hundred and eighty of the damn things and see how well you stack up.
 
   Everyone looked shocked to see Lana walk in, but Merrings looked like he’d swallowed a lemon. His face curled up and then the color ran from his features as his eyes darted all around. I knew that look. He was panicking and wanted to bolt.
 
   “Well, isn’t this interesting,” I said as I moved closer to him in case he did make a go at running. Although, I don’t know where he thought he would go. 
 
   “It is a pleasure to see most of you again,” Lana started.
 
   I almost chuckled at Azile’s expression, as I had to figure she thought this comment was directed towards her.
 
   Gount looked lost. “I’m confused, Lana. Is this some sort of peace envoy?”
 
   “I wish that were the case, Chairperson. As of a few moments ago, I am now a defector from the Continental Coalition Army.”
 
   “Continental Coalition Army. That has a nice ring. Very 1776-ish,” I said aloud. From the reaction on people’s faces, I probably should have kept my inner thoughts where they belonged. “Ahem, sorry.”
 
   “She lies!” Merrings had stood and was pointing at Lana.
 
   “What part is she lying about exactly?” I asked him. “That she’s not thrilled about seeing everyone here? Because, truly, she is entitled to her opinion. So you can’t really call her out for that. Sit, sit, buddy. We’ll work this all out.”
 
   Merrings groaned. He placed his hand-wrapped face against the table. “I did it to save Talboton.”
 
   “What exactly is he talking about?” Gount looked from Lana to Merrings.
 
   “I think he should tell you,” Lana said.
 
   “I was filled with dread when the stones starting falling. I feared for the safety of our town. I left and had a meeting with Chancellor Saltinda.”
 
   “What?! You betrayed us?”
 
   “No, no!” he protested. “I just wanted to give them what they wanted so we could end this needless bloodshed.”
 
   “Merrings, we have discussed this. They will not stop until they have everything,” Bailey said, not believing (or more likely not wanting to) that the councilman had met with the enemy.
 
   “We don’t know that!” 
 
   “Wait, am I missing something? When did this meeting happen? How could you possibly set something up? Carrier pigeons? Leprechaun messengers? I can’t decide if that’s more terrifying or awesome.”
 
   “The subway,” Bailey answered.
 
   I almost asked if it was the sandwich shop, because I hadn’t had anything that resembled decent bread in a very long time. Then, something more akin to useful thought was processed in my head. “There’s a train tunnel under this place?”
 
   “It is more of an underground passageway that was used for a transfer of goods from a warehouse to the main store. Our founding father knew the value of an alternate escape route, said he learned it from you.” Gount laughed a little. 
 
   “There’s a tunnel and no one thought to tell me?”
 
   “Michael, it is not something we talk about. It is a closely guarded secret,” Bailey informed me. “Only council members know of its existence. We cannot tell everyone for obvious reasons.”
 
   “The fucking town is named after me; I think I should kind of be on the ‘know’ list. Shit, Merrings, if you went out and met them, they must know about the tunnel. Bailey, wherever that thing comes out, you’d better get some men there.”
 
   Bailey jumped up and was about to act.
 
   “It’s alright, my meeting was only with Saltinda. He will not act against us.”
 
   “Oh sure, now that we have his daughter, I’m sure he won’t do anything rash,” I said.
 
   “How could you?” Gount asked, looking defeated.
 
   “I did it for Talboton, for its future survival.” Merrings was trying to rally his flagging morale or maybe it was his morals. “Besides, he does not know exactly where the entrance is, only the general location.”
 
   “And how were you planning on getting him what he wanted?”
 
   “There are hand carts down there just for this reason,” Gount informed me.
 
   “I would very much like to see these tunnels.”
 
   “Why?” Azile asked.
 
   “I think you already know.”
 
   “I was going to say ‘humor me’, but I do not think anything you have to say will be funny.”
 
   “I think it’s time to take the fight to them instead of constantly seeing what they have next for us. They are way ahead of us in terms of this battle. We don’t do something, and soon there will be no one and nothing left to defend.”
 
   I waited for Azile to protest; expected it, in fact. When it didn’t come, I was kind of at a loss for words. I’m used to protests, not acquiescence. Just goes to show you, no matter how long you live, you’ll never understand women. 
 
   “Umm, okay then. I’ll get together with Bailey and we’ll get a team together. In the meantime, what do you plan on doing with him?” I was pointing to Merrings. “My vote is to shoot him.” I wasn’t kidding.
 
   I’m pretty sure Gount thought I was kidding at first, but he saw the serious set to my features with not a hint of sarcasm to be found. For once, it was a desolate landscape in that department. 
 
   “We…we can’t shoot him. He is a valued member of the council and the community.”
 
   “He’s a traitor. His actions have threatened this entire town.”
 
   “My intention was not to harm this town,” Merrings stated.
 
   “I don’t give a crap about your intentions. You decided to take matters into your own hands after this council had already decided on its course of action.”
 
   “You…you forced this war on us,” he said shakily to me.
 
   “I did? Well please fill me in, and if you’re talking about the firing pins, you’re wasting your breath. Tell him, Lana.” This was a calculated risk, because I did not in certainty know the answer myself.
 
   “Tell him what, Michael?” she asked in a stage whisper everyone had heard. Lana looked none too happy as everyone’s gaze swiveled to her.
 
   “What were the coalition army’s plans?”
 
   If she looked uncomfortable before, that had been ratcheted up to downright prickly. I’ll give her this—she pulled herself together before speaking. “I did not know this before our previous meeting, but it had always been the intention of the coalition to fight Talboton. At first, my father was against it, but he was overruled by the others, especially when Jangrut became involved. They’d been talking about it in secret for years.”
 
   Gount gasped. “I thought we always had good diplomatic relations.”
 
   “The problem is that you had something they wanted,” I added.
 
   “That is true.” Lana picked up. “Nothing may have ever come to fruition from this coveting had not the Lycan threatened us all. The other communities wanted to have the protection the rifles afforded. So, the secretive talks and strategies took on a reality.”
 
   “Where do Jangrut and his people fit into all of this? I cannot imagine your father, at any point, wanting to get involved with them,” Gount asked. 
 
   “The simple answer is they know how to fight, something which is severely lacking in the other townships. The Landians have had constant clashes with the Cajunites over territory and prime hunting locations for years,” Azile answered. 
 
   “Lana, I’ve met your father. He may be a bit on the hardheaded side, but he had to know that throwing in his lot with the Cajunites was not going to end well. As soon as Jangrut got what he wanted, he would most certainly attempt to expand his lands and become a modern day Genghis Khan.”
 
   “Michael, they do not know what you refer to,” Azile said.
 
   “Warlord, conqueror, despot, dictator, merciless ruler. Take your pick. I’m sure he will fit into the role nicely. So there you have it, Merrings. If anything, I should be paraded around the town as a hero for not giving arms to our enemies. Damn shame the same cannot be said about you. My vote for firing squad still stands.” 
 
   “I will not hear any more of it,” Gount said. “Merrings is a councilman and citizen in good standing.”
 
   “Who also was willing to put every inhabitant of said township at risk. Although, I guess that does make him the perfect government employee. You need to send a message.”
 
   “Perhaps if you are in such a rush to send this message, you should do it,” Gount said, I guess attempting to call my bluff. The problem with calling a bluff was that the person had to be bluffing.
 
   I stood up. “Let’s go.” I walked over and yanked Merrings up by the shoulder. That was when all hell broke loose in that meeting. Merrings started bawling. Gount and Azile came up to stop me. Bailey wavered between whom to support. 
 
   “Michael, I do not believe this is the way this should be handled.” Azile had placed her hand on my arm. When she looked up to my face, she realized just how tightly my cordage was bound. My arms felt like steel bands ready to lash out. That all changed the moment one of Bailey’s guards burst through the door. 
 
   “Men in the tunnels!”
 
   “That worked out well,” I told Merrings, slamming him back into his seat so hard he chipped more than one tooth from the impact.
 
   “They’re…they’re supposed to wait for me to come back.”
 
   “Funny thing about combatants, they very rarely do what you expect them to. Lead the way,” I told the guard. “Although I should put Merrings out in front and see how that goes.”
 
   He shied away. 
 
   “Fucking politicians; always willing to stir up the shit as long as they don’t have to touch the stick.”
 
   Bailey motioned for one of her men guarding the proceedings to keep watch on Merrings and then we headed out. We raced back to the entrance by the vault and headed down the stairs. I guess I’d been too enamored with all the rifles to notice the utilitarian door off to the side of the small opening. To be fair, I figured it was to a janitor’s closet or utility room at best, not a damned cool-ass tunnel. 
 
   There was a guard by the door and, as we approached, he whispered, “They’re about midway. I can see their torches.”
 
   “Close that door,” I told Bailey just as she was about to descend down to the landing. I didn’t want the invaders to see any of the ambient lighting. We were plunged into darkness as the door clicked shut. “Do they know we know they’re coming?”
 
   “I don’t think so or they don’t care,” the guard told me. 
 
   “Bailey?” This was still her town to defend. The call was hers.
 
   She brushed past me and opened the tunnel door. “HALT!” she shouted as I held open the door. I couldn’t make out anything much more than a bright circle of light from the torch and maybe two or three faces, because they were still fairly distant. They were taking their time, being cautious; and why not? As of yet, they had no reason to think they’d been discovered. That changed with Bailey’s announcement. 
 
   The tunnel, for lack of a better term, was not much more than an underground corridor. Wider than a standard hallway by about double, so six maybe seven feet across, apparently enough to move whatever used to be shuttled back and forth.  It couldn’t have been too big, because it still had to make it through the doorway. With Bailey and me standing side by side, we took up a fair amount of the real estate. We were lucky when the bullet crashed into the steel doorway behind us. Bailey and I both retreated as more shots were fired. We quickly shut the door, two more rounds impacting it with a heavy thud. 
 
   “I guess they weren’t fond of your command.”
 
   Bailey was breathing heavy. “I do not like being shot at.”
 
   “No one does. Give me your weapon,” I told the guard. He looked to Bailey before she nodded her assent. 
 
   “What are you going to do?” she asked.
 
   “Payback. Step aside,” I told them all as I got ready to open the door. As soon as it was ajar enough, I placed the side of my rifle up against the doorjamb and started unloading my magazine. It felt more like bowling with bullets as I just sent lead down the alley, hoping to hit as many “pins” as possible. Blindly shooting rounds was not my favorite way to deal with the enemy, but in this case, it was effective. The ones who had not been hit and screaming for help were now in full-on retreat. 
 
   “That’ll give them something to think about,” I said as I handed the guard back his rifle, one magazine full of spent rounds lighter. 
 
   “They will not try that again,” the guard said.
 
   “Oh, I doubt that. They’ll at least get some steel to deflect bullets and whatever else they can think of, to make it a living hell down there. Bailey, you’re going to want to heavily defend this doorway. They’ve found a way in and won’t soon forget it.”
 
   “We’re already stretched thin.”
 
   “I know that, and you know that. Let’s hope they don’t know that.”
 
   “Damn you, Merrings.” She started to make her plans while I went to find Azile. She was still in the council room along with Lana and Gount. They were alone and suspiciously stopped talking when I entered.
 
   “It’s shit like that that will make a man paranoid.” 
 
   “We were discussing what we would be willing to do should the need to surrender be forced upon us,” Gount said. He looked like he’d aged twenty years in the last few days.
 
   “Have you guys not been listening to what I’ve been saying? We cannot surrender. Jangrut, at the very least, will not allow it. There will be nothing left of Talboton or its inhabitants. It will be wiped clean from the landscape much like Atlantis to become more myth than any actual reality, although there was that one time with Trip and Jack. Forget I said anything.”
 
   Lana and Gount might not know what exactly Atlantis was, but you didn’t really need to know to get the gist of my words. If Gount, the town leader, was already feeling like throwing in the towel, what would the rest of the community feel like? I couldn’t necessarily fault these people; they weren’t used to this kind of sustained stress. Defending the town previously, had probably mostly consisted of aggressive coyotes trying to get to livestock or maybe the occasional pushy traveling salesman. War was a whole other thing altogether. Watching a friend get killed could sap the will from a seasoned veteran and these people were about as green as Kermit the Frog. 
 
   “I suggest you all get to safer places. They’ll attack soon.”
 
   “My father wouldn’t dare,” Lana interjected.
 
   “Well, we’ll know soon enough who’s in charge I suppose.” I walked Azile outside. She was leaning on me heavily. I’d like to think part of it was her showing affection, but it was more of me propping her up rather than anything else.
 
   “Can you please help me get to the parapet?”
 
   “Why don’t you go lie down instead? You feel light as a feather. What the hell did you do in your room?” I asked, referring to her black candle spell making session. 
 
   “I’ll be fine.”
 
   I stayed up with her on that wall, not because I didn’t have a hundred other things I figured needed doing, but I was afraid that, if a stiff breeze came along, she might need someone to anchor her down and keep her from flight.
 
   “I can sense the tension within you. You should go.” She had pulled her cloak tight around her throat as if she were trying to keep an ill wind away. 
 
   “I’ll leave when you do.”
 
   “What is happening in the tunnel?”
 
   “For now, they have discovered they very much don’t like being shot. Jangrut will figure that problem out soon enough and then I guess we’ll have enemies at both gates.”
 
   “I, like you, mistakenly thought Talboton could not be beaten.”
 
   “Why is everyone already giving up? Maybe you should just start blasting people with fireballs from your hands.”
 
   “You mean like Mario?” She smiled.
 
   She was talking about one of my favorite video games of all time, Super Mario, and a fireball power-up he could attain if he ate a fire plant. My son and I would play it for hours. I got that heavy feeling in my chest as the past gripped my heart and gave it a cold twist of fate. I pushed the melancholy as far back as I could. 
 
   “Yeah, like Mario,” I answered sadly. 
 
   “If only I could. My powers are based much more in the realm of protection and healing.” 
 
   “The Red Witch is a doctor and social worker. Who would have thought that?” 
 
   “Killing is easy, you should know that.”
 
   I think I may have recoiled.
 
   “I’m…I’m sorry. I did not mean it like that. You should go. I promise I’m going back in soon. I just want to get some fresh air, and you should be there when they make another assault on the tunnel. Just don’t go getting in the middle of it.”
 
