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A Note from the Author

The apocalypse, with very few exceptions, was bad for everyone.
For those that survived, the stark reality of their new existence was brutal. Homes were ruined. Families were ripped apart. Plans had to be canceled. Nothing would ever be the same again.

Forced out into the harsh new world, people had no choice but to adapt their lives and their morals to the unforgiving wasteland. Forged in the crucible of catastrophe, their character was tested time and time again and shaped into something new.

Nobodies became heroes.

Decent people became villains.

Some were dogs and they stayed dogs.

Throughout the course of the Duck & Cover series we’ve met many characters that were forced to change to survive. We’ve met villainous Knights, desperate musicians and more. But they were people before we met them. 

These are the tales of who they were, who they became and what they may become. 
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HOW TO HOST

AN INTERVENTION

Cindy took the dip from the fridge and peeled back the foil. The aroma of all seven layers rose up to meet her, and she smiled as she set it on the counter. The article she’d found online was thorough, but it said nothing about what to serve at an intervention. It was important to do this right...but she wasn’t about to let her guests go hungry. 

She set out a stack of red plastic cups, a few 2-liters of soda—some diet, some regular—and consulted the steps again, even though she had gone over them a hundred times. Step One was to contact an expert. It had a line drawn through it. If she’d been able to afford that, she would never have needed the Internet article. 

Step Two was to form an intervention team. Cindy sighed as she put away all but three of the cups. It was crucial to only invite people that the interventionee liked and trusted. Months ago she would have needed a much bigger stack of cups. But as time had gone by and Tommy’s issue had progressed, the list had dwindled. Of course, she would be there for him. How could she not be? She loved him, and it pained her to watch his condition worsen. Reese was coming as well; Tommy trusted him, even though he shouldn’t, and liked him, even though no one else did. But this wasn’t about what she or the world thought of Reese. 

It was about Tommy. 

The third member of Team Intervention was Tommy’s old college roommate, Davis. As far as Cindy knew, the two hadn’t spoken in years. But Tommy loved to reminisce and often brought up Davis’s name in conversation. 

Step Three was the rehearsal. Cindy shook her head. She’d rather not think about the rehearsal. They had set up a mock Tommy and delivered their messages of concern to the large teddy bear Tommy had won for her at the fair. 

Afterwards, they had discussed the mistakes they had made—especially Reese—and made notes about what they needed to change for the actual intervention...especially Reese. 

It wasn’t too late to back out. When everyone arrived, she could just yell “Surprise!” and tell everyone it was a party. That would work. She had plenty of dip. “No,” she told herself. This was too important. She had to stand firm. It was for Tommy’s own good. If they didn’t help him now, it could soon be too late. 

There was a timid knock at the door. Cindy passed through the apartment’s living room and opened the door to find Davis staring down the hall. 

“Davis,” Cindy said. “Thank you for coming.” 

A small voice came from behind a thick beard. “Hi, I’m Davis. I’m here for the intervention.” 

“Of course. Come right in. Tommy should be here soon.” 

“Tommy is my old roommate.” 

“Right. We met last week at the rehearsal. Remember?” 

Davis took a step back and studied her. “Yeah. Okay.” 

“All right.” Cindy led him in to the living area and pointed to three folding chairs. “Why don’t you take a seat in the living room? There’s dip in the kitchen.” 

The beard gave a puzzled look. “Which should I do first?” 

There was another knock at the door and Cindy moved to answer it. “You know, I’m going to leave that up to you.” 

Davis grabbed a handful of his own hair and turned in circles. “Oh, man. Uh...Okay.” 

Cindy opened the door.

“Is the freak here yet?”

“I told you, Reese, we can’t talk like that. We have to show Tommy that we support him.” 

“I won’t call him a freak to his face. Unless you think it would help.” 

“I don’t think it would.” 

“Dang.” 

“Just...come in and sit down,” Cindy said. “Tommy should be here soon.” 

“How did you trick him into coming here?” Reese asked.

“I told him we were going to hang out with some friends.”

“And he fell for that?” 

“Wha ... of course. I even told him to pick up chips so he wouldn’t get suspicious.” Cindy smiled. She was proud of that touch. 

“You’re making a man bring chips to his own intervention?”

“Well, yes. I ... we needed chips. There’s dip.”

“Wow,” Reese whispered and walked by her into the kitchen. 

Cindy turned and found herself so face-to-face with Davis it made her jump back. “When will Tommy be here?” he asked. “I’m his old roommate.” 

“I know you are, Davis. Tommy should be—”

“This dip is amazing,” Reese yelled from the kitchen. 

Cindy was about to blush when she realized that the chips weren’t there yet. “Get your finger out of the dip!” 

“What am I supposed to do? There aren’t any chips.” 

The front door opened, and Tommy walked into the apartment. “Hey honey, I’ve got the chips.” 

“Bring them in here,” Reese yelled through a mouthful of dip. 

“Hey, Reese.” Tommy looked around the room. “Davis? What are you doing here? Folding chairs? Oh shit...this is an intervention, isn’t it?” 

“Tommy.” Cindy did her best to say it without a smile. It was important to be serious. “Sit down. We need to talk.” 

Davis stuck out his hand. “I’m Davis. I’m Tommy’s old roommate.” 

Tommy stepped back. “I don’t think I want to sit down.” 

“Please, Tommy. It’s important that you hear us out.”

Davis nodded. “Do you know when Tommy will be here?” 

Tommy slapped Davis on the shoulder and made his way to the recliner. “Fine. I’ll sit.” He dropped into the chair and pulled the lever. The footrest popped up beneath him as he opened the bag of chips and dug a hand inside. “But I’m not sharing these.” 

Cindy directed Davis to a seat and took one herself. “Reese, could you join us, please?” 

“What’s the chip situation?” Reese asked.

Cindy closed her eyes and sighed. “Please, just come in here.”

Reese entered the living room with the dip tray in his hands and a blob of sour cream hanging from his cheek. “Hey, buddy.”

Tommy nodded. “Hey, Reese.” 

“You wanna pass the chips?” 

“Nope.” Tommy ate another chip.

Cindy’s voice wasn’t as smooth or as soothing as it had been when she’d practiced this. She realized it was going to be even harder than she had thought. “Tommy, your friends are here because they care about you.” 

“I care less about him if he isn’t going to share the chips.” 

“Reese, please.” Cindy tried to continue, but it was too hard. Her voice broke, and she looked away. 

A silence followed. It was a silence that could only be created by the sound of a woman about to cry—uncomfortable yet tolerated. A silence that was a vacuum of any thought but, “Oh God, she’s going to cry.” A silence that could only be broken by the sound of a crunching chip. 

Cindy glared at Tommy. 

He shrugged. “Well, since you’ve all gone to the trouble to be here tonight, you might as well tell me about it.” 

Cindy tried to take a deep breath and tried to start again. “I...” But it wouldn’t take. “Davis, could you please start?” 

Davis nodded. “When is Tommy getting here?” 

“That is Tommy, you idiot,” Reese said. 

“Oh.” Davis reached into his coat and pulled out a crumpled mass of papers. The noise of ruffling and chips filled the silence as Davis prepared the notes. “Dear Tommy. How are you?”

“I’m good, Davis. How have you been?” Tommy asked. 

Davis looked up with wide eyes. “I’m sorry. That was supposed to be rhetorical.”

“Oh. Go ahead, then.” Tommy pulled another chip from the bag. 

The bearded man hesitated. “I was told to write a letter if it helped me. It helped me.” 

Cindy put a hand on his knee. “It’s okay, Davis. Go ahead.” 

He began again. “Dear Tommy. How are you? I am fine. Remember all the fun times we had in college? Man, those were fun times. We should have fun times like that again. It would be fun.” 

“Are you kidding me with this?” Tommy asked. 

Cindy was finding her voice again. “Let him finish.”

Davis continued. “I hope you get better soon. Sincerely, Davis.”

“That was very sweet, Davis.” 

Davis folded the papers neatly into a ball and put it back in his jacket pocket. “Thank you.”

“Yeah,” Tommy said, “that minor in Speech really paid off.” 

“Thomas!” Cindy scowled at him. 

“What?”

“He’s trying to help.”

“Trying to help with what?” 

Reese stood up and pointed a finger. “You’re selfish. You’re uncaring. You’re hurtful to others.” 

Tommy jumped back in the chair. “What did I do?” 

“You won’t share the chips!”

“This is all about the chips?” 

“Yes!” 

“No!” Cindy yelled. “No, this has nothing to do with the chips.” 

Reese grabbed the bag from Tommy’s hand, sat back down and dug into the dip. 

“What the hell is this all about, then?” 

Cindy took a deep breath. “Let’s just start over, okay?” Davis nodded and reached for the letter in his jacket. “That’s not what I meant, Davis. Let me just start.” 

“Would someone please just tell me what this is about?” Tommy groaned. 

“It’s about your...collection,” Cindy said finally. “We’re worried that you’re...well, that you’re a prepper.” 

“Of course I’m a prepper,” said Tommy. “What’s wrong with being prepared?” 

Cindy took a deep breath and thought back to the rehearsal. “It’s just that we think it might have gotten out of hand.” 

“I—” 

“Please, Tommy. Let me finish.” Cindy pulled a letter from her pocket and unfolded it.

“Does everybody get notes except me?” Tommy asked.

She ignored him and continued. “I knew this would be difficult, so I wrote down what I wanted to say, and all I ask is that you hear me out. Remember, I love you.” She gestured around the room. “We all love you.” 

Reese held up a chip covered in dip. “I’d just like to note that my love is totally platonic.” 

She ignored him and began to read the letter. “Tommy, I love you. We all love you.” 

“Platonic.” 

“Reese!” Cindy snapped. She caught herself and lowered her voice as she returned to the letter. “But, we’re worried about you. We’re worried you’ve become obsessed.”

Tommy looked at Reese. “That’s what this is about? Really?”

Cindy continued. “We’ve seen the person we love turn into someone who’s scared.” 

Tommy shifted in the chair and tried to speak with some confidence. “I’m not scared; I’m prepared.” The confidence was swallowed by the room. 

Cindy blinked and a tear rolled down her face. It was harder than she thought it would be, but she had to keep reading. “We want the man we knew back. The fun-loving Tommy...the Tommy who didn’t spend all of his time fearing tomorrow.” She closed her eyes and put her face in her hand.

“Cindy, I...” 

Cindy held up a finger. “Please wait.”

“Don’t I get to say anything?” Tommy asked. 

“Not yet. We go around the room, and then you get to talk. That’s how we rehearsed it.” 

Tommy shrugged. “I’m kind of sorry I missed rehearsal.” 

Davis spoke. “Dear Tommy. How are you? I am—” 

“Davis,” Cindy interrupted. 

“Yes?” 

“It’s okay. I think he got it the first time.” 

“Oh. Okay.” Davis shoved the ball of paper back in his pocket. 

Cindy pointed to Reese. “Reese. It’s your turn.” 

“Okay.” Reese wedged a dip-laden chip in his mouth and licked his finger clean before speaking. He didn’t need a letter. “Dear Tommy. Quit being a stupid dick.” 

“Reese!” Cindy yelled. 

“What?”

“We agreed after the rehearsal that you’d change your speech.”

“I did. Before, it said, ‘quit being a stupid ass.’” 

“I can’t believe you.” 

“It’s called tough love, Cindy. Tough platonic love.” 

“We’re not supposed to attack him!”

Tommy coughed. “I’m sitting right here, everyone.” 

“To hell with this.” Reese stood up and set the dip on his chair. “Look, Tommy, your prepping has gotten out of hand.” 

“What the hell are you talking about, Reese? You’re a prepper, too.” 

“Tommy, we live on the coast...I’m prepping for a hurricane.” 

Tommy shrugged. “So?” 

“You’re preparing for the collapse of the time stream.” 

“Right.” 

“That’s not even a real thing. The time stream can’t collapse.” 

“You won’t be saying that if it happens tomorrow. Or yesterday. Or two weeks from three weeks ago.” 

“See?” Reese yelled. “You’re not making any sense.” 

Tommy shot forward in the chair pointing an accusing finger. “You haven’t done the reading!”

“All I’m saying is you have a whole room at your apartment full of sticks and rocks.” 

“And how prepared are you to fight dinosaurs, Reese? Are you going to throw canned food at them?” 

“I’d use a big gun,” said Davis. 

“That’s not how it works, Davis,” snapped Tommy. 

They were ruining the intervention.  Cindy fought to keep her voice as gentle as she could. “Tommy, we’re not angry. We’re just concerned. When we were out the other day, you bought three hundred dollars’ worth of bed sheets for a twin bed.”

“Yeah?”

“You don’t have a twin bed. Buying the sheets doesn’t make any sense.” 

“You won’t be saying that when these two jokers are sitting in the Roman Senate bare-ass naked and we’re setting the trend with seven hundred thread count.” 

“You spent three hundred bucks for hypothetical togas?” Reese asked. “You’re worse off than I thought.” 

“I am not!”

Cindy was losing the calm in her voice. “Honey, you have like thirty swords.”

“So?” 

Reese jumped in. “You only have two hands, dude.” 

“That’s right. And when the time stream collapses and we’re thrown back into the dark ages, I’ll have an army, and all you’ll have is a bottle of bleach for your stupid hurricane.” 

“And I suppose you have a closet full of Tommy Guns in case we’re thrown back to the Roaring Twenties?” Reese argued.

“Don’t be silly, Reese.” Tommy leaned back in the recliner and crossed his arms. “Every gun I own is a Tommy Gun.” 

The only silence worse than that created by a woman about to cry was the silence created by a terrible, terrible pun.

“Oh come on! You guys have lost your sense of humor.” 

Reese shook his head. “I don’t care how many time streams collapse, that will never be funny.” 

“Tommy,” Cindy said, “it’s not just the sheets and sticks...and you do have a lot of swords, though I don’t think they’re historically accurate. But it’s more than all of that.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“It’s the voices you keep making...they’re kind of creeping me out. And I hate to say it, but I’m embarrassed when you do it in public. I’m embarrassed to be seen with you.” 

Tommy looked confused. “What voices?” 

Cindy shrugged. She was embarrassed to say it herself. “Like when you call people ‘guv’nor’ and stuff.” 

Tommy laughed. “Those aren’t voices. I’m practicing my English accent.”

“That’s an English accent?” Cindy asked. 

“Of course it’s an English accent.” 

“Let’s hear it.” Reese said. 

“‘Ow are you, guv’nor?” 

“That’s a terrible English accent,” said Davis.

“Oh, what do you know, Davis? You fried your brain years ago.” 

“But I still know what an English accent sounds like.” 

Cindy was stunned. “Why are you practicing an accent?”

“Hoping for the best. We could do a lot worse than to return to Pax Britannia.” 

“Tommy, just stop!” She spoke with more force than she intended. “The point is, no matter how sound you think your behavior is, it’s hurting your relationships with your friends. We came here tonight to tell you that. We think you have a problem, and we want to help.” 

“It’s about time,” Tommy told her. “I could use some help in the area of Chinese history. I just can’t get into it, but there's a good chance we could find ourselves living in the Ming dynasty any moment now.” 

“That’s not the kind of help we’re talking about,” Cindy said.

“Well, what kind of help, then?” 

“We’re going to threaten you,” Reese told him. 

“What? Why?” 

“Cindy told us to.” 

“I did not,” Cindy protested. “I said we had to share with him what the consequences would be if he didn’t change his behavior.” 

“Sounds like threatening to me,” said Davis.

“That’s what I said,” added Reese. 

“What kind of threats?” Tommy asked. 

“Well,” Reese explained, “I told Cindy she could fix all of this by refusing to sleep with you.”

Tommy looked at Cindy. “And?” 

She blushed and couldn’t speak. 

Reese continued. “She said she wouldn’t do that. So that’s my threat.” 

“What do you mean?” Tommy asked. 

“Stop preparing for the collapse of the time stream, or I won’t sleep with you.” 

“Reese!” 

“It’s a good threat, or consequence, or whatever you want to call it. If you’re not going to use it, there’s no reason to waste it.” 

“I also will not sleep with you too, as well.” Davis said. 

“Oh, will you two just shut up!” Cindy began to cry. “You’ve totally ruined this intervention!”

“I don’t know,” said Tommy as he stood up. “I get to keep prepping and I don’t have to sleep with two dudes. I think it went pretty well. Thanks for being there for me, guys.” 

“You sit down!” Cindy screamed. 

Tommy fell back into his chair.

All of the embarrassment and frustration escaped her in a froth. “The time stream is not going to collapse, you idiot! It’s just not going to happen. But do you know what will happen if you keep up this nonsense? I’ll leave you. That’s right—I’ll leave and your closet full of sticks and swords and togas or whatever they are.” 

“Hey—that’s the same as not sleeping with him!” Reese stood up and shouted. “You stole my threat!” 

Cindy gave him the finger. Reese sat back down in a huff and crossed his arms while trying to pretend that he hadn’t just sat in the bowl of dip. 

Cindy continued yelling at Tommy. “You can’t keep preparing for time travel to the past!”

Tommy rolled his eyes. “Well, duh.” 

Cindy felt her stomach drop. It was just like the moment she first realized her boyfriend was going crazy and preparing for what he believed was an inevitable and sudden return of the past. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me...you’re planning for the future, too? No, Tommy.” Here came the tears again. “Say it isn’t so.” 

“Hey,” Tommy said, “the time stream is one of your more unpredictable streams.” 

Davis raised his hand. “What are the other streams?” 

“Shut up, Davis,” Tommy barked. “My point is that it could collapse either way. If the present could suddenly collide with the past, then it’s just as likely that the instability could cause the future to collide with its past— or the present. It just makes sense.” 

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Davis muttered. 

“It does, too. That’s why I’m prepared for it.”

Cindy’s voice was barely a whisper. “What have you done, Tommy?” 

Tommy shut the footrest, leaned forward in the recliner and started counting off the items on his fingers. “I’ve bought a share of every stock on the market, and I’ve opened a savings account at every major bank in town. If we wake up tomorrow in the year 3082, I’ll have a thousand plus years of interest. I’ll be the richest man in the world. And you know what?” Tommy stood up. “I was going to share it with all of you.”

“You were?” Davis asked. 

“Well...not you, Davis. I kind of figured you’d overdosed long ago. No offense.” 

“None taken.” 

“But these two?” He pointed at Cindy and Reese. “I was going to share my wealth with both of you. We were going to live in the biggest house on whatever coast hadn’t eroded. We were going to have servants or robots or super intelligent apes—whatever butlers and maids are in the future. We’d own planes—or, more likely, teleporters. We’d have a vacation home on every planet. But now the two people I care about most, the two people I spend the most time worrying about when I worry about time, are threatening to not sleep with me.”

Reese brushed some of the dip from his pants. “You’ve invested that much in this?” 

Tommy nodded. “Hell, I figure in ten years I should be worth at least a couple million.”

Cindy felt another round of tears forming. “You thought about our future together?” 

“I think about it all the time, honey.” 

Silence filled the room once more as Cindy thought, Davis stared, and Reese tried to clean the dip off his pants. 

Cindy sniffled. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Well, I do, Cindy,” Reese told her. “What you have here is a man who spends most of his time thinking about his future with you—not to mention his future-past with you. And he’s invested heavily in your past-future or future-past together. Plus, he’s got thirty swords ready to protect you. You should be ashamed of yourself.” 

Cindy tried to sound offended. “What? I was just trying to help.” 

“Yeah,” Davis said, “I may not know much—or where I am most of the time—but I can tell this guy really loves you. And he’ll go to the ends of time for you. And threatening not to sleep with him? That’s just low.” 

Cindy blushed. “I never said that...” 

“If you’ll excuse me,” Reese said, “I’m going to go home now and study Chinese history.” He dipped one more chip and showed himself to the door. 

Tommy stood and looked at Cindy. He sighed and picked up the bowl of dip. “I’m going to start cleaning up. I’ll be in the kitchen if you want to talk.” 

Cindy felt terrible now. She had wanted to help...but had she come across too harshly? The article had said to be “honest and firm.” But maybe she’d been wrong. Maybe his collections were harmless. Well, not the swords. 

Davis spoke up. “Excuse me. I have to go as well.” 

“Of course. Thank you for coming, Davis.” 

He smiled and nodded. “This was way more fun than my intervention. We didn’t have dip.” 

Cindy showed him to the door “I’m glad you liked it.” 

Davis stepped into the hall. “You two are going to be okay.” 

“Do you really think so?” 

“Sure. Unless the time stream collapses on today. Man, would that be awkward.”

“It’s time to go, Davis.” 

“Sure. Oh, wait.” He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a wad of paper. He offered it to her. “If you see Tommy, can you give this to him? It’s a letter I wrote for his intervention.”

Cindy shook her head as she took the paper and closed the door. “I’ll see that he gets it.”  

––––––––

Tommy also appears in Book 2 of the Duck & Cover Adventures

Knights of the Apocalypse
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GONE TO THE DOGS

Fidget stood and crossed the room to the patio door. Staring through smudge marks left by eager noses, his sharp brown eyes scanned the yard outside for signs of trouble. There weren’t any squirrels; this was, no doubt, due to his ferocious barking efforts over the past several years. There weren’t any cats, either; they’d learned long ago not to taunt him—assuming cats could learn anything. It was more likely that his barks had embedded themselves into their instincts, placing fear into their souls with such fierceness that their kittens and their kittens’ kittens would avoid the yard for generations. The yard stood silent, and it did not need protecting at the moment. But still, Fidget really had to pee. 

The Beagle raised a paw and let it fall. His nails caught on the doorframe, each one sounding a distinct click. Twice more he let his paw fall to the linoleum before casting a glance back toward the couch at the man under the blanket. There was no reaction, so Fidget clicked his nails again. 

“Let it go, Fidget.” Sasquatch, the Great Dane, spread out across the living room floor between the man and the television, taking up most of the living room. His legs twisted in impossible directions and stretched on forever. “He’s not getting up.” 

Whimpering, Fidget cast one last glance outside and clicked his way back to a spot next to the giant dog. He dropped to the ground but never took an eye off the man on the couch. “Is he okay, Satch?”

“He’s fine,” Sasquatch said, without opening his eyes.

“I don’t think he’s fine. He never does this.”

“Sure he does. Remember when he found that show about the cars?” 

The Beagle nodded but did not agree. “That was different.” 

“He was on the couch for three days straight.”

“But he got up. He got up and went to the room of scary noises.”

”The room of scary ... you mean the bathroom?” 

“Whatever it’s called. He got up and went there. He got up and fed us. He got up and let us out.” Fidget stared at the man sitting amidst a pile of crumpled tissues. “He’s not fine. And I have to go.” 

“So go, and let me sleep.” Sasquatch rolled over. His massive frame shifted the air in the room. 

Fidget ducked under a widely-swung paw—they tended to go flailing whenever the giant dog moved—then whimpered and left the room. 

Sasquatch opened one eye and stared at the man on the couch. It would go against everything he had learned to be true, but Fidget could be right. The man—their friend—had sat for hours watching the glowing screen in the past, but it had always been interspersed with some kind of activity, even if that activity was just yelling at Fidget for barking at the squirrels. 

A mighty effort turned the Great Dane around, and he studied the TV. For three days it had shown nothing but pictures of white cars with flashing lights and people in rolling beds. Sasquatch didn’t understand people all that well, but whatever was on the TV didn’t seem to have much of a story. At least when he stared out the window at passersby, they passed on by eventually. That was something. This show kept going and going: people sneezing, people coughing, people in masks and more flashing lights. The show about the cars didn’t make any sense, but it was more exciting than this. 

Sasquatch shrugged and closed his eyes again. He’d lived with people his entire life, and he knew this much: people were weird. They acted weird; they did weird things. But they had the food and the keys to the door, so he was fine with a little weirdness now and then. 

Fidget came back into the room, turned around three times, and sat next to the Great Dane with a satisfied sigh.

“Just out of curiosity, where did you go?” Sasquatch asked. 

It’s perplexing to see a confused Beagle. They so often look confused that when it actually happens, their face takes on an air of clarity. This happened now as Fidget answered. “I went.” 

“Right...but where did you go?” 

“I went to go,” said Fidget. 

Sasquatch sat up and leaned over the smaller dog. “But where did you go?”

Fidget shuffled from foot to foot and thought hard about his answer before coming up blank. “I don’t think one of us is as much a part of this conversation as we both think.”

The Great Dane sighed. “You went.” 

“Yes.”

“Where did you go?” 

Fidget slowed his answer, thinking it might make it different. “I...”

Sasquatch put a paw on the little dog’s face to stop him. “I’ve been going in the laundry room. He rarely goes in there, and I figured it was better to go somewhere out of the way.” 

To see a Beagle finally get something was a rare sight indeed. Fidget’s eyes lit up, and his tail began to wag. “I get it!”

“Good. So...where did you go?”  

“His shoe.” Fidget smiled as his tail beat against the ground.  

“Wha...? Why would you go in his shoe?” 

The tail stopped and the Beagle squinted. “He knows why.” 

When Sasquatch sighed, the breath ran over wet jowls and escaped his mouth like a raspberry. He lay back down. 

Fidget stretched out beside him. “I don’t think he’s fine.”  

“We already talked about this.” 

“What? When?” 

“Before you went.” 

Fidget sounded concerned, “Where did I go?” 

“His shoe!”

“What? Why would I do that?” 

“You have the memory of a goldfish that hasn’t been paying attention.” The Great Dane turned away.

“I remember talking about it, like, years ago. But that was then; this is now. He’s not fine.” 

“If you’re so worried about him, why don’t you go put a paw on him?” Sasquatch asked.

“No!” 

“Why not?” 

“Last time I did that, he jumped.” 

“So?”

“It scared me.” 

“Everything scares you.” 

“That’s not true,” Fidget said. 

“Yes it is. Remember when he started sneezing a couple of days ago?” 

“Yes. That scared me. That’s why I barked at it. But then he yelled at me for barking and that scared me.” 

“But you kept barking.” 

“Yes. But I did that to protect him from the sneezes.” 

Sasquatch paused and weighed continuing the conversation. “Really?”

“No. I was scared. I hate sneezes.” 

A thought dawned on Sasquatch, and he decided to stand. But, a dog of his size never simply stood. It was a process that tired both the dog and anyone who had to wait for it. He maneuvered a three-point turn that had two extra points and put his legs beneath him. Once standing, he gave out a small woof, walked over to the man on the couch, and placed his giant head in the man’s lap.

Sasquatch was well aware that he was not a lap dog, but at the same time, he was unaware that his head alone was the size of the average lap dog. Whenever he placed his head in the man’s lap, there was some kind of reaction. A hand would quickly find its way under his chin. That was okay; he liked getting his chin scratched. Another hand would push against the side of his head. That was okay; he like getting his head petted. He would nuzzle further in against the hand, enjoying every defensive movement, until the man grew accustomed to the weight, gave up, and petted him properly. But this time, nothing happened. 

Sasquatch returned to his post on the floor and lay down. 

Fidget had watched with an unusual focus. “Well?”

“Yeah. He’s dead.” 

Fidget lay down with his paws out in front of him. “At least he stopped sneezing. That scared me.” 

# # #

Sasquatch wasn’t use to being afraid. He had always been bigger than just about everything, and it had never occurred to him to be scared. He didn’t consider himself brave; he simply had never come across anything worth being afraid of—except the vacuum cleaner...but that was just being reasonable. Anything that screamed like that must have a demon trapped inside. Thankfully, the man on the couch rarely let it out of its cell in the hall. 

Having little experience with fear, he wasn’t even sure if it was fear that he felt. It might have been hunger. The man had always kept them well fed, so hunger would be something new as well. Either way, whether it was fear or hunger, it was best not to take chances. The Great Dane decided to remain relatively calm. That was easy, since Fidget had wet himself. 

“The important thing is not to panic,” said Sasquatch.

“Who’s panicking?” Fidget asked.

“You’re sitting in a puddle.” 

Fidget studied the ground beneath him and noticed that it squished as he shifted back and forth. “That’s not panic. That’s pee.” 

Sasquatch stared at the Beagle for a long moment before deciding that any attempt at an explanation would go in circles until it fell apart, exhausted and confused by the Beagle’s logic. Instead, he skipped to the list he’d been working on in his head. “The first thing we need to do is take stock of our food supply.” 

Fidget raised his paw. “I did that already.” 

“When?” 

“This morning. I took stock of the whole bag.” 

“Good. How was it?” 

“It was delicious.” 

“Good.” Sasquatch nodded. “No, wait—what do you think ‘take stock’ means?” 

Fidget smiled. “Eat.” 

“No, it ... wait—you ate the whole bag?” 

“Yes.”

“That bag was huge! I couldn’t do that. How could you do that?”

Fidget raised a paw. “Beagle.” 

“So, you’re telling me there’s no food left?” 

“Right.” Fidget said. “That’s a good point. When do we eat? I’m hungry.” 

“You ate a whole bag and you’re still hungry? How?!”

Fidget raised a paw. “Beagle.” 

Sasquatch barked just to see Fidget jump, then moved to the kitchen. Toppled on its side, the bag of dog food stood open like a cave of wonderful smells. The Great Dane ventured inside, his nose pumping at a furious rate, searching every inch of the bag for the food he knew was gone. A fold in the corner of the bag had hidden two pieces of kibble from the ravenous Beagle. Sasquatch’s tongue reached out and pulled them into his mouth. He emerged from the bag chewing.

Fidget bounced to life. “Can I have some?” 

Sasquatch swallowed the kibble. “We’re going to have to find more food.” 

Fidget bounced higher at the notion. 

“And,” Sasquatch added with a growl, “When we find it, we’ll have to ration it.” 

“Great!” 

Sasquatch’s head dropped to the Beagle’s level. “Just to be clear, what do you think ‘ration’ means?”

Fidget cocked his head as if that was a stupid question. “Eat!” 

Sasquatch swatted a paw at the small dog, but he misjudged the bouncing 
Beagle and missed completely.
Fidget landed and stuck to the floor. “What?” 

“Never mind. Just find more food.”

“Not a problem. My nose can find anything.” Fidget hit the ground snout first and, pulling in a thousand smells, he began to sniff. The nose took complete control of his body and pulled him along the kitchen floor, turned him in a circle and led him back into the empty bag of dog food. He barked. His voice was muffled by the bag. “I think I found something.”

Sasquatch rolled his eyes and left Fidget on his journey of discovery. 

“I definitely found something,” said Fidget. 

The fridge stood before him, a silvery monolith. Even to a dog of his considerable size, Sasquatch found the height staggering. He sat in front of it and began to think. The ease with which the man on the couch had opened it had always frustrated him. A simple approach, a quick pull, and it opened for the man while flooding the room with cool air and million tantalizing aromas, each far more interesting than the scent of fresh kibble. 

Fidget appeared next to him. The hound’s snout was covered in kibble crumbs, and the Beagle licked at them with an eager tongue. When he spoke, there was awe in his voice. “The vault.” 

“The fridge,” said Sasquatch.

“The fridge? That’s a dumb thing to call the vault.” 

The Great Dane said nothing. He studied the door. It was seamless. There were no buttons, no latches. Perhaps it was voice-activated. He couldn’t remember the man on the couch ever saying any particular words to open it, but the fridge always seemed to respond to a grunt. Sasquatch tried to duplicate the sound. The grunt escaped his mouth as a small woof. 

The fridge did nothing. 

Fidget went nuts.

Howling, the Beagle spun left and then right...then left and right at the same time, which just ended up confusing him. “What was that?” 

“Calm down.” 

“Whatwasitasquirrel? Was it a squirrel? What did you see? A cat? I don’t see it? What was it? What did you hear? I’ll help you bark at it? It needs to be barked at. What did you smell? Was it a...?” 

The swat knocked Fidget on the shoulder, spun him around and slid him across the linoleum floor.

“Shut up, Fidget. I was trying to open the door. We need to get in there.” 

“I’m on it.” Fidget stepped forward, sat in front of the door, and put both paws up. 

“That’s not going to work.” 

The Beagle cast a raised eyebrow over his shoulder. “I haven’t started yet. Watch.” Fidget’s front paws quickly became a blur as they scratched against the fridge door. 

“What are you doing?”

“Shhh.” The paws moved faster, gliding over the polished surface. “I need to focus. This isn’t easy.” 

“It also isn’t working.” 

“Give it time.” 

“We don’t have time.” Sasquatch pushed his large paw into the fridge door. The appliance shook. They could hear the contents rattling, but the door stayed closed. 

Fidget jumped back and barked. “Do it again.” 

Sasquatch put more weight into the second shove, and the fridge shook violently. Something inside crashed. There was a small pop, followed by a sucking sound. 

The Beagle squealed. “I smell something!” 

“That’s you.”

“No—something good. The vault was open.” 

Sasquatch inspected the side of the fridge. His large snout ran up and down the seal. The door was still closed, but a fresh aroma hung in the air. 

“You almost had it. Hit it again.” Fidget bounced. “We’re going to get into the vault!”

Sasquatch backed away from the fridge into the living room. He dug his claws into the carpet and found the pad beneath. He growled for ultimate traction. 

Fidget jumped. “Hit it again!” 

The massive dog sprang into action with such force that an unintended woof burst forth from his stomach and leapt from his mouth, accompanied by no small amount of drool. Sasquatch dug grooves in the linoleum as he raced into the kitchen, bearing down to build traction, speed and force.

Fidget squealed as the Great Dane leapt into the air. “I’ve never been this excited about anything before ever!” 

Sasquatch crashed into the fridge. The fridge crashed into the wall. Sasquatch bounced off the appliance and slid back across the linoleum.

“Ohmygodyoudidit!” Fidget bounced on a hundred paws and turned circles in the air as he watched the door swing open. He landed and turned toward the large dog. Science has proven that dogs don’t actually smile; they’re incapable of expressing joy in such a way, and any expression that bears a passing resemblance is mere coincidence. Fidget smiled, proving that science doesn’t know squat about Beagles. “You did it, Satch! You did it!”

Sasquatch hadn’t been hurt by the hit, but it had knocked the wind out of him. He rose slowly and looked at the Beagle, wondering if he’d ever seen a happier dog. Fidget spun and twirled in the growing fridge light. He couldn’t blame the little dog; Sasquatch was excited, too. He looked at the fridge to take inventory of the food. That’s when he noticed it was beginning to tip over and Fidget was right in front of it. He was struck with a slew of emotions at once, but the most dominant were: what he understood to be fear, disappointment, hunger and bacon. Bacon, being the strongest of all dog emotions, struggled for dominance, but Sasquatch pushed it back down and barked a warning, “Fidget! Move!”

