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The Long Road

Harlan  Cole  scrambled  over  the  rise,  snarling death at his heels. 



His breath spewed out in rapid huffs, tearing at his  ragged  throat  as  though  he  were  exhaling  razors. 

He didn’t dare look back. The scrabbling claws of his pursuers  sounded  behind  him  as  they  scrambled  for purchase  on  the  detritus  making  up  the  hill,  their whoofing  voices  wet  with  bloodlust.  He  heard  their other  voices  echoing  in  his  head,  the  words  no  less fierce. Their guttural snarls fed his flight, adrenaline taking  the  reins  where  endurance  had  fallen  off. 

His lungs burned with the fury of the run. His heart threatened  to  crack  a  rib  as  he  cast  his  eyes  about looking for defensible cover. He nearly sobbed when he spotted a ramshackle house in the failing light, about fifty yards beyond the base of the trash hill. 

He  hit  the  descent  with  abandon,  using  the butt of the useless rifle, the bent barrel gripped white-knuckle tight like a ski stock to keep his balance. The straps of his backpack bit into his shoulders, twin bee stings of sharp agony. The obsidian sword at his waist, slid sheathless through a loop on his thick leather belt, cut a shallow groove in his headlong wake. 

He hit the ground running just as the barks and frothing  howls  of  dogs  broke  over  the  rise.  Unable  to survey  the  house  beyond  what  he  could  see  from  the front,  he  was  coming  in  blind.  With  no  other  shelter close  enough  to  reach  before  the  sharpened  teeth  of his feral pursuers savaged the flesh from his bones, the boarded-up hovel would have to do. 

His weight and momentum behind him, he hit 
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the  door  at  a  gallop,  his  broad  shoulder  leading  the charge. With a thunderous crack that rattled his teeth, the door gave way, splintering the frame. He stumbled inside and dug his heels into the moist, moldy carpet to stop, slamming the broken door shut behind him. No longer flush with the frame, it closed and stayed that way.  Slivers of reddish light seeped through the cracks. 

Gasping,  Harlan  cast  the  useless  rifle  aside and  yanked  the  dark  sword  loose.  Growls  erupted just  outside  as  he  cut  a  line  across  the  carpet,  at  the threshold of the door, then whispered a quiet word. 

The  cacophony  of  barks  quieted  instantly  and Harlan  dropped  to  his  knees.  His  shoulders  slumped and his chest heaved as he tried to slow his breathing. 

“Drop  the  blade,”  a  steely  voice  ordered  from behind him, the words punctuated by the spine-chilling clack of a shotgun shell being chambered. 

Harlan  did  as  he  was  told,  biting  back  a  curse as  he  tossed  the  blade  alongside  his  discarded  rifle. 

Cold sweat ran down his close-cropped, graying hair, tickling his neck. 

“I’m human,” he answered, raising his hands in the air to show they were empty. 

“And that’s supposed to make me feel better?” 

Harlan shrugged and thought back to the people he’d encountered in his months on the road. He had to admit the man’s skepticism was well warranted. 

Within days of the dead returning to life, civilized society  collapsed.  Most  of  the  modern  conveniences humans  took  for  granted,  had  relied  on,  disappeared in  the  chaotic  aftermath.  The  world  governments crumbled, their disorganized resistance futile at best, pitiful  in  its  abject  failure.  The  few,  desperate  nukes fired  did  little  to  quell  the  uprising,  inflicting  more damage on the living than the dead. Before anyone even knew what happened, the planet lay raped and pillaged 
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by a plague of murderous undead. Scorching wildfires razed what was left. 

Two  years  after  the  humbling  of  man,  what remained  of  humanity  scurried  for  the  shadows  like roaches,  sowing  empty  prayers  to  the  heavens  for  a salvation they would likely never reap. Survivalism at its most base, mankind sealed off its heart, severing the common bond and turned upon itself. 

In a world populated by the furious dead, death came just as easily at the hands of man. 

“I  understand  your  caution,  but  I’m  not  your enemy.”  He  gestured  to  the  fading  glow  beyond  the cracked  door.  “Night’s  coming  and  things  far  worse than me are going to show up to kick your door in.” 

“Things led here by you.” Heavy booted footsteps thumped closer, the floorboards creaking. 

Harlan  could  hear  the  seething  anger  in  the man’s voice, the words scalding his ears. 

“You’ve  condemned  us  all  to  die,  so  what difference does it make if I blow your head off?” 

“I’m  sorry.  I  didn’t  know  you  were  in  here.” 

Harlan swallowed deep, imagining the deadly barrel of the shotgun hovering just inches from the back of his skull. He hadn’t outraced the hounds just to be killed at the hands of paranoia. “I can keep the ghosts out, but I need to do it fast. We’re losing light.” 

“You must think I’m an idiot.” 

A whisper sounded in his ears and Harlan shook his head. “I know it sounds like bullshit. I get it, but I’m telling you the truth. All I need is a minute to prove it.” 

He rose to his feet at a turtle’s pace, arms raised to show he intended no threat. “Is your family’s life worth sixty seconds of patience?” 

A quiet gasp slipped from the darkness. 

“Don’t try to turn this shit on me! We were safe until you brought them here.” 
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“Toss him out so they’ll go after him and leave us alone,” a cold, woman’s voice drifted eerily from the back  of  the  room.  It  rang  with  the  same  determined steel tempering the shotgun wielder’s voice. 

Harlan  shrugged.  “That  may  work,  or  it  might not. What I offer is a guarantee.” 

The wind picked up outside; showers of sand and grit peppered the house. A sudden chill settled over the room. A muffled squeal erupted at the sound. 

“We’re  running  out  of  time.”  Harlan  growled, 

“It’s now or never.” 

“Throw him out!” screamed the woman. 

The  man  behind  him  snarled  and  lunged forward,  the  creaking  floor  giving  away  his  intent. 

Harlan clenched his teeth and whispered through them. 

“Do it, but be gentle.” 

A willowy figure blinked into existence behind Harlan, its shape vaguely humanoid, its form made of brilliant  light  and  roiling  clouds  of  energy.  Darkened wells of shadow defined its features. The abysmal pits of its eyes locked on the man, his advance stopped cold. 

The shotgun wielder gasped as the figure reached out with a tendril-like arm of glowing light and batted the weapon from his hands. It clattered to a stop near the door. A second shimmering hand struck the man in the chest immediately after and sent him stumbling backward across the room, to land in a trembling heap. 

His heart beating a tattoo in his chest, Harlan drew  a  small,  silver  blade  from  a  sheath  hidden  in his  boot  and  set  to  work  on  the  door.  Doing  his  best to  steady  his  hand,  he  quickly  carved  a  number  of symbols in the soft wood as keening howls rose on the wind outside. Sweat leaked into his eyes, its touch like searing brands. He ignored it, a certainty in his hand’s movements not requiring sight. 

Preternatural thunder rumbled close by, shaking 
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the  house  from  the  foundation  up.  The  temperature dropped another ten degrees in an instant, his breath suddenly visible. Harlan heard the muttered prayers of the family and it spurred him on, their lives in jeopardy because of him. Again the house rattled. Tortured wood creaked as the frame swayed from side to side. 

At last, he finished the final symbol as the creak turned  into  a  groan.  Shrill  voices  grew  to  a  fevered pitch just outside. Without hesitation, he drew the blade across the index finger of his left hand, blood welling up  instantly.  He  touched  the  finger  to  the  carvings and barked a discordant phrase of harsh syllables and guttural accents. 

The moment the last word was free of his mouth, the wind ceased its bluster, the voices gone with it. A palpable calm settled over the room. Only the sounds of his puffing breaths and the gentle moan of the settling house remained. 

Harlan turned and leaned against the door. His pack buffering his back, he slid down to collapse in an exhausted pile of elbows and sore knees. The thrill of relief prickled his skin with goose bumps as he glanced at his guardian spirit and smiled. 

“Thank you, Professor. I think it best you give us some time alone.” 

The  shimmering  figure  seemed  to  bow,  the shadows of its face forming its own smile in black, framed against  the  glowing  brightness.  A  battery-powered lamp  across  the  room  flickered  to  life  without  being touched, casting a gentle light over the room, dispelling the gloom. The disembodied figure disappeared into its glow. Harlan glanced at the family who stared back at him wide-eyed, a young girl clutched tight between the man and his presumed wife. The girl shared their features,  reinforcing  his  familial  assumption.  Their 
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thin  lips  were  pursed  in  similar  horrified  lines,  their sharp  noses  and  the  shape  of  their  brown  eyes,  even the  dark  coloring  of  their  unkempt  hair  looked  the same. Dressed in soiled clothing, their faces smudged with  grime  and  nervous  sweat,  they  looked  pale  and malnourished. 