   “Alright, I promise I won’t do anything untold if you promise you’re going in soon.”
 
   She looked straight into my eyes and lied just like I had done to her. In fairness, neither of us had known at that exact moment we were being anything but up front. Rapidly unfolding events, as always, would dictate necessary actions to deal with them. I kissed her tenderly on the lips, realizing that, for once, she felt colder than me. Who would have thought when dealing with the Lord of Lies and Keeper of the Flame of Hatred that one could have heat taken from them? Makes sense, though, nothing much more desolate than a wintry soul.
 
   I was down and halfway to my destination when I turned around to look. I could barely make out Azile’s form, her back was to me and her head was tilted up. Perhaps she was hoping to feel the warming rays of a sun that was no longer shining. I needed to be more careful. It was my actions that had brought her to that place within herself. The events of the night would prove my mother right when she used to say, “In one ear and out the other, as if there is no brain inside that thick head of yours to interpret the message.” This was usually punctuated with her tapping the side of my head after I’d done something else that defied logical explanation. 
 
   Hey, I’m sorry, but if a supermarket forgets to lock its doors after hours, then the contents within are fair game. The assistant manager decided to not press charges, considering it was he who forgot to lock the door. He was just happy that he had received the call and not his boss. At first, they were going to make me pay the twenty-eight dollars and fifty-seven cents for the boxes of Devil Dogs I’d motored through, but when I turned my pockets inside out to reveal I had a whopping five bucks on me, the assistant manager let it completely go. He, however, did not let me take the four other boxes I had in my hands. What can I say? I had the munchies. The cops had driven me home to make sure I didn’t get in any more trouble.
 
   “Thanks, Pete,” I had told the cop as he opened the door. I knew most of the town cops on a first name basis, something I shouldn’t have been too proud of.
 
   “Gonna have to let your mother know about this one, Mike.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I’ve already let you off a half dozen times…plus, she’s looking through the window. She’s never going to believe you if you tell her that I just gave you a lift.”
 
   “Not cool, Pete.”
 
   “Wipe the damn filling from your face. You look like you shoved your face in a cake.”
 
   My mother was furious, and that was when she gave me the good old smacking upside the head. I had deserved it. I was fifteen, stoned out of my gourd, and had been happily eating snack cakes on the floor of the local supermarket when the cops had found me. In hindsight, I should have maybe just grabbed a dozen boxes and left, but the odds were good that I would have left a trail of wrappers all the way to my house. I missed Devil Dogs, I missed Pete, hell, I missed my mother, and we really hadn’t even gotten along all that well. By the time my nostalgic thoughts were over, I found myself back at the door to the tunnel. 
 
   “Anything new?” 
 
   “We’ve heard noise, but Bailey told us not to open the door until either you or she returned.” 
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Moland.”
 
   “Like Poland with an M?”
 
   He just looked at me.
 
   “You in charge of these men?”
 
   He nodded. There were an even dozen—about all Bailey could afford to spare with the conflict about to begin anew. 
 
   “Alright, Moland, have one of your men take this torch out of here. I need to see what our party crashers are up to. Make sure he shuts the door up top as well. There may not be much light, but any down here will stick out.”
 
   He did as I asked. I waited a couple of seconds, part of that spent thinking on how quickly I had gone back on the words I’d just told Azile. I rationalized by saying it was something that needed to be done, and that I would not jeopardize another’s life when I could just as easily do it myself. I could only hope she put more stock in her words than I had mine. 
 
   I opened the door and quickly got low to the floor. Superfluous words, where else was I going to get low to? Amazing the random junk that can go through your mind when you are in a dangerous situation. It took me a minute to figure out what I was looking at. For a second it looked like an eclipse of the sun, well, if the moon was square and the sun was no brighter than a couple of torches. Other than that, it was just like a solar eclipse. They had an effective bullet shield and they were coming as quickly as they could. The steel had to be pretty heavy, and they’d only be able to get a couple of men to hold it up due to the hallway size constrictions. 
 
   I started moving forward slowly. Even as I did so, I kept telling myself how not brilliant this was. I got close enough to hear them talking. I was convinced I could hear Jangrut encouraging his men forward. I wondered, as well, if Saltinda and the others knew he’d found this access. Could be Jangrut was hording the secret so that, when he got the cache of weapons, he would keep them for himself. Sure would make taking over the world easier if he had all the guns to himself. I could hear the general cursing and bitching, like all military men throughout time, as they muscled that steel forward. I would do my best to end their suffering.
 
   I moved as stealthily as possible, the light from their torches not illuminating more than three feet in front of the barricade, and most of that was the ceiling. They would never see me coming. The moving wall was nearly five and a half feet tall, and I could just make out the eyes of one of the carriers as I got close. They grew wide like he’d seen a ghost at the foot of his bed as he awoke from a particularly disturbing dream. 
 
   I was worse, because I didn’t portend to coming events. I was the end. 
 
   The explosions of the rounds in the confines of the corridor were deafening. I lit up from the strobe-like effects of my shots being fired. I did not see Jangrut as I advanced and placed the barrel of the rifle nearly on top of the makeshift wall. It had a small base that prevented it from toppling over even after I had killed both of the men who had been hefting it. 
 
   What I could tell as my bullets sliced through the enemy was that there were a hundred or more men shoved in that hallway. This was Jangrut’s gambit; he was bringing his whole army down here. I realized just how precarious my position was. I was past the halfway mark in the tunnel. I was about to be out of rounds, and I could not expect fire support from behind as they’d just as likely hit me—if not from a direct hit then a ricochet off the steel. I was going to have to make a run for it and hope that Jangrut’s men didn’t recover quick enough to figure out what was going on and send their own bullets down range. If I’d really contemplated this, I would have brought more magazines; but I’ve already shown my disregard for traditional ways of thought. 
 
   I can’t explain why I did what I did. Anger played a role, I’m sure. Death wish or suicidal tendencies I’m sure had a part to play as well. Wanting to send a message that we would never cede, yeah, that had a walk-on role, too. When my bolt stuck open to signify I’d expended my last round, I didn’t turn and run like a sane person should have, nope, not me. 
 
   If you’re going to do something fucking nuts, I say you go all in! Feet first, googly-eyed, and drooling. 
 
   I dropped the rifle and grabbed the small hand-axe I had strapped to my leg. For those who lived, I would give them images that they would tell around campfires for generations to come, probably to scare their kids. Although how you were going to get your unruly child to go to sleep after telling him a monster was coming to get him seemed kind of contrary to the original design. What do I know? I’d once taken my kids out for sundaes because Tracy was away and it was my responsibility to get them dinner. 
 
   The first fucker’s face that saw me coming over the metal plating lost his shit. Not literally, thankfully, just figuratively. I’ve got to imagine I looked like some demon possessed, eyes bulging from my head, tongue hanging out of an open mouth, and a glistening axe swinging towards his face. His hand had not even come halfway up to deflect before I cleaved half his face off. The scream cut through the quiet, my victim’s, or mine…both maybe. 
 
   The Cajunites had stopped their retreat when they realized the shooting stopped. They were in the process of regrouping when I descended upon them like an uncaged demon. I hacked, bit, kicked and slashed anyone who got in my way. They fought back at first, but in the tight quarters, the advantage was mine. They had to be careful of the man next to them, I had no such safety limitations. My axe bit deeply into necks, chests, and heads, cracking skulls like eggshells. 
 
   Men lay at my feet, dead and dying, twitching violently from wounds they would never recover from. I stepped on them or over, always advancing. The men immediately in front of me were panicking, trying to get away as the men behind them were pressing forward hoping to attack. I cared little as I severed spines and shattered ribcages. I gripped one of the men from the scruff of his neck, bringing him in close, I ripped out the skin from the back of his neck and plunged my canines deep, drinking my fill before tossing his emptying husk a few feet ahead of me onto some unsuspecting attackers. 
 
   War cries had turned into screams of terror as more and more of the combatants realized what was going on. I was a vampire possessed, tearing into anything before me. I had an army in retreat, the chokepoint on the other end inhibiting their escape. Pleas of mercy fell upon deaf ears, as there was no forgiveness to be found in this hellish underworld. My boots were slogging through an inch of blood and bile, causing ripples in the pooling liquid as I moved forward, ever forward. 
 
   I would stoop down to strike at those unfortunate ones who had been injured in their escape attempt as a horror-filled horde had pushed over and stepped on those unable to move fast enough. A broken bone or a turned ankle here meant certain death. I hacked through outstretched hands and turned away heads. It was not my job to administer forgiveness. I would let whatever higher entity they chose decide on that particular area. My arena was meting out an unyielding and heavy-handed justice. 
 
   Discarded torches began to catch bodies on fire, choking the passageway in the smoke of burning carcasses. I was twenty feet from the entrance when the last of the Cajunites, save one, found their way to safety. Jangrut was staring wide-eyed at me as I let a savage yell erupt from my being. He did some sort of sign on his chest that looked like a bastardized Holy Trinity. 
 
   “I am Michael Talbot, death embraces me as one of its own!” I screamed. Jangrut took one last look and swiftly left. I thought about pursuit, but I was spent.
 
   “Michael, Michael!” I heard drifting up from behind me. I turned to the direction of the sound as it tried to bring me back from whatever black place I had found. Bailey and three others had got past the steel barricade and were now looking at the carnage I had laid out for them. One man quickly placed his head over the steel and began to heave.
 
   “Michael? Are you injured?” Bailey was approaching, albeit slowly and cautiously. Moans escaped those few who had not yet discovered they were dead and were merely waiting to be collected. Bailey came closer. Words eluded her as she looked down and then to me. 
 
   My chest was heaving, my arms down by my side, my hand axe hanging low. Blood cascaded off of me. I could not have swam in a pool of the life-fluid and been any more saturated with it than I was now. 
 
   “Michael, come with me, we must leave this place. It reeks of evil.”
 
   “The evil is me. I fear it will follow wherever I go.”
 
   She had stopped coming forward. My teeth had not yet retracted, my pupils dilated. I could sense the heat of her blood coursing through her neck. It would be so easy…I took a step toward her. She held her ground.
 
   “Michael, do not come closer.” 
 
   I had a sly grin on my face that showed the whiteness of my teeth, which must have been quite a sight compared to the red I was bathed in. I took another step. She did not hesitate as she brought her rifle up. I could not slake the desire to kill, to feed, to rend; it burned like a wildfire within me. I knew who Bailey was and what she meant to me, but that was overshadowed by my uncaring of those very facts. 
 
   “I will shoot you.” The rifle now buttressed up to her shoulder. She would do it, even if the barrel was shaking. 
 
   “Please, God, help me,” broke out from some isolated area within me.
 
   “Mike?” This query came from behind me and the passageway that the Cajunites had used.
 
   I turned to look, a light somehow brighter than the sun washing over me. It should have seared the flesh from my body, melting my muscles into pools of sludge. Instead, it was colder than the hand of death, something I’d felt brush past me on numerous occasions. I had the sensation of falling, but not to the floor. This was for countless miles, into an abyss that had no bottom, no sides, no top. Air flowed around and past me as I kept descending. You’ve done it now, Mike. Hell awaits, I thought just as a darker blackness enfolded me.
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   Chapter Twenty – Azile
 
    
 
   The wind whipped past Azile. She was somehow colder now that Mike had left. In the distance she could just make out the sounds of men preparing machinery for battle. They would soon be launching missiles, attempting to break the backs of the people of Talboton. She could not allow it. This was the only place that had a chance against Xavier and the cruel mightiness of his army. 
 
   She could hardly believe that she was going to break her promise to Michael before he was even completely out of her sight. She stepped over the wall in front of her and to the ground, ten feet below, landing as if she had not dropped from more than the curb onto a street. Her feet never touched the ground as an unseen force propelled her forward. She kept her arms crossed in front of her chest, but it did little to keep out the chill that was pervading her being. Try as she might, she could not discover the source of this menacing feeling. 
 
   Azile had covered the majority of the cleared field without being spotted, her blood red cape blending in with the approaching darkness more than it had a right to. She was moving fast atop the ground. A lone sentry bored with a duty he figured would see no action had not the time to sound the alarm as Azile floated to him. His throat had closed involuntarily and his legs, which had worked fine moments earlier, were rooted to the ground as if they’d been planted there. Azile slid past, dragging a blade across his exposed throat, laying open his windpipe. Blood flooded his lungs before he fell to the ground soundlessly. 
 
   Azile had been spotted just as her hand touched the dried timber of the middle catapult, a spark smaller than the head of a pin leaping from her outstretched fingers to the wood. The spark immediately multiplied and began to run along the length of the crossbeam. It looked like party lights had been strung along it for effect. More and more of the miniature embers moved along the entire frame of the structure, glowing in iridescent blues and purples before exploding into a conflagration of flame.
 
   Tendrils formed along the sides, extending out, looking for more fuel to fan its feeding frenzy. Men and horses became victims as the fiery fingers reached and emblazoned all they came in contact with. Azile watched as her pyrotechnics sought and found the other two war machines, reducing them to ashes in minutes. Men ran in all directions to get away from the blistering heat the flames produced. Those too slow had sores form on their skin moments before they also burst into flame as if they were incendiary devices. When Azile was confident the catapults would no longer be a threat, she turned to head back to Talboton. She was already dangerously taxed, and this stunt had drained her even deeper. Before long, she would be able to watch as her soul was pulled apart like old frayed cloth.
 
    Azile had been going back to rejoin Michael at the tunnel when she saw men running from the woods to her right, not away from the fire, but towards it, as if they were moth-men drawn to the savage pillars of flame. Those first few seemed confused. It was as more came out that she saw shock and terror etched on their faces. They had seen things they could never burn free from their memories. Following after them were those covered in sprays of blood, some with weeping wounds, others dragging a fallen friend or a wounded appendage. 
 
   “What has happened here?” Azile asked as she moved to their point of exit from the woods. 
 
   She was on the small, hidden trail that led to the underground passage when she saw a lone figure standing in the middle of the pathway. His back was to her, but he turned when he heard her brushing up against the surrounding fauna. It was Jangrut. He carried a curved blade, which hung by his side. He seemed to have nearly forgotten he was carrying it. His face had been drained of all blood, clearly outlining all the veins and vessels that pulsed just below the surface. Azile did not believe he had even noticed her as she approached.
 