Hearing and listening are two different skills. Fidget possessed only one. Despite the warning, the small black and brown dog moved only enough to see the fridge collapse on top of him. 

The crash was tremendous, and the sounds rattled the full range of Sasquatch’s hearing. He shook off the buzzing and rushed to the crash site, barking higher than he would have thought possible. “Fidget? Fidget?” 

Only silence and the sad, dying sounds of a punctured beer can came from inside.

“Fidget...you have to be okay.” 

The Beagle’s call came as a whisper. “Satch.” 

“Fidget?” 

“Satch.” The Beagle’s voice was distant and soft. “I’m in the vault! It’s just like in the dream.”

Sasquatch let out a breath he didn’t realize he had been holding. 

“The dream smells like old cheese, Satch.” 

The large dog paced the fridge, looking for a way in. Following the strongest scents, he found the largest opening and shoved his nose inside. His shoulders were too wide to pass, but he managed to work his face into the fridge. The air was cold on his snout. The smells were overwhelming. Fidget was collar-deep in a Chinese take-out container. 

“Fidget, what are you doing?” 

The Beagle’s tail stirred the frosty air into delicate swirls. “Taking stock of this box.” 

Sasquatch’s nose twitched. “It smells terrible.” 

“It is terrible,” Fidget agreed. “I can barely eat it.” 

“Then stop eating it. It’s going to make you sick.” 

“You don’t know that.”

“It smells dangerous.” 

“Yeah, but if you eat fast enough, you don’t have to smell it.” 

Sasquatch gave up and let the Beagle eat. He looked around the crash site, and the hunger in his stomach grew. “There’s nothing in here but beer and a thing of mustard.” 

Fidget’s head popped out of the take-out box. “Dibs on the mustard.” 

Sasquatch pawed the plastic yellow container toward the Beagle and backed out of the fridge. He returned to the living room and laid down on the floor. The dead man on the couch had been his hero, and he looked at him with his begging eyes. He had always hoped the man would find love. Someone to feed him. Someone to pet him. Someone for him to sniff that would sniff him back. Someone to take care of him as he had taken care of Sasquatch and Fidget. He had always wondered who fed the feeder. Now he knew the answer: no one. The only food the man brought into the house was their dog food. He had been so selfless. 

“We’re out of food.” Fidget’s muzzle was stained yellow. The take-out box hung around his neck and reeked of rottenness. 

“How could you possibly have eaten that?” 

Fidget raised a paw. “Beagle.” 

“You keep saying that like it’s a good thing.”

“It’s a great thing.” 

“There’s got to be something to eat in this house.” 

Fidget shook his head. “Nope. I’ve tried to eat everything in here at one point or another. Trust me—if it was eatable, I ate it.” 

“Good job, Fidget. You’ve doomed us to starve.” 

Contrary to popular belief, Beagles do feel shame. However, the feeling was brief and often replaced with the feeling of food. This time was no different. Fidget hung his head briefly and tried to look away. He spotted the dead man on the couch and got an idea. “I’ve got an idea.” 

Sasquatch followed his gaze to the man. “No you don’t. That’s not an idea.” 

“But...”

“No. 

“Why not?”

“Because we’re not cats—that’s why!” Sasquatch barked. 

“I’m not saying we eat all of him. Maybe just a finger.” 

Sasquatch growled, “That man loved us.” 

“Right. He loved us. He’d hate for us to starve. He’d probably want it this way.” 

The Great Dane stood and towered over the Beagle. “I’m going to need you to stop thinking now. If you go anywhere near him, I will bury you in that box around your neck.” 

“The what around my neck?”

Sasquatch popped the carton and sent it spinning once around Fidget’s head. “Oh, crap!” The Beagle shook his head in panic and succeeded in accomplishing nothing. He spun twice to the left and once to the right, trying to lose it. It followed.

“Are you stuck?” 

“A little bit.” Fidget pawed at the box, but only succeeded in turning it over and making it into a hat. 

Sasquatch pawed at it. It fell back down under the Beagle’s chin. 

Completely forgetting the box was attached to him, Fidget tried to back away from it. He backed out of the room. “It’s following me, Sasquatch. It’s following me!” Fidget began to bark. “Barking’s not working. It’s bark-proof.”

Sasquatch sighed and closed his eyes to think about what to do next. This led to a nap.

# # #

Sasquatch had always enjoyed living indoors. The temperature was comfortable and consistent. Food was generally delivered on time. No one tried to pee on his stuff. Inside had outside beat. 

But, suddenly, inside was a threat. 

He could feel it. It ran through his tail across his back and lodged somewhere in his shoulders, where it just quivered. It was a strange feeling. Surely, he had experienced threats before. Perhaps it happened when he was a puppy. But since growing to nearly 200 pounds, there wasn’t much he could remember that qualified as a threat. Bears...maybe bears would have been a threat. But he’d never run into one of those.

Bear or no bear, this situation was a threat. The dead man on the couch could not open doors for them. He could not feed them. The coziness of indoor life suddenly pressed in on him. Walls that had kept nuisances at bay now held him in. It had become a prison. The room was smaller than it had been that morning. The carpet, once comfortable, now chafed. The framed picture of the monkey that hung on the wall, once a delightful distraction, now served as his prison guard. 

The warden monkey mocked him. He had to get out. He had to escape. He hated that monkey. The frustration was enough to rouse him from the ground. He stood and walked to the front door where Fidget was scratching. 

“How is it going?”

The Beagle’s paws moved frantically up and down the base of the door, and they weren’t about to stop to answer a question. “Sogood. Sogood. It’s going great. I figure in another two hours, I should get through the paint...then, probably like fifteen minutes to get through the wood. And then, on to freedom.” 

Sasquatch sat on the tile of the entryway. It had always been one of his favorite spots. On warm days, he’d spread out across the tile and soak in the coolness.  But the cold air had stopped coming, and the tile quickly warmed beneath him. 

Fidget let loose a burst of scratching that resulted in a crack. “That did it.”

“No way. You got through?” 

“No...I broke a nail.” 

Sasquatch huffed. “It’s no use.”

Fidget ceased scratching at the door and tried to lie down next to the big dog. The take-out box around his neck made it difficult, so he sat. “What are we going to do? We have to get out.”

“What’s out there for us, Fidget? Nothing. I haven’t seen a person walk by in three days.” 

The Beagle tilted his head in sudden clarity. “You’re right. I thought I’d been awfully quiet lately.” 

“What if they’re all gone?” Sasquatch asked. “What if they’re all dead under a blanket somewhere?”

“You mean, a world with no persons?” 

“Yeah. A world with no persons.” 

Fidget laid down, his head propped up by the take-out box, and thought. It only took a second. “I am going to pee on everything.” The Beagle sighed. “Absolutely everything.”

Sasquatch rolled his eyes. “I don’t want to think what life would be like in a world without persons.”

“There would be no one to yell at us. No one to scold us.” 

“No one to pet us. No one to play with us.”

“No one to rub our noses in it.”

“No one to feed us.”

Fidget snorted. “I can feed myself. And since I’m the one feeding me, I’m going to treat myself right. No more of that dry kibble crap.”

“I’m going to miss them.”

“I’m going to try to eat a cow.” 

Sasquatch stood up and turned toward the living room. “I’m not going.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I’m staying here. I’m going to watch after him.” 

“But he’s dead, Satch.” 

“He needs us.” 

“Could he just need you? Because I’ve really got this eating-a-cow thing stuck in my head.” 

“Go if you want to. I’m staying.” The Great Dane walked into the living room.

Fidget followed a few moments later, after struggling to stand up with the take-out container around his neck. “Satch, you can’t stay. You’ll die.” 

“How do you know that?”

“Because I ate all the food.”

Sasquatch sighed. “He loved us.” 

“That’s right...he loved us. He wouldn’t want us to sit here and starve. He’d want us to go out there. And eat things.” 

Sasquatch shoved the coffee table out of the way and lay at the man’s feet. “He’d want us to be happy.” 

Sasquatch put his head down across the man’s feet. They were cold, but they smelled like him. 

“Okay, okay. What about the squirrels?”

“What about the squirrels?”

“They could be taking over as we speak. If nothing else, it is our duty as dogs to bark them back into place.”

Sasquatch closed his eyes. 

Fidget hung his head. “Please, Satch. I need you.”

“You don’t need me.”

“My head is stuck in a box, and I’m already down one nail. You? You’re smart; you’re big. I need you to look after me.”

Sasquatch opened his eyes and looked at the Beagle. 

“I need you to look after me like he looked after us.” 

Sasquatch’s jowls flapped as a large sigh left his lungs. He stood up and nuzzled his snout under the man’s hand. It felt right, but he knew everything was different now. He gave the hand one last slow lick and backed away. 

“Fine, Fidget. You win. But how do we get out of here?”

“I have an idea.”

Sasquatch tilted his head. 

“I know,” said Fidget. “It’s kind of freaking me out, too.” The Beagle turned and started toward the front of the house. “Come with me.” 

The Great Dane followed the Beagle into the front room and found the small dog sitting by a bookcase near the window. 

“Push,” said Fidget. 

“I can’t.” 

“Didn’t you see the way you threw that table out of the way?” 

“But I’m not allowed to.”

“I’m sure you weren’t allowed to knock over the vault, either. Push.” 

Sasquatch leaned against the bookcase. His massive weight tipped it easily and the furniture crashed through the window. A bouquet of outside rushed in and filled the room. 

“Ohmygodohmygodohmygod!” Fidget bounced in circles. “It worked!” 

The two dogs climbed the back of the fallen bookcase and stared out into the world. It was quiet. They heard no cars, no planes. There was nothing. There was no telling what awaited them. 

Sasquatch turned to Fidget. “Are you ready for this?” 

“Yes! I’m scared and excited and hungry all at the same time.” 

“Then let’s go.” 

“Wait.” Fidget turned and bounded back into the house. 

“What is it?”

“I need to go to the shoe one last time.”
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BUNKED UP

Something was beeping. The beep struck the bare concrete walls and bounced around the small room several times, making it sound like several things were beeping. It was consistent and not too hurried. There was just enough of a break between beeps to convince him that it might just have stopped. But it never stopped. Something was always beeping. 

Something was always beeping, clicking or squeaking. One day it was a squawking and it was a welcome change. All of the sounds together were enough to drive someone mad over time, but the sound of the man across from him, chewing his food like every canned pea was meat that needed tearing from a bone, would drive someone crazy in under a day. 

It had been hundreds of days. 

The man had saved his life. And he kind of hated him for it. He dug into his own meal when the man across from him slurped a stewed tomato into his mouth with the ferocity of a shop vac.

He dropped his fork and stared through a stiff lip. He hated him so much. Like kids hated naps, like parents hated summer, like cats hated goodness and decency. 

The man caught him staring and smiled. 

So he smiled back. 

One more powerful slurp pulled a final tomato into his mouth and he swallowed with a pronounced gulp and mmm because he was annoying on multiple levels. “So what did you do today?” 

“Fuck you, Donny.” 

“What?” 

“Every day. ‘What did you do today?’ We live in a one-room bunker and every day it’s, ‘what did you do today?’” 

Donny dropped his fork into the bowl with a clatter and leaned back in his chair. “I’m trying here, Ryan.” 

“Why don’t you try shutting up instead?” 

Donny looked down at his plate. 

Ryan cast his own glance down to the table. “I’m sorry. It’s just—” He looked around the room. Bare concrete. Few furnishings. One toilet, and the privacy curtain had long since fallen apart. And where the hell was that beep? If he could find it, he could stop it. “You know.”

Donny followed his stare around the room before settling back on Ryan. “At least we’re alive.” 

Ryan only nodded. It probably looked like he was thinking but he wasn’t. He was numb to it all. At this point there wasn’t even a tomorrow to look forward to. They had no idea what time it was. That very moment could be tomorrow already and they would never know as long as they were stuck in the timeless slab of concrete. 

“What do you want to do tonight?” 

Ryan sighed. 

“We could watch a movie.”

“Oh, did you get something new?” 

“Funny guy.” Donny slurped at another tomato. “We could watch the one where I go to the Grand Canyon. You always seemed to like that one.”

“I think I’ll pass.”

“Anaconda 3?” 

“You really do have the worst taste in movies.”

Donny shrugged. “I’ll admit it wasn’t as good as the fourth one.” 

“What I wouldn’t give for a good book to read. I can’t believe you didn’t bring any books.” 

“We’ve been over this. Reading is a waste of time. If the book is good enough they’ll just make it into a movie.” 

Ryan blinked hard twice before shaking his head. “I’m not even going down that path with you.” 

“Good. So do you want to play a game?”

“No.” 

“I think I’m a couple up on you.”

“No!” Ryan slammed a fist into the card table with one wonky leg. It began to collapse but he had become more than accustomed to grabbing the bad leg before it could spill anything. 

“You’re such a sore loser, Ryan.” 

“I’m not a sore loser, Donny.” 

“Sure you are. That’s why you don’t want to play anymore.” 

“I don’t want to play because I’m tired of it. I mean, what kind of asshole builds a bomb shelter and only brings Monopoly?”

Donny stopped eating and looked long and hard at Ryan. He could already feel the shame building. “Oh, I don’t know. The kind of asshole that saved your life.” 

The guilt hit him full on. Like it always did. It turned his stomach sideways and filled with sadness for those that weren’t as lucky as he was. “You’re right,” he said and then muttered, “Sorry.” 

But, as had been happening a lot more often, the sadness was quickly replaced by anger. He had gratitude, but it didn’t last long twenty feet underground with an idiot that couldn’t chew. Donny may have saved him from the apocalypse, but with the constant reminders he wondered if it was worth it. 

“So, do you want to play Monopoly?” 

“No I don’t want to fucking play Monopoly.” 

What followed would have been an uneasy silence but the beeping, creaking and squeaking filled it and made it worse.

Donny sighed and said, “I don’t want to point it out, but we could play cards if you hadn’t destroyed the deck in your little hissy fit.” 

Donny was lying. He loved to point that out. “Well a great job of not pointing that out. I’ll just add that I hate to point out that I wouldn’t have destroyed it if you hadn’t have suggested playing strip poker.” 

“I told you I was sorry! I was lonely.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Ryan folded his arms and turned away. The squeaking of the folding chair against the floor blended in with the rest of the din. 

Donny looked at his plate and pushed it away. He motioned several times as if he was going to apologize before just beginning again. “So what do you want to do tonight?” 

Ryan pushed away from the table and jumped to his feet. “You want to know what I want to do tonight, Donny? I want to go outside!” 

“You know we can’t do that.” 

“Because you’re scared.” 

“I’m not scared!” Donny stood up and nearly knocked the good leg out from under the table. He dove for it and wedged it back in place. 

“Yes, you are, too. You’re scared to find out we are the last people alive.” 

The leg wasn’t cooperating as Donny struggled to find that one position where it held. “For the last time. We’re not the last people alive.”

“How do you know that? How do you know that all our suffering in here is not for nothing? We could just be waiting to go out in the world to find that we’re stuck with each other anyway.”

“We’re not.” 

“But how do you know?”

Donny waved his arms around the bunker. “Because I got the plans for this place off of YouTube, okay? And the video had millions of views.” 

Ryan laughed. “So you think other people built shitty bunkers, too?” 

“It’s not shitty.”

“Oh, it’s pretty shitty.” 

Donny gave up on the leg. He grabbed his plate and glass from the table and let the table crash to the ground. “It saved your ass didn’t it?”

“Oh you have got to stop holding that ‘I saved your life’ bullshit over my head.” 

“Bullshit? Really, it’s bullshit?” 

“What kind of life is this, Donny? Every day is the same. I wake to a breakfast of canned food and salmonella. Then I have to listen to you eat. We talk until we piss each other off, at which point we sit in silence wondering what happened to everyone we ever loved. Then we go to bed and I have to pretend with all the powers of my imagination that I don’t hear you spanking it to the May ’93 edition of Playboy. I hardly call that living.” 

“If that’s how you really feel, Ryan, then why don’t you just die?”  

Ryan laughed. “Really?”

“Really.”

“You’d like that wouldn’t you? So I could just be another part of your stupid, smelly compost pile.” 

“Why not. You already smell like a pile of rotting crap.” 

Ryan let loose a giant laugh. “Says the guy who’s everything-intolerant.” He started picking up cans from the shelf. “This one makes you fart. This one makes you fart. This one. This one.” 

“Shut up, Ryan.” 

Ryan held up a can of broth. “Seriously, how does meat water make you fart?” 

Donny moved across the bunker and grabbed the can from Ryan’s hand. He placed it back on the shelf precisely where it had come from. “Sometimes I really wish you really would just die.” 

“It’s a deal. Let me out of this stink hole and I will.” 

Donny sighed and hung his head. “You know I can’t do that.”  

“You mean won’t do that.”

His head whipped back up and he snapped. “Can’t!” 

Ryan folded his arms. “Why not?”

“Why not? Oh let’s see.” Donny stomped over to the bunker entrance and tapped a meter mounted on the wall. “500 mSv, that’s why not!

“You don’t even know what that means.” 

“I do, too.” 

“So what’s an mSv then?” 

Donny pointed at the meter. “It’s in the red, Ryan. Red is bad. It’s the universal symbol for don’t screw around. I open this door and we both die.” 

“Oh, fuck your meter, Donny. You don’t even know if that thing works.” 

“Of course it works. I put it in myself.” 

“Oh, because you put it in. Well, let’s run down a list of shit that doesn’t work. I’m going to start with the privacy curtain for the toilet, because I really wish that had held up. Your shitty card table. The right speaker, which, I’ve discovered, is where all the good sound in a movie or song must be hiding, doesn’t even work. The vent fan turns the wrong way so the circulation is terrible. Whatever the fuck that beeping is. Whatever that squeaking is. And, of course, the scary red light switch that doesn’t do a damn thing.” 

“I told you it does something. I just can’t remember what. I followed the plans exactly.” 

“Oh, the plans. Are these the same plans that told you to only pack the world’s shittiest board game, an inordinate amount of stewed tomatoes, one copy of Playboy and absolutely no way to contact the outside world?” 

“I like stewed tomatoes, okay?” 

Ryan pointed to the switch. “It doesn’t do anything.” 

“It does something. It was in the plans.” 

“I’m turning it off.” Ryan reached for the switch. 

“Get away from that switch!” 

Donny dove at Ryan, grabbed him around the waist and tried to pull him away from the switch. 

Ryan seized Donny under the arms and spun around, flinging the man across the room and through the collapsed card table. 

Donny sat up and held up the broken legs. “Oh great! Now we have to eat on the coffee table. Like animals. I hope you’re happy.” 

“Not yet,” Ryan said and turned back to the switch. 

“I’m warning you, Ryan.” Donny swung the table leg through the air with a hum. Another damn hum. 

Ryan grabbed the chair and collapsed it. He held the folded chair like a shield and inched toward the switch. 

Donny yelled and came at him swinging. 

The table leg banged off the chair several times before Ryan shoved forward and pushed Donny back across the bunker. 

“I’m going to kill you, Donny. I’m going to kill you and I’ll be the last man on earth. And it will be quiet and no one will fart in the middle of the night. No one will grunt when they eat their food or ask me to play Monopoly ever again.”

“You’ll die, the rads are too high.”

“At least I’ll die happy.” 

Donny crashed over the coffee table, knocking the Monopoly board to the floor. Hotels and houses went everywhere. The boot fell to the ground and bounced somewhere under one of the cots. Lost forever like the stupid dog.

It all sounded very exciting, but after several months of subsiding on little other than stewed tomatoes and recycled urine, the fight was anything but epic. It all occurred very slowly except for the scattering of the Monopoly pieces. 

Ryan rushed back to the switch.

Donny screamed, “No!”

Ryan hit the switch and there was a click. 

It wasn’t loud. It was barely anything at all. But it wasn’t a beep, a squeak or a hum. It was something different and it shattered the ambient noise. 

Ryan looked around the room for the source of the sound. It didn’t repeat so he hit the switch again. The click repeated. He flicked it back and forth until he located the sound’s source. The meter by the door. 

Every time he hit the switch the needle flicked to zero and hit the edge of the readout with the faintest click. Turning it back on sent the needle into the middle of the red. 

Ryan turned back to Donny, who only shrugged and said, “I couldn’t find a Geiger counter.”  

Ryan crossed the room and stuck out his hand. When Donny did not respond, he turned the hand into a fist. 

Donny sighed, reached into his pocket and produced the key to the bunker door. 

“Don’t go.” 

Ryan said nothing as he crossed the bunker and unlocked the door. He slowly pulled it open. 

Summer heat and sun blew into the bunker and Ryan stared into the daylight for the first time in months. He took a step and stopped. 

Ryan looked back at his bunker mate. The man was almost in tears. 

“I don’t want to be alone.” 

Ryan said nothing. He only nodded and left.
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PACK HUNTERS

Fresh air used to have a lot more romance in it. Fidget and Sasquatch had been what they called “indoor dogs,” and every time the door had opened in the past it let them out into a world of excitement and smells that had been almost too much to bear. 

Strange and wonderful scents would fill their noses, and it was only their person’s grip on the leash that kept them from tracking down every last one. Outside time had been a magical time. 

But that had all changed. 

Outside was now cold and empty, and everything was scary. The smells that once reached out like some invisible, beckoning hand now held a note of danger telling them to stay away. 

It had been months since they left the safety of the only home either of them could remember. The place where they were free to shut their eyes at any time without fear of man or beast. The place that sheltered them from the cold and heat and angry skies. The place where they were never frightened or hungry. Now they were both.

“I could too eat a cow.” The Beagle walked at a quicker pace to keep up with the strolling Great Dane. Fidget’s nails clicked out this struggle against the pavement as the pair made their way through an all too empty town, pausing only to listen for threats, and whenever Fidget tripped on the take-out box stuck around his neck. 

“For the last time, you couldn’t eat a cow,” Sasquatch said. Fidget had been holding onto the obsession for months. It was a harmless delusion at first, but it had grown into one of the more annoying things the smaller dog did.  

“Could too,” Fidget said. “I mean, if it held still long enough. And it didn’t bark.” 

“Cows don’t bark, Fidge.” 

“Do they growl?” the Beagle asked. “Growling is scary, too. But if they didn’t bark, or growl, or, you know, try to run away, then I could totally eat one.” 

“They don’t growl,” the Great Dane said. “They moo.” 

“Moo? I don’t like the sound of that.” He shook his head, causing the take-out box to spin around over his brow and cover his eyes. He sat and pawed at the box until it fell back into place. “Maybe we should just try and find some food around here.” 

Sasquatch sighed and continued down the street of the abandoned town. It was eerie. The streets weren’t strange by themselves. They ran by normal looking homes and normal looking buildings. But they should be filled with people. People going about their business, running errands or strolling along with nowhere to be. Instead there was nothing but an unnerving silence with each block they passed. 

The last few weeks had been rough. They had survived by Sasquatch’s wits alone, while Fidget’s wits had worked against their best interest. A Chinese food container hung from the small dog’s neck and convinced the hound that there was Chinese food around every corner. 

It also meant that, every ten or twelve steps, Fidget would trip on the box, fall to the ground and then bark at what he was convinced was an attack from out of nowhere. 

He stumbled now, rolled twice and stood up barking at what was behind them. 

There was nothing there. There was nothing everywhere.

Fidget realized that he had vanquished the threat but hung his head and sat down on the sidewalk. “What are we going to do, Satch?” 

“We’ll keep looking for food, Fidge.” 

“No, I mean after that?” 

Sasquatch considered the question and shrugged. “I guess we’ll keeping looking for more food again.” 

Fidget whimpered a horrible whine. It was a sound that settled into the base of one’s neck and made it try to fold itself over backwards. “I’m lost and I don’t know where we are.  I’m hungry, I’m scared and—“ Fidget looked up with eyes he normally reserved for bacon. “I miss our person.” 

Sasquatch sat down opposite the Beagle. “I miss our person, too.” 

“He would know what to do. He would take care of us. Now it’s just us. We’re doomed.” 

“We’re not doomed.” Sasquatch put a reassuring paw across the Beagle’s back. He underestimated the weight and accidentally shoved Fidget’s head into the Chinese food container. 

Fidget backed into the yard trying to escape the trap and finally pulled it from his muzzle. It hung once more around his neck. 

“We’ve made it this far,” Sasquatch said. 

“But what about tomorrow and whatever they call the day after that? What do we do?”

“We need to find a pack,” the Great Dane decided. 

“But I don’t want to find a pack. I told you that.” 

“But, Fidget,” the giant dog said gently. “A pack will help us find food.”

“I can help us find food. I smell some Chinese food right now. I think it’s just around the corner.” 

“A pack will help keep us safe.” 

“I can help keep us safe. Watch this.” Fidget spread his paws, dug into the ground, raised his hackles and fired off a rapid succession of barks. “See?” 

“I see, but with a pack, we’ll never be alone.” 

“I’m never going to leave you, Satch. And I know you’ll never leave me.”

“But what if something happens to me?” 

“I’ll never let anything happen to you.” 

“But what if something does?” 

Fidget’s head dropped toward the ground until it was propped up on the take-out container. “Then I’d be all alone.” 

Sasquatch didn’t say a word. He just lay down next to the Beagle. 

“Okay. I guess you’re right. Let’s find a pack. How do we find a pack?” 

“I guess we have to find some more dogs. Can you smell any nearby?”

Fidget jumped up and stuck his nose in the air. He took in rapid-fire sniffs from several directions. He analyzed the smells and shook his head. “I don’t smell any dogs. But I think I smell some Chinese food down around the corner.” 

Sasquatch stood up and started back down the sidewalk. “C’mon, Fidge. Let’s go find a pack.” 

The Beagle bounded after him. “Hey, Satch. Do you think they’ll let me be alpha?” 

“I wouldn’t get your hopes up.” 

“What if I ask really nice?” 

# # #

Their search for a new pack took them all over the town. They rooted through looted stores. Nosed through empty homes. They followed every scent Sasquatch picked up. It wasn’t the most orderly search, but they were doing something and it felt like more than they had done in a long while. 

“I think I smell some Chinese food this way,” Fidget said over his shoulder moments before he walked into an empty trashcan. 

The metal container toppled and crashed to the ground. 

Fidget jumped. 

Sasquatch jumped. 

And something else jumped. 

Another trashcan spilled over and a small gray dog of indeterminable breed rolled out into the alleyway. His hair was wiry and patchy and he trembled when he talked. “Back off, you two. You don’t want a piece of me. Come any closer and I’ll nip a bitch.” The small dog made a great show of baring his teeth. The expression needed practice. 

Fidget had always had issues with context and rarely recognized a threat when it was given. His tail wagged hard and took most of his butt with it. “It’s another dog, Satch! Another dog!” 

The Beagle moved in closer. “Hi, my name is Fid—” 

The wirehaired mutt lunged forward and snapped at Fidget’s paw.

Fidget jumped back under Sasquatch’s legs and looked up at the bigger dog. “Great, we finally meet another dog and he’s a jerk.” 

“Oh, I’m the jerk am I? You come into my town, my alley, my trash stash and I’m the jerk? If you know what’s good for you, you’ll just turn around and keep walking.”

The Great Dane cocked his head. “We’re not going to hurt you.” 

“Hurt me?” The twitchy dog looked around the alley and saw no way out. “Ha. You, hurt me?”  

“I’m pretty sure I could,” Sasquatch said. “But I won’t.” 

“You bet you won’t. If you know what’s good for you. I’ll tear you up, little fella.” 

Sasquatch chuckled and instantly apologized. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to laugh.”

“Yeah, keep laughing, you oaf. We’ll see how hard you laugh when my pack gets here.” 

“A pack?” Fidget shot forward at the words. 

The little dog jumped back. 

“You have a pack?” 

The mutt took a small step forward. “Yeah, I’ve got a pack.” 

“That’s great.” The Beagle’s tail started wagging again. “We were just looking for a pack. We’ve been looking all over for a pack. Is it a good pack?” 

“Oh, it is the best pack.” His fears seemed to melt away and the little dog sat down. “Let me tell you, it is seriously the greatest pack. You’ve never seen a pack this great.” 

Fidget sat down facing the dog. “Wow.” 

“Yeah, wow, is right. My pack is so cool. And they’re all so nice.” 

“What’s your name?” Fidget asked. 

“I never really had a name. I’m the Omega.” 

“Whoa. The Omega?” Fidget gasped. “That sounds important.” 

“It is. It is important. It’s so important, actually, that there’s only one of me in the whole pack.” 

“Wow.” Fidget turned back to Sasquatch. “Did you hear that, Satch?” 

“I heard it.” 

“Can you believe it? We ran into the Omega.”

The Great Dane rolled his eyes. “I can hardly believe it.” 

Fidget turned back to the wiry little dog. “Do you think I could be an Omega some day?”

“Oh, I don’t know. It’s not easy.” 

“But, I’m really good at things,” Fidget said. 

“Like what things?” 

“My nose smells lots. I almost caught my own tail once. And you should hear me bark.” 

“Really?” Omega asked. “Let’s hear it.” 

Fidget yipped and stood up. He spun three times, buried his nails into the asphalt and let lose a string of barks that would have sent squirrels scurrying and cats scrambling. If any had been present. As it was he barked so hard that the take-out container bounced onto his muzzle and muffled the barrage. 

Fidget struggled to get free which sent him reeling backwards across the alley and into a pile of trash that collapsed on top of him. He quickly dug his way out and gave one final bark. 

“That’s amazing!” Omega barked. “You could totally be an Omega.” 

“Really? You really mean it?” 

“Totally. I’ll bet they’ll make you Omega right away.”

“Oh wow!” Fidget spun around three times. “Did you hear that, Satch?” 

Sasquatch had settled in for the barking performance. “I heard it.” 

“Can you believe it?” 

The Great Dane stretched out his long paws with a groan. “I believe it.” 

“You guys need to come with me. I want to introduce you to my pack.”  Omega was full of bounce. He hopped up to each of his new acquaintances, spun around and bounced out of the alley. 

“Are we going to go, Satch?” 

“Of course.” The Great Dane stood slowly and began to follow Omega. “I wouldn’t want to miss this.” 

# # #

Every pack needs a den. Omega’s pack had forgone the dingy confines of a cave or the muck of a wallow and set up shop in a hotel lobby. 

Omega, Sasquatch and Fidget stepped through an open automatic door to find dogs of various breeds lounging about the hotel lounge. A Labrador lay draped across a couch. A toy poodle sat at his feet. A pair of bulldogs occupied a chair and took turns drooling into the upholstery. Others lay about the furniture and carpet in such a relaxed state that it took the bark of the alpha to get everyone’s attention. 

The German Shepherd flew across the room from his perch near the counter and landed, bristling, in front of Sasquatch. 

“Stop!” was his only command. And it was heeded. 

The alpha looked up into the Great Dane’s eyes and snarled. He kept his eyes locked on Sasquatch while demanding answers from the tiny dog. 

“What are you doing, Omega?” 

“Tank. Ohmygod, Tank. You have got to meet these guys. They’re looking for a pack. And I know a pack which is you guys. I mean, us guys. And I thought, they want a pack, we’re a pack, we could all pack together. Or whatever they call it.” 

“You brought them to our den? Our sacred ground?” Tank growled. 

“It’s a Best Western, Tank,” Omega said. 

Tank’s growl sent the little dog running behind a trashcan that had long been toppled, emptied and licked clean by two dozen tongues. 

“So you two are looking for a pack?” Tank paced once fully around Sasquatch. “You smell like trouble to me.” 

“That would be the Beagle,” Sasquatch said.

“I’m not a fan of water,” Fidget offered. “It’s too splooshy.”

“Don’t get smart with me!” Tank screamed.

“You’re going with smart? With splooshy?” Sasquatch asked.

“Enough,” Tank looked to the room. A couple of the dogs were snickering. It was uncomfortable to watch a bulldog snicker. “You’ve got guts. I’ll give you that. Maybe you would fit in here. We’re Tank’s Terribles. I’m Tank. I’m the alpha around here. Always have been, always will be.

Tank pointed his nose to the Lab on the couch. “Patches over there on the couch is our scout.” He gestured to a pair of boxers standing by the door. “Double and Trouble are security. And of course you’ve met our Omega. The bulldogs over there help—a little.

“We’ve got hunters. Foragers. Scent hounds. Sight hounds. What could you possibly do to help us?” 

Sasquatch shrugged. 

Fidget ran forward. “I’m a barker.” 

“No one’s talking to you,” Tank said.

“I’m the best barker you’ve ever seen.” 

“You don’t listen well, do you? Trouble,” Tank called to one of the Boxers. “Shut him up.” 

The Boxer stood and walked across the lobby, cursing as he went. “You’re going to learn some respect, little mutt.” 

Sasquatch stepped in between Trouble and Fidget. 

“Ha,” Trouble laughed. “What are you going to do? You may be tall, but do you know what my ancestors did? Do you? They took down bulls. Bulls that were bigger than you by a ton. It’s in my blood, Stilts. So why don’t you move out of my way before I show you—”

Sasquatch stepped on the Boxer’s head. His massive paw drove Trouble to the floor by the nose and pinned him against the red and moldy hotel carpet. 

Trouble struggled for a minute, trying to free himself from the giant’s weight. He had almost gotten out when Sasquatch put another paw on his head. 

Trouble stopped struggling. “Okay.” 

Double jumped up, hackles raised, but Tank stopped him. 

“Stay,” the alpha said. He turned to the Great Dane. “You can let him up now.” 

Sasquatch stepped back and let the Boxer stand. Trouble looked him in the eye, blinked once and turned away. 

Tank stepped closer and looked over Sasquatch, mulling a decision. “All right. You’re in.” 

“Wow!” Fidget bounced excitedly in front of the Great Dane. “Did you hear that, Satch? We’re in. We have a pack again!” 

“Slow down, Midget.” Tank barked. 

“Fidget,” the Beagle said. 

“He’s in,” Tank said. “You’re not quite what we’re looking for.”

The wiry Omega ran out from behind the trashcan. “But he’d make a great Omega.” 

Tank snapped. “No pack needs two Omegas. Hell, one is too many.”

“Well, he could be the new Omega and I’ll be something else.”

“Enough. I’ve made my decision.” 

The Beagle dropped his head until it rested on the take-out container and made with the sad eyes.  

“You’re making a mistake,” Sasquatch said. “Fidget is a hell of a dog.”

Fidget perked up and Tank looked at the hound. 

“I’m just not seeing it.”

“He’s full of surprises,” Sasquatch said.  

Fidget leapt to his feet. “I sure am.”

“What kind of surprises?” Tank asked. 

“I’m a great barker.” 