They looked like most everyone else he’d crossed paths with since the uprising. They were what humanity had become. Harlan felt sick to his stomach. 

He held up the small knife and made a show of tossing it aside. He then retrieved the shotgun and slid it across the floor where it bumped into the clustered feet of the family. The man disentangled himself and snatched the weapon, jumping up to level its barrel at Harlan. The shotgun shook in his too-white hands. 

“You mind not pointing that at me again?” 

The  man  stood  rigid  for  a  moment,  indecision etched  into  his  face.  Finally,  he  let  the  barrel  drop, though his finger stayed on the trigger. 

“My  name’s  Harlan  Cole.”  He  moved  to  loosen the  straps  on  his  backpack  and  the  man  raised  the shotgun  once  more.  Harlan  smiled,  his  hands  frozen in place. “Easy. If I wanted to hurt you I wouldn’t have given you your weapon back.” He didn’t wait for a reply. 

“I’m just pulling out some food. You folks look like you could use some. Is that okay?” 

The  man  glanced  at  his  family.  His  daughter’s eyes  pleaded  with  him.  His  paranoia  and  fear  waged war  with  his  hunger  and  responsibility,  all  visible  in the tiny twitches in the muscles of his face. The rumble of his belly won out. He nodded, lowering the shotgun once more. 

“I’m  James  Thompson.”  He  motioned  to  the women. “That’s my wife, Ellie, and our daughter, Jenna.” 

Harlan gave each a warm smile as he pulled a football  sized  package  of  tin  foil  out  of  his  pack.  He 
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opened it with slow, deliberate movements, uncovering the thick slabs of grilled meat inside. James licked his lips  unconsciously  as  Harlan  passed  the  package  to him. Ellie and Jenna sat up, trying their best to see. 

“It’s all yours.” 

James  looked  down  at  him.  “You  sure?”  He sniffed the meat, his eyes wary. 

“Absolutely. The meat’s fresh, caught and cooked this  morning.”  He  grinned  knowingly  at  the  man’s hesitance. “Why would I waste my time poisoning food? 

You’ve seen what I can do. Feed your family, James.” 

James  stared  for  a  moment,  then  relented.  He drifted  to  his  family’s  side,  setting  the  meat  between them.  The  women  sat  indecisive  until  he  encouraged them,  before  diving  in  like  wolves  on  a  fallen  sheep. 

James waited until they settled back, hands and mouths full, before snatching a piece for himself. 

His own mouth stuffed to burst, he asked, “What was that thing?” Ellie and Jenna’s eyes fell on Harlan, though they didn’t stop eating. 

“He’s…a friend.” He gestured beyond the walls. 

“Not all of them are like that.” 

James shook his head and dropped down beside his wife. “I sure haven’t seen any that aren’t.” 

“Then  you  haven’t  seen  that  many.  If  you  had, you wouldn’t be here to have this conversation.” 

James sat quiet for a moment and took another bite. “I’m presuming you have?” 

“Way too many, James, way too many.” Harlan reached inside his pack and pulled out a canteen. With a groan, his knuckles aching, he twisted off the cap and drank deep of the warm, gritty water. He grimaced at the taste, sighing at the sand that crunched inside his mouth. “There are more of them every day.” 

Jenna  leaned  into  her  mother,  Ellie  draping  a thin,  consoling  arm  about  her.  “What  you  did  there,” 
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she asked, pointing to the carving, “will keep the ghosts out?” “For a while. A week, maybe a few days longer depending on how active they are around here.” He saw Jenna let out a quiet sigh and debated leaving it at that, but  his  tongue,  having  long  lost  all  sense  of  subtlety, wouldn’t be stayed. “It won’t stop the walkers though. 

The guard I placed on the door to keep the dogs away will burn out come dawn.” 

“Can you teach us how to do it?” Ellie asked. 

Harlan met her eyes and shook his head as he put his canteen away. “There’s nothing to teach. You can either  do  it  or  you  can’t.”  He  looked  away,  his  temple twitching. “You should probably take advantage of the guards and get some rest while you can. I’m out at first light.” “Take us with you,” Jenna threw out in a rush, her voice quavering. Her mother pulled her in close. 

“I’m sorry, but that’s not a good idea.” Harlan’s stomach sank as the girl broke into sobs. “The ghosts are drawn to me and I won’t be able to protect you.” 

“But you’ve led them to us,” James accused, his cheeks coloring. “What do we do now?” 

“Spirits  have  short  memories.  The  guards  will help  reinforce  that,  so  you’re  in  no  more  danger  now than you were before I barged in.” 

The muscles in James’s jaw clenched visibly as he stepped away from his family, edging in on Harlan. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Look. You’re the closest thing  to  a  miracle  I’ve  seen  since  the  uprising.  We’re starving and every day we spend out here is one step closer to joining the ghosts.” He put a trembling hand on Harlan’s shoulder, gripping it tight. “I can’t pretend to understand what you did to chase the spirits away, but it’s obvious you’re our only hope. Help us. Please.” 

Harlan  met  James’s  moist  gaze,  then  glanced 
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past to linger on his wife and daughter, before returning. 

“You don’t know what you’re asking. Going with me is a death sentence.” 

“So is staying here,” James growled. 

Harlan shook his head. “Better you starve than fall prey to what’s out there.” 

James  pulled  his  hand  away  with  huff,  his shoulders  squaring.  “You  would  just  leave  us  here  to die?” “Rather than be the cause of your death, yes,” 

Harlan replied, taking a step back. “My path leads to the heart of the spirits. I’m not even sure I can protect myself,  let  alone  anyone  else;  women  and  children.  I can’t be responsible for you. I won’t.” 

His  fists  clenched  tight,  arms  flexed  and  rigid, James stood his ground, nostrils flaring. 

His gaze never leaving the man’s, Harlan held his left  hand  out,  palm  open.  The  obsidian  sword,  which lay beside his broken rifle, flew into his hand. With a flourish, he spun the sword and slid it through the loop at his waist. 

Wariness replaced the anger in James’s posture. 

He took a short step back, eyes wide. 

Harlan  stared  at  him  a  moment  longer  before letting his gaze drop, his breath catching in his lungs. 

“In the morning, I’ll help you gather some food to get you by, but after that, I’m gone. I won’t have you and your family on my conscience. There are too many souls there already.” He turned his back on the man and went to retrieve his knife, the conversation over. 

His  blade  back  in  its  sheath,  he  moved  to  the door and dropped down in front of it. James returned to his family, his boots dragging along the carpet. The women clutched to him, their quiet whispers and sobs punctuating  the  gloom.  Sick  to  his  stomach,  Harlan removed his backpack and set it on the ground. Lying 
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down beside it, he used it as a pillow. 

“Keep an eye out, Professor,” he whispered as he settled. The lantern dimmed in response. 

A moment after his eyes closed, he was asleep. 


****

 

A gentle shake woke Harlan. He cracked his eyes and peered through the early morning darkness. The subdued shimmer of his guardian spirit hovered beside him. 



“Morning,  Professor,”  he  whispered,  his  throat dry. 



Harlan  climbed  to  his  feet  using  the  wall  for support.  His  knees  ached,  crackling  spurs  of  bone gnawing at the joints as he rose. He took a moment to steady himself, then arched his back. Several vertebrae popped  in  rapid  succession,  electric  shocks  shooting the length of his spine. A twitter of laughter sounded in his head and he waved it away. The spirit faded as well. 



He  glanced  across  the  room,  narrowing  his eyes. His vision swum for a moment, then stabilized. 

As his field of view brightened, everything looked a soft green. He saw the family asleep, huddled in the furthest corner. James’s shotgun lay at his side. 



Harlan  smiled  and  examined  the  room  for  a moment  more  before  easing  open  the  front  door.  His hand tingled as the guard dropped and he peered out into  the  pre-dawn  darkness.  He  looked  to  the  debris hill,  his  eyes  then  wandering  across  the  open  field beyond. Seeing nothing, he edged out and went to the corner of the small house, surveying the surroundings from there. He repeated the same around the other side. 

Satisfied nothing lurked in the shadows, he returned to 
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the house and quietly shut the door behind him. 



James met him just inside, shotgun in hand. 



“I  wasn’t  sneaking  off,”  Harlan  told  him  as  he dropped  beside  his  pack.  His  vision  darkened  “Wake your  family  and  get  them  ready.  We  leave  at  the  first hint of light, before the walkers get moving.” He took a deep breath and let it out slow. 



The  lantern  switched  on  of  its  own  accord,  its gentle  light  once  again  illuminating  the  room.  James looked  at  it  nervously,  then  backed  away  to  wake  the women. 