   “I am done with this,” he told her as he tossed his blade to the ground, where his knees closely followed. “Please grant us mercy,” he begged of her, his hands outstretched but not quite willing to touch the hem of her cloak. 
 
   “What has happened here?”
 
   “Hell has opened its gates.” He was weeping. “Something has stepped through that accursed portal that has no right to be among us.”
 
   “Michael,” Azile said in alarm. 
 
   “I will leave this place if you will allow it, never to return again. I swear it, I swear it on all that is sacred to me.”
 
   His words fell on deaf ears as Azile raced for the trap door. She was on the small landing watching a figure that could have been Mike staring down Bailey who was getting ready to shoot her rifle. Fear radiated off of her, intermingling with the malice that emanated from Mike. His shoulders were heaving with exertion, his back hunched in preparation for attack. His hand axe was rising almost imperceptibly. 
 
   “Mi—” Her first attempt to say his name fell short. 
 
   She feared she was seeing the demon that had erupted from the bowels of the earth, just like Jangrut had claimed to see. She repeated his name, this time loud enough to gain its…his attention. He pivoted to look at her. She gasped when she saw that not much was recognizable on that mask of hate he wore. With the last of her strength, she pulled open the minutest of slivers that shielded man from Heaven. The blinding white light washed around, over, and through him. He was as see through as a sheet of glass to that all-knowing light. The weight of the reflection was more than he could bear as it drove him to the ground.
 
   “Help me, Bailey,” Azile said as she reached out to the wall before she folded in on herself. 
 
   Bailey did not feel comfortable with anything she had just witnessed and was hesitant to get nearer to Mike or Azile for that matter. She did so, but skirted Mike as much as the confines would allow. Bailey helped Azile to stand and steadied her.
 
   “Are you better?”
 
   “Getting there.” 
 
   “What is going on?”
 
   “I think Michael has hastened the conclusion of this battle.”
 
   “And the light? I wanted to simultaneously weep forever and laugh until the end of time. How am I not blind?”
 
   “You have seen a glimpse of something few living have ever gazed upon.” Azile did not elaborate. “Get your men to bring Michael out into the forest. I will be waiting.” Azile once again placed her hand to the cement stones to steady her exit. 
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   Chapter Twenty-One – Mike Journal Entry 12
 
    
 
   Azile had pulled back the veil. I don’t know how she did it. I only know why. Without the moorings of a soul, I had gone adrift, far over the edge I had sailed, nearly entrapped in that abyss I’d fallen into. It was the light that showed just how far I’d gone. Coming back had taken hours, if the approaching dawn was any indication. I was laid out in a small clearing on my back, stones roughly the size of baseballs in a circle completely around me. What looked like salt lined the entire ring. A large, black bird had hopped onto one of those stones and was cocking its head back and forth to look at me. One eye was the color of pitch, the other white as snow. It was unnerving; I could not get the feeling out of my head that through each eye the beast saw that half of me. On one side, the evil that had permeated throughout my entire being, and the other, the core of good from which I’d be hewn. 
 
   Which did it find more dominant? 
 
   He cawed loudly before taking flight. I looked at my hands. They were a slight red color; not from discoloration of blood residue, but from a healthy scrubbing I had apparently received at some time during the night. My clothes were gone, and in their place were the more traditional garb of the day, which were about as comfortable to wear as fine-grit sandpaper. I sat up entirely too fast, my head spinning on its own particular axis. I thought I was in the throes of a hallucination as I saw Azile coming down the pathway to me. Her feet never touching the ground, she glided like a specter. She had shed her traditional red coloring for a soft blue. Flowers of yellow braided in her hair. A ringlet of green leaves encircled her head. 
 
   Panic welled up in me. I had killed her, and now her disembodiment had come down to tell me of my transgression. I hung my head in shame.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Azile.”
 
   “For what, Michael?” I saw her small, shoeless feet glide impossibly over the small rock wall. She reached down and touched my face as her feet touched ground. She knelt by my side.
 
   “You’re real?” I asked as I reached to touch the hand she still had on my face. 
 
   “You were in more danger of leaving this plane than I was last night.”
 
   The prior events flooded back with an unwanted attention to detail.  
 
   “What have I done?” 
 
   “You’ve stopped a war.”
 
   It took long seconds for those words to gain recognition within my shattered mind. Azile was beaming down on me. How could she? How could she have been a witness to what I did and still feel that way?
 
   “Jangrut has taken his men and fled. I expect the rest will do the same sometime this afternoon. It’s over. You’ve saved Talboton and countless lives on both sides.” 
 
   “I saved lives?” I questioned with sarcasm, remembering those individuals I had hacked to death.
 
   “War is evil in and of itself. You did what needed to be done…what had to be done.”
 
   I could only remember a boy, not much older than my sons had been when the zombies first came as he cried for his mother. I had turned the blade so that the heavy hammer part struck the side of his jaw, sending teeth and bone fragments into the wall behind him. I’d shredded the skin and broken his jaw completely off. He sobbed with his mouth hanging impossibly wide now that the lower part of his mouth was no longer hinged to the top. I brought the hammer side down again, this time atop his skull, driving the steel through his memories, his hopes, his desires. His arms and legs shook violently as the electrical signal from brain to appendages was scrambled. 
 
   “It could have been done another way.” I was trying my best to move away from my present imagery. I didn’t necessarily mean from killing, just the way in which it had been doled out. “Thank you for helping me. I don’t know that I would have been able to prevent myself from attacking Bailey.” Just one more thing in a long line of things I needed to feel ashamed for. Would Bailey even want to be near me again?
 
   “You should not doubt your own resolve. You would have stopped.”
 
   I said nothing to Azile, but I was not so sure. I wanted to kill Bailey, well, anybody really and everybody because I could. That was the only reasoning—to kill because I could. I shuddered. I think even mass murderers had more reason, like maybe their momma didn’t love them enough or they’d maybe seen it in a video game. Sending spirits on their journey was my only incentive, and I had enjoyed it. 
 
   “Stop, Michael. Just stop. I can just about hear your thoughts spiraling down into oblivion. You were swept up in a battle; you are not the first to have done so. No matter the amount of death in that hallway, you saved more lives than you know.”
 
   “There was another battle in a corridor a long time ago. I was with Tommy. I miss him. I miss everyone I’ve lost.” I placed my face in my hands and sobbed. My feelings had swung completely from rage to sorrow. I was lost, the type of lost that no map or heavy doses of lithium could cure. It was that overwhelming anxious feeling of not knowing how to return back to a position of normal. 
 
   Once upon a time I had been placed on Tramadol, which was a non-narcotic pain medication for a shoulder issue I was having. It messed with serotonin levels or something. Didn’t think much about it, though. How many of you have actually read the warnings about your medication or the risks of drug interactions? Well, about a week after getting on the Tramadol I got a little sick, so I took some Nyquil, the preferred medication for all those unwilling to deal with their symptoms and just want to sleep. Who fucking knew pseudoephedrine interacted with Tramadol? Not this guy, I can tell you that. Within minutes of taking the Nyquil, I had thrown my mind into a tailspin. I didn’t know which way was up and not in a good way. I would go from panic attack to anxiety and depression and then back again. A piece of me—a small, normal piece—was able to sit on the sidelines and wonder what the fuck was going on and why couldn’t we right this wayward ship? It took hours before opening up the gun case didn’t seem like a good idea. Do you know how fucking scary that is? This was how I was feeling right now, and I didn’t have a bad mixture of drugs in my system to blame it on. For all I knew this could become my new baseline of normal and if that was the case, nobody, including myself, would want to be around me. 
 
   I alternated that day from crying, to lying in the fetal position and hitching, to flat out yelling and then sleeping. It was nighttime when I woke up, a small fire by my side. Azile was nowhere to be found. She’d left some dried beef and some water, the latter of which I drank heavily. My throat felt like I’d been wandering the desert for a week, trying to eat sand as a substitute for liquids. I had to think on it a moment as to why my body was so sore. I stood before pulling up my shirt. I was crisscrossed with a myriad of punctures, scrapes, scratches and the bruising of blunt trauma. It was the desperate strikes of the damned before I sent them on their way. There wasn’t any more than a couple of square inches on my body that hadn’t suffered some sort of ordeal. I pulled the front of my pants out a little just to, umm, you know, check and make sure the equipment was fine. 
 
   “I see you’re feeling better.”
 
   I immediately let go. Damn pants nearly fell to the ground, I had to grab them quickly before that happened.  “Really, this is when you stroll on by?”
 
   “I would have come sooner but I just got back from the surrendering ceremony.”
 
   I arched an eyebrow. “I’m sorry I missed it.”
 
   “It was better that you weren’t there.”
 
   “I can understand that. Jangrut?”
 
   “He wasn’t there as well.”
 
   “So now what?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “They just gave up. Is there any sort of retribution on their part? You can’t just start a war and then, when you lose, go home as if nothing happened. You should lose something, land, money, something.” 
 
   “I do not believe Talboton is in the business of expanding its empire.”
 
   “Don’t patronize me, you know what I mean.”
 
   “No, I’m sorry, you’re right. They will all be required to pay a tithe for the next ten years that will be used to help the families of the victims who were killed or injured.”
 
   “It’s something I suppose.”
 
   “What would you have them do?” 
 
   “Gold or trinkets aren’t going to bring loved ones back,” I said sourly. I was referring to the loss of Talboton citizens as much as I was referring to those families I had torn asunder. “I feel like we just played the warm-up game for what’s really coming.” I looked up, noticing we’d passed the cycle of another full moon. Would we be lucky enough to do so again? And what of Mathieu how had his night gone? 
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   Chapter Twenty-Two – Mike Journal Entry 13
 
    
 
   I’m not going to lie and say things went back to normal. Things never go back to normal, not after a war. Nations are fundamentally changed; so it was no surprise that Talboton was altered as well. I don’t want to say paranoid, as that seems too strong of a word. Cautious, maybe? 
 
   After the burial of her citizens, and the resultant mourning ceremonies, the daily routine began to impose itself. Life continued, as that was the natural order of things. However, now there was a bigger push to train everyone in town on basic defense. Guards were doubled on the walls, and the walls themselves were repaired and bolstered. A lot of the materials used for this were taken from the combatants. They’d even had the audacity to request they get to take them with! Azile questioned their desire to relent, and they’d left with no further incident, leaving sheets of metal and more war machines that they’d been working on. 
 
   Azile had shuddered when she saw the heavily pitted and rusted cannon. To her, it looked like it would blow apart when the first charge was put through it. If not, the damage it would have wrought to the town would have been irreparable. Lana had sought and was granted asylum. Denarth had sent an envoy a week later, at first demanding her return, and then an entreaty to Lana herself, who had declined in person. 
 
   Azile had about blown a gasket when the representative from Denarth had talked about how this was straining the relationship between the two townships. She had railed at him that there was no relationship and that Denarth should be groveling at Talboton’s feet for forgiveness before the Lycan came and consumed their town, or possibly even something worse was sent. She’d looked over to me at that point. I’d been sitting as far from the proceedings as possible. It seems that, after my slaughtering of the enemy, not many wanted much to do with me—save Mathieu and Azile. 
 
   Berriman, the representative, had almost swallowed his Adam’s apple when she made the threat. He cautiously sent a quick glance my way, cleared his throat, and then offered his apologies to Azile, stating that Lana’s father merely wanted his daughter back.
 
   “I will come home when and if I desire,” Lana had told him in no uncertain terms. 
 
   Bailey and I were on shaky ground; she could not forget the way I had looked upon her. This was no cross word spoken during a heated argument or a perceived slight on her part. I had quite literally stared at her with murderous intent and would have followed through with it, not if the chance had presented itself because it had, but rather if I had not been interrupted. She was appreciative for what I had done for the town, as were the rest of the inhabitants. But now, I got the distinct impression that they wished I would take my good deed and go elsewhere. More than once I’d told Azile that was exactly what I wanted to do, and more than once she’d told me that the war was far from over. 
 
   “The war will never be over.”
 
   She’d furrowed her eyebrows. “Are you going all philosophical on me, Michael?”
 
   “Of course I am. There will always be another fight, and while I’m trapped here, I’ll never be able to find Oggie…or at least what happened to him.”
 
   “Trapped?”
 
   “You know what I mean.” We were in her room, I had to at least make an effort to repeal my words. 
 
   “I think you don’t like the feeling of being the pariah.”
 
   “Do you? It sucks. I’m sick of people ushering their kids into their homes when I walk by or hiding behind whatever is closest like I’m going to snap and just start killing again.”
 
   “Things will calm down. They’ll once again remember that what you did was for them.”
 
   “Azile, I don’t care. I’m done here. I’ve more than done my part. I just want to live my life and somehow discover a way for a miraculous reunion with my soul.” I don’t know why I talk first and think later. I’d just told Azile that I can’t wait to get back to my wife and family. Even if it was true, I had feelings for Azile. I could be honest with myself about that, but I lived and breathed for Tracy, and I would find a way back to her.
 
   “The next moon. That’s it, that’s all I ask. If it comes and goes without incident I will release you from whatever bonds you feel are keeping you here.” With that, she arose from the bed. I was left staring at her naked back and I could tell by the way she was walking away she was pissed off. It was not the sensual swaying of one attempting to allure, it was the straightforward movement of someone attempting to get away. 
 
   “Yup, that’s right, Talbot, you get so many beautiful naked women in your bed you should just make all of them angry enough to leave,” I berated myself after Azile dressed and walked out. 
 
   I’d finish out the month. Oggie was either fine—and I had to believe he was and still would be when I struck out to look for him—or he had come to what I hoped was a peaceful ending, and I’d somehow be able to find him and give him a burial. 
 
   The weeks dragged on, if not for Mathieu and his incredible elixir that he was calling Talbräu, in honor of the town, I think I would have gone stir-crazy. I very rarely left my room. Besides the aforementioned Mathieu, the only other person who visited was Gount, and even that was a stiff, almost formal meeting. He thanked me for my service to Talboton, I could tell he wanted out even though he’d barely come in. When I’d opened the door and moved further into the room, he had barely crossed over the threshold to award me some plaque or something. He had one of the seven or eight people with him put it on a chair. I either told him thank you or fuck off; either way, I meant the same thing. I was halfway through the small pony keg Mathieu had dropped off the night before. He said he’d be up later this evening to sample it with me. I had not been able to resist the temptation of its sweet siren song. 
 