Sasquatch hung his head. Fidget was proud of his barks, and the Great Dane knew he’d go there if he couldn’t stop him. 

Tank laughed. “Barking? That’s what you’re giving me? We can all bark.” 

Fidget’s eyes narrowed and he spoke in a whisper. “Not like me.”

The whole room laughed. 

“All right then. Let’s hear this great and powerful bark.”

Fidget curled his toes and dug his nails into the worn carpet. He braced himself and took a breath. 

Sasquatch put a paw on the Beagle’s snout. “You don’t want him to do that, Tank.”

“Oh, and why not?” 

“It may not be safe.”

Tank fell to the floor with laughter. “Not safe, he says.” 

Sasquatch wasn’t sure if Fidget was catching on or continuing further down his path of delusion, but he eased up on his grip and spoke softly. “When I bark, bad things happen.” 

The laughter grew. A Bulldog fell out of her chair as she rolled about in her fit. 

Sasquatch could see the hurt growing on the Beagle’s face and spoke up. “Show them your nose, Fidget.” 

“Oh yeah,” Fidget held up his nose and waved it around the room. “My nose is great. I can smell things from all over and really far away. If you lost it, I’ll find it and tell you exactly where it is. With my eyes closed.” 

“I lost a ball once,” Omega said. “Can you find that?” 

Fidget puffed out his chest and said, “of course.” He then took a mighty breath that whistled a little somewhere back in his muzzle. He then exhaled and began a rapid burst of short sniffs. He spun around, put his nose to the ground, spun around again and put his nose in the air. He smelled left. He smelled right. And then he stopped. 

“Did you find it?” Omega asked. 

“I did,” Fidget smiled. “Your ball is three blocks north in a Chinese restaurant.”

“Wow,” Omega said. “That’s impressive.” 

Tank laughed again. “You’re a moron, runt. That’s why you’re Omega. This idiot’s not smelling your ball, he’s smelling the box around his neck.” The alpha pawed at the box and watched it swing back and forth. 

Fidget dropped his head. “Don’t touch my box.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it was an emotional soft spot for you.” German Shepherds are notoriously bad mimics, but Tank’s baby voice wasn’t half bad. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“It’s a long story,” Fidget said.  

Tank sat down. “We’ve got time.” 

“Well, I thought there was food in the box,” Fidget said. 

“And?” 

“And now I’m in the box.” 

This sent the room over the edge. Once he had composed himself, Tank said, “No good, kid. Now get out of here before you find out why they call us Tank’s Terribles.” 

“I assumed it was because you were really bad at naming things,” Fidget said. 

“Come on, Fidge,” Sasquatch said. “We’ll find another pack.”

With a gesture from Tank, Double and Trouble moved to block the doorway. Several of the other dogs stood up and started slinking toward the pair. 

“Not so fast, big fella,” Tank said. “You’re one of us. Just let the runt leave.” 

“Sorry, Tank. If Fidget’s not in, I’m not in.”

Tank put himself between Sasquatch and the door. “I don’t think you understand. You’re in. You’re part of the pack now. And you do as I say.” 

“Move, Tank.”

“Yeah, just let us go,” Fidget said. 

“Shut up. The real dogs are talking.”

“I’m a real do—“

“I said shut up.” Tank swatted a paw at Fidget’s head. The blow connected and sent the Beagle sliding across the room. 

Sasquatch was on him instantly. He had never truly been in a fight. Except with a sock, and he was mostly certain the sock was just playing. His size had always been enough to stop trouble before it went too far, but no one touched his friend.

Tank had to suspect it was coming. But he couldn’t have expected how fast it came. The Great Dane went low and dove under the alpha. Sasquatch stood up to his considerable height and sent the German Shepherd flying through the lobby. 

Fidget let out a ferocious series of barks, which sent the take-out box spinning up over his head and down over his eyes. He continued to bark as he pawed at the blindfold, knowing that he couldn’t leave his friend without covering fire. 

Trouble and Double were distracted by their soaring alpha and didn’t see the Great Dane charge until it was too late. Trouble was knocked back through the door into the street while Double bounced off Trouble and back into a massive paw swung by Sasquatch. 

Fidget backed into a trashcan and sent it rolling across the lobby floor. 

Others joined the fight. 

Trouble staggered back into the room in time to take a terrier to the head. 

Sasquatch swung his massive muzzle again and scooped a Miniature Pinscher from the ground. Even as it flew through the air, it barked and still held onto the belief that it was a real dog. 

A Sheltie nipped at Sasquatch’s back leg and got a giant foot in the face that sent it sprawling into a pair of Poodles that yipped as they tumbled to the ground. 

Fidget continued barking and managed to get his head stuck beneath a lobby chair. 

Sasquatch saw Omega sneaking up behind the Beagle and tried to bark a warning. But Tank was back on his feet and charging again. The Shepherd leapt, baring teeth and an embarrassing amount of drool. 

Fidget pulled back with a mighty bark and freed himself from the chair’s evil hold. He shot across the room and plowed butt-first into Omega. The small dog yipped as he was knocked back into the fallen trashcan hard enough to knock it back on end.

Sasquatch woofed and opened his mouth wide. He caught Tank in his teeth and slammed the dog to the ground. The Great Dane pinned him to the floor and found the Shepherd’s throat with his teeth. 

“Call them off,” Sasquatch growled quietly. 

“Enough,” Tank said. 

The pack stopped. Hackles lowered. Fidget finally got the box off his snout. Omega yelped for help, but no one was sure where the calls were coming from. 

Fidget looked around the room. It was messier than when they had walked in. Dogs were limping. Some licked wounds. And everyone was panting. 

The Beagle walked up to the pinned Shepherd and smiled. “I told you bad things happen when I bark.” Fidget wagged his tail and stepped onto the street with a sense of confidence he really didn’t deserve. “C’mon, Satch. Let’s go find our own pack.”

Sasquatch let Tank up and the two dogs stared at one another for a long moment. Tank finally shrunk away and limped to one of the sofas in the hotel lounge. 

“Uh, guys? What’s happening out there?” Omega asked. 

Sasquatch walked over to the trashcan and knocked it over. 

Omega spilled out into the room and looked at the defeated pack. “Aw, man. Did we lose again?” 

Sasquatch chuckled and left to catch up with Fidget. 
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ANIMAL’S CALLING

Animal stood guard on the wall. He cradled a rifle in his arms and looked out over the barren strip the gang had cleared to make the compound easier to defend. Beyond the strip, there was little more than a random tree and empty space. Behind him, there was a bunch of junk. 

Scrap iron and half-demolished hulks of rusted cars filled the space behind his wall that he so valiantly defended. 

“But why a junkyard?” Animal asked. 

The guard next to him sighed, “I told you I don’t know, man. They told me to watch the wall, so I’m watching the wall.”

“But there has to be better places to build a compound.” 

The other guard took a step away. “I’m just watching the wall.” 

“Surely the bombs had to leave something standing besides a scrapyard.”

“Like what?” 

“I don’t know. Like a hotel or something. That would make a much better compound, don’t you think?” 

“No thank you.” The guard spit over the wall and watched it fall to the ground before continuing. “I never enjoyed staying in hotels. I used to travel a lot. You do that and you get really sick of staying in hotels. A different bed every night. And you never knew what you were going to get. The mattress could be too soft, too hard and you know they don’t clean those comforters, right? Think of all the sick things that have happened on those things. They’re just a big puddle of germs. The food was always hit or miss, too. And after a while you get really sick of room service.” He spat another gob over the wall and watched it fall. “You can keep your hotels.”

Animal looked back into the scrapyard. “You prefer sleeping in a burned-out Chevy?” 

The guard shrugged. “The radio still works.” 

Animal watched one more gob of spit go over the edge. “But we’re living in a junkyard.” 

“At least it’s not a hotel.” 

“Hey, Jackson!” 

Animal turned at the sound of his given name and looked back into the courtyard. His supervisor stood below him and waved him down.

“Jackson. You got a minute?” 

Jackson shouted back. “Animal.” 

“Right. Animal. Come on down for a minute.” 

“Sure thing, boss.” Animal slapped the other guard on the back just as the man was about to spit, causing the brown mass to dribble down his chin. 

“Damn you, Jackson.”

“Animal,” Animal said and swung the rifle over his shoulder. He leapt from the platform to the top of a shipping crate, jumped a wide gap to the top of a rusted semi and dove out and grabbed a pole, which he used to slide to the ground next to his superior. 

His supervisor pointed behind him. “We put those stairs in for a reason.” 

“Yeah, but this is faster,” Animal said. 

“The stairs are safer. We don’t want you hurting yourself getting off the wall of all things.” 

“I—”

“You know what?” The supervisor put up his hand up. “Save it. Come with me.” 

“Sure thing, Scar.” 

The man took a deep breath. “It’s David.” 

“Yessir.” 

Animal followed Scar across the scrapyard. Over the years of piling junk, a path had formed that led back to the main office building and workspace. It wound throughout the compound, and the couple passed several other gang members as they went. They greeted each as they passed. 

“What’s up, Killer?” Animal said. 

“Good morning, Don,” Scar said. 

“Hey, Blade.” Animal said. 

Blade winced and only smiled when Scar greeted him as Danny. 

Animal smiled and pointed at another gang member. “Looking good, Tiny.”

“Screw you, Jackson.” Tiny rushed the pair.

He stopped when Scar held up his hands. “It’s okay, Johnny. I’m taking care of it right now.” 

The meandering path finally reached the main building. Scar held the office door open as Animal passed through and directed him upstairs to a smaller office that had changed little since its pre-apocalyptic days. 

There were several filing cabinets, a large desk and a chair on either side. Animal took the visitor’s chair after being invited to sit. It wasn’t until his supervisor shut the door that he began to grow nervous. 

“What’s this all about, Scar?”

Scar took another deep breath and sat down in his own chair behind the desk. “Jackson, my name is not Scar. It’s David and you know it.”

“Sorry, David. What’s this all about?”

“It’s about the things like Scar. Why do you call me Scar?”

“D’uh because you’ve got that sweet scar that runs across your face.”

“Sweet scar?”

“Yeah, it’s wicked.”

“Do you know how I got this scar?” 

Animal shook his head. “Probably in your first raid. You were in a fierce fight with some stupid nomad and you had him pinned on the ground by his car. You were about to finish him off when, WHOOSH—“ Animal leapt from his seat and motioned the pulling of a knife. “—he pulls a hidden blade from under the car and catches you across the face. You wrestled the blade from his hand and took him down, but left the wound unattended because you’re a serious badass and it’s a warning to others not to screw around with The Scar.” The name was said with a particular sinister hiss at the end and Animal sat back down. 

David leaned forward across the desk. “Actually, my house caught fire during the initial attacks.  My wife and daughter were trapped inside. I went in for them as the home and the life we had built began to collapse around us. I heard their screams, but I couldn’t get to them. Too much debris had fallen and blocked my way to them. I managed to move enough of the collapsed roof to see them. They saw me, and they ran for me. But the space wasn’t big enough for my daughter to fit through. She died holding my hand and crying my name. Another part of the roof collapsed and buried me inside with them. It was days before I was able to struggle free, only to find that the devastation had left me with a ten-inch gash across my face. Every time I look in a mirror it reminds me of the day I lost everything.” He leaned back in his chair and sat there quietly, fighting back tears. 

Animal looked away to the top of the desk. “Oh, wow. I wasn’t even close.” 

“You know Johnny?”  

Animal nodded. “You mean Tiny.”

“Johnny has a glandular problem. He’s struggled with his weight his entire life. He was bullied horribly all through his childhood. You know what everyone called him?”

“What?” Animal asked.

“Tiny,” David replied. “And then the world ended and he thought he could start over as plain old Johnny. That’s what he wanted to be called, so that’s what we called him. Then you came along.”

“I didn’t know that.”

David nodded slowly. 

“Do you think maybe he’d like Big Man, better?”

“I think he’d like Johnny.” 

Animal nodded as he stood. “Good to know. I’ll be sure to—“

“Sit down, Jackson.”

Animal sat. “There’s more?”

David pulled open a desk drawer and pulled out a manila folder. It took two hands to keep the contents from spilling across the desk. It was simply labeled Jackson. “Listen, Jackson. You’ve been with us for six months now.”

“Wow. Has it been that long?”

David nodded and opened the folder. He pulled the top couple of pages off the stack and set them down in front of him. “It has. And now that you’ve had some time to settle in, it’s time for your six-month performance review.”

Animal sat up in his chair and, though he didn’t know it, turned slightly toward the door. “Okay,” he said with caution.

David picked up a pen. “First, let me start by saying how much we all—everyone here—admires your enthusiasm for the job.”

Animal nodded. “It sounds like there’s a ‘but’ coming.”

“There is,” David said. 

“And it’s...”

“Your enthusiasm.”

“My enthusiasm?” Animal asked. “What’s wrong with loving what you do?” 

“Nothing. Usually. But you have to admit what we do isn’t particularly a nice thing. We rob and steal and generally pick on the defenseless, weaker elements of society for our own benefit.” 

“Hell yeah, we do.” Animal raised his hand for an unreturned high five. 

“That. That right there. That’s what I’m talking about.”

Animal put his hand back in his lap. “I’m sorry. I just get really into my job. I’ve always been that way I guess. My first job was a paperboy and once I took the job I swore I was going to be the best paperboy my town had ever seen. And I was. I delivered the paper better than anyone else.”

“Is that so?” 

“Yeah. You see, most paperboys did their best to put the paper right on the front porch so when the subscriber opened their door first thing in the morning they’d be greeted with the day’s news. So I figured, to be even better I’d break into their house and leave it in bed with them before they even woke up. That way they didn’t even have to open the door.”

“I see. And how long were you a paperboy?”

“For two houses.”

“That sounds about right. Look, Jackson, we’re not asking you to not enjoy what you do. We’re just asking that you dial back the outward expression of it.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I’ll tell you.” David shuffled through the stack of papers for a moment, scanning the top of each page until one jumped out at him. “Like here. During the April 9th raid, some of the other guys heard you scream, ‘Give us your shit or I’ll rip out your skull and use it in a puppet show, you dumb mother fuckers.’”

Animal nodded along with the quote and shrugged. “So?” 

“Well, I’m not sure that’s really called for, is it? I mean, what’s wrong with shouting ‘give us your stuff please’ instead?”

“Well, it doesn’t really have the same impact does it? I mean, the puppet show threat really puts the fear of God into people, right? I mean puppet shows are hella lame and knowing that you’d be starring in one after your death would make anyone stop and think. But if I were to shout what you said...I just worry it wouldn’t have the same effect.” 

“But we’re not trying to put the fear of God into people. We just want to take their stuff.” 

Animal shook his head at some of the confusion that was building. “Then why do we have the take-no-prisoners rule?”

“The rule is ‘We don’t take any prisoners.’” 

“That’s what I said.” 

David shook his head. “No, you said ‘take no prisoners.’ We don’t take any prisoners. It’s totally different.” 

“I don’t see how.” 

“The way you say it, we kill everyone so there are no prisoners to take. Our way we just don’t take any prisoners. We let everyone go.” 

“Oh.” The realization dawned slowly on Animal and it took a moment to get the full effect. “Oh!” 

“Yeah, hostages are not profitable. We learned that long ago.” 

“Okay, that may have been a misunderstanding on my part. But you can see where I got confused.” 

“Not really.”

“They’re...the phrases are very similar.” 

“But they’re not,” David disagreed. “One is for professionals, the other is for murderous pirates. In fact, we never actually killed anyone until you offed that old couple from Mississippi.”

Animal frowned. “He was looking at me funny.”

David tossed his head to one side. “He had glaucoma, man.”

“Oh,” Animal said. “Oh!” 

“Yeah. Probably legally blind. You shot a blind guy.”

“I...I didn’t know. How could I have known?”

“You shot his guide dog first.” 

“Oh, right.” 

“And afterwards you said...” David looked at the file, “‘I’ll bet he never saw that coming.’”

“Oh,” Animal smiled at the memory of the joke, realized his supervisor wasn’t amused and forced a solemn look onto his face. “I see.” 

“Yeah.”

“Well I don’t want to be a problem, Sc—David. I love it here. So, I guess I could kill less...”

David stared at him harder. 

“...zero more people.”

David tucked the sheet back into the folder and folded his hands on the desk. “To be honest, it’s not just your killing people that makes the men uncomfortable.”

“What do you mean?”

David pointed at Animal and made a head to toe sweep with his hand. “It’s your attire.”

“What’s wrong with my attire? This is raider chic.”

“Well for one, you’re wearing an old tire.”

“So?” 

“I’m not sure what kind of statement you’re trying to make, but...”

“It’s not a statement. It’s armor.” Animal wrapped his knuckles on the tread across his chest. 

“Armor? What’s wrong with the body armor we issued you from the police station raid?”

“That works fine if you’re being shot at, sure. But what if someone takes a swing at you with a cinder block on the end of a chain?” He tapped the pad on his shoulder twice more and shrugged off the dramatized blow. 

“Did that...does that happen?”

“It could happen,” Animal smiled. “Luck favors the prepared.”

David put his face in his palm and rubbed at tired eyes. “Fine, about the chain then?”

“The chain is how they swing the block.”

“No, your chain.” David pointed to Animal’s chest. “The one hanging from your...your nipple.”

“Oh, that’s a fashion statement. It says, ‘I’m tough, so don’t screw with me because I’ll drive a shard of metal through my own nipple—which is very sensitive—and I don’t care.’” 

“It’s a safety hazard. It says, ‘I’m a moron that doesn’t understand what would happen if this chain got caught on something.’” 

“What would happen?”

“It would...you could, you’d lose a nipple.”

His hand reflexively went to his chest. “What?” 

“It would rip your nipple clean off. What kind of statement would that make?”

“I never thought of that. I just thought it looked tough.” 

David looked like he was getting a headache. “Really? You thought...really?” 

“Sure,” Animal said. “And it’s not just me. A lot of the guys have pointed it out. They said it looked good.”

“Like who?”

“Dagger, Crutch, Gimpy, Tiny—I mean Johnny—and that other guy. I can’t remember his... oh, what’s his face?” Animal gave up. “Let’s call him Captain Bland.” 

“Okay, that’s actually a pretty nice transition,” David said, “because I want to talk about the names.”

“What about them? I told you I’d stop calling you Scar.” 

“You’ve got to stop it with all of the nicknames. Nobody likes them.” 

“Oh, come on, everybody likes a nickname.”

“You think the guy you call Gimpy likes that nickname?” 

“Sure?” 

“One of his legs is shorter than the other so he walks with a limp and you think he’ll like Gimpy?” 

Animal looked away. 

“The guy you call Maverick?”

“Yeah, he’s cool. He’s a loner. A rebel.” 

“His family survived the bombs. Then he lost them three months ago. You know how?”

Animal shook his head. 

“They got hit by a Maverick truck.”

“Oh,” Animal said. “Oh! Now, see, that’s just bad luck on my part right there. You can’t put that one on me.”

“Iceman? Lost three fingers to frostbite. Outhouse? Has IBS. Sleepy Nick? Has narcolepsy and his name isn’t even Nick.” 

Animal hung his head. “I’m sorry.” 

“We’re not done!” David was standing now. Screaming, he pointed to another line in the file. “Retarded Charlie?“

“I’m guessing he’s got some sort of mental thing.”

“He’s a hell of a lot smarter than you. But it’s just a really shitty thing to call someone. Anyone! And that you would do it at all shows a complete lack of judgment on your part. A judgment that is not a fit for our operations.” 

Animal pleaded, “Really, I thought I was being friendly. I’ll stop with the names. And I’ll even—” he looked down at the ground and muttered, “—I’ll even remove the nipple chain.”  

“I’m afraid it’s too little, too late. We’re letting you go.”

“Letting me go?” Animal shot out of his chair. “But this is the only job I’ve ever been good at.”

“But you’re not good at it.” David grabbed the file and slammed it on the desk. “We just talked about that.” 

“Please, you’ve got to give me another chance. This has always been my dream.”

“It’s been your dream to grow up into a bloodthirsty bandit that roams the highways looking to murder and steal from the depraved, the destitute, the helpless?”

“Well, fireman actually, but after the bombs those plans went up in smoke.”  Animal laughed and raised his hand for a high-five. 

David pointed to the door. “Get out.” 

“But...”

“Clean out your Honda and leave.” 

“But, what will I do? Where will I go?”

“Have you considered becoming a hermit?” 

“What?” 

“One of the quiet ones? You know, maybe take a vow of silence.” 

Animal thrust a pointed finger across the desk. “That’s not funny, David.” 

“I’m not kidding, ‘Animal.’” David mocked Animal’s own gesture but turned the finger toward the door. 

“Fine.” Animal stepped around the chair and shoved it against the desk. “Who needs you? I’ll start my own gang and I’ll show you. I’ll show you and Tiny and Gimpy and all the rest! We’ll be called Animal’s Bloodthirsty Bandits Who Aren’t All Sensitive or Wusses, and we’ll be ferocious and feared and we’re not going to live in a stupid junkyard.”

“We wish you well with your future endeavors.” 

“Oh shut it, Scar.” Animal opened the door and stormed out of the office. He slammed the door behind him. 

A scream followed that was so horrifying it touched instincts that were too powerful to ignore. David leapt over the desk, rushed to the door and pulled it open. 

Jackson sat on the ground clutching his chest, rocking back and forth. Blood flowed through the man’s fingers and down onto his bare stomach. 

“Jackson, are you okay?” 

Animal looked up with pain in his eyes and turned away. He shook his head for a moment before he sighed. “I don’t want a lecture or to hear ‘I told you so,’ I just want you to help me find my nipple.” 
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LAST BAND
OF THE APOCALYPSE

Few creatures were as well suited to survive the apocalypse as the tribute band. Life on the road in an old tour van had prepared them better than any weekend survival course ever could. 

When the exchange of nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons destroyed most of the world’s beds, the tribute band had no problem falling asleep; they were used to sleeping anywhere, and under any driving conditions. 

When the world’s farms and taquerías were obliterated, they had no problem not eating; they were used to going days without food, because they went days without paying gigs. 

But more importantly, the end of the world turned people cold and mean, and they were forced to do unthinkable things to survive. They had to adopt a moral flexibility. Many wrestled with this, and many lost their lives because they were unwilling to let go of their values and beliefs. Clinging to them, they died good people in their own eyes, but they died nonetheless. Tribute bands already possessed that moral flexibility, so finding it wasn’t a problem. At least, not for the five members of Van Galen. 

The rusted gate of a north Texas town closed behind him with a rattle, like so many other towns. He hopped a bit and made his way back to Betty. Betty was a big girl—a battered late-model Dodge Van that he had called home ever since The Crappening. 

Betty protested as he pulled the side door open and put on his best front man grin. “We’ve got us a gig!” He sang it as much as said it, with a bit of a growl thrown into the middle. 

His band mates sat around a makeshift table and a tattered deck of cards. They didn’t say anything. 

“Can I get a ‘hell yeah’ out of you?” He held up the metal hand, whooped, and got nothing. “What’s wrong with you guys?”

He looked to each of them for a response. Trent was a small man with dark features that made him look like death when he applied his makeup right. And he was most likely the best lead guitarist alive today. Trent glanced up for only a moment before turning his dark eyes back to his cards. 

Max’el’s name was actually Maxwell. He’d changed it to pursue a career onstage. He thought the apostrophe sounded tough, and over the years he had gotten into several fights with people who’d argued that you didn’t even pronounce the apostrophe. Even though he had a short temper, he was most likely the best rhythm guitarist alive today. He, too, focused on his cards. 

The bass player was a tall, sandy-haired man named Shane. He seemed calm. But he always seemed calm. It was one of his more aggravating traits. Still, though Shane rubbed him the wrong way from time to time, he was most likely the best bass player alive today. Shane looked at the drummer, Cord.

Cord was round, squat and asleep sitting up on the van’s bench. He, too, said nothing. But Cord rarely said anything. Still, he was an okay drummer. 

Shane poked Cord twice in the face and the drummer stirred only enough to say a sleepy “You tell him” before he crawled into the seat and went back to sleep. 

“Tell me what?” he asked. 

Shane waved him into the van. “Come on in and close the door.” 

He stepped into Betty and closed the door behind him. “What the hell is going on? I go in to get us a gig, and you guys are acting like someone died out here. You should be excited...you should be happy. You should at least be holding up your lighters, for God’s sake!”

“You see?” Shane said. “That’s kind of what we wanted to talk about.” 

“We? You guys have been having band meetings without me? I’m the singer. I’m the face of Van Galen!” He looked to Trent and Max’el, but they both looked away. “What’s this about? Why are you all so down? We’re Van Galen! We are the greatest band left on Earth!”

“That’s right,” Shane said. “And that’s what got us talking. We are possibly the only rock band left on Earth.” 

“You can’t kill rock and roll, baby.” He raised a hand for a high-five and was left hanging.

“The truth is, we’re a little tired of being a tribute band,” Shane said.  “We think since most every other band in the country is dead now, this is our chance to start playing original music.” 

“Original music? We tried that. Do you remember how well it went over?” The three band members who weren’t passed out in the back seat looked away. “Well, I’ll remind you. It was terrible. They booed us. A lot. We weren’t getting anywhere...we were about to be finished—until I suggested this.” He pulled at the spandex top he wore and let it snap back to his chest. “This is what has kept us alive.”

Shane nodded. “I know...” 

“If not for me—if not for Van Galen—do you know where you’d be now, Shane? Dead—that’s where! If we hadn’t been in the middle of our County Fair Warning Tour, you would have been at home writing your stupid lyrics about your stupid deep feelings when the bombs hit.”

“You’re absolutely right,” Shane agreed. 

“Of course I am. Van Galen saved us. And not just from Armageddon. It saved us from starvation; it saved us from being nobodies. And now that we have a monopoly on rock and roll, you want to quit? Have you looked at our market segment? We have one hundred percent share of ear! People everywhere are starved for entertainment, and the only thing they’ve got is what? Us! Van Galen!”

Shane leaned forward and pointed a finger across the table. “That’s our point. If we’ve got their undivided attention, we can play anything and they’ll probably love it. Why keep playing the same songs we’ve been playing for years—and that other people have been playing for thirty years—if we don’t have to?”

Their logic was sound. He didn’t like that they had talked about things behind his back, but he couldn’t argue their point. 

“Do you all feel this way?” he asked. 

Shane nodded. Trent grunted. Max’el shrugged. Cord let one go. The group cracked the windows. 

“I see. Well...maybe we can start putting some original material in our set list. You know, kind of try it out and see how it goes.” 

The tension inside Betty lifted. Shane leaned back in his seat, and the guitarists stopped pretending to play cards. Trent hit the five that he’d left hanging earlier. Everyone began to nod. 

“Yeah!” he yelled. “I’m...I’m excited about this. We can do this! We’re the greatest rock band on Earth! We’re Van Galen, dammit! Wooo!”

The tension returned. It hit Betty hard. Trent and Max’el dealt a new hand. 

“What did I say?” he asked. 

Shane cleared his throat. “We were thinking that with our new direction, we could use a new name.” 

“No.” 

“Listen...” Shane began.

“No.”

“C’mon, man.” 

“We are Van Galen,” he said, with an authority only a trained vocalist could summon. “We have brand recognition.” 

“Yeah, but it’s somebody else’s brand.” 

“It’s gotten us to where we are today.” 

“And, Van Galen was a great name for a tribute band. It was clever. It was funny.” 

“Funny?” he asked. “You think it’s funny?” 

Shane shrugged. “Sure. It’s funny.” 

He looked to the guitarists. “Do you guys think it’s funny, too?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “What’s funny about Van Galen?” 

Shane turned his hands up on the table and shrugged. “The Galen part?” 

“I see. Well, we’re not changing the name.” 

“Galen...come on, man.” 

Galen turned away from the conversation. 

“I wasn’t saying your name is funny,” Shane told him. “But in context, Van Galen is funny. It was supposed to be.” 

“I suppose you want to call the band Van Shane, huh?” Galen snapped back.

“What?” Shane shook his head. At first it was to deny the statement but it turned into confusion. “No, that doesn’t make any sense.”

“So what do you want to call it, smart guy?” 

Shane let the sarcasm fall on the table and tried to move on with the conversation. 

Galen hated the bass player’s calm. Then again, what did a bass player ever have to get excited about? No solos. No groupies. He delighted at this thought and forgot he was in an argument. 

Shane picked up a sheet of paper from the table. “We had some thoughts on a new name.”

Galen rolled his eyes. “There’s that ‘we’ again. Well, let’s hear what ‘we’ came up with.”

Shane ignored the comment and went back to the list. “We all kind of passed the sheet around while you were inside and put down our thoughts. We haven’t gone through them yet.” 

“I figured you’d already have t-shirts made,” Galen said. 

“We wanted to do this together.” 

Trent nodded. Max’el nodded. Cord began to snore. Trent leaned over the seat and punched him until the drummer rolled over. 

Shane held the paper up and began reading the list of names. “Against a Purple Sky.” 

“Who came up with that shit?” Galen asked. 

Max’el sat forward fast enough to shake the makeshift table. “I did. Got a problem with it?” 

“Only that it’s stupid.” 

Shane put out a hand to separate the two. “Calm down, everyone. Max, maybe you can explain the name.” 

“Sure...though I shouldn’t have to. It was the day The Crappening happened. We were on our way to whatever stupid fair it was and I was thinking about just how utterly happy it made me that we would be playing the soundtrack for another sheep castration demonstration.”

“Yeah...are you serious?” Trent asked. 

“No, he’s not serious, stupid.” Galen said. 

Max’el continued, “I never told you this, but I was about to quit the band. But then the bombs fell and the sky lit up. You guys rushed out of the van and ran off to the side of the road to look at what was happening. I was the last one out of Betty. And while I stood there on the roadside looking at you guys looking at the end of the world against a fuchsia sky, I thought, ‘this is it...this is the moment everything changes.’” 

“Fuchsia?” Galen pointed at the page. “But you wrote ‘Against a Purple Sky.’” 

“It was really more fuchsia than purple, but I figured ‘Against a Fuchsia Sky’ sounded lame. I’ve got a head for marketing too, you know, Galen.” 

“The whole thing is lame. You had a special moment and you want to name the band after it? You know, I think it was pretty special when Cord farted a few minutes ago. Maybe we should name the band Farting Cords.” 

Max’el slammed his fist into the table and leaned back in his chair with a mighty pout.

Shane moved on to the next name on the list. “This must be Trent’s: Clean Water.” 

Trent nodded. “Yeah...that’s mine.” 

“Do you want to explain it?” Shane asked. 

Trent nodded. “Yeah...it’s Clean Water.” 

Galen looked at Shane for some kind of explanation, but only got a shrug. He turned back to Trent. “Do you want to expand on that, Shakespeare?” 

Trent nodded. “Yeah...okay. You remember how bands used to call themselves Free Beer, just so their fliers would say, ‘Tonight Only, Free Beer’?”

“Yeah, I remember.” Galen said. 

Trent nodded. “Yeah...Clean Water.” 

Galen made a fist as Shane spoke up. “I think what Trent is trying to say is that ‘Clean Water’ is today’s version of ‘Free Beer.’” 

Trent nodded. “Yeah...Clean Water.” 

Galen shook his head. “Go to the next one.” 

Shane looked at the page. “This next one just says ‘Frank Sinatra.’” 

“Yeah.” Trent nodded. “Frank Sinatra.” 

“I thought you guys didn’t want to be a tribute band anymore.” 

“Nah,” said Trent. “We wouldn’t cover Frank Sinatra. We’d just call ourselves Frank Sinatra.” 

“That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” Galen said. 

“Nah.” 

“I’m with Galen on this one, Trent,” said Shane. 

“Nah...it’s not like he can sue us.” Trent said. “He’s dead.” 

“I know he’s dead,” said Shane.

“Yeah...then why not, man?” Trent asked.

Shane spoke sheepishly. “Because I’m afraid of Frank Sinatra.” 

Trent laughed. So did Max’el. 

“Laugh if you want,” Shane said, “but I’ve seen a lot of weird shit since the world ended, and I’m not about to risk having the pissed-off, reanimated corpse of Frank Sinatra coming back to life to kick my ass.” 

Galen laughed. “That’s your reason?” 

Trent nodded. “Nah...he makes a really good point. Take it off the list.”

Shane scratched through the name and read the next one. “The Last Remnants.” 

“The Last Remnants?” Galen said. “That’s...that’s actually not bad.” 

“I don’t like it.” Max’el growled. “Take it off the list.” 

“Now wait a second, Max.” Galen said. “Why don’t you like it?” 

“It makes us sound like leftovers. Take it off the list.” 

“Well yeah...we are left-over,” Galen argued. “And that means we’re survivors.”

Max’el spoke a little slower. Galen hated it when he did that. “Take...it off...the...list.”

Shane stayed the pen. “That’s really not fair to whoever put it on the list, Max.”

Max’el snapped. “I put it on the list. So I can take it off if I want. And you can leave it on if you want...that pen shoved up your ass sideways.” 

Shane set the pen on the table and met Max’el’s glare. 

“Cap or no cap,” Max’el said. “It’s your call.”

Shane crossed through the name as Galen wondered how to salvage the first halfway decent entry on a long list of stupid. “What if we were The Last Remainders then?” 

“What, like a math problem?” Trent asked. 

Cord began to snore again, and Trent went back to punching. 

“Not like a math problem,” Galen explained. “Like, we are remaining.” 

“Nah...I’m just getting math problem.” Trent said. 

“Yeah,” Max’el laughed. “What’s our first album going to be called—Carry the One?” 

“No,” Galen said. “It’s your kind of math. We’ll call it Fingers and Toes.”

Max’el turned to Shane. “Give me that pen. You can keep the cap.” 

“Enough of this.” Galen said. “Are there any good names on that list? What did Cord have?” 

Shane looked at the page. He turned it over and then back to the front. “Looks like he just drew pictures of boobs and wieners.” 

“Nah,” Trent said. “Boobs and Wieners is a terrible name.” 

Galen slammed his hands on the makeshift table. “If you guys are serious about this, we need a better name. We need a name that a: rocks; b: is relevant today; and c: doesn’t suck like the ones on your list.” 

Shane laughed. “How about Harmegeddon?” 

The van grew silent, except for Cord’s snoring. 

Shane shook his head. “Wait, guys. No.” 

Trent leaned over the seat and punched Cord awake. 

The drummer barely opened his eyes. “What?”

“Harmegeddon,” Trent said. 

“Metal,” Cord said and went back to sleep. 

Galen watched the name set in their minds. He hated to admit that he liked it. And Cord was right: it was metal. So metal. “Is that it then?” he asked the band. “Are we Harmegeddon?”