Harlan dug inside his pack and pulled out a metal flask. He cast a furtive glance at James and took a pull when the man’s back was turned. As the liquid warmed his throat and burned its way to his stomach, he sealed the flask and stuffed it back into the pack. After that, he splashed warm water from his canteen on his face, swished a little around in his mouth, and readied his pack on his back. 



Every few minutes, Harlan cracked the door and looked out toward the horizon, watching the morning creep upon them. 



“We’ve got to go, folks,” he told them after about the fifth time, not bothering to check if they were ready. 



James grunted behind him and Harlan slipped out  into  the  gray  morning.  He  held  his  sword  in  his hand, its sharpened edge at the ready. Behind him, the Thompsons shuffled out with several canvass carryalls. 

Harlan  glanced  at  them,  taking  their  measure,  and shook his head. 



“Stay close, but not right on top of me. If I have to use the sword, I’ll need room and I can’t worry about anyone being in the way.” He met James’s eyes. “I also don’t want to be blasted by accident, so save your shells for the walkers, and only when you’re sure you have a clear shot.” 
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James nodded and the family moved in close to one another, giving Harlan plenty of space. His followers prepared the best he could hope for, Harlan drifted off. 

A subtle, guiding voice whispered in his ear. 



The  sun  peeking  over  the  distant  horizon, Harlan  moved  at  a  steady  pace,  slowing  for  nothing. 

While experience assured him he’d caught the window between  the  bodiless  spirits’  nightly  haunts  and  the walkers’  daylight  rambles,  he  left  nothing  to  chance. 

His head and eyes were on a perpetual swivel, taking in every detail of their surroundings without ever settling. 

The  thick,  smothering  quiet  weighed  on  them, broken  only  by  the  occasional,  unidentifiable  screech or  howl,  which  cleaved  the  morning  stillness.  Harlan navigated his way alongside the weather-worn, two-lane highway, which led into the small town of Chaparral, giving silent thanks for the rural nature of the area. 



Driven by their murderous, unquenchable rage, the spirits had migrated toward the denser population centers, seeking the maddening emotional sirens that called  out  to  them.  Though  he  knew  death  had  no boundaries, casting its shadow anywhere life dared to set foot, Harlan felt grateful for the relative respite such surroundings afforded him. There hadn’t been much of it in his journey. 



Ghosts drawn to him and the spirits who aided his cause, he understood he would never know peace until his mission was complete, or until he joined the ravening dead as one of their own. The feral, glowing-eyed dogs of the night before and their ghostly cohorts were a terrifying reminder he was only human, death but a stumble away from laying claim. 



He  looked  to  the  Thompsons  who’d  foolishly entrusted  their  lives  to  his  care  and  sighed  at  their blissful ignorance. They saw him as a savior, an angel sent from on high to wing them away from this horror 
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film turned reality. He wondered how they’d feel if they were to learn he hadn’t been able to keep his own wife and  daughter  from  being  butchered  by  the  walking dead. He shook that thought from his head and hoped he  wouldn’t  have  to  bury  another  family  before  the morning was over. 



Off in the distance Harlan spied a small cluster of buildings erupting from the brown earth. He continued on a ways, his posture inching lower as the buildings drew closer. The nervous shades at his back did their best to imitate his movements. 



Near  the  rear  of  the  largest  building,  a  mass of  creosote  bushes  blocking  the  travelers  from  view, Harlan held up a hand and forced a stop. He gave an imperceptible  nod  to  his  guide  and  smiled  up  at  the grocery store sign hung out near the street. His unwise promise nearly fulfilled, he looked up toward the sun, measuring its rise with his eyes. 



“Stay  here  while  I  check  things  out  and  don’t make  a  sound.”  He  met  James’s  uncertain  gaze  with one of steel. “If you hear me cry out, or I don’t return after just a few minutes, run home as fast as you can.” 

He  gestured  to  the  sun.  “You’ve  about  thirty  minutes before the walkers crawl out of their holes.” 



He said nothing else, as he crept along the wall to the corner. There, he peered around and scanned the parking lot. He took extra care to examine the small hut nestled beside the burned out gas pumps and the metal skeleton  of  what  was  once  an  automated  car  wash.  A quiet moment later, seeing no movement, he dropped into a crouch and slid out of sight around the front of the store. 



The  professor  hung  back  near  the  Thompsons to avoid signaling his presence to any lingering spirits. 

Harlan  clenched  his  teeth  and  cursed  having  to  go  it alone.  His  knees  throbbed  as  he  stayed  low,  spasms 
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fluttering at his lower back, as he inched along toward the nearest door. After what seemed like an eternity, he reached the entrance. 



The  glass  in  its  frame  had  been  knocked  out, glistening shards of it lying scattered about just inside the door. Black dots lay over top of it, dried splotches of  the  same  trailing  off  into  the  store.  As  Harlan peered inside, his vision flickered for a moment before snapping  into  green-tinted  focus,  the  interior  of  the building becoming visible. 



No obvious threat revealed, he slid through the frame of the shattered door, glass crunching overloud under  his  heavy  boots.  The  lingering  scent  of  old death hung in the air as he made his way between the checkouts, mixing unappreciatively with the smells of decayed food. He forced his hand to loosen its grip on the hilt of his sword and swept down the lane, peering down each aisle as he came to it. 



Though  the  store  appeared  to  have  been ransacked  at  one  point,  shelves  toppled  over  into the  aisles,  packages  torn  open  with  their  contents scattered, it hadn’t been looted wholesale. Goods still sat on the shelves, though much of it had clearly gone bad.  Puddles  of  unidentifiable  liquids  stained  the  tile floor in a multitude of foul colors. 



At the last aisle, Harlan made his way to the back of the store. There he found the source of the cadaverous smell. On the floor in front of the dairy section, amidst the swollen and blackened containers of expired milk, lay a body. Face down in the fuzzy gray remnants, hunks of meat had been cut away from its flank, revealing the white  bone  beneath.  Harlan  shuddered  as  he  thought about  what  that  meant  while  he  examined  the  body further. A patchwork of yellows and blacks made up the rest,  thick  mold  growing  across  the  remaining  parts like sickly grass. 
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Having  seen  enough,  Harlan  slipped  past  the corpse and peered inside the storeroom beyond it. Like the rest of the store, time had left its wearying mark. 

After  a  quick  lap  around,  he  found  no  trace  of  the walking dead lurking in the dark. Grateful for that, he returned to the Thompsons and led them back to the store. 



Posted  by  the  entrance,  he  encouraged  them to hurry. “Take only what you can carry and be quick about it.” 

Jenna tugged her shirt up as she stepped inside, covering  her  mouth  and  nose.  “It  stinks  in  here,”  she moaned, her voice muffled. 

Harlan  looked  to  Jenna,  acknowledging  her complaint with raised eyebrows. “Stay away from the back of the store.” 



They  gave  a  collective  affirmative  and  headed off  down  separate  aisles.  Harlan  scanned  the  waking morning as he listened to the dull clank of cans colliding as they were dropped into the sacks the family carried. 

Nothing moved in the early light; no animals prowled the  deserted  streets,  no  birds  sailed  through  the cloudless sky. He sighed at the complete void of life and wondered if it was too late to save what little remained. 



The immensity of what he intended settled over him, his chest tightening, his breath hollow in the depths of his ears. A nagging voice murmured encouragement over his shoulder and he nodded. “I hope so, my friend. 

I truly do.” 



A piercing screech shattered the still atmosphere, drawing him from his bitter reverie. The muted crash of shelves tumbling to the floor followed. Harlan heard James  cry  out  from  across  the  store  and  he  raced toward the sound, adrenaline firing through his veins. 

Thinking he recognized Jenna’s voice, he hurtled down the aisle where he’d seen her last. In his rush, he nearly 
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ran her over as she flung herself forward on all fours, the paleness of her fear visible even under the crusted dirt layering her face. 



Harlan snatched her up by her arm and hurled her out of the aisle, shifting his stance to face whatever threat  had  sent  her  scrambling  in  terror.  His  heart stopped in his chest, his stomach hardening into a tight knot in anticipation. 



Row  upon  row  of  dried  foods  lined  the  aisle, their cardboard boxes and plastic packages swollen and trembling on the rattling metal shelves. Unsure of what he  was  seeing,  Harlan  took  a  tentative  step  closer.  A tsunami wave of decomposing flesh scent washed over him, bringing nausea welling to a boil in its wake. 



From  the  ruptured  packages,  a  waterfall of  squirming  maggots  tumbled  down  the  shelves, splashing  to  the  floor  in  a  writhing  sea  of  white disgust. Their moist bodies roiled over one another like turbulent  waves,  sliming  their  way  into  a  wet  cluster. 

The gathering mass undulated and swelled. The spilling larvae fed into its bulk as it rose up from the floor in a pillar of dripping foulness. 