   By the time he’d come up, the sun had gone down and I had destroyed every piece of furniture in my room, including the mattress. Looked like the world’s most aggressive pillow fight in my room, feathers and bits of wood were strewn all over the place. 
 
   “Maybe should have put a locking valve on that,” Mathieu said as he came in. He sat down across from me, leaning against the far wall. “Doing a little redecorating?”
 
   “I have some issues.”
 
   “You don’t say?”
 
   I arched an eyebrow.
 
   “This town is a mess, Michael.”
 
   “Why should they be any different?”
 
   “Is there anything left?” Mathieu was pointing to the only thing in the room that had not suffered my wrath. The small keg was alone in the center of the room in a circle that was deemed a safe-zone. The storm had raged around it, but like a lone house on a street ravaged by a tornado, it stood unaffected. 
 
   “Doubtful. If I could have found a way to lick the insides I would have.”
 
   Mathieu puffed out a laugh. “At least you liked it.”
 
   “It could have tasted like turpentine and I would have drunk it.” I paused. “Alright, let me stop being a miserable asshole; that was uncalled for. The beer was magnificent, it’s the person drinking it who is sour and without a heavy constitution.”
 
   “You always beat yourself up like this? It’s a good thing this isn’t the person who showed up at my home to console me, or we’d both have jumped from the top of the blast doors.”
 
   “Our luck, it would have been a few seconds before the moon was coming up so you would have transformed on the way down. Then I would have landed on you, thus breaking my fall. Couldn’t even get a proper suicide down.”
 
   “I suppose not.” He stared longingly at the keg before he spoke again. “There was a runner today.” Then he stopped. There was an elephant of a pregnant pause. I’m insinuating that it was extremely long, as elephants are pregnant for like twenty-seven months or something. 
 
   “Are you really going to start a conversation like that and then not follow up?”
 
   “I didn’t know if you’d care or not, so I was waiting on some kind of response from you before I went on. Didn’t see the need to talk just to hear myself.”
 
   “I knew I liked you for a reason.”
 
   “Is this the beer talking, or is it because of the beer.”
 
   “Both. Just tell me about the runner.”
 
   “Was a Landian.”
 
   I scoffed. Mathieu was looking at me. “Sorry, they remind me of pickles, and their willingness to do nothing in the face of conflict irks me to no end.”
 
   “I don’t say anything because I’m not sure if you want me to, then you say you do and then don’t let me finish without interrupting.”
 
   “You’re more fun when you’re drunk, less uptight. Go ahead.” I motioned with my hand.
 
   “They spotted Lycan.”
 
   “Son of a bitch. I thought Azile knew more than she was saying. ‘One more moon, Michael that’s all I ask.’ Yeah…well…she asked because she fucking knew. What the hell was I thinking? Of course a witch was going to know. Like trying to play poker with see-through cards. Or like wondering how someone knows the words to the new song on the radio and then realizing later that they wrote the damn thing.”
 
   “MIKE!”
 
   “WHAT?!” I yelled back.
 
   “You’re doing that thing where you’re not letting me finish again.”
 
   “You weren’t done?”
 
   He placed his palm against his forehead as he let his head dip a bit. 
 
   “Well, finish up. What the hell is keeping you?”
 
   “I cannot for the life of me imagine why you have been alone for most of your life.”
 
   “Now you’re just being mean.”
 
   “The Lycan have been spotted and they are with over a thousand humans.”
 
   “Werewolves.”
 
   “Well, you know what I meant.”
 
   “And they’re headed here?”
 
   “The Landians thought so.”
 
    “Makes sense, strike the strongest and, should we fall, the rest will be easy for the picking.” 
 
   “Can we defeat them?”
 
   “I don’t think so. We don’t have the manpower. I think if a thousand non-armed regular people stormed this place during the day, they could breach the walls. A thousand crazed werewolves loping along the dark landscape won’t have very many problems. I think the best course of action would be to take a force of strength out and meet up with the Lycan.”
 
   “Meet them on their territory? You could not hope to defeat them.”
 
   “My target wouldn’t be the Lycan.”
 
   “The people? You would kill the people? They are innocents in all this.”
 
   “They won’t be for long.”
 
   “You…you can’t just kill them.” He stood, shaking.
 
   “They’re not all you, Mathieu. They’re going to turn, and they are going to tear this town down. It would be better for all involved if they were stopped before that happened.”
 
   “Better for whom?”
 
   “Come on, Mathieu. You of all people should know what I’m talking about. If you could spare even one of them from the guilt you feel every day, wouldn’t you?”
 
   He was on the verge of either crying or ranting, and since I’d already ruined everything in the room, I figured he was leaning more toward the former. That was right up until he kicked the keg. The blameless barrel was launched and burst apart as it collided with the wall not more than two feet from where I sat. Bits of beer-soaked wood rained down on me, some coming to rest in my lap. I thought about sucking on a particularly succulent piece. 
 
   “I would…I would spare them.” Mathieu had seemed to release his pent-up anger with that one kick. Got to admit, I was pretty happy that hadn’t smashed into my face. I was drunk enough to know that there was a pretty good chance I wouldn’t have been quick enough to get my hands up in defense. I hadn’t even registered the fact it had hit the wall until I felt the vibration-causing impact on my back and then the subsequent splintering. 
 
   “I’m sorry.” Mathieu hung his head down. I kind of got the feeling he was talking more to the broken barrel than he was to me. “There is more.”
 
   “I’m listening,” I answered quickly. I don’t think either of us wanted this conversation to last any longer than it already had.
 
   “The Landians also came across an abnormally large pack of wolves. There was a stranger among them, a large dog, fawn in color.”
 
   “Oggie?” I stood up.
 
   “I do not believe they could get close enough to ask him his name, they just noted it was a strange sight as wolves are not known for their appreciation of their canine cousin.”
 
   “How? I mean, why would they even bring something like that up? Sure, I’m grateful, but that’s sort of a strange ice-breaking conversation starter.”
 
   “Bailey. She has enlisted the help of everybody, the Landians, traders, scouts, anybody she could think of.” 
 
   “I wish she had come up here to tell me herself. I could have thanked her properly. I’ve got to go.” I was digging through the wreckage for my things. “Do you have a general idea of where they were?”
 
   “You are going to leave with the Lycan on the doorstep?”
 
   “You and Azile teaming up on this?”
 
   “I don’t talk to her often,” Mathieu said in all seriousness. “Witches make me feel uncomfortable.”
 
   “Have you known a bunch throughout your lifetime?”
 
   “She’s the first, except for maybe my mother-in-law. I never felt comfortable around her either.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t have to.” I was thinking. “I can’t imagine that it’s a coincidence wolves are around at the same time as Lycan.”
 
   “I do not understand.”
 
   “I don’t either…not yet anyway. Maybe I should talk with Gount, Azile, and Bailey. You okay?” I asked a forlorn Mathieu.
 
   “This is typical of you…isn’t it.” It was a statement, yet I did not know what he was stating, and I told him as much. “You were feeling terribly horrible about yourself and took it out on your surroundings, both real people and inanimate objects. Then I come up here and you just kind of hand off all this ill will like a molded over loaf of bread. Now I’m stuck holding it and you look no worse for the wear. How is that even possible?”
 
   “It’s a gift, Mathieu, that I like to share with my friends.” I grabbed his shoulder. “Come on, I’m sure you have more beer, let’s drink and be merry while we can. I’ll talk to the others soon enough. I’m sure they’ll come looking for me anyway.”
 
   “I hate you.”
 
   “Most do.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Whoa.” I awoke the next day back in my room. “Did I dream the whole thing?” I was looking around. The furniture was still complete, the mattress still containing all its feathers. There was not a hole in the wall where a beer keg had tried to pass through. “That was pretty realistic.” I sat up in bed, my head swimming in a miasma of old alcohol. “WHOA!” I said louder as I put my hand down and realized I wasn’t alone. I scooted off the bed when I realized that not only was I not alone but that is was Mathieu. “Get up, man! Why are you in my bed!?”
 
   “I would imagine because you were tired.” Mathieu had one eye open, a rope of drool attaching the corner of his mouth to his pillow. “And this is my bed. You pulled yours apart. Remember?”
 
   “Not really.” 
 
   “Shut up and either come back to bed or leave quietly. I am not feeling all that resplendent right now.” 
 
   I must have tied one on because I’d fallen asleep fully clothed with my boots on, plus I still had my axe clipped to my side. “Yeah, this looks like comfortable sleeping apparel. I’ll see you later.”
 
   Mathieu grunted and then turned over. I noticed he had no shirt on.
 
   “Are you naked? Please tell me you’re not naked.”
 
   He pulled the covers down so I could see his ass.
 
   “Oh, come on, man.”
 
   “Civilized men do not sleep in boots,” he moaned.
 
   “Yeah, well, they also don’t sleep naked next to other men, I mean, unless they’re into that kind of thing.”
 
   “It is my bed. I will sleep in it any way that I choose. You decided to plop yourself down into it when you realized the floor was not that comfortable. Oh, and just so you know, I usually sleep on your side, all spread-eagled.”
 
   “Oh, that’s just damn gross.” If my stomach hadn’t already been on the edge this was sure to send it plunging over the precipice. I made sure to see if I could make the hotel shake when I shut his door.
 
   “You’re an asshole,” drifted out from his room. 
 
   I smiled as I headed down the hallway. 
 
   “Michael.”
 
   I stopped in my tracks. It was Lana.
 
   “We need to talk about last night.”
 
   I turned. “Did I say something inappropriate? More importantly, did I do something inappropriate? I’m sorry, and sleeping with Mathieu, it meant nothing, it was just a one night stand.”
 
   “You slept with Mathieu?” She shook her head.
 
   “Well, not in the biblical sense, we just shared a bed.”
 
   “I say, ‘yes.’ ”
 
   “Umm, okay. Congratulations, I guess.”
 
   “I’m telling you I said yes, and you’re congratulating me? That’s a little self-centered, even for you.”
 
   “Lana, I’m lucky I’m even standing right now. I don’t know what you’re referring to.”
 
   “We were together for nearly most of the night. How could you not remember? I would have never accepted your proposal if I did not think you coherent enough to know exactly what you were saying.”
 
   “Ma...my proposal? What sort of proposal?”
 
   “Why marriage, of course.”
 
   Vertigo did not even begin to accurately describe the cyclone of emotions that were twisting around in my head.
 
   “Are you okay?” Lana reached out to steady me. I searched her face intensely for the deceit I knew had to be there. I saw nothing that led me to believe she was being anything but forthcoming.
 
   “Does Azile know about this?” I pulled her in close and was looking around.
 
   “Does Azile know about what?” the question came from behind me.
 
   “This is the worst morning, ever.” I sighed.
 
   “Michael has slept with Mathieu and we are to be wed!” Lana was nearly bouncing on her toes as she gave all of this information.
 
   An older man from across the hallway had opened his door to see what all the noise was about. He shut it quickly enough when he heard the news and saw the sad expression on my face. Or maybe it was the anger on Azile’s that did it. 
 
   “Two deceitful indiscretions in one night? That is a lot even for you, Michael.” Azile was smiling.
 
   “Wait, what?” Lana was smiling as well. “This is a set-up? We’re good?” I pointed from myself to Azile.
 
   “After your display last night, I would say that we were okay.”
 
   I wanted to ask what display exactly she was referring to, but I kept my lips closed for a couple of reasons. First, it would not look good at all if I didn’t remember what I had done. And secondly, I was “ahead” why chance it?
 
   “You heard about Oggie?”
 
   “I have, although I do not know how or why he would be running with a wolf pack. They are reluctant to bond with dogs.”
 
   “He has my charm.”
 
   “They would have already thrown him out if that were the case.”
 
   “Funny. Will Bailey meet with me?”
 
   “Perhaps. Why?”
 
   “I heard about the Lycan as well.”
 
   We hunted down Bailey, which really wasn’t all that hard to do. She was spending as much time as she could with every member of the community that she could. Talboton had the weaponry, just not the manpower to wield it properly; she was doing her best to change that.
 
   “Absolutely not,” was Bailey’s definitive answer after I made my case. “I cannot leave. Not now, and I do not have the manpower to spare on what amounts to a fruitless endeavor.”
 
   She was right…to a point. We were vulnerable beyond the walls, but then, so were they; especially if they weren’t expecting a coordinated attack. To make it worthwhile I’d need fifty armed men, a hundred would be more preferable. It couldn’t be done. Talboton would be almost defenseless, and I wasn’t taking a bunch of green recruits that she’d offered into the field. They’d run at the first sign of trouble. 
 
   When Tommy and I had first got to town, the population stood at about twenty-six hundred, and of that, roughly ten percent were commissioned to defend her walls. That had nearly been halved since the first Lycan encounters and then the battles with the coalition. Normally five percent of a population would be sufficient. To put it in context, in my time during its heyday, the military accounted for roughly one percent of the population. Give or take. But we were facing an enemy ten times or more our defensive numbers. Arms advantage or not, we were in trouble. 
 
   In the end, I don’t think Bailey wanted to be with me. Pretty much sums up that story. For the most part, I do believe she’d forgiven me, but that’s not something you easily forget. For fuck’s sake, I’d wanted to rip her throat out. Yeah, I would have felt bad about it, but she’d still be dead…and I would have killed a relative of my best friend. That kind of stuff goes over huge upstairs. 
 
   “What did you expect?” Azile had been watching from across the street.
 
   “I don’t really know. I finally come up with a plan, and now, no one wants to listen.”
 
   She smiled at that. “When are you going out to look for Oggie?”
 
   “I made a promise to you. I know I’ve broken promises before to just about everyone I’ve known but not out of malice or conscious deception. It’s just that something has always come up, which made sticking to that original oath not viable.”
 
   “There’s no need to explain to me, Michael. I’ve known you long enough.”
 
   “That’s true. What I’m trying to say is that I know Oggie is close and my heart surges with hope knowing he is alive and that I might yet see him again. But I will first do all in my power to make sure that Talboton does not fall. I need to do it partly for me, but mostly I need to show Bailey that maybe I’m not the monster she thinks I am.”
 
   “She loves you.”
 