“Hell yeah, we are!” Max’el screamed. 

“Yeah,” Trent nodded. “Harmegeddon!”

“Please. No,” Shane said. 

Galen smiled at the name. Maybe this wasn’t such a terrible idea after all. All he’d ever wanted to do was rock. Only now did he realize that by becoming Van Galen, he had taken the easy way out. It was time to shed the image of another band and rock like only they knew how. 

It was time to become Harmegeddon. 

That night, in the town of New Hope, Harmegeddon made their debut. They didn’t do covers. They didn’t strut. They didn’t glam up. Galen didn’t even wear spandex. They did only one thing. 

They rocked. 

And then, they were booed off the stage. 

––––––––

Shane also appears in Book 2 of the Duck & Cover Adventures

Knights of the Apocalypse
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READ IT NOW
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PRISONER’S DILEMMA

“Have you ever been in one of these fight-to-the-death things?”

There was nothing remarkable about the man asking the question. Several piercings protruded from his face. A blue strip down the center and a collection of nicks covered his head. Rather than covering himself with a shirt, he wore a patchwork of leather straps and rubber pads. It was the outfit of a wasteland raider—nothing remarkable at all.

The reply accompanied a regretful nod. “Yes.” 

“Did you win?” The mohawk quivered when he spoke, as if it was trying to find a way off his head. 

Jerry sighed, leaned his head against the wall and closed his eyes. 

“That ... that was a stupid question. Obviously you won or you wouldn’t ... never mind.” The chains clanked as he wrung his hands and rocked back and forth. “How ... how did you win?”

Jerry looked the raider in the eyes. His answer was a question. “Which time?”

“Which time? You’ve been in more than ... how many have you been in?”

Jerry shrugged.

“You don’t know?”

Jerry rubbed at his own shackles. They were surprisingly new. More often than not you’d find shackles rusted and, hopefully, weak at the joints. These had been freshly forged. “I’ve been in a few; you’d be surprised how many places have adopted the death match as their justice system.” 

“Justice? But I didn’t do anything!” 

The links in the chain jangled as Jerry held out his hands. “You think I belong here?”

The raider looked at the shackles on his wrists. He winced and tried to hide them from view. “I took a bag of flour. Okay? One bag of flour. And for that you want to kill me. Oh, man. This isn’t fair.” 

In only a matter of minutes, Jerry would be entering into a fight to the death with the man chained to the wall across from him. The man in the bondage armor. The man with the piercings. The man who was starting to cry. 

“This isn’t fair. You’ve been in all these death matches. I haven’t been in any. You’re totally going to kill me. Why do you want to kill me?”

“I don’t want to kill anybody.” 

“But you’re going to. You’re going to kill me. Unless...” The sobbing stopped momentarily, “Will ... will you let me kill you?”

“No.”

“It’s so unfair!” The chains rattled as he tried to place his face in his hands. They snapped tight a few inches shy. 

Jerry sighed. “You’re right. It’s not fair. Death match seems a little extreme for stealing a bag of flour.” 

“Right? And it’s probably the same for you. What you did probably doesn’t deserve this either. Right?”

Jerry smiled an apology. “No, I probably deserve to be here.”

“Oh, God. You’re a badass, too. Aren’t you? This sucks so bad.” 

“C’mon, man. Surely you’ve got a chance. A big, tough raider like you? Maybe you’ll kill me.” 

The only response was sobbing. 

“I mean, look at you. You’ve got the leather and all that metal in your face...”

The raider stopped crying long enough to spit two of the piercings out of his mouth. They bounced at Jerry’s feet and stuck to the chains that held him to the wall of the former Piggly Wiggly. “They’re magnets.” 

“I don’t...”

“The real ones hurt! Okay? But you have to have them if you want to be in the gang. So I lied and used magnets. It was the only way I was going to be accepted.” He tried to make air quotes around “accepted,” but the chains stopped him. 

The end of the world had forced many into awkward situations. Principles, morals and fashion sense had been quickly abandoned in trade for the safety of numbers. Fear drove many to compromise their strongest beliefs. Many became thugs and raiders. Some were forced into cannibalism while still others had to move back in with their parents. 

The bombs had destroyed cities and nations, but their first victim was dignity.  

The confession drove the raider further into hysterics. “My hair ... my hair was gorgeous. And they made me do this to it. You think this is my natural color? It’s a sandy blond.” 

“Look. I’m not judging you.” 

The raider gestured with his head to the rubber shoulder pads. “You see these? These are tires. They make us wear tires. Why? I don’t know. They just do.” He wailed for a long moment. “Do you know how much this chafes?”

“It’s probably—”

“A lot, okay? I stink. I can’t stand my own smell in this leather. We’re in Georgia and they make us wear leather and recycled Goodyears. Idiots.”

“Then why did—”

“Because they had food. And I was hungry. That’s why. So I shaved my head, dyed my hair and stayed with them. Then they ran out of food. And they told me to steal some food or they’d kill me. So I stole some food and now YOU want to kill me.” 

“I don’t want to kill you. I’m not sure how much clearer I can make that.” 

“Yeah, right. What about all those other death matches? I guess you didn’t want to kill them either.”

“Well, those were different.”

“How?”

“We were usually trying to kill each other before the match. This is the first time I’ve been thrown in with some random guy that has no business being in a death match.” 

The raider rolled his eyes. “Thanks.”

“That’s not what I meant.” 

“It’s what you said.” 

“Now you’re just being a baby.” 

The raider tried to give Jerry the finger, but couldn’t raise his hand high enough for the proper effect. 

Silence fell over the old walk-in freezer. All was quiet but the raider’s sobbing. In all his years in the wasteland, Jerry had never taken the life of an innocent man. He killed only in self-defense or the defense of others. This would be the first time that he would be pitted against someone who didn’t really deserve to die. 

Of course, he didn’t want to die himself, so throwing the match was out of the question. He examined the chains that bound him to the floor of the old Piggly Wiggly. At this point in his career as a post-apocalyptic nomadic warrior, he’d lost track of how many times he’d been shackled to a wall. These were some quality chains. No weak links. No exposed screws. The chains even disappeared through a hole in the stainless steel wall to prevent loosening them from their mounting bracket. Escape was not an option. 

The raider’s sobbing turned to sputtering. “I’m dead. I’m just going to let you kill me.” 

“Now don’t say that. You can’t just quit like that.” 

“No. I’m just going to let you do it.” 

“You have to at least try and kill me a little.” 

“Why bother?” 

Jerry cast his eyes down. It was true that the raider would most likely end up dead. But it would be easier on the conscience if the man fought back. At least he could rationalize it as self-defense. But to just strike him down without knowing his name? That would be cruel.

“Hey. What’s your name?” Jerry asked.

The raider wiped his nose on his rubber shoulder pad and sputtered the answer, “Razor.”

“What was it before you picked something stupid?” 

Razor nodded. “Tim.” 

“Listen, Tim. Have you ever heard of the Prisoner’s Dilemma?” 

“No.”

“It’s a game where—”

“Yes. I have. I’ve played that game.” 

“It’s not a video game.”

“Then, no. No, I haven’t.” 

“Well, it’s a—” 

“I thought it was the one with the elf. What was it called? Prisoner of Zenda. They sound similar.” 

“Legend of Zelda.” 

“Yes. That’s it. That was a great game.” 

“Just ... shut up for a second and listen. This whole setup is weird. The new chains, the punishment not fitting the crime; everything here tells me that these people are new to the whole death match justice system. We may be able to use that to our advantage.”

“How?”

“There are only a few ways this can play out. We can both go in there and try to kill each other, in which case you probably end up dead.” 

“I don’t like that way.” 

“You can refuse to fight, in which case you also end up dead.”

“This is a really stupid game.”

“I could refuse to fight and you kill me.”

“I like that way best.”

“But what happens if we both refuse to fight?”

Tim the raider looked confused. “I ... I don’t know. What happens?”

Jerry shrugged. 

“You don’t know either? It’s your stupid game.”

“Look, it could be our best chance. Worst case, they just shoot us both.” 

“That’s a pretty bad worst case.”

“Yeah, but at least we didn’t kill each other. In our final moments we stood like men and not the base creatures they’re trying to make us.” 

Tim looked at him for a long moment. “I’ve got a blue mohawk and magnets in my face. Do you really think I’m worried what people think of me?” 

“Tim, we can do this. We can stand together and refuse to play their game. Together we can show them that decency still exists. That we haven’t all fallen so far from a civilized race that we would settle petty disputes with murderous entertainment. Let’s show them that we can still do what’s right.” 

The raider looked at the ground and back up to Jerry. His lip stiffened and he nodded. “Yeah. Let’s do this.”

Jerry smiled. Humanity had turned on itself after everything collapsed. Evidence of its fall was rampant in the wasteland. But he had also seen it return at the most dire of times. He’d seen that small spark of civility roar to life when it was needed most. Perhaps this was one of those times. Perhaps their example would fan the flames of decency in their captors. 

The old freezer door swung open. Light poured in along with the roar of a bloodthirsty audience. Two large men stepped into the freezer and dragged Jerry and Tim to their feet. They placed the prisoners next to one another as the chains were uncoupled from their shackles. 

“I’m proud of us, Tim.” 

“Me, too. But...”

“But, what?”

“What if you’re tricking me? What if I say I won’t fight, but you say you will?”

Jerry opened his mouth to answer but Tim wouldn’t stop. 

“Or what if I say I won’t fight and then try and kill you? How do we know if we can trust each other?”

“Well, Tim, that’s kind of the dilemma part.” 

The guards shoved them from the freezer and into the center of the arena and shopping aisles. The town’s citizens filled the Piggly Wiggly and roared for death from perches on top of the barren shelves. They shouted for brutality. They shouted for justice.  

The crowd parted for a man wearing a judge’s robe. He moved to a podium at the edge of the ring and raised his hand for silence. When the crowd complied, he struck a gavel three times against a block of wood and boomed the verdict, “Fight!” 

The two accused turned, faced one another and said nothing.

––––––––
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Start the Duck & Cover Adventures now.
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ALPHA DOG

The nights were quieter than they used to be. They had been that way since all the people died.

Fidget found that odd at first. Nights were always quiet, he’d thought. But there had been sounds he didn’t hear when they were there. The food vault humming and clunking every so often. The comforting whoosh that came just before a blast of fresh cool air. Even his person’s breathing had been a sound in the night he never really heard. 

Now there was nothing. It was eerily quiet. And that usually frightened the Beagle because a quiet like that meant the squirrels were planning something. 

But like living outdoors, foraging for food and having a Chinese food take-out box stuck around his neck, he soon became accustomed to the silence. 

So now when there was a noise, he found it hard to sleep. 

Sasquatch found it easy. The Great Dane found everything easy. He wasn’t afraid of anything. He figured if he was big, everything would be easy for him too. 

Somewhere in the night there was a new frightening noise. Fidget jumped up and perked up his ears. It didn’t particularly sound like squirrel trouble, but one could never be too careful. 

Another noise settled his mind that he would sleep between the Great Dane’s paws tonight. He settled in and draped his chin over Sasquatch’s massive paw. 

It woke the big dog. 

“What are you doing, Fidge?”

“I’m comforting you.” The Beagle wiggled deeper into the Great Dane’s legs. “You looked scared.”

“I’m not scared.”

“Sure you are, Satch. And who could blame you? You hear all these noises at night and you can’t tell if they’re squirrels or maybe monster squirrels.” 

Sasquatch yawned and put his head back down. “There’s no such thing as monster squirrels, Fidget.” 

“That’s what you said about monster cats. And, then we ran into a monster cat. Remember?” 

“It was a mountain lion.” 

“I don’t care what you call it. It was a monster cat and it was terrifying.” 

“Just go to sleep and get some rest. We’ll try and find a new pack tomorrow and you can bother someone else with your fear of the dark.” 

“I’m not scared of the dark when the lights are on.” 

“Please go to sleep.” 

“But what if a monster squirrel sneaks in while we’re not looking?” 

“Fine. We’ll post a guard. You go first.” 

The Great Dane drifted back to sleep, leaving the Beagle to stay on watch for scary sounds and monster squirrels. Just like every night. He lay back down but found it hard to shut his eyes. 

The pair had decided to sleep in an empty store they had found. There was no door and everything had been thrown around the room. And everything smelled like Chinese food. He kept his eyes on the opening near the street and refused to close them. If he was going to stand watch, he would be the best standing watchdog there was. 

He awoke sometime later to a sound he never heard. Then he heard it again. It was a beep. A beep like he used to hear just before he smelled burritos when he still lived with his person. But there was only one. When his person made the beep, he usually made several in a row really fast then said a curse word and made several more a couple more times. Then, one long beep and burrito smell. 

The beep sounded again and he realized it wasn’t quite like at home. It was higher. He stood up and took a couple of steps toward the front door and waited. 

Beep. 

Closer. 

Fidget loaded several barks in anticipation. 

Beep. Closer. 

This sent him back to the big dog. “Satch, wake up. There’s beeps and it’s not like the good kind of burrito beeps.” 

Sasquatch tried to shake off the sleep. “What are you talking about?” 

“Beeps.” 

“Go to sleep.” 

But there was another beep and the Great Dane heard it. He rose to his feet. 

“See?” 

“I hear it. But there’s usually swearing.” 

“I know,” Fidget said, his attention focused on the street. 

Beep. It was right there. 

A faint green light moved in front of the store. When it beeped again, the green light flashed. 

“Ohmygod,” Fidget whispered. “The squirrels have gone high tech.”

The green light flashed again. It was in the store. 

Fidget unleashed a round of barks. He felt the power in each one as it left his mouth at the speed of sound. 

The green light was attached to a shadow now, and the black shape rushed forward and collided with the Beagle. 

“Fidget!” Sasquatch barked.  

Fidget went sprawling and soon found himself in a corner, trapped inside his take-out box. He shook his head and pawed at the box to see what was happening. He could hear a struggle, growling and the occasional beep but he couldn’t tell who was winning. He didn’t know if Sasquatch had ever fought a shadow before. Shadows would be hard to fight. 

Fidget tried to bark the box off and had forgotten how loud things got inside the box.

The scuffling stopped. Had the shadow won? Was his friend okay? He shook his head frantically and the box dropped from his muzzle and dangled once more below his neck. 

Sasquatch was alive and standing on a Dutch Shepherd in a fancy vest, pinning it to the ground. Fidget looked around for the shadow but couldn’t see it. Then the dog under the Great Dane flashed and beeped. 

“Wow! You caught the shadow, Satch!”

“Let me up, you stupid civie,” the Dutch Shepherd commanded. “You are interfering with official government business.” 

“Who are you?” Satch growled. 

“Sergeant Satan. US Army,” the dog barked. “And that’s all you’re getting out of me. Now let me up.”

“If I let you up will you be nice?” 

“Nice? What do you think this is? It’s war. Now, let me up or the rest of my squad will be forced to use ... uh ... force.” 

“A squad?” Fidget looked at his friend. “Is ... is that like a pack?” 

“Is that like a pack?” Satch took his foot off the sergeant.

The Dutch Shepherd rolled over and got to his feet. “What? Are you really that stupid? How are you even alive?”

Sasquatch put a paw on the sergeant and pinned him to the ground once more. 

He struggled for only a moment before realizing the futility. “Fine. I’ll be nice.”

When he stood up the second time, the dogs could see the source of the beep and blinking. The sergeant wore a ballistic vest covered in straps and pouches. The glow came from the indicator light in one of the pockets.  

“Whoa!” Fidget’s eyes grew wide and reached out a paw. “Fancy vest. What’s that for?”

The sergeant jumped away from the Beagle’s reach. “It’s top secret, you stupid civ...”

Satch raised a paw and stepped closer. 

The Dutch Shepherd dropped his head a fraction of an inch and sighed. “Fine. I’m a scout. First class. My mission is to collect and retrieve intelligence vital to the survival of mankind. The vest is part of my gear.” He moved his muzzle around to indicate different pieces of equipment. “These cameras, sensors and other things you would never understand, collect the data and send it back to my team.”

Fidget’s ears perked up and his tail started wagging. “Team? Now I know for sure that’s like a pack. We’re looking for a pack. How did you get in?”

“Me? I guess you could say I was born into it,” the scout said, and began to look around the store. 

“What do you mean?” Fidget asked.

“I mean I was born into it. Both of my parents were military. My brothers and sisters are in the service as well. My grandfather and his father. My uncles. Their uncles. I can honestly say that I don’t know if my family has ever done anything but serve.”

“I don’t think I have any uncles.” Fidget said. “How do we join?” 

“Just go to your local enlistment center.”

“Really?” 

“No not really, you stupid Beagle,” the sergeant barked. “Your local enlistment center has been wiped out, blown up. Just like your friends, your family and everything else. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a mission to complete.” 

“A mission? We can help.”

There was a quick slapping sound as Fidget’s tail went into overdrive. “Ohboyohboyohboy.”

“Of course,” said the sergeant. “Why wouldn’t I want the help of such a smart and strong dog like yourself?”

Sasquatch shook his head at the sergeant. “He doesn’t get sarcasm. You’re going to have to tell him now.” 

“Did you hear that, Satch?” Fidget asked. “Smart and strong.” 

Satan shook his head in disbelief. “Look. Maybe you idiots can help me. Have you seen any people around?” 

“Sure!” Fidget said. 

“What?!” The Dutch Shepherd’s ears shot up and he ran across the store, stopping only when he reached Fidget’s nose. “You’ve seen people? Survivors?”

“Yes,” Fidget said. “Mean persons. They yell at us and chase us with sticks.” 

“How many?” Satan asked. “Where are they? Are they healthy? Were they mutants? Tell me.”

Fidget cowered and Sasquatch stepped forward in front of the military mutt, speaking calmly. “Okay, there was just the one stick, but it was a big stick. And they threw rocks.” 

“And they threw rocks,” Fidget added. 

“How many were there?!” Satan yelled.

Fidget thought hard. You could see it on his face. “Probably fifty rocks.”

“Not how many rocks, you moron. How many people?” 

“There are persons all over, Sergeant,” Sasquatch said. “A lot of persons didn’t get sick.” 

“What kind of infrastructure do they have?”

Sasquatch and Fidget looked at each other and shrugged. 

Satan gasped and slowed his speech. “Electricity. Plumbing. Do they have running water?” 

Sasquatch chuckled. “If they do they aren’t taking many showers.”  

“Yeah, they smell horrible,” Fidget said. “They all smell like old Chinese food.” 

“Fidget,” Sasquatch groaned. “We’ve talked about this. You’re smelling the box.”

“What?” The Beagle leaned into the take-out box around his neck and took three quick sniffs. “Yeah, that’s it! That’s what they smell like. Here,” he stepped closer to the sergeant. “Smell this.”

“I’m not smelling your box.”

“I thought you wanted intelligence. This is what intelligence smells like.” Fidget stepped closer. 

“Get your box out of my face!”

Fidget inched closer still. “But this is what they smell like.”

Satan scrambled backwards until he bumped into a box. That made him jump. He spun and snapped at it before he realized it was just a cardboard box. He sighed, let go of the box and turned back to the duo. “Forget how they smell. Are they organized?” 

“Ha. No.” Fidget laughed. “They smell. They’re not odorized at all.”

“That’s not what he meant, Fidget.” Sasquatch turned to the Shepherd. “Some of them are organized. Some are alone.”

The sergeant was lost in thought for three beeps of his green light. Then he stood up straight and commanded, “I need you to take me to them.” 

Fidget shook his head so hard the take-out box swung once fully over his head “Nope, nope, nope. Didn’t you hear me when I talked about the rocks? I thought you said you were in intelligence.” 

“I’m gathering intelligence!” 

“Are you sure you don’t want to smell the box?”

“I don’t want ... look, I’m a genetically enhanced weapon of war. I’m smarter than both of you put together and then some. I don’t need this.” The sergeant turned and began to walk toward the door.  

Fidget put on his sad eyes and looked up at the Great Dane. “Satch, we can’t let him go. If he goes we can’t join his pack.” 

Sasquatch nodded and caught up to the scout. “We can show you where they are, but what about the rocks?”

“You see this vest?” Satan asked. “It’s a highly sensitive piece of intelligence equipment.” 

“Wow!” Fidget gasped. “What’s that mean?” 

“It means that it’s got a camera. I can see them without them seeing me. It records everything I see and when I take it back, my team will see everything I saw. ” 

“A camera? Cool. And someone is going to watch this?” Fidget spun around in front of the scout. “I want to show them how I can catch my tail.” 

“We really don’t have time for this.” 

“Don’t worry,” the Beagle said. “I’ll catch it quick.” He turned and snapped at his tail. But it moved. He snapped again and once more it evaded him. “Hold on.” The Beagle began to spin faster and faster, but the tail stayed a step ahead of him at every turn.

The sergeant looked at the Great Dane. “How do you put up with this?” 

“It’s not too bad,” Sasquatch said. “Once you learn to ignore all the stupid stuff he does it’s kind of like being alone a lot of the time.” 

“And done,” Fidget announced and drew their attention back to him.

“You actually caught it?” Satan asked.

Fidget cocked his head sideways. “Caught what?”

The Shepherd growled. “Your tail, you idiot.” 

“You want to see me catch my tail? Okay. Watch this.” Fidget barked at his rear and began to spin. 

Sergeant Satan sat down and hung his head. “I’m going to get into so much trouble for this.” 

# # #

The people camp was on the other side of town. Sasquatch and the sergeant had passed the time by ignoring Fidget and his insistence that there was a Chinese food place somewhere near by. 

The camp itself was a cobbled-together compound of sheet metal walls and overturned vehicles that formed a perimeter. Men patrolled the walls with guns and clubs, moving slowly and methodically between bonfires built at the corners of the compound. 

Sergeant Satan moved quietly along the wall of a building and laid at its edge. Fidget and Sasquatch followed suit. 

“What’s with the walls?” the sergeant asked.

“There are some pretty dangerous animals around,” Sasquatch said. “Bears. Mountain lions.” 

“We call those Monster Cats,” Fidget said. 

“No we don’t,” corrected Sasquatch. 

“And there’re some rumors that the squirrels have gone high-tech,” Fidget added. “We fear they could be organizing.” 

The sergeant looked at Sasquatch with wide eyes. “Is this true?” 

“No, it’s not true. Fidget thinks that, but the theory begins and ends with him.”

“Thank God,” The sergeant said with more than a hint of relief before turning his attention back to the camp. “No electricity, it would appear. Fires, like some kind of primitive beasts. They’re probably dumping in buckets too. Like animals.” 

“Where do you go?” Fidget asked. 

The sergeant dismissed the question. “It doesn’t matter.” He turned back to the camp. Peering past the walls, he saw plowed soil and other signs of agriculture. “It looks like they are growing their own food though. Our best minds figured they’d still be foraging at this point.” 

While the scout continued muttering to himself, Fidget wiggled closer to the Great Dane and whispered, “What’s he doing, Satch?” 

“He’s scouting, Fidget.”

“Oh sure. I knew that.” 

Sasquatch closed his eyes and waited for the inevitable follow-up question. He nodded to himself when it came. 

“What’s scouting?” the Beagle asked.

“No one appears sick,” the sergeant said to himself. “We thought they’d be sicker.”

Sasquatch whispered back to Fidget. “He’s a scout. The army sends him out here to get information about how the persons are doing.”

“They look surprisingly healthy and happy. Not like tail-wagging happy, but all things considered...” the Shepherd’s voice trailed off.  

“What does he do with the information?” 

“He takes it back to the army and they figure out the best way to help the persons that got left behind.”

Sergeant Satan shot a quick look at the Great Dane and chuckled. “Yeah right.” 

“Oh, I see,” Fidget said. “That’s what I thought scouting was.” 

The sergeant stood up and backed away from the corner of the wall. 

“Are you going to take them back to your base?” Fidget asked when they were well out of sight. 

“You two are such idiots.” 

“Yeah, well, you’re pretty mean.” 

“We can’t take these people underground with us. What if they’re carrying some disease? Or radiation poisoning? Or are stupid? We can’t go mixing stupid people with our best and brightest in the bunkers.” 

“So you’ll send them food?” asked Sasquatch.

“That food is our food.”

“But aren’t you here to help them?” asked the Beagle.

“No, I’m here to make sure they can’t harm us. If they’re too sick, they’ve got to go. If they’re organized, well-armed and healthy, they may not like us coming back up and resuming control, so they’ve got to go.” 

“What are you talking about?” Sasquatch looked back over his shoulder at the fires in the distance. “These are the persons that didn’t get sick. They’ve been through a terrible time. And now you want the army to attack them?” 

“Oh I don’t think they’d attack them.” 

“That’s good,” Fidget said.  

“We’ll probably just send a missile. There’s less risk of friendly casualties that way.”

“What?!” Sasquatch barked. “Why would you want to hurt them?” 

“Hey, it’s not my plan. I’m just a scout.” 

“But you’re helping them get hurt with all your scouting,” Fidget said. 

“Look it’s not up to me. I just take pictures, okay? The persons back at base look at them and they’ll decide what to do to these persons.”

The Great Dane and the Beagle shared a silent conversation. They nodded to one another and Sasquatch spoke. “Well, then maybe you shouldn’t show them the pictures.”

Sergeant Satan laughed at them. “You stupid civies would never understand. I took an oath. A solemn pledge. This is my mission and as a soldier I am honor bound to deliver this information.” 

Sasquatch furled his brow when he spoke again. “But the persons will get hurt.” 

“That’s not my problem. Now get out of the way and let me finish my mission.” The Dutch Shepherd stepped around the pair and crept back down the street closer to the camp. 

“He’s going to hurt those persons, Fidget.” 

“They’re not good persons, Satch. They throw rocks.” 

“That’s just because they’re scared. Besides. It’s not right to kill them just because they didn’t die.” 

Watching a Beagle think was a tiring effort. The thoughts spun in Fidget’s head and finally arranged themselves into a decision. “You’re right. What are we going to do?” 

“We have to get that vest.” 

“No problem. I’ll just bark it off of him.” 

“Seriously, do you even know how barking works?” 

“Ha,” Fidget said. “I think we both know the answer to that.” 

Sasquatch thought for a moment then asked, “If I hold him down, do you think you can chew through those straps?” 

“No way.” 

“What if you pretend they’re bacon?” 

“They’re made of bacon?!”

“Sure why not.” 

Fidget got serious and zeroed in on the street. “Let’s do this.” 

They found the sergeant muttering to himself behind a pile of trash on the other side of the camp. His focus was intense and Sasquatch had to tap him on the shoulder to get his attention. “What are you idiots doing here?” 

The Great Dane answered. “We talked about it, and we can’t let you take those pictures back to the army.” 

“Yeah? And what are you going to do about it? I’m a genetically enhanced weapon of the US Army. I’m stronger. I’m faster. I can outsmart the both of you on your best day. I can think circles around you. If I want to deliver this intel, I’d like to know how you’re planning on stopping me.” 

“Well,” said Sasquatch, “I was going to sit on your head while Fidget ate your vest.” 

“Good luck with that. I’ll see you coming from—“

The Great Dane jumped into the air and landed on Satan’s head. 

The scout yelped, but the cry was buried deep in the Great Dane’s rear. 

“Hurry, Fidget. Get that bacon.” 

The Beagle sprang into action and attacked the straps that bound the vest to the scout. He chewed quickly, not even stopping to critique the taste. “This is terrible bacon. Just the worst. But even bad bacon is good bacon, am I right?” 

The sergeant struggled and swore to no avail.

“Hurry, Fidget. His nose is really cold. And he’s starting to bite.” 

“I’m almost there,” Fidget mumbled through a mouthful of baconstrap.

The final strap snapped open as Fidget began to realize that it wasn’t really made of bacon at all. 

The vest fell open as Sasquatch yelped from an unseen bite. The Great Dane jumped up and the sergeant rolled to his feet. 

The Dutch Shepherd said nothing. He growled and bared his teeth. Even his hackles look genetically enhanced. 

Sasquatch planted his massive frame between the scout and the vest. “Take the vest, Fidget! Run!” 

The Beagle grabbed the vest in his mouth and ran as fast as he could. This wasn’t very fast considering the weight of the vest and the take-out box around his neck, but he gave it his all. 

Sasquatch stared down at the Dutch Shepherd. He could see that the army dog’s rage had burned through his discipline and patience. There was nothing left but savage beast. 

Satan charged forward with vicious growls and snapping jaws. There was a madness in his eyes Sasquatch had never seen even in the wildest animals. It was almost squirrel-like. 

The Great Dane dropped low, barked and snarled and raced forward to meet his enemy. As they drew nearer, they pulled their front paws from the ground and locked up. 

The weight advantage was his. He was bigger. He was stronger. But the smaller dog was really, really pissed. The sergeant was snapping for his throat. When he couldn’t get his throat the scout dug into his legs. Sasquatch yelped but never stopped fighting. He twisted and turned and succeeded in shoving the dog back down to the ground. 

“Stay down!” Sasquatch barked. 

Satan jumped back up and bit deep into Sasquatch’s jowl. The Great Dane pulled away and the dog came with him. He spun around and sent the Dutch Shepherd flying through the air. He landed with a crash but it didn’t knock the fight out of him. He was back on his feet just in time to take a rock to the head. 

The rocks came for Sasquatch, too. One struck him in the side. Others bounced around them as the people ran toward them shouting and waving their sticks. 

Rocks bounced all around them as they were told to “git,” “go home” and “g’way.”

Sasquatch found his friendliest bark and tried to explain to the people that the Dutch Shepherd had placed them in danger and that he and Fidget, his Beagle companion, were doing all they could to save them. “Bark,” he said. 

They just threw more rocks and waved more sticks and by the time the Great Dane gave up trying to explain the situation, Sergeant Satan had run off. 

# # #

Fidget dropped the vest for the seventh time as he rushed through an alley. Sasquatch had told him to take the vest and run. But he didn’t say where to take it. 

“Where are you, you stupid Beagle?”

Fidget turned at the sound of the sergeant’s voice. It was close. He had to find somewhere to hide the vest quick. He grabbed the vest in his mouth and continued down the alley. 

Past the trash and scavenged dumpsters, he saw a half-open door in the wall of a warehouse. He slipped through the opening and dragged the vest inside. 

High shelves and scattered debris filled the space, and he ran deep into the dark looking for a place to hide. The first thing he found was a corner. He turned to run back and saw the Dutch Shepherd in front of him. 

“Give me the vest, Widget,” he growled. 

“Fidget,” the Beagle corrected. 

“Whatever.” 

“You don’t have to do this. Those persons haven’t hurt anyone.” 

“They’re savages. Look at this.” He turned his head and moved closer, revealing the bloody gash left by the rock.

“Ouch, that looks like it really hu—“

Sergeant Satan dashed forward and bowled the Beagle over. Fidget tried to stand but the Shepherd knocked him back down. A bark made sure the hound stayed there.

“I have my orders,” the dog said as he wriggled back into the vest as best he could. 

A large shadow moved across the back of the warehouse and caught Fidget’s attention. He shrank back into the corner looking for anything to say that would keep the scout’s attention on him. Begging had always been the Beagle’s go-to move, but now it was all he had left. “Please don’t do this. You’re not a bad dog. I can tell.”

Satan laughed and stood up. The vest hung around him, hardly secure, but it would be enough to get it back to his pack. 

“But you could help instead of hurt,” Fidget said. “What if you used your missiles for good instead of evil?”

“You don’t really know what missiles are do you?”

Fidget shook his head.

“They blow things up, moron. They don’t do good.” 

“You could use them to blow up Monster Cats.” 

“Oh my Gog! There’s no such thing as Monster Cats you stupid—“

The shadow pounced and the cougar landed on Satan’s back, driving him to the ground. The sergeant began to scream as the monstrous cat pumped its rear legs down the length of the dog’s back. 

“Quick!” Fidget yelled. “Tell him there’s no such thing as him.” 

“Help me!” the sergeant pleaded. “Help me, please!” 

“I’m on it.” Fidget reached deep within himself and loaded his most devastating barks. It wouldn’t be fair to the Monster Cat, but desperate times called for desperate barks. He fired several rounds at high velocity. 

The cougar was unaffected. 

“Do something!” 

Fidget took a deep breath and built within him the biggest bark of his life. It was risky, he knew. A bark this powerful could take them all out and maybe even bring the building down around them. But he had no choice. 

He barked and the building shook with a metallic bang. 

Startled, the cougar looked up as the bark reverberated around the warehouse. Its head spun, looking for the source of the noise with its eyes finally resting on the Beagle. The giant cat looked confused that such a big bark could come from such a small dog. 

Fidget was pretty impressed with himself as well until the cat raised its paw and took half a step toward him. 

Another bark filled the room as Sasquatch barreled into the mountain lion and knocked it off its feet. It crashed into a pile of boxes near the wall and sprang back to its paws to face the new threat. 

The cougar roared. Sasquatch growled. Fidget barked and wondered why it wasn’t as loud as before. 

The Great Dane and wildcat locked eyes. Sasquatch refused to give. Every move from the cat was met with a fierce resolve. The dog made it clear he wasn’t going anywhere. 

The mountain lion roared again and readied to pounce. 

Satan’s growls join the chorus as the scout stepped next to Sasquatch. Fidget slid in between them and snarled. 

The big cat held its attack as it stared at all three of the dogs. Then it leapt. Its powerful legs carried it over the small pack and onto one of the storage shelves. From the safety of the shelf it roared once, leapt down the other side of the shelf to the floor and disappeared into the night. 

“I knew you had some good in you, Satan.” 

The sergeant looked at the Beagle. “Shut up.” 

“How are you not dead?” Fidget asked. “I know I saved you but I thought you were toast.” 

Satan turned and picked up the vest. It was torn to shreds. Threads were frayed. Wires were stripped. The green light no longer blinked or beeped. He dropped it to the ground. “It looks like you got your wish. I can’t go back now.”  

Fidget was happy that they had saved the persons, but he couldn’t help but feel sorry for the scout. “I’m sorry, Sergeant. We know what it’s like to lose our home.” 

“If you’d like,” Sasquatch said. “You can stay with us.” 

Fidget’s tail began wagging. “We could be a pack! We could be your new home!” 

The Sergeant looked at the Beagle’s big brown eyes and saw hope and happiness. The Great Dane towered over him with soft, friendly eyes. Satan took a deep breath and held it for a moment. “No way in hell.” 

With this he turned and left the pair alone in the warehouse. 

“What’s that mean, Satch?”

“It means we’re on our own again, Fidge.” 

“Oh.” Fidget dropped his head and sniffed back a tear. Then he raised an eyebrow. “Hey, Satch?”