Harlan stared wide-eyed as the pillar expanded and transformed into a jumbled mass. Eight wriggling tendrils  broke  away  from  the  whole,  curving  to  the floor like oozing spider legs. The blackened dots of the maggots’ eyes stood out against the damp paleness of its entirety, seeming to assess him as he did them. An ethereal scream rattled his skull, the sound a frothing venom that seared his ears. He felt the air cool against his skin, eyes watering at the sudden change. 

The taste of sickness bubbled in the back of his throat. Harlan backed away as the slimy mass rippled and surged forward, wet slaps sounding as its collective legs propelled it forward. He heard James gasp behind him, the clack of his shotgun readying. 
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“Stay  back!”  Harlan  growled  low  in  his  throat. 

He whipped his pack off his back and held it before him like a makeshift shield. “Gather your family, but  do not leave  the  store,”  he  called  out  over  his  shoulder,  not daring to take his eyes off the  thing before him. He was grateful he hadn’t. 

A seeping tendril lashed out and Harlan slapped it aside with his pack, the bone-jarring impact causing an  explosion  of  maggots.  They  showered  over  his arm  and  hand,  their  wriggling  bodies  sticking  to  his skin,  pinpricks  of  vile  smelling  foulness  excreting  an unsettling  warmth.  He  fought  back  the  urge  to  retch and wipe them away, lashing out with his sword instead. 

The shimmering blade bit into the clustered bulk of larvae, cleaving its way through it as though it weren’t there. Another scream ripped through his head as the maggot-creature reclaimed its limb and retreated just out of reach. Its body rippled, churning maggots spilling inward to fill the gash left by the sword’s passage. 

“Your  torment  ends  today,”  Harlan  told  it, standing  his  ground.  He  began  to  chant,  the  words rattled off in a sing-song rhythm, the tone caustic. 

The  thing trembled, shedding maggots in a fetid rain. It shifted side to side as though attempting to slip past. Harlan mirrored its motion as he continued his intonation.  His  voice  rose  in  a  sharpened  crescendo. 

The air thickened about him creating a subtle pressure against his eyes. 

Tremors  rumbled  through  the  mass  as  the writhing  of  its  essence  quickened.  Harlan  raised  his pack  as  it  leapt  forward,  meeting  its  charge  with  a downward cleave of his sword. Its bulk slammed into him, a battering ram of wriggling maggots undeterred by his frantic attempt at defense. Knocked backward, he squeezed his eyelids shut and clenched his jaw tight, rolling toward his stomach to avoid getting any of the 
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rancid insect larvae in his mouth or eyes. 

He hit the ground hard, his ribs singing at the impact,  his  pack  sliding  away  across  the  slick  floor. 

Though short on breath, he continued his chant through bared teeth, repressing a shudder as maggots showered him  in  moist  clumps.  He  could  feel  them  squirming beneath  him  as  he  opened  his  eyes  to  see  the   thing racing  toward  James.  Jenna  cowered  at  his  feet  with her  mother  just  a  few  steps  behind.  The  three  stood paralyzed, their eyes like ivory saucers, lips peeled back in unconscious disgust. The  thing’s other voice crowed. 

Harlan got to his feet, unable to cry out to them for  fear  of  interrupting  his  mantra.  His  heart  grew heavy in the well of his chest as he knew he wouldn’t complete  the  incantation  before  it  reached  them.  The words thick in his throat, he gave chase, not knowing what else to do. 

If only vengeance were offered, it would have to do. 

The  thing, just five feet from the terrified family, came to a sudden, stuttering halt as a shimmering form materialized in its path. The abomination recoiled and pulled  away  from  the  spirit,  its  shift  in  momentum tearing  at  its  collective  frame.  A  puddle  of  maggots shook  loose,  formed  beneath  its  makeshift  legs,  its ethereal voice loosed in a panicked shriek. The sound drove  deep  into  Harlan’s  mind,  an  ice-pick  of  sonic agony. Eyes  narrowed,  Harlan  spat  out  the  last  few words, his left hand extended. The  thing erupted into spasms, violent tremors exploding throughout its mass. 

It  lurched  and  turned  to  face  him,  willowy  screeches of defiance ringing out. It bucked forward, fury in its final motion as its form collapsed in upon itself. Then its voice went silent, its manufactured body crumbling to the floor in a slimy, wriggling heap. 
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Wisps of golden energy rose up from the larvae, coalescing  into  a  glimmering  sphere  that  hovered above  the  remains.  After  a  moment,  the  air  sizzling with electrical current, the ball drifted toward Harlan’s outstretched hand. As it came closer, the energy grew more excited, tendrils of bright lightning dancing along its surface. Streaks of it reached out and struck Harlan’s fingers  while  deep  creases  formed  on  his  illuminated face.  His  lips  pulled  back  into  a  sneer  as  the  sphere unloaded its essence. It poured through the sparkling shafts, growing smaller by the moment, and dwindling until it was no more. 

The  energy  absorbed,  Harlan  fell  to  his  knees. 

His arms slumped to his sides and his eyes fluttered, arc lights sparking off inside their depths. The flesh of his face drew tight, the sharp bones of his skull seeming to peek through his sallow skin. He twitched once, then again as  his  head  lolled  on his  shoulders. Just  before he felt he would collapse, he shook his head clear and glanced up at the Thompsons, his eyes focused. 

Though  the  portrait  of  sickness  vanished,  he appeared  older,  the  lines  in  his  face  deeper,  more defined.He used the point of his sword to get to his feet, before sliding into its restraining loop. As if suddenly becoming aware of the maggots, Harlan shuddered and stomped out of the aisle, snatching up his pack while wiping  frantically  to  clear  them  away.  The  Professor moved to the side, sending a gentle chuckle his way. 

Harlan gave the spirit a dirty look, then turned to  James.  “Pack  it  up.  We  need  to  go  now.”  His  voice cracked at the end. 

James’s face frozen in awe, it took him a moment to respond. At last, he nodded, gently nudging his wife and daughter into action. 

Harlan reached out and took the bag from Jenna, 
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then stalked to the front door, glancing out across the lot. “Hurry, folks. I don’t have it in me to do that again.” 

The lot still clear, Harlan hurried off, doing his best to ignore the myriad twinges that gnawed at him. 

The  family  on  his  heels,  he  followed  the  same  path back, going out of his way in the hopes of avoiding any walkers that might be nearby. 

To his eternal delight, they arrived back at the house without incident. Inside, Harlan set the food bag aside and drew his sword. Once more, he cut a line in front of the threshold and said a quiet word. Wiping the sweat from his brow, He dropped to the floor and tossed his pack away, imagining maggots still on it, phantom tingles prickling his skin. Their smell lingered. 

“Thank you,” James said, bending over in front of him and proffering his hand. 

Harlan took it and did his best to smile. “That should keep you for a little while.” He gestured to the bags, giving a half-shrug. 

James  settled  into  a  squat,  meeting  Harlan’s weary gaze. He swallowed hard. “What happened back there?”“Just another ghost trying to add us to the body count.”“No,” James said, pausing, “I meant with you.” 

Harlan drew in a breath and exhaled slow, his hands  fidgeting  in  his  lap.  “I’m  not  sure  I  can  really explain it, or want to, for that matter.” He glanced over at Jenna and Ellie. “Let’s just say that ghost will never haunt your family again.” 

Staying  quiet  for  a  minute,  James’s  eyes narrowed,  sudden  realization  settling  like  a  shadow over his face. “You know what caused all of this, don’t you?” He swung his arms wide, motioning to the world. 

“We did,” Harlan answered, imitating his gesture, his words envenomed. “We did this to ourselves; fucking 
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humanity.” He lay down on the moldy carpet, rubbing at his temples, his eyes closing against his will. 

“Can  it  be  fixed?”  Excitement  tinged  James’s voice. “Can things be put right?” 

Harlan  shrugged.  “I  aim  to  try.”  He  waved  off any further questions. “My skull is fit to burst. I need to rest.” He cracked an eyelid and looked up at the man. 

“Cherish what time you have with your family, James. 

That  way,  whatever  happens,  when  your  day  comes, there are no regrets.” 


****

 

Somewhere  around  midnight,  Harlan  slipped silent out of the ramshackle hut and left the unaware Thompsons behind. Once his head settled, its pounding drum  line  quieting  to  a  gentle  throb,  he  spent  the remainder of the day with the family. Though a change from  the  agonizing  solitude  of  his  existence,  a  subtle knife pierced his heart each time he saw them kiss or hug, their closeness a bitter reminder of the life bled out behind him. 



As  the  day  wore  on,  his  patience  did  as  well. 

Come dark, he was chomping at the bit to be moving again. He gave them time to get to sleep. When their quiet  snores  of  contentment  echoed  in  his  ears,  he traded the happiness of family for the all-too-familiar scorn of the road. 