   “Are you yanking my chain?”
 
   She outright laughed, eliciting more than a few looks from those passing us in the street. “Haven’t heard that particular vernacular in quite some time. And no, I am not yanking your chain as you so eloquently put it. I believe she is more hurt than scared.”
 
   “You really know how to cheer a fella up.”
 
   “Perhaps you should seek out Lana.”
 
   “Now I know how you got your moniker.”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   “Witch. Oww! What the hell, Azile!” I felt a shock on my ass like a troop of deer flies had congregated to sit down to a blood meal. “What the hell was that?” I was patting my ass, she was just staring at me, hadn’t moved so much as a muscle.
 
   She had a wry smile. “I know not what you speak of.”
 
   “My ass, you don’t.” 
 
   I was still rubbing the sore spot as we walked down the street. I barely even noticed that we had about a twenty-foot bubble of space around us. I don’t think it happened intentionally, but it seemed as if folks didn’t want to get any closer to us than they had to.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Mathieu, Azile, and I stayed on the parapet for most of that night. I’d even had the foresight to grab some chairs. We drank mainly iced tea, which was just fine, even if it didn’t have ice in it. It felt more like three friends sitting on a deck overlooking a lake, reminiscing about the summer that had just passed as opposed to waiting for a war that threatened to destroy everything and everyone that we knew. What was the alternative? Worry about it? I’d done enough worrying; this useless emotion did nothing except waste resources. It did not change outcomes nor alter events. I wondered for a moment what went wrong on our evolutionary tract that made worrying a necessary part of our make-up. Maybe it was designed to give action-first idiots like myself time to pause and consider. Hadn’t worked for me yet. 
 
   “It’s a beautiful night.” Mathieu was leaning back, looking at the stars as they began to become visible. 
 
   “It is, and no bugs. Just the right temperature. If my stomach could take it and I could drink a beer, it would almost be perfect.”
 
   “Michael, with your blood, you should be fine by now.” 
 
   “Azile, I’m going to keep living my lie. The more I still feel like a human, the more human I remain.”
 
   “Can’t argue with that,” Mathieu said as he clinked my glass. I’d taught him the custom when we first started drinking together and now he did it at every opportunity, whether it necessitated it or not. I had to keep telling him that one did not need to do this at the dinner table every time someone took a sip of whatever they had. He didn’t care.
 
   “What do you want to do tomorrow night, Mathieu?” He knew what I was referring to. I’d strapped him to his bed with the heaviest rope I could find last month. I’d expected to come back to a room that looked like a rock band on a nasty heroin trip had stayed at. Nothing could have been further from the truth. He was human again and in basically the same position I’d left him. He’d told me to hurry up and untie him because he needed to relieve himself to no end. That above all I found to be the most strangely amusing thing I think I’d encountered in a very long time.
 
   “I think I would like to remain free.”
 
   “Is that wise?” Azile asked with concern.
 
   “Wise. She’s funny.” I clinked glasses with Mathieu.
 
   “I’m serious, Michael. Mathieu, for a variety of reasons I do not think this is a good idea.”
 
   “I will not attack humans,” he said in no uncertain terms, his words measured and careful. I could feel the anger he was trying to hold back, like a 302 horsepower Mustang at a red light with a cop in the car next to him. It thrummed in him like that muscle-laden engine.
 
   “That may be the truth…” Azile started.
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Can you say the same about the townsfolk attacking you?”
 
   “She’s got a point.” I placed my hand on him. “Stay calm, my friend. I’ve seen you change a couple of times, I am extremely confident in your abilities to control your alter ego. But there’s going to be a lot of shit going down tomorrow. I don’t want anyone taking a shot at you.”
 
   “I will not remain tied to that bed again. I laid there the entire night wondering where I could plant some better hops than the ones the brew master here calls acceptable.”
 
   I spit out my iced tea as I leaned forward. 
 
   “Something funny?” Azile and Mathieu asked.
 
   “Come on, really? A werewolf debating on where to tend his crops? That shit’s not funny to either of you?”
 
   Azile was scowling and Mathieu was shaking his head slightly from side to side.
 
   “Whatever. Next thing you know we’re going to see yetis piloting helicopters.” I took a good long sip from my iced tea to let that image settle in with them. 
 
   It was a comfortable silence we three sat in. From time to time one of us would point out a shooting star or bring up some light remembrance from the past. So it was strange when Mathieu cut right through all of it.
 
   “I do not wish to die tied to a bed.”
 
   “Whoa, who said anything about dying?” I asked him.
 
   “I have not been feeling too good about what may happen tomorrow.”
 
   I’d actually been feeling pretty good the entire day. I’d not seen one Watcher. I’m sort of ashamed to admit it now but it never really dawned on me what that could mean. I was just happy that we would make it another month. If I took the lack of Watchers to its logical conclusion, it would mean they weren’t here because they were somewhere else getting ready to watch, like Denarth—or more likely Ft. Lufkin—fall. 
 
   “If there is possibly a way to differentiate him from the other werewolves, we could tell the town. Make no mistake, they will not be happy about it.”
 
   “Yeah, because they’re already so thrilled with having a vampire and a witch running around.”
 
   “Mike, you will be responsible for his safety.” 
 
   What she was also implying was that I was also responsible for his actions. If he went rogue, it would become necessary for me to put him down. I didn’t like it, not one bit. I don’t blame him for not wanting to potentially be killed while he was bound up. But if something did happen tomorrow night, could he handle the smell of destruction and blood without being affected by it?
 
   It would be like a honey badger coming across a giant beehive and not going all ape-shit crazy on it. That’s assuming that honey badgers actually liked honey, I really don’t have a clue. It’s not like I have the internet anymore to look this kind of stuff up. And I’d be damned if I would ask Azile, she didn’t need to know just how ignorant I could be. 
 
   “You alright with that, Mathieu? At least in the beginning we’re not going to be anywhere near the battle. I’m going to do my best to keep them as far from these walls as possible.”
 
   “I have nearly as much control as a werewolf as I do now.”
 
   “I don’t know how that makes me feel, Mathieu,” I said in earnest. “I mean, you drank until you couldn’t see straight the other night…then you crawled into bed naked with me.”
 
   “It was my bed, and you got in with me!” 
 
   “I’m going to tell Bailey of this new development, you boys try to play nice.” Azile gave me a soft kiss on the side of the temple. I reached over and lightly touched her hand as she walked away.
 
   “She doesn’t trust me,” Mathieu said when Azile was out of earshot.
 
   “I think you were picking up on how she feels about me.” 
 
   “If I fail to hold on to my…promise (he meant humanity), you must not fail with yours.”
 
   “Haven’t made a promise yet that I haven’t found a decent work-around for.” 
 
   “No, Michael.” He stood and was looking down on me. “This will not be one that you could make an exception for. I cannot be responsible for the death of one more innocent life…ever!”
 
   “Alright, alright, man, sit down. I will not let you harm anyone who does not have it coming.” 
 
   “That is all I ask.” He sat back down. “I have something new for you to try. Are you interested?”
 
   “Last person that asked me that gave me mescaline.”
 
   “This is not whatever mescaline is, well, maybe it is. How can I be sure?” 
 
   He unscrewed the cap to a small leather flask and held it under my nose.
 
   “Whew... smells like old corn snacks.”
 
   “It is an alcoholic corn mash.”
 
   “I think you missed four or five distilling steps, but what the hell.” I took a big gulp, my eyes immediately watering. My throat felt like I’d swallowed fire ants bathing in lava and now my stomach, though it had no tear ducts, wept. “Fucking horrible.” I took another swig. “Wait, is this shit going to make me go blind?” I took another swig.
 
    “Pretty good, don’t you think?” he asked as he took the flask away and took his own swig.
 
   “Fuck, no. I’ve swallowed gasoline that went down smoother.”
 
   “Gasoline?”
 
   “Let’s put it this way, getting kicked in the balls is a more enjoyable sensation than the experience of having this stuff sand off the lining in my throat as it heads down to my stomach, where I would imagine it is dissolving my internal organs.”
 
   Mathieu laughed. “Perhaps it is a little unrefined.”
 
   “A little? The flask would be easier to drink. What made you think to try this?”
 
   “Stand.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Just stand.”
 
   I did as he asked. “Oh!” I said as I gripped the armrest of my seat. My head was now firmly entrenched in the smog of a buzz. “All this from two swigs? You poisoned me, didn’t you?”
 
   “Well, technically all alcohol is poison.”
 
   “The fuck you say?”
 
   He nodded. I noticed his smile was slightly lopsided and he now had a grin on his face like he’d just invented x-ray goggles and had spent the day at a yoga class. Funny, now that I’d thought that, if I’d had a mirror I’m pretty sure I would be wearing the exact same expression. 
 
   We finished the flask off, and, of course, the only thing I remember doing for the rest of the night was sitting back down. The guards awakened us that following morning. Mathieu looked a tinge green. I felt a lot bad.
 
   “You suck,” I told him as I slowly arose from my chair. I wanted to make sure my tumultuous stomach and turbulent head caught up with me before I walked away.
 
   He groaned. 
 
   I spent most of the day moving slowly from place to place, checking defenses or pretending to listen to council sessions. It wasn’t until close to five that night that I felt human…well, you get it; as human as a half-vampire can be. Damn, my wit just never ceases to amaze me. I was busy patting myself on my shoulder when the alarm was raised. The bell pierced through my skull and punctured the normalcy I’d thought I’d been feeling. Apparently I had not yet rid myself of the ill effects of Mathieu’s venomous elixir. 
 
   I raced up to the wall. Okay, raced is a bit of an exaggeration. I did, however, move faster than I had at any other point during the day. Azile was already standing there.
 
   “Drink this,” she said, not taking her eyes off the human horde in front of us.
 
   I guess I should have expected to see what was there. It was never going to be the Lycan leading the charge. There were thousands of people out there. All of them in ragged clothing, if they had anything on at all. 
 
   “They look horrible.” Even from this distance it was easy enough to see that they were malnourished and badly treated.
 
   “Most have already seen a cycle as well.”
 
   The Lycan had learned. Tommy and I had led a raid against a Lycan invasion previously. We had figured that, by killing as many Lycan as we could before the moon arose, we could save as many humans as possible, thus keeping them from becoming combatants as well. On paper it had looked like a brilliant scheme. In the real world, it had met with limited success. Only one Lycan had been within reach and the only other enemy we could make contact with were the soon to be werewolves who were unfortunately still all too human. Even that opportunity had been taken from us. The Lycan had delayed their attack just to make sure that could not happen again. 
 
   “What percentage of current population does that force represent? Xavier doesn’t even need to expose himself to conflict. Just keep doing what he’s doing and people don’t stand a chance.”
 
   “You and I both know that. Xavier may as well, but he wants to coalesce his power now, not in the years it will take to do so. Drink what I have given you. It will make you feel better.”
 
   “I don’t know if I’ll ever feel better.” Part of it was from whatever Mathieu had given me, the other was looking at the vast army of innocents in front of us that were soon to become a crazed horde of werewolves hell-bent on destroying and eating everyone in this town. All of which were, by now, clamoring to get a look at what was threatening their very existence. There were a fair number of people crying, some were going into a stupor, others got angry. Pretty much the entire gambit of emotions those under intense pressure tend towards. Even one or two were laughing uncontrollably. I would imagine the heaviness had become too great and they had snapped like summer sweet carrots being cracked in half.
 
   “Just drink.” Azile pulled the top off the pouch she’d given me.
 
   Cooling vapor came out, and I was not too sure, but I thought the liquid was bubbling. Reminded me of an old Halloween decoration Tracy and I had of a black cauldron. It used some fogging solution and a small pump to make the water look like it was boiling. Even made some scary noises and lit up to change the color of the water.
 
   “Are you going to cackle?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Well, you handed me a witch’s brew, it only seems fitting you should cackle. It would add to the ambiance of the—”
 
   “Drink the damn thing and shut up.”
 
   “I talk when I’m nervous,” I told her after taking a sip.
 
   “Are you kidding me? Mathieu hands you something better suited to strip varnish and you willingly drink. I hand you something that will make you feel better and you take a sip that wouldn’t quench the thirst of a mayfly.”
 
   I took a much larger swig. “Ugg. His stuff may be used to bore holes through rock, but it tastes better.”
 
   “All of it, and hurry up, we’re in the midst of a war.”
 
   “Doesn’t look like I’ll be around long enough to worry about it,” I told her right before I finished the horrid concoction off. 
 
   Bailey had finally gotten things under control; she’d had her men remove the townsfolk from the wall until only soldiers remained, but even some of those she had to send away in hopes that they could get some rest before they were called back. 
 
   I did feel surprisingly well after Azile’s drink. Now I wished I could hunt down Mathieu and drink more of whatever he had to help me forget what I was looking at. It was hours before sunset, and more importantly, moonrise. So, when the people started moving forward, it was a shock to all of us. As if the sight of war-ravaged refugees yelling and crying for help wasn’t fucking weird enough, a thick, black shade of Watchers hung over them like their own personal rain clouds. Men, women, and children were all slowly coming towards us. Some had their hands in the air while others had them out in front pleading. Most were crying, others begging.
 
   “What the fuck?” I said—probably the most profound thing I would say for the rest of the day. Who am I shitting? Probably the most profound thing I’d ever said. “What are they doing?” I was referring more to the Lycan. The people’s motives were easy enough to discern; they didn’t want themselves or their loved ones to die. 
 
   “What are you doing, Michael?” Azile asked as I put my rifle up to my shoulder.
 
   “What needs to be done? Why? What do you think we should do, open the gates and give them sanctuary? You know as well as I do what’s going to happen in a few hours. These people are going to be raging monsters not giving one shit that the arm they’re tearing off was just handing them something to eat.”
 
   “Do not pull that trigger!” Gount had shouted from thirty feet away.
 
   “Are you fucking insane? Does no one realize these people are going to kill you?”
 
   “They have done nothing to us and they do not threaten us now!” He was coming closer, yet still shouting as if I could not hear him.
 
   I lined up a shot, the recoil pushing my shoulder back. Smoke wound lazily up from the barrel of my weapon. An older man fell to the ground, a gaping wound in his chest cavity. What I found strange was that not one person went to the ground to see if he was all right. They streamed past him like he was so much discarded trash. 
 