“Yes, Fidget?” 

His tail started wagging and he rushed the door. He stuck his nose into the night and smiled. “I think I smell Chinese food.” 
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THE TRIAL OF
HARMAGEDDON

Betty bounced along what used to be Highway 210 in Kentucky. It was now less a highway and more a garden path, overgrown at the shoulders with the occasional tree sprouting in the middle of the road. 

Max’el swore as he swerved the old van around a young oak tree and then back to the center of the road once more.  

The rest of Harmageddon swore at Max’el as the unexpected maneuver disturbed a card game they were playing in the back of Betty on an upturned drum case. 

Only the drummer, Cord, seemed unfazed as he slumbered on somewhere in the back of the van. 

With the cards overturned and out of place, Shane began to organize them for a re-deal but Galen waved him off. 

“You don’t want to play?” 

“I’m not in the mood,” he sneered, and threw the cards in his hand back at Shane. 

“Why so pissy, princess?” Max’el asked. 

“Shut up, Max. I’m not pissy.” 

“You’re always pissy,” Shane said. “What is it this time?” 

Galen shook his head as if he wasn’t going to answer and then exploded, “It’s all of this! We’ve been Harmageddon for months now. We’ve got the act down. We have a set list that rocks. We’re the only band left alive—as far as we know—and we’re still playing shit shows for shit people.” 

“We’re still alive, man,” Trent said as he rolled a guitar pick through his fingers. “That means we’re still eating, so we’re doing something right.” 

“Yeah,” Shane agreed. “Things could be a lot worse.” 

“But they could be a lot better,” Galen folded his arms and slumped back in his seat.

“What do you want, Galen?” Trent asked. “We’re eating. We’re playing original music.” 

“I want to be loved. I want to be rushed by a crazed mob of fans screaming, wanting desperately just to touch me.” 

“That would be cool,” Trent agreed. 

Galen made a lot of hand gestures as he spoke, his hands growing farther and farther apart. “I’m telling you, man, it’s the props. We need bigger props. Bigger props, bigger stage show, bigger presence.” 

“Then we need a bigger Betty,” Trent said.

“We’re not getting rid of Betty.” Max’el cut around another sapling in the road.  “I’ll kill the next person that suggests it.”

Galen shot back, “Your love for this stupid van is keeping me from the love of lusty groupies, Max.” 

“Maybe it’s your singing, you prima donna!” 

“Enough,” Shane silenced them both. He was always astounded that he was the level-headed one in the group. That never seemed right. But here he was stepping in again. “It’s the metal.”

There was a collective unspoken gasp as Shane said it again. “It’s the metal.” 

Somewhere in the back of the van, Cord stirred and muttered, “Never blame the metal, man.” 

The band waited to hear more but there was only silence beyond those words. 

Galen let the silence carry for effect before he said with clear crisp words, “It is not the metal.” 

“How could you even say that, man?” Trent asked. 

“C’mon, guys,” Shane pleaded. “Think about it. Metal is awesome, obviously, but...” 

“But, what, Shane?” Max’el asked as he mashed the accelerator to the floor. “And choose your next words carefully or I will put Betty into a tree.” 

“But, I think, if you look at it today, with everything that’s going on...” 

“Careful, bass player.” Max’el hit the turn signal. 

“I think it’s lost its edge.”

“That’s it. I’m hitting a tree.”

“Hear me out. Metal is awesome. It’s all about fantasy and escape and danger and death and dragons and that’s so cool, but—“

“But, what?” Galen asked. His hand had curled into a fist.

“But look around!” Shane said. “The whole world is about danger and death.” 

“I don’t follow, man.” Trent was on the verge of a nap. 

“Yeah,” Galen added. “Explain yourself.”

“Okay, for example. Skull Collector.” 

“Great song,” Galen said. “The harmonies in the bridge are hauntingly beautiful.”

“My solo rocks,” Max’el agreed with himself. 

“Both true,” Shane agreed. “But remember when we met that actual skull collector?”

Galen shrugged. “Yeah, he told us how the verse about skinning the skull was wrong. So what?” 

“So, we weren’t trying to write a how-to guide. We were trying to write a fantasy piece about some whack job, never thinking there’d be an actual skull collector out there.”

Galen shot forward in his seat. “So you want to throw away our entire act because of one guy?” 

Shane rolled his eyes and started counting on his fingers. “Skull Collector, Fire Tyrant, Cannibal Casserole, Demon Keeper. Should I go on?”

“Hey, we never met an actual demon keeper,” Max’el said. 

“No, but we met a guy that claimed he was a demon keeper. And had convinced an entire town that he did, in fact, keep demons in skull-shaped jars and used this to rule over them. Just like in the song.”

“No,” Galen said. “In the song they’re real demons.”

“The fact that they weren’t real demons doesn’t make that much of a difference.”

“So what?” Galen’s dismissal wasn’t all that convincing so he followed with, “It’s just life imitating art. It happens.” 

“Dude, I’m not getting your point.” Trent rarely got the point. 

“My point is that it’s not metal if it’s really happening. And we’re not giving people the escape they’re looking for with doom and gloom if their daily lives are filled with doom and gloom to begin with.”

For a long minute the only sound in the van was the ever-present hum of Betty’s engine. Each member of Harmageddon stared at each other, weighing the bass player’s words. 

This introspection quickly turned to anger and Galen broke the silence. “What do you want us to do about it, Shane? Start singing shit songs about happiness and holding hands? Fill them all with LaLaLa sing-along choruses?”

“That’s not what I’m saying. But, maybe a song about the happier times. Maybe something with a little more optimism.”

“Sure,” Max’el said.  “Harmageddon: Butterflies, Kisses, and Happiness Hits could be our next album.”

“Max, you’re being—”

“Don’t tell me what I’m being, Shane!” Max’el yelled. “I’ve got one speed and that speed is metal.”

“Hell yeah, dude,” Trent said just before falling asleep. 

Galen jumped back in. “It’s not our job to make people happy. It’s our job to rock their mother fucking world!” 

The van exploded with “Hell yeahs.” Even Cord joined in for a brief moment. 

“Wouldn’t it be something if we could do both?” Shane asked. He was losing his audience. 

“You’re always trying to get involved,” Galen said.  “We’re not trying to change people’s lives. You’ve got to let that go. We get in. We rock. We leave. Simple.” 

“It’s not about that. It’s—”

“No. That’s it. We were born of metal, we will die of metal. Besides, if we were playing happy, feely crap we wouldn’t have gotten this job.” 

“About that. You still haven’t told us what this gig is,” Shane said. “Why is that?” 

Galen shifted in his seat and gave a small shrug. “We’re playing a trial.” 

“A trial?” 

“That’s right, a trial,” Galen snapped. “So what? A gig’s a gig, right?” 

“How does someone play a trial? What does that even mean?”

“It means it’s a job and it means we get to eat. It means that, once again, I am to thank for our continued success. That’s what it means.”

Shane looked out the window and watched the encroaching wilderness pass for the remainder of the drive. 

# # #

“They spelled our name wrong.” Max’el slowed as they approached the gates of the town.

A dozen or so people had gathered behind a banner that said “Welcome Hermageddon” and cheered and waved as Betty approached. 

Galen waved back. “But look how excited they are to see us!” 

“Sure, but, Hermageddon? I want them to be excited to see us for the right reasons.” Max’el put Betty in park as Galen opened the door and stepped into the smallish throng of kind of adoring fans. 

He put on his best front man smile and shouted, “Hello, Prudence. We. Are. Harmageddon!”

The dozen or so people clapped, minus the four that were holding the banner. A petite woman with long dark hair and smoky features stepped forward from the crowd with a welcoming smile, clapping and cheering. “I would like to be the first to welcome you to Prudence. We are just so excited to have you here in our little town.”

“No town is too small, no town is too big, to rock,” Galen said as he shook her hand. He moved to kiss it and she pulled it back. 

“We can’t thank you enough for coming all this way to play for us.” 

“It’s our pleasure. Where do you want the rocking to happen?”  

“The judge wants to talk to you first. To explain the show, I guess. Why don’t you pull into town and I’ll take you to him.”

Galen smiled and made one more attempt to kiss her hand before getting back on board Betty. “They want us to meet the judge. Follow the cute one.” 

Max’el chuckled at Galen’s failed advances and dropped Betty into drive. They followed the welcoming committee through town, rolling slowly behind their guide. 

Prudence appeared to have been untouched by the war. Not only in infrastructure, but in spirit as well. The citizens moved about the streets in no particular hurry. More than a few were engaged in pleasant conversation with one another, and several turned to wave to the band with the same genuine pleasantness. 

The buildings were well kept and appeared just as they would have before The Crappening. The people dressed no differently than before the world ended and didn’t really seem to know that it had. If they did know, they didn’t care. 

Many applauded the new arrivals. Others ran to Betty’s side and yelled welcomes to the band. Betty had lost the ability to roll her windows down years ago, leading in part to her nickname Sweaty Betty, so the members of Harmageddon just smiled and waved back. 

“This place seems really nice,” Trent said. “And genuinely nice, not like in a creepy, Shirley Jackson kind of way.”

“They love us,” Galen beamed as he blew a kiss to a pretty young woman that had approached the van. “They really do love us. This is what I’m talking about, Shane. You don’t get this with soft ass pop songs that stop at kissing and never get to second base. This is metal affection at its finest right here.”

“If you say so.”

“I do say so. These people have it pretty easy. I’ll bet there’s not one skull collector in the bunch. These are the people metal was made for.” 

Their escort directed them downtown to the city square, where she waved them over to a parking spot in front of the historic courthouse.  She motioned for them to get out. “I’ll take you to see the judge. Don’t worry about your stuff. We’ll have someone watch it.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Max’el said.  “Our drummer is in there somewhere. He’s kind of like our guard dog.” 

The woman nodded and led them up the courthouse steps. The red brick wasn’t even cracked and the white stone on the spire was unblemished. 

“Looking at this place you’d never think the world had ended.”  

Their guide smiled. “We try not to think about it too much. We were fortunate to avoid a lot of it and now we just try to carry on like we always did. In the big scheme of things I guess nothing really changed all that much.”

“It’s a great place,” Shane remarked as they passed through the doors. The stone of the foyer kept the inside temperature cool and it almost felt as if they were passing into an air-conditioned room.

“That’s nice of you to say. You have the judge to thank for that. He keeps everyone in line.” She led them down a hallway and knocked on an office door. 

There was a faint “Come in,” and she led them inside. 

“This is the judge. Judge, this is—” 

The man was middle aged and outfitted in black robes. He leapt up from behind his desk and crossed the room with a big smile. “I know who this is. Hermageddon!” He grabbed and shook each band member’s hand. “We are huge, huge fans of yours and I can’t thank you enough for coming.”

“It’s Harmageddon, actually,” Galen said.  

The smile never left the judge’s face, “Of course it is. That would make much more sense. I’m so embarrassed.” 

The lead singer waved off the slight and basked in the affection. “Don’t worry about it.” 

“Really I am embarrassed.” The judge turned to the woman. “That will be all, Emily. Thank you kindly.” 

The young woman smiled and nodded before closing the door behind her. 

“We are so excited to have you boys here. I really am sorry about the banner, I hope you’ll forgive us.” 

“Consider it forgotten,” Galen said.

The judge motioned for the band to sit as he crossed back behind his desk. “We’re all looking forward to the concert but I wanted to personally thank you for the service you’re doing us. You could really be saving the town of Prudence.”

“Wait, is this a benefit concert?” Max’el asked. “Because you’d better understand we get paid the same whether we’re doing good or not.”

“No it’s not that. I just think that by playing this trial for us, you’ll help me demonstrate the importance of what law and order really means to our town.”

“Yeah, I’m still not too clear on the whole trial thing,” Shane said. “Can you explain that?”

The judge smiled and leaned forward onto his desk. “Did you see our town?” 

Harmageddon nodded. 

“What did you think?”

“It was beautiful,” Trent said. “Like really beautiful.”

“Everyone looked really happy,” Shane added. 

“They are,” the judge said. “Because they’re safe. Because of law and order.”

“So what’s the problem?” Max’el asked. 

“The problem is, some people are starting to lose faith in our system. Any and all legal grievances are settled at a trial.”

“Makes sense,” Galen said. 

“Every trial is a death match.”

“So you only have trials for murders and such?” Galen asked. “Sounds fair.” 

“Oh no, we have trials for lots of things. All things really. The last one was for—”the judge looked at a log book on his desk “—noise code violation. It was brutal. Brutal but necessary.”

“What the hell, man?” Trent asked as the others tried not to react at all. 

“It’s the only way to really stop repeat offenders.”

“Damn. This is some twisted Shirley Jackson shit after all.” Trent said. 

The judge smiled and held up his hands. “I know it sounds drastic, but the truth is, it works. Prudence has a nearly zero crime rate and it’s all thanks to our death match system of justice.”

“Maybe your town just has really nice people,” Shane said.

“I’d like to think that, but it’s not a chance we can afford to take.” 

“And you want us to play one of these death matches?” Shane asked.

“That’s right.” 

“Okay, look, that’s metal,” Max’el said. “It may be the most metal thing I’ve ever heard. But why the hell do you want a band playing someone’s death?”

The judge pointed to Shane. “You said it yourself. Everyone here in town is really nice. They genuinely are. And they genuinely like everyone else. So when they’re ordered to murder one another—for justice—they really don’t have the will to do it, and it turns into a halfhearted slapfest that really undermines what we’re trying to accomplish with the court system. So we’d love it if Hermageddon—“

Galen slapped the desk. “Harmageddon!” 

“—of course, Harmageddon, you guys, brought your particular style of music to the trial and really amped up the crowd and got the defendants’ blood pumping.” 

“You want us to work your kind, friendly people into a murderous rage?” Shane asked. 

The judge stood and touched his finger to his nose. “Yes, that’s exactly it.” 

Galen crossed his arms and stuck out his lower lip for a look he called metal lip. “What if we refuse?”

“Ah, yes.” The judge began to shuffle some papers on his desk. “That would unfortunately be considered a breach of contract. The punishment for which is—“ he settled on a single sheet of paper. “Trial by death match. It would be an exciting trial, but are you all prepared to murder your fellow band mates?” 

Galen, Trent and Max’el all looked at Shane and shrugged. 

“Oh, screw you guys,” Shane said. 

“What?” Galen asked. 

“I know what you’re thinking.” 

“I’m not thinking that at all.” Galen looked at the ground for a long second before looking back to the judge. “We’ll play.” 

The judge clapped his hands together. “Wonderful. I knew we had the right guys. I can’t thank you all enough, really.” He clapped his hands together once more, and all but danced a jig. “This is going to be great. Justice will finally be served. Oh, and no fucking power ballads.” 

# # #

The town’s amphitheater, once home to elementary school choir practices and low-key talent shows, sat in the middle of the town’s sports complex. Fencing had been stripped from the nearby baseball diamonds and reconstructed around the stage to form a formidable cage filled with various blunt instruments and Harmageddon.

Galen stood on the pavilion stage and stared out into the cage. It was quiet. A crowd had gathered out of obligation more than anticipation and looked reluctant to be there. There was hardly a sound as townspeople filed in around the wire fencing. 

No one was excited to be there. Not even Galen. And he always loved a crowd. 

The wire gate creaked and an official of the court entered the cage. Harmageddon watched as the man crossed the bare earth of the arena and approached the stage. 

“The judge would like you guys to play a little something before we get started to get the crowd going.”

“They don’t seem into this.” Galen said. 

“The defendants today are two really sweet women. Everybody loves them so it’s a little harder than usual. So, play and get them all fired up.” 

Galen looked to the band as the official made the long walk back to the gate. They had discussed it. They had weighed their options and in the end they realized they had to play, but they didn’t have to play well. 

Cord began. He pounded out the intro to Skull Collector, invoking the sound of jungle drums before the rest of the band joined in. 

Galen listened to them play. And, dammit, they were good. Even set to half-ass, Harmageddon rocked. 

The sound filled him. The rhythm touched him and when it was time to sing, he couldn’t hold back. Galen grabbed the microphone and gave it his all:

It wasn’t me. 

The sin isn’t mine. 

What I did was in service of another. 

I’ve killed again.

I took his head. 

For our good Queen Mother. 

The word’s flowed through him as naturally as the day he had written them. He watched the crowd. They failed to react but he had seen it before. The metal was building within them. Soon, they too would be overtaken. Galen moved into the chorus.  

Skull Collector, Dead Bone debtor

What price can I get for this man’s head?

It served him well until I sent him to hell.

Now I give you his head to clear my debt. 

Galen could hear it happening. Cord’s drum strikes were crisper. There was energy in the guitars that wasn’t coming from the amps. And the bass, well, bass was bass. They were losing themselves to the metal once more. And with every verse, the crowd began to join them. 

Skull Collector ended and the band was invested. They moved seamlessly into the explosive beginning to Fire Tyrant and everyone was on board.

Strike the match

Set the blaze

Watch it grow

Make them pay

Let em burn. 

Let em scream. 

Set things right. 

Burn it clean.

Consume it all or all will grow until it’s too wild to kill. 

The flame will rise and fell those who won’t bend to your will. 

For the best all, many men must fall.

So set the blaze and watch it raise your power in a flash.

The world may not approve but the world can kiss your ash. 

The crowd was up against the fence now, shaking the chain link and, as the last note faded, there were cheers. 

Harmageddon was doing it. 

The gate opened once more, and the defendants were ushered in and marched to the center of field by a pair of large bailiffs. 

One of the bailiffs screamed, “All rise!” as the judge entered the arena. “His honorable Judge William Horace will now hear the case of Smith v. White.” 

The judge strode to the stage without acknowledging the crowd and took the microphone from Galen. “Citizens of Prudence, justice matters. Justice separates us from the lawlessness of the wasteland beyond our town. It is not an easy burden to bear, but it is a necessary burden. Law and order is what keeps us a community. It is what keeps us safe. Today we are to hear the case of two of our own. And though it may be painful to watch, it is necessary.” 

He paused and turned his eyes to the crowd. “Before justice is dispensed, I’d like to acknowledge a special witness for today’s trial. Harmageddon.”

The judge had a chilling effect on the crowd and the applause was not what it had been moments before. 

“They will be providing the soundtrack to today’s dispensing of justice. So, before we begin the trial I have only one question. Are you ready to rock?”

The crowd offered no response. 

The judge turned to Galen and said, “Don’t worry. You’ll get them back in the mood.”

Galen shook his head. “This is wrong.” 

The judge only smiled. “Rock or die.” With that, he turned and left the arena with the two bailiffs. 

The two defendants were in their mid-20s, and terrified. Neither one looked like a killer or a criminal. The judge had never even stated what the case was about. It seemed it didn’t matter. 

Galen looked out to the crowd. They were pushed against the fence once more but now out of concern instead of excitement. They all stared at the two women. 

Higher up behind the crowd there was a man waving, seemingly to the band. Once he had caught Galen’s eye he held up a rifle, made the “I’m watching you” gesture, and settled in behind the weapon’s scope. 

Galen swallowed hard as he signaled the band to play the next song. 

Benevolent Destroyer wasn’t a ballad. And he would fight any man that said it was. But it wasn’t the band’s most fearsome piece. 

The defendants circled one another wearing no aggression on their faces. There were a couple of half-hearted charges that resulted in nothing more than the two women trading places. 

Benevolent Destroyer wailed from Galen’s microphone and was met with silence from the crowd. 

“Rock harder,” the judge ordered through a megaphone. 

The band members looked to the sniper in the stands and noticed the two bailiffs, now armed, had moved closer to the gate. 

They didn’t want to play. They didn’t want to rock. But they had to. 

The opening licks of Liar’s Conviction were forced. But as the verse built, the music took them all. 

It doesn’t matter what I say.

It doesn’t matter what I do. 

It doesn’t matter what I believe. 

As long as you believe what I say is true. 

My conviction takes the place of truth. 

My actions supersede intent. 

It doesn’t matter what really happens. 

It only matters what I meant. 

Harmageddon was taken by the metal and the crowd went with them. By the time they reached the seventh guitar solo, everything was lost. 

The defendants replaced spiritless grabs with clenched fists. One grabbed the other by the hair and pulled her to the ground. 

The attacker fell upon her victim and pinned her to the ground. The punch never landed as the woman on the bottom worked a leg free and kicked her assailant off. 

The crowd was into it and shook the fencing to the delight of the judge. 

Both defendants were back on their feet and blows were exchanged. Within moments there was a bloody nose and the punches kept flying. 

Going to Beat Your Ass began brutal and got more intense as it went on. 

I’m gonna beat your ass. 

I’m gonna beat your ass.

Your ass is mine to beat. 

I’m gonna beat your ass. 

It wasn’t Galen’s most poetic work but it had always been a crowd favorite. 

Those gathered for the trial began to rock back and forth. Elbows were raised and the shoving began. 

One of the women made a dash for the fence and grabbed a baseball bat that hung from the chain link. The other grabbed an axe handle and they screamed at each other from across the arena. 

The fence that formed the cage was shaking from one side to the other as the observers formed a mosh pit to the chorus of: 

Beat ass

Beat ass

Beat ass

Beat aaaassssss

The women in the arena charged one another, prepared to bludgeon one another to death for some stupid form of justice and Galen stopped. 

He cut short the refrain of:

Ass, ass, ass, beat beat beat 

and looked at the crowd and to the women and to the judge who was now hanging from the fence and smiling as the defendants worked themselves into a killing frenzy.  

Shane realized it first and the bass dropped away. Max’el stopped shredding shortly before Trent while Cord continued on for another measure before he realized what was going on. 

The crowd had turned into a mob. They were no longer moshing. They were fighting. The women in the arena had met in the middle and were swinging clumsy blows with the blunt objects of their choice. 

Galen looked at the judge. A frown had replaced the devious smile and he pointed to the band. He was screaming, “Play!” His words were drowned out by the chaos the metal had created. 

“What do we do, man?” Trent asked. 

Galen turned to his band mates. He studied their faces. There was a silent agreement made among them at that moment. They were all on the same page for the first time Galen could remember. 

So Galen sang: 

When I look into your eyes it makes me realize 

There’s nothing I’d rather be than the me in you and me. 

Harmageddon joined in. Trent began to strum the beginning of a three-chord melody that would form the base of the improvised number. 

One of the us in both of us, the happy “I” in pair 

You be the “u” in couple and I’ll always be there. 

Cord leapt in as Shane and Trent filled out the rhythm section. 

So take my hand and lead me on, 

I will follow you until our time is gone. 

Hold me tight, late at night

I always want to keep you in my sight. 

As it built, the moshing stopped. The women in the arena dropped their cudgels and rushed to the fence. There they found their loved ones reaching through the chain link, doing their best to embrace them. 

You and me, you see, together we are we

And only hand-in-hand makes us all that we can be

La Lala La Laaa. Laaa la lalaaaa. Lala la laaaaa laaaa

The “la la la”s sent the judge over the edge. The gate flew open and clanged loudly enough to stop the crowd from swaying. 

“Knock off this lalala shit right now!” 

The bailiffs rushed the stage and threatened to unplug the equipment. 

The band stopped playing and the judge ranted on.

He turned to the crowd. “I have had enough of this mamby pamby bullshit. None of us want to see Sarah or Michelle get hurt. But one of them has to die for law and order to survive. 

“You cowards don’t know how the world is out there. If word gets out that we’re light on criminals, the terrors that are out there will come here. 

“This is something we all agreed to. This is how things must be.” He turned back to the stage. “Bailiffs.” 

The two armed men dropped from the stage and rushed to the judge’s side. The man in the black robes pointed to the women and the bailiffs pulled them away from the fence, away from their families. 

The families sobbed and moved along the fence to be closer to the women. 

“This crap ends now.” The judge collected the baseball bat and the ax handle from the ground. He shoved the bat in one woman’s hand and the ax handle in the other. “Justice must be done.” 

There was a scream from up in the stands. 

Galen looked to see several townspeople wrestling the rifle from the sniper. 

He looked back into the arena. The crowd had moved down to the open gate and was staring into the arena. 

The judge saw this and yelled at them to stay put.

Cord kicked the bass drum, and everyone looked at the drummer. 

He kicked it twice more. 

The judge pointed at the stage and screamed, “Stop!”

“One, two, three, four,” Cord shouted as he ticked the drumsticks together. 

Harmageddon knew exactly what to do. They erupted into the intro of Wasteland Oppressor as the baseball bat cracked against the judge’s skull in time with the snare. 

The crowd rushed through the gate as Sarah or Michelle or whichever one it was struck the bailiff with the ax handle before the man could reach his gun.

The second bailiff managed to draw his gun but could not bring it to bear on anyone before the mob crashed into him. 

The band played. 

The mob rocked. 

The encores went on all night. 

And justice was had for all. 

––––––––

Shane also appears in Book 2 of the Duck & Cover Adventures

Knights of the Apocalypse
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READ IT NOW
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WILLIE AND COY

RIDE AGAIN
––––––––

Clouds of dust rolled from the two-lane blacktop trailing behind the thunderous roar of a V-8. 

The black Trans-Am was a ’77. It was hardly the fastest car in the brand’s history, but it was by far the most iconic. The golden eagle on the hood split the air and sent it blowing through the T-top and into the hair of the screaming man behind the wheel. 

Not far behind, somewhere in the cloud of dust, an ’82 model of the same car sped up to keep pace. A red light pulsed in the front of the car as it rolled back and forth across the grill. 

Shattered storefronts and abandoned homes lined the asphalt road once it turned from state road to small town Main Street. There hadn’t been much to abandon in the first place, but the empty buildings now stood as the only witnesses to the greatest race in history as the ’77 turned into a sliding right past a service station. 

The ’82 found a better line through the turn and closed the distance on the older Trans-Am. It quickly lost the gain as the ’77 turned left down a residential street. 

Coy sat behind the wheel of the ’82, trying to talk to the car. “You can do this, buddy. You’re smarter than him. Faster. Better!”

The car said nothing. 

Coy turned hard left. His hand slipped off the pistol grip steering wheel and the car jerked back to right. “Mother— Who designed this stupid wheel?” 

Another turn brought both Pontiacs onto a straightaway. Coy couldn’t see it from where he was but he knew that there was a giant pile of hay at the end of the road. The final jump. 

Coy never understood the physics of it, but he knew awesome when he saw it. And if a couple of good old boys from Georgia could make it work, a good old boy from Texas could make it work better. 

“Yeehaw!” Coy hollered and mashed the pedal to the floor. “We’ve got him now, buddy.” 

The button had been staring at him the entirety of the race. Pulsing with a soft throb that whispered, “Push me, Baby. Push me.” He had held strong against its sultry call, knowing full well its time would come. That time was now. 

“Turbo Boost!” He mashed the button with his finger and threw himself back into the seat in anticipation of the sudden rush of speed. 

The car filled with a WHOOOSH and nothing happened. 

“What the hell?” Coy mashed the button again. 

Once more there was a WHOOOSH but no boost. 

He pounded it several times and got nothing but the WHOOOSH. 

His heart began to race. This was the final stretch. This was where he knew his car was better. He mashed the Super Pursuit Mode button and nothing happened. 

He swore and punched the roof several times before letting his hands settle on the wheel. “Fine. We’ll do it the old-fashioned way.” 

He could see the pile of hay now, and he smiled as the ’77 cut around the obstruction in the road. He stood up on the gas and felt the pedal bend beneath his foot. Giving the V-8 every drop of fuel he could, he turned toward the hay and let loose a final “YEEHAW.” 

He hit the hay. 

Then his face hit the steering wheel as the car decelerated. 

He had enough momentum to come through the other side at a crawl, and through now-bloody vision, Coy limped the Trans-Am across the white line he had painted on the road and labeled “FINIH.” He had considered trying to cram the “S” in after the fact, but figured everyone would know what he meant so why bother?

Willie was stepping out of the other Pontiac when Coy drifted to a stop. 

“I win, Coy.” 

Coy felt the gash on his forehead and wiped the blood out of his eyes. “That’s not fair. Half the buttons in here don’t do shit. This is bull.” 

“No bull, man. I told you. I’ve always told you. The Bandit doesn’t lose.” 

“But the Turbo Boost didn’t work!” Coy whined. “If it had have worked you’d be so far behind.”

“It’s a poor man that blames his equipment, Coy.”

“Fine. But—look at this crap.” He smashed the steering wheel with his palm. “There’s not even a full wheel in here.” 

“You knew what you were getting into when you made your choice.”

“Yeah, well, it looked cool in the show but it makes turning a bitch.”

“Call it whatever you want. But,” Willie said and slapped the fire chicken on the hood of his car, “this right here is your winner.” 

“Fine. Fine!” Coy threw off his seatbelt and stepped out of the car. He walked to the front and kicked the car in the pulsing display. He kicked until he was tired and stared at the ground sulking. Then he perked up. “Double or nothing! Colt’s truck vs. Bosco’s van.”

Willie shrugged and mumbled, “I don’t know.”  

“What? What do you mean you don’t know? It would be awesome.” 

“I don’t know, Coy. I’m just kind of getting bored with all this.”

Coy jumped onto the hood of the Trans-Am and crossed his arms. “I need for you to break down, in detail, what the hell sounds boring about that.” 

“I don’t know,” Willie said. “It’s a feeling I can’t really explain. It’s something in my stomach.” 

“Is it something you ate? I told you those crawfish looked suspect. Three claws and all, I can’t believe you ate them.”

“It’s not that. It’s ... I don’t know. It’s a feeling I’ve never had before but it’s been kind of growing in me for a while.”

“You don’t think you’re pregnant do you?” Coy laughed at his own joke. 

“Don’t be stupid. It kind of feels like I want to get up and do stuff, even if I’m already doing stuff. You know?”  

Coy uncrossed his arms and leaned back on the hood. “That’s weird.” 

“Like I kind of want to do stuff that isn’t just screwing around.” 

“I don’t like the way you’re talking, Willie.” 

“Coy, I think I want a job.” 

“I think the sun is getting to you. We should get indoors. Get some beers and just drink that feeling right out of you.” 

“Nah. I don’t think so.” 

“Are you sure you didn’t hit your head in the race?” 

Willie shook his head. 

“Maybe there was an exhaust leak?”  

“No. Look, all we do is screw around.” Willie threw up his arms. “I’ve just ... we’ve never had jobs.” 

“That’s because jobs suck, Willie.” 

“How would we know?”

Coy swore and turned away. The friend he knew was gone. Dead to him.

“My mind’s made up, Coy. I want a job.” 

Coy stood up and snapped back, “Well I’m pretty sure the bait shop isn’t hiring. You know? On account of it being blown up and all? Like everything else in the whole wide world!” 

“I just want to do something that matters.” 

“Matters to who?” Coy asked. 

“It doesn’t matter to who. Just something that matters. Besides, it’s not like we couldn’t use some money.” 

Willie’s stubborn nature was legendary and quite a thing to have on your side in a bar bet. He could hold his breath until he passed out, bang his head against a bar until he passed out and count by fives until he passed out. Coy could see that determined nature now and he knew there would be no changing his friend’s mind.

Coy sighed and sat down next to Willie on the fire chicken. He couldn’t deny he’d been feeling something similar, he’d just chalked it up to the crawfish—he wouldn’t tell Willie after teasing him, but he’d had some, too. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe taking it easy isn’t fun anymore because we’re always taking it easy. It’s like how the first eleven beers are great but the twelfth one makes you sick.”

“Yeah,” Willie said. “Like that.” 

“I wish there was some way to tell which beer that was before we started drinking. Why is it always that last one?” Coy asked, but Willie wasn’t listening. He was already hunting for a job in his head. 

“We could get a job with some raiders,” Willie said as if it was an item on a list.

“No thank you, those fellas are just a little too weird for me. Remember that one guy that wore the cow skull as a motorcycle helmet and claimed he was both Gandhi and Genghis Kahn in a previous life?” 

“Yeah.”

“And he always made his gang carry him around in that big chair and call him The Great Lord Goliath?” 

“Yeah.”

“He said he didn’t like beer.” 

“Wow. No shittin’?” 

“No shittin’. I told you he was weird.” 

“Okay. So raidin’ is out. We could try farming.” 

Coy watched his friend’s expression intently. He was dead serious. No. There was a hint of a smile. It was growing. Thank God.

The two men laughed until it hurt.

Coy wiped the tears away from his eyes and caught his breath. “What if we looked for a job in that town down aways?” 

“That one that told us if we ever showed our faces there again, they’d flay—whatever that means—the skin from our bones and make idiot costumes for the town parade?” 

“That’s the one.”

Willie shrugged. “I don’t see what it could hurt.” 

“Great. So we’ll go see if they’re hiring. But I don’t want you to get your hopes up.  We’re not good at anything,” Coy said. “Not anything people would pay us for.” 

“I know. But I feel like we’ve got to try.” Willie slid from the hood of the car and the two men walked down across the parking lot to where they had parked their dirt bikes. 

Coy straddled his bike, the Coy-o-te, and looked back at the scattered hay and the ruined Trans-Am.  “I wonder why the jump didn’t work. It always worked on the show.” 

Willie hopped on his bike as well. “I told you they hide a ramp behind the hay. But you didn’t want to listen.” 

“I don’t think they’d lie to us, Willie. They’re on TV. They have a responsibility to their viewing audience.” Coy fired up his bike. “I don’t think they’d betray that trust.”

“Quit arguing with me, Coy. If I know anything, it’s ramps.” Willie kick-started his bike and revved the engine. “Let’s go.” 

Coy peeled out and left the FINIH line on one wheel. He soon found himself alone down the road. He looked behind him and saw Willie still sitting in the parking lot, staring off into space. 

Coy slid into a full one-eighty, left a tire mark on the road and headed back. He pulled up next to Willie and yelled, “I hate it when you do that!” 

Willie didn’t respond. He was lost in thought.

“Do you know how stupid it makes me feel when you say ‘let’s go’ and then I go and you don’t go so it’s just me going?”

Willie smiled and turned to look at Coy. “Turn off your bike.”

“What? Why?” 

Willie shouted, “Because I’m about to say something profound and it won’t have the same weight if I scream it at you!” 

Coy turned off his bike and gave his friend his best ‘we’re all waiting’ expression. 

“Coy, we’re not good at something.” 

“I said that. You don’t have to rub it in.” 

“No,” Willie smiled.  “We’re great at something.” 

“What?” 

Willie patted the fuel tank on his bike. “We’re good at doing sweet jumps on our bikes.” 

“Hell yeah we are. So what?” 

“So. I know just what we’re going to do for a job.” Willie started his bike again. “Follow me.” 

Coy soon found himself alone in the parking lot. “Man, it’s even worse when he does that.”