Guilt settling in his gut like leaden weights, he took  time  to  hunt  down  and  kill  a  slumbering  deer, worn into nightly hibernation by the possessive spirit that’d ridden it hard. The ghost banished, he hung the animal out near the house for the Thompsons to find in the morning. Satisfied he’d done all he could reasonably do, Harlan set his bearings by the whispered voice in his head and drifted off toward Texas. 
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The  night  warm,  he  made  good  time  despite sticking to the soft sand and weed infested desert that lay just out of sight of the narrow, southern highway. A short  distance  from  a  dusty  crossroads,  he  shambled up a packed dirt incline, the moist scent of aged decay tickling his nose. He crested the hill and glanced out over its edge. A sea of waste greeted his tinted vision. 

Piles  of  random  detritus,  stacked  tens  of  feet  high, littered  the  landscape  for  as  far  as  he  could  see.  A number  of  abandoned  vehicles,  weather-battered  and rusted  orange,  stood  out  in  the  gloom,  parked  like gravestones in mournful rows. 



With  a  nod  to  a  whispered  voice,  he  dropped down a few yards from the peak of the dune, to avoid casting  a  shadow  against  the  cloudy  night  sky,  and continued on. Where the dune sloped back to level, he ran across the intersecting roads to the comfort of the obscuring shrubs on the other side. The gentle rumble of distant thunder accompanied him. 



Approximately  thirty  minutes  later,  his  guide warned him to circle off to avoid a cluster of railroad cars  left  for  dead  upon  the  tracks.  Beyond  those,  he roamed over what was once a golf course, its tranquil greens now run amok with yellowed grass and waist-high  weeds.  A  battered  golf  cart  lay  on  its  side,  half-enveloped  in  the  overgrown  foliage.  He  lingered  a moment, a memory of better days springing to mind. 

With a resigned snort, he pushed the image away and ordered his feet to keep moving. His eyes returned to their subtle surveillance. 



A few miles further, he crossed another ravaged highway and dropped into a man-made drainage ditch to its side. Further down, the colorfully graffiti’d ditch circled back under the road, darkened tunnels running beneath it. Harlan ducked his head and slipped inside one of the more cluttered of the tunnels and made his 
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way to the far side. The sky rumbled again, its sound reverberating through the concrete. The smell of distant rain tickled his nose. 

About  five  feet  from  the  opening,  he  gathered a pile of trash and branches, which were caught up in the tunnel, and dug a lighter out of his pocket to start a small fire. The flickering flames cast dancing shadows the length of the tunnel as he replaced the lighter and pulled a light windbreaker jacket from his pack. He set it on the ground beside the fire. 



He then slipped out of the tunnel, ducking low before stepping into the one beside it. Harlan crouched and dropped into the shadows, his sword loose in his hand. He sat still, forcing his breathing into a shallow rhythm, drawing in measured breaths of the refreshing air. His knees groaned as the seconds crept by, the dark night  silent  except  for  the  crackle  of  the  fire  and  the occasional crack of muted thunder. 

Five minutes turned to ten, then fifteen. Harlan felt  his  back  tightening,  its  song  of  pain  joined  in harmony with his knees. Just as his body was ready to call it quits, he heard the gentle crunch of a boot coming down on dry grass. A flickering shadow fluttered against the concrete wall. 

“Don’t you fucking move,” a harsh voice shouted from outside the tunnel next to his, the words rushed. 

Harlan  slipped  from  his  hiding  place  to  see  a grizzled older man, dressed in a camouflage jacket with matching pants, the hunting rifle in his hands pointed toward the fire. He grabbed a handful of the man’s shirt, his blade slipping around and coming to rest against his throat.“The same goes for you,” he told the gun wielder. 

“Toss the rifle or I give you a permanent smile.” Harlan glanced over the man’s shoulder, around his wild mane of unkempt gray hair, and bit back a laugh. The man 
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tensed beneath him as his guardian spirit drifted out from under the windbreaker, shedding his disguise. 

The  man  swallowed  hard  against  the  sword’s edge and cast the rifle aside with little more than a flick of his wrist. He stood rigid, his breath coming out in tiny puffs. 

“Now I know you’re carrying more than that, so here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to step back and you’re going to pull out everything you’ve got stashed, real easy like, and drop it over by your rifle.” He exerted a  little  pressure  on  the  sword  and  the  man  grunted, edging his head back to keep from being cut. “If you so much as think about trying something, my friend there will rip you limb from limb.” He pressed again. “Then it’ll be my turn. Understand?” 

The  Professor  floated  forward,  the  darkened backlight of his features growing fierce as he came to rest just inches from the man’s face. The man muttered a quiet, “Yes.” 

Harlan  eased  the  blade  away  from  his  neck, sliding the point gently down his shoulder and around to  his  lower  back,  keeping  contact  the  entire  way. 

Without hesitation, the man began to disarm, keeping his movements exaggerated and transparent. 

Harlan caught The Professor’s panicked warning right  then,  his  ethereal  form  drifting  into  one  of  the darkened tunnels just as he heard the order called out behind him. 

“Keep  your  gear,  Charlie,”  a  gnarled  woman’s voice said. Her tone was steady and without malice. 

Harlan  didn’t  need  his  guardian  spirit  to  tell him there were eight of them coming down the rise at his  back.  He  could  hear  their  heavy  stomps,  caution cast  to  the  wayside  in  confidence  of  their  numerical superiority. He eased away from the man he’d captured and pivoted so he could see all of them. Charlie looked 
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at  him  and  smiled  a  nearly  toothless  grin,  a  flash  of lightning illuminating what few were left. 

The  woman  stood  at  the  front  of  the  pack,  a carved,  wooden  walking  stick  in  her  gloved  hand. 

Harlan  noted  how  she  held  it  loose  in  her  grip,  not leaning on it. He presumed it was more likely a weapon than for support. 

Lean, the lean woman dressed in a loose mismatch of  browns  and  subtle  greens,  her  outfit  blending  in nicely with the surroundings. Her long, wiry-gray hair was pulled tight behind her head. Though likely in her late fifties, her tanned and leathered face made her look much  older,  the  lines  of  experience  etched  deep.  She stared steady at Harlan. Her wide brown eyes held no fear. The men with her ran the gamut of age, from barely out of their teens into their sixties, like Charlie. 

All of them wore military camo or dark colored clothes, their belts lined with spare ammunition and a variety of  survival  gear,  an  excess  of  knives  glittering  in  the firelight. A few of them carried AK-47’s and a couple had hunting rifles. The rest held some variation of pistol. All were pointed at Harlan. 

He went to set his blade aside, but the woman waved him off. 

“Hold  onto  it.”  She  raised  a  thin  eyebrow.  “We won’t  be  having  any  problems,  will  we?”  Her  voice was lightly accented, a Spanish lilt to it Harlan hadn’t noticed earlier. 

He stayed quiet, mulling over his limited options while  holding  her  steady  gaze.  After  a  moment,  he shook his head. “Not from me.” He let his eyes drift to the men. 

“Guns down, boys.” 

Absolute authority, the men lowered their guns in unison. Charlie retrieved his and moved to her side, 
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whispering something in her ear. She listened without expression. Harlan gave a shallow nod and returned his sword to its place. 

“And your companion?” She motioned to where The  Professor  lurked  inside  the  tunnel.  “He  will  be civilized?” 

“As  long  as  everyone  minds  their  manners.” 

Harlan cracked a crooked smile as thunder broke over head, the heavens emphasizing the subtle warning. 

“Then we have a truce.” She bowed shallow. “My name  is  Alejandra  Ruiz.  You  have  met  Charlie.”  The old  man  acknowledged  him  without  expression  while she pointed to the rest of the men in turn. “The young one  there  is  Rodrigo.  Beside  him  are  Franklin,  Will, Jebediah, Benjamin, and Alfonso. Lastly,” she pointed to  a  wooly-bearded  older  man,  built  like  a  Kodiak  in spite of age, “my second is Gunther.” 

Gunther  gave  a  hearty,  “Hello,”  as  Harlan introduced himself, the man’s greeting like two tectonic plates  colliding.  His  burnished  cheeks  portrayed  an illusion of jolliness not present in the grim line of his mouth.Alejandra  dropped  into  a  squat,  settling  on the cool sand as Gunther signaled to the men. Again, without  question,  they  scattered,  disappearing  into the darkness. Gunther remained, hovering just behind Alejandra, the meaty slabs of his hands clenched into fists. “Have a seat, please. I would speak with you a moment.” 

Harlan rubbed his knees, glad to oblige. He sat, but remained quiet. 

“You  speak  to  spirits?”  Alejandra  asked,  no rancor apparent in her voice. 