   “If you fire your weapon again I will have Bailey shoot you!” Gount fairly shrieked.
 
   The noise of an entire town came to a grinding halt, so much so that I could hear the distinctive click of Bailey’s weapon going from “safe mode” to “fire.” 
 
   I fired again, this time hitting a woman. Her screams of pain ripped across the landscape. I felt first and then heard the shot that hit me. I fell into the wall as my leg gave out. A bullet had scraped against my thigh, the pain was excruciating. I stood back up, making sure to keep as much weight off my injured right leg as possible. Ignoring the pain and the fact that Bailey had just shot me, I set my sights on another man. This time I sent the top of his head spiraling on to those behind him. 
 
   Bailey was less than five feet away, the butt stock of her rifle upraised. Her intention, I would think, to smash it down on the side of my head. I moved just enough that I felt the scrape of the stock against my nose. Bailey lost her balance as she missed. There was a long, long second where she started to fall and would have more than likely gone over the wall and to the ground ten feet below on the outside of the town. Chances were she wouldn’t die, but she might suffer an injury, if only to her pride perhaps. I shot my hand out and grabbed the front of her shirt, stopping her before she had a chance to go over. 
 
   “You fucking shoot me again, I’ll toss you over this wall myself,” I said, leaning in close so only she could hear.
 
   “You might as well do it now then, because if you kill one more person, he will order me to put a bullet in that diseased brain of yours.” 
 
   “Bailey, you realize those are werewolves out there, right?” 
 
   “I realize that.” She sighed.
 
   “They are people, starving people who are afraid for their lives…and with good reason. Not only do they have to fear their Lycan captors, they have to fear those they seek to assist them. I cannot allow you to kill any more of them.” Gount had come up to supervise that his charge carried out her orders. 
 
   “Can you be so thick as to think the Lycan are just letting these people go?”
 
   “I see no Lycan, do you? Maybe these people rose up and destroyed them.”
 
   “You should write a book, because you apparently have a very vivid imagination. The Lycan are banking on the very thing that makes us human…being civilized. They know we’ll want to do what we can to help those poor bastards. We’ll take them in, get them some clothes and shelter, comfort them as best we can. It’s like they’re sending in thousands of Trojan horses, each of those people hiding a werewolf inside of them. The ultimate wolf in sheep’s guise—this is biblical stuff! It’s a fucking full-moon tonight, Gount, isn’t that just a little too coincidental?”
 
   “I don’t care, Michael, unhand Bailey. I can almost feel the sickness within you threatening to get out from here.”
 
   Maybe I was in shock from his words, or maybe I was just done fighting with him. I righted Bailey and stepped back.
 
   “Karvers, Lillman. He shoots that rifle without an order from me…I want you to blow his head off,” Bailey told two of her men. She was looking me straight in the eyes. The two in question looked at each other before getting closer and taking position around me. 
 
   “BT would have trusted me.”
 
   “I’m not BT.” I could see the pain in her eyes, this was her town, Gount was her direct superior what could she do? That didn’t stop my next comment. 
 
   “Obviously,” I answered bitingly, the underlying insult easy enough to hear. I handed Bailey my rifle. “I think you know what I want you to do with this.” I walked down off the parapet. 
 
   “Stay with him,” Bailey told her men.
 
   “These idiots follow me into the hotel, it will be the last thing they do.” I was crossing the dirt roadway. I took a small sense of satisfaction in the fact that they were not behind me. 
 
   I thought about just pushing the bartender out of the way and parking myself under the beer tap, instead I went upstairs. I knocked lightly on Mathieu’s door. The door was slightly open so I pushed it further to notice Mathieu sitting on the edge of his bed. Hands on his knees, he was looking straight ahead, not out the window like one might expect, but at an old mirror that had a hard time reflecting light, much less any details in a face.
 
   “I can almost see who I am to become,” he said as I entered. “I can feel the pull of the moon on my very being. It beckons me with promises of pure, wild ferocity. To hunt, to kill, to eat.”
 
   I didn’t know if this was his way of telling me that he needed to be tied up.
 
   “I could smell those werewolves that you killed, and it infuriated me, Michael. I wanted to kill you for killing my kind.”
 
   I stayed silent. I didn’t know how to respond, and in addition I really didn’t know where the conversation—as one-sided as it may be—was going. 
 
   “I’ve debated having you tie me up. All the bloodshed that is about to happen may be more than I can take. Then I think that, if I don’t, and I attack somebody…that I will have at least you to end my suffering.”
 
   “Suicide by vampire? Don’t put that shit on me, Mathieu. If you want to die, take care of it your damn self. I’ll grab your machete, then you can go fall on it. Oh, and maybe you’ll get a pass into Heaven for killing your family because it was something out of your control. But if you now willingly turn without restraints knowing that you are going to harm others, all bets are off. And just so you know where I stand, we can both play hardball. I’m not going to kill you until you kill someone else, so that your last thoughts on earth will be guilt. What are the odds you’ll have ascension at that point?” 
 
   He finally turned away from the mirror, his eyes red with heavy bags under them as if he’d been crying. “It is impossible for me to tell whether you hate me or truly care for me.”
 
   I couldn’t help it. I let out a laugh. “That’s kind of the way most people feel about me. Just so you know, I care about you.”
 
   “It’s the beer, isn’t it?”
 
   “Of course. Do you want me to restrain you?”
 
   “I...I can do this.”
 
   “You weren’t so certain just a minute ago.”
 
   “Just stay close, I’ll be alright. Why are you in here? More importantly why do you smell of blood?”
 
   “Gount threatened to kill me and began to follow through with his threat.”
 
   “You certainly have a way with people.”
 
   “I’ve been honing these skills for a long time now. She can’t see the people advancing for what they are. To her they are people in need of help, when in actuality they are ticking time bombs. That make sense?”
 
   “Yes, I know enough. Some of those magazines were comic books.”
 
   “Yeah, plenty of time bombs in those I’m sure.”  I sat down on the bed next to him. “We’ll make it through this night.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   I shrugged. “Then we make it through the next night.”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Bullet passed through the fleshy part, I’ll be fine. I think your sour mash clogged the hole up.”
 
   “Mister Talbot! Mister Talbot!” Someone was shouting as they came up the stairs, then there was a heavy rapping on my door. Mathieu and I both got up to look out.
 
   “Mister? Haven’t been called that in a while, maybe he’s hawking newspapers,” I said to Mathieu. “What?” I asked louder so the soldier trying to smash my door in could hear.
 
   The soldier seemed surprised to see me a couple of doors down from where he expected me to be.
 
   “The Red Witch wishes to see you.” 
 
   “I’ll be right there.” I turned to talk to Mathieu before realizing that the young soldier wasn’t leaving. “Go,” I told him.
 
   “She told me not to come back without you. She also told me to be more afraid of her than of you, which honestly was easy enough to do before I got in front of you.”
 
   “Oh, trust me, she’s much scarier. You going to be alright?” I asked Mathieu.
 
   “Come back with the moon.”
 
   “Understood.” I placed my hands down on top of his shoulders. “It’ll be alright. We’ll make it.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Lead on,” I told the boy.
 
   “You’ll follow?”
 
   “I promise. Let’s not keep the lady waiting.”
 
   I got back up on the wall. I took note that the Lycan captives were still advancing, though they had started to move slower once I’d shown them that at least one of us was prepared to bleed them.
 
   Bailey was there as well as Humpty and Dumpty, the two who had been assigned to shoot me should I attempt to kill the enemy again. Talk about fighting a war with your hands tied behind your back. Defend the homestead at all costs! Just don’t hurt anyone.
 
   “What’s going on, Azile. There’s somewhere else I’d rather be.”
 
   “You needed to be here so I could explain what you are about to see.”
 
   “What I’m about to see?”
 
   But she did not answer me. I saw her lips moving, her left hand rising up. I saw what I discovered to be rose petals flying into the air now softly cascading down. Then she started speaking softly.
 
   “Reveal yourself for who you are, show yourself from afar. Your inner heart will call, like these petals that now fall. The price one’s soul is paying depends on the role they are playing. Naked and raw, it is the natural law. Once and for all, show your flaws!”
 
   Cries of alarm came from around the entire wall. I’d been looking out over the people coming in. They shimmered and pulsed like a roadway on a hot summer day. Then impossibly they began to change but not physically, not yet. They were revealing what was inside of them. Images of the werewolves that resided within became overlaid on the person that was showing.
 
   “What the hell just happened?” I asked.
 
   “Is this some sort of trick, witch?” Bailey asked.
 
   “Yeah, she put a glamour spell over all of them so we wouldn’t feel bad about shooting thousands of people,” I said heatedly to Bailey. “She’s revealing who they truly are.” I couldn’t help but notice that Bailey had a glow to her as Azile’s spell did not have the ability to discriminate.
 
   “Yes, it is indeed telling,” Bailey said to me. 
 
   The way she said it to me and me only led me to believe she had reason. I pulled up my arm to look at it. Coating it like thick, oily grease was a layer of black tar as swirling as octopus ink in a vat of water. “Azile?!” I was panicking.
 
   “That is why I wanted you here, Michael. I did not wish to do a Revelation but I had no choice. Gount would have allowed the werewolves in and that cannot happen. Just because you and I could tell they were what they were did not mean anyone else could. To them they are husbands, fathers, wives, brothers, sisters, cousins, children, like anyone else in this town.”
 
   “Why do I look like this?” I could not keep my gaze from my arm. I could feel the heat of a multitude of people looking at me.
 
   “There is nothing to show but the hollowness within you.”
 
   I knew what was inside of me, or really the lack of, but to be shown a visible representation, well, that’s a whole other matter. Do you think a smoker would still puff away on cigarettes if they could actually see the darkening of their lungs, or perhaps would a drinker keep imbibing if he could see the cirrhosis as it began to corrode his liver? What were my choices? This wasn’t caused by some sort of vice, nor was it anything I could take medication for. No amount of praying, chanting, or even therapy was going to cure what ailed me. 
 
   “Nothing has changed, Michael. You are still the same man you were five minutes ago,” Azile said softly, maybe even tenderly.
 
   “Easily said from one who is glowing like she has phosphorescence for skin.” Azile looked ethereal from the light that poured off of her. I noted sourly that her light could not illuminate me. 
 
   “Bailey, they’re moving quicker!” a sentry shouted.
 
   She never turned from me when she shouted. “Fire at will! Here.” She thrust my earlier discarded rifle into my hands.
 
   I looked to Bailey and Azile and then out at the enemy, who were still coming forward, though a lot of their time spent looking at those around them and at their own limbs much like I was, disbelieving what their own eyes were showing them. It was exactly what one would expect would happen when a hundred and fifty M-16s opened fire on a crowd of thousands. It was a massacre, bodies and parts of bodies lay everywhere. I had never been on such a one-sided battle in my entire life. The ground became soggy with blood. So much was being spilled so quickly that it could not be absorbed fast enough. 
 
   I noted that the Lycan masters were attempting to call back their charges. Is there even a best option in that scenario for those people? Many did choose the Lycan as they turned and began to run back. Death later was always preferably to death now. Although some saw it differently and still advanced, almost embracing the impacts that shattered sternums, destroyed pelvises, severed limbs, and devastated dreams. There were over five hundred dead or dying people on that field by the time Bailey called for a ceasefire. Many atop the wall were openly crying for the carnage that had been wrought below them. I could not fault them that. 
 
   “Bailey, there are wounded down there that need tending to,” I told her.
 
   “What would you have me do?”
 
   “Take care of it.” I was going to see how Mathieu was doing. She knew what I was implying. The injured people would become healthy enough werewolves if they made it to the full moon, now not more than ten minutes away. “And you’ve got about fifteen minutes to get everyone on this wall who can pull a trigger.”
 
   “Michael, the town needs to still be able to function.”
 
   “There will be no town if they’re not up there. I suggest you get moving quickly.”
 
   I heard Bailey’s orders and the subsequent shots being fired before I made it back to the hotel. That was not a duty I envied anybody for.
 
   Mathieu had made it downstairs. He was standing by a table, his hair hanging down. He was tightly gripping a table as if he were going to move it or more likely toss it. Those few who had been in there had wisely decided to find someplace else to wait out the war when they had seen Azile’s spell foreshadow his persona. 
 
   “It’s do or die time, Mathieu.”
 
   “It is already beginning. I can feel the pull of the moon on every fiber of my being. I am as powerless to stop it as the tide is from washing ashore.”
 
   “Upstairs or outside?” I liked Mathieu, but I could not spare the time to watch him, not right now. 
 
   “Outside.” It sounded gruff, like he had swallowed some pebbles previously and they were lodged in his throat. 
 
   I led him out, he walked stiff-legged as we headed to the wall. Shots were still firing as Bailey’s men kept finding those who had not yet succumbed to their injuries. The wall was standing room only, which given the circumstances is a poor joke. Our forces had almost tripled, that’s not nearly as impressive as it sounds, from a little over a hundred and fifty to a little over four hundred.
 
   Mathieu and I joined Azile up on that wall, those nearby giving us some breathing room, not because there was much to give, but because they wanted to be as far away from us as was humanly possible. We all watched as the leading edge of the moon broke over the plane of the horizon. The snapping of bones next to me was thankfully drowned out by the screams of those out on the field changing over. Mathieu would grunt from time to time. I lifted my rifle and began to transition the prospective werewolves from one existence to another. 
 
   I was just replacing my spent magazine when Mathieu howled next to me. I turned to look over my right shoulder, wondering if I had just made a huge error in judgment. His massive head swiveled from its upraised position so that he was looking right at me, his elongated snout nearly touching my face. I think if he had snaked his tongue out, he would have been able to lick my nose. I mean, I’m thankful he didn’t, I’m just saying that’s how close he was. He took in a long inhalation and then, I guess not liking my scent, wrinkled his muzzle. His yellow eyes were trained on mine. Neither of us moved for long seconds.
 
   “We alright?” I finally asked him. 
 
   His head cocked to the side, sort of like Oggie’s would if I asked him if he wanted a snack. It was as cute as this sort of thing could be when you’re staring into the face of a monster. If we lived through the night, I might tell him about it. Although, on second thought, probably not. Be kind of weird to tell a full-grown man he does a puppy tilt thing with his head.  
 