––––––––

They had been living in the department store for the past week and had already made a mental list of pros and cons. On the pro side, they hadn’t had to make a bed yet. Every night they just passed out in a nice pre-made display model. The con was the sheer number of small pillows and, for some reason they couldn’t determine, the beds were inordinately short. 

However, back on the pro list, every time they rolled out of bed they landed on a giant pile of pillows. 

Another pro was the amount of space that could be cleared for a formal presentation. 

Willie had cleared an area in the furniture department and set up ... Coy couldn’t tell what he’d set up. It had been covered by a sheet from housewares and Willie yelled at him whenever he tried to peek. 

Now Coy sat on a floor model sofa as instructed and waited for Willie to return. Willie did not instruct him to drink a beer while waiting, but Willie was not the boss of him so he took a big gulp from the beer. He did try to hide it when Willie walked over by tucking it between the cushions. 

He was wearing a suit and tie and carried a briefcase. He set the briefcase down on the floor and cleared his throat. “First of all, let me thank you all for coming today. I—“

Coy jumped up and grabbed a corner of the sheet. “What’s under the sheet?”

Willie leapt forward and slapped his hand. “Slow down, will you? And sit down. What are you doing up?”

“I want to see what’s under the sheet. You said I could see when you got back.” 

“I’ll show you in a minute.”

“Just pull it off, Willie. What’s the big deal?”

“What’s the big deal?” Willie mocked him. “This is a business meeting and we are going to conduct it as such.”

“Quit acting all weird. Just show me the—“

“You sit down right now, Coy, or I’ll slap you upside your good ear.”

Willie wasn’t kidding. Even with the stupid suit and tie, he was dead serious about his “business meeting.” Coy relented and went back to the couch. He didn’t bother trying to hide the beer this time. “Fine,” he said after a sip. “Go ahead with your business meeting.” 

Willie nodded, straightened his tie and began again. “First of all let me thank all of you for coming today.” 

“Why are you acting all funny?” 

“Funny? This is a serious thing, Coy. Maybe the most serious thing we’ve ever done so we’re going to do it right. Now act professional or I’ll come over there and slap the shit out of you for acting all non-professional.” 

Coy closed his lips and leaned back in the couch, trying not to smile. 

“Let me start again. First of all let me thank you all for having me here today. We appreciate you giving us this opportunity.” 

“Who’s ‘we’?” 

“You and me.” 

“But you’re talking to me.” 

“Right.” 

“About we?” 

“Right.”

“Why?” 

“Because that’s how it’s done. Professionally. Now shut up and let me continue.” 

Coy nodded without understanding and Willie continued. 

“We are here today to talk to you about a new business venture that is so exciting it will make you shit your pants. First I’d like to ask you all, what is the coolest thing in the world?” Willie pointed to Coy. “You, sir.” 

“Me?” 

Willie sighed and rolled his eyes. 

“Okay.” Coy leaned forward on the couch. “Let’s see. The coolest thing in the world. What’s the thing called when you’re in back and the girl...”

Willie shook his head. “No.” 

“No. You know when she reaches...” 

“No!” 

“Dammit, Willie, it’s my answer, let me finish.”

“I mean something we can do for a job, Coy.” Willie said. 

“No,” Coy argued, “usually you have to give her the money.” 

“It’s sweet jumps, Coy. The answer is sweet jumps.”

“Oh yeah, those are pretty cool.”  

Willie pointed to Coy and smiled. “I’m glad you said that, sir, because...” 

“Holy shit are we going to do sweet jumps for money?” 

“Dammit, Coy.”

“What?” 

“You’re stepping on my big reveal.” 

“I did? So, we are?!”

Willie hung his head and grumbled as he grabbed the sheet and gave it a jerk. 

The sheet fell to the ground, revealing an easel. But that wasn’t the exciting part. On that easel was a drawing of the most amazing series of ramps Coy had ever seen. 

“Holy wow, Willie.” Coy stood up and rushed to the easel. “Did you draw that?” 

“Of course I drew it. Who else would it have been?”

Coy ran his fingers over the drawing. The detail was amazing. He had never seen anything like it. All he’d ever seen Willie draw before was, well, willies on bathroom stalls. His willy work wasn’t bad but this was beautiful. “That’s really good, Willie.” 

“Thank you, Coy,” Willie beamed. “Now have a seat and let me take you through it here.” 

Coy grinned and sat back down, giving Willie his full attention once he had found his beer. 

“The rider starts here.” Willie pointed to the right of the drawing with a laser pointer. “He hits the first jump, which then explodes in a giant fireball.” 

“Wow! That’s brilliant.”

“Thank you.”

“Ramps don’t usually explode. That makes it sweeter.” 

“That’s just the beginning.” Willie moved the laser. “The rider then jumps over a burning school bus, jumps a pit of spikes, crosses a cauldron of flames and then rides up a wall that is on fire.” 

“Awesome!” Coy laughed and made his own explosion sound. 

“The rider then comes back down the wall and does a backflip over the burning school bus as the entire ramp burns behind him.”

“This is probably the most exciting thing I’ve ever seen. Even better than when that horse cop’s horse took his hat.” 

Willie bowed. “This ramp is the basis for our show.” 

“Our show?” 

Willie grabbed the board with the ramp design on it and set it on the ground, revealing another board on the easel. Written in big flaming letters, it read The Death Defying Duo. 

Coy was on the edge of his seat now. “Wow. The Death Defying Duo. That sounds dangerous.” 

“It’s supposed to sound dangerous, Coy. It’s a stunt show. If it didn’t sound dangerous no one would pay to see it.” 

“Yeah, okay but it doesn’t say anything about sweet jumps. How about Sweet Jumps and Fist Bumps.” 

Willie blinked. “That’s the dumbest thing you’ve ever said.” 

“It is not. We could make that part of the show. Every time we do a jump, we stop and do a fist bump. That way the name would make perfect sense.”

“It’s stupid.” 

“It’s clever,” Coy said. “It rhymes.” 

“Just because it rhymes doesn’t make it clever.” 

“Yes it does.” 

“Oh yeah, every time someone said, ‘It’s Sunday Funday,’ you thought to yourself, now that is one clever person?” 

“No, I thought to myself, they deserve a good face punching.” 

“See my point?”

Coy shrugged. 

“Also there’s no danger in Sweet Jumps and Fist Bumps. All you think is going to happen is two dudes bumping fists over and over again. I don’t want to watch that. Do you?” 

“No. When you put it like that it sounds less awesome and more, I don’t know, dirty. But Death Defying Duo isn’t exciting either.”

“Dude! It’s Death Defying.” 

“Sure. And I know you’re going to defy it. So there’s no danger ‘cause they know right away that we’re defying death and not going to actually die.”

Willie chewed on his lip and looked at the name on the presentation board. “Shit, you have a point.” 

Coy could see the hurt on Willie’s face. “I mean, it might work. Are you sure people have to think we’re going to die?”

“I think it will sell tickets. I think it will sell a lot of tickets.”

Coy thought about watching a show with the potential for death and instantly understood what Willie was saying. It wasn’t exciting to watch someone walk. But watching someone walk on a rope fifty feet in the air? Now that was something. Not because it was hard, but because of the risk involved. “Hell, in that case, maybe we should guarantee that someone is going to die. We could call it Certain Death Circus.” 

Willie shook his head. “I’m not dressing up like a clown.”  

“I didn’t say clowns.” 

“You know how I feel about clowns, Coy!”

“I said circus, Willie, not clowns.” 

“Circus equals clowns. NO CLOWNS!”

“Fine.” Coy put his hands up and willed Willie to settle down. He had no desire to go down the clown road again. “How about a sideshow then? It’s like a circus, but no clowns.”

“I take it back. That’s the dumbest thing you—” Willie interrupted himself and looked at the board. He spun it around, grabbed a marker and scrawled across the blank surface. He wrote for nearly a minute before he stepped aside and let Coy see.

Coy’s lips moved as he read the name to himself. Then a smile grew across his face. “Hell, yeah! I’d pay to see that. Twice.” 

Willie tossed the marker over his shoulder and rubbed his hands together. “So that’s settled. Now we just need an audience.” 

––––––––

Finding an audience would have been easy if not for the apocalypse. For all the freedom the end of the world had given Willie and Coy, it had made finding a target market more of a challenge. 

Defiance was the nearest thing that could be called a town. The population wasn’t large, but the people there were alive and it seemed as good a place as any to find an audience. 

It was an odd place. Most of the people there went around pretending as if nothing had happened. The people there still had families. They still had jobs. The buildings were kept up. They always seemed to have food. It would have been a great place except they still had laws and a Sheriff that insisted those laws actually mattered. 

Willie and Coy rode their bikes down Main Street to the Town Square, hoping to find a decent sized crowd. They had attached a trailer to the Coy-o-te, and it struggled to keep up with the other bike. 

By the time both had arrived in the square, Sheriff Taylor was waiting for them. The lawman stood in the center of the street cradling a shotgun in his arms.

“I knew you boys weren’t bright but you must be outright brain dead to show yourselves around here again.” 

“You don’t think he’s still mad, do you, Willie?” Coy asked under his breath. 

“He looks plenty mad.” 

“Why? We didn’t hurt anybody.” 

“Maybe he’s always grouchy.” Willie swung his leg over his bike and waved. “Hi, Sheriff.” 

Taylor spit on the ground and spoke. Even his voice was squinty. “I told you boys to never show your faces around here again.” 

“But these are the only faces we have,” Coy said. 

Willie shushed his friend and turned back to the lawman. “You’re not still mad about last time, are you Sheriff?” 

The sheriff raised the shotgun and pumped a shell into the chamber. 

“Hey!” Coy put up his hands. “We didn’t do nothing.” 

“You stole and you know it.” 

“We gave it back,” Willie protested. “And besides, we didn’t steal nothing to begin with. No one was watching it.” 

“Yeah, it’s not stealing if no one is watching it,” Coy said.  “It’s like that tree in the forest.” 

The sheriff dropped the shotgun barrel by an inch and shook his head. “What?” 

“Yeah,” Willie looked at Coy. “What?” 

Coy looked at both of them. “You know, if a tree falls in the forest and there’s no one around to see it, then it doesn’t make a noise. And if it doesn’t make a noise that means it didn’t fall because a falling tree is loud and someone was bound to hear it. So if it didn’t fall it couldn’t have stolen anything. It’s like this.” 

“It’s not though,” Willie said. 

Coy shrugged, crossed his arms and muttered, “It could be.” 

“I’d almost forgotten how much talking to you boys made my head hurt,” the sheriff said. “Now get off the bikes and get on the ground.” 

“C’mon, Sheriff. It’s not like anybody got hurt.” 

The sheriff smiled. “Not yet.” 

They had talked about the incident, Willie and Coy. And they were pretty clear on the law. If no one was holding on to something, or watching it or hiding it, it couldn’t possibly be stealing. But the sheriff didn’t see it that way. The apocalypse had changed people. It turned good men into villains as they traded their values away in a desperate attempt to survive. It had turned bad men into heroes as their moral flexibility had become an asset in a crueler world. It had turned the sheriff into a dick. 

Maybe. They had never met him before. He may have always been a dick. 

One thing he was good for, however, was drawing a crowd. The population of Defiance began to gather in the square to see what all the shouting was about. 

It was perfect. 

Willie waved at Coy to get off his bike as he spoke to the sheriff. “We’re not here to cause any trouble, Sheriff.” 

“You’re nothing but trouble,” the lawman shouted. “Ever since your last visit we had to fumigate the hotel and sterilize all of the statues.”

“That wasn’t our fault,” Coy said. “That was that weirdo Dante.”

“Yeah, we don’t ride with him anymore. Exactly because of the statue thing.”  

“All I know is that whenever you boys ride into town, I get this sudden urge to start shooting things that look an awful lot like you. You’re nothing but a couple of worthless trouble makers that never knew an honest day in your lives.” 

Willie smiled. “That’s where you’re wrong, Sheriff. We got jobs now.”

Someone in the crowd laughed. “Who would be stupid enough to hire you losers?” 

“We would be,” Coy said with a proud smile. “We are self-employed.”

The crowd laughed and the sheriff lowered the shotgun a few more inches. “Now this I’ve got to hear. What could you boys possibly think you’re good at?” 

“I’m glad you asked.” Willie lowered his hands and shuffled back behind the Coy-o-te where he grabbed a lever on the trailer. “Ladies and gentlemen. I proudly present—“ he paused and pulled the lever.  

The trailer rattled as several loud THWUNKS exploded from the back. The mortars sailed into the air and burst into a dozen explosions of red, white and blue. 

The crowd oohed and awed as the fireworks filled the sky over the square. 

Willie continued. “We proudly present to you, the most thrilling, pulse-pounding, shit-your-pants exciting event the apocalypse has ever seen.” 

The trailer split in two and folded down into a display featuring a scale—as best as Willie understood what scale meant—model of the ramp. A post sprung from the center of the display and proudly waved a flag that read Willie and Coy’s Suicide Sideshow. Willie had drawn flames around the letters for extra excitement. 

The crowd was stunned. Or maybe they were bored. It was amazing how the two sounded so similar when you thought about it. 

A young boy moved to the front of the crowd and stared wide-eyed at the display. “What is it?” 

Willie jumped on top of the trailer and stood in the center of the ramp complex. “I’m glad you asked, kid. This is a trick so dangerous, so insane, so out-of-this-world crazy, that Coy probably won’t live through it.” 

Coy coughed. “What?”

Willie made a sweeping gesture to Coy’s ride. “Riding his infamous bike, The Coy-o-te. Coy here will ride like a bat out of hell into an even worse hell, this here ramp that people call the Suicide Center for Death and Dismemberment.”

“Willie? Can we—?” 

“He’ll explode from the ‘Mouth of the Monster’ chased by hellfire as he leaps over a flaming school bus. One of the big ones. If he lives, he’ll jump over the ‘Pool of Poisoned Razor Blades.’ From there he will cross a pit of flames as he rides perilously across the ‘Demon’s Spine.’ And, should he be fortunate enough to survive all that, for your entertainment, he’ll face the terrifying heights of the ‘Drop of Death and Doom,’ do a backflip back over the bus and arrive safely at the finish line if the bear doesn’t kill him first.”

“What bear?” Coy asked. 

“Oh, I added a bear. He’ll be riding with you on the bike.”

A man in the crowd shouted. “He can’t do all that.” 

“He can and he will or he won’t and he’ll die. For your amusement.”

Coy grabbed Willie’s pant leg and tugged. “Willie, we need to talk.” 

“If you two morons are going to kill yourselves,” the sheriff’s voice broke the murmur of the crowd. “I’ll pay to see that.” 

“What did I tell you, Coy?” Willie turned back to the crowd. “Step right up folks and get your tickets. This is a once in Coy’s lifetime event.” 

The crowd laughed and cheered and rushed forward to buy their tickets to Coy’s likely demise. 

Coy’s protests were lost in the chaos, and he soon found himself filling orders instead of wondering about the bear. 

The sheriff stepped up to get his own tickets. “You boys better not be thinking about backing out of this. If I find you took the money and disappeared, I will give up my position here to hunt your assess down and strap you to a bear and a motorcycle myself. Do you understand?” 

“Don’t worry, Sheriff,” Willie said, handing the sheriff his ticket. “This is what Coy was born to die doing.” 

––––––––

It was more money than they had ever seen. Gold, jewelry, IOUs for food, gas and more. Willie held up a fistful and let it fall through his fingers onto the dining room table they had dragged closer to the appliance section. 

“We did it, Coy. We really did it.” 

“Yeah, that’s great and whatever. Why did you keep saying I was going to do all the riding?”

“You don’t think I’m going to do it, do you? I designed it.”

“Then you ride it.”

“Look, we’re business partners, right?” Willie asked. 

He was going somewhere with this but Coy couldn’t spot the trap. Coy looked at him sideways. “Right.” 

“So you should have to do part of the work. I can’t be expected to do it all.”

“But that means I’m the one that might die.”

Willie laughed. “You won’t die. That’s what we told those people to sell tickets. Remember?”

“Yeah,” Coy agreed but there was hesitation in his voice. “But the bear.”

“There’s not going to be a bear. I lied. That’s what’s called marketing.”

Coy shrugged. “Still.”

Willie pulled out a chair and sat down next to Coy. He put a hand on his friend’s shoulder and spoke calmly. “Look we all know it has to be you. You know why?” 

“Why?” Coy asked.  

“Because—” Willie took a deep breath and sighed. “It pains me to say it, but you’re the best rider, Coy.”

“Shut up.” 

“No. I mean it. I’m willing to admit it. You’re a better rider than me. Don’t you think so?” 

“Yeah, but...” 

“But nothing. You’re a better rider. You’re a better jumper. You’re like a DaVinci and the Coy-o-te is your paintbrush.” He shoved away from the table and went over to the diagram. “And this is your David.” 

“That was Michelangelo.” 

Willie waved the comment away. “Whoever.” 

“And David was a sculpture. A paintbrush won’t do me any good.” 

“What, are we in art class here? You’re a master on two wheels, Coy. And this is your masterpiece.” 

Coy stared at the ramp design and then looked over to his bike parked at the edge of the department. “Fine. I’ll do it. How much money is that?”

“A shit ton.”

“That’s it?!” Coy stood up and crossed to the diagram.” You want me to ride through the Tongue of Fire, over the Demon’s Spine and survive the Blast of Furry—“

Willie interrupted him. “That’s supposed to say ‘Fury.’ It’s a typo.”

“Whatever! You want me to do all this for just one shit ton of money?!”

“Well, how much do you want?” 

“Double. I want two shit tons.”

Willie waved at the table. “Well, that’s all there is, Coy.” 

Coy turned his nose up at the pile of money on the table. “I won’t do it. Charge ‘em more.” 

“We can’t charge them more. They already paid.” 

“Then give them a refund.” Coy crossed his arms and sat back in the chair. “I’m not doing it.” 

“There’s no way in hell I’m giving that money back.” 

“Then find more people.”

“The whole town is coming out to see it,” Willie said. 

“Well, then,” Coy said to buy himself some time to think. The answer came to him quickly. “We just need more towns.”

“There aren’t any more towns. Remember the bombs and everything?” 

“There’s Sanderson Creek.” 

“No,” Willie said. “We can’t sell them tickets.” 

“Why not?” 

“First of all, they hate us more than the people in Defiance do. Second of all, they hate the people in Defiance more than the people in Defiance hate us. The two towns are in the middle of a feud fight.” 

“What’s that?”

“It’s like a food fight but with bullets instead of pies. They hate each other so much that they kill each other on sight.”

“Why?”

Willie shrugged. “It doesn’t matter why.”

“I’m not going to risk my life unless we can get more people to buy tickets. So feud fight or no feud fight, we’re going to get them there.”

––––––––

Sanderson Creek was more of a community than a town. The cluster of large homes sat off a state highway surrounded by what used to be cornfields and little else. There were no storefronts or town square, so Willie steered toward a park in the center of the community that served as the town’s commons. 

Coy, the Coy-o-te and the trailer struggled to keep up.  

By the time both had arrived in the park, Marshal Gaines was waiting for them.  The lawman stood in the center of the street cradling a shotgun in his arms.

“I knew you boys weren’t bright, but you must be dumber than two sacks of shit to show yourselves around here again.” 

Willie and Coy shared a puzzled look. 

“Like two sacks each? Or total?” Coy asked. 

Marshal Gaines raised the shotgun.

“Should I tell him about the tree in the forest?” Coy whispered. 

“Don’t you dare,” Willie snapped before turning to the Marshal. “Hi, Marshal. We’re here to—“

“I know why you’re here. We know all about your stupid show. We also know you went to those bastards in Defiance first.”

“Now Marshal—“

“Well I’m afraid we’re a little more sophisticated than those morons in Defiance. We’re not interested. So pack up your shit show and get on out of here before we drive that trailer up your ass.”

“That does sound sophisticated.” 

The marshal racked a shell into the chamber. 

“What do we do now, Willie?” Coy whispered. 

“Okay, we’ll go,” Willie said to the marshal. “We don’t want any trouble. We just wanted to prove those morons in Defiance wrong.” 

Coy pulled at Willie’s shirt. “What are you doing?” 

“Shhh.” He slapped Coy’s hand away. “Don’t worry. I saw this on a cartoon once.” 

“That doesn’t fill me with a lot of confidence, Willie.” 

“You two quit the whispering,” Gaines shouted as he stepped closer. “What do you mean prove them wrong?” 

“Well, they said you’d all be too chickenshit to show up to our show. Then I said, ‘they aren’t chickenshits, you take that back.’ And they said ‘we can’t take it back because they are all chickenshits.’ And I said you can’t call them chickenshits because they aren’t chickenshits and—’”

The marshal placed the shotgun barrel under Willie’s chin and leaned in close. He whispered, “I’m going to ask you to stop saying ‘chickenshit.’”

Willie swallowed hard and felt his Adam’s apple slide over the barrel of the gun. “Okay, I can do that. I’ll do that.” 

He eased back the barrel a fraction. “Did they really say that?”

“Well I tried to clean it up a little because I know how sophisticated you are here.” 

“I see,” Gaines said. “What else did they say?” 

“Basically they said there was no way you Sanderson Creekersons would be brave enough to come to our show.”

“That’s it?” 

“They did do an impression of you but I really don’t think you’d want to see it. It was pretty offensive.”

The marshal looked around the crowd that had gathered in the park. The whole town had come out to see what the commotion was about. He turned back to Willie and lowered the shotgun. “Go on. Tell us about this show of yours.” 

––––––––

Willie and Coy stood on top of the massive ramp and looked down on the crowd that had assembled below. There was a clear line between the Sanderson Creekers and the people of Defiance, but both towns had actually turned out to see the show. 

From what the boys understood, the feuding parties had agreed upon a temporary truce. They had also agreed that they still hated each other and that if either side started anything, the truce would be called off and the shooting would be called on. 

For now the crowd was calm. Armed, but calm. 

“We did it, Coy. I can’t believe it but we did it.” Willie clapped a hand on Coy’s shoulder and shook him. 

“Don’t shake me too hard, Willie. I’m about to crap myself.” 

“You’re not nervous are you?”

“I’m scared shitless.”

“Then you won’t crap your pants,” Willie said with a laugh. 

Coy either didn’t find it funny or didn’t get the joke. It was hard to tell sometimes. Especially with the visor on his helmet pulled down. Willie pulled his hand away and waved it over the ramp. “What are you nervous for? You’ve practiced this a dozen times now. Only difference is this time it will be exploding and on fire.”

“That doesn’t worry me. But...” Coy didn’t finish; he just nodded to the crowd. 

“What? Them? Really?” 

“I’ve never jumped in front of a crowd before. They’re making me nervous.” 

“Coy, half of this ramp is rigged to burst into flames and you’re nervous about having an audience.” 

Coy shrugged and looked away. 

Willie nodded slowly. “Okay. I get it.” He chewed on his lower lip and thought for a moment. “You know? The secret I heard is to picture everyone in their underwear.” 

Coy gave Willie a long look through the darkened visor. “Isn’t that ... isn’t that kind of wrong?” 

“What? No, not like that. If you picture them in their underwear it’s supposed to make you feel better because what do you care what someone in their underwear thinks?”

“And you’re sure it’s okay?” 

“Sure. Go ahead.” 

“Okay.” Coy lifted the visor of his helmet and looked slowly over the crowd. He began to smirk. Then he smiled. Finally he was grinning and he elbowed Willie in the ribs and pointed to a woman in the crowd. “Hey, want to know what the girl’s wearing?”

Willie rolled his eyes. “That’s not really the point, Coy.”

“It’s lacy.” 

Willie found the girl in the crowd. “Really?”

“Oh yeah.” 

The pair stared at the girl until she could feel their eyes on her. She turned and shouted something to the sheriff from Defiance and he rushed to her side. 

The sheriff listened to her and looked up at the boys. “You two quit gawking and get this show on the road!”

Coy blushed and dropped his visor closed. 

Willie fumbled a few words before digging into his pocket for his script. He unfolded the sheet of paper and cleared his throat. 

“Ladies and Gentlemen. Welcome to Willie and Coy’s Suicide Sideshow. The greatest, most spectacular spectacle this side of the apocalypse.” He pressed a button on a control panel next to him and unleashed a round of fireworks. They soared and burst and thundered in the air above the ramp. 

There was a round of applause that, considering the number of fireworks, was fairly underwhelming. 

Willie coughed. “Uh, thank you. Thank you. In just a moment my brave counterpart here will—“

“Where’s the bear?” Sheriff Taylor yelled. 

Marshal Gaines moved next to him in the crowd. “What bear?”

A woman from Defiance answered, “He’s supposed to ride with a bear.” 

“The bear is, uh, sick.” Willie shouted down. 

The blast from the sheriff’s shotgun tore out a chunk of the ramp at Willie’s foot. Even the Sanderson Creekites thought it was funny. 

Taylor raised the shotgun, pointing it at Willie’s chest. “I don’t care if it’s got the clap. There’s going to be a bear on that bike with him or I’m going to have a couple of idiot skin rugs in my study.” 

Willie could hear Coy gulp through the helmet. “What the hell are we going to do, Willie?” 

“Don’t worry, I’ve got it covered.” 

“I’m not riding with a bear.” 

“Don’t you trust me?”

“You? Yes. Your marketing? Not so much.”

“Calm down, Coy. I’ve got it covered.” Willie turned back to the crowd and shouted down. “Don’t you worry, Sheriff. A promise is a promise.” 

––––––––

“This is a terrible idea,” Coy said from atop the Coy-o-te.

“Quit complaining. At least you’ve got a helmet,” Willie said from inside the bear costume.

The starting mark was up a hill in the woods out of sight of the crowd. But the pair could hear their audience’s growing impatience. It had started with cheers and evolved into taunts. Now it was screaming. 

“They’re getting angry, Willie.” 

“Hold on. I’m almost ready. I’m trying to get the mouth right so I can see. 

“They’re never going to believe you’re a bear.” 

“Sure they will. I’ll growl the whole way.”

“You’re going to make us crash.”

“I’ve ridden on the back of a bike before, Coy.” Willie jumped on the back of the bike and wrapped his bear paws around Coy’s waist. 

“Through a backflip?”

“Well the good news is I won’t have to watch it. I can’t see anything through this mask.” Willie adjusted the bear head, and it didn’t help at all. 

The noise of the crowd faded and they heard the sheriff yell, “You boys have until the count of three to get this show on the road. I start shooting on four. One...”

“Are you ready, Coy?” 

“Two...”

“We could just run away, Willie. We ride the other way.”

“Three...”

“They’d find us, Coy. And, if I’m being honest, that sheriff scares me more than doing a backflip over a burning school bus blindfolded while dressed as a bear.” 

“An apt comparison, Willie,” Coy said as the shooting started with the count of four. 

Coy twisted the throttle with a start, Willie held Coy tighter with bear paws and the Coy-o-te roared down the hill to the first jump. 

Willie could no longer hear the shots. He couldn’t hear much of anything through the bear mask. For a brief moment he wondered if bears were deaf. Maybe they had radar like bats, he thought. Then they dropped and all he thought was Holy Shit, what had he done. 

––––––––

“Here they come.” the sheriff from Defiance lowered the shotgun at the sound of the engine. 

The bike appeared a moment later. Coy was pitched forward over the handlebars as a bear hugged him from behind. 

“Hmm,” the sheriff said. “Dumb son of a bitch is wearing a bear costume.” 

The marshal from Sanderson Creek nodded. “You think we should shoot him now?” 

“Nah, it might be kind of interesting to watch them both kill themselves at the same time.”

“Not the most dignified way to die,” Gaines said. 

Taylor spit on the ground. “So?”

Gaines rolled his eyes. “It’s such a pleasure to see you, Taylor. We should do this every year.” 

“Yeah, all we need is to find a moron willing to kill himself on a ramp.”

“Do you ride?” Gaines asked.  

“Shut up, Taylor.” 

“Eat me, Tom.” 

––––––––

Coy gave his bike all it had as it dove toward the ground, gaining speed. It hit the curve and started up the ramp. Everything was shaking, and every now and then Willie could see past the bear’s teeth to the course ahead of them. The mouth of the monster was just ahead. 

It was awesome. It was a snarling, growling, gruesome nightmare brought to life. Smoke poured from its nostrils. Evil oozed from its very form. Its gaze looked deep into the soul of man.  It was a horrifying creature mixture of European demon and Chinese dragon.  

“What the hell do you suppose that’s supposed to be?” Marshall Gaines asked. 

“I don’t know. Some kind of angry monkey?” Sheriff Taylor said. 

“Why does it a have a lazy eye?” 

“Why do you have a lazy eye?”

“Shut up, Taylor.”

Willie closed his eyes as Coy shot up the ramp. Even through the bear costume, Willie could smell the gas begin to spray as they struck the first tripwire.  They shot up the incline and out through the Mouth of the Monster as the second tripwire ignited the fuel. 

The angry monkey coughed and spit a massive fireball as the motorcycle leapt from its mouth. The flames chased the pair as they sailed over a forty-five foot school bus. The bike landed safely and untouched by the flames. 

“Damn!” Sheriff Taylor muttered. 

“Yep,” agreed Gaines. “It missed ‘em.” 

The Coy-o-te landed hard on the other side of the school bus and nearly bounced Willie off the back of the seat. The head of his costume shifted sideways and he couldn’t see a thing. He gripped Coy tighter as his friend accelerated again.  There was a quick descent and rapid rise that wrenched Willie’s stomach. He’d done the jump a hundred times. But he had never done it blindfolded, and the maneuver made him queasy. 

The Coy-o-te left the earth again. 

He couldn’t see but he knew they were flying over the Pool of Poisoned Razor Blades. It sounded terrible. It made for good showmanship. But the truth was it was the least terrifying part. Envisioned as a pit filled with doubled-edged razor blades tainted with arsenic, reality had forced a compromise and now it was a kiddie pool filled with pink safety razors the pair had sneezed on. It was hardly as exciting but legally it was the same thing. 

Still, he hoped the crowd wouldn’t notice. 

“They cleared the kiddie pool of lady razors.” Gaines said. 

“Yep.” The sheriff agreed. “Those are the same ones your wife uses to shave her back, right?” 

“Watch yourself, Taylor.” 

“Get bent, Gaines.”

The Demon’s Spine was a foot-wide rail spanning a pit of fire. Coy twisted the throttle and shot across the span with little difficulty. Admittedly, it wasn’t the most difficult stunt. Willie had put it in to add some drama to the run-up to the wall. He added flames merely for effect. 

Of course, he never figured he’d be on the bike wearing a bear costume. 

“The bear’s on fire,” Taylor said. 

“Yep,” Gaines nodded. “Kind of figured that would happen.”

“Of course you did. You’re just so damn smart, aren’t you?” 

“Nah, just looks that way to stupid people.” 

Willie felt the warmth from the fire pit on his back and for the first time he could hear the cheers from the crowd. They had done it. They had created a spectacular spectacle unlike any other. And they had made a fortune doing it. 

Coy opened the throttle for the climb up the vertical wall. Willie squeezed harder and dug his feet into the passenger foot pegs.  He leaned forward as the bike pitched forward and held his breath as they started up. 

“So how are things in old Sanderson Creek?” Taylor asked. “You guys still inbreeding?” 

Marshal Gaines drew his gun. “What the fuck did you just say?” 

The bike cleared the top of the wall. Willie held his breath as they became momentarily weightless. Time slowed. Every one of his senses became sharper, more attuned to what was happening. The crowd exploded in screams. He could smell smoke from the ramp like it was in the costume with him. He heard the bike’s engine firing in slow motion. Each cylinder fired like a gunshot. 

The bike turned and they began to plummet back to the ramp and the final stunt. 

As they rode down the wall, the crowd exploded, screaming and firing their guns into the air in celebration. Willie tried to holler at their success but got a mouth full of smoke. “What smells like burning hair?” 

Coy didn’t answer; he had to be focused on the trick ahead. 

Willie risked letting go for a moment to adjust the bear head. He moved the mouth over his eyes just in time to see a curve in the ramp. He grabbed tight as the bike left the earth and flew over the burning school bus once more. He leaned back in unison with Coy and the Coy-o-te spun. It didn’t feel like enough. What the hell was that smell?

Coy screamed as they turned. 

Willie finally saw the bus beneath them. It burned. Yellow paint had begun to peel away from the extreme heat. The metal roof was glowing several shades of red as the heat rippled through the roof, changing the steel on a molecular level. The roof went on forever and Willie began to pray they had enough speed on the jump and twist on the flip to live through it all.

Finally, through fake teeth and snout, he saw the lip of the ramp ahead. They were going to make it. All they had to do was land.

The front tire touched first. The rear hung over the burning abyss for a terrifying moment. The outer edge of the tire caught the embankment and propelled them forward to safety down the hill. 

Coy slid to a stop and the pair leapt from the Coy-o-te. 

Willie tore the bear head off and screamed. “You did it! We did it! We freakin’ did it!” 

“You’re on fire!” Coy shouted. 

“We’re on fire, Coy!” 

“No, your bear ass is on fire!”

Willie spun, trying to look down the back of his costume. Each twirl enraged the flames that had built on the suit. He tried to run away from it. 

“Stop, drop and roll, Willie!” 

Willie tried to jump out of the costume, tripped on his own feet and fell to the ground. He crawled out of the bear suit and scurried away as the flames grew and turned the costume to ash. 

Coy rushed to his side and helped him up. “Are you okay?” 

“Okay? I’m amazing!” Willie held up his hands and offered Coy high fives. Then low fives. Then, after the coordination was worked out, side fives, a back five and a fist bump that ended in an explosion. 

“Do you think they liked it?” Coy asked.

“Liked it? They loved it! Didn’t you hear them screaming and shooting into the air?” 

“Hell yeah I did.” 

One last fist bump ended in one last explosion and faded away into silence. An odd silence. Sure, the fire roared. Wood crackled. But that was it. 

Willie and Coy exchanged a puzzled look and started walking back up the hill, straining to separate the sound of a burning school bus from applause. Willie expected a standing ovation—especially considering they had provided no seating. 

The pair reached the top of the hill and looked out over the crowd. 

There wasn’t a person standing. Or sitting. Or living. 

“Oh shit,” Willie gasped. 

Coy fought back the urge to vomit. 

“Well, I guess the feud fight is over. So that’s good.” Willie said. 

Coy grabbed at handfuls of his hair and paced the edge of the ramp. “What are we going to do, Willie? What are we going to do?”

Willie put a hand on his best friend’s shoulder to stop the pacing. “We’re going to run away, Coy. We’re going to run far away.” 