Harlan took a moment to gauge her eyes. He saw an  unexpected  understanding  in  their  depths  and  it 
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loosened his tongue. “Those that were here before the uprising.” 

She  smiled,  its  glow  turning  back  the  clock  on her  weathered  face.  “I  too  have  the  gift.”  She  turned to  where  The  Professor  lurked  and  acknowledged  his presence as his shimmering form crept into sight. After the spirit replied in kind, her smile grew brighter. “My friends are on a mission, so I cannot introduce you, but they would be heartened to learn another of our kind still lives. It would give them hope.” 

Harlan sighed, his throat tight. “These days, hope is but a flickering match held against the hurricane.” 

“Perhaps, but yet it still remains.” She gestured to the quiet night. “The spirits grow weary so far from their  ethereal  home.  The  piercing  cry  of  humanity dwindles in their ears and soon they will hear nothing, returning to the fugue from whence they came. We will have peace again.” 

“The peace of the dead.” Harlan shook his head, letting  a  handful  of  sand  run  through  his  fingers. 

“There’ll  be  nothing  left  of  us  by  then,  no  reason  to exist.” Alejandra’s eyes narrowed, the creases in her face  deepening  into  sharp  lines  of  thought.  The  light of her smile dimmed. “You seek the breach.” Her tone seethed with accusation. 

Gunther shifted uncomfortably behind her, his expression hardening further. 

Harlan  didn’t  bother  to  deny.  “What  has  been done  can  be  undone.  I  won’t  sit  by  and  watch  as  the dead bury us all.” 

Alejandra got to her feet, her second helping her up. Harlan stood as well, taking a cautious step back. 

The Professor faded out of sight behind him. 

“Your  mere  presence  near  the  breach  will  stir the  spirits’  frenzy,  reawaken  their  waning  fury.  You 
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cannot— you must not— go near it.” 

Gunther’s hand settled on the grip of his pistol as though to reinforce the demand. 

Harlan waggled a finger at him, his eyes steady on Alejandra. “Waiting is not a solution. As long as the breach—”  A  whispered  voice  leaked  into  his  ear.  At the  same  time,  a  panic-laden  call  sliced  through  the darkness. 

“Walkers!” 

A cold grimace seared his lips as Harlan drew his  sword  free  of  its  retainer.  Gunther  followed  suit, his pistol out and leveled in Harlan’s direction. Frantic shuffling sounded in the distance. 

“Our  closeness  must  have  stirred  them  from their  rest,”  Alejandra  noted,  stepping  back  near  the shelter of Gunther’s massive frame. “If they can be so affected by us out here where there are so few, then you must see the folly of what you intend.” Emotion dripped from her voice, the burden of guilt weighing upon each word. The  image  of  his  wife  and  daughter  sprang unbidden  to  his  mind  as  Harlan  met  the  woman’s oppressive stare. Vivid as the day it happened, he could see  the  terror  on  their  faces  as  they  fell  beneath  the crushing  wave  of  malevolent  corpses.  He  imagined the  betrayal  in  their  eyes  when  he  failed  to  protect them,  his  promise  broken  as  easily  as  their  bodies. 

Tears welled up and he blinked hard to defy them. His family’s spirits trapped in the wellspring of the tortured undead, his path had been set the moment they died. 

He would bring them peace or die trying. There could be no other way. 

The bark of automatic fire startled him from his bitter reverie as the men stumbled backward down the hill toward the meager firelight. 

“It is what I must do.” 
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He knew the impact his words would have before they’d left his lips, timing them as the first of Alejandra’s men ran gasping up to them. 

Rodrigo  rattling  off  a  jumbled  warning  and Gunther’s  eyes  flickered  to  the  young  man,  assessing the situation. His attention split for just an instant, it was all Harlan needed. 

He leapt to Gunther’s off-hand side, forcing the big man to adjust his position or risk harming Alejandra. 

He did so with a growl, stepping sideways only to move right into the path of the materializing spirit. 

The Professor knocked Gunther’s pistol from his hand, burying it in the dirt at his feet. He then shoved the  big  man  into  Rodrigo.  The  two  went  down  in  a cursing, tangled heap. 

Alejandra  snarled  and  barked  something  in Spanish  as  she  withdrew  a  black  blade  hidden  in  the sheath of her cane. Though the words were gibberish to  Harlan,  he  felt  their  heat  as  he  dashed  passed  her toward the nearest dune. 

“Stay here and draw the walkers in,” he whispered to  The  Professor  as  he  crested  the  hill.  His  guardian spirit disappeared at the order. 

The  air  hung  thick  with  the  acrid  scent  of  rot. 

Harlan’s  head  resounded  with  the  eerie  cries  of  the approaching  undead  and  The  Professor’s  rallying screech. Less concerned by the corpses shuffling about in the desert night than the men behind him, he weaved a path toward the sheltering darkness hoping to avoid being shot in the back. 

Not  dependent  on  the  failed  mortal  senses  of their decayed hosts, the walkers didn’t rely on sight to find their prey in the dark. Drawn first by the enraging beacon of human emotions, Harlan knew he need only keep his fear in check and they would likely shamble past, seeking the more enticing bait of the terrified men 
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and their furious necromancer leader. The wailing cries of The Professor would help focus their attention on the drainage ditch. 

Away  from  the  fire’s  glimmer,  the  blackness of the moonless night fell over him like a shroud. He blinked and let his vision refocus as he crept forward. 

His heart sputtered, dancing frenetic in his chest, as he spied the wall of ambling dead spread out before him. 

Their heads shifted on tattered necks while blackened sockets,  swirling  with  malevolent  life  of  their  own, settled upon him. His breath caught in his throat as the walkers changed direction as one and made their way towards him. An explosion of gunfire erupted from the ditch,  the  napalm  sear  of  adrenaline  spurring  him  to action.Outnumbered  and  surrounded,  his  instincts kicked  in.  He  circled  left  toward  the  end  of  the  line, holding his weapon close. He feinted low, then sprung up just as the nearest of the walkers reached for him. 

Lashing  out  with  a  vicious  backhanded  swing,  the sharp edge of his sword hacked into the walker’s neck. 

It cleaved through the decayed flesh, biting deep into its spine as its possessor loosed a skull-rattling screech. 

The  walker’s  head  lolled  to  the  side,  held  on  only  by the  remnants  of  its  cleaved  vertebrae  and  gray  cords of sinewy muscle. It shuddered and started to collapse, the possessive spirit abandoning its host to escape the supernatural bite of the blade. 

Harlan  yanked  his  weapon  free  and  booted the falling body into its companions. The lifeless husk slammed into their legs, taking two others down with it. The remaining three skirted the pile up and came at him. Hoary wails of fury prickled his ears. 

He parried the blow of the first, the momentum of  the  walker’s  arm  doing  the  blade’s  work  for  it.  Its severed  hand  grazed  his  cheek  as  it  flew  passed.  The 
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stub of its forearm whooshed by, stirring up a rancid wave  that  assailed  his  nose.  Watery  eyes  narrowed against  the  spirit’s  pained  scream  as  Harlan  took  a short step back. He sunk his sword into the leg of the handless walker, cleaving deep into the meat of its thigh. 

The undead body stumbled and fell. Harlan pulled the sword loose of its ravaged flesh just as another of the walkers reached him. 

Before  Harlan  could  adjust  to  meet  its  attack, its granite fist slammed into his ribs. A twig-like snap sounded  loud  in  his  ears  as  his  side  went  numb,  the blow  staggering  him.  On  rubbery  legs,  he  struggled to  breathe.  The  ringing  in  his  head  threatened  to overwhelm  him.  His  vision  blurry  and  wavering,  he saw the corpse swing again and just managed to duck under its arm. Ice pick pains shot through his ribs as he  stepped  out  behind  the  walker  whose  momentum carried it passed. 

Stifling  a  scream,  Harlan  gripped  the  hilt  of his  sword  in  both  hands  and  spun  about.  The  blade dissected the air in a whistling arc. Its razored tip cut deep  into  the  lower  back  of  the  walker,  severing  its spinal cord and continuing through. The spirit howled and fled its crumpling host. 

Harlan  let  the  motion  of  his  swing  bring  him back around, his eyes lighting on the last of the mobile walkers.  With  his  left  hand,  Harlan  pressed  hard against  his  side,  stabilizing  the  swollen  deformity  of his rib as the snarling corpse charged. He clenched his teeth, trying not to think about his injuries, and shifted to meet it, his sword held out before him. 

The sudden report of gunfire close behind made him jump, the air filled with the hum of whining bees. 