   It was quiet for the moment as we both stared out onto the field. The calm was so great, even the insects had started up their night song. That changed fast. I felt the hair on the back of my neck raise as the howls of a thousand werewolves pierced the night. I knew then, that this was over. 
 
   The fat lady wasn’t singing because she was dead from a brain hemorrhage. 
 
   Werewolves erupted from the tree line like they’d been shot from it. The cracking of a couple of hundred rifles met them headlong. Some werewolves would tumble and fall from a kill shot, but most seemed to be absorbing the bullets rather than being impacted by them. The werewolves had covered half of the four hundred yards of open expanse and were paying dearly for the land grab, yet they still hadn’t stopped emerging from the trees. 
 
   Mathieu was growling and doing everything in his power to not jump down and either meet the foe or join with them. Who knows. 
 
   “My God, there are thousands of them. Where could they have possibly gotten this many people?” Bailey had asked.
 
   “They’re not people now.” I was firing so rapidly, the barrel of my weapon was heating up. 
 
   It was useless, and there wasn’t a man or woman on that wall who didn’t realize we were fighting a losing battle. I had to give it to them; none of them ran, although there really wasn’t anywhere they could go. Wasn’t like this was the front lines to a battle and they could desert to their homes a thousand miles away. This was home. Stand and win or fall and die. Hundreds of werewolves lay on that ground, and not one of the beasts next to them grieved. Up and over the fallen they loped. We were seconds from contact. 
 
   “FIX BAYONETS!” I don’t know how much success I had shouting out that command, but at least those around me who had one on hand spent a moment to do just that. The werewolves were close enough now that they were making leaps for the wall. Some successfully and were already fighting with those on the wall, some falling short leaving gaping claw marks in the rough-hewn pickets of the fence. More and more werewolves had made it on to the wall, some even breaching past the defenders and heading for the defenseless inhabitants. 
 
   “This cannot be!” Bailey was shrieking. She had just impaled a werewolf in the throat in mid-flight. She had received a bloody swipe across her thigh for her efforts. Screams were coming from buildings within the town as residents had their first and last encounter with the enemy. We weren’t fighting to defend anymore; just that quick, we were fighting for our lives. Talbotons were falling fast. I watched a grisly demise as a small woman was pulled in half by two werewolves fighting over her. 
 
   Mathieu had finally got into the fray. As a werewolf leaped for Azile, Mathieu’s paw swiped over the top of my head, ripping the nose free from the invader. Blood sprayed across my face as the werewolf fell to the ground, whining. I put two bullets into it to shut it down. 
 
   “Bailey, we have to pull back!” I grabbed her shoulder. She spun, wide-eyed. Not only were people falling, but the fence was as well. Werewolves were slamming into it and splintering the heavy wood. 
 
   “Pull back?” she asked, defeated. “Pull back where?” 
 
   That was a damned good question, one for which I had no answer for. Mathieu was attacking werewolves as if he blamed each and every one of them personally for what had gone wrong in his life. If the werewolves attacking had been confused at first with this turning of their supposed ally, they were over it now as more often than not he became their favorite target. Azile was doing that lip moving, spell reading shit, paying absolutely no attention to what was going on around her.
 
   “We’ve got to go!” I told all those who would listen. I draped Azile over my shoulder like I would an old blanket. She didn’t protest or say anything really, so I took that as a good sign. “Bailey, come on!” I urged. 
 
   I had no sooner come down off the parapet than Gount came running towards me. He’d gotten close, maybe fifteen feet, before the claws of a werewolf emerged from his mid-section like a probing alien. Blood flew from his mouth like ejecta. I riddled his corpse and the werewolf behind him with bullets. As he fell to the ground, his hand popped open. In it was a key. Bailey was stumbling after me like she’d just polished off a bottle of Jeff Daniels. Did I remember that drink wrong? Mathieu was watching the back of our retreat as more and more werewolves sprang into the town. 
 
   Fires raged all around us, turned over lanterns and candles catching nearly everything ablaze. It was a clusterfuck. People were screaming—at least the ones who were still alive. People were running in all different directions, some blindly, into the literal mouths of the enemy. I was heading for the vault, as it was the only place we’d have a chance. The only question that remained was would we make it there. I should have kept on running when I heard the scream. It really would have been in my best interests. 
 
   “BAILEY! Take Azile and get to the vault.” She was going into shock, I slapped her hard enough to hurt my hand and, I’m sure, rattle her teeth. “Now!” I just about tossed Azile into her arms. “Mathieu, follow them.”
 
   He thundered past me, never acknowledging my command. He did so in gesture, though, which was far more important. I ran quickly to the hotel. Lana was pushed back in the far corner wielding a sword. Where she had gotten that, I have no idea, but that wasn’t really the issue. It was the two werewolves she was barely holding at bay. I cannot even tell you how hard I pulled on a trigger that was not going to work. Sort of surprised I didn’t snap the curved metal. My bolt was open, signifying I had no rounds. I plunged forward, screaming as I shoved the bayonet into the small of the back of the werewolf that was closest. 
 
   He howled even as he was turning, his forearm catching me in the shoulder and sending me spinning away. I crashed through chairs and tables coming to rest on the far side of the room. He turned to finish what I had started. My rifle was incredibly still stuck into his back, like an extra tail. The second werewolf took that most inopportune of times to see what his wingman was up to. Lana did not hesitate as she plunged her sword through his midsection. Unlike me, she was much quicker to pull back and withdraw from his defensive swing. When he missed he went towards her. I lost sight of their battle as my werewolf blocked the view in his haste to get to me. I stood before he could get over all the obstacles between us. His mouth was open, and incredibly large fangs hung down, strings of red drool hanging from them. At first I figured that to be the blood of his victims until more and more of it began to drop from his mouth. Apparently, I’d cut through something fairly important within him. Now, if he’d just have the good graces to die, I could get this fight over with. 
 
   I picked up a chair and was holding it in between us. The werewolf grabbed it and wrenched it free, splintering it against the wall next to us. Hand-to-hand combat with a werewolf did not sound like my idea of a good time. But that was what I was prepared to do, at least until I saw the point of a sword protrude from the side of his neck. Blood jettisoned from the wound as the werewolf went to his knees. Lana pulled her blade back and gave him a blow to the side of the neck that lodged the sword in at least four inches. He fell over to the side.
 
   “You saved me!” Lana shouted.
 
   “Umm, I’m not really sure that’s how that happened,” I told her as I looked over to where the other werewolf lay in a pool of its own blood. “Come on, we have to go.” I grabbed her arm, but looked back to the two werewolves she had killed. 
 
   The town was a maelstrom of disaster. I was having a hard time reconciling the damage. It was entirely too surreal. Werewolves were running around tearing through people. Buildings were on fire, the fence had come down in a half a dozen spots. Shots were still being fired, but I could not tell from what direction. Lana had struck out with her sword, chopping through the side of a werewolf; it was too late for whomever the animal had been eating. That it was a small figure was not lost on me. I buried my axe into the back of the werewolf’s skull before he could turn and attack. When we hit the path behind the hotel, the noise subsided, the foliage partially blocking out the sounds of death and destruction. Now all I could hear was our heavy breathing as Lana and I made our way as quickly as possible to what we hoped was some semblance of safety.
 
   The woods took on an ominous feel. I was expecting an attack at any moment. I couldn’t decide if I wanted Lana to be behind me or in front, as danger was all around. A piercing scream came from the town and was then overshadowed by multiple werewolves howling.
 
   “That wasn’t too far off. Run, Lana, they’re coming.”
 
   She did, and I made sure to stay on her heels, always keeping a look out to our six. I could hear the rustling of bushes behind us, but did not see anything as we came up on the door. I about had a heart attack when Lana screamed. Mathieu, in all his monstrous glory, was standing at the door. I’m not going to lie, I thought that perhaps he had killed everyone and was now waiting for us so that he could do the same. The door pushed open a little further, Azile urged us on in. It was going to be a long time before that burst of adrenaline worked its way through my system. 
 
   Lana ducked under Mathieu’s arm and into the bunker. I squeezed Mathieu’s arm as I passed in as well. His head swiveled down to look at me. I’d swear his eyebrows pulled close in a questioning gesture. I can’t imagine he’d seen too many human emotions in this form except terror, certainly not thankfulness. I shook my head when Mathieu looked at me. He let the door shut behind him. It was not a comforting feeling having him literally breathing down my neck. It was exactly how you would imagine it would be. I could feel the heat traveling down my collar line, basting my neck and back, I’m sure adding more moisture to an already sweat-soaked area. 
 
   We had just gotten down to the bottom of the stairs when something heavy collided with the door up top. I was hopeful it was more people, right up until we heard the deep claw scratches of werewolves trying to get in. They tried for a few more minutes before they decided they wanted back in on the action at town. 
 
   The door to the armory was open as was the one that led to the hidden tunnel. Bailey was in the escape tunnel along with twenty or so other survivors. She was sitting with her back up against the wall, her arms wrapped around her knees, crying. I could never picture her becoming so small and not just physically. She was spiritually diminished as well. She was not taking the fall of Talboton well; for that was what had happened. Even in a few hours when the moon had passed there would be little left. I sat next to her. She stiffened at first. I did not attempt to touch her, nor did I attempt to talk to her. I just sat next to her. 
 
   “I was wrong,” she told me after a time. “I’ve been wrong so many times.”
 
   “Yup.” I paused for a moment.
 
   She turned to look at me. 
 
   “We’re all wrong at some point, Bailey.”
 
   “My wrong got people killed.”
 
   “It’s a war, that’s generally the outcome. You’re not the first, Bailey, and sadly…you won’t be the last. I’ve been wrong, umm…a bunch of times. A lot of good people have died from my decisions as well. You were doing what you thought was right, you can’t fault yourself for that. I do not believe any choice you would have made tonight would have altered this outcome. There were just too many of them.”
 
   “I could have tried.” She about drove her fist through her thigh. I was happy that punch wasn’t directed at me. 
 
   “It’s what we do from this point on that matters. What has happened is done, we cannot alter that no matter how much we wish.”
 
   “And what do we do, Michael? Talboton is gone.”
 
   “I’d give you that bullshit line about rebuilding, but that isn’t really my style. We’re going to regroup, somehow, someway, and then we’re going to kill Xavier.”
 
   “We should have just kept chasing after him. We could have possibly prevented this entire thing.”
 
   “Even now can you say you would have let those kids go on their own?”
 
   “What good has it done? Nemmon is dead and most likely so is Breealla.”
 
   “You couldn’t have known that. Again, Bailey, you did, at the time, what you thought was right. Each action has a reaction…it’s just impossible to know what that is going to be. I hate to be an ass, but you’re going to have to feel sorry for yourself at a later time. We need to figure out our immediate problem first.” I stood up.
 
   She looked up at me. “I do not think you hate it. Help me up.” She stuck her hand out.
 
   “We alright, you and me?” I asked her.
 
   “We are for now.”
 
   I knew what that meant, until I screwed up again, which was inevitable. 
 
   “Michael, we have a problem.” Azile was standing by the armory door.
 
   I turned the corner to see a shaking Merrings holding an M-16. 
 
   “You have got to be kidding me. You survived?” I asked.
 
   “Yes and I plan on keeping doing that!”
 
   “I don’t think that’s proper English,” I told him, although who was I to judge. I’d been making up my own words for generations. “Put the gun down, Merrings. You’re an asshole, but no one wants to kill you.”
 
   “How…how do I know that!” 
 
   “Because she’s a witch, I’m somewhat of a vampire, and my buddy over there is a werewolf, and that’s not even including the Warrior Goddess Bailey. Plus there’s still Lana, who may be part samurai. If we wanted you dead, it would be a foregone conclusion. However, if your twitching fingers pull that trigger and you hurt someone, I will not hesitate to snap your neck.”
 
   He thought about it for a few seconds, then put the rifle down like it had just become superheated. I walked into the room. 
 
   “We’re going to have to leave these behind.” I was caressing the side of an M-16 crate.
 
   “We can’t leave here!” Merrings was beside himself.
 
   “Can’t eat bullets, and eventually the Lycan will sniff this place out. Plus, I, for one, have had my fill of tunnel warfare.” I shuddered.
 
   Bailey came in after me. “Has anyone seen Gount?”
 
   I shook my head, she could tell what I meant. Not that he hadn’t made it yet, but that he was never going to make it.
 
   “We need to arm up and grab as much stuff as we can. Then rig this place to blow.”
 
   “We cannot blow up the Talboton armory. This is the source upon which we were founded!”
 
   “Now you’re getting patriotic, Merrings. You were ready to give it all away,” I said to him.
 
   “Only enough to prevent a war. And what of it now? Wouldn’t it have been better had I succeeded?”
 
   “See, Bailey, another mistake on our part. Merrings is right, we’re never going to be able to carry all this shit out.”
 
   “Why destroy it?” she asked. “We can come back with more people.”
 
   “If they find it, we could be even more screwed.”
 
   “I can hide it,” Azile said as she walked around the room. “Much like I have my homes.” 
 
   “I like that better. You’re sure they can’t detect it?”
 
   “As much as I can be.”
 
   “Man, I can’t tell you how much I dislike vagaries.”
 
   “I am more inclined to believe they will not discover it than they will. Bailey, please have your people get all that they can carry. The spell will work better if the door is closed and sealed.”
 
   “I’m not leaving,” Merrings said weakly.
 
   “Okay, you stay in here. If and when we come back, we’ll get you out,” I told him as I started putting on ammunition belts. Yes, that’s plural. I was planning on being a walking ammunition depot. Bailey and the twenty-two other shell-shocked survivors began doing the same. 
 
   I don’t know how many rounds a hundred and fifty pounds equated to, but that was roughly what I was carrying on my body. Merrings finally relented and came out. Azile spent five minutes performing her spell before we all began to make our way down the corridor. Mathieu and I led the way. Lana was somewhere in the middle. She’d wanted to stay up front, and seeing her proficiency with the sword, maybe I should have let her. But I’d only had two hundred years and hadn’t quite gotten over my sexism. Which is funny if you think about it, considering the sheer amount of strong women I’ve had surrounding me my entire life. Let’s call it chivalry instead.
 
   I popped the door open, leading with the muzzle of my weapon. There was nothing as far as the eye could see, which was about ten feet.
 