Willie & Coy also appear in Book 3 of the Duck & Cover Adventures
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IN A
PERSON PACK

A Beagle’s “sad” face is a force to be reckoned with. Big brown eyes, pitched ears, pinched furry brows and a hang-dog expression combined with the proper angle of the head made for an emotional force few could resist. 

What few people understand is that Beagles are rarely sad at all. First and foremost, they are opportunists, and the “sad” face is simply another tool they use to get the mark to part with food. 

A Beagle’s true sad face is a horrible, ugly thing. The big brown eyes withdraw into a red mess and their noses begin to run. Fidget was sad now and had just finished the hound dog version of an ugly cry when he was finally able to speak again. “We’re never going to find a new pack, Satch.”

His breath sputtered and he wailed. “The Terribles were terrible to us. The army didn’t want us. Even the squirrels turned us away.”

“You didn’t really want to be a squirrel anyway, Fidge.” 

“I don’t care what I am anymore. I want a pack. I want to belong.” 

The Great Dane lay down next to him. “We’ll find someone, Fidget.” 

“You say that, but you don’t know.”

“I do know. There’s a pack out there for us somewhere.” 

“That last pack wouldn’t even talk to us.” His voice developed a growl as Fidget tried to let anger overpower the sadness. “They just stood there acting like they were all that and like we were all not that.” 

“They were statues, Fidge. I told you that.” 

“They were jerks is what they were. They didn’t say one word. That really hurt.” 

Sasquatch sighed. Arguing was useless. “I know it did Fidget.” 

“I hate other dogs. I hate other animals. You know what I miss? I miss being in a person pack.”

A wave of memories flooded the Great Dane’s mind. Cool floors. Warm pats. Reliable feeding schedules. A sense of belonging. A purpose. He sighed again. “Me too, Fidge.” 

Fidget’s expression changed ever so slightly as a touch of nostalgia overcame him. He settled down as well, though it took him several tries to maneuver around the take-out box that hung around his neck. He stared off into the night “Do you remember what it was like in a person pack, Satch?” 

The Great Dane smiled. “I do.” 

“A person pack was just so great. The things we did, and the things we ate.”

“Pettings, pattings and hugs,” said Satch.

“He’d put his fingers on my head and just scratch.” 

“The carpet was warm, the tile was cool.” 

“If you couldn’t get out you’d just go in a shoe.” 

Sasquatch put his head between his paws and looked up through the warehouse window to the stars above. He could feel the warmth of his former home returning, if only for a moment. “Walks and naps.”

“I loved warm laps.”

“Days lying around with nothing to do.”

“I really miss those.”

“Yeah, me too.”

Fidget put his own head down. “Fresh water just appeared, I think.”

“He got it from the kitchen sink.”

“And remember the food? It was so great.”

“A bowl full of kibble.”

“Getting to lick the plate.”

“The donuts that were ours if they hit the floor.”

Fidget sighed. “Tell me more.” 

“Peanuts, popcorn, all kinds of snacks.”

“Things were the best in a person pack.”

“But you know what I miss the most?”

“Being properly fed?”

“No, our person.”

“Yeah, him.” Fidget’s sad voice returned. “It sucks that he’s dead.”

They both grew quiet. Sasquatch fought back his own ugly cry. 

Barking destroyed the silence. More than a dozen dogs screamed ferociously somewhere outside the warehouse. The noise grew louder as the dogs drew closer. 

Sasquatch and Fidget leapt to their feet.

“What is it, Satch?” 

“I don’t know what it is.” But it was coming their way. The Great Dane planted his feet and lowered his head. He watched the opening to the warehouse as the barks came close enough to become distinct. He recognized several of the voices from their encounter with a rival pack, Tank’s Terribles. 

They were after something. 

The man that ran into the warehouse smelled like fear. He wore a white coat and rubber gloves, and Sasquatch could smell that he wasn’t far from wetting himself. The darkness betrayed the man and he tripped on a pallet jack not far inside the door. 

The fall had to hurt. Sasquatch heard the groan escape his lips. But the man scrambled to his feet and did his best to see in the dark. He grabbed the edge of a shelf and began to climb as Tank and his pack of Terribles rushed in after him. 

The barking bounced off the concrete floor and bare walls multiplying its effect. 

The Terribles quickly surrounded the shelf where the man had taken refuge. He climbed another shelf to escape their reach. 

“Get down here, you coward.” Tank barked. 

“Back!” the man shouted. “Back you foul beasts!” The man pushed a box from the shelf and let it fall to the ground. The box broke open and spilled its contents across the floor. Cotton swabs. 

He threw several more boxes down, striking the dogs from above and shouting his frustration when they had no effect. 

The boxes bounced off the members of the pack, which only enraged them more. 

Packages of cotton balls, tissue paper and paper towels soon littered the floor. 

“Get him down!” shouted Tank. 

The heavier dogs began to throw themselves against the shelves. Many of the dogs tried to leap onto the lower shelf. It was all very ineffective but apparently frightening to the man. 

“It’s a person.” Sasquatch looked at his friend. “We’ve got to help him.” 

“We don’t know what’s going on, Satch. Maybe he’s a bad person.” 

“It doesn’t matter. We help persons.”

“Even mean persons?” 

“Smell him, Fidge. He smells like you did the first time our person ran the vacuum.”

“Hey! That thing was trying to kill me.” 

“He’s terrified,” Sasquatch said. “They’re going to kill him.” 

Fidget stuck his nose in the air and took in a mighty breath. “All I’m getting is Chinese food.” 

Sasquatch groaned. “We’re helping him.” 

“You can’t stay up there forever,” Tank barked as one of the Boxers finally made it to the lower shelf. 

“Go away. Please, just leave me alone,” the man shouted and threw a box of facial tissues at the alpha. 

“That’s enough, Tank,” Sasquatch barked.

The pack had been so focused on the person that they hadn’t even noticed the pair in the dark. 

“You,” Tank laughed. “Stay out of this. This is Terribles business.” 

Sasquatch added a low growl to his voice. “Leave the person alone.”

“This is not a good person,” Tank said.

“But he is a person,” Sasquatch said. “Leave him alone.” 

Tank stared at the giant dog as his pack gathered around him. They all remembered the Great Dane. Some still limped from their encounter. The Boxers, Trouble and Double, lined up next to their alpha and waited for orders. 

The tiny mutt, Omega, barked, “He’s a bad man!” 

Fidget jumped in front of Sasquatch, raised his hackles and howled, “You up for another barking, bitch?” 

“Hey!” Omega jumped back. “That’s uncalled for.” 

“You don’t want to do this, big dog,” Trouble growled. 

“You want me to step on your face again?” 

Tank crept forward until he and the Great Dane were only a foot apart. 

They locked eyes. Sasquatch could see his hesitation. The Great Dane had beaten him once, but it wasn’t fear he saw in the German Shepherd’s eyes. It was indifference. 

Tank snorted. “Fine. It’s your funeral.” With this, Tank turned and walked back to his pack. “We’re going, boys. Let the big hero have his way. He’ll regret it.” 

“But,” Omega started. 

“But, what?” Tank growled. 

The omega cowed and shrunk away. 

“It’s his problem now,” Tank said. “Let’s go.”

Each member of the pack gave one parting bark to the man in the shelving and followed their leader out the door. 

When it was clear they weren’t returning, the two dogs directed their attention to the man in the shelves. He had barricaded himself behind a few boxes and peeked nervously over the top of his fortress. 

“He still looks scared, Satch.” 

“He is, Fidget.” 

“But why? We’re nice dogs.” 

“He doesn’t know that.”

“Go away!” shouted the man. He threw a roll of toilet paper at Sasquatch. It bounced harmlessly off his head and rolled under the shelf. “Shoo.”

“What’s he mean, ‘shoe’?” 

“I don’t know,” said Sasquatch. “He must be scared out of his mind.”  

“Wag your tail,” Fidget said. 

“What?”

“You’re not wagging your tail.” Fidget turned around and pointed his butt toward the man on the shelf. He started wagging his tail. “They like it, remember?”  

Sasquatch shrugged and pointed his butt to the man in the shelf as well. He began to wag. It was only a matter of minutes before the man climbed back down. 

He kept one hand on the shelf and reached out with the other. 

Fidget and Sasquatch each took turns sniffing the hand. 

“My, you are the most remarkable dogs. I would be dead if not for you.” The man finally let go of the shelf and began to pet the dogs. Fidget was first. 

The Beagle’s leg started pounding the floor. “Ohmygodohmygod it’s soooo good.” 

The man reached out to the Great Dane with the other hand. All Sasquatch could do was sigh and lean into the pet. 

It almost knocked the man over. He fell back against the shelf and laughed. “Okay, boy. That’s a good boy.” 

Fidget barked, “He called you a good boy. He called you a good boy!” 

The man leaned down and scratched behind Fidget’s ears. “You’re a good boy, too.” The man’s hand ran down Fidget’s neck. “Now how did you get yourself stuck in a take-out box?” 

Fidget tried to explain but didn’t speak person. 

It didn’t matter. The man grabbed the wire handle and pried it open wide enough to slip the box off the Beagle’s neck. He tossed the box into the dark. 

“OHMYGODICANSMELLAGAINSATCH!” The Beagle’s nose prodded the air in a thousand directions. “I can smell you. I can smell me. I can smell him. I can smell Tank. I can smell Omega and—ohmygod—I think there’s some Chinese food around here someplace.” 

“I can’t thank you dogs enough. If it hadn’t have been for you, that pack would have eaten me alive. How can I thank you?” 

“Sayitsayitsayitsayit,” Fidget yipped. 

“How about, would you two like to come live with me?” 

“Ohmygod. He said it!” Fidget spun around thirteen times before succumbing to dizziness. He fell at the man’s feet. 

Sasquatch licked the man’s hand before jumping up and licking his face.  

The man laughed. “I’ll take that as a yes. Come on. Let me show you your new home.” 

The man walked out into the night and called for the dogs to follow him.  

Fidget sighed. “Satch. We finally found a person pack.” 

Sasquatch barked his approval, and the pair followed the man back to their new home. 

[image: image]

NO QUARTER

The Librarian had been through New Orleans years before. But never by canoe. 

His first visit to the city had been a drunken blur during his college days. Someone had a car. They had a long weekend. It seemed like a natural plan. Drive all night to NOLA, party on Bourbon Street and be back in time for class on Tuesday. It had been a loud and fast weekend none of them would ever remember enough about to forget. 

Now he moved slowly and methodically, dipping the paddle in the water as smoothly as possible to avoid disturbing the denizens inhabiting the swamp that was the inner city. 

Even Chewy appreciated the need for quiet. The mighty mastiff stood at the bow as still as a masthead, pointing her sharp senses into the darkness ahead of the canoe. 

There were most likely some people that liked alligators. Whether they were enthralled by the massive size of the creatures or appreciated the danger they posed, there had to be some people that found the creatures fascinating to the point of wanting to be around them. 

Jerry was not one of those people. Every shadow that slithered in the dark drew one eye to the movement and the other to the bangstick that lay at his feet. 

“The least they could have done was give us a fan boat, right Chewy?” 

The dog didn’t react to the man’s sad attempt at levity. A fan boat, while awesome, would be useless for the task at hand. 

Even with the canoe’s leisurely pace, the trail was all but impossible to spot. A fan boat would not only make catching the kidnappers a miracle, it would warn them of his presence, if they didn’t already know he was coming. 

“Still,” he said to the dog. “A fan boat would be sweet, right?” 

Chewy turned her head and looked him in the eye for a long second before offering a low and dismissive woof. With that, his faithful companion turned her head back to the swamp in front of them. 

“Well, I think it would be cool.” 

Chewy stood quickly and silently. Another woof escaped her and she backed away from the bow while keeping her eyes on the water.

Jerry pulled the paddle out of the water and tried to drop it quietly in the boat while scrambling for the bangstick. 

The villagers had given him the device when he offered to help find the missing woman. It was little more than a five-foot rod with a blank .357 cartridge on the end. The idea was to drive the rod into a gator’s head, discharging the round directly against the creature’s hide in one swift killing stroke to make the encounter far less terrifying.  

In theory.

In practice, The Librarian stabbed at the shadows, shaking the canoe and turning the still bog water into a frothy, very smelly, mess. After a few minutes he was wet, the dog was worked up and whatever had approached the boat had moved off to scare the crap out of something else. 

Jerry didn’t find the creature’s disappearance reassuring. “Do you think it’s mad at me?” he asked the dog. 

Chewy just stared. 

“I think it’s mad at me. Great. I hate these things, and now that one knows what I look like.” He sat back down and set the bangstick back in the bottom of the canoe. A little closer this time. He picked up the paddle and dug back into the marsh with a sensation in his hand that only Captain Hook would understand. 

He scanned the darkness to find the trail again. The wooden blade struck metal and he quickly hooked the paddle around the top of a rusting street sign and slowed the canoe. With a mind on where the bangstick lay, he leaned over the side of the boat and shined a flashlight on the sign. 

“St. Charles. We’re getting close, Chewy.” 

The dog didn’t care. She kept her attention on the water. 

He put the flashlight away and paddled forward. They weren’t following a trail. They were chasing a myth. Once information stopped coming in, imagination took over, and speculation began filling in for fact and rumor for knowledge. In this particular horrific imagination there was a half-man, half-gator, or vice versa—they couldn’t say for sure which— that abducted women from the village and took them back to a secret lair deep within the swamp. 

Some believed it was so the creature could force the captives to have half-man, half-gator babies. Or half-gator, half-man babies, depending on who you asked. Others were sure the victims were used in a ritual sacrifice to a Gator God, because, they reasoned, Gatormen or Mangators weren’t that bright and would believe in such things. 

It was nonsense and the Librarian knew it. While the chances of a ravenous Gatorman existing were slim, the odds of finding a pervert living in the swamp dressed as an alligator and abducting innocent women were sadly pretty good. 

He pointed the canoe down St. Charles and stayed between the buildings that rose from the water. The windows were shattered and the swamp filled the buildings. There was a new smell as he drifted between the structures. Man had a different stink than nature, and the smell of moldy furniture and mildewed drywall overtook the rot of the swamp in patches. 

He couldn’t see much beyond the exterior. And he didn’t want to. Every flooded floor was a new cavern for something terrible to hide in, breed in and strike from. He did his best to keep to the middle of the street. 

The clouds covering the night sky made it impossibly dark, and though he was thankful it masked his approach, he struggled to see anything more than a few feet in front of him. And he was terrible at steering a canoe. 

The bow struck a building and he jumped when the bonk was answered by a splash somewhere inside. 

He dug the paddle into the water and pulled himself away as he waited for the sound to repeat itself. He kept paddling at a rate somewhere between panic and caution until he could no longer see the building’s roof and then grabbed the bangstick. 

Chewy watched the water with an intense gaze but made no sound. After a moment she sat down and looked back at the idiot that couldn’t work a canoe. 

Jerry set the stick down and resumed paddling. 

They moved slowly for blocks. He identified intersections by striking streetlights and getting tangled in the cables that ran across St. Charles. The dog was better at spotting them and always managed to duck. Nearly every time, he would be asking what was wrong with her when the cable hit him in the face. 

They had paddled several blocks when he finally spotted light. Torchlight. Posted fires lined the street as the buildings began to rise farther from the swamp. And that settled it. This was no Gatorman. It would be one trick to suddenly evolve from an alligator into a man, but to also tame fire was just a little too much to believe. 

The Librarian kept out of the light but followed the trail of torches farther down St. Charles. The buildings grew from a mere story rising above the swamp to towers as he made his way into downtown. 

The torches led to a single building that was taller than most. What was once a brown tile façade was now covered in vines and moss. The landmark building now blended into the darkness. Windows had been smashed out either through the force of nature or the desire for ventilation, and firelight flickered throughout the tower. 

This was the place. 

He drifted through the intersection of St. Charles and Pyodras without a single stroke. Chewy remained still as they both surveyed the tower.

A wooden dock extended from the front of the building’s third floor into the swamp. More torches lined this entrance along with more than a few human bones. The torchlight flickered off posted skulls, and piles of miscellaneous skeletons lined the edge of the wooden platform. 

Several airboats bobbed next to the dock. The aluminum hulls pinged as the swamp slapped against them and rocked them about.

There was no other movement on the dock. No guard paced its length. No sentry kept watch. It would be easy to feel safe so far removed from what was left of the world. In the middle of a swamp. Deep in a flooded and abandoned city. And, of course, the whole Alligator/man hybrid thing was a deterrent too. No one had ventured here before. 

Jerry drove a silent stroke into the water and pushed the canoe forward.

Chewy gave him the same look she always gave him when he opened a can of food that wasn’t for her. It was a look of confusion brought about by the situation and one of concern because he must obviously be either confused or stupid to be doing what he was doing. 

He grabbed the dock and pulled the canoe up alongside it. 

The dog stepped out first and gave everything a good sniff while the Librarian tied up the boat and grabbed the bangstick. He slung it across his back and hoped to hell that whoever had taken the woman wasn’t really part gator. 

Jerry whispered to Chewy to follow as he made his way up the dock and into the creepiest tower he’d ever seen. 

They entered what used to be the mezzanine. Either rot or intentional destruction had removed the floors from overhead. The room was flooded with water but still rose thirty feet. Flickering light was provided by a massive fire suspended in an iron cauldron that swung from the center of the room. Ash and cinders dropped constantly from the mighty blaze into the water below, filling the cavernous room with cracks, pops and hisses. 

Wooden planks formed a staircase that wound up and around the perimeter of the room. They looked like they were taken off an old shack but felt sturdy enough beneath his feet. The pair made their way up past the dangling fire, trying not to look down. 

Near the top they saw the first shadow that gave them pause. It threw itself against a wall and the figure appeared ten feet tall. He knew the height was a trick of the light, and it didn’t concern him. It was the shadow of the tail that made him stop. 

The Librarian reached for the bangstick, then his gun, then a knife, not knowing which weapon best suited the situation. 

The figure was moving away from them so he opted for the knife. The amount of excavation in the building, and the number of boats out front, suggested there was more than one threat here. 

He hoped they were a group of gator fetishists. It was an odd thing to hope for. He had never believed in monster stories or cryptozoology, but that was before the Crappening unleashed a thousand mutagens into the world. 

Since then he had encountered Super Smart Bears, a pack of wolf-men, and an actual Bigfoot despite how much he didn’t believe in any of those things. The myriad agents in the warheads had made skepticism a difficult thing to hold on to in the post-apocalyptic world. 

Calling the khukuri a knife was a stretch. It was as long as a machete and curved toward the ground. The blade chopped and slashed in one motion and was known to cleave heads from shoulders on even the most contemporary battlefields. The pommel alone could crush a skull if driven hard enough against a weak enough skull. 

Staying in the shadows, the Librarian crept forward. He kept his steps to the outside of the wooden planks where they joined the support structure and were less likely to creak. He moved around the corner and saw the creature that had cast the crocodilian shadow on the wall.

It was a man. Not a normal man—because he was dressed as an alligator after all, so there was obviously something wrong with him—but a man nonetheless. He was clad in alligator hide and moved awkwardly under the weight, and he had impaired his own vision by wearing the head of the reptile as a mask—totemistic clans hardly ever thought practically. The man lumbered down the hall, dragging the creature’s full tail behind him and carrying an ornamental staff. 

Some of the apprehension left the Librarian. Man was a known element and, almost always, less scary than fighting a mutated alligator.  

Reality had taken a hit during the apocalypse and now had little bearing on how people acted. More than a few had taken to dressing up like animals. 

Some did this to frighten others from their territory like the ManBeasts of Manitoba. Others dressed as creatures for bizarre rituals they had created to serve their own delusions, like the Trash Panda People of the Pacific Northwest. Still others had decided they were simply more comfortable living as an elk, or a bear, or maybe an alligator. And without society around to judge, they simply followed their heart’s desire.  

This was fairly uncommon, as finding any number of like-minded fetishists had become difficult since the collapse of the Internet. But it was no less unnerving. 

He moved silently up behind the guard and brought the pommel of the knife down on his head. 

The blow had little effect, for as impractical as an alligator’s head was as a mask, it made a surprisingly good helmet. 

The man spun around and his tail swept the Librarian’s legs out from underneath him. 

Jerry crashed to the ground and felt the wooden platform bounce under the impact. The knife fell from his hand and slipped over the edge. He never heard it splash below. 

Chewy jumped behind the attacker and seized the tail in her mouth. She growled as she pulled and tore at the costume, convinced she was helping. 

The Librarian rolled to the side as the ornamental staff came crashing down toward his head.

The bangstick slipped over his head as he rolled to his feet. He seized the metal pole and freed the strap from his neck as the alligator assailant swung again. Wood struck metal as he intercepted the strike with the length of the bangstick and countered with a swing of his own. 

Any skill the man may have had with a staff was negated by the fact that he was wearing a whole dead alligator on his back. Once he was on solid footing, Jerry pressed the attack forward with a flurry of swings that had the attacker back on his heels. 

Chewy moved to an ankle and continued to try and chew through the reptile skin. 

Two swats knocked the mask askew and a third beneath the chin took it clean off. 

Beneath the taxidermy headwear was a man in his mid-thirties. Jerry hit him again and dust flew from his face. The man began to teeter back over the edge of the platform. 

Jerry dropped the bangstick and reached out to keep him from falling. 

He grabbed the man’s wooden staff as gravity began to take over. The tail was just too heavy.

“Don’t let me fall!”

“I won’t let you fall.”

Chewy pulled on the man’s ankle and sent him over the edge. 

Jerry dropped to the platform and held the staff with both hands. “I might let you fall.” 

The guard struggled to hold onto the stick. “What?”

“That stupid suit is really heavy, pal. But you’ll be okay. You’ll hit the water.”

The man tried to look over his shoulder. “Are you sure?”

“It’s right below you, you’ll be fine as long as...”

The man’s grip slipped away from the staff and he plummeted through the blown-out floors to the water below, which he would have hit if not for the swaying iron cauldron full of fire. There was the briefest of screams as the man fell at exactly the wrong time. There was a sudden flare-up of light followed by black smoke.

Jerry pushed himself back onto the platform, looked at Chewy and sighed. “I really wished he hadn’t screamed. I mean, I understand it, but it would have been really great if he didn’t.” 

Chewy whimpered and cast her attention up the stairs. There was a general commotion building. 

“Ah, hell.” He stood and was about to toss the staff aside when something caught his eye. The ornate wood was only a shell held in place by the colorful fabric strips. Its core was a bangstick not unlike his own. He noted there was a powerhead on each end of the stick and found them both armed. “Okay. Good to know. Stay far away from the pointy ends, Chewy.” 

The dog barked as the commotion grew louder. Voices and the sound of stomping came closer. The decking beneath their feet began to vibrate. He looked around for any indication of how much farther they had to go. 

A nearby elevator marked the floor as eight. Numbers above indicated the top was fifteen. That’s where he had seen the fire. That’s where they had to go. “That’s a lot of stairs,” the Librarian groaned. “Let’s do this fast.” 

The pair rushed up the wooden steps, worrying less about noise and more about keeping their balance. Every step up made the drop below that much worse. 

There was a scream and a gator clad guard rushed from the hallway toward them. He reached the edge of the original floor and dropped onto the stairs in front of the Librarian. 

Jerry dodged to the outside of the staircase as the sentry jabbed the end of a staff toward him. He swung the end of his staff into the guard’s shoulder and spun. The force shoved the guard over the edge of the staircase and into the abyss below. 

There was no time to see if the guard hit the water or the cauldron. Another guard appeared on the steps ahead of them. Chewy barked once, low and fierce, but the guard charged on. 

The guard had the high ground and Jerry refused to rush toward him. 

Jerry readied himself as Chewy let out another bark. He relaxed, took a deep breath and focused on the man in the alligator suit. He maintained a firm but comfortable grip on the staff and prepared to engage the screaming guard. 

But the guard tripped on his tail and fell down the stairs. As the man rolled, the alligator mask fell free and slid down the stairs ahead of him. He landed face first at Jerry’s feet and hurried to stand. 

Chewy’s growl told the man to stay down. 

Jerry’s boot made sure he listened to the dog.  

The pair climbed the final wooden flight of stairs up into the old hotel. Aside from the skulls lining the walls, it looked like a floor in any hotel. Numbered doors stood closed awaiting guests that would never arrive. The house phone sat in its cradle on a small table in the middle of the hall, like cell phones had never happened. 

There was movement at the end of the hall and the Librarian stepped into the shadow of a wall as several guards passed. The dim light on the floor combined with the poor visibility that came with wearing an alligator head on one’s face let he and Chewy go unnoticed. 

As soon as the danger had passed they followed the signs to a fire exit and entered the building’s original staircase, where they were delighted to find real stairs. 

They moved quietly but quickly, listening to the echo of the stairwell for any sign of another patrol. They heard nothing and soon found themselves standing at the door to the roof.  

They stood there for a few moments. There weren’t a lot of stairs in the post-apocalyptic world that needed climbing. People tended to build flatways instead of upways and he needed a moment to catch his breath. 

His panting slowed and he took one more deep breath before nodding to Chewy and opening the door to the roof. 

The fire he had seen from below was massive. Several blazing timbers were pitched at the far end of the roof. Light oozed over the roof only to be swallowed by the still black water of the rooftop swimming pool. It looked as thick as oil and smelled of rot. 

“I’m not even sure that’s water.” Jerry covered his nose and fought back the urge to retch. 

Chewy whimpered.

“It must be even worse for you.” 

Chewy whimpered again and tried to walk away from the smell. Jerry followed. 

They circled the pool. He watched for movement and saw none. It was as still as it was disgusting. 

But there was something moving at the other end of the roof. Beneath the bonfire. Someone was struggling on their back. 

The pair rushed over to the woman from the village. They had tied her to a crude altar built from logs, twigs and mud. She struggled against the ropes that held her in place. 

Jerry grabbed a rope that bound her hand and pulled out a pocketknife. He began to cut and she began to scream through the gag over her mouth. 

“I’m sorry, this would be quicker but I lost my other knife.” 

The woman shook her head and tried to lift it up. 

He cut frantically at the rope but did his best to calm her. “It’s okay. They’re not things. They’re just men dressed up as alligators.” 

She looked at him like he was crazy and shook her head and her entire body to reject his statement. 

“No, really. There’re a lot of weird people like that out there. You’d be surprised. I ran into one group that dressed as Pandas.” 

There was a sound. A rumble so low, he felt it more than he heard it. He stopped cutting. 

“They aren’t just men dressed as alligators, are they?” 

There was fear in her eyes like he had never seen. She shook her head slowly. 

The rumble turned into a bellowing growl that bounced around the walls of the open rooftop and out into the swamp. The end of the world had created many new sounds, but though he’d never heard this particular sound, he knew it wasn’t something new. It triggered something buried deep inside, some primal instinct placed there by some ancient ancestor. He cut faster.  

The rope severed and he put the knife in the woman’s free hand. “Cut fast.” 

The smell hit him before he even turned. There was nothing behind him but the deep black of the swimming pool. A ripple in the water had blown a fresh plume of toxic odor into the air. 

He stared into the water, looking for the cause of the ripple. Shadows were lost in its darkness but he thought he could see something. Something darker moving slowly along the pool’s length. It was less a shape than a presence. 

What he thought he saw, or felt, rushed toward him under the water, plowing a wake in the black water. 

“This isn’t good.”

The shape exploded from the water. The beast soared ten feet into the air, exposing its full size to the firelight. The creature was at least fifteen feet long from head to tail. Its jaws were four feet of the total length and the roar from its mouth stirred internal organs. 

Black water dripped down around the Librarian, covering him with the stink of the swamp pool as the creature fell toward him. 

The roof filled with the kind of terror that made time slow down just to give a victim enough time to build an appropriate shriek.

Jerry raised the staff in front of him and drove the end up into the air as the creature crashed to the ground. 

The bangstick sank into the creature’s jaw and the powerhead triggered the round. 

The creature roared in pain and fell backward into the pool, sending a tremendous splash across the rooftop. 

The woman cut the last of her ropes and ripped the gag from her mouth as she leapt off the altar. Her first words were, “Run, you idiot!” 

The woman, the Librarian and Chewy ran for the stairwell door as the creature thrashed about in the pool, grabbing at its wound. 

He slammed the door behind them and ran down several flights until they reached the tenth floor. Jerry stopped at the door and handed the woman a gun. 

“Take that and go.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out two fresh blanks for the bangstick. “They’re just men below. I think.” 

She checked the gun and nodded. 

A crash filled the stairwell from above. Not unlike a metal door being ripped from its hinges and tossed down a flight of stairs by a fifteen foot monster. A roar followed the crash and a gurgling, raspy voice said, “You little shit. I’m coming for you.” 

“Oh, great. It talks.” Jerry started reloading the staff and realized she was still standing there. “Go. Stay behind the dog, shoot everything and get us a boat. A fast one, please. We’ll talk about how weird all of this is when we get back.” 

“You’re staying here?” She asked. “You’re insane.” 

“Lucky you. Now, go.”

Chewy barked and ran out into the hallway. The woman looked at him, shook her head and followed.

Jerry pulled the spent blank from the powerhead and dropped the fresh one into the metal sleeve. 

He felt the creature’s approach with every step. It took the air out of the room. The stairwell seemed to get smaller as it approached, which was terrifying, but the confined space was exactly why he had chosen the location to make his stand.

The creature’s head came around the corner first as it slunk down the stairs on all fours. “There you are,” it growled.

It stood to its hind legs and its body filled the staircase.

Jerry finished loading the bangstick as the beast lunged.  There was only enough time to hold it between his body and the massive jaws as they snapped shut. 

The mighty jaws snapped closed, biting the staff in two.

The force drove Jerry into the hallway and onto his back, holding an end of the broken weapon in each hand.

A smell more foul than the pool water seeped from the monster’s mouth as it leaned in close and growled, “What now, little man?” 

Jerry spun the remnants of shattered staff in each hand and slammed the charged ends of the broken bangstick into the creature’s face. He hoped, near its eyes. 

The reptilian nightmare roared and leapt back into the stairwell, grabbing at its face. 

The Librarian pulled out a grenade and tossed it in after the beast. He kicked the door shut as he rolled to his feet and scrambled down the hallway. 

The blast cut off the creature’s roar as Jerry reached the top of the wooden staircase and descended into the atrium.

Gunfire sounded from several stories below. The woman from the village and Chewy were racing down the wooden structure, the dog barking, the woman shooting. Men dressed as alligators dove for cover or fell to the shots. 

Several screamed as they plummeted from the structure to the water below. 

The path ahead was clearing, but there were more men filing in behind them to give chase. There were more than Jerry would have guessed, filling the stairway between himself and the docks below. 

Several of the men began to stand their ground. Chewy barked and growled loudly enough for the sound to carry up to him. 

The woman fired the gun until it was empty. This left two men standing in their way. 

His backup gun was intended for closer scrapes but the shots from the compact pistol struck close enough to scare the men off the stairs.  Chewy and the woman raced down the cleared path, outside of the hotel and down the docks. 

There was a scream from above. A human scream. Which was oddly comforting, all things considered, until the man landed on top of him and forced him back to the edge of the platform. 

Jerry fell to the deck and was forced to drop his gun as he grasped for the ledge. 

The guard crashed to the ground as well but struggled to get to his feet. The weight of his costume was working against him. He finally lurched to his feet and spun to confront the Librarian. But he tripped on his own tail and stumbled off the edge of the platform. His screams were muffled by the alligator mask as he fell to the water several stories below.

The alligator men were coming from everywhere now. They were on the floor above him rushing down the steps—waddling quickly down the steps, actually. They appeared below him, filling the wooden platforms with a dangerous amount of weight. He could see the platform shaking beneath their feet. 

Jerry grabbed the fallen guard’s staff and ran. A reasonable pace would keep him ahead of the men above him. Their shuffle was frightening but hardly fast. It was the guards below he would have to deal with. 

He encountered the first guard a flight down and parried the guard’s swing with the staff.  

The guard growled as he rushed in close. 

Jerry grabbed the open jaws of the mask and spun. The guard followed and screamed as he was thrown off the edge of the stairs. 

The Librarian rushed along the length of the walkway as two more men rushed up the stairs to stop him. It wasn’t far. He leapt from the walkway, flying over the drop below and bypassing the two men. There was a crack from the boards beneath his feet as he landed and crashed into the wall. 

Another guard met him halfway across the landing.

Jerry shoved the bangstick into the mask’s open jaws and triggered the charge. 

If the man wasn’t dead, he was unconscious and probably deaf. The guard dropped to the deck in a pile of himself. 

The crash filled the makeshift mezzanine from top to bottom. The roar nearly drowned it out. The entire frame shook beneath their feet, sending Jerry and the alligator army to the floor. 

The impact of the creature’s leap was still reverberating through the hotel when it bellowed, “Kill him!”

Jerry scrambled to his feet and ran past three guards as they struggled to stand. Another met him at the head of a staircase and took the charge from the second powerhead in the chest. 

The beast roared and leapt again. Its powerful legs propelled it across the width of the mezzanine, and it crashed into the wooden platform two floors lower than it had begun. 

The Librarian managed to keep his footing this time but was quickly running out of any substantial lead. If the monster could clear two floors in a single leap, it would be at the bottom waiting for him by the time he arrived. 

He peeked over the edge. It was four stories to the bottom. It was going to hurt. 

The creature roared and leapt again as the Librarian jumped out into the open space. The cauldron was right below him and swinging his way. 

He flailed his arms as if they would change his course and turned his head away from the heat of the fire as he dropped past the massive iron fixture. 

He could smell that his hair was singed. Possibly burning, but he dropped past the fire and looked at the water below. 

It didn’t look deep. He hadn’t looked to see if the others that had fallen survived. Were there actual gators in the bog below? He thought he saw them. He really wished he was back on the platform. 

Jerry crossed his feet and brought his elbows to his side. He managed to take one last deep breath as he hit the water. 

Black bog water enveloped him as he shot toward the bottom. He spread his arms and legs out to slow his descent and hoped he wasn’t tempting some gator to snap them off. 

The bottom never came. He kicked frantically and clawed at the water, pulling himself to the top. 

He gasped for air as his head broke the surface, and he nearly gagged on the odor rising from the water. Nothing felt broken. He swam to the edge of the dock, grabbed hold of the boards and sighed as he added the leap to the list of things he would never do again. 

The splash behind him was thunderous. Water rained down on him and the dock rocked in the wake. 

The monster was behind him. 

And it was probably a better swimmer. 

Using the momentum of the bobbing dock, Jerry vaulted himself onto the platform and rushed into the night as two dozen guards filled the room behind him. 