Harlan  ducked  low  and  made  for  the  deeper  cover  of shadows while the walker twitched and danced beneath the hail of bullets that thudded into the blackened meat 
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of its back. It spun, its spectral voice roaring a challenge before it staggered off, zeroing in on the rhythmic spark of muzzle flashes. 

Escape  forefront  in  his  mind,  Harlan  dashed into the desert night, his rib sounding off at every step. 

He ran until his lungs boiled in his chest. His gasping breath became a bullhorn in the dark, but he pushed on further. When at last he heard the comforting whisper of his guardian spirit, his will dissolved and he collapsed onto the sand, acidic bile singeing the back of his throat. 

He  laid  there,  chest  heaving  to  a  serenade  of thunder  while  The  Professor  called  for  calm,  steady whispers  at  his  side.  After  a  short  while,  his  huffing breath  slowed,  catching  the  rhythm  of  the  spirit’s mantra. A few minutes after that, Harlan sat up slow. 

His frantic emotions and pounding heart dimmed to a dull gray. His injured side throbbed. 

“Are they following?” Each word was a razor. 

The  Professor  shimmered  into  sight,  his luminescent  shoulders  shrugging.  The  darkened shadows  of  his  makeshift  face  seemed  uncertain. 

Harlan lay down with a sigh, then immediately popped back  up  swearing  as  he  remembered  his  pack.  He groaned  as  the  two  halves  of  his  broken  rib  ground together. Superseding the pain, his raw throat begged for the gritty water of his canteen; his shaking hands wished for something stronger. 

Frustrated he’d have to scavenge to replace his lost  supplies,  Harlan  got  to  his  feet  with  a  growl.  He shook the dirt from his clothes and used his shirt to bind his side, before stomping off as the first drops of cold rain  began  to  fall.  Driven  onward  by  the  threatening storm and the fear of pursuit, his direction reoriented by  The  Professor,  Harlan  scoured  the  desert  until  he stumbled across the battered shell of a backhoe in the midst of what must have once been a ranch. The sun-
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baked orange vehicle sat flush on the ground, its tires rotted into hoops of dull steel. Drifts of windblown dirt encircled  its  base.  Its  digging  arm  lay  broken  on  the ground alongside it, but the cabin remained whole, its Plexiglas windows intact. 

Droplets  of  water  peppered  him  as  he  circled the  fallen  loader,  peering  through  its  dusty  windows. 

Assured at last no one had laid claim to it and wait in ambush  inside,  he  cracked  open  the  door,  pleased  to find it unlocked. Harlan smiled relieved as the scent of stale air buffeted his nose. He’d expected far worse. A thought sprang to mind as a flurry of raindrops tumbled over him, he glanced at the digging arm to see its bucket facing toward the sky. 

A  quiet  chuckle  at  good  fortune,  he  climbed inside the cab gingerly and shut the door. He drew the small  blade  from  his  boot  and  set  about  scratching  a guard into the windshield, then another at the base of the doors. Finished with that, he sat back and watched the rain as he waited for morning. 


****

Dawn  came  early,  though  its  light  hid  behind billowing  gray  clouds,  which  filled  the  morning  sky. 

Harlan groaned as he stretched, stiff and aching from the  cramped  quarters  of  the  loader  and  his  night’s misadventure.  He  sighed  as  he  stared  out  the  now clean  windows  and  watched  the  rain  roar  down  in thick sheets. The desert outside was a dark brown, the soft sand transformed to thick mud under the steady downpour. 

Harlan  muttered  something  unkind  as  The Professor urged him to get moving. He sat, unwilling to  comply,  his  throbbing  joints  and  battered  flesh screaming  defiance  at  every  little  movement.  At  last 
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he mustered his will and tumbled out of the Backhoe with a pained grunt, clutching to its frame to keep from falling over. 

The  drumming  touch  of  the  cold  rain  sent shivers through his body and he seriously contemplated climbing  back  inside  the  loader’s  cab  to  wait  out  the storm in its relative comfort. The whispered reminder of Alejandra and her men cast that idea from his mind. 

Likely  still  in  the  area,  and  even  more  likely looking for him, Alejandra struck Harlan as a woman used  to  getting  her  way.  She  knew  what  he  intended and didn’t agree with it. He had no doubt she would do everything in her power to keep him from reaching the breach, but the fate of his family’s spirits depended on him; he couldn’t let the woman stop him. 

His cheeks burned red at the thought, the aches in his body pushed aside in the wash of his anger. He strode  over  to  the  backhoe’s  bucket  and  dipped  his cupped hands into the pool of dingy water that collected in  it  overnight.  He  drank  deep  of  the  cold  rainwater, ignoring the grime and dirt, going back for more until his stomach sloshed with it. 

The rain chilled him, having soaked through his pants in just the few minutes he’d been out in it. His torso bare but for the makeshift wrap, Harlan set his jaw against the discomfort and headed off. His guide called out course corrections along the way as he stuck to the open desert, avoiding the myriad country roads that littered the area. The spur of the chase kept his feet in line, the trudging misery growing with every step. 

At last, the colorless afternoon crept upon him. 

Each  moment  seemed  a  tortured  lifetime.  The  chilly rain slowed and finally abated. The distorting haze of the  storm  having  faded,  Harlan  was  surprised  to  see the looming shapes of buildings in the distance. 

He stopped and wiped the water from his face, 
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drawing in a cold, shuddering breath. He prodded his side, the numbness of his injury both a blessing and a concern. 

“Do we really need to do this? Are we even sure he’s there?” he asked as his teeth chattered. At hearing the  whispered  affirmative,  Harlan  glanced  up  at  the roiling sky. Swirling clouds filled his vision. “You are  so going to get me killed.” 



A grim smile grudgingly crept to his bluish lips as he listened to the spirit. “Fine words for an epitaph, my friend.” He freed his sword and urged his feet forward. 



Nearer the ten squat and dilapidated huts, Harlan crouched low and circled, using the overgrown foliage as cover, seeking any indication his approach had been noticed. A sudden movement in the shadows between the buildings drew his eye and Harlan dropped to his belly. Pain exploded in his side and his hand tightened on the hilt of his sword as he fought to keep the pounding of his heart from giving away his position. 



Through the thick shrubs, he caught sight of the movement again and sighed. His knuckles popped as he loosened his grip on his blade. His pulse slowed, though there was nothing resembling relief at the realization of what he saw. 



Hung  by  its  neck  from  the  roof,  a  naked  body swung  in  the  space  between  the  nearest  buildings, the gentle breeze making it dance. Strips of flesh had been torn from its back and buttocks, darkened streaks of  muscle  stood  out  in  inch-deep  grooves  against  the dull gray of its skin. One leg lay bare to the bone, every ounce of flesh from the knee down stripped clean. As the  corpse  twisted  about  in  the  wind,  Harlan  saw  its face had been peeled away. The sharp lines of its skull stared  at  him  through  empty,  blackened  sockets.  It grinned a subtle warning that struck Harlan as plainly as a physical blow. 
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He  shivered  and  got  to  his  feet,  picturing  the faces of his wife and daughter, reminding himself of the consequences of failure. He ground his teeth and crept forward, his thoughts a whitewash of determination. 



As  he  approached  the  closest  of  the  houses, he  noticed  the  ground  surrounding  it  stood  out  gray against the brown sand. Dreading what he would see, he examined it closer and felt his stomach tighten as he recognized  the  shattered  pieces  of  bones  that  littered the ground. Though he looked away quickly, his mind registered the obviously human nature of the remains. 



He swore under his breath and slipped past the swinging  corpse.  The  muted  crunch  of  bone  sinking into the wet sand sounded as he walked. The line of his jaw tightened and he paused to listen until he was sure he hadn’t been heard. At last, he moved to the corner and peeked around it to see an open courtyard. Several oil barrels sat near its center. Cut in half and laid on their side, they were charred black. Piles of moist wood lay nearby, the remainder empty of clutter. 



Harlan  looked  to  the  rest  of  the  huts.  They were  tiny  shacks  constructed  of  scavenged  wood  and discolored  aluminum  siding,  save  for  a  much  larger building crafted of stone and mortar. All windowless, their doors were closed and uninviting. A simple, metal bar lay across the door to the stone building, locking it from the outside. 



The Professor’s voice at his side, Harlan drifted across the clear ground of the courtyard and made his way to the stone building. Eyes pivoting back and forth, he reached for the bar and found it cool to the touch, a chill emanating from inside. With a shaking hand, his other holding his sword, he lifted the bar and sighed, grateful it came away without a fight. He set it aside and cracked the door at the spirit’s insistence. 



Cold air wafted out, tenuous whispers of decay 
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clinging to it. Though he’d just begun to get warm again, he held his weapon out front and slipped inside, feeling the uncomfortable temperature drop against his skin. 