   “So far so good.” I stepped out, Mathieu immediately behind me and then quickly past me as he checked the perimeter. 
 
   There were a few distant screams, and it would have been impossible not to see the glow in the sky from the burning township behind us. Thick, cloying smoke was at about waist level as it seeped through and around the trees, giving the already eerie situation an added creep factor. Azile spent a few moments on the door behind us; I would imagine cloaking that as well. We were as silent as twenty-five souls (in reality twenty-four souls, but you get the meaning) could be, decked out in extra gear like we were. Some men were carrying two and three rifles in addition to their bullets. 
 
   “Where to?” Bailey asked, trying to peer through the haze.
 
   “Denarth.” Lana had made her way to the front and was now leading; Azile and I next to her. Mathieu would lope off after every sound and would return soundlessly. The second time he came back, I made sure to tie a shirt around his arm so he wouldn’t get shot appearing out of the mist like he was. 
 
   We traveled for miles, free from the smoke and screams. The glowing of orange to our back had finally faded from view as well. We all felt like we could finally take a breath, even Merrings, who I had thought may never stop shaking. 
 
   We bunched up as we hit the edge of the forest. The night was calm. I didn’t see anything that would lead me to believe all was not right, it was something in my gut. It was too peaceful, if that makes sense. 
 
   “How much time on that full moon?” I asked Mathieu. It is sort of strange to have a werewolf look at you like you were crazy. 
 
   “Less than an hour,” Azile answered.
 
   “We need to pick our poison. Either we go now and there may be werewolves around, or we wait until the Lycan move in. Neither is very appealing. I vote we wait. My thinking is that there are WAY more werewolves than Lycan and the Lycan will be in no rush to leave the conquered town.” It was perfectly valid reasoning right up until we heard howling off to our immediate left. Sounded a lot like a hunting party on the trail of some food. There were screams of people not too far off.
 
   “We have to move,” Bailey said. “It sounds like they are heading this way.”
 
   “They’re bringing the werewolves right to us? We need to stop them!” Merrings said.
 
   “Well, go out there and do it then,” I told him, shoving his shoulder. “Let’s move away from this spot and see if we can help them in any way.” We got about twenty-five yards away from the cover of trees before getting low in the tall grass, which nearly obscured us completely. The screams of terror trailed off as the howls of triumph increased. We saw one man totter from the woods, gaping wounds crisscrossing his chest. One arm was completely torn off, and blood was streaked across his face, totally covering his left eye.
 
   “Lankins,” Bailey said softly. 
 
   Five werewolves fanned out around the injured Talbotonian. We had our rifles up, but did not fire for fear we would attract many more werewolves to our location. Lankins was a dead man stumbling. The werewolves were toying with their food, batting him around from one to the next, sometimes dipping in and savagely biting the man who had not even the strength to yell anymore. It was one of the most difficult things I’d ever had to watch. The werewolves were so sated with the flesh of their victims that they had time to play with their food now. Mercifully, he finally succumbed to the many wounds and fell to the ground. Two of the werewolves dove in and began to tear apart what was left while two others were just milling about. It was that last one that was going to be a pain in the ass. He had his nose up in the air and was sampling for smell. As our lack of luck would have it, we were upwind. 
 
   I don’t think he could see us, but he was staring straight our way even as the light of dawn began to creep across the land. 
 
   “How much time, Azile?” I asked as softly as possible.
 
   “About five minutes less than the last time you asked me.”
 
   The lone werewolf began to howl. His companions all stopped what they were doing to look at where he was. Then accompanying howls began to radiate from all around us.
 
   “Run,” I told the group right as I put a shot between that werewolf’s eyes. 
 
   They crossed for a moment as if wanting to see the entry wound, and then he fell to the side. The pursuit was on, from the four original ones and the others in the general area. If I used the howls as a guide, I’d say they numbered in the range of fifty or sixty. But that was about as accurate as counting marbles in a jar by the ones you could see. 
 
   We’d been evading detection for going on ten minutes, but that was a luck that had its time running thin. Soon we would be forced to get into a defensive position and fight our way out, if that was even a possibility. Merrings was lagging behind, as were a few others who had been wounded or just winded. The bushes, scrub, and small trees were being uprooted around us as the pursuers tore through everything in their way in an attempt to get to us. 
 
   There was a scream as someone near the back was pulled from the column. They’d caught up to us and that someone had paid in blood. The werewolf had taken the man and gone further into the woods.
 
   “This is our stand!” I shouted, turning at an angle. The group got into a loose circle, as much as the vegetation would allow anyway. Merrings, of course, found his way into the middle.  Like the sugary filling in a sweet cupcake, at least that was how the werewolves would see it. We had fields of vision of about sixty to seventy-five feet depending on which arc of the circle you found yourself on. The werewolves figured out what we were doing and began to amass in strength, flitting in an out of trees. My earlier estimate was low. Now I was thinking somewhere around a hundred, didn’t much matter. I shot an initial volley along with a few others, a couple finding their mark. I wanted to give them something to think about besides eating. If anything, it only infuriated them and made them move quicker.
 
   Now normally anger in your opponent works to your favor, makes them do something stupid. That kind of goes out the window when your opponent is a werewolf, and he’s now hauling ass towards you, all teeth, claws and menace. The ground was shaking from their approach, but we were holding our own…or so I thought. Mathieu had moved slightly ahead of me and to the right, singlehandedly holding the line as werewolves were shredded by his powerful arms. He was a beast even more possessed than the ones attacking. Werewolves had breached the line from the other side. One had dragged two people with it as he had leapt into and through the circle. One of the men died instantly with a claw entering into his left eye. The other was screaming, the werewolf had him around the waist. Four rifles trained on the werewolf, killing him somewhat instantly. 
 
   Another man was taken not three people away. A werewolf had bit through his head just a split second before Lana could run her sword through its chest. Our circle was rapidly collapsing in on itself, and we were surrounded to the point where we could not run. The moon was twenty minutes away from a full retreat, ten of those minutes we did not have. 
 
   What happened next I would have thought a tall-tale had I not seen it myself, and even then I thought it could somehow be the aftereffects of Mathieu’s sour mash. Wolves. It was wolves, and my only thought at first seeing them was, what difference does it make which way we die; although, somehow the idea of being eaten by a wolf was more settling. At least it was a natural creature. 
 
   But that was not the case. Apparently wolves liked werewolves about as much as dogs liked cats. The wolves were attacking the flanks of the werewolves with incredible success, dragging down the edges of our invaders.
 
   “Do not shoot the wolves!” I commanded. 
 
   I didn’t want some trigger-happy defender ruining what I hoped was an alliance. It could be that the wolves were just getting rid of another predator who was honing in on their meal. 
 
   One problem at a time. 
 
   Wolves and men were still falling to the powerful beasts, but more of the werewolves were dropping, and that was the important part of the equation. I’d taken a claw across my side. Mathieu looked like he’d been through a meat grinder. There wasn’t a person remaining who wasn’t sporting some sort of wound, except maybe Lana, the ninja. 
 
   I noticed Mathieu first. I’d thought that he’d perhaps finally taken too much punishment or had just run out of energy. He stood rigid before his knees gave out, he fell to the ground. Then I knew what was happening. We’d held out, our greatest enemy finally relenting, as the moon dropped below the horizon. We kept shooting. Bailey had seen the folly of her ways and was not going to make the same mistake twice.
 
   “Cease fire, cease fire.” I held up my rifle. 
 
   The wolves did not listen to me. They tore through the fallen humans without mercy, even as they were begging for forgiveness and their lives. They were truly innocent in all this and yet they still had to pay for their transgressions. It was when a large wolf came towards Mathieu that I stepped in front and in between the two. The wolf got low, his back bristling, his exposed teeth and a blood-covered maw slowly closing in. 
 
   “Not this one,” I told the wolf. “This one is a friend.” I tried to use as soothing a voice as I could which wasn’t easy, not with this animal approaching. The wolf tilted his head.
 
   “Michael, move. I will shoot it!” Bailey shouted. The wolf growled at her. 
 
   I spared a glance to my side and thrust my hand out. “No, do not shoot!” 
 
   I turned back to the wolf, which was looking at me. I placed my rifle on the ground and got down low, extending my hands. 
 
   “He is a friend,” I told the wolf. 
 
   He was still coming closer, though he seemed less sure of himself. He was close enough that he sniffed at my fingers. I swear I watched his eyes get wide. Then I got nailed from the side. Bowled over was more like it. This was it; my throat was going to get ripped out. A tongue bathed my neck. All I could see was the impossibly fawn coloring of a wolf as it licked my face.
 
   “Oggie?” I tried to sit up, he would not let me. “Oggie?!” I grabbed his face. “Oh my God, Oggie, it’s you!” I cried into his fur. The dog was barking wildly, I was surprised when his tail didn’t propel him into flight. I hugged him as tight as I dared. I was sobbing and I didn’t care who saw.
 
   “Umm, Michael, we may have a problem.” It was Azile. I finally looked up to notice that wolves surrounded us, six or seven of which were close enough to be sniffing me.
 
   “These your friends, Oggie?” I asked cautiously. 
 
   I extended my hands to show the wolves I had nothing in them and I meant no harm. They backed up at first then came in to sniff the proffered limbs. It was a large female that came in closer than the rest. She came straight up to my face, her nose close enough to mine to be considered an Eskimo kiss. Then she surprised me when she licked my cheek. 
 
   “I guess that’s a good sign.” I slowly moved my hand and rubbed the side of her neck. I could tell she was nervous, but she held her ground. Finally, she was all right with it. I grabbed her face and pulled her close, rubbing her vigorously. “Thank you for bringing my Oggie back. I will not forget this.” She gave a short bark, looked at Oggie, maybe tipped her head. Oggie barked back, the wolves left as quickly as they’d shown up.
 
   We’d lost thirteen of our number. Of the thirteen remaining, two were injured to the point where they would succumb to their injuries. We fashioned some crude travois’ so we could take the wounded and the supplies. Mathieu, Azile, Lana, Bailey, Oggie, Merrings, the six others, and I struck out for Denarth in the hopes that we could mount some sort of defense of what was left of man. We would encounter more refugees from Talboton as we walked, many with stories as horrific as our own to share. Xavier had taken a major step in his quest to rule the world. Would our rag-tag band of exiles be enough to stem the tide? I didn’t hold out much hope we could stop them. He’d taken down a human stronghold in half a night, the rest would be easy enough to topple in comparison. The fall of man was in full swing. At that moment I wasn’t sure if I cared. I had Oggie back. 
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   Oggie did not once leave my side. I don’t think I would have let him even if he wanted to. We walked for hours, my mind drifting as it was wont to do. I went back to another time and war I did not think we had a chance in hell of winning. 
 
   “I once saw Godzilla.” Those were Trip’s first words of the day. We’d been running a perimeter check on our defenses, making sure there was no way the zombies could get in. 
 
   “The movie?” I don’t know why I phrased it as a question, where else could he have seen him. “Not the one where he steps on Bambi, right? Because we had this discussion.” 
 
   “They did a documentary on Godzilla stepping on a fictional Disney character? That seems strange.”
 
   “Godzilla is a fictional character as well, Trip.” Why I tried to explain beats me, I guess at some point you figure something has to get through that burnt-out haze, right?
 
   “Naw, man, I was off the coast of Kansas.”
 
   I palmed my head. “The coast of Kansas, you say?”
 
   “Did you not hear me? I’ll speak louder!” He was yelling inches from my face.
 
   “Oh, unfortunately, I did.”
 
   “We were fishing for beavers.”
 
   I didn’t touch that one, not with a stick; it could have gone wrong quickly in so many ways. I just nodded at the appropriate times, hoping that Stephanie his wife would show up soon with the Lithium pills. 
 
   “He came right out of the water, he was huge!” Trip proceeded to extend his arms as wide as he could and then jumped from side to side in an attempt to expand his wingspan. 
 
   I had to laugh. If nothing else Trip had a way of alleviating the heaviness of any situation, then, just when you thought things couldn’t get any stranger, he would snap out of his continuous stupor and slap you with a heavy dose of reality, at least his version of it. 
 
   “We win here, you know.”
 
   “What?” I asked, the tone he delivered these words in different from the previous, much more serious.
 
   “It doesn’t get any easier, especially for you.”
 
   “Trip, you’re freaking me out.”
 
   “There’s these huge, hairy things. Look like giant Prairie dogs.”
 
   I jumped to the present. Had he been foreshadowing the werewolves and Lycan, or was I merely finding similarities in his ravings?
 
   What he said next about froze my heart. 
 
   “The seasons will come and the seasons will go, a time will come when even you are not a part of them. Another so named from the iciness of the world will arise and carry the torch.”
 
   I didn’t even know what to say. Then, as quickly as his lucidity had come, it vanished.
 
   “Godzilla crapped all over this mobile home, completely covered it. Looked like he really enjoyed corn.”
 
   “TMI, Trip. TMI.”
 
   “Trip makes ice cream? When did I start doing that? And what’s that got to do with corn in Godzilla’s crap?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   I hope you enjoyed the book.  If you did please consider leaving a review.
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   Michael Talbot is at it again in this Post Apocalyptic Alternative History series Indian Hill by Mark Tufo
 
    
 
   Indian Hill 1 Encounters:
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   Indian Hill 2 Reckoning
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   Indian Hill 3 Conquest
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   Indian Hill 4 From The Ashes
 
    
 
    [image: IH4.jpg] 
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Indian-Hill-Ashes-Mark-Tufo-ebook/dp/B00IWWT60I/ref=la_B002I7PJ68_1_17_title_0_main?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1417493785&sr=1-17
 
    
 
   Dystance Winter’s Rising
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   The Spirit Clearing
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   Callis Rose
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   I love hearing from readers, you can reach me at:
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   email
 
   mark@marktufo.com
 
    
 
   website 
 
   www.marktufo.com
 
    
 
   Facebook
 
   https://www.facebook.com/pages/Mark-Tufo/133954330009843?ref=hl
 
    
 
   Twitter
 
   @zombiefallout
 
    
 
   All books are available in audio version at Audible.com or itunes.
 
    
 
   All books are available in print at Amazon.com or Barnes and Noble.com
 
    
 
   For More Titles From Devil Dog Press Please Visit Us At:
 
   http://www.devildogpress.com
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