An airboat at the end of the dock rumbled to life. Chewy stood beside it, barking at him to run faster. 

The floating dock jumped beneath his feet and he heard the monster roar back inside the hotel. He turned to see the army of alligator men flood the platform. 

“Hurry!” the woman screamed as the fan began to spin. 

Boards cracked beneath his steps as his feet pounded into the dock. He risked a glance over his shoulder. Gator men filled the width of the dock and were closing.

Chewy jumped on board and barked once more. 

Jerry slid to a stop and dropped on the boat. “Can you drive this?” 

The roar from the beast drowned out the boat’s V8, and all three of them turned toward the dock. 

The army of gator men began to fly. It started at the back of the column. Men screamed through their alligator masks as they were tossed into the air and dropped into the swamp.

The roar grew as more men were launched from their feet. The beast charged through the column, tossing its own men aside. Wooden planks splintered beneath its massive footsteps. 

“I sure hope so,” the woman said, and mashed the accelerator down. 

The fan spun faster and the airboat lunged into the swamp. 

Jerry watched the last of the men plunge into the water as the creature reached the end of the dock. It roared its frustration, but the sound did not reach them. It wasn’t long before the hotel and the nightmare were swallowed by the darkness. 

Jerry climbed into the seat next to the woman. “What the hell was that thing?” 

She shrugged her response. 

“Are you okay?” 

“More or less. It didn’t hurt me, but I’m sure I’ll have nightmares forever. I’m thinking of moving to the desert.” 

He would never have heard the shot. Not over the sound of the fan and the motor. But sparks flew from the fan’s protective cage as a bullet ricocheted somewhere off into the swamp.

Jerry grabbed a handheld spotlight from its mount and pointed it behind them. 

The airboat chasing them was twice as wide as their own. Two fans drove it forward. The beast was at the throttle. 

Jerry turned off the light as two gator men on the bow of the chase boat took aim. 

“Shit.” Jerry pulled a full magazine from his belt. “Give me my gun back.” 

“I dropped it.” 

“What? Why?” 

“It was empty!”

“So?! You don’t just throw ... you know they’re not disposable, right?”

“Do you want to go back and look for it?” she scowled. 

He shook off the sarcasm as the beast’s boat flooded the swamp with light. They were gaining. 

“I said get the fastest boat!” 

“Do I look like I know fanboats?” 

“Fine.” Jerry grabbed at the sling and pulled the bangstick from his back. “Fine! Just come back for me.”

“What?” 

He stood on the chair and stepped onto the fan guard as it continued to spark with bullet strikes. One shove sent him into the air and he felt the gust of the propeller leave him behind. 

He hit the creature’s boat with more force than he planned. It knocked the wind from his lungs and one of the guards into the water. 

The second turned to fire. 

Jerry shoved the inert end of the bangstick into the man’s chest and pushed him from the craft. 

He turned to plunge the charged end of the stick into the creature at the controls but the boat shook under his feet as it suddenly slowed. Jerry fell to the deck. 

The monster roared and leapt from the pilot’s chair. 

The weight and stench crushed down on him. Rancid drool ran down his face as the creature ripped the bangstick from his hand. 

It raised the stick above its head and spun the weapon to point the powerhead at Jerry. 

The smell of a thousand dying things washed over the Librarian’s face as the creature hissed, “Let’s see how you like it.” 

The weight was too much. The beast was too strong. Timing would be everything. 

The creature reared back to drive the bangstick home. 

Jerry hooked his heel around the gas pedal and pulled the throttle wide open. 

Both fans responded immediately and shoved the boat forward. 

The creature stumbled backwards. 

Jerry rolled forward and collided with the monster’s belly. He shoved with everything he had. He got his legs underneath him and added every bit of force he could. 

Adding his strength to the momentum of the creature’s fall sent the beast crashing through the pilot’s chair and the bangstick clattering to the aluminum deck. 

The Librarian grabbed the pole as the monster stood. 

The gatorman opened his jaws wide, exposing gleaming teeth and offering a roar that was all animal. “You’re too weak!” 

The Librarian shoved the bangstick deep into the monster’s mouth and triggered the power head. 

The beast fell back through the protective screen that covered the fan blades. It thrashed as the metal blades began to chop. With every slice it dragged the creature further in. 

The boat slowed as the fan blades were chipped and battered away. 

The creature hung in the rear of the boat, motionless, cut in a thousand places. 

The engines stalled and all was quiet except for a distant scream. One of the guards had been discovered by some horror of the swamp. The scream was brief and was quickly swallowed by the darkness and the water. 

There were several minutes of complete silence before he heard the airboat somewhere in the night. He searched for it with the spotlights and drew the woman’s attention. 

It took several approaches to get the boats close enough for him to jump aboard. Chewy barked at him with every pass and licked his face clean once he was aboard. 

“I figured you were dead,” the woman said from the pilot’s chair. 

“Then why’d you come back?” 

She pointed to Chewy. “I was sure she’d kill me if I didn’t.” 

Jerry scratched the giant dog’s face and sat down in the middle of the boat. 

The fans roared and the boat skimmed across the water, taking them home. 

The Librarian also appears in 
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EVE OF THE APOCALYPSE

The sun was setting. 

Long shadows were cast on long faces as the town gathered in the square for a bittersweet goodbye. 

The past few days had been the most exciting the town had ever known. This stranger, simply passing through, had been quickly roped into the struggles of their nothing town. They had nothing to offer but pleas for help. And, asking for nothing in return, their struggles quickly become the stranger’s own. 

This self-described post-apocalyptic nomadic warrior had skills the people of the town could never have imagined. These skills had been acquired and honed from a life of wandering alone though the unforgiving wastes. Skills that stranger had used to save them all.  

This hero had appeared from nowhere and now, as was the tradition of the post-apocalyptic nomadic warrior, it was time for them to nomad on. 

Blade stood over six feet tall. He was rugged, with chiseled features, and wore a smile full of confidence and calm. He stepped forward and waved to the crowd, which cheered in response as he moved toward the girl and took her in his powerful arms. 

She giggled, as any woman in the town would have, and shrank away. 

He pulled her back into his embrace, looked her in her eyes and kissed her deeply, passionately and with more than a little tongue. 

When the town spoke of the incident later, they would argue over whether they heard the sound of his scream first, or the sound of his shoulder being ripped from its socket. They would all agree that it was over in mere seconds and that, once on the ground, he did his best to act tough. But also that the act was hardly convincing. 

The stranger, their savior, twisted Blade’s wrist in her hands as he did his best Curly Fine impression to relieve the pressure on the hold. “I warned you, Andy.” 

He squirmed and muttered something she couldn’t hear. Probably a protest to call him Blade and not to call him Andy. But it was a weak protest. And she just wasn’t going to call anyone Blade. Especially if his name was really Andy. She had told him that before, too. Andy wasn’t a great listener. 

Blade was more of a talker. He had made it clear to her when she arrived that he was the one the town looked to when there was trouble. He was their protector. He was their hero. 

It seemed obvious to her that the town did not know all this. 

But there was no reason to be cruel, and she had done her best to spare his feelings. Much like any book, he seemed to have misread her actions as well. 

She let go of the man’s arm and watched as he half crawled, half squirmed his way back to the crowd and disappeared. 

The town laughed at him as he went.

They were right to laugh at him.

No one else tried to kiss her, though there were more than a few handshakes, high-fives and platonic hugs to go around. Some tears were shed as everyone said goodbye and offered a final word of thanks. 

The last person to say their farewell was the mother of the boy she had saved from the creature. She and the boy wept the hardest and hugged the tightest. 

She felt her own emotions getting the best of her as she hugged the woman tight. All the woman could say was “thank you” over and over again. A friend finally put an arm around the woman’s shoulder and led her away. 

Once again, the stranger stood alone. She said nothing else, but gave one final wave and stepped into her truck. She closed the door and sighed. They were still waving. 

The engine started on the first turn of the key, as it always did, and she put the truck in first while throwing one more wave out the window. 

Driving away felt the same as it always did. It was frightening but it was the right thing to do. She couldn’t stay anywhere. No matter how much she wanted to. Too much followed her. Every town looked upon her as some kind of hero that wandered in, wanted for nothing and left after helping. 

She wanted everything. Every town, every life she saw there, she wanted it desperately. But she couldn’t have it. It would catch up to her if she ever stopped. The memories always caught up to her first. Even now. 

No one, at least no one in their right mind, set out to wander the wastelands of the new Earth. Aimlessly roaming. Endlessly fighting. Constantly facing the new perils of the post-apocalyptic world and the old threat of mankind’s most base behavior. No one would choose this kind of life. It had chosen her. 

At this point she didn’t fight it. 

She was too busy fighting everything else. 

She had battled raiders along the northern border. She had rescued the innocent from cannibals out west. She had defended entire towns against hordes of mutants. 

But this last one. This was something different. 

They had called it a skunk ape and run down the list of several aliases: swamp ape, swamp cabbage man, and—her personal favorite—swampsquatch. 

The town claimed this creature of myth and legend had been stealing food for months. They had only spotted it once or twice. It walked like a man but taller. It was covered in shaggy long hair, black striped with white like its namesake. It was elusive to the eye, but they knew the culprit by the smell it left behind whenever it raided the pantry. 

The mysterious creature had always been a concern, but it became a problem when it tried to make off with one of the town’s children the day she had arrived. So she tracked it. 

She had seen mutants. She had encountered groups of men that hid behind costumes and pageantry to scare their prey. But this was different. It was like a man in shape and size but an animal in its actions. 

She had cornered it in its lair. The bones of smaller animals littered the floor of the den and the smell of rotting flesh filled the air. But the child was still alive. She had arrived in time. 

It roared and bellowed as she fired. It charged, putting itself between the gun and the child. The beast was tremendously powerful and smelly but she could tell it was acting out of fear, not aggression. It drove her against the wall and pinned her there. And stared at her. 

There was something unnatural in its eyes. Some glimmer of comprehension that went beyond instinct. The beast reared back to charge once more but hesitated. She raised her weapon and fired before it could harm her or the kid. 

A garbled, raspy gurgle grew in its throat as it fell to its knees. The beast clutched at the wounds in its stomach and looked at her once more. Then it said “thank you,” and collapsed. The words were labored and barely distinct but they were spoken. And that scared her. 

She saw the child safely back to town. People cheered. People cried. They celebrated. There was dancing and one of the residents even broke out the case of liquor they had been hiding. They felt safe again. And in the morning she said her goodbyes. But she never told them what she had really found because it would have really ruined the party. 

The new world had given birth to many strange monsters. Giant insects. Super Smart Bears. There was even talk of a group of sentient automobiles roving the highways of what used to be California. But she had never seen a creature like this swampsquatch. 

The bombs had turned some men into animals and have given some animals heightened intelligence, but she had never seen a legendary creature with a USB slot embedded in its head and a speaker implanted in its chest. 

She had been subtle in her questioning by telling the townsfolk she was looking for a spectrahygrometer, which was a piece of scientific equipment she was fairly certain she made up. When pressed she said another down along the way was looking for the item. 

She followed a trail of rumors into the woods. They were rumors of a place no one had seen. Rumors of an abandoned facility somewhere off a highway no one dared tread. These rumors came with ghost stories and mysterious deaths. People that went in and never came out. No one went there. No one dared. Blade had grabbed her butt and offered to take her there because he wasn’t afraid of anything. She had put her hand on his shoulder and said thanks but no thanks and then squeezed until he removed his hand and backed away. 

She nearly drove by the facility. The sign for the Institute had been almost completely hidden by the unchecked growth of the plants around it. The road wasn’t much clearer. 

The narrow asphalt lane took her through a rusted gate and wound through a heavily wooded campus. Far off the road, it came to an end at a small building in the middle of a massive parking lot. Several cars and trucks sat crooked on worn out tires, but there was no sign of anything that could run.  

She stepped from her truck and stood motionless, listening. There was nothing. Even the breeze held its breath as it moved around the facility, but she felt eyes on her nonetheless. 

The front of the facility was constructed of clean lines and shattered glass. Inside, she could see that weather had taken its toll on the furnishing and drywall. It looked empty. It looked deserted. But she knew there had to be more. 

“Its an awfully small building for an awful lot of parking.” She stepped through a shattered window and noted that the glass had fallen outside the building. The lobby floor, while gross with mold and ick, had very little debris. 

There was a click. It was a boom in the silence and she moved toward the source, somewhere behind the reception desk. 

It sounded again and repeated itself. It grew into a chattering that made perfect sense once she saw that it was a squirrel digging into the matting of the old office chair. 

It looked up at her with that freaked-out look that squirrels always have. The animal’s cheeks puffed with cotton from the seat of the chair and she would have found it cute and worthy of a comment if there hadn’t been wires running from the base of the animal’s skull into a small plastic box on its back. 

The rodent twitched and bounded away to hide in a hole in the wall.

“This is the place,” she said, and brushed her palm over the butt of her gun just to make sure it was still there. 

Beyond the reception area was more destruction. The whole building was in disarray. The light from outside couldn’t reach around the narrow hallways and many corners, but she could smell the rot. The farther she went, the darker it got. In the middle of the building there was no light at all except for the glowing ring of an elevator call button. 

The button lit when she pushed it and she heard the elevator equipment spin somewhere above her.  She stepped back and put her hand on the gun, ready to draw should the elevator contain something more than a cyborg squirrel. 

The ding was muffled. The doors slid open and the car was empty and generally cleaner than the rest of the building.  There was nothing ornate about the car. Stainless steel lined the interior and a moving blanket with worn-out grommets hung cockeyed from the back wall. 

She drew her gun and pulled back the blanket to assure herself she was alone before pushing the down button on the control panel. 

The doors slid closed and the cable whirred, sending her beneath the facility. The descent took longer than she expected. It must have dropped several stories before slowing to a stop. 

The chime here wasn’t muffled like above. The door slid open and she raised her gun, prepared for anything except a talking cat. 

“Welcome,” the black cat said before taking a lick of its paw. “The squirrel told us you were coming. Well, breaking and entering would probably be a better way to phrase it.” 

She looked around, looking for a speaker or a ventriloquist or something other than a talking cat. There was no one else around. It was just her and the cat in an empty hallway. 

“Who are you?” 

“They call me Shrodinger. But I’m not sure why. I told that ass my name is Calvin. But he said, no, ‘I’m going to call you Shrodinger’ and my life has been hell ever since. I’m the doctor’s assistant.”

She lowered the gun more out of confusion than comfort. “Assistant?”

“Assistant. Cat. Whatever. Shit, I don’t like you.” Shrodinger gave his paw one final lick, stretched and stood up with a sigh. “Follow me. I’ll show you to the doctor.” 

“Why should I trust you?”

“Well, your options are trust me and see where it takes you or stand there looking like an idiot. And since you seemed to have already mastered that, I thought you’d like to try something new. Now, c’mon. I’m pretty sure if we were going to spring a trap on you, it would have been in the elevator.” The cat flicked its tail and moved on down the hallway.

She followed. 

The depth of the facility had spared the lower complex from the ravages of the weather, but it was still in disarray. And something had left claw marks in the hallway walls. 

“What is this place?” she asked. 

Shrodinger stopped and turned. “Really? I’m a talking damn cat and that’s your question? ‘What is this place?’” 

“I figure knowing that might answer several questions I have.” 

The cat sat down with a hrmph and looked at her for a moment. “Tell you what. I’m not going to answer your question, but I will let you guess.” The cat raised one leg into the air like a furry dancer that would be far too hairy to ever be a prima ballerina. “You take your time. I’ll just be here licking my butthole while you struggle with the—“

“Fine. Mad scientist’s lair.” 

“Oh aren’t you a smart one. What gave it away? Was it the talking cat? It was the talking cat, wasn’t it?”

She ignored the attitude. “How mad are we talking here?”

“Depends. I can tell you from experience that if you take a dump in his shoe he goes off the rails.” 

“That’s not what I meant.” 

“I know what you meant. I was using wordplay to amuse myself since you’re doing such a piss poor job of it.” 

The pair locked eyes. “Are all cats like you?” she asked.

“No. I’m pretty much the best.” 

She shook her head and muttered. “Amazing.” 

“Your words,” Shrodinger said as he stood and continued down the hallway. 

They walked in silence for a minute, and she was certain the cat was pointing its butt at her on purpose. 

As if the cat could sense this, he asked, “Enjoying the view?”

She sighed and decided that the next best thing to kicking the cat was changing the subject. “So, how do you assist this doctor?”

“I do lots of things,” Shrodinger said.

“For example.” 

“I watch the lab mice, for one.” 

“Really?” 

“No, not really. I’m a cat. He’s a mad scientist. Not an idiot.”

“Then what do you—“

“I do whatever the crazy old bastard tells me to do. Okay?”

“You don’t seem like the kind to take orders. Why don’t you just leave?” 

“Leave? The doctor gave me the power of speech. The ability to reason. He gave me the power to ask for dinner instead of meowing for it like an idiot. Thanks to him I can ignore can openers. Thanks to him I’m the only cat in the world that can tell you why we like boxes so much.” 

“Why?” 

“I’m not telling.” 

“So you stay here because he gave you all those things?” 

“No, I stay here because the bastard didn’t give me thumbs. I can ignore the can opener but I still can’t work it.”  He raised a paw and stared at it. “Stupid things.” 

She heard popping sounds from down the hall. It had no rhythm to it, but built like popcorn in a microwave. More and more pops joined in as the sound drew closer. 

A ceiling tile dropped in front of her and a pale purple tentacle reached through the hole it had created, followed quickly by a furry monkey’s face. 

She spun as the popping began behind her. A monkey with the legs of an octopus was walking down the wall toward her, popping every time it moved a tentacle. 

There were several more behind it. More emerged from the ceiling. Others came from the other end of the hallway. 

The popping sound filled the hall. 

“What are these things?” 

“Monktopuses,” said the cat. “You might think that it was harder to find the monkeys than the octopuses. If you were to think at all.” 

The creatures came from the walls, the ceiling and the floor, silently except for the popping. 

“What are they doing?” 

“Surrounding you. Duh.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I led you into a trap. Quite easily, too, I might add, to make you feel even worse about it.” Shrodinger flicked his tail twice and moved off down the hall. “Anyway. Best of luck with the monkey monsters. Watch out for the blue rings. They’re poisonous.”

The shriek of a single monkey can be startling. Especially in an enclosed space. And, more especially, if they also ink themselves when they shriek because no one is ever expecting that from a monkey. 

Several monkeys screeched and squirted at the same time, turning the hallway into a corridor of chaos and puddles. 

She looked around for somewhere to run but the creatures were on all sides. One leapt at her, leaving behind a very loud pop and wet rings marks on the wall. 

She stepped aside as the screeching primate slash cephalopod sailed past her, its monkey arms outstretched and its octopus legs trailing behind. 

The creature missed and landed with a sucking splat somewhere behind her. Another crawled along the ceiling, flicking its tentacles at her with each move. 

She raised the gun and for a brief moment was torn about firing. It wasn’t easy to shoot a monkey. Furry, funny faces. Generally cute. Like a hairy child. However she had no feeling either way about shooting an octopus. She pulled the trigger and the gun jumped in her hand. 

The monktopus swung on a single tentacle out of the path of the bullet. And the next two. 

One grabbed her leg and wrapped several of its arms around her. 

She jumped back, kicking her leg, trying to shake it free, but it squeezed tighter like an unwelcome hug from a new acquaintance. She swung the gun, hammering at the hybrid’s head. She never connected, but the animal released its embrace and scurried away.

The others had moved closer and she spun, trying to account for the location of each. They were everywhere. 

She fired several more shots to no avail. They were too small, too nimble. Her mind raced with what she knew about monkeys and octopuses, searching for an idea. She quickly realized she knew nothing about octopuses. She wasn’t even sure if the plural was octopuses. It could be octopi, maybe. 

But she knew monkeys; little ones like this lived in the rain forest. And the rivers there were filled with predators. So they most likely feared water. 

She kicked at a monktopus that had drawn near and raised the gun. The shot took the head off the sprinkler in the ceiling and water began to pour into the hallway.

The monktopuses paused and looked at the water curiously. One dove under and splashed around because, while monkeys may or may not like water ... octopus. 

“Shit, right,” she sighed as the creatures regrouped and resumed their attack. 

She kicked one that scurried along the ground toward her. It was a solid kick, but the creature held fast to the ground with several tentacles and just kind of flipped over backward unconscious. 

There was nothing left but to run. She emptied the magazine to clear a path and dashed down the hall. Her feet slapped against the wet and inky ground as she ran. The pops of a thousand suction cups sounded behind her as the monktopuses gave chase. 

The complex was massive and the corridors twisted and turned with little logic.  Each was lined with metal doors with a shattered glass window that looked into a dark room. The windows weren’t large, but large enough for a monktopus to go through. 

They were faster than she would have thought. The sounds of pursuit continued as she turned another corner and spotted a lit room at the end of the hall. The door was like the others but the window was intact. She ran harder and reached it as a splotch of ink splattered against the wall near her head. 

She slapped the lever and shoved the door open, turned and slammed it shut as a monktopus slapped against the door. The suction cups pulsed as the creature slid slowly down the window and dropped to the floor. 

“You got away,” Shrodinger said flatly. “Yippee.”

She spun around and spotted the cat sitting on a stainless steel counter licking its paws. The room was white and filled with lab equipment and mostly empty cages. A large dog in one of the cages whimpered and looked at her with sad eyes.  The man in the white lab coat stood so still that her eyes almost passed over him without registering his presence. 

The man stood over an operating table holding a surgical instrument she couldn’t identify. A white sheet covered a small dog on the table. He stared at her for a moment before he gestured to the door with the silver tool. 

She followed the gesture to the door. Several monkey faces peered through the window. 

“The monktopus. One of my first creations.” His voice was calm and quiet. Not the cackle or maniacal shriek she had imagined. “Not my best idea, I’ll admit. It seemed like a good idea at the time, but in retrospect, taking a creature known for throwing its own feces and giving it ten arms was probably a misstep.”

She released the magazine from her gun and slapped a fresh one into the grip before the first one hit the floor. 

The doctor smiled, displaying neglected teeth. “There’s no need for that. I’m happy to have you here.”

“That’s not what the monkeythings tell me.”

He shot the cat a disappointed look. “I’m afraid that was Shrodinger’s idea.”

“Oh sure, blame the cat. Everybody blames the cat.” Shrodinger wasn’t hurt in the least. “Who brought this dead rodent in here? Blame the cat. Who scattered kitty litter all over the lab? Blame the cat. Who started the fire in my love den? Blame the cat.”

“You did all those things,” the doctor said.  

“You have no proof.”

“Enough, Shrodinger. Why don’t you get our guest a glass of water?” 

“Sure thing.” The black cat stood up, stretched and swaggered down the countertop where a fresh glass of water waited. He sat in front of the glass and shoved it from the counter. 

The glass shattered on the floor. 

The doctor scolded his assistant. “Shrodinger!”

“Thumbs, dude. Give me thumbs!”

“Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” He looked back at her and his voice returned to its initial calm. “I apologize for that.” 

The gun barrel trained on the doctor and one eye on the cat, she pointed to the table with her chin. “What are you doing to that dog?” 

“What God wouldn’t. Or couldn’t.” He smiled. “It’s what I’ve always done, you see? I’ve taken nature’s creations and improved them in every way.” 

“By stitching an octopus to a monkey?” 

He shrugged. “I started simple. What’s a shark but a dolphin with a shark stuffed inside?”

“A creature that looked like part Bigfoot, part skunk was terrorizing a community not far from here. I don’t think I have to ask if that was your doing?” 

“That would be Darwin. Great henchman—if you could stand the smell. And he was a great listener. Unlike Shrodinger here.” 

“Says the guy that won’t call me by my real name.”

“Quiet, Shrodinger! At least Darwin had manners.”

“Your creature was attacking people.” 

“Oh, no,” the doctor chuckled. “He wasn’t out to hurt anyone. He was abducting them.” 

“And that’s better?” she asked.

The doctor let go of a heavy breath. “We had a bit of an unfortunate incident here. Hawkins, one of my more gifted creations, led a sort of, uh, disagreement here in the lab. And you know how disagreements are, so those that didn’t escape, I had to put down. Now it’s just me, the monktopuses and Shrodinger.”

The cat lay down on the counter and muttered, “If I had thumbs I’d strangle you.” 

“So, you see? I needed more volunteers to improve, so Darwin went out to kidnap some people and bring them back here.”

She shook her head. “He failed.” 

“Oh, I don’t know about that.” The doctor’s polite, yet ugly smile turned sharper at the corner and his voice grew raspy. “Get her, Shrodinger!”

The cat stared at him.

“Shrodinger!” the doctor screamed. 

“Dude!” Shrodinger yelled back. “Thumbs.” 

The doctor backed up and put the table between himself and the woman. “Just push the damn button.” 

“Ugh. Push the button, Shrodinger. Do that, Shrodinger. Lick this, Shrodinger. I never thought I’d miss PETA.” Shrodinger leaned over and pushed a large red button that might as well have been labeled “obvious trap.” 

There was a menacing clunk, a sinister whir and ominous creak as a door in the back of the lab opened slowly, revealing a darkened room and a horrible stench. 

She kept the gun trained on the doctor but turned an eye to the room.

There was a grunt somewhere back in the darkness that sounded like a bull eyeing up a matador. Something creaked and she saw movement. The grunting mixed with snorting as the shape grew larger. 

Then it charged. Half man, half bull, all huge and bulging, it stood on two legs and roared. It was covered in black fur and its entire being ate the light with the exception of two brilliant sharp, white horns.

“Get her, Pasteur.”

The bullman looked from the doctor to the woman, roared again and charged. 

She jumped out of the way as the bull crashed through the lab, the door, several monktopuses and disappeared somewhere deep into the lab. The crashing continued but grew more distant as she, the doctor and Shrodinger stared into the hallway. 

The cat looked at the woman. “I don’t think he’s coming back.”  

“Fine!” the doctor screamed and threw down the surgical tool. “Fine. I guess we’ll just have to do this ourselves.” 

“You and me?” asked the cat.

“No,” the doctor tore off his lab coat and dropped it on the floor. “Us!” He screamed and ran across the lab into a white box that looked not unlike a stand-up freezer.

The door slammed with a thwuck and the box began to hum. Coils around the box’s exterior began to spark. Lights began to blink and the box began to shake. 

She kept the gun trained on the door. “What is that thing?” 

The cat stood up and walked to the edge of the counter next to her. “I’m not really sure. I’ve been using it as a litter box so I call it Schrodinger’s box.” 

The coils stopped sparking, the lights stopped blinking and there was silence. 

“Is he ... alive in there?” 

“He might be alive,” Schrodinger said. “He might be dead. I guess, until we open it, he’s...”

“Shrodinger, just don’t.”

“Oh, you saw that one coming? Maybe I didn’t give you enough credit.”

She smirked at the cat and looked back at the box. “I’m going to open it.” 

“Nope. I gave the exact right amount of zero credit.”

The large dog in the cage whimpered as she crossed the room slowly. The box was still. The gizmos around it were quiet. The lights were blank. Somewhere far in the distance there was a frustrated moo. She reached out for the handle and the cat screamed, “Wait!”

She jumped and spun and gave the cat a murderous look.

“I’ve seen this movie,” the cat said. “He’s going to burst out of there, most likely screaming, and scare me.”

She took a deep breath. “Why are you so horrible?”

Shrodinger cocked his head. “Have you never met a cat before?”

The door burst open and slammed into her shoulder. The force shoved her back across the room next to the cat as the doctor rushed out of the box three separate times. 

The three clones gasped and drooled, spotted her and rushed across the lab with outstretched arms and horrendous screams. 

She fired three times and caught each one in the chest or head. They dropped to the ground. 

“One crazy, two crazy, three crazy scientists,” sang the cat. 

Three more doctors emerged and rushed her again. 

Three more shots sounded in the lab and they fell. 

“Four crazy, five crazy, six crazy scientists.”

“Shut up, cat!”

Three more emerged. Bigger than before. Muscles stretched the fabric of their clothes taut. And they drooled even more. 

Blam. Blam. Blam. 

“Seven crazy, eight crazy, nine crazy scientists.”

She kept the gun trained on the box. There was no sound inside what somehow happened to be a cloning machine. 

The dog whimpered again. It was pawing at the cage now. Its attention was focused on the subject strapped to the scientist’s table. 

“Don’t worry, puppy. I’ll—“

The box exploded as a monster-sized doctor clone tore its way out of the small confines. It roared as it tore the box door from its hinges and flung it at her. 

She dropped to the ground as the door passed overhead. 

“Ten crazy scientist clones!” screamed Shrodinger. “Thank God. That would have driven me crazy if I didn’t get to finish.”

She rolled to her feet and fired. 

The bullet struck the doctor monster in the shoulder and only enraged it more. 

It crossed the room with two giant steps and grabbed her by the shoulders. It lifted her from the ground like she was a toddler and hurled her across the room. 

She crashed into the surgical table, slid off and knocked over the tray of instruments as she crashed to the floor.  

“What’s going on?” It was a new voice. A Beagle’s face appeared at the edge of the table and looked at her. “Where am I? Where’s Satch? Ohmygod. OHMYGOD! Are these sounds coming from me?!”

The large dog barked in her ear and she turned to find herself against the cage. The Great Dane was furious and focused on the doctor monster. 

She grabbed the latch and opened the cage door. It wasn’t cracked an inch when the massive dog forced its way out. 

The Beagle saw this and began to shout. “Satch! Check this out. I sound funny, but I can talk now!” 

The beast clone grabbed the table and tossed it aside, sending the little Beagle flying through the air. 

“Holy crap!” the Beagle howled as it rose in the air. “I can fly, too!” 

The little dog then began its descent. 

“No, wait, I can’t.” 

The Beagle crashed onto the counter top and slid through a row of beakers and vials. 

The Great Dane watched the Beagle land and rushed to its side. 

The monster reached her as she got to her feet and grabbed her throat in a massive hand. It plucked her from the ground and slammed her against the wall. It didn’t speak. It gurgled and grunted as it tightened its grip and squeezed her throat. 

She pulled against the giant hands but they were too strong. Her peripheral vision began to fade as tunnel vision set in. She tried to yell but nothing would come out. 

The monster roared in pain and dropped her to the ground. 

She landed on her tailbone and felt what little air was left in her leave her lungs. Her hands slapped concrete and spilled instruments, trying to find their strength. It was all she could do to sit up. 

The Beagle’s synthesized voice called out, “Get him, Satch. Get him.”

The Great Dane was attached at the mouth to the monster’s calf. The dog growled and thrashed as the monster roared in agony. 

The doctor stomped the large dog free from his leg and made a swipe at it. 

The dog jumped back out of reach and stayed out of range, barking and growling through bloody jowls.

The beast turned his attention back to the woman and grabbed her by the throat once more. He pulled her close to his face, grinned and began to laugh. 

The laughter stopped when she shoved the surgical tool into his left eye. 

The woman pulled the blade back and began to hack away at the monster’s wrist. She either caused it enough pain or slashed a tendon, but the misfit of science let her go. 

She landed on her feet and sprang into a roll that took her across the room. 

Blind in one eye, the beast crashed after her, knocking over everything that wasn’t bolted to the floor and some things that were. 

The woman leapt to her feet next to a countertop and grabbed the first thing she could. She flung a glass beaker labeled “flammable” into the doctor’s face. It shattered and the contents flowed over his wound and into the intact eye. 

He roared and grabbed at the air, trying to catch her in a wide swing. 

Another beaker of something simmered on the counter over a Bunsen burner. She knocked the stand aside and grabbed the burner. 

The doctor’s reach finally found her and pulled her close. 

There was a gentle woof as she passed the burner by his face. It was subtle and simple and in no way foreshadowed the fantastic and massive blaze that followed. 

The doctor screamed, the Great Dane barked, the Beagle howled and the cat laughed. 

Somewhere in the pain, the monster finally found a voice. It was an agonizing screech. “Shrodinger,” it pleaded. “Help. Me.” 

The cat strutted down the counter, closer to the clone. “Of course, box. Here’s some water.” The cat pushed a glass of water from the counter and watched it fall to the ground. 

The monster crashed into a rack of beakers. The containers shattered, the contents spilled and the fire spread. The woman scooped up the Beagle and the cat and rushed into the hallway, the cat protesting the indignity of the situation the entire time. 

The woman and the Great Dane didn’t stop running until they were outside in the facility parking lot. 

She set the Beagle down. “Are you okay?”

The little dog shook its head and looked at her with a cocked head. “I don’t know. I kind of have a lot of questions right now.”

“What’s your name?” 

“My name is Fidget,” he said and turned to the big dog. “And that’s Sasquatch. But I call him Satch. What’s yours?”

“Evelyn.” 

The Great Dane barked and stepped close enough to get his head under her hand. 

“People call me Eve for short.” 

The Beagle sat down. “You’re nice.” 

Sasquatch barked again.

“Satch wants to know if you’ll be our person. We’ll be a big help. I’m a real good barker.” 

“You two are certainly brave. I think staying together would be a good idea.” 

Fidget howled. There was no direct translation for this expression of happiness, and the synthesized voice struggled to translate it as “ohmygodwehaveapackhappybellyrubssteakandbaconsteakandbaconfallendonutnewsmellsunsupervisedpizza!” 

Eve smiled and scratched the Beagle behind the ear. 

Fidget’s paw started thumping against the ground. “Ohmygodohmygodohmygod, Satch. She knows about the spot!”  

Eve laughed and found herself happy for the first time in a while. 

Shrodinger rolled his eyes. “You all make me sick.”

Eve smiled at the cat. “How about you, Calvin? Want to be a part of the pack?”

The cat stopped in its tracks. His eye grew wide and he stared at her. “You called me by my real name.” 

“Of course. What do you say?” 

The cat looked back at the building. The smoke from deep inside was finding its way to the surface. Somewhere, there was a moo. Calvin looked back to Eve. “What can I say? You came into my life. You ruined my box. You burned down my home. You’re the worst guest ever, Lady.”

“So that’s a no?”

The cat shook his head in judgment and then said, “So I’m going to go now. I’m just going to walk away and I want you to pay close attention to my butt because I’m going to be giving you the brown eye the whole time. Understand? Here I go.” Calvin turned around. “Here it comes. Are you ready?” 

“Ready,” said Fidget. 

Sasquatch barked at the Beagle. 

“What?” Fidget asked back.

Calvin hiked his tail. “There it is. You see it?”

“I see it,” Fidget said. 

“Dogs,” the cat sighed and swaggered off into the woods. 

* * * *
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