He  stepped  through  a  makeshift  foyer  formed  by  the three foot thickness of the walls, and into a thirty-by-thirty foot chamber of stone. Glad for the dimness of the room, illuminated only by the gentle light creeping through the cracked door, Harlan groaned at what little he could see. 



On  the  shadowed  walls  were  the  remains  of people, similar to the one outside. Dead, the process of rot slowed by the chill in the air, they hung limp on thick hooks. Pieces of flesh had been cut away in what seemed a random order, leaving behind divots of missing meat. 

A dozen corpses lined the walls, draped out like outfits awaiting perusal. 



Leaden weights of disgust settled in his stomach. 

He made his way down the line, questioning his guide’s judgment,  when  a  quiet  scraping  noise  drew  his attention to the rear of the room. He spun about and took a defensive posture, readying his blade as one of the corpses lifted its head, its blackened gaze settling on him. 



Their eyes met and Harlan shuddered. He took an unconscious step forward, his sword raised to strike. 

The Professor shimmered into sight and laid a glowing hand on Harlan’s arm, staying his attack. Reluctantly, he lowered his weapon and looked to the corpse as it hung from the wall, its feet dangling a foot above the floor. 



A twisted smile crept to its cracked and blackened lips  as  it  turned  its  head  to  peer  at  The  Professor.  “I had thought you lost, Cornelius.” Its halting voice was harsh, the words dredged from the depths of its dead throat. 



The  Professor  drifted  over  and  embraced  the 
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corpse, lifting him free of the hook that held him to the wall. Mottled flesh peeled away with a moist squish. The spirit set the body gently on the ground, the darkened shadows of his features contorted into a pained grimace. 

The two conferred a moment, Harlan tuning out their ethereal  voices  to  give  them  some  privacy,  before  the dead man’s eyes swiveled to appraise him. 



“Cornelius  speaks  highly  of  you.”  The  corpse struggled to stand, The Professor lending a hand until it could hold itself upright. “My name, when I was alive, was Walter, though I suppose it will still do.” He shook his head at the confusion. “Cornelius tells me you intend to seal the breach? Is this so?” 



“I  do,  and  that  is  why  I’ve  come.  I  need  your help.” 



The  broken  smile  returned.  “Trapped  as  I  am inside  this  prison  of  rotten  flesh,  I  don’t  know  how much help I can provide, though it would assuage my conscience to try. I am at your disposal.” 



Harlan gave a shallow nod. “The first thing we need to do is get you out of here, then—” 



“Ain’t  nobody  goin’  nowheres,”  a  voice  behind them said, its tone as cold and biting as the air inside the chamber. 



Harlan spun about, teeth bared, his sword at the ready. He cursed his lack of discretion, not leaving The Professor outside to keep watch as he glared at the man filling the doorway. His anger boiled away as he spied the numerous shadows that moved serpentine behind him. 



The man smiled wide, his mouth a bone yard of jagged  shards.  His  scarred  and  puckered  face  looked thin and sallow, graven in its feral amusement. Dressed in  the  ragged  tatters  of  what  were  once  fine  robes, he  held  a  hunting  rifle  in  the  weathered  knobs  of  his hands; its barrel glistened in the dim light. About his 
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neck hung a fishing line. Desiccated and dried eyeballs, pierced and huddled together in gory sympathy, were strung along its length. Their blackened pupils stared from his chest, silent witnesses of the horror to come. 



The man raised the rifle, pointing it at Harlan’s head.  “Lookie  here,  boys.  Seems  dinner  is  gonna  be fresh tonight.” 



Harlan’s  skin  prickled,  the  implications  clear. 

“Hang  on  there,  bud.  We  don’t  need  to  go  down  this road.” He nodded his head, almost imperceptibly, as he eased up onto the balls of his feet. 



“I  thinks  we  does.”  The  man  motioned  toward Walter  with  the  barrel  of  his  rifle,  before  setting  its sights back on Harlan. “You’s a fool, corpse-talker, if ya think I’ma just let ya waltz outta here with my icebox.” 



His chest tight, sore muscles rigid, Harlan raised his left hand in surrender and smiled meek as his rib twanged at his side. Right then, The Professor hurled forward, a blur of light whipping passed. At the same time, Harlan ducked low and spun as the crack of the rifle  filled  the  room,  the  report  deafening.  Through the thunderous reverberations, he heard the whine of the bullet as it flew by his ear. The smell of burnt flesh wafted bitter to his nose, followed an instant later by a searing pain along his neck. 

Fighting  the  urge  to  reach  up  and  salve  the wound, Harlan continued his spin, calling out to Walter, 

“Meet us at Delphi.” 

The words out, the obsidian blade hacked into the neck of the corpse, taking its head off clean, the brittle vertebrae  offering  no  resistance.  Walter  screamed  at the sword’s touch, his spirit dispersing in its blackened wake.  Harlan turned back to see The Professor herding the gunman out of the chamber, slamming the door shut behind him. His ethereal hand was stuck eerily through 
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the metal door, holding it closed from the other side. 

“Hold  the  door.  I  just  need  a  few  minutes,”  he told the spirit, extending his left hand once more. 

Outside, savage threats exploded as heavy blows vibrated the door in its frame. Harlan ignored their calls and slowed his pulse, his breath oozing through his lips. 

He began to chant, sharpened words strung together in a rambling tirade. His body shivered as his eyes glassed over and dots of cold sweat bubbled up along his brow. 

He tensed, his hand shaking as the words flowed out of him, the shape of his mouth exaggerating its motions as if to allow them exit. 



Golden energy glimmered to life at his fingertips as  wisps  of  smoke  drifted  to  coalesce  in  the  palm  of his hand. Its shimmer grew, swirling and building into a  tiny  maelstrom.  At  last,  when  the  sphere  of  energy reached roughly the size of a softball, Harlan spit out the last word. Its effect was immediate. 



The sphere shuddered and broke apart. Willowy tendrils  of  gold  streaked  toward  the  eleven  corpses hung  upon  the  walls,  its  light  piercing  their  bowed skulls.  Like  a  switch,  their  eyes  rolled  open  as  one. 

Lolling heads rose up on rotted necks as they turned to stare at him. 



His legs wavered, threatening to give way. Harlan fought the weakness pressing upon him as he stumbled to  the  closest  of  the  corpses,  using  his  weight  to  tear it from the wall. They fell together, the body dropping heavily. 



“Free the rest,” he gasped. His stomach roiled at the scent of the corpse atop him. 



It struggled to its feet and moved stiffly to follow the order. After several long moments, as the cacophony of fury built outside, the rest were free of their hooks. 

The swaying wall of dead flesh filled the room, still and silent,  staring  blankly  toward  the  hammering  sounds 
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outside. Harlan motioned to The Professor to open the door,  a  sad  smile  stinging  his  lips.  The  spirit  did  so, disappearing as it swung open with ringing violence. 



At the sound of the men’s vitriolic shouts, Harlan freed  the  walkers  to  do  as  their  nature  demanded. 

Without  hesitation  they  turned  toward  the  howling men, their rage a clarion call to the undead. As though a dam had given way, the corpses thundered forward, bursting from the chamber in a wash of furious flesh. 

The  men’s  angry  screams  boiled  over  into  fearful shrieks as the dead barreled into them without mercy. 



Harlan got to his feet, his trembling legs rubber beneath  him.  He  stood  still  a  moment,  catching  his breath and watching the slaughter through the portal as  though  it  were  a  movie  screen.  Despite  the  men’s cannibalistic  intent,  he  felt  a  pang  of  guilt  as  he  saw them  reap  the  whirlwind  he’d  sown.  His  actions  felt contrary  to his mission. Though his head  categorized them as collateral damage, unavoidable in the grander scheme of survival, his heart was struck by the loss. It was yet another piece of humanity stolen by the dead. 



No longer able to watch the viciousness playing out before him, he steeled his limbs and slipped to the rear of the ruin, tortured screams covering his escape. 

He slid around the stone building and slithered out into the desert, leaving his handiwork behind. The dark sky a match for his mood, he chased away his regret and drove forward. The Professor’s soothing whispers did nothing to ease his conscience. 



In a fugue, Harlan walked until a semblance of warmth settled over his body. When he at last stopped, he  examined  the  wound  at  his  neck,  dismissing  it when he realized it was nothing more than a graze, the flesh  seared  shut  along  the  bullet’s  path.  Grateful  his folly hadn’t condemned the spirits of his family to any further misery, he glanced off toward the horizon. 
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Misty gray swirled in the distance. He could see the rain coming down miles away, storming along the path he’d soon follow. He took a shallow breath, letting it  settle  in  his  lungs  before  blowing  it  out  easy.  With nothing but death awaiting him both ahead and behind, Harlan set his feet upon the trail to destiny. 



He had a world to save. 